
The mere mention of “professional development” can elicit groans and eye-rolls from exhausted teachers.

Many educators have been through amazingly refreshing and incredibly useless professional development

experiences. This past Monday’s time with the Close Up Foundation was certainly more of the former than the

latter.

Close Up is an organization that has been around for a half-century and focuses on a nonpartisan approach to

fostering civil discourse and productive discussions in the classroom. “Our goal is to model activities with

teachers that foster multi-partisanship and break down the polarization that can sometimes make classroom

discussion a challenge for students,” commented Lindsay Greenberg, Head of Strategic Partnerships at the

Close Up Foundation. “We hope that teachers leave our workshops with the ability to build a respectful

learning community that's ready to engage with diverse perspectives.”

With that goal in mind, the Close Up Foundation’s presenters, Scot Wilson and Katie Jones-Gray, sat down with

all Liggett faculty members in the auditorium to lay the foundation for incorporating different discourse

strategies into our classrooms. The day began with exploring the idea of student-generated class norms related

to potentially challenging discussions. Small groups of teachers discussed the role that the establishment of

norms play in their classrooms and how we can endeavor to incorporate more student input in those norms.

After the opening session, Lower School teachers split off to have their own discussion on workshopping

conversations in the classroom while the Middle and Upper School teachers discussed how to create an

environment for more productive civil discourse.  “It is evident that teachers at Liggett prioritize student

learning and hope to enhance students' civic skills,” Greenberg reflected. “They helped create a collaborative

environment in which faculty openly and honestly shared their classroom experiences so we could identify

solutions that fit their instructional needs.”

The workshop concluded with teachers working with colleagues in similar disciplines. Math and Science

teachers broke off to discuss how focusing on classroom language can help create an environment that is more

open to multiple perspectives and values different approaches to problem-solving. Humanities teachers

continued to work with Wilson and Jones-Gray in integrating challenging topics into the curriculum while

maintaining a neutral position. According to Greenberg, “Teachers asked relevant questions and provided

meaningful anecdotes, enabling the group to find ways to incorporate current issue discussions into the

classroom in a multi-partisan way.”

Many of Liggett’s educators walked away from this workshop feeling both empowered and heard. “It gave

everyone time to actually think about scenarios in the classroom that we think we should have handled better,”

said Dr. Kitty Lam, history teacher and faculty advisor for the Student DEI Council.

And if there’s one thing every teacher wishes they had more of, it’s time.


