
Classroom Conservations for 

Stronger Communities



Building Civil Discourse with CUBED
Discomfort lies at the heart of all learning and growth, 

especially concerning discussions on difficult and complex 

topics like climate change, slavery, and police brutality. Our 

work presents ways to help teachers become strong 

facilitators—not endorsers—of contentious conversations to 

promote a stronger sense of community.

There are four themes that arise when exploring civil 

discourse: courage, understanding, belonging, and empathy. 

Our work is organized around these themes and today’s 

presentation will focus on providing resources for educators 

to teach the skills of discourse with students.

Available for order at: bit.ly/CivilDiscourseText
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CUBED Plan for Growth

Courage: Why Discomfort Can No Longer Be Avoided

Understanding: Gaining Clarity on the Meaning of Terms

Belonging: Establishing a Classroom Community

Empathy: Preparation with Safe Topics

Discourse: Structures for Contentious Topics

Growth: Improving and Expanding Our Impact

½

?





“Part of our job is to 
teach young people how to 

talk with one another, 
especially with people 

who have differing 
views.”

Dr. Diana Hess



What are some 
topics in your 
curriculum…

…that some 
might consider 
contentious?



❏ Tax Policy

❏ Inflation

❏ Decision Making

❏ Safety Net Benefits

❏ Gas Prices

❏ Shortages/Hoarding

❏ International Support

❏ Student Debt 

Forgiveness

Possible 

Topics?



Controversy in the 

Classroom
[S]chools have not just the right, but also 

the obligation, to create an atmosphere of 

intellectual and political freedom that uses 

genuine public controversies to help 

students discuss and envision political 

possibilities. Addressing public 

controversies in schools not only is more 

educative than quashing or ignoring 

differences, it also enhances the quality of 

decision-making by ensuring that multiple 

and competing views about controversial 

political issues are aired, fairly considered, 

and critically evaluated. (pg. 6)



Kawashima-Ginsberg 

(2013) CIRCLE

http://civicyouth.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/CIRCLE_NAEPBechtelFactSheetApril30.final_.pdf


So What’s

The Problem?



Legal Rulings
Teachers face particular challenges when they are teaching political or controversial 

topics in classrooms. They must navigate a narrow passage between delivering the 

curriculum as required by their local board of education and sharing their own personal 

views and other information, while also abiding by board regulations regarding content 

and delivery. In addition, they must deliver the curriculum without attempting to 

indoctrinate students with their own personal beliefs, particularly on religious, 

political, and controversial topics.

Teachers cannot let their personal beliefs interfere with their obligation to deliver the 

school’s curriculum, and they may not hijack the curriculum or use their position as 

teacher as an opportunity to inculcate students to their personal beliefs.



Legal Rulings (cont.)
The school district has the right and responsibility to set the curriculum and, within 

the delivery of that curriculum, teacher speech can be regulated.

School districts may restrict curricular speech by setting forth what teachers must or 

may not use as part of delivering the curriculum. While many districts give teachers 

the latitude to select instructional materials, others require them to abide by rules 

prescribing or prohibiting certain texts, materials, and instructional techniques. If 

teachers violate these rules, they may be subject to discipline.

School Districts Control Teachers’ Classroom Speech By Julie Underwood

http://www.kappanonline.org/underwood-school-districts-control-teachers-classroom-speech/


If we don't actively engage students in 

contentious conversations that our society 

is currently struggling with, then what type 

of citizens are we preparing them to be?

If not us...who?

If not now...when?



Where to Begin?

Being here today shows that you have 

❏ Courage to address these topics and want to growth

so let’s start with:

❏ Understanding

❏ Gaining Clarity on the Meaning of Terms



“Somehow we 
weathered and 

witnessed a nation 
that isn’t broken, 

but simply 
unfinished”

Amanda Gorman
The Hill We Climb



WORDS

Words have 

direct and 

indirect impacts

MATTER

on the people

who hear or

read them



Contentious vs. Controversial



What Is Your Goal?





Progressing from Sharing to Decision Making

Think about a contentious topic that you will teach about 
this year. How can this topic be structured to happen 
with classroom:

Dialogue            Discussion Debate

Purpose Students You

When planning keep in mind why you are doing it, what 

the students are doing, and what is your role.



Building Community

Once you have an understanding of key terms, 

building a shared understanding across teams, grades, 

and building is the next step. 

❏ Belonging:

❏ Establishing a Classroom Community

❏ 3Ps - Protocols, Policies, Procedures



3 P’s

Protocols, Policies, and Procedures 

will help provide expectations and 

guidance for your students to keep 

the classroom a safe space. They 

will be your safety net to refer back 

to when things might go wrong.



Protocols

A protocol is a written plan that 

specifies procedures to be followed in 

defined situations. Some of your 

procedures are for events that you 

prepare for your class, but what 

about the things you can’t plan for?



Protocols

Before the first day of school have a plan for what to do when the 

unplanned happens:

❏ The “unrelated” question about a tough topic

❏ An inappropriate comment or thought

❏ Sensitive information that is shared

You don’t know when or what, but have a plan for HOW you will 

redirect and address with student(s) at the appropriate time.



Reflection Prompts 

to Guide You

❏ What are your classroom 

rules and expectations?

❏ How are they decided?

❏ Who is involved?

❏ What do you do with 

them?

❏ Are they present daily?

❏ How are the reinforced?

❏ How are families involved?

❏ What are YOU sharing?



Policies - Day One

Policies are the classroom rules that govern how the 

class runs and students interact on a day to day basis. 

This work includes some pre-planning, but a lot of it is 

done WITH the students.



Procedures - Planning Ahead

A procedure is a set of instructions that describe the approved 

and recommended steps of a particular act or sequence of 

events. 

You will use classroom time to model procedures for your 

students and support students practicing them. This will be 

discussed later in the presentation.



Empathy through Skills & Practice

❏ Building a foundation of a strong community sets 

the stage for working on student empathy by 

identifying the essential skills of civil discourse and 

providing a space for students to practice:

❏ Empathy:

❏ Preparation with Safe Topics





Family & 

Admin Support

Keep administration in the know so 
that they are not caught off guard

Clear and consistent 

communication with families

Identify the skills and focus on the 
development of those skills

Students are reminded of 
expectations and practice them



Scaffolding the Skills



Slow Pitch….







Planning for Tomorrow Today

The skills and topics are the base of your long term 

planning toward your most contentious topics.

Things to consider:

❏ Building background knowledge

❏ F.O.G. Checks

❏ LET’S ACT

❏ Argument Mapping





FOG Checks:
More than a worksheet!

Have your students 
practice “clearing the 
FOG” whenever there is 
a possible confusion 
about a statement.

https://www.facinghistory.org/chunk/f
og-analysis

https://www.facinghistory.org/chunk/fog-analysis


http://www.genevievecaffrey.com/lets-act.html

http://www.genevievecaffrey.com/lets-act.html




https://thinkeranalytix.org/

https://thinkeranalytix.org/


Pro/Con Puzzles & Student Courses



Day of Discourse

❏ Once students have shown that they have the 

“procedural knowledge” to engage in contentious 

topics, it is time for contentious topics to be 

addressed in your classroom.

❏ Discourse:

❏ Strutures for Contentious Topics



GUIDE Elements

Guiding Question: An overarching question that provides a focus for discourse.

Uninterrupted Thinking Time: Students should be given individual time to 

think about the guiding question.

Information Provided: Provide unbiased, concise information on the general 

topic such as charts, data, infographics, short summaries, or video clips.

Dedicated Q & A Time: Give students time to ask clarifying questions before 

the discourse begins.

Exit Opportunity: Students need to know that if a topic or question is just “too 

much” that they can opt out.



Emperical Policy



“Day of” Structures & Activites

What are your “go to” strategies?

● Structured Academic Controversy

● Socratic Seminars

● Philosophical Chairs

● Fishbowl

● Pinwheel Perspective Taking

● Gallery Walks



What’s the bottom 

line?



Give Them a Chance

Students need opportunities to make reasoned arguments with 

scaffolded practice.

❏ Our book has a companion site of resources.

❏ My website has a blog post with resources: Courageous 
Conversations about Contentious Topics

❏ Learning for Justice has a middle school lesson called Civil 
Discourse In The Classroom.

❏ Facing History and Ourselves has several ways for students to 
share ideas in their Fostering Civil Discourse - A Guide for 
Classroom Conversations.

https://joeschmidtsocialstudies.com/blog/f/courageous-conversations-about-controversial-topics
http://www.tolerance.org/sites/default/files/general/TT_Civil%20Discourse_whtppr_0.pdf
https://www.facinghistory.org/books-borrowing/fostering-civil-discourse-how-do-we-talk-about-issues-matter


Keep the Big Picture in Mind

❏ This cannot be avoided any longer

❏ Spread pockets of excellence

❏ Curriculum needs to support educators

❏ Real progress will be long term

❏ 80/20 rule for moving forward with next steps







Things to 

consider

Where is your school in the triangle?

What students are doing in the 
classroom is only part of the bigger 
picture.
❏ Classroom Content
❏ Curriculum Review
❏ Diverse Books
❏ Self, Student, and Staff 

Reflection
❏ Courageous Conversations



Before I go…

If you are interested in taking the next steps in your 

classroom curriculum or if you have questions about 

anything you heard about today, please reach out to me 

at joeschmidtsocialstudies.com which includes a form for 

PD support or @madisonteacher on Twitter.

For more info and to receive a copy of the presentation 

sign up for our newsletter: 

https://bit.ly/Discourse4EduNewsletter

https://bit.ly/Discourse4EduNewsletter

