4/24/2020 Facilitating Challenging Conversations in the Classroom | The Teaching Center

Facilitating Challenging Conversations in the
Classroom

While the classroom can be a space for open, respectful discussion of sensitive or controversial topics—
such as topics related to identity and inequality, religious beliefs, or political ideologies, for example-
facilitating such discussions can be a challenging prospect. The following suggestions are intended to
help instructors guide such discussions, which can be great learning opportunities.

Define Objectives and Create Structure

When preparing for an anticipated challenging conversation, it is helpful to determine the objectives of
the conversation. Why are you hoping to engage in this conversation with your students? Without a clear
sense of purpose, discussions of controversial topics can stray off course and can leave students feeling
bewildered.

Identifying the objectives, and communicating them to students, should help you develop subtopics,
guiding questions, and a clear structure for the discussion. Doing so will also help you to communicate
the anticipated benefits of the discussion for all participants and to connect these benefits to the
broader goals of the course.

In addition to content-specific objectives, objectives for student learning during discussions of
challenging topics might include the following:

¢ Increasing awareness and understanding of disparate perspectives, which might include being able
to summarize and explain those perspectives, in order to develop a multi-faceted understanding of
the topic.

e Developing critical-thinking approaches, such as the ability to identify and question assumptions, to
evaluate arguments, and to pose counter-arguments.

e Applying different ways of analyzing the same topic—e.g. with a historical or literary lens, or through
application of different aesthetic or economic theories, or through reflection on personal
experiences. In this case, students may also be learning how to recognize when different ways of
analyzing are being applied, and why.

e Practicing and improving communication skills, such as listening carefully, responding thoughtfully
and respectfully to others, and asking follow-up questions that aid understanding.

Once you have determined the specific purposes of the discussion, you can design discussion activities
with those purposes in mind. Activities might include group work and reflective writing, as well as whole-
class discussions and debates. For more specific ideas, see Discussion Strategies

[ /resources/refining-teaching-methods/discussion-strategies/ | .

Establish and Maintain Ground Rules for Respectful, Engaged Interaction

It might be useful to point out to your students that some of them may have had more experience than
others in discussions of controversial or sensitive topics, and that you want everyone (including yourself)
to see the conversation as an opportunity to learn new knowledge as well as to improve on
communication skills such as listening, responding, and participating in dialogue. However, you will also
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need to establish ground rules [resourcesinclusive-teaching-leaming/establishing-ground-ruies' 1IN Order to create and maintain an
environment in which all students will feel included, respected, and engaged. When you establish such
ground rules at the start of the semester, you will find that you have a common framework that you can
refer back to if the ground rules are broken.

If you notice that speech or conduct by a few students might be silencing others, remind the entire class
of the ground rules and talk with the students individually to help them develop new, more respectful
ways of interacting. It often helps to point out that words and behavior can be read as dismissive or even
hurtful regardless of the speaker’s or actor’s intentions. In addition, encourage students to talk with you
outside of class about any patterns in the conversation that are troubling.

Model Open-Mindedness and Promote Learning of Different Perspectives

Mentally prepare yourself for class by looking forward to what your students will say. Do not expect all
students to think alike, to agree with you—or the authors they are reading—or to understand and
appreciate all viewpoints from the beginning of the conversation.

In addition, be aware of your own biases and develop strategies for putting aside those biases in your
interactions with students so that you can interact with each student as a unique individual. Keep in
mind that our biases about the topics we are teaching can lead us (unconsciously) to respond in
different ways-both verbally and non-verbally-to the contributions that students make in discussions of
these topics.

Consider asking a colleague to observe your class and to report back to you any patterns in how you are
interacting with students. Are you calling on some students more often than others? Do you show the
same level of interest in the questions and ideas of everyone?

When responding to student contributions, model open-mindedness and ask questions that prompt
critical thinking. Asking these questions in a sincere and engaged way will demonstrate that you take
all students’ ideas seriously and will communicate that you would like all of them to sharpen their
thinking and understanding. Such questions might include the following:

e Thatis an interesting idea (or a common position) Can you explain that idea further? Can anyone
else add to our understanding of this idea? For example, what are the assumptions that inform that
idea or position? What is the evidence that supports this position? What are the viewpoints or
experiences that it leaves out?

e Are there any counter-arguments or weaknesses in this argument? If so, what are they?
e Are there any points of agreement or assumptions in common among these different positions?

Asking such questions can help students develop a mode of critical thinking that they can apply in many
different contexts and can help everyone in the class—including the instructor—develop a deeper
understanding of multiple perspectives on the issues and ideas you are discussing. In addition, such
questions can provide a structured mode of facilitating critical thinking—even during moments of
discord, tension, or anger in the classroom.

If the discussion becomes tense or uncomfortable, first point out to students that you have
noticed the increased tension, then give them five minutes to reflect, in writing, about what is
happening in the classroom and why the discussion has become difficult. Then, adapt one or more
of the questions above to lead them to critically engage with the ideas. If the discussion has become
extremely polarized, ask the students to write down all the support they can think of for a position with
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which they disagree. If the tense or uncomfortable moment happens at the very end of a class, or if you
found at the moment that you were at a loss for how to respond, you can begin the next class by
communicating with students about what you observed, then asking students to reflect on the reasons
for the tension or discomfort. Additional methods for teaching through “hot moments” may be
found in the resources included below.

Reflect, Gather Feedback, and Refine Your Approach

Whenever you discuss controversial or otherwise challenging topics, you can use the final 5 minutes of
the discussion to ask students to reflect on the discussion in a way that will help them remember what
they learned and provide you with feedback you can use to improve such discussions the next time
around. Here are some sample questions:

e What is the most important idea or insight that came out of this discussion?
e What is one idea, fact, or viewpoint that you would like to learn more about?

¢ What wasn't discussed that should have been discussed? (or that should have been discussed in
more detail?)

Collect these reflections and use them to gain a better idea of what students are learning and where
they are struggling to learn. Often, these reflections will provide ideas on where to begin the discussion
during the next class or on topics that students may want to explore further in papers or other formal
assignments.

After class is over, take a few minutes to jot down your own impressions of what went well and what you
would do differently. A few notes jotted down on a “post-it” and placed on your class notes will be
invaluable to you the next time you teach this topic.

Finally, gather feedback on how things are going by administering anonymous midterm evaluations

[ https://teachingcenter.wustl.edu/resources/gathering-feedback/incorporating-midterm-course-evaluations/ | and by asking a coIIeague to observe your
teaching. Often, a colleague in your department or at The Teaching Center will notice patterns that you
have not yet seen in student-student interactions or in how you are engaging and calling on students
during class.

Approach such feedback as an opportunity to learn more and to consider whether you can make
changes to further improve the effectiveness of your strategies for facilitating challenging conversations.
You will likely gain new ideas and strategies in the process, and your colleague will also learn a great deal
by observing your teaching.
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