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The John C. Stennis Congressional Staff Fellows of the 115th Congress came together 
across party lines and from both chambers of Congress to work together in half-day 
roundtables and retreats over the course of the 115thCongress. Nominated by Members of 
Congress and chosen by an independent selection committee, 30 staff leaders with over 400 
years of combined Capitol Hill experience worked together under the core theme of Meeting 
the Legislative Branch Leadership Challenge in an Era of Mistrust, Disinformation, and 
Miscommunication.

The objectives of the program are to provide a unique leadership development experience 
for senior-level Congressional staff through dialogue and relationship building that crosses 
boundaries of party and chamber, and to focus on the future of Congress as an institution 
of American democracy. Despite the divisive climate surrounding the political process in the 
Capitol and throughout the country, the 115th Congress Stennis Fellows not only met these 
objectives collectively, but individually renewed their commitment to Congressional public 
service as they discovered much common ground and built strong and lasting relationships.

Stennis Fellows developed a trust within their Fellowship that stands in contrast to the 
bitter and sometimes debilitating division that seems to define Congress and American 
politics in this era. Despite real concerns heightened by their proximity to the challenges 
facing Congress and the nation, the 115th Stennis Fellows found hope in their ability to 
work together and developed practical yet powerful initiatives they believe can strengthen 
the ability of the Legislative Branch to lead effectively in the next decade.  Highlights of 
consensus they reached focused on strengthening the capacity of Congressional staff to better 
assist Members of Congress and in serving citizens, helping Members of Congress to develop 
relationships among themselves that can strengthen their ability to lead effectively, and 
building upon the foundation laid by the Stennis Fellows program over the past 25 years.
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The 115th Congress Stennis Fellows 
met for the first time at a reception 
and dinner held on June 6, 2017, 
in the U.S. Capitol. Senior Stennis 
Fellows from previous congresses were 
at the reception to congratulate the 
new Stennis Fellows and share their 
experiences in the program.

Though those selected as Stennis 
Fellows are attracted to the program 
by the focus on working together 
across party lines for the common 

good, most admitted to initial skepticism about the viability of the bipartisan, bicameral approach. 
Meeting Senior Fellows who had already experienced the fellowship offered reassurance that meaningful 
relationship building is possible despite differences. The tone was quickly set through the testimony of 
the Senior Fellows and through sharing their different pathways to Congressional public service and their 
hopes and expectations for the program. Fellows soon realized they were all there for the same reason, 
and trust began to develop. 

BEGINS
THE FELLOWSHIP
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In July of 2017 the 115th 
Congress Stennis Fellows 
gathered in the Knight 
Conference Center atop the 
Newseum in Washington, 
D.C. to develop a shared 
learning agenda that would 
shape their time together over 
the next year. Beginning with 
a summary of key issues that 
had been identified in response 
to questions related to the 
fellowship theme during the 
nomination process, the Fellows identified questions they hoped to explore together during the 
course of the Fellowship. As they worked in small groups to prioritize the questions, Fellows 
recognized their shared concerns about the challenges facing Congress. Each small group 
included Democrats and Republicans and House, Senate, and other Congressional staff leaders 
bringing different experiences and perspectives to the table. But as Fellows spoke and listened 
to each other, partisan identities were not readily apparent. What was obvious was a shared 
commitment to Congressional public service and a desire to address challenges facing Congress.

LEARNING AGENDA
SETTING THE



By the end of the session, the Fellows had identified four broad topics related to the theme that they 
committed to explore together throughout the remainder of the 115th Congress. The list is as follows:

Historical Perspective
The Fellows hoped to learn how Congress and partisanship had changed over time. Specifically, is 
this level of mistrust a new phenomenon and what are its causes?

Staff Development and Public Service
Though not explicitly stated in the theme, the mistrust and partisanship that has developed over 
the years is a challenge for Congressional staff. Stennis Fellows committed to explore the lack of 
leadership development opportunities available to Congressional staff and seek to expand staff 
development. 

Strengthening the Institution
The Fellows identified the internal organization and operation of Congress as an area to explore in 
searching for ways to work through issues of mistrust, miscommunication and disinformation. 

Media, Social Media, and Building Shared Knowledge
Fellows committed to evaluating how “fake news” affects mistrust of Congress. Where are people 
getting their information? What is real and what is fake? How has transparency, social media, and the 
24/7 news cycle affected this flow of information? 
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DIALOGUELEARNING TO USE

Just as important as the substantive 
content of the learning agenda, 
the Fellows began their work by 
learning the art of dialogue as a 
leadership tool. Dialogue became 
the mode for all subsequent Fellows 
programs, challenging Fellows to 
listen deeply and with empathy, 
to search for assumptions, and 
to discover common ground 
where they may not expect it. 
Fellows traveled to the National 
Conservation Training Center 
in Shepherdstown, WV for an 
overnight retreat devoted to 
learning and using dialogue.

Being free from the demands of work, the Fellows participated in training exercises that taught them 
dialogue best practices and encouraged them to engage each other in a meaningful way. Throughout 
the retreat, the Fellows worked together to practice dialogue and begin to connect with each other in 
a process different than the more familiar debate format. As they practiced dialogue with each other, 
Fellows began to see its potential for use in their work on Capitol Hill. The camaraderie between 
Fellows grew as they worked together and continued to build relationships socially during the time 
between work sessions.

Using Dialogue
Fellows continued to use principles of dialogue in all of their roundtables and retreats as have Stennis 
Fellows in previous Congresses. Perhaps the best way to understand dialogue is by contrasting it with 
its opposite, debate or advocacy. 

AS A LEADERSHIP TOOL
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A key to using dialogue effectively is to recognize 
that it does not replace debate, advocacy, 
negotiation, or decision-making; it precedes them. 
Dialogue provides a way to map areas of common 
ground before debate or negotiation begins. 
Participants in a dialogue are usually surprised by 
the amount of common ground they share, even 
on the most contentious issues. Once they realize 
that they agree on the majority of matters being 
considered, it becomes easier to address the areas of 
disagreement in a productive way. Stennis Fellows 
were encouraged to experiment with dialogue as 
leaders, trying to apply dialogue on the job. Stennis 
Fellows reported that dialogue assisted in a wide 
variety of practical circumstances, especially when 
it could be applied before the debate or negotiation 
had been fully engaged. It is a valuable tool that 
Stennis Fellows plan to use more widely and hope 
to encourage others to try.

1 e discussion of the nature and use of dialogue in 

provided to the Fellows by Viewpoint Learning 
(www.ViewpointLearning.com).

Dialogue: the Opposite of Debate

Debate/Advocacy Dialogue

Assuming there is
one right answer

Assuming others have 
pieces of the answer

About winning
About nding common 

ground

Listening for aws

Defending assumptions

Seeking your outcome

Listening to understand

Exploring assumptions

Discovering new possibilities
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ROUNDTABLES
STENNIS FELLOWS

Putting Partisanship and Polarization into Historical 
Perspective

Guest Experts:
•	 Morris “Mo” Fiorina – Wendt Family Professor of Political Science, Stanford 

University; Senior Fellow, Hoover Institution
•	 Frances Lee – Professor of Government and Politics, University of Maryland

The Stennis Fellows’ first half-day roundtable in pursuit of their shared learning agenda took 
place in December at the Knight Conference Room at The Newseum in Washington, D.C. and 
focused on the history of partisanship and polarization in Congress. Joined by Mo Fiorina and 
Frances Lee, two top Congressional scholars who share the Fellows’ interest in understanding 
the historical perspective, the dialogue focused on how the country as a whole has moved to a 
more partisan and polarized status quo. The scholars described a slow decline in bipartisanship 
or nonpartisanship spawned by the nationalization of elections and increased party cohesion. 
Simply put, there is a perverse incentive to vying for party control: the best way to go from the 
minority party to the majority party is to highlight why the challenging party is different, thus 
naturally creating more partisanship and divisiveness.

There was a clear desire by 
the Fellows to find ways to 
work through the divisiveness 
that prevails in Congress and 
society. As institutionalists, 
they all understood the 
importance of being able 
to come together across 
party lines to solve national 
problems and meet global 
challenges. 
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Providing Leadership 
Development Opportunities 
for Congressional Staff

Guest Experts:
•	 Charles J. “Chuck” Palus – Senior Fellow, 

Research Faculty; Center for Creative 
Leadership

•	 Richard J. “Rich” Hoffman – Director, 
Center for Civil-Military Relations; U.S. 
Naval Postgraduate School

•	 Suzanne Logan – Deputy Associate 
Director of Human Resource Solutions, 
U.S. Office of Personnel Management; 
Director of the Center for Leadership 
Development and Director of the Federal 
Executive Institute

Stennis Fellows shared a belief that Congressional 
staff and Congress as an institution would benefit 
from more leadership development opportunities. 
By bringing in experts from the private sector, the 
executive branch, and the military during their 
roundtable in the Archivist’s Reception Room at the 
National Archives, the Fellows hoped to gain insight 
into different ways to approach staff development 
on Capitol Hill. The dialogue with guest experts 
reinforced the Fellows’ sense that staff development 
opportunities need to be expanded and must be 
designed to address the unique work environment in 
Congress.
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Visiting Princeton

Guest Experts: Strengthening the Institution
•	 Nolan McCarty – Susan Dodd Brown Professor of Politics and Public Affairs Chair, 

Department of Politics, Princeton University

•	 Julian Zelizer – Malcolm Stevenson Forbes, Class of 1941 Professor of History and 

Public Affairs, Princeton University

•	 Brandice Canes-Wrone – Donald E. Stokes Professor of Public and International Affairs; 

Professor of Politics and Public Affairs; Director, Center for the Study of Democratic 

Politics, Princeton University

Guest Experts: Media, Social Media, and Building Shared Knowledge
•	 Lee Rainie – Director, Internet and Technology, Pew Research Center

•	 Andy Guess – Assistant Professor of Politics and Public Affairs, Princeton University

ROUNDTABLES continued
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The final two roundtables were incorporated into a two-day visit to the Woodrow Wilson School of Public and 

International Affairs at Princeton University in Princeton, NJ. In addition to exploring their learning agenda with 

Princeton faculty, Stennis Fellows had a spirited evening session with Woodrow Wilson School graduate students 

focused on aspects of the learning agenda.

Both roundtables focused on different aspects of restoring faith in the institution of Congress. The first, 

Strengthening the Institution, provided insights into how polarization and transparency have contributed to today’s 

divisive political climate.

The second, Media, Social Media, and Building Shared Knowledge took a deep dive into how media - both 

traditional and social - shapes the average person’s view of Congress. The Fellows had a strong dialogue about the 

effects that “fake news” shared through social media has on their own offices and their jobs as staff.
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The Synthesis 
Retreat and Legacy 
of Learning

For the final session, the Stennis 
Fellows returned to the National 
Conservation Training Center in 
Shepherdstown, WV, to synthesize 
their learning over the course of 
the Fellowship. Throughout the 
program, the Fellows expressed a 
strong commitment to examine 
and better understand the issues affecting the ability of Congress to reach agreements. During this 
retreat, the Fellows developed a set of initiatives that could be implemented that would better enable 
Congress, both individually and collectively, to reach agreements.  

There was a sense of urgency among the Fellows when developing these initiatives. The Fellows 
believed that, as senior Congressional staff, they were in a unique position to begin implementing 
a positive change within the institution. It was clear that they had come to view each other, and 
the Fellows that came before them, as strong ambassadors for thoughtful dialogue and as leaders 
within the Legislative Branch. The Fellows took that role seriously, and created the following list of 
initiatives to begin pursuing immediately:

Strengthen the Congressional Workforce

•	 Identify and evaluate professional development opportunities currently available to 
Congressional staff and establish a task force of Congressional staff leaders to survey staff 
development needs.

•	 Build support across Congress for meaningful staff development programs.
•	 Identify and work with key partners to develop best practices/needed programs.

STENNIS FELLOWS  |  115th CONGRESS14

& KEY INITIATIVES
THE SYNTHESIS RETREAT



•	 Explore partnerships with the Stennis Center’s Emerging Leaders program and other 
Stennis Center programs, along with other organizations that share a commitment to 
Congressional staff development.

•	 Explore the potential for staff exchanges with Executive Branch agencies that might build 
understanding and strengthen leadership.

•	 Help develop new chiefs of staff by matching each with an experienced chief of staff who 
can be a resource.

Help Members of Congress Build Effective and Meaningful Relationships 
Among Each Other

•	 Request time during new Member orientation to increase awareness of programs offered 
by the Stennis Center for Members and Congressional staff.

•	 Provide a retreat for new Members focused on the use of dialogue as a leadership skill 
(based on the Stennis Fellows model.)

•	 Develop space, time, and incentives for Member-to-Member interaction that can lead to 
relationship building (e.g., travel, dinners.)
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Create “Look Ahead Leaders,” an association of Senior Stennis Fellows to 
support continued leadership development on Capitol Hill

•	 Connect classes of Stennis Fellows, expand its network, and continue the camaraderie 
established during the Fellowships.

•	 Work together with incoming classes to further enrich the experience for everyone and 
provide opportunities to continue learning from each other.

•	 Be a resource to new and Senior Fellows and talk about the need to be good leaders and to 
grow.

•	 Be a forum for support and implementation for initiatives developed by Stennis Fellows in 
future Congresses.

•	 Initiate community outreach and participate in service projects that can help better brand 
Congress and inspire high school and college students to get involved on Capitol Hill 
(through public education, college classes, sponsor staff on Capitol Hill, etc.)

KEY INITIATIVES continued
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Visiting the USS 
JOHN C. STENNIS 
(CVN 74) at Sea

Stennis Fellows experienced an 
overnight embark on the USS 
JOHN C. STENNIS aircraft carrier 
off the coast of San Diego, CA in 
early April of 2018. While the trip 
was not directly connected to the 
learning agenda, Stennis Fellows 
found significant value in seeing how 
the ship operates in such a fast-
paced and challenging environment 
with young sailors who step up to 
meet critical responsibilities assigned 
to them. Flying out to the aircraft 
carrier, experiencing an arrested 
landing, observing day and night flight 
operations from the deck, and being 
in a plane launched from the deck by 
catapult the next day was a shared 
experience the Stennis Fellows will 
always remember as a highlight of 
the 115th Congress Stennis Fellows 
program.
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MEANINGFUL LEARNING
THROUGH DIALOG

CONCLUSION

There are many reasons why people come to work on Capitol Hill, but for those who 
commit to Congressional public service and reach top leadership levels as the Stennis Fellows 
have, it is because they believe in the importance of the role Congress fills in our democracy 
and its potential to make life better for American citizens. They are not there for fame or 
fortune. They are there to help Members of Congress guide the country in a direction that 
they believe is best. Of course, they do not always agree on exactly what that direction might 
be or how to get there, but underneath that disagreement is an implicit understanding that 
something can be done and that some common ground can be found. 

Congress has never been an easy workplace. As staff leaders, Stennis Fellows not only feel a 
responsibility to work through the challenges to solve problems facing the nation but also 
bear the burden of leading and training young staff who come to Capitol Hill. The Stennis 
Fellows program reminds them of their responsibilities to their Members, citizens, the 
institution of Congress, and the young staff members they lead, but it also enables them to 
stop to consider their own need for continual leadership development as well.

Stennis Fellows found that the most meaningful learning for leaders often comes through 
dialogue with other leaders. And the relationships that develop in the process can be an 
ongoing resource long after the program ends. Stennis Fellows acknowledged that while the 
environment in which they work has not changed during the course of the 115th Congress, 
they have gained from each other a rekindled hope and commitment to carry forward their 
faith in public service and the institution of Congress. 
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