
Two Ears  
and One Mouth
Stefanie Takacs, Executive Director

At a time when the skills of 
respectful discourse, critical 
thinking, and collaboration 

are more important than ever for civil 
society, Touchstones is a proven and 
effective way to ensure that students are 
acquiring these vital tools. Whether 
we are working in urban or suburban 
public schools, individual charters or 
charter schools within larger networks, 
or independent or religious schools, 
parents and educators alike know 

that socio-emotional learning (SEL) is 
vital to cognitive growth and healthy 
human development. Whereas 
academic environments in the past 
several decades have focused increas-
ingly on content mastery and facility 
with technology, a shift is underway. 
Knowledge of facts alone does not 
produce compassionate, empathetic, 
or civically-minded citizens. More 
and more schools are integrating time 
and programming to cultivate greater 
self-awareness and self-regulation,  
encourage respect for self and others,  
foster authentic connections and 
empathy among students and between 
students and teachers, and increase 

student accountability for their own 
teaching and learning. These abilities 
underpin a host of more complex 
capacities that we want and need for 
our youth to develop.

Thanks to a generous grant from the 
Pettus-Crowe Foundation, Touchstones 
recently trained more than 45 teachers  
working in Kent County Public Schools 
(KCPS), MD, in grades 2-12 as part 
of a broad implementation of our 
discussion programs. Thousands of 
children in KCPS will soon have the 
benefit of engaging with their peers 
in Touchstones structured discussion 
activities. They will learn to listen to and 
speak with all members of their classes, 
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Touchstones believes in a world where people of all backgrounds, beliefs, and ideologies  
engage in mindful and collaborative discussion to address complex local and global issues.

After hearing and reading the text for discussion, students think about which Touchstones Ground Rule will be hardest for them to follow. Next 
they will work in small groups to achieve consensus about which Ground Rule will be most difficult for the class overall. 

http://www.kent.k12.md.us/Default.aspx


Support Touchstones Programs: Make Your Gift Today. 

teach themselves and each other, and 
think deeply about issues that pertain 
to all human beings. Gradually, the 
students will assume greater respon-
sibility for their own and their class’s 
discussion outcomes. They will address 
issues in interpersonal dynamics 
objectively and devise strategies coop-
eratively. The class will become more 
inclusive and better able to appreciate 
the complexities in our world. These 
changes have the capacity to transform 
classrooms into student-centered envi-
ronments where individual strengths 
of all types play invaluable roles in 
supporting the learning process. This 
month, elementary grade teachers 
implementing Touchstones programs 
in KCPS will observe a demonstration 
class and then begin their own journey 
as collaborative discussion leaders. The 
middle and high school teachers will 
also start their programming, with indi-
vidualized coaching from our staff over 
the coming months.

With support from the Chichester-
duPont Foundation, Touchstones 
has also started working to bring 
Touchstones discussions to K-12 edu-
cators and students in Wilmington, 
DE. Last week, we modeled the first 
lesson with two grade 7 classes at a 
charter school serving some of the 
city’s more economically disadvan-
taged youth. The two classes had 
distinct personalities, and the two 
Touchstones staff modeling the lesson 
demonstrated how the teacher will 
bring his or her own strengths into 
their discussion lessons. 

When talking with the classes 
afterward, the teacher asked if it’s 
more important in a discussion to 
speak or to listen. After some of 
the students shared their ideas, the 
teacher told a great story. When he 
was a boy, his grandmother often 
explained to him that God had given 
him two ears and a mouth for a rea-
son; listening is more important than 
speaking. If we were meant to speak 
more, she would say, we would have 
two mouths and one ear.

We’re looking forward to getting 
started with two additional schools in 
Wilmington over the next couple of 
months and to supporting all of the 
implementing teachers and students 
with in-class coaching.

How Your Gifts Foster 
Civil and Collaborative 
Discussions
Jenn Macris, Advancement Coordinator

Last November, Touchstones 
participated in “Giving Tuesday,” 
a social media movement to 

create an international day of giving 
at the beginning of the holiday season. 
Our mission was to raise funds to 
provide free class sets of Touchstones 
curricula to teachers working in Title 
1, underfunded schools, and schools 
serving students in need.

We put out a call for teachers 
who wanted our curricula but whose 
schools have little or no funding, and 
we received more than 40 responses. 
With your help on November 29th, 
Touchstones raised more than $11,000 
to meet their requests. So far, the 
following schools have received free 
Touchstones class sets for use with 
their students, and we are waiting to 
hear from others who applied for this 
special opportunity:
•  Roseland University Prep High

School, Santa Rosa, CA
•  Graham and Parks Alternative

School, Cambridge, MA
•  Kent County Middle School,

Chestertown, MD

•  Aberdeen High School, Hamilton, MS
•  Highland Park Middle School,

Highland Park, NJ
•  Hursey Montessori School, North

Charleston, SC
Since its founding in 1984, 

Touchstones has been committed to 
providing its program materials to all 
educators who wish to build critical 
thinkers and collaborative leaders, 
regardless of financial barriers. We’d 
like to give a huge thanks to the 68 
wonderful friends and donors from 
the UK to California who have made 
it possible for us to provide at least 
a dozen teachers with Touchstones 
books—materials they will use with 
their students each year, year after year. 

Stay tuned for more information 
about our next community fundraiser, 
which is scheduled for May 2017.

Touchstones 
Participating in US 
and Canadian 
Conferences
Craven Engels, Global Business 
Development

Touchstones will participate in 
two very important K-12 confer-
ences this spring and summer. 

In April, the Canadian Accredited 
Independent Schools (CAIS) National 
Leaders Conference will be held in 

Montreal. The 
CAIS Leaders 
Conference is 
the premiere 
conference 
for inde-

pendent schools in Canada and an 
excellent opportunity for Touchstones 
to reach new audiences and decision- 
makers. The theme of this spring’s 
conference is Priorities, Pace and 
Principles: Leading in Complex Times. 
The educators, administrators and 
leaders from Canadian independent  
schools will come together to share  
strategic choices, successes, 
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http://touchstones.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/SampleTSATG.pdf
https://www.cais.ca/professional-development/nl-conference
https://www.cais.ca/professional-development/nl-conference


challenges and failures. This con-
ference will provide a forum for 
the participants to engage in lively 
debate on some of the most important 
challenges and opportunities facing 
education in Canada.

Myke Healy, Director of Teaching 
and Learning at Trinity College School 
(TCS) in Ontario will present a work-
shop, “Beyond the Seminar: Teaching 
and Learning through Collaborative 
Discussion,” which highlights the 
principles and innovative method-
ology of the Touchstones Discussion 
Project and its implementation at 
TCS. In addition to his teaching load 
and overseeing all of TCS’ profes-
sional development, Myke manages a 
number of strategic initiatives at TCS, 
including Touchstones staff develop-
ment and the AP Capstone Diploma 
program. Stefanie Takacs, Executive 
Director of Touchstones, will join 
Myke in presenting this workshop.

The National 
Alliance for Public 
Charter Schools 
conference 
will be held in 
Washington, DC 
June 11-14.  The 

theme this year is Educate. Innovate. 
Engage. This annual conference attracts 
over 4,000 attendees and is the larg-
est single gathering of charter school 
professionals in the nation. Touchstones 
Discussion Project will be an exhibitor 
during the three-day event and will be 
meeting charter school decision makers 
from across the country. Throughout 
the conference, we expect to greet key 
curricular and professional develop-
ment stakeholders as we showcase the 
depth and breadth of the Touchstones 
curricula in booth #1105.

There are currently over 6,800 
public charter schools in the US serv-
ing almost three million students in 
42 states and the District of Columbia.  
Over the next several years, the char-
ter school movement will likely see 
significant growth and will strengthen 
its foothold in the education mar-
ketplace. Touchstones discussion 

and to introducing Touchstones dis-
cussions and curricula to hundreds of 
prospective customers.

Hong Kong,  
Here We Come
Lynn Cloutier, Business and Operations 
Manager

Who’s bringing Touchstones into 
their classrooms this year?

California
-Joe Baca Middle School, Colton
Maryland
- Chesapeake Science Point Charter,
Hanover
New Mexico
-Santa Fe Public Schools, Santa Fe
New York
-  Queens High School of Teaching, NYC
- Columbia Secondary School, NYC
Ohio
- Bowling Green City Schools, Bowling Green
Pennsylvania
- Annville-Cleona School District, Annville
-Northley Middle School, Aston
South Carolina
- Hursey Elementary School, Charleston
Virginia
-Glen Forest Elementary, Falls Church
-Randolph Elementary, Arlington

Whose faculty or staff are being 
trained or coached this year?
-Prestige Academy of Wilmington, DE
- Kent County Public Schools
(grades 2 – 12), Chestertown, MD
- The Lighthouse Shelter, Annapolis, MD
- Melvin J. Berman Hebrew Academy,
Rockville, MD
- Learning Community Charter School,
Jersey City, NJ
- Columbia Secondary School,
New York, NY
- Frederick Douglass Academy 1,
New York, NY
- Community Montessori of Charleston,
Charleston, SC
- Hursey Elementary School, Charleston, SC
- Trinity College School, Port Hope,
Ontario, Canada

Sending a Beacon
Howard Zeiderman, Co-founder
and President

It was more than ten years ago 
when we began considering how 
to bring Touchstones programs to 

those who are homeless. We provided 
some Touchstones materials to a 
volunteer who started a program in 
The Light House, a shelter formerly 
located on West Street in Annapolis, 
MD. The building is now the location
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Observing classes is part of on-site coaching and continued professional 
develop-ment for Touchstones teachers at Trinity College School in Port Hope, 
Ontario.
programs have been used in charter Canada
schools and charter school networks - Portage Collegiate Institute, Manitoba 
around the U.S since the early 1990s. Hong Kong
We’re looking forward to seeing some -Hong Kong International School
of those established partners in July 

https://2017caisnationalleadersconferenc.sched.com/event/9E0A/national-network-open-workshops-beyond-the-seminar-teaching-and-learning-through-collaborative-discussion
http://www.publiccharters.org/involved/national-charter-schools-conference/
https://www.tcs.on.ca/
http://www.annapolislighthouse.org/
https://donatenow.networkforgood.org/Touchstonesdiscussions
http://www.publiccharters.org/involved/national-charter-schools-conference/


of the much-anticipated Light House 
Bistro, part of the shelter’s workforce 
development success story. Their 
much larger and newer shelter facility 
is located a few miles away. 

Around the same time, another 
volunteer ran some programs with 
homeless groups in Washington, DC. 
Touchstones also explored partner-
ships with several large organizations 
working to provide permanent hous-
ing for homeless people in DC, but the 
transient nature of the client popula-
tion proved to be a stubborn barrier. 
While we agreed that Touchstones 
discussions would encourage and 
foster community among the partic-
ipants, more urgent needs of shelter 
and mental health services had imme-
diate priority. Touchstones could only 
be useful after the prospective partic-
ipants had some stability and security 
in their lives.

We didn’t give up, and neither did 
those who knew what could be gained. 
Our conversations continued with The 
Light House in Annapolis, which has 
grown from a refuge for those living 
on the streets to a site where formerly 
homeless people are prepared for full 
membership in society. Their clients 
learn life and workforce skills in a safe 
and nurturing environment. One of 
their most successful programs,  
Behavioral Education & Social Training 
(B.E.S.T.), prepares men and women 
for careers in the food service industry.  
Members of that program will now 
have the additional opportunity 
to advance their careers at The 
Light House Bistro—and through 
Touchstones discussions.

Thanks to a generous gift from a 
donor in 2016, Touchstones provided 
discussion materials for adults and 
the children living at the shelter and 
ran an introductory workshop last 
month with 14 staff members. Jenn 
Macris and I spent the day exploring 
with them how best to implement 
Touchstones discussions. We began by 

asking everyone to share their client 
populations’ perceived strengths and 
weaknesses, emphasizing our belief 
that everyone brings something valu-
able to the Touchstones discussion. 

The workshop included 
Touchstones practice discussions and 
small group activities, highlighting the 
developmental nature of individual 
change and discussion group forma-
tion. A lovely lunch was catered by 
The Light House’s B.E.S.T. program, 
and a few of the catering program 
participants shared their personal 
stories of how programs and resources 
there have helped them gain valuable 
job skills. Those stories solidified our 
commitment to be a resource for 
neighbors making the difficult transi-
tion back to society. 

We hope that by participating in 
Touchstones discussion groups, The 
Light House clients will acquire essen-
tial “soft skills” that support future 
success in work and life. We look 
forward to their discussions offering 
them the self-respect, mutual regard, 
and hope that each of us deserves and 
needs in every dimension of life.

Thank you’s  
and Welcomes
Jenn Macris, Advancement Coordinator

Touchstones is happy to introduce 
Kurt Redfield, the newest mem-
ber of our Board of Directors. 

Kurt is Managing Director at Madison 
Standard, a consultancy firm for 

technology companies. I asked Kurt 
what he finds compelling about 
Touchstones’ work in education, 
and he offered this, Touchstones’ has 
shaped the minds and careers of many 
people over the years. The approach to 
teaching engages students and leaders 
of all stripes, and it demonstrates the 
power of collaborative discourse to fos-
ter innovation and critical thinking. It 
is a privilege to be part this team and 
to support its mission.

Leaving the Board of Directors 
is Art Strassle, who has served 
Touchstones since 2009. His stead-
fast dedication and support of 
Touchstones is greatly appreciated, 
and we thank him for all that he’s 
done to advance the organization 
and its mission. We look forward to 
welcoming him onto our Advisory 
Council where he will continue his 
volunteer service to Touchstones.

Touchstones 
Board of Directors 2017

Mr. Gregg Steinberg
Chair

Mr. Howard Zeiderman
Co-Vice Chair

 Ms. Sarah Gadd
Co-Vice Chair

 Mr. Nicholas Maistrellis
Treasurer

 Mr. Geoff Wilson
Secretary

Ms. Sapna Gandhi-Rao

Ms. Laurie de Grazia

Ms. Rachel Lewis 

Mr. Kurt Redfield

Mr. Ford Rowan

The Touchstones Discussion Project is a registered 501(c)3 nonprofit organization to which donations are tax deductible to the fullest extent of the law. 
Touchstones relies on public support in order to run programs with disadvantaged populations. Touchstones’ financial statements are available upon 
request. Contact our offices at 143 Log Canoe Circle, Stevensville, MD 21666 or PO Box 2329, Annapolis, MD 21404-2329. Documents and informa-
tion submitted to the State of Maryland under the Maryland Charitable Solicitations Act are available from the Office of the Secretary of the State.

Connect with us: www.touchstones.org           Touchstones Discussion Project            @Touchpebbles
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