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“Sometimes it is easier to hear the 

cries of poor people who are far 

away than it is to hear the cries of 

our brothers and sisters in our 

own community. There is 

nothing very splendid in 

responding to the cry of the 

person who is with us day after 

day and who gets on our nerves.” 

-- Jean Vanier  
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Our Purpose  
 
This Kindling Conversation Planning Guide supports an intentional community 
conversation with a specific purpose: to strengthen our community and explore our 
responsibility to support one another. 

 
The conversation is designed to engage everyone interested in participating, regardless of 
our background, perspective, or level of connection to the topic. This conversation is an 
opportunity to connect across difference, not just similarity. 
 
 

Our Guiding Questions  
 
At the heart of this community conversation are two questions that matter to everyone and 
that everyone can answer:  

 
What do we expect from our government with regards to homelessness? 
What do we expect from ourselves and one another with regards to homelessness? 
What are the limits of our responsibility to end homelessness? 
 
 
 

Our Springboard for Conversation  
 
The Kindling Conversation Toolkit provides a springboard to help jumpstart the 
conversation about homelessness. The three interviews with Ernestine Hayes, Rodney 
Gaskins, and Jamie Boring offer a shared reading experience and a common text that 
everyone can respond to. These interviews include multiple perspectives and stories for you 
to interpret and discuss.  
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The Conversation Guide  
 

Community conversations like this one need a facilitator to keep them on track. You may 
act as the facilitator, or you may ask someone else to fulfill that role. The facilitator is not an 
expert on the subject, they are not there to teach or explain.  
 
Instead, the facilitator works to ensure as many participants as possible feel welcome, 
included, and engaged in the discussion. The facilitator will use the structure provided 
below to keep the conversation on track and create a transparent flow.  
 
 

The Conversation Flow 
 
This conversation guide walks you through leading a community conversation designed to 
encourage participants to connect to one another. The flow of the conversation is structured 
to deepen the conversation gradually and ensure every participant has the opportunity to 
share their perspective in a way that is comfortable for them.  
 

 
 
 
 

1. WELCOME 

 
Introduce the discussion and set expectations. 
 
2. CONNECT 
 
Get comfortable and get to know each other. 
 
3. EXPERIENCE 
 
Find common ground through shared experience. 
 
4. DISCUSS 
 
Explore different responses and perspectives. 
 
5. CLOSE 
 
Reveal insights from the conversation. 
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The Conversation Guide 
 

 
 

1.  WELCOME 
 
Introduce the discussion and set expectations. 
 
[~5 minutes] 
 
• Thank everyone for making the time to come. 

 
• Review “housekeeping”: parking (if relevant), bathrooms, emergency exits, food… Ask 

everyone to turn their phones on silent if they haven’t done so already. 
 
• Describe the Purpose of the conversation: to strengthen our community and explore our 

responsibility to support one another. 
 
• Read the Guiding Questions aloud: What do we expect from our government with 

regards to homelessness? 
• What do we expect from ourselves and one another with regards to homelessness? 
• What are the limits of our responsibility to end homelessness? 
 
• Share the agenda. 
 
• Review the Four Agreements. 
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The Conversation Guide 
 

 

2. CONNECT 
 
Get comfortable and get to know each other. 
 
[Time varies by number of participants. We estimate (60 seconds) x 
(# of participants)] 
 
• Introductions: Go around the circle and have everyone introduce themselves with their 

name and what brought them to the conversation today.  
o Ask people to keep their answers brief (30 seconds or less). We’ll have plenty of 

time to get to know one another better. 
o If your group is already very familiar to one another, consider asking people to go 

around the circle and share their connection to the topic. Again, ask them to keep 
their answers brief, around ~30 seconds. 
 

• Influential Stories: Ask everyone to turn to someone next to them, introduce themselves 
again, and then share an experience or story that has influenced their beliefs about 
homelessness. What was the influence?  

o Give each pair 6 minutes total to tell their stories so each person has 3 minutes to 
tell their story. If the group is an odd number, and there is a group of 3, they’ll each 
have 2 minutes. You may want to call out at the half-way mark.  

o Once time is up, go around the circle and ask each person to share a word or 
phrase that stuck out to them from their partner’s story. They should not share the 
the whole story or any personal details, just a word or phrase that stuck out.  
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The Conversation Guide 
 

3. EXPERIENCE 
 

Find common ground through shared experience. 
 
[~3 minutes if your group read the article ahead of time, ~20 
minutes if the group has not read ahead] 
 

• All participants will share the experience of reading the three interviews with 
Ernestine Hayes, Jamie Boring, and Rodney Gaskins. 

  
 For groups that have read ahead. 

o Ask everyone to take a three minutes to scan back over the article and pick out 
those parts of the text that stuck out for them. Review the Guiding Questions 
one more time. They may want to jot down a few notes.  

 
For groups that have not read the article. 

o Introduce and hand-out the article with the three interviews. Let everyone 
know that they’ll have ~20 minutes to read the article silently. Remind them of 
the Guiding Questions and ask them to highlight or underline the parts of the 
text that stick out for them.  

o Reassure everyone that it is perfectly fine if they don’t finish the article by the 
end of the 20 minutes! They’ll still have plenty to talk about.  

o You may want to let everyone know when the 10 minutes, 5 minutes, and 1 
minute remaining marks.  
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The Conversation Guide 
 

4. DISCUSS 
 
Explore different responses and perspectives. 
 
[Time varies. Make sure to leave at least 10 minutes for the Close, 
and 20 minutes for a group of more than 15 people.] 
 
• Let everyone know the rest of the conversation will be as a whole 

group. 
• Take a moment to review the Four Agreements and the Purpose of the conversation.  
• Before launching into the discussion, encourage the group to talk to one-another, not 

just to you. Let them know it is ok for them to throw out questions, and there is no need 
to raise hands before speaking.  

 
With groups of 15 or less… 

o Ask if there is anyone who would like to share a passage that particularly 
resonated with them. Then follow up, why did it resonate? Ask if anyone else 
had a similar reaction…  
 

o Let the conversation go from there. Don’t be afraid of silences! Count to 20 in 
your head before jumping in.  
 

o The conversation may naturally begin to address the guiding questions, but if it 
doesn’t, ask them directly! 
 So how do we expect our government to respond to homelessness? Why? 
 What do you expect of yourself? Do you live up to that expectation? 
 What do you expect of others? 
 Are there limits to our responsibility to end homelessness? What are they? 

 
o If you want people to dig deeper into an idea or story, you might consider these 

questions: 
 Does that resonate with anyone else? Why? 
 What experiences have led you to that belief? 
 What does [Ernestine / Jamie / Rodney] mean by ___________? 
 What do you mean when you say ___________? 

 
o If you want to shift to something new, you might ask: 

 Whose perspective is closest to your own? Why? 
 Do we have a greater responsibility to some homeless people than others?  
 Why do some communities have more homelessness than others? 
 Do you believe that some people choose to be homeless? How does that affect our 

responsibility to help? 
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The Conversation Guide 
 
With groups of 15+ 

o Let everyone know that you’ll be breaking into smaller 
discussion groups. In your toolkit, there is a resource 
titled “Breaking into Smaller Groups” which explains 
an easy and organized way to break into small groups 
efficiently.  
 

o Give everyone the following instructions: 
 Once you are in your small groups, go around the circle and share your 

name again and one quick (30-seconds or less) reaction to the article.  
 After the last person shares, the first person reads the guiding questions 

aloud.  
 Then it is up to the group to discuss on their own. 
  And don’t be a conversation hog! Listening generously means everyone 

in the group should listen more than they talk. 
 

o Make sure everyone knows the time when they are supposed to come back 
together as a group. Make sure to leave at least 20 minutes for the closing.  
 

o Drop by each group to let them know the 10 minutes, 5 minutes, and 1 minute 
remaining marks.  
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The Conversation Guide 

 
5. CLOSE 
 
Reveal insights from the conversation. 
 
[~10 minutes with groups of 15 or less, ~20 minutes for groups of 
more than 15] 

 
• To transition out of the discussion, summarize what has happened so far: 

 
“Today, we all came together to strengthen our community and explore our 
responsibility to support one another. Before we close out, share final words, and say 
our goodbyes, let’s take a minute to silently reflect on what has happened in the last 
hour or two. What will you take away from today’s conversation?” 
 

Sit in silence for one minute to allow people time to reflect. 
 

• Go around the circle one more time, with each person sharing one thing they will take 
away.  
 

• Once everyone has shared, take a moment to give thanks: 
o Thank you to Ernestine Hayes, Jamie Boring, and Rodney Gaskins for sharing 

their perspectives.  
o Thank you to our sponsor, the Alaska Humanities Forum.  
o And thank you to all of you, who came to this conversation today, who listened 

generously, and who shared your stories. When you make time for events like 
these, you make time for your community. Thank you. 
 

• Ask everyone to please fill out a quick survey before they leave. Their feedback is critical 
for improving future conversations and for ensuring continued support for community 
gatherings like this one. If nothing else, please answer the “zip code” question on the 
form, as submitting at least that piece is a requirement of the micro-grant.  

 


