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Public Learning in Public Schools: How Networks of Teachers and Public Partners Can Support Civic Learning

CIVIC
LEARNING

PUBLIC 
PARTNERS TEACHERS

STUDENTS

Some citizens may wish to build 
bridges between the types of 

learning our communities need to solve 
problems and the learning that occurs  
in our public schools, but it is difficult  
to know where to start. Indeed, this  
was one of my concerns when I first 
joined a Kettering Foundation research 
exchange focused on civic education. 
I had spent much of 2004 in Lancaster, 
Pennsylvania, working alongside teach-
ers who were exploring ways of using 
National Issues Forums (NIF) issue guides 
and deliberation in their classrooms. 
After a promising year of engaging stu-
dents with NIF, I had expected teachers 
to seek out additional opportunities for 
integrating public issues and delibera-
tion in their classrooms. Yet three years 
after our work together, little evidence of 
public deliberation could be found in the 

Stacie Molnar-Main, 
with Libby Kingseed
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school. In part, this was because many of 
the staff involved in the project were reas-
signed to other schools or had accepted 
positions in other school districts.

Was this a failed experiment in link-
ing education and community issues, or 
are schools just resistant to the type of 
work deliberation demands? While it is 
tempting to answer yes to both ques-
tions, I believe such a response overlooks 
the important work done in Lancaster 
and, more recently, in other communities 
across the United States.

Several years later, I am still involved 
in Kettering’s ongoing research on civic 
education. My colleagues in this research 
have been able to sustain and deepen 
their work with deliberative decision mak-
ing in ways that reinforce connections 
between communities and their public 
schools. Through rich conversations with 
these educators, I have come to recognize 
how an education rooted in deliberative 
decision making can transform class-
rooms, pedagogical practices, and partici-
pants’ lives. These transformations have 
not occurred among teachers in isolation 
or as the result of a single dynamic profes-
sional development experience. Changes 
have occurred, over time, as a result of 
intentional relationships among educa-
tors and citizens committed to exploring 
potential uses of deliberative practices in 
classrooms and communities. 

In retrospect, I learned a great deal in 
Lancaster about the potential for class-
room deliberation to connect learning 
in schools with problems facing com-
munities. Our efforts demonstrated how 
public deliberation can be used across 
disciplines to support civic learning, while 
also supporting higher-order thinking and 
engagement among students.  

More recently, through the work of 
regional teachers’ networks—in Birming-
ham, Alabama; Wausau, Wisconsin; State 
College, Pennsylvania; and communi-
ties on Long Island, New York—diverse 
groups of people (including practicing 
teachers, retired educators, school board 
members, community organizers, and 
university staff ) have come together in 
Kettering research exchanges to expand 
their understanding of classroom delib-
eration. Teachers’ institutes associated 

with these networks have created ongo-
ing opportunities for K-12 teachers to 
come together to talk, learn about, and 
practice deliberation with an emphasis on 
teachers’ authentic interests and needs. 
In the school systems associated with the 
teachers’ institutes, teachers and students 
have been able to deepen their work 
with deliberative decision making over 
time. This transformation has involved a 
multiple-year effort to integrate delibera-
tion into school curricula and a sustained 
engagement between teachers and 
professional learning partners committed 
to nurturing networks focused on delib-
erative decision making and educators’ 
practice-based needs. 

Many of the educators I speak to have 
a difficult time imagining a classroom 
where students learn and practice delib-
erative decision making. Some educators 
question whether general education stu-
dents can engage in the complex social 
and intellectual processes that delibera-
tion demands. Others are worried that 
including public issues and deliberation in 
their classrooms may limit teachers’ abil-
ity to cover important content and skills, 
especially those assessed on state tests. 

In the nearly 10 years that I have spent 
working with K-12 teachers who are using 
NIF, I have encountered few examples of 
teachers who report that their students 
could not deliberate. I have also observed 
many rich examples of deliberation 
enhancing instruction and enriching 
teachers’ coverage of core content. This 
was the case in Lancaster, where high 
school teachers integrated the study of 
public issues into several classes and host-
ed forums in which students deliberated 
about end of life care. In the week leading 
up to forums conducted in grade-level 
groups, classes were abuzz with questions 
like: What is the meaning of a “good life”? 
What does the US Bill of Rights suggest 
about the right to die? And what are limi-
tations of science for solving human prob-
lems? In order to answer these questions, 
students read and interacted with many 
different kinds of texts: an NIF issue book, 
a popular biography, the Bill of Rights, the 
Hippocratic Oath, and media accounts of 
the contemporary case of Terri Schiavo 
before the US Supreme Court. 

Public Learning in Public Schools
When classroom forums were held, 

students deliberated about a difficult and 
often taboo issue with great interest and 
maturity. In social studies and English 
classes, students were eager to share their 
thoughts and experiences and were quick 
to adopt an analytical mind-set when 
asked to consider the strengths of others’ 
perspectives and potential consequences 
of various actions. Gifted students and 
struggling learners engaged together 
in powerful conversations that revealed 
their command of factual information 
and knowledge rooted in each person’s 
unique lived experience. Students’ emo-
tional and intellectual engagement with 
the issue provided a bridge that sup-
ported rigorous application of academic 
standards. 

Based on the reports of educators 
involved in teacher networks, I have 
concluded that a single experience with 
deliberation is not enough to transform 
classroom practice. Initially, many teach-
ers experience deliberation simply as 
a new approach to classroom discus-
sion or as a tool to enhance disciplinary 
learning. However, as teachers remain 
engaged in teacher networks and receive 
support from network convenors, their 
understanding of the role of delibera-
tion in the classroom and in the com-
munity changes. Sara Schneck teaches 
at a Wausau charter school for students 
considered at-risk of dropping out of 
school. For four years, she has participated 
in teachers’ institutes convened by the 
Wisconsin Institute for Public Policy and 
Service. When asked why she contin-
ues to use deliberative practices in her 
teaching, Schneck talks about how it has 
affected her students’ abilities to work 
with others, across perceived differences. 
She describes her students’ experiences in 
this way:

After the forum, now I don’t see  
you as a girl who stares me down  
every day. Now you’re someone  
at the locker I chat with or we’re  
eating lunch together. And that’s  
the forming of a relationship. It  
changes kids. It forms these new  
relationships and then they can  
move on to other places. 



CONNECTIONS 201330

Public Learning in Public Schools
Other teachers, like James Gilmartin of 

West Islip High School on Long Island, use 
deliberation in their classrooms because it 
changes how students view and approach 
public issues in their lives. According to 
Gilmartin, a participant in Hofstra Univer-
sity’s network, students “become more 
aware . . . they really start to become criti-
cal thinkers in regard to understanding 
what sources are, and biases, and analyz-
ing where they get their information, 
whether that information is whole.” This 
type of critical engagement, combined 
with a willingness to work across differ-

ences, can lead to powerful civic out-
comes. Long-term participants in teacher 
institutes have reported many notable 
examples of student learning, including 
an increased interest in politics and pub-
lic issues, a desire to understand others’ 
perspectives, and improved listening, oral 
communication, and problem-solving 
skills. These observations are consistent 
with the research findings of John Doble 
and Iara Peng’s 1999 study, “The Enduring 

Effects of National Issues Forums (NIF) on 
High School Students,” which concluded 
that those students who experience delib-
eration using NIF in the classroom are 
more apt than other students to reframe 
issues that are presented to them and 
advocate for the inclusion of citizens in 
public decision making.

While the impact of deliberation on 
student learning is notable, teachers’ net-
works that focus on linking deliberation to 
classroom practice can lead to important 
changes in how young people and adults 
interact with each other in both schools 

and communities. On 
Long Island, for example, 
teachers associated with 
the Hofstra teacher net-
work, their students, and 
fellow citizens, partici-
pated in the Deepening 
Democracy Project during 
the months surround-
ing the 2012 presidential 
election. As part of this 
initiative, more than 100 
deliberative forums were 
held throughout the 
community on issues, 
such as the national 
debt, immigration, and 
bullying. According to 
the project’s assistant 
director, Etana Jacobi, 
about half of the delib-
erative forums were held 
in local schools and half 
were held in local librar-
ies. The forums not only 
provided students a seat 
at the table in discussing 
important national issues 
but also raised awareness 
among youth and adults 
of students’ capacities to 

engage as citizens. After a forum on the 
national debt, a Long Beach high school 
student commented, “This was the first 
time I got to hear this is actually an open 
issue looking for a solution. The only times 
we’ve talked about it, I’ve been talked at 
and not spoken with.” Newspaper and 
blog accounts of the project publicized 
the perspectives of youth, presented the 
students as citizens, and opened doors for 
continued youth civic engagement. This 

contrasts with media portrayals, which 
often mischaracterize youth as politically 
disengaged or disaffected. 

 So what does it take to build bridges 
between the types of learning our com-
munities need to solve problems and 
the learning that occurs in our public 
schools? Stated simply, I believe it takes 
networks of citizens and educators work-
ing together to ensure that real-life public 
problems are studied in schools and stu-
dents have the opportunity to engage in 
deliberative decision making. This is not 
something most educators can do alone. 
According to Peggy Sparks, convenor of 
the Birmingham NIF in the Classroom 
Leadership Team, bringing deliberation 
to public schools requires collaboration. 
The Birmingham teacher network includes 
more than 40 educators from 2 differ-
ent school districts, supported by Sparks, 
local school administrators, a community 
coalition, university and business partners, 
and a local history center. In describing 
the work of this group, Sparks highlights 
the benefits of having school-community 
partnerships focused on supporting the 
use of deliberation with youth:

We have learned that it is mutually  
beneficial to work together in exchanging  
services and providing teacher support. 
Each group has blended their mission, 
goals and objectives while allowing  
others to maintain their own identity as 
we build consensus and build community. 
Partners, who contribute their resources 
and reputations, increase the visibility, 
credibility and sustainability of delibera-
tive democracy in our classrooms. 

More simply put, Sparks reports, “We 
have achieved greater results together 
than any one of us could have alone.”  
This is possibly the greatest lesson I  
have learned from working with the NIF  
teacher networks. While many claim 
it takes a village to raise a child; I now 
believe it also takes a village to build 
and sustain opportunities for democratic 
deliberation in public schools.   

Stacie Molnar-Main is a research deputy with 
the Kettering Foundation. She can be reached at 
smolnar-main@csc.csiu.org. 

Libby Kingseed is a program officer and archivist 
at the Kettering Foundation. She can be reached  
at kingseed@kettering.org.

So what does it take to build  
bridges between the types  
of learning our communities  
need to solve problems and  
the learning that occurs in our  
public schools? Stated simply,  
I believe it takes networks of  
citizens and educators working 
together to ensure that real- 
life public problems are studied  
in schools and students have  
the opportunity to engage in  
deliberative decision making.
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