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Center teaches students 
the power of peace!

A group of about 25 stu-
dents and two facilitators 
gather slowly into a circle in a 
wood-tiled meeting space with 
large bay windows that over-
look a nature trail. 

Their goal is to come to-
gether and learn how to live in 
peace. 

The students are partici-
pants in a workshop at the 
Peace Learning Center of Mil-
waukee, 3224 N. Gordon 
Place. 

CREATING A SPACE FOR 
PEACE 

The reason they sit in a cir-
cle, said Kamila Ahmed, a fa-
cilitator for the Peace 
Learning Center, or PLC, is 
because the circle begins and 
ends nowhere, giving young 
people equal space to feel 
comfortable. 

“We want kids to take risks 
and be comfortable in this 
space,” she said. 

The students, middle 
schoolers bused in from Trow-
bridge School in Bay View, 
learned about healthy com-
munication, nonviolent conflict 
resolution and other peaceful 
actions as part of a Peace-
makers Workshop. 

The circle exercise begins 
by going over a set of fouls 
that identify actions that are 
not conducive to peace. 

They include blaming, get-
ting even, teasing, hitting, 
grabbing, name calling and 

making threats.  
The exercise continues with 

each youth moving one by 
one inside the circle to name 
something they care about. 

“It’s a way to help them real-
ize that many of them care 
about the same types of 
things,” said Drea Rodriguez, 
executive director of PLC, a 
nonprofit. 

AN EFFORT TO IN-
FLUENCE CULTURE 

Organized in 2002, the PLC 
uses discussion, art, role play 
and other techniques as part 
of its curriculum to influence 
classroom culture; improve 
communication in families and 
in the community; and help 
youths who have already 
been exposed to violence.  

Rodriguez said these are 
vital lessons in a city that has 
experienced record levels of 
deadly violence in each of the 
past three years – with many 
of the victims being children. 

According to data from the 
Journal Sentinel Milwaukee 
Homicide Database, seven 
children from the ages of 10 to 
17 have been murdered this 
year in Milwaukee. Many 
teens have been shot and sur-
vived. 

During the workshops, stu-
dents learn how to apologize, 
how to share their feelings, 
the power of words and how 
to react when someone hurts 
you with theirs. 

TRAINING THE 
TEACHERS 

Over the years the organiza-
tion has served more than 
16,000 youths, although the 

PLC also works with teachers 
and other groups in the com-
munity. 

Since September, facilitators 
for PLC have led workshops 
with over 85 different groups, 
including kindergarten through 
eighth grade students from 
private, charter and Milwau-
kee Public Schools. Among 
them were all the classrooms 
at Bryant Elementary School, 
8718 W. Thurston Ave.  

Tiffaney Hollowell, principal 

at Bryant, said her students 
and teachers have enjoyed 
the workshops and feel that 
they have helped them reduce 
conflicts at the school. 

“I would say we decreased a 
lot of the playground issues,” 
she said. “We infuse what 
they learn with other social-
emotional curriculum we teach 
at the school.” 

The school is working to or-
ganize a group of parents at 
Bryant to participate in the 
PLC’s booster training, which 
is included in the package 
PLC offers to schools. 

The price of that package 
depends on each school’s 
needs and resources, Rodri-
guez said.  

The PLC also is  developing 

a curriculum for high school 
students. 

BREAKING THE PEACE 
After the circle exercise, 

Ahmed leaves the room to re-
trieve surveys for the youths 
but comes back empty 
handed. Co-facilitator Chelsea 
Muench chastises her for not 
finding them. 

The unease in the air is pal-
pable, as many students don’t 
realize the facilitators are act-
ing out a skit to show the 

youths how easily peace can 
be broken and how it made 
them feel. 

“I ain’t gonna lie, I got 
scared, like my heart started 
racing,” said one youth. 

Other students agreed. 
“That just goes to show that 

it only takes one person to 
break the peace,” Muench 
said. 

PEACE INDEX 
In addition to the work-

shops, the PLC launched a 
new initiative this year to 
create a Peace Index.  

The index was funded by a 
“Data Dream Award” from 
Data You Can Use, an organi-
zation that helps connect 
people with data to improve 
communities. 

The index consists of data 
compiled through surveys ad-
ministered to youths who par-
ticipate in PLC workshops. 
Before-and-after surveys indi-
cate how peaceful students 
feel that day, among other 
questions aimed at determin-
ing what impact the PLC is 
having on specific ZIP codes 
and schools. 

Victor Amaya, executive di-
rector of Data You Can Use, 
said the project, a collabo-

ration with Northwestern Mu-
tual Data Science Institute, 
provides pro-bono support 
with the surveys. 

“We’re pushing to go a little 
deeper to tell the story of what 
is happening in these com-
munities by collecting infor-
mation and then have 
conversations around that 
data,” Amaya said. 

Overall, said Rodriguez, her 
organization hopes to help 
young people know that they 
have the power to create 
peace in their lives and in their 
communities. 

“Anyone can be a peace 
leader,” she said. “Everyone 
deserves to have peace in 
their life.”
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“Since September, facilitators for PLC 
have led workshops with over 85  
different groups, including  
kindergarten through eighth  
grade students from private, charter  
and Milwaukee Public Schools.”

Middle school stu-
dents from Trow-

bridge School 
learn healthy com-

munication skills 
and nonviolent 

conflict resolution 
during a workshop 

at the Peace 
Learning Center, 

3224 N. Golden 
Place. (Photo by 

Edgar Mendez)
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