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Introduction
Since 2007 the David Mathews Center for Civic Life has aimed to pro-
vide programming that enhances the civic skills, habits, and capacities 
of Alabamians. We believe that civics and active citizenship are great-
er than the sum of what students learn in school, however, schools 
provide perhaps the most important foundation for civic engagement. 
As the National Council for the Social Studies proposes in their “C3” 
framework, social studies curriculum should cultivate skills in stu-
dents that prepare them for college, career, and civic life. 1

Many formal civic privileges are given to students as they turn eigh-
teen and graduate from high school. Students can suddenly participate 
in the political process by voting, join civic organizations and political 
parties, and can even run for office. However, the ability and inclina-
tion of students to use these privileges to build a better community, 
state, and country, is heavily influenced by the education they receive 
prior to the age of eighteen. Educators, as well as policy-makers, elect-
ed officials, national leaders, and nonprofits, are concerned with the 
trends in youth and young adult civic engagement.

Youth overall are disengaged from formal civic activity. In the 2016 
presidential election the voter turnout rate for 18-to-29 year olds was 
50%. 2 Although the 2016 turnout rate for 18-to-29 year olds was high-
er than the turnout in 2012, it was still significantly lower than the 
overall voter turnout rate of 61.4%.3 Even informally, youth are less 
engaged in many ways then older Americans. Only 19.6% of 18-to-29 
year olds volunteer regularly compared to 28.1% of those over thir-
ty. 4 Americans under 30 were also significantly less likely than old-
er Americans to contact a public official, attend a political meeting, 
or show support to a candidate through campaign volunteerism or 
donation. 5 Rural youth specifically, are facing greater challenges. Re-
searchers have found that 59.7% of rural youth (compared to 31.9% of 
suburban and 29.5% of urban youth) live in “civic deserts,” that offer 
limited opportunity for youth engagement. 6



While the above data is concerning, it also offers us insight. While we 
know that youth and young adults, particularly those in rural areas, 
are more likely to be disengaged civically, there are many ways we can 
address these challenges in our schools and communities. What can 
be done? The David Mathews Center seeks to address the challenge of 
civic disengagement by increasing civic content knowledge, intellect, 
and participation as outlined by the Campaign for the Civic Mission 
of Schools.  By encouraging the cultivation of “civic competencies” we 
can work to remove the barriers that discourage youth participation 
in democracy. 

The David Mathews Center’s educational programming has two fo-
cuses: place-based learning and deliberation. We work with schools 
and communities to provide place-based learning experiences that 
focus on community-specific issues and encourage students to devel-
op youth-led projects. And, through deliberation, we provide stu-
dents with the opportunity to engage in conversations that explore 
historic events and current issues from many perspectives in a way 
which encourages critical thought, reasoning skills, empathy, active 
listening, and collaboration. 

“What is Place-Based
Learning?

“

Place-based learning is defined as curricula which “immerses students in local 
heritage, cultures, landscapes, opportunities and experiences, using these as a 
foundation for the study of language arts, mathematics, social studies, science 
and other subjects across the curriculum.” 7 By creating and utilizing deliber-
ative issue guides that invite students into conversations about their state and 
community’s unique history, assets, challenges, and environment, the David 
Mathews Center hopes to offer learning experiences that are not only personal 
in nature, but practical and impactful.



Profile:

Montevallo’s Students’ 
Institute
In 2011, the David Mathews Center partnered with Mayor Hollie Cost 
and the University of Montevallo’s Office of Service Learning to pilot a 
series of immersive, place-based “Students’ Institute” workshops cen-
tered around the sites, citizens, and concerns of Montevallo. 

Students’ Institute participants explore civic spaces in their communi-
ty, interact with public servants, learn from citizens who are making 
a difference, map community assets, and name and frame issues for 
deliberation. Furthermore, youth participants exercise civic participa-
tory and intellectual skills to develop sustainable community projects 
and initiatives. 

One such project, the Montevallo Junior City Council (MJCC), has 
since become a fixture of Montevallo’s public schools and city hall. 
Through MJCC, local youth work directly with the mayor and city 
council to represent youth interest and contribute to city planning, 
programming, and events, which have included community field days,   
festivals, and student discount cards.

“I wanted to join MJCC because I wanted to take every oppor-
tunity to serve my community and to make a positive change in 
my town.”

Leah Waites

“MJCC [was an opportunity] to learn more about the commu-
nity I had just joined. I wanted to help the the environment and 
learn more about the people here and how I can help them be 
more involved.” 

Abigail Heuton, Junior Mayor



“What Is
Deliberation?“

While place-based learning can be used to describe a variety of learning ex-
periences that utilize a community’s history and spaces, deliberative learning 
engages students in conversations about issues and historic events that have 
affected, or will affect their community.

Put simply, deliberation is the process through which people can come to com-
mon ground, and potentially a decision, by considering many approaches to a 
current issue or historic event. Deliberation asks students to not only consider 
the benefits of each approach, but also the potential negative consequences, 
and the cost to the community, whether in time, money, or goodwill. 

The deliberative process also urges students to answer “who is not at the table?” 
and the impact of their decision on the lives of others. By drawing a diversity 
of viewpoints into the decision-making process, deliberation can lead to more 
thoughtful, sustainable decision making. 

Deliberation can initially be a challenging process to explain to students. How-
ever, once students experience deliberation you may witness them applying 
their skills in classroom decision making and the learning process. For exam-
ple, you may witness students considering the trade-offs of a decision made in 
history or asking who else should be included in decision making when dis-
cussing policy issues. Once students have a firm grasp of deliberative practices, 
they can begin applying deliberative skills to daily life.



Starting 
Conversations 
Building 
Skills

•Vocabulary Acquisition
• Active Listening
• Interpersonal 
Communication

•Critical Thinking & Logic
•Argument Identification

•Examination of
Perspectives

•Leadership
•Personal Responsibility

•Consesus Building
•Collaboration 

•Empathy
•Global Awareness

•Appreciation of 
Diversity 



One of the best ways to ensure that students stay attentive and 
engaged in the conversation is by arranging desks in a horse-
shoe or semi-circle that allows students to see one another, the 
moderator, and the recorded notes. This seating arrangement 
gives students and the moderator an opportunity to hear ev-
eryone equally, make eye-contact, and read the recorded notes. 
It also encourages equal participation from all students. 

Arranging Your 
Classroom

One essential role in the deliberative process is the role of the moderator. As 
an educator, you will take the role of moderator in classroom deliberation. 
Moderators play the role of neutral facilitator. Without favoring any one ap-
proach, the moderator prompts students with questions that will help them 
grapple with the merits, trade-offs, costs, and consequences of each idea they 
discuss. 

In addition to the moderator, deliberation requires a recorder. For each ap-
proach that students’ discuss, the recorder will write down the benefits and 
drawbacks that the class expresses. Providing the class with recorded notes 
during their discussion, allows students to reflect more readily at the end of 
the deliberation. It also provides students with a visual representation of the 
similarities, differences, and large patterns that emerge during discussion.

While the teacher can both moderate and record, it may be helpful to assign 
the role of recorder to students. This role can draw quieter students into the 
process. One student can take the notes for the entirety of the deliberation, 
or each approach can be recorded be a different student.

How Do I Modera te a Deliberation?“



How Do I Modera te a Deliberation?

“

Basic Rules of Moderating
Below are a few rules of good moderating, aimed at helping your stu-
dents get the most out of the process:

• Remain neutral about the subject of the forum and avoid evaluating 
the comments of the participants. 

• Treat deliberation not as an opportunity to teach or lecture, but for 
students to problem-solve and reflect on historical events and policy 
decisions.

• Keep students focused on the approaches and ensure students consid-
er each approach equally.

• Listen for the values that motivate students’ comments and when ap-
plicable ask students to consider who else may share their values.

• Ask clarifying questions if students give ambiguous or vague answers. 

• Encourage everyone to participate.

• Ask thoughtful and probing questions that encourage students to con-
sider potential outcomes. Avoid surface level questions that encourage 
a “yes/no” response. 

• Ask questions that help participants find common ground they may 
not immediately recognize.

• Encourage deeper reflection on the issue, by encouraging students to 
share what is important to them about the issue.





Rules of Deliberation for Students
Below are the rules students should follow to ensure deliberation is 
respectful, engaging, and therefore, productive:

• Everyone understands this is not a debate. There are no winners or 
losers.

• Everyone is encouraged to participate, but no one should dominate.

• Participants should address one another, not the moderator.

• The moderator must remain neutral.

• Participants should consider fairly and fully each approach.

• Participants should examine fully all the tradeoffs involved in an 
approach.

• Actively listening is as important as speaking.



Asking Questions with a Purpose
Because deliberation is only as productive as the questions that guide 
the process, it is important to ask questions that provoke thoughtful 
consideration. The following are a few themes often found in the ques-
tions that prompt productive deliberation:

Values
Values often guide the decisions people make in life. The things people 
hold deeply valuable influence the issues that are important to them and 
the solutions they support. One moderating technique is to ask students 
questions that prompt them to reflect on their personal values and what 
others deeply value, for example, “What makes this issue real for you?” 
and “Can you identify what values are important to those who support this 
action?”

Costs, Benefits, & Tradeoffs 
Deliberation requires students to consider both what is attractive about 
each approach, as well as the tradeoffs of each approach. For example, 
you may ask students, “What do you think people might criticize about 
this approach?” Asking students about the tradeoffs they are willing to 
make can also be helpful, for example, “Would you give up ___ in order 
to achieve ___?” or “What costs are at stake and could you/we live with 
them?”

Inherent Conflicts 
Deliberation can bring out tensions. Identifying conflicts between values 
and approaches can help students create workable solutions as well as de-
termine which approaches won’t be palatable to them. For example, ask 
students “How does this approach contrast with (other approach)?” or 
“Are the values or actions that underlie these approaches in opposition?”



Asking Questions with a Purpose

 Common  

As the forum comes to an end, prompt students to consider the shared 
sense of direction that they uncovered. For example, if the class is 
heavily in favor of one solution ask, “How would you modify this ap-
proach/action to create more common ground between approaches?” 
Or “Do you think any of these actions could be integrated with other 
approaches?” If students are still challenged to find a shared direction 
you might ask them, “How would you design a plan to address this 
issue? What would the actions be? How about the trade-offs?”

 Ground   



Reflecting on 



Reflecting on the deliberative process gives 
students an opportunity to explore further 
common ground for action, as well as to give 
feedback that can allow you to gauge their 
understanding of a issue. Some questions for 
reflection include:

• How has your thinking about this issue/
event changed?

• How has your thinking about other people/
groups and their views changed?

• Based upon what we have discussed, which 
direction seems best?

• (For historical / political events) Can you 
think of any examples of times when peo-
ple made a different decision regarding this 
issue/event? What were the benefits, conse-
quences, and costs for choosing a different 
approach?

• How can we use what we know after this 
deliberation? What do we still need to talk 
about or learn?

Deliberation 



Sharing   

 Skills   
Deliberation is not only an opportunity for students to practice collabo-
ration and communication, and put to use their listening skills. Learning 
moderator practices, such as forming questions that get to the heart of an 
issue and recording thorough notes, can enhance the classroom  experi-
ence for students. After concluding the forum, consider having students 
form their own questions. Questions should aim to uncover underlying 
values, the costs and consequences of actions, and the conflicts and com-
mon ground between approaches. Practicing recording notes as a moder-
ator does (noting the benefits, costs, and tradeoffs of approaches) can also 
enhance student understanding of an issue. Using moderator skills such 
as question formulation and note taking can enhance classroom discus-
sions of historical events, modern issues, or policy discussions.

Teaching Moderating Skills to Students

1 National Council for the Social Studies (2017). College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Frame-
work for Social Studies State Standards: Guidance for Enhancing the Rigor of K-12 Civics, Eco-
nomics, Geography, and History. Retrieved from https://www.socialstudies.org/c3 

2 The Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement (2016). The 
2016 Youth Vote. Retrieved from http://civicyouth.org/quick-facts/youth-voting/
3 Pew Research (May 12, 2017). Black voter turnout fell in 2016, even as a record number of 
Americans cast ballots. Retrieved from http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/05/12/
black-voter-turnout-fell-in-2016-even-as-a-record-number-of-americans-cast-ballots/
4 The Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement (2010). Under-
standing a diverse generation: Youth civic engagement in the United States. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Kawashima-Ginsberg & Sullivan (March 26, 2017). Study: 60 percent of rural millennials lack 
access to a political life. Retrieved from https://theconversation.com/study-60-percent-of-ru-
ral-millennials-lack-access-to-a-political-life-74513
7 Getting Smart (February 23, 2017). Quick start guide to implementing place-based educa-
tion. Retrieved from http://www.gettingsmart.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Quick-Start-
Guide-to-Implementing-Place-Based-Education.pdf
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Profile:

John Mark Edwards
Phillips Academy, Birmingham City Schools
Teacher-in-Residence and Interim Director, Samford University 
Fifth-Year Nontraditional Program

JohnMark Edwards, a social studies teacher in Birmingham, Alabama, 
has been implementing deliberation in his classrooms since 2010. Over 
the past eight years he has developed promising practices through trial 
and error, which may be useful to educators new to deliberation.

To begin with, Edwards recognizes that incorporating deliberation into 
preexisting curriculum can be difficult, especially if you have a course 
that is largely pre-designed. If this is the case, Edwards recommends 
approaching the administration directly about incoroprating the prac-
tice. While deliberation may seem like a hard-sell at first, Edwards rec-
ommends highlighting the concrete skills built through the process, 
such as critical thinking, problem solving, and collaboration.

Edwards also emphasized that the the quality of the deliberative expe-
rience is very dependent on the teachers’ preparation for the delibera-
tion. Not only should teachers come prepared with a plethora of ques-
tions to guide the conversation, they should come prepared to  “give up 
authority” and be a neutral moderator rather than an expert lecturer.

Finally, because of large average class sizes and limited time, Edwards 
implements a “poker chip” system that can be easily adapted for any-
classroom to ensure all students participate.

“Each student has three [poker chips during the deliberation]. If you 
run out of your three, you’re done. You’re done talking,” Edwards said. 
“I can [also] scan the room and quickly see who has not yet had a turn, 
especially if we’re getting toward the end, and I can just call on them, 
which is another strategy.”



Issue Guides   
Historical Period Title

National Issues Forums Issue Guides:
• 1776: What Should We Do?
• A New Land: What Kind of Government 
Should We Have?Early America

Civil Rights

Cold War

David Mathews Center Issue Guides:
• The Creek War of 1813-1814

David Mathews Center Issue Guides:
• Seperate and Unequal in 1963

National Archives’ Advise the President:
• Harry S. Truman: What Should the United 
States do About the Emerging Threat Posed by 
the Soviet Union?
• Dwight D. Eisenhower: How Should the 
United States Confront Soviet Expansionism?

1970’s - 2000

National Archives’ Advise the President:
• Gerald R. Ford: How Should the Federal 
Government Respond to the New York City 
Financial Crisis?
• Ronald Reagan: How Should the United 
States Move Towards Economic Recovery?
• William J. Clinton: What Should the United 
States Do About the Kosovo Crisis?



Issue Guides   
Contemporary Issues
The David Mathews Center for Civic Life, along with The Kettering Foundation 
and National Issues Forum Institute offer dozens of resources on contemporary 
issues ranging from economics to education and the environment. Explore all the 
issue guides, educator resources, and research at the websites below:

 www.mathewscenter.org
 www.nifi.org
 www.kettering.org

Additional Resources
While the David Mathews Center aims to expand the opportunities educators 
have to use place-based and deliberative learning in the classroom, our resources 
and workshops are by no means exhaustive. Below are a few recommended web-
sites and quick reads from other sources on how to create engaging, communi-
ty-focused, civics rich curriculum:

• Generation Citizen’s action-civics based curriculum
 GenerationCitizen.org 
•Alabama Public Television’s digital field trips, lesson plans, and topical videos
 APTV.org 
• Getting Smart’s “What is Place-Based Education and Why Does it Matter?”
 GettingSmart.Com
• George Lucas Foundation
 Edutopia.org
• iCivics’ bilingual educator resources 
 iCivics.org
• The Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement 
at Tufts University 
 Civicyouth.org




