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Program description and goals: The Common Ground Multicultural Dialogue Program in the Department of Resident Life at the University of 

Maryland provides structured opportunities for diverse groups of 12 to 16 undergraduate students to engage in peer-led dialogues about issues that 

have important implications for twenty-first century U.S. multicultural society such as affirmative action, abortion, the death penalty, same-sex 

marriage, and immigration policy.  The design is deliberative and encourages an analytical approach to the issues.  Overall goals of the dialogue 

program include teaching students dialogue skills and knowledge that will enable them to engage constructively in future conversations with people 

who have views that are different from their own, illustrating the benefits of working toward common ground through a consensual decision-making 

process and amidst irreconcilable points of view, encouraging a deeper understanding of the complexity of multicultural issues and dilemmas, and 

providing opportunities to enhance their capacity for empathy.  The Common Ground program consists of two primary elements:  (1) a three-credit 

academic class, Leadership in a Multicultural Society, that is taught each fall and required of sophomore students in the CIVICUS Living and 

Learning Program, and (2) a Peer Dialogue Leader (PDL) training program that is conducted each spring for a select group of students who have 

performed well in the class.  The PDL training program also serves as one option for CIVICUS students to complete a required capstone internship 

experience.  At the end of the training semester, the dialogue leaders co-lead a four-session dialogue group.  After the training semester is completed, 

most of the dialogue leaders stay involved with the program and lead additional groups throughout the remainder of their undergraduate careers.   

 

The primary goal and purpose of the PDL training program is to provide undergraduate students with the knowledge and skills necessary to 

effectively co-lead Common Ground dialogues with diverse groups of student participants.  Necessary knowledge and skills include an understanding 

of the nature of dialogue, an understanding of participant and leader behaviors in dialogue groups, self-awareness with regard to dialogue leader 

behaviors and personal communication styles, listening skills, and an ability to recognize and respond to hot buttons.  Another desired outcome of the 

PDL training program is that the experience of co-leading the dialogue groups will enhance the dialogue leaders’ cognitive development and help 

promote an increased ability to recognize and understand the multiple perspectives that exit on any given multicultural issue or societal dilemma. 

This assessment was conducted as part of a dissertation study, a formal case study evaluation of the undergraduate dialogue leaders’ learning 

associated with their participation in the Spring 2005 Peer Dialogue Leader training program.  Specific outcomes of interest included the influence of 
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the training program on cognitive development and understanding of multiple perspectives, the nature of experiential learning from the program, and 

the dialogue leaders’ characterizations of their own learning (an exploratory aspect of the study designed to reveal additional learning outcomes).   

 

Relevance of goals to the mission and/or strategic plan of the University, College, or Program as applicable: Teaching students how to be 

effective peer dialogue leaders on multicultural issues, encouraging enhanced cognitive development, and promoting understanding of multiple 

perspectives are goals that are consistent with the Department of Resident Life’s mission statement that emphasizes student development and 

academic excellence.  They are also consistent with the academic goals and mission of the CIVICUS Living and Learning program, which center on 

five tenets of healthy civil society including citizenship, leadership, community building in a diverse society, scholarship, and community service-

learning.  Finally, they are consistent with several outcome categories from Learning Reconsidered including cognitive complexity, knowledge 

acquisition and integration, humanitarianism, civic engagement, interpersonal and intrapersonal competence, and practical competence. 

 

Methods: This study was a formal case study evaluation of student learning outcomes associated with participation in the Spring 2005 Peer Dialogue 

Leader training program in the Common Ground Multicultural Dialogue Program.  The primary unit of analysis was the Spring 2005 dialogue leader 

training program and the embedded units of analyses were eight sophomore students in the training program.  Explanatory, descriptive, and 

exploratory case study methods were used that incorporated both qualitative and quantitative research methods.   

 

Data were collected from five sources:  (1) a pre- and post-administration of the Measure of Intellectual Development (MID), a qualitative paper and 

pencil measure that utilizes open-ended essay prompts to assess cognitive development along the first five positions of Perry’s (1968/1970) theory, 

(2) participant interviews, (3) e-mail reflections, (4) observations of training sessions, and (5) a focus group with five program alumni. 

 

Student Learning Outcomes  

(List only those assessed during this time 

period) 

Outcome 

Category *        

(I – VII) 

Assessment Measure, Criteria and 

Results/Findings 

Impact of Results/Findings  

Objective 1:  

Peer Dialogue Leaders will demonstrate 

positive changes in cognitive development 

as defined by Perry’s (1968/1970) theory 

of intellectual development.  Specifically, 

PDLs will show positive movement in 

positions along the Perry continuum. 

 

 

 

I.  Cognitive  

Complexity 

Measure:  Yin’s (2003) view of the use of 

theory and research hypotheses in explanatory, 

evaluative case studies guided the data analysis 

for this research question.  This research 

hypothesis was tested using a pattern matching 

technique (Yin, 2003).  Patterns generated by 

the case study data were compared to the 

pattern of cognitive development for college 

students that would be predicted by Perry’s 

theory.   

 

Specifically, Perry’s theory suggests that 

The results and findings from 

this study indicated that the 

design, implementation, and 

facilitation of the Peer 

Dialogue Leader training 

program results in successful 

achievement of desired 

outcomes related to Objective 

1 (increased cognitive 

complexity).  

 



 undergraduate students would typically move 

from a position of dualistic thinking (absolute 

or either/or thinking) to a position more 

consistent with multiplicity (an ability to see 

multiple perspectives). 

Criteria:  At the end of the training semester, 

more than half of the students in the study will 

show positive change in cognitive development, 

most likely from dualistic to multiplistic 

thinking, depending on each student’s position 

at the start of the study. 

Findings:  The findings from this study 

indicated that the experience of participating in 

the Peer Dialogue Leader training program and 

co-leading the dialogue groups had a positive 

influence on the PDLs’ cognitive development.  

For example: 

 Results from the MID indicated that 6 of 

the 8 students showed positive change 

during the training semester along the 

Perry continuum, and 5 of 8 showed 

positive change of ½ position or greater.  

Of the remaining two students who showed 

no change, one started at a very high 

position at the beginning of the study. 

 Qualitative analyses of the data revealed 

that participation in the training program 

promoted: 

o New learning about “process” and 
“content” 

o New view of peers as a more 
legitimate source of learning 

 

o Increased complexity of thinking and 
understanding of the contextual nature 

These findings reinforced that 

current training approaches 

related to cognitive complexity 

should be continued and 

enhanced. 

 

One specific way these 

findings have been applied 

since the study is in the 

trainers’ supervision and 

consultation meetings with the 

dialogue leader pairs between 

dialogue group sessions.  

Knowing that the experience 

has strong potential to enhance 

the dialogue leaders’ cognitive 

development, the trainers have 

become more intentional about 

listening for specific examples 

of dualistic and multiplistic 

thinking – on the part of the 

dialogue leaders as well as the 

participants in their groups – 

and intentionally noting and 

discussing them with the 

dialogue leaders.  The trainers 

are also now more intentional 

about encouraging the dialogue 

leaders to make specific 

connections between these 

observations and Perry’s 

(1968/1970) theory of 

cognitive development.   

  



of knowledge 

o Increased capacity for “meta-thought,” 
or thinking about one’s thinking 

o New insights into the opinions and 
perspectives of others 

o New insights into their own opinions 
and perspectives 

o Challenges to previously-held 
stereotypes 

o Recognition of dualistic thinking in 
others 

o The relating of learning to “real-life” 
experiences outside of the training 
program 

 Teaching the Perry concepts of dualism and 

multiplicity in the training program 

promoted introspection and self-reflection 

on the PDLs’ own past and current ways of 

thinking which, in turn, promoted increased 

complexity in their thinking. 

Objective 2:   

Peer Dialogue Leaders will demonstrate an 

increased ability to recognize and 

understand multiple perspectives related to 

multicultural societal dilemmas. 

 

 

 

 

I.  Cognitive 

Complexity 

II.  Knowledge 

Acquisition 

III.  

Humanitarianism 

Measure:  Interpretative analysis was used to 

analyze case study data from participant 

interviews, e-mail reflections, observations of 

training sessions, and the alumni focus group 

for examples of increased understanding of 

multiple perspectives. 

Criteria:  At the end of the semester, a majority 

of students in the study will show positive 

change in their ability to recognize and 

understand multiple perspectives. 

 

 

Findings:  Analysis of the data supported the 

The results and findings from 

this study indicated that the 

design, implementation, and 

facilitation of the Peer 

Dialogue Leader training 

program results in successful 

achievement of desired 

outcomes related to Objective 

2 (increased ability to 

recognize and understand 

multiple perspectives).  

 

These findings reinforced that 

current training approaches 



supposition that the PDL training experience 

enhances participants’ understanding of 

multiple perspectives.  Specifically, it was 

found that the participants: 

 Learned about topic-related content 

 Gained new knowledge of views they had 
never considered before 

 Gained a broadened understanding of the 
range of others’ views 

 Gained new insights into the relationships 
between identities and multiple 
perspectives 

 Gained increased self-awareness that, in 
turn, promoted increased reflection on 
their own views 

 Gained exposure to real-life examples that 
promoted a deeper understanding of 
different perspectives and experiences 

 

It was also found that the experience of 
withholding their own opinions when          
co-leading the dialogue group (being a 
“neutral” facilitator) forced the dialogue 
leaders to listen to others’ views versus 
“shutting off.”  This promoted listening, 
understanding, and increased reflection on 
their own views. 

 

 

 

 

 

that emphasize increased 

understanding and 

consideration of multiple 

perspectives should be 

continued and enhanced. 

 

One specific way these 

findings have been applied 

since the study has been the 

incorporation of a new training 

document into the Peer 

Dialogue Leader training 

manual that specifically 

addresses “tame” and 

“wicked” problems (Rittel & 

Webber, 1973) and the 

complexities and multiple 

perspectives associated with 

societal multicultural 

dilemmas.  New training time 

is now devoted to 

consideration of this document 

and its relevance to leading 

multicultural dialogue groups.   

Objective 3:   

Peer Dialogue Leaders will learn additional 

I.  Cognitive 

Complexity 

Measure:  Exploratory case study methods 

were used to explore the ways in which PDLs 

characterize their own learning from the 

The results and findings from 

this exploratory aspect of the 



skills, knowledge, perspectives, and/or 

predispositions as a result of their 

participation in the training program. 

 

II.  Knowledge 

Acquisition 

III.  

Humanitarianism 

IV.  Civic 

Engagement 

V.  Interpersonal 

and Intrapersonal 

Competence 

VI.  Practical 

Competence 

program. 

Criteria:  Relevant learning outcomes that 

emerged from the study are highlighted as 

outcomes of the training program. 

Findings:  Analysis of the data revealed many 

examples of self-reported learning as a result of 

participation in the PDL training program.  

These findings occurred in four general 

categories:  (1) knowledge acquisition,            

(2) skill development, (3) self-awareness, and               

(4) integrated transferability (Voorhees, 2008): 

Knowledge Acquisition: 

 Knowledge about dialogue as 
conceptualized in the Common Ground 
Program 

 Knowledge about general characteristics 
of dialogue 

 Knowledge about leadership 

 Knowledge about other people, 
including how they behave in groups 
and group development 

 Knowledge about relationships 

Skill Development: 

 Dialogue group facilitation skills      
(e.g. paraphrasing, posing facilitative 
questions, self-control, learning “when 
to step in and when not to step in,” 
effectively managing silence, learning to 
be reflective about one’s own biases) 

 Active listening 

 Dealing with people 

 Empathy 

 Handling emotions 

study suggested that the 

training program provides a 

developmentally powerful 

learning environment for 

students, and that general 

training approaches should be 

continued and enhanced.   

 

One new finding from the 

study was that the dialogue 

leader training experience 

promotes “integrated 

transferability” (Voorhees, 

2008), meaning learning that 

becomes ingrained, instinctual, 

and applied to future life 

settings and opportunities.     

In particular, this finding has 

important implications for 

career development and 

application of learning from 

the training program to future 

internship and job 

opportunities.   

 

As a result of this finding, the 

trainers have become more 

intentional about building in 

opportunities for the dialogue 

leaders to make connections 

between their learning from 

the program and future life and 

career opportunities.  This is 

being done through group 

discussions, efforts to help 

students effectively capture 



 Confrontation skills 

 Working with a co-leader 

 Making impromptu decisions 

 Presentation skills 

Self-Awareness: 

 Increased insight one’s own beliefs 

 Increased awareness of personal 
communication style and how others 
may receive or perceive it 

 Self-confidence 

Integrated Transferability (Voorhees, 2008): 

 Learning that became more “ingrained” 
and instinctual 

 Learning that became applied to future 
life settings, opportunities, and careers 

 Increased willingness to engage with 
others about controversial issues  

their learning on resumes and 

cover letters, and enhancement 

of a peer alumni network in 

which returning and former 

peer dialogue leaders can 

mentor and interact with new 

trainees and provide reflections 

on how they have applied their 

learning from their dialogue 

leader experience to future 

career and life opportunities. 

 

 

*   Outcome Categories for Student Affairs (adapted from Learning Reconsidered):  

 

I.  Cognitive Complexity 

II. Knowledge Acquisition, Integration, and Application 

III. Humanitarianism 

IV. Civic Engagement 

V. Interpersonal and Intrapersonal Competence 

VI.  Practical Competence 

VI. Persistence and Academic Achievement 
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