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OAK PARK DINNER AND DIALOGUE PROJECT 
 

SPONSORED BY THE COMMUNITY RELATIONS DEPARTMENT AND COMMUNITY RELATIONS 
COMMISSION 

 
 
 

The Oak Park Dinners and Dialogue Initiative is an offshoot of the Chicago Dinners Dialogue 
Project which is a model created and coordinated by the Jane Addams Hull House 
Association Center for Civil Society.  The purpose of the dialogue project is to provide an 
opportunity to engage residents in a conversation about current topics related to community 
life and to build a sense of community.  The dinners bring together small groups of residents, 
civic and community leaders from a variety of racial, ethnic and religious backgrounds to 
discuss the issues of interest, perceptions or other challenging community topics. This 
concept should fit well within the Oak Park philosophy of diversity and inclusion.  Because of 
Oak Park’s long history of fostering and promoting diversity, a main thrust of the dinners will 
be to pair residents with people of different ethnicities they have never met before to engage 
in real dialogue on race and other pressing issues resulting in greater cultural understanding.   
 
The beauty and strategy behind the dialogue series is its simplicity.  Many residents rarely 
find the opportunity for honest conversations about race and other difficult subjects even 
among social or professional peers.  Informal conversations among small, diverse groups of 
community residents can be a vital step in helping to improve our Village’s cultural and 
human relations.  Dialogues can include a wide range of topics ranging from diversity, crime 
concerns or the achievement gap in local schools.   
 
A community resident who serves as facilitator hosts a dinner dialogue and chooses the 
location for the dinner.  While private homes are preferred locations to have a dinner, local 
establishments or restaurants are also ideal. The host plans and sponsors the dinner with 
technical and financial assistance from Community Relations staff and the Community 
Relations Commission.   The topic of discussion is determined by the host who then selects 
no more than twelve guests to attend the dinner.   
 
If the resident is not comfortable as facilitator, one will be provided through the Community 
Relations Department.  Invited speakers with areas of specialty may also be utilized 
depending on the topic of the conversation.  Community Relations staff will coordinate 
closely with the host to assure plans run smoothly.  Some dinner formats may choose to use 
written materials or use the services of a scribe to document the conversations for future 
reference.  Dinner for the evening is sponsored by the Community Relations Commission. 
 
Methodology:   
 
On the night of the dinner, the host /facilitator or guest speaker briefly highlights the issue or 
topic of discussion for the dinner and dialogue is facilitated to explore different facets of the 
issue.  Preferably, the dinner discussion topic has been predetermined and reading materials 
have been mailed to attendees in advance to ensure a meaningful discussion. The facilitator 
serves as the conductor who keeps the conversation flowing and monitors the exchange of 
information as well as keeps the conversation on track and focused.   



Dinner guests are asked to share their experiences, and ideas on the subject as well as 
thoughts for future action.  All attendees are expected to participate but will not be forced to 
speak at the dinner.  It is also expected that many may attend who wish to only listen to the 
content of the conversation.  The overall design is to get residents of various backgrounds 
who have never met to begin a dialogue with each other that will lead to greater cultural 
understanding and cooperation.  It is the intent of the initiative to have dinner guests 
sponsor their own individual dinners or gatherings across the village covering a wide range of 
topics of interest to the community at large.  
 
Dinner Process: 
 
Once the dinner host and guests have been confirmed, a formal invite letter will be mailed by 
Community Relations to each attendee confirming their attendance.   Included in the invite 
letter should be the dinner agenda, ground rules and copies of discussion articles or 
pertinent reading materials.  (Sample items attached)  Meal planning and delivery on the 
night of the event will be coordinated by the Community Relations Director. 
 
Facilitator Prep/Role:  Prior to the dinner, it is a good idea for the facilitator and host to meet, 
preferably at the location of the dinner to look at seating arrangements, etc.  This meeting is 
at the discretion of the two.  The facilitator should also make available at this time a 
participant sign in sheet to be used on the night of the dinner.  Facilitator should also bring 
an extra copy to the actual dinner.  The role of the dinner facilitator is to serve as the guide 
for the topic of conversation and to encourage collaboration.  While facilitation styles vary, it 
is critical that the dinner facilitator keep the conversation on topic while allowing for various 
viewpoints.  The facilitator is not there to give opinions or commentary but to draw out 
relevant discussion from attendees.  This can be done in the form of specific questions or 
asking attendees who are not offering comments their opinion on the discussion topic.  
Depending on style, the facilitator may choose to capture important thoughts or suggestions 
for action on a flip chart.  The facilitator may also if desired, appoint someone to serve as a 
scribe for the evening to capture highlights of the discussion to be used for future action 
items.  It is critically important that next steps or identified action items are agreed to and 
owned by the group with an attendee taking responsibility for furthering the discussion.  
Attendee contact sheets should be made available to each person at the dinner conclusion.              
 
HISTORY: 
 
The Chicago Community Trust and the Human Relations Foundation of Chicago kicked off the 
original “Chicago Dinners” on November 28, 1995.  That evening, more than 500 community 
leaders from the metropolitan Chicago area participated in 71 dinners held in people’s 
homes, places of business or local restaurants throughout the city and suburbs.  Since 1995, 
over 14,000 people have participated in dinners throughout metropolitan Chicago and the 
nation.  The project has successfully launched positive dialogue to build bridges across the 
widening divides of race, ethnicity, class and religion.  Hosts and guests alike encourage 
others to become involved in the project and launch similar activities that will promote 
deeper and more meaningful cultural understanding.     
 
   



DINNER AND DIALOGUE PREPARATION CHECKLIST 

COMMUNITY RELATIONS 

 

 

 

1. Select topic of Dinner discussion, location and time.  Determine group size.  Twelve 
guests are optimal for the dinner.   

2. Ensure a meaningful discussion by proactively seeking out guests who are ethnically 
diverse to secure your twelve guests.  Conduct targeted outreach to specific ethnic 
groups, income levels, home ownership vs rental status, sexual orientation, etc. to have 
a wide range of opinions and experiences.  There should not be overrepresentation of 
any particular group.  The idea is to have a constructive mix of ethnicities who have 
never met before which will ultimately result in continued conversations or spin off 
dinners between the guests after the event has concluded. 

3. Ten days before Dinner send invite letter to guests which include selected reading 
materials and Dinner agenda and ground rules.   

4. Guests can be invited by letter or e-mail, whichever method is preferred by the host. 
5. Food for the dinner is sponsored by the Community Relations Commission.  Dinners 

have been previously catered by Jerusalem Café of Oak Park.  Other vendors may be 
considered and must be willing to accept the Village tax-free exemption on the food 
purchase.  To accommodate various eating customs or habits, it is suggested that 
discretion is used when planning the actual meal so that options are available for guests 
who may have no meat preferences or allergy concerns.  The Village’s Director of 
Community Relations coordinates the food payment and delivery to Dinner site.  

6. On the day of the dinner, the facilitator should have a sign in sheet ready as well as 
copies of the original dinner and guest list with attendees contact information.  A copy 
of the contact list should be made available to each attendee at the close of the event to 
promote communication after the event. 

7. Technical assistance on any of the above steps is available through the Community 
Relations Department and the Community Relations Commission.    

 

Cedric Melton, Community Relations Director 

708-358-5407   



 
 
 
 
The Village of Oak Park                                        708.383.6400 
Village Hall                                                            Fax 708.383.9584 
123 Madison Street                                             www.oak-park.us 
Oak Park, Illinois 60302-4272                            village@oak-park.us 

 
 
 
 

September 10, 2015 
 
 
Involved Resident 
455 N. Coop Street 
Oak Park, IL 60302 
 
Dear Involved: 
 
Thank you for your willingness to participate in the Community Relations Dinner and 
Dialogue Project. Attached you will find the address of the dinner as well reading 
materials that will serve as the content guide for the discussion. 
 
The Dinner and Dialogue project is an effort to open up the lines of communication 
among residents of diverse backgrounds in a safe environment with the  hope of 
developing better cultural understanding and a stronger community. 
 
I look forward to seeing you for dinner on September 10! 
 
Respectfully, 
 
 
 
 
Cedric V. Melton 
Director of Community Relations 

 
 
 
  
  



The Oak Park Dinner & Dialogue Project is sponsored by the  
Oak Park Community Relations Department and Commission. 

  
 
 
 

Agenda 
12:45 –1:00 p.m. Welcome/Refreshments 
 
1: 00 p.m.            Lunch & Discussion 
 
    Next Steps 
 
    Adjourn 
 
 
Ground Rules for Dialogue 

· Take risks 
 
· Ask questions 

 
· Express ourselves courageously 

 
· Everyone has to speak at least once 

 
· Listen to each other with respect and without judgment 

 
· Keep everything confidential to this time, this place and this room 

 
· Suspend roles and titles 

 
· Use “I” statements 

 
 
 

 
12:30p.m., Sept. 10, 2015 

201 South Blvd.  
Oak Park Public Works Center 

Lunch Room 
Today’s Topic/ Question:  

What is your state of human 
relations? 

 
Facilitated by Cedric Melton 



The Oak Park Dinner & Dialogue Project is sponsored by the  
Oak Park Community Relations Department and Commission. 

  
 
 

PARTICIPANT CONTACT SHEET 
 

NAME (Please Print) 
 

ADDRESS PHONE E-MAIL (Please Print) 

 
 

   

 
 

   

 
 

   
 

 
 

   

 
 

   

 
 

   

 
 

   

 
 

   

 
 

   

    
 

 
 

   

 
 

   

    

 
12:30p.m., Sept. 10, 2015 

201 South Blvd.  
Oak Park Public Works Center 

Lunch Room 
Today’s Topic/ Question:  

What is your state of human 
relations? 

 
Facilitated by Cedric Melton 
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Host or Attend a Diversity Dinner
Community Relations organizes regular diversity din-
ners to bring together local residents for food and 
conversation. Community Relations staff will provide 
technical assistance, and the commission will help 
cover costs associated with the dinner. All we need 
is a host to get things started — here’s how you can 
get involved.

Sign up to host OR attend a dinner, either in your 
home or in a nearby venue.

The host selects the dinner topic and invites no 
more than 12 guests of diverse backgrounds.

The host briefly highlights the issue or topic of dis-
cussion and helps move the conversation to explore 
various facets of the issue.

Guests are invited to share their experiences and 
ideas over dinner.

Get Involved!
Sign up to host or attend a Diversity Dinner using the 
form below.

I would like to HOST a Diversity Dinner.
I would like to ATTEND a Diversity Dinner

Name

Email

Phone

Please return this flyer to any Community Rela-
tions Commission member. Organizers will be 
in touch to discuss the next steps. For more 
information, email community@oak-park.us.

l

l

l

l
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