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Values and questions invites students into conversations about values they 
can bring to their learning, their work, their relationships, and other aspects 
of their lives. Th e cards are designed for any adult who works with students 
in grades 6–12 – including classroom teachers, administrators, counselors, 
psychologists, social workers, learning specialists, and support staff  – and 
wants to start meaningful conversations with individual students or groups.

Values and questions has two decks. Values cards have words that describe 
ways of being that make life meaningful, such as curious, generous, and 
imaginative. Framed this way, values aren’t things or actions; they are 
qualities a person can choose to bring to a variety of situations. As chosen 
qualities, our values tell us how we want to be in our lives. Th ey might 
tell students how they want to be in a particular class, how they want to 
be when they do a particular assignment, how they want to be in their 
relationships with peers and teachers, and, more broadly, how they want to 
be in and beyond school.

Th e questions on the Questions cards contain blank spaces. Any value 
can fi ll in any blank space, and students respond to the resulting question 
in an individual refl ection, partner conversation or group discussion. Some 
ways of using the cards are more playful and game-like, while others are just 
conversation starters. Players can follow the rules, riff  off  them, or make up 
their own ways to play. No matter how players use them, if the cards help 
students imagine new ways to live by their values, everyone wins.

VA LU E S  and Quest ions
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Responding to challenges
You might fi nd that students’ responses – or your own – are short or 
superfi cial, especially if it’s your fi rst time playing this game, or if players 
don’t know each other well or aren’t used to talking about their values. You 
can encourage other people to say more by asking follow-up questions, 
validating their feelings, or sharing an experience that their response brings 
to mind. You can also encourage longer and deeper responses by going fi rst 
and off ering longer and deeper responses yourself. Finally, you can play the 
game multiple times, expecting less detailed and less vulnerable responses 
early on, and moving towards deeper and more courageous conversations 
as you become more familiar with the game and with each other.

If a student responds to a question with some version of ‘I don’t know’, it 
might be because they’ve never been asked a question like it, or they’ve never 
thought about the value in this way, or at all. At school, many questions 
have a right or best answer – or at least a right or best way of answering – 
and students might have trouble understanding that these questions have 
no right or best answers and aren’t even necessarily meant to be answered; 
they’re meant to elicit thinking.

If a student claims not to have any idea how to answer, resist the urge 
to off er a suggestion. Instead, try validating the student’s uncertainty and 
encouraging exploration: ‘It’s an unusual question, so it makes sense that 
you wouldn’t have an answer right away. What does come to mind when 
you think about the question or just the value by itself?’ Exploring what 
a student does understand or relate to might help them think about the 
question diff erently and respond. But even if the question continues to 
stump the student (or you), the point isn’t necessarily to answer it but 
rather to have a conversation about values.

If a question doesn’t quite work, tweak it so it does. For example, one of 
the questions asks: What book are you reading right now? How could reading 
this book help you be ___? But what if you’re not currently reading anything? 
Instead of not answering the question, you could refl ect on a book you’re 
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planning to read or the last book you fi nished, or you could refl ect on how 
not reading aff ects you. 

If a question requires interpretation, interpret it as broadly as necessary 
to fi t your situation. For example, one of the questions asks: In which class 
are you your most ___ self? A student might think of academic classes as well 
as classes in the visual, performing, or technical arts; physical education; 
advisory or wellness programs; school-based therapeutic services such as 
occupational therapy and speech; and after-school, weekend, or summer 
courses. Even though some of these aren’t called classes, they are learning 
environments and might tell a student something important about the 
qualities they want to bring to their actions in other contexts too.

If, for any reason, a question feels inappropriate to ask, skip it and pick 
a new question. For example, one question asks: What does it mean to be 
athletically ___? If a student has recently been diagnosed with an illness and 
their medical treatments prevent them from engaging in athletic activities 
for several months, it might feel inappropriate to have a discussion about 
athletics with this student. Always use your judgment about whether to 
follow a game’s rules or modify them, and whether to include certain cards 
in the decks when using them with certain students. When in doubt about 
a card, remove it from play. Every game will work with a partial deck, 
although you might have to adjust the number of cards in play.

Reflecting on responses
Values and questions is designed to evoke a diff erent kind of conversation 
than you might ordinarily have with a student or group. You might fi nd 
that students share aspects of their lives that wouldn’t necessarily have 
come up otherwis, or that after playing, the tone in the room shifts. You 
might want simply to let things be so that any further discussion simply 
emerges. Or you might ask questions to evoke further refl ection and values-
consistent action:

 • During the game, what did you notice yourself feeling or 
thinking?
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the social context and not simply the student’s own choices. But a student 
can choose to be kind (for example) at any time, and without waiting for 
someone else’s approval or validation.

We also selected qualities that a student can express in a wide variety 
of contexts, especially but not only at school. For example, we did not 
include athletic, even though athleticism matters to many students, because 
students can only be athletic in certain contexts. However, a student can 
be compassionate (for example) in any classroom, in a gym, at home, with 
friends, at work in the future, and at school right now.

Finally, we intentionally did not include defi nitions on cards because 
we want players to bring their own defi nitions to these terms, agree upon 
defi nitions together, and defi ne the terms fl exibly depending on the 
question. For example, the word graceful might bring up images of a dancer 
moving gracefully, but consider the questions:  What could  it mean to be a 
graceful thinker? and What does being graceful look like in your culture? In 
these contexts, grace isn’t a quality of physical movement but of thinking 
or interacting.

If students don’t know some of the words on the cards, you can look 
them up together and discuss their meaning. Th e simple act of seeking and 
negotiating a defi nition could lead to meaningful conversation.

Finally, some words on Values cards might have meanings that seem 
similar. For example, the words imaginative and creative might be off ered 
as synonyms for each other in a thesaurus. However, these words have 
slightly diff erent shades of meaning: being imaginative means picturing 
lots of possibilities (and impossibilities), and being creative means making 
something in a personal and original way as opposed to imitating others. 
More importantly for this game, diff erent words might bring to mind 
diff erent ideas, stories, and conversations. For example, the question, 
What’s an experience that pushed you to become more imaginative? might 
bring to mind a diff erent answer than, What’s an experience that pushed you 
to become more creative?
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About the questions
Each of the 90 questions contains a blank, which players can fi ll in with 
any of the 60 values. Th e game thus has 5400 possible questions to which 
players can respond! Students might respond to the same question diff erently 
depending on the person or group with whom they’re playing, the setting in 
which they’re playing, and the type of play. Th us, the structure of these cards 
and the methods of play can elicit a wide variety of possible conversations.

Th e questions themselves rely on a language tool called deictic framing 
(Hayes, Barnes-Holmes, & Roche, 2001). Briefl y, everything we experience 
in life comes from the perspective of I (ourselves), here (our physical location), 
and now (our present moment). But by imagining our situation from the 
perspective of another person, another place, or another time, we begin to 
expand our awareness of what is possible for ourselves, here and now. Th e 
questions in this game invite players to think about how they might bring 
their values to various situations, so they can expand their awareness of what’s 
possible in their lives.

Th e questions evoke freely chosen behavior rather than suggesting 
how students should behave. Children and teens already have many rules, 
expectations, and preferences that govern their behavior. Th ese aren’t bad, 
but they can sometimes lead to infl exible responses, such as impulsively 
breaking a rule, rigidly adhering to a preference, unthinkingly conforming 
to an expectation, or escaping the context in which a rule or expectation 
operates. Values off er another way of responding so that students can build 
lives they themselves fi nd meaningful.
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