
 
Notes on the 2018 Longest Table Community Conversations 

 

The Event 

 

On the evening of Saturday, June 16, 2018, a diverse cross-section of Hagerstown citizens 

broke bread together at a free dinner and community conversation, the Longest Table, organized 

as a part of the re-establishment of Choose Civility Washington County. For this event, held in 

the 100 block of South Potomac Street, 25 tables were placed down the center of the street to 

create one “longest” table with six seats (for one volunteer and five participants, ideally) at each 

section of table.  

Approximately 35 participants registered for this event in advance and 27 registered at the 

event for a total of 63 Longest Table guests. Each guest received a colorful wristband which 

corresponded with a colored marker on each section of table. Seating participants with people 

they didn’t already know was meant to encourage engagement with everyone at the table, foster 

friendships, and highlight the importance of civil discourse with others. About seven additional 

guests arrived after registration closed and joined in the dinner conversation midway through the 

event. 

Approximately 28 volunteers were also present to help and facilitate during the event. 

Volunteers could sign up for one of three positions: registration, general “helper,” or “table 

host.” Helpers would spend the evening asking if guests could use more water, clear plates from 

tables, etc. to ensure that discussions weren’t interrupted by people leaving tables time and again. 

Table hosts attended a brief training prior to the event about facilitations and notetaking based on 

Harwood Institute theories for successful community conversations. During the event, at least 

one volunteer “table host” was seated at each section and guided discussion around the following 

questions (displayed on the table as paper table runners perfect for notetaking): 

 

1. What brought you to the Longest Table? 

2. How would you describe your neighborhood? 

3. What brought your family to Washington County? 

4. What kind of a community do you want? 

5. What are the most important issues or concerns facing our community right now?  

6. What are the kinds of things that could be done that would make a difference with these issues? 

7. What groups or individuals do you trust to take action on these things? 

 

These questions introduced participants to one another and established the objective of event—to 

hear directly from “the people” what issues affect them day to day, and to discuss these issues in 

a civil way. Conversations began to pick up pace after initial introductions, just before the 

opening of the buffet (a hardy pasta dinner from Leiters’ Fine Catering). Participants were 



talking with each other in line for food and on their way back to the table, getting a head start on 

engaging, meaningful conversations.  

 During the two hours of conversation, guests were generally engaged with others at their 

table. Table hosts kept the discussions on track, productive, and took notes using the exact words 

or phrases participants used to describe important ideas. As the shadows from the buildings 

downtown grew longer, our long table was filled with serious talk and lighthearted laughter. 

There were no issues with tensions during discussion and cell phones were generally away as 

participants engaged with those around them. 

The intent of this dinner was not to focus solely on the issues or encourage negativity. 

Rather, our hope is that these conversations will fuel initiatives within community organizations 

and help determine strategic plans to benefit the people of Hagerstown. There may be innovative 

ideas listed here which inspire local groups into action. That solution may cause a chain reaction 

of further positive change! It is also our hope that, for the attendees, this program will ignite a 

desire to think positively, engage civilly, and work conscientiously to create positive change 

within the community. There were about 98 people at the Longest Table in total, nearly filling 

the table and helping us to almost reach our goal number of participants. That is 98 opportunities 

to inspire civil discourse and create progress.  

 

Concerns Discussed Most Often 

  

Overall, the conversations focused on several issues which have been at the forefront of public 

discourse in the last year. These numbers are derived from answers to the second and fifth 

questions about current neighborhoods and issues facing the community.  

 

Mentions of children, kids, programs for children, education — 20 

Mentions of substance abuse, drug(s), opioid(s), addiction — 16 

Mentions of safety — 9 

Mentions of public transportation, infrastructure — 8 

Mentions of mental health, mental illness — 7 

Mentions of racism, judgement — 6 

 

Resolutions Discussed Most Often  

 

The issues that concerned the participants most are reflected in their discussions of steps which 

could be taken to create positive change. These numbers are derived from answers to the sixth 

and seventh questions about steps which could be taken to address concerns in the community 

and groups trusted to take those steps.  

 

Mentions of children, kids, programs for children, education — 21 

Mentions of options for mental health treatment — 12 

Mentions of substance abuse or addiction treatment — 7 

 

 

 

 

 



The Conversations 

 

The following notes were collected from the conversation notes written by volunteers and 

participants, notes made on the paper table runners by volunteers and participants, and the 

surveys returned by volunteers and participants at the end of the event. These answers have been 

directly transcribed from notes taken during each tables’ conversations and are listed together 

here in order of the questions asked.  

As per the Harwood Institute method, particular attention is paid to the words and phrases 

used by participants in their answers.  

 

1. What brought you to the Longest Table? 

 Found the event at the library 

 On Facebook 

 Heard from a friend and through email 

 There’s free food 

 Want to learn more about Choose Civility 

 To make a difference and have conversations with new people 

 Because civility is needed 

 Miss Sarah at the library 

 Facebook 

 The media 

 At library 

 Want to promote positivity  

 Found out from wife  

 Heard about dinner from Neighborhoods First organization 

 Love it when close street because you’re not supposed to be in street 

 Saw flyer inside [of library] 

 Works in library 

 Free food 

 Heard from a friend 

 Wanting to connect with community for something positive 

 Because Choose Civility is important—there is a way to disagree kindly and it’s 

important to get along 

 Want to be a part of the solution to make community better 

 

 

2. How would you describe your neighborhood? 

 It’s safe, comfortable, has a neighborhood watch 

 A commuter community 

 A “big little town” 

 A nice area, but issues with crime and problems with unsupervised kids 

 Community quiet in day, louder at night 

 Too much development  

 Rural with farms and fields 

 Nothing happens there 

 People always out  

 Abandoned buildings and destruction 



 No children and very quiet, mostly elderly  

 Quiet, rural 

 Needs trash cleaned up 

 Townhouses with lots of kids and lots of families but pretty quiet 

 Neighborhood is very connected 

 Nothing to do 

 Lots of farm fields and real estate with huge expensive houses 

 Disconnect between people born here and people who moved here 

 Hagerstown no worse than anywhere else in the world  

 Things have changed over last 50 years here 

 Neighbors look out for one another 

 

3. What brought your family to Washington County? 

 From the South and like MD! Best schools, strong community spirit, better 

housing prices 

 Lived here entire life 

 4 years ago, family moved down from PA 

 Moved from PA in 2005 for job 

 Quality of life 

 Lots of jobs 

 Moved family from Germany to Hagerstown for job 

 Husband is from here 

 Moved here for all of the different activities 

 Lived here for 54 years 

 Returned to community here through career 

 Recently separated 

 Love the city, appreciate the county feel and friendly atmosphere 

 

4. What kind of a community do you want? 

 Keep the small town charm 

 A global, diverse one with a culture of community 

 One that Amazon would move to 

 Where neighbors help each other 

 Want downtown to be a vital place with a lot to do 

 County and city to work better together for economic development 

 One with a “we work” space and local support of businesses 

 Less negative 

 A place where neighbors know and care about each other, with that sense of 

community and interconnecting 

 Need communities to be more accepting and less judgmental and hateful 

 Safe 

 An environmentally friendly one 

 Like a gated community where you know who your neighbors are  

 All apartments filled with people and a thriving city rather than vacant apartments  

 Forward-thinking, progressive, and open minded 

 



5. What are the most important issues or concerns facing our community right now?  

 Homelessness is an issue—should have shelters. More specific issue is mental 

health, even though there are some [resources,] have more because there are needs 

that are not being met 

 Mental health and addiction 

 The economy, byproduct of unwise policy by our elected officials 

 No dependable public transportation, worried about safety in home area, drug 

problems  

 Health department cutbacks in funding 

 Not feeling safe 

 Judicial system is really messed up 

 Closed buildings not keeping their sidewalks clean 

 Drunk or high or mentally ill people one public transportation that affects safety, 

not enough help for those with mental illness and addiction, more resources 

 Need better base for better business (bring in more money)  

 More affordable options (not ER) for lower income families or underinsured 

people  

 Drug issues 

 Kids out of school congregating on the corners 

 Suicide and young people  

 Elderly housing 

 Safety 

 Need recycling—  neighborhoods full of trash, no cigarette recycling station 

 Traffic on Longmeadow 

 Public transportation (bike lanes are good)  

 How do people find out about services?  

 Single moms not connected 

 Opioid crisis 

 Pre-K school readiness  

 Some people afraid of downtown and crime 

 Homeless people on library steps  

 Needing 2 or 3 jobs just to keep up 

 Racism in community and judgement out of ignorance 

 Community connections 

 Revitalizing downtown 

 Substance abuse 

 Money 

 Education 

 Citizens affected by drug addiction and the negative effects of long term 

incarceration, safety 

 Helping all community members understand problems facing at risk population 

 Business/downtown growth 

 Jobs 

 Mental health stigma 

 Lack of housing 

 Closing the gap in conduct in the city center 

 Communication 



 Leadership & education 

 Civility 

 Inconsistent public transportation, expand bus service  

 Kids— school safety, shootings, parental involvement is needed, too much screen 

time, crazy that kids have to be screened to get into schools,  

 Social services are impersonal and hard to use. It feels like you’re being judged 

and made to jump through hoops or looked down upon  

 Opioid epidemic 

 Children in need  

 Mental healthcare 

 Children/teens and future generations 

 Drug addiction 

 Housing and healthcare 

 Equally distributing resources 

 Gender equality 

 Drugs 

 Homelessness 

 Poverty 

 Low paying jobs 

 Our government issues 

 Education & poverty 

 Mental healthcare 

 Safe spaces for youth 

 Mental health 

 Elderly and homebound adults with no access to good food—taxes pay for 

children to go and eat at school, Meal Machine for kids, but Meals on Wheels for 

seniors does not have enough volunteers 

 State of the Boys & Girls Club building 

 Racism 

 Addiction 

 Racism and ignorance 

 Opioid crisis 

 Suicide 

 Education 

 Safety (substance abuse, gun safety, safety in schools, etc.) 

 Drugs 

 Need more community activities 

 Clubs for kids 

 Better community transportation 

 Kids need more activities, more friendly activities 

 Not good internet access 

 No effective communication 

 Limited positive working relationship between city/county 

 People can’t think out of the box 

 Need network of women in leadership positions to support one another (like 

WZW Mentorship) 

 Quality education for all ages 



 Technology 

 Addiction 

 Education 

 Diversity 

 Racism 

 Gap in acceptable behavior in the library 

 More opportunities for teens to get involved  

 Lack of respect for others  

 Family dinner table is no longer a place of gathering, of learning manners and 

right and wrong 

 Need more for kids to do and to help them get out of bad situations where parents 

may be doing drugs 

 Increase community services 

 Students/education 

 Safety and racism 

 Parenting classes need to be appealing to the parents, people only do things they 

want to do and pride may keep them away from help 

 Need better bus service 

 YMCA is too far away 

 County transportation is poor. Buses don’t go out enough and need to get out 

further than they do 

 Need more people walking downtown 

 Public transportation 

 Long waiting lists at agencies and sometimes agency staff not caring  

 

6. What are the kinds of things that could be done that would make a difference with these 

issues? 

 More white collar jobs and better infrastructure (roads first, then businesses)  

 More homeless shelters, a place where one can feel safe 

 Clean up! 

 Better substance abuse and mental health treatment 

 More services for the youth 

 Prisoner re-entry programs, halfway houses, and career training in the community  

 There are great resources for employment but could be better 

 A better transit for job seekers, particularly for low income youth 

 More income for elderly, especially for housing  

 More artist activities 

 Funding education above the minimum 

 Prison reform  

 Leaders who listen well to new and innovative ideas 

 Low cost rental housing  

 Children need encouragement and guidance from their parents 

 Local bike trails like pedestrian mall in Cumberland 

 Recycling (recycled materials go to the dump) 

 More surveillance cameras downtown 

 Noise ordinance enforced 



 Mental health education— people don’t come forward because they feel judged. 

We need to remove the stigma and find a person you can tell instead of keeping it 

inside 

 More sustainable employment locally for young people to stay in the area and 

more than just minimum wage jobs 

 Services for special needs like autism—support groups, cooperative groups for 

parents with children with special needs helping each other  

 A Family Resource Center 

 Locally grown food 

 Get drug dealers away from treatment centers 

 Bring back Health Department funding  

 More things for kids 13-16, like Girls, Inc. downtown 

 Block parties (like DC) 

 More job opportunities and networking 

 A group home for disabled 

 Teachers talk with kids more 

 Higher minimum wage 

 Events like today’s event 

 Don’t put people in boxes—listen to each person and see them for what they are, 

don’t judge, you don’t know what is going on in their lives 

 Talk to teens about bullying and cyberbullying  

 Cultural or Multicultural Day (more events like Pride festival and Hispanic 

Festival at Fairgrounds) 

 Parenting classes that are more appealing to the parents (people only do things 

they want to do and pride may keep them away from help) 

 Warehouses and manufacturing industry 

 Short term rehab and long term rehab 

 More youth-based programming like Key Clubs, school bands, etc. 

 College or job prep, tax prep, home economics class, and financial literacy for 

teens 

 Police presence at library has helped create community connections  

 Clean needle locations 

 Family training 

 Get more people included 

 Job skills and soft skills, resume writing  

 Eating meals at the table could encourage more conversation between parents and  

kids  

 Be present in family 

 Skate park on gravel lot where hospital used to be  

 Anti-drug messages in schools 

 More events like Hispanic Festival 

 More clean energy industry 

 Peacefulness increased with police presence 

 Pop-up shops, farmers markets, small privately-owned businesses  

 More community events and places for people to congregate 

 Less pressure on testing in schools 

 Small group meetings at park  



 Ride sharing for elderly 

 Meet people from “different worlds” through clubs and groups  

 Volunteer and give time 

 Open your home 

 Churches should be even more involved downtown 

 We love our library! 

 Respect others’ individuality 

 Give people a chance 

 Everyone take responsibility to help others understand what is acceptable in our 

community 

 Transformational leadership and engage elected officials in all aspects of 

community conversation 

 Buy building Boys & Girls Club 

 Education about the need to engage with our family 

 Student food pantries, shelters 

 Local food drives and job fairs 

 More volunteering 

 Resident taxes 

 A family resource center 

 Talk to students! Ask what we need as opposed to what scores you think we need, 

minimize testing, and have more inclusive iPads in schools/fix issues 

 Like in Portland, Oregon: Prisoner Rehabilitation/ Homeless Population 

Rehabilitation (ticket back to their state) or Rehabilitation/ Job Skills/ 

Entrepreneurship skills, how do you teach personal strength to build community 

strength? 

 Curitiba, Braxil Model: more opportunities for love income/homeless people, 

reward system for work (gardening for food/recycling for clothing, schools 

supplies, etc.) 

 Parenting classes for low income families/youth 

 Let people know they are part of a community—we love you! 

 Love the people you are around 

 Always be kind  

 Block parties and opportunities for agencies to set up tables in neighborhoods 

 Better substance abuse programs 

 24/7 shelter and foodbank 

 White collar jobs downtown 

 Housing for recently released offenders 

 Health Department 

 Long term rehabilitation and recovery programs that address all needs of 

individuals, not just drugs (self-value, worth, etc.) 

 A centralized communication plan for all services 

 An open mind 

 County shuttle to outer towns (Hancock, Boonsboro) 

 Training on how to deal with individuals with mental health in all situations 

 Increase taxes 

 Each one reach one—be the changes we want to see in our community 

 Mediators 



 Programs (Girls Inc. and Boys & Girls Club) deserve more support from 

community 

 Methods to ensure student voices are heard 

 School leaders and officials need to be here! 

 Boys & Girls Club 

 More education 

 Open door pantries and education on obtaining resources 

 Safe spaces 

 More involvement with local churches 

 A multicultural festival 

 Return lost health department money 

 Have more money funding from the health department 

 Events like this because people needs to talk to each other! 

 Detox Center 

 Job readiness in schools   

 Kids and teens need to be heard! 

 

7. What groups or individuals do you trust to take action on these things? 

 Myself—others have a personal interest, accountability & responsibility, If you 

see something, do something  

 Trust? The individual needs to be responsible for their own choices, social 

services is too hard a process 

 Politicians, elected officials 

 The police 

 People who care 

 Religious organizations  

 WCPS teachers and school programs 

 Churches  

 Brooke’s House 1 year treatment 

 Job center used by niece and sister to get jobs 

 YMCA-like place for low income people closer to downtown 

 Teachers 

 Politicians and community leaders 

 BOE 

 Churches 

 Challenge ourselves to do better and make changes  

 Library can help people get skills  

 Downtown businesses hosting events  

 Newspaper—to help fix perception of crime in downtown Hagerstown and focus 

more on positives 

 Cops as community officers 

 Library programs  

 WCBOE Apprenticeship Program 

 Owners of downtown businesses to help clean up  

 High school counselors inspire and motivate kids 

 Women’s Empowerment Fair on September 29 at library 



 Washington County ARC 

 Find the passionate individuals and engage them in action steps 

 Small groups of people who are committed 

 Arts & Entertainment District, etc.  

 Rec programs 

 Events like this 

 Chamber of Commerce 

 Wells House 

 REACH 

 Police 

 Volunteers 

 Social media/radio 

 Library 

 the Chamber 

 Mental Health Authority 

 There are programs such as Girls Inc. and Boys & Girls Club that aim to help kids 

 Health resources 

 School Board 

 Mental health education 

 Return lost health department money  

 More human interaction 

 

8. Other notes: 

 Let’s do these kinds of events more  

 Please see through these voices are heard and change happens  

 Meeting people is good, sharing is better, and enjoying it is great!  

 Smile   

 Please have again! 

 

Conclusions 

 

 After the Longest Table event of June 16, 2018, participants were already inquiring about 

the possibility of future Longest Table events. We hope that this can become an annual event 

with a greater number of participants and new or continued support from community agencies, 

organizations, and businesses.  

 

Partners & Sponsors 

 

Thank you to the partners and sponsors who made our first Longest Table event possible! 

 

United Way of Washington County 
City of Hagerstown 

Sprint 

Herald-Mail Media 
Washington County Chamber of Commerce 


