
A Community Meeting Guide 

Habits for speaking and listening in public forums. 

School boards, city councils, town halls, HOA meetings, neighborhood associations — these are the rooms where 

local democracy actually happens. They're also rooms where small acts of decency or indecency get amplified, 

because everyone is watching. These habits are built for the public setting: how to speak well, listen well, and 

represent yourself and your neighbors with credit. 

What How What It Sounds Like 

Respect the Process 

School boards, town halls, 

HOAs, neighborhood 

associations, and city 

councils all have rules — 

sign-up sheets, time limits, 

agendas, rules of order. 

Honoring them isn't 

bureaucratic; it's how a 

roomful of people with 

different views actually get 

heard. 

•  Reading the agenda or rules 

before you arrive. 

•  Signing up to speak through the 

proper channel. 

•  Sticking to your time limit, even 

when you have more to say. 

•  Thank you, Madam Chair, for the 

chance to speak. 

•  I'll keep my comments within the 

three minutes. 

•  I have more to say, and I'll submit 

the rest in writing. 

Address the Decision, Not 
the People 

Public meetings are about 

policy, not personality. The 

strongest comments focus 

on the decision being made 

— its merits, its impact, its 

alternatives — rather than 

on the character of the 

officials or neighbors who 

disagree. 

•  Speaking to the issue on the 

agenda, not to grievances about 

individuals. 

•  Naming specific impacts on you, 

your family, or your community. 

•  Offering alternatives or specific 

requests, not just objections. 

•  I'm here tonight to speak in favor 

of / against item 4. 

•  Here's how this decision would 

affect my family. 

•  I'd ask the board to consider a 

different approach: specifically… 



What How What It Sounds Like 

Make Room for Other 
Voices 

Public meetings work best 

when many voices are 

heard — including ones 

that disagree with yours. If 

you've already spoken, 

leave the floor for someone 

who hasn't. If you're sitting 

in the audience, listen as 

carefully to the people you 

disagree with as to the 

ones you came with. 

•  Speaking once and then making 

space for others. 

•  Listening to comments you 

disagree with as carefully as ones 

you support. 

•  Refraining from heckling, jeering, 

or audible reactions. 

•  I notice several others want to 

speak, so I'll keep this brief. 

•  I appreciate the previous 

speaker's perspective, even 

though I see it differently. 

•  Let's give them the same hearing 

we'd want for ourselves. 

Bring Facts, Cite Sources 

In public settings, claims 

travel further than in 

private conversations — 

and so do mistakes. When 

you make a factual claim, 

be ready to point to where 

it came from. When you 

don't know, say so. 

•  Citing the report, study, statute, 

or source you're relying on. 

•  Distinguishing your opinion from 

documented fact. 

•  Acknowledging when something 

is your concern rather than a 

proven fact. 

•  According to the district's own 

budget report from May… 

•  I'm not certain about the 

numbers, but my concern is… 

•  That's my opinion, not a fact — 

and here's why I hold it. 

Take Your Turn in the 
Room 

Sometimes the most useful 

role is not as a speaker. 

Note-takers, meeting hosts, 

sign-in volunteers, and 

timekeepers make public 

meetings work. If you've 

taken on a role, fulfill it — 

and if you haven't, support 

the people who have. 

•  Volunteering for the unglamorous 

jobs that keep meetings working. 

•  Following the facilitator's 

guidance, even when you 

disagree. 

•  Respecting the timekeeper's 

signals. 

•  I'd be glad to take notes tonight. 

•  Thanks for facilitating — I'll defer 

to your call. 

•  I see my time's up. Thank you. 



What How What It Sounds Like 

Stay Civil Even When the 
Room Isn't 

Public meetings can get 

hot. Other speakers may be 

rude, officials may be 

dismissive, neighbors may 

misrepresent your views. 

The single most powerful 

thing you can do is not 

match their tone. The room 

— and the record — will 

notice. 

•  Speaking calmly even when the 

prior speaker did not. 

•  Refusing to return insults with 

insults. 

•  Holding your ground without 

raising your voice. 

•  I'd like to respond to what was 

said earlier, with respect. 

•  I see this very differently, and I'd 

like to explain why — without 

raising my voice. 

•  Thank you. I'll let the record speak 

for itself. 

These habits work best when both people are engaging in good faith. You can only control your own behavior — modeling 

these habits often invites others to do the same, but not always. If a conversation becomes abusive, dishonest, or unsafe, it is 

always OK to step away. In public meetings, your conduct is part of the public record. The good news is that calm, 

well-prepared speakers are remembered — and listened to — far more than the loudest voice in the room. 

Learn more at  www.decencyingov.org 

https://www.decencyingov.org

