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Convening Overview 
Over the course of three days together at the Westward Look Wyndham Grand Resort & Spa in 
Tucson, Arizona, National Institute for Civil Discourse (NICD) staff convened scholars from 
multiple disciplines and institutions across the country to consider the current state of incivility 
and political dysfunction in America today. Building on the first research convening in October 
2014, the NICD Research Network created space for scholars to consider some of the most 
pressing topics for civil discourse today. 


During the two and a half day convening, Robert Boatright, Research Director; Carolyn 
Lukensmeyer, Executive Director; Timothy Shaffer, Principal Research Specialist; and members 
of the Research Network led participants in panel presentations and group discussions about 
difference veins of research and practice relevant to the researchers as well as NICD more 
broadly. The convening was strongly supported by other NICD staff including Adriana Kelly, 
Manager of Operations and Finance, and Eve Hady, Administrative Associate. 


NICD was founded with the expressed intent of integrating research and practice. Each of 
NICD’s programs, whether with elected officials, the media, and/or diverse publics, is informed 
by our research. By developing scholarly research with practical and policy-focused goals, we 
are committed to promoting the transformation of scholarly findings into effective interventions 
that improve the quality of American democracy. 
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Convening Schedule 
Thursday March 23 

3:00	 Introductions

Carolyn J. Lukensmeyer, NICD Executive Director

Rob Boatright, Political Science, Clark University; NICD Research Network Director


5:00	 Opening Discussion: Civility then and now: Have things gotten worse?

	 Steven Bullock, History, Worcester Polytechnic Institute

	 Timothy J. Shaffer, Communications, Kansas State University; NICD Research 	 	
	 Associate


6:30	 Dinner


Friday March 24 

9:00	 What is the state of disciplinary knowledge about civility?

	 Open Discussion; John Gastil, Moderator


10:30	 Panel 1: Civility in the 2016 Election

	 Danna Young, Communications, University of Delaware, Chair


Michael Heaney, Political Science, University of Michigan

“Attitudes on Civility and Violence at Protests in the United States”


	 Kim Fridkin and Patrick Kenney, Political Science, Arizona State University

	 	 “Negative Campaigning: Unpacking the Effectiveness of Negativity”

	 J. Cherie Strachan, Political Science, Central Michigan University


“Polarized Attitudes Toward Muslims Americans: Exploring How Perception of 
Threat Undermines Compromise and Deliberation”


	 Joseph Zompetti, Communications, Illinois State University

“Our (Un)Civil Culture: Examining Possible Ways to Reduce Divisive Discourse”


12:00	 Lunch

	 Presentation on NICD Programs:  Raquel Goodrich, NICD


1:30	 Panel 2:  Civility Online

	 Sarah Sobieraj, Sociology, Tufts University, Chair


Kate Kenski, Political Science, University of Arizona

“Incivility Evaluations in Online Discussions”


Ellen Middaugh, Education, San Jose State University

“Evaluation the impact of ‘incivility’ in online discourse on youth civic 
engagement”


Deana Rohlinger, Sociology, Florida State University

“Conversations During Crisis”


Emily Sydnor, Communications, Southwestern University

“Signaling Incivility: The Role of Speaker, Substance, and Tone”


3:00	 Panel 3:  Collaborative Projects and Strategic Perspectives

	 Kevin Esterling, Political Science, UC-Riverside, Chair


Ravi Iyer, Civil Politics 

	 “Educating the Public on Evidence-Based Methods for Bridging Moral Divisions”

Chris Nehls, Democracy Fund

	 “Civility’s Place in the Governance Program’s Multi-Year Strategy”


�3



Michael Lynch, Philosophy, University of Connecticut; Michael Morrell, Political Science, 
University of Connecticut; and Brendan Kane, History, University of Connecticut


	 Intellectual Humility and Public Discourse

John Gastil, Communications, Penn State University 


“Deliberative Civility in the Citizens’ Initiative Review, 2010-2016”


4:30	 Teaching about Civility

Open Discussion; Tim Shaffer, Moderator


6:30 	 Dinner


Saturday March 25 

9:00	 Panel 4:  Left/Right Issues

	 Molly B. Flynn, Philosophy, Assumption College, Chair

	 Mathew Woessner, Political Science, Penn State University, Harrisburg 

	 	 “Bridging the Ideological Divide: Fostering Civility and True Diversity in Higher 	
	 	 Education”

	 Ashley Trim, Davenport Institute, Pepperdine University

	 	 “Civility: Left/Right Issues”

	 Ashley Muddiman, Communications, University of Kansas

	 	 “Incivility Perceptions”

	 Paula McAvoy, Education, University of Wisconsin


	 “Polarization in the Classroom”


10:15:	 What should we be studying?

	 Open Discussion; Rob Boatright, Moderator


11:15:	 Commitments and Closing Remarks

	 Carolyn Lukensmeyer
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Thursday, March 23  
Introductions 
The first day of the convening 
began with a welcome and an 
introduction by NICD’s Research 
Director Robert Boatright and 
E x e c u t i v e D i re c t o r C a ro l y n 
Lukensmeyer. Boatright started by 
noting that a research convening is 
different form most academic 
c o n f e re n c e s i n a f e w, b u t 
important, ways:


• We are more interdisciplinary 
than your average conference


• We are more ideologically diverse than most conferences


• We are (or at least are trying to be) more decentralized than most academic organizations


This intentional structure and setup for the convening was to foster a robust conversation 
throughout the time together that might help to break out of disciplinary or political-ideological 
conversations. Additionally, the convening was designed to have time for people to present 
their research, but there were many opportunities for others to fully participate in less formal 
ways. As Boatright put it, “If inspiration strikes, and you want to say something, or work to 

redirect what we’re doing, go for it!” He saw the 
opportunity to have members connect with 
people who share interests, to help NICD shape 
this organization to be something that we all 
like and are committed to, identify strengths 
and weaknesses of the network as it is currently 
constituted, and to push research out to wider 
audiences through support for interdisciplinary 
work, an edited book on political incivility and 
discourse, and conference panels at various 
conferences. 


Carolyn Lukensmeyer then spoke about the 
current state of political discourse and used political cartoons to highlight how we have pushed 
political discourse into a hyper-partisan realm. Speaking about her own experience during 
different political era, Lukensmeyer noted that the extent to which people were still viewing 
those who voted for the other candidate as “the enemy” was unlike anything she had seen 
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before. This severity of partisanship is what drives NICD to commit to scholarship about these 
issues and how to address 
them. 


As an opportunity to have full 
participation from members of 
the convening, Lukensmeyer 
asked everyone to respond to 
two questions: 


• What is your own highest 
concern of our state of 
political discourse?


• What is the best hope you’ve 
seen in this area?


Responses included concerns 
about whether or not people still 
wanted democracy; eroding faith in institutions, social structures, and civic infrastructure; 
geographical polarization; vilification of others; lack of conversations between elected officials 

and citizens; disinvestment in education leads to 
inequality; and a lack of a shared language 
because even our norms and language have 
become polarized. Hopes were equally diverse. 
Sarah Sobieraj stated, “Hope is recognizing that 
neighbors, who disagreed on politics, are still 
working together on issues.” Kevin Esterling 
express the view that his hope was that, “things 
get so bad that we, left and right, say ‘this is not 
the kind of society I want to live in.’” Numerous 
individuals expressed hope in young people and 
how students are seeking out conversations 
across lines of difference rather than simply 
retreating to ideological camps and not working 
together. 


Others echoed this sentiment that we need to 
recognize how we are creating a really bad environment and we need to change it. Tony Laden 
put responsibility on everyone when he stated that his hope was that “institutions will not save 
us and we’ll save ourselves.” This sense that American citizens were fundamentally responsible 
for themselves was one of the themes that came out during the opening discussion about the 
roots of American society and the idea of civil discourse.  
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M y c o n c e r n i s t h a t 
incivility and perceptions 
of incivility will lead people 
to simply shut up. Our 
best hope is to be talking 
to each other and  my fear 
is that will be prevented. 
My hope is that we’re 
more complex on both the 
left and the right.  

- Ashley Trim



Opening Discussion: Civility Then and Now, Have Things 
Gotten Worse?

While the focus of the convening was primarily on current issues, the first presenters spoke 
about historical antecedents. Steven Bullock of Worcester Polytechnic Institute and Timothy 
Shaffer of Kansas State University and NICD spoke about historical examples of public 

discourse in the United States. 


Bullock focused on Benjamin Franklin 
and about "divisions" and "confusion" 
within public life. Franklin proposed a 
society of broad-minded people that 
sought the good of everyone.  Such a 
"United Party for Virtue" could change 
the world. Franklin thought so highly of 
these youthful "Observations" that he 
added them to his Autobiography in 
1788, over fifty years later. The problem 
of civil discourse—of encouraging 
productive cooperation in the public 
realm rather than paralyzing contention

—grounded an issue in Franklin's life that he would come back to time and time again. This 
presentation looked at several periods in his life and how Franklin faced a series of contentious 
issues, how he drew upon (and helped spread) the cultural ideals of politeness that sought to 
deal with these contentions, and finally how he adapted his own attitudes and behavior to 
become, in Thomas Jefferson's assessment, “the most amiable of men in society.”


At the beginning of his presentation, Shaffer reminded participants that while it may feel like we 
are currently in the most extreme environment for incivility, we have dramatic examples from 
our past that complicate that narrative. For example, on May 22, 1856, Representative Preston 
Brooks (D-SC) attacked Senator 
Charles Sumner (R-MA), an 
abolitionist, with a walking cane 
in retaliation for a speech given 
by Sumner two days earlier in 
which he attacked slaveholders 
including a relative of Brooks. 
This incident was contrasted with 
other examples from our history 
that offer a more hopeful outlook 
for civil discourse. For example, 
a n i n i t i a t i v e f r o m t h e 
Commissioner of Education John 
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W. Studebaker during the 1930s created the Federal Forum Project—an effort to create 
community-based discussion to ensure people were experiencing and living democratic 
practices, especially when other countries were embracing dictatorships rather than freely 
elected leaders. 


Discussion during the opening session explored the challenges and obstacles to greater civil 
discourse from the historical examples offered. While not directly comparable to contemporary 
issues, the ability to see the roots of both obstacles and opportunities set the stage for the 
presentations during the sessions on Friday and Saturday. 


Friday, March 24  
Recap and Moving Forward 
Beginning the second day, Research Director Boatright recapped the first day for those who 
joined the event late. He re-articulated the purposes of how the research network of NICD can 
work better to meet society’s needs as well as the needs of the network. One tangible goal 
stated was the publication of an edited volume focusing on issues of civility. Additionally, 
Boatright noted small seed grants to help scholars conduct research useful to NICD’s agenda 
in better understanding issues of civility and political dysfunction. Within a few months of the 
research convening, successful applications by research network members were awarded 
seed grants to conduct research in diverse settings. 


Similar to the first day’s introductions, Carolyn Lukensmeyer invited newly arrived participants 
to identify their concerns and to express their hopes. “Opposition to compromise really 
troubles me,” expressed Michael Heaney of the University of Michigan. Additionally, Kim 
Fridkin from Arizona State University was hopeful about the amount of increased engagement 
among citizens since the election of November 2016. Multiple people identified students as 
sources for hope and noted how people were ready to respond to the divisions that we had. 
Also commitments to the role of institutions was clearly stated by multiple participants. 
Following the introduction of those joining the convening that morning, the convening shifted 
to focus on a conversation about what the diverse fields of scholarship bring to the discussion 
of civility and political dysfunction. 


Disciplinary Knowledge about Civility and Incivility 
Carolyn Lukensmeyer facilitated a group discussion about disciplinary knowledge and 
perspective on civility and incivility, beginning with small group discussions and then reports to 
the entire group. In small group discussions at their tables, participants were invited to explore 
four questions:


1. What does your discipline know about civility and incivility? What is there evidence for in 
either qualitative or quantitative ways of knowing? 


2. What don’t we know?
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3. Is there conventional wisdom about civility within your discipline? Is it true?


4. What could other disciplines contribute to how you study civility and incivility?


There were five table conversations which then came back to report to the entire group about 
their discussions. Four of the five tables were comprised solely of scholars from their 
respective fields: philosophers, communication scholars, and two tables with political 
scientists. The fifth table included a diverse group described in more detail below.


Because they were fewer in number, researchers from education, religion, sociology, 
psychology, and history discussed in a small group how to define civility. They spoke about 
incivility being a social construct. They noted that incivility is not always bad. Sometimes it can 
lead to social good. For history, for example, incivility can be systemic. From the field of 
religion, civility is located within norms and traditions, something deeply embedded within 
people, communities, and cultures. Across these disciplines, there was an acknowledgment 
that civility changes across context, 
time, and setting. It was essential for 
scholars, they argued, to consider the 
cultural elements of the topic.


The philosophers’ table noted they 
don’t really use the term “civility” and 
were more likely to use terms such as 
reasonableness, responsiveness, 
reciprocity, mutual respect, and dignity. 
They did note, however, they found the 
disciple of philosophy to be civility-
promoting. At its core, philosophy 
encourages people to discuss issues 
with one another, to respond, etc. What 
philosophers can help research on civility and incivility is by making distinctions, asking 
questions such as: Is civility a set of rules? Is it a skill we should be promoting? Is it a value? Is 
it virtue? Is it an individual and/or cooperative virtue? If philosophers could lay out some of 
these questions to social scientists, then philosophy as a field could offer deeper exploration of 
the issues of greatest concern to researchers from other disciplines and backgrounds. 


Political scientists agreed that civility is more than just respect, but is instead about how we 
actually engage and interact with one another. The lack of moderates has raised concerns 
about how more polarized figures interact. There is encouragement within the political system 
to stand firm in one’s partisan identity, demonstrating strength to other candidates who might 
deviate from party norms. We assume people like civility, but that may not be the case as was 
demonstrated in the 2016 election. 
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Communication scholars noted that communication processes matter. Misinformation, 
dishonesty, gridlock, breaking laws, etc. were all areas that should be studied. Individual and 
social civility were also identified. Rhetorical strategies that allow for incivility to be leveraged 
against those opposed to one’s views and/or position received attention. The discipline also  
knows that people can moderate their levels of incivility. So when someone is instructed to do 
so in a more deliberative setting, it is possible to become more civil. We don’t know the role of 
individual differences in achieving outcomes of exposure to incivility and shaping perceptions 
of incivility. We also don’t know when incivility can be problematic and when it can be positive. 
When can we use these strategically to improve democracy? 


All of these comments speak to the complexity of understanding what is known within diverse 
fields of scholarship about civility and incivility. It was at this point that the academic home of 
NICD at the University of Arizona was acknowledged with comments from Brint Milward, 
Director of the School of Government & Public Policy (SGPP).


Milward spoke about 
t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p 
between NICD and 

SGPP. He spoke about 
the relationship between research and 

practice. “What can we do, practically, to impact civil discourse?” He spoke about 
SGPP being comprised of political science, international relations, public policy, and public 
administration; within these fields, the SGPP brings together social scientists to really think 
about theory in the world of practice. He noted that the NICD research network was a 
wonderful example of that commitment of scholarship for public purposes. He expressed 
much appreciation to Jean Bordewich of the Hewlett Foundation for supporting the convening. 


Panel 1: Civility in the 2016 Election 
Immediately following Milward’s comments, Dannagal Goldthwaite Young from the University 
of Delaware, introduced the first of multiple panels for the convening. 


Michael Heaney of the University of Michigan, 
presented “Attitudes on Civility and Violence 
at Protests in the United States.” Protests are 
events that may affect changes in the level of 
contention in society more broadly. The 
actions of a small number of people have the 
potential to make substantial differences in 
policy decisions. And, finally, protests have 
increased since the election of President 
Trump. His research focused on five protest 
even ts : The Repub l i ca t ion Nat iona l 
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Convention, Democratic National Convention, 
counter-inaugural protests, the Women’s March 
on Washing, and the March for Life. 


Findings on how people felt about civility being 
necessary at protests skewed towards 
“somewhat agree” and “strongly agree.” In a 
similar fashion,  responses to the question 
about the necessity of property damage and/or 
violence in protests were overwhelmingly in the 
category of “strongly disagree.” As protest 
politics have seemingly regained prominence, it 
is important to better understand the place of 
civility within that context. 


Kim Fridkin and Patrick Kenney from Arizona State University presented on the effectiveness of 
negativity in campaigns. They noted in their conclusions that 1) people vary in their tolerance 
for negativity in predictable ways, 2) these differences in tolerance for negativity are relatively 
stable across different sets of people at different times, 3) people’s levels of political tolerance 
are affected by the content of the campaign, and 4) this preliminary research is part of a larger 
project on negativity. 


J. Cherie Strachan spoke about “Polarized Attitudes toward Muslim Americans: Exploring How 
Perception of Threat Undermines Compromise and Deliberation.” She asked if polarization or 
media framing explain attitudes toward Muslim Americans and found that people with 
authoritarian world views were nothing new. Additionally, polling reveals fairly static numbers, 
but those with such views are 
now appearing to be clustered 
within one party. They are a 
small piece of the coalition, but 
they are intense, active, and 
m o b i l i z e d . I n s t i t u t i o n a l 
structures that faci l i tated 
deliberation have eroded, so 
the remaining structures we 
have (primarily political parties), 
tend to polarize people. 


Concluding the first panel was 
Joseph Zompetti from Illinois 
S t a t e U n i v e r s i t y . H i s 
presentation entitled “Our 
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(Un)Civil Culture: Examining Possible Ways to Reduce Divisive Discourse” explored the role of 
rhetoric in dealing with incivility. By examining different types of fallacies and rhetorical 
techniques,  Zompetti argued that we can improve our critical thinking skills (doing so would 
help to make better decisions). Additionally, by examining polarizing rhetoric, we can improve 
our own discourse, as well as identify it when it occurs from others.


Panel 2: Civility Online 
The second panel of presentations was chaired by 	Sarah Sobieraj of Tufts University. It 
focused on issues of online communication and civility. Kate Kenski presented on “Incivility 
Evaluations in Online Discussions.” Incivility is an increasingly important social problem with 
concerns about internet use leading to political polarization. A serious challenge is that incivility 

is “very much in the eye of the 
beholder.” Research focused on five 
dimensions of incivility including: name-
calling, vulgarity, lying accusation, 
pejorative for speech, and aspersion. All 
five types of uncivil speech acts were 
rated as significantly more uncivil than 
the second control statement. 


Ellen Middaugh from San Jose State 
University presented “Evaluating the 
impact of ‘incivility’ in online discourse 
on youth civic engagement.” As 

Middaugh noted, controversial conversations are important but challenging. An important 
finding is that support matters from teachers and mentors for youth in navigating online 
discourse. 


Deana Rohlinger of Florida State University 
presented on the role of Twitter in response 
to crises of shooting incidences on 
university campuses. Highlighting the ways 
in which Twitter is used in such situations, 
Rohlinger identified the use of personal 
n a r r a t i v e s , i n f o r m a t i o n s h a r i n g , 
misinformation, polemics, and how they 
varied in to contexts. Studying the way that 
Twitter is employed over a set amount of time, the presentation demonstrated the different 
ways in which people respond to such incidents and what short-term and long-term impacts 
there are on how people experience a crisis situation.
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Finally, Emily Sydnor from Southwestern University presented “Signaling Incivility: The Role of 
Speaker, Substance, and Tone.” Civility and incivility can be thought of as tools for achieving 
political aims. In much of the empirical work on uncivil language, incivility is characterized as 
“features of discussion that convey an unnecessarily disrespectful tone” (Coe, Kenski and 
Rains 2014). Citizens often agree about which types of communication is uncivil, yet our 
scholarly understanding. Other scholars argue that tone is not enough to identify language as 
civil or uncivil. She cited Zizi Papacharissi and how she looks at incivility in online message 
boards and distinguishes incivility from politeness by saying that incivility requires one of three 
things: verbalizing threats to democracy, assigning stereotypes and threatening others’ rights. 
Sydney argued that we need to consider the democratic consequences of impolite behavior. 
Focusing on tone isn’t enough—that’s just polite or impolite discourse. What elevates it to 
incivility is this consideration for democratic consequences. When participants in Sydnor’s 
study saw impolite tweets coming from a member of Congress, they displayed lower trust in 
politicians than did participants who saw the same message from a college student.  
Alternatively, when the tweets were polite, trust in politicians and the political system was 
higher among those who saw the communication as coming from an elite than from those who 
saw it as coming from a peer. Some of her findings noted how an impolite tone has the 
greatest effect on perceptions of a message as uncivil. Impolite rhetoric from a political elite 
has a greater effect on political trust than the same rhetoric from an average citizen. 


Panel 3: Collaborative Projects and Strategic Perspectives 
The third panel was chaired by Kevin Esterling from UC-Riverside. He noted how his research 
has focused on building partnerships and bridging disciplinary divides in responding to public 
issues. What we face as researchers, Esterling, said, “is that we are taught from grad school on 
that there is a correct way of doing research.” However, to be able to take advantage of a 
strategic partnership you need to do something else, “something you’re not going to get from 
your own discipline.” He continued, “so we are researchers need continuing education and to 
develop cultural competencies to understand the people that you want to partner with. As he 
noted, “ i f you find yourself 
collaborating with partners well, 
you will find your research 100 fold 
better.” He framed this as a 
motivation speech and then 
introduced the panel. Presenters 
offered insights on strategic efforts 
and initiatives that dealt with some 
of the underlying issues impacting 
civil discourse and democratic 
practice.


Presenting first was Ravi Iyer from 
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the organization Civil Politics.  His presentation focused on educating diverse publics about 1

evidence-based methods for bridging moral divisions. He spoke about using moral psychology 
and how their focus is slightly different from that of NICD. Civil Politics defines civility as 
affective polarization. Importantly, Iyer noted that it is essential and healthy to have 
disagreements and not necessary come to a point of reconciliation or agreement. Central to 
this is a sense of warm feelings toward others. The challenge, as he presented it, is that we 
have seen warmth toward others diminishing. Civil Politics works to improve personal 
relationships, emphasize cooperative versus competitive situations, and help people 
understand moral dilemmas (yourmorals.org). Through research, Civil Politics has insight into 
what we know and do not know about morality conflicts.


Chris Nehls of the Democracy Fund presented “Civility’s Place in the Governance Program’s 
Multi-Year Strategy. His presentation highlighted the Democracy Fund’s attempt to make sense 
of Congressional dysfunction through governance structures by designing a systems map. 


What We Know What We Do Not Know

• Relationships matter • How do we scale relationships online?

• Situations (competitive vs. cooperative) 
matter

• Do effects last over time?

• Facts matter less than most people think • How do we get conservatives into the 
conversation?

• Pledges to be civil matter less than most 
people think

• Can we get “extended contact” effects?

 For more information, visit www.civilpolitics.org. 1
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The Democracy Fund’s goal with this work is to be able to help Congress function as a 
representative body for United States citizens and to move beyond the current state of 
dysfunction that inhibits member of Congress from doing the necessary work of governing.


Michael Lynch from the University of Connecticut spoke about the Intellectual Humility and 
Public Discourse project through the Humanities Institute. The project is driven by the idea that 
democracy is conceived to have values in conflict. On one 
hand, democratic citizens need to have conviction. They need 
to be able to stand by their commitments. “An apathetic 
electorate is no electorate at all,” Lynch stated. On the other 
hand, it is clear that, for a democracy to function, citizens have 
to be able to listen to each other. In an idea democracy, we 
would have civility and humanity. Why humility? “Intellectual 
humility can be viewed as a technical term. Regarding your worldview through through the 
epistemic improvement from the evidence and experience of other people,” Lynch argued. 
Exploring intellectual humility though individuals, groups, and institutions has been the focus 
on the project thus far. 


Central to this concept is that we need to be able to argument about issues in a manner 
through which we attend to differing perspectives and experiences. Epistemic goods increase 
knowledge and are important to shaping democratic theories. Lynch distinguished humility 
from “open mindedness” as a plastic concept that can mean many things. One might be open-
minded in being willing to listen to others, without being in a state of willingness to regard 
yourself willing to improve yourself based on that person. Intellectual humility is more focused 
and targeted. Intellectual humility is also different from “change.” It is about seeing 
improvement from other people. I can say, “I can see where you’re coming from without any 

willingness to change my mind.”


Lynch went on to describe the 
Public Intellectual and Humility 
project as an initiative that had 
both an engagement wing and a 
r e s e a rc h w i n g . N u m e ro u s 
projects, public forums, and 
dialogue initiatives have emerged 
from this project. 


Concluding this panel was John 
Gastil of Penn State University. 
H i s p r e s e n t a t i o n t i t l e d 
“Del iberat ive Civi l i ty in the 
C i t i zens ’ In i t ia t i ve Rev iew, 
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electorate is no 
electorate at all.” 

-Michael Lynch



2010-2016” highlighted an initiative to embed deliberative democracy into the formal electoral 
process for ballot initiatives in Oregon. Participation in the project is based on a 
demographically stratified random sample of 20-24 voters to serve as Citizen Panelists. Citizen 
panel takes 4-5 days to deliberate and hear from pro/con advocates and policy experts. After 
that experience, panelists write a Citizens’ Statement, which goes into the official state Voters’ 
Pamphlet. Voters use the Citizens’ Statement to study ballot measures and reach more 
informed policy judgments. 


Participants in CIR express high 
satisfaction and voters who read 
CIR statements found them 
helpful. For the wider public, CIR 
Statements have consistent effects 
on voters’ issue knowledge, even 
in pilot tests. Reading the CIR 
Statement makes many voters 
more likely to complete their ballot. 
CIR Statement readers want to 
share the information they learn (to 
a point). As a summary, Gastil 
noted that:


1. CIR panels create high-quality 
Citizens’ Statements when given 
access to information and time for 
deliberation in a well-structured, 
facilitated process.

2. Prominent placement in the 
Voters’ Pamphlet is the key to 
disseminating the CIR Statement.

3. Most voters will learn about CIR 
Statements, and those who read 
them wil l usually find them 
helpful.

4. Reading the CIR gives voters issue-relevant knowledge they find credible and intend to 
share.
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Teaching about Civility 
The day concluded with a session led by Timothy Shaffer focusing on issues of teaching about 
civility. In conversation with one another about the content the day, how do we bridge our 
intellectual interests about civility with 
our pedagogical responsibilities? While 
much of the convening focused on 
research, the balance between teaching 
and research was explicitly explored 
during this session. Facilitating a 
conversation among participants, 
Shaffer began by asking questions such 
as: How do you approach teaching and 
learning? Do you teach about civility, 
political discourse, or related topics? If 
yes, how do you name or refer to this 
content, if not explicitly as civility? Do 
you share your political ideology or 
affiliation?


Beyond these introductory statements, the conversation explored questions about how faculty 
members cultivated civil discussion in classroom settings. Questions included:


1. How do you create an environment for diverse voices to engage one another in civil 
discussion?


2. What specific assignments, projects, and/or experiences have you used to encourage 
students or communities 


• to not only learn about civility but also 


• to experience civil discourse with its challenges in real time?


3. What are the challenges and obstacles to teaching about civility and/or approaching your 
pedagogical method through a civility framework?


• Practical issues such as class size or strict expectations from superiors 
(chairs, deans, etc.) 


• Familiarity and comfort using engaged pedagogical approaches.


Having	the	opportunity	to	have	an	open	and	robust	discussion	about	teaching	civility	opened	up	
divergent	views	on	the	topic.	For	example,	one	person	noted	that	she	o;en	made	explicit	her	
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poli<cal	 ideology	and	views.	Others,	however,	preferred	 to	 remain	more	neutral	 as	not	 to	be	
perceived	by	students	in	par<cular	(par<san)	ways.		

Saturday, March 25 
Panel 4: Left/Right Issues 
The third day of the research convening began with a panel comprised of scholars and 
practitioners who study political polarization in various contexts such as higher education and 
K-12 classroom settings, as well as scholars who identify across the political spectrum 
themselves. Molly B. Flynn from Assumption College started the panel by noting that as one of 
the conservatives in the room, she was pleased with the intentional diversity of the convening. 
Alongside civility was practiced 
hospitality, a trait not always 
embodied and practiced in 
higher education. 


Mathew Woessner from Penn 
State University, Harrisburg 
began the session with a 
presentation titled “Bridging the 
Ideological Divide: Fostering 
Civility and True Diversity in 
H ighe r Educa t ion . ” As a 
conservative scholar, he asked 
the question, “How can we 
diversity academia?” He noted 
how he wanted to see more 
intellectual diversity within the academy, responding to the “left’s hegemony in academia” in 
nearly every discipline, most departments, most administrations, and most of campus life. 


Acknowledging that conservatives are in the minority on college campuses, Woessner stated 
how not to improve the future of higher education. He suggested that we don’t overstate the 
challenges conservatives face and also don’t understate the challenges conservatives face. He 
encouraged scholars to get to know one another beyond political affiliation and to not “be a 
partisan hack.” As he noted, “Be a George Will, not a Rush Limbaugh.” The Heterodox 
Academy was elevated as an example of how the academy should encourage viewpoint 
diversity in classrooms, departments, and in one’s academic field. 


Ashley Trim from the Davenport Institute at Pepperdine University encouraged participants to 
think about political identification in a more complex way than we typically do. She used a 
traditional spectrum to first present how we might think about ideology. 
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She then moved to 
quadrants. However 
she noted that both 
of these ways of 
visualizing the “left/
right” divide were 
l i m i t e d . S h e 
suggested that we strive to remember how complex worldviews are and how they play out in 
public policy processes. Drawing on examples from the Davenport Institute’s engagement 
efforts with local communities in California, Trim highlighted the ways in which local issues 
transcend the partisan rhetoric that can easily 
dominate state and national politics. She 
suggested that citizens start with values and 
goals in order to explore possibilities for 
collaboration about practical matters impacting 
shared life in communities.
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Ashley Muddiman from the University of Kansas presented on “Incivility Perceptions” focusing 
on individual levels of civility and whether or not one can distinguish between personal-level 
and publ ic- leve l inc iv i l i ty. 
Through an online experiment 
a n d c o n t e n t a n a l y s i s , 
Muddiman found that being 
within a partisan in-group 
meant that individuals would 
perceive uncivil behavior more 
dramatically for those outside of 
their partisan identification 
rather than those who identified 
similarly to them, even if the 
same type of behavior is 
described. She noted that we 
should talk about perceptions 
of incivility because:


• Politicians use incivility strategically

• National organizations call for civility 

• Elites may be able to label a variety of messages and behaviors as uncivil and find 

sympathetic audiences

	 

Future directions for research explore questions such as where do perceptions of incivility 
come from? Moral Foundations? Media Coverage? How to get people to recognize incivility 

when the i r in-group par ty is 
involved? When are political figures 
punished for their perceived incivility 
and when are they not? Essentially, 
what is the tipping point? 

Paula McAvoy from the University of 
Wisconsin concluded the session 
and spoke about “Polarization in the 
Classroom.” She drew on her book 
with Diana Hess, The Political 
Classroom, for the presentation. She 
offered insights into how the 
composition of classrooms impact 
the ability for students to think about 
themselves as political actors and for 
teachers to not shy away from 
discussion political topics for fear of 
retr ibut ion. With geographical 

location often dictating who enrolls in 
one school or another (especially public education), the obstacles to engaging diversity is 
conversations among students can challenging—although not impossible to overcome. For 
private institutions, issues of homogeneity can also play out when discussing political issues. 


What Should We Be Studying? What Happens Next? 
NICD Research Director Robert Boatright lead an open discussion about what the NICD 
Research Network should be doing going forward. He noted how the composition of the 
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convening was driven by people’s existing research interests. He framed the conversation by 
identifying a number of topics. These included:


• Subjects that we haven’t yet looked at / talked about


• People or projects that aren’t on our radar


• Things that will happen over the upcoming year or two that you are curious about


• Ideas that have occurred to you over the past couple of days


• Things you want to, or plan to do that you’d like to share with us


Boatright encouraged participants to think deeply about how NICD should respond to the 
contemporary climate of political dysfunction and incivility by developing research agendas 
that could help to make sense of the obstacles we face in American politics.


The group considered other areas and topics that were not explored that would be directly 
relevant to NICD. He invited participants to explore topics for the next year or two. One 
participant noted that not much of the convening has focused on media and he encouraged 
the group to make sure that domain was being explored going forward. Another area of 
concern was that of economics and how economic concerns shape much of politics. Religion, 
particularly institutional forms of religion, were also identified as an area of great concern. 


Another suggestion was for more focused panels and research opportunities for understanding 
institutional approaches to civility. Multiple participants expressed appreciation of ideological 
diversity as part of the convening, but also noting that racial and ethnic diversity were lacking—
in part because of a lack of focus on issues of concern to those interrogating civility from a 
more critical perspective. Topics such as Black Lives Matter emerged in discussion as veins to 
explore for further research convenings. Civility and freedom of speech also emerged as a 
topic worthy of exploration. Multiple people expressed a desire to communicate the dire nature 
of addressing the issues of incivility. 


The possibility of collaborative projects was expressed as well as co-learning from one another 
through the sharing of syllabi. Very practically, Boatright invited network members to propose 
projects that could receive seed grants from NICD. Additionally, the development of an edited 
volume was raised and participants were encouraged to submit chapter proposals. Organizing 
conference panels relevant to NICD’s research agenda were encouraged, pointing to broader 
conversations among scholars about the issues of civility and political dysfunction. Similarly, 
spreading the word about the network in order to grow membership was encouraged among 
participants. 


Finally, Boatright encouraged participants to publish research through NICD, especially non-
technical versions of papers in more scholarly and technical venues. 
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Commitments and Closing Remarks 
The convening ended with each participant making a statement about what s/he had especially 
appreciated about the convening and/or about being part of this community. Participants 
emphasized such things as the presentations by participants, the excitement and enthusiasm 
generated by meeting people in other disciplines who have similar interests and 
complementary skills and with whom they could collaborate on research, the number of new 
resources about which they were made aware, and the new framings of issues that could move 
them forward in their own research. Several participants appreciated the conceptual work that 
participants were able to do collectively and noted that this already showed the utility of 
coming together as a Research Network.


Thinking collectively and individually, participants were asked what takeaways they were 
leaving with. One participated stated that it was invigorating to see how people are researching  
topics. John Gastil expressed appreciation for  new connections and the deepening of existing 
ones. The breadth of research on civility is significant and it is important to recognize that one’s 
own disciplinary approach is not the only approach to issues of civility. 


A participant expressed that they were more hopeful than at the beginning, especially because 
of the possibilities of working across disciplines. Creating a learning community of scholars 
was also articulated by multiple participants. “Being with new people helped me see knew 
things,” one participant said. Being heartened about the amount of creativity and gratitude for 
people to be here as much as possible was the concluding thought for this session. 


Report written by Timothy J. Shaffer, PhD


Principal Research Specialist


National Institute for Civil Discourse 
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