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Ten Tips for Facilitating Classroom Discussions on
Sensitive Topics

By Alicia L. Moore and Molly Deshaies

All teachers will inevitably teach about sensitive topics. These topics may range from
racism, forced labor or slavery to bullying, sexual orientation, and gender biases — and
may be completely unexpected. Any topic of a sensitive nature may make even the best of
teachers uncomfortable when exploring the topic with students. Our natural reaction is
often to shy away from difficult or controversial topics, or to approach them from a
superficial, strained or halfhearted standpoint. But many times these topics are crucially
important to students’ awareness of the world and its social, moral, political and civic
underpinnings. Students deserve to be taught about these topics in authentic, engaging and
purposeful ways.

To provide teachers with a framework for tackling sensitive topics, we have compiled a tip
sheet to use when facilitating discussions or teaching about sensitive topics in the
classroom. These techniques will provide a foundation of confidence for the facilitator and
can be used in elementary, secondary or postsecondary settings.

1. Set the stage. In order for students to express their opinions and participate in
classroom discussions about sensitive subjects, they need to feel safe and not fear
retaliation for comments they make during the discussion. It is best to establish a
supportive classroom atmosphere with ground rules for discussions early in the semester,
but be sure to at least do so before beginning a class discussion about a sensitive issue. The
University of Michigan Center for Research on Learning and Teaching offers these six rules
to establish in order to foster a more productive discussion:

“Listen respectfully, without interrupting.
Respect one another’s views.

Criticize ideas, not individuals.

Commit to learning, not debating.

Avoid blame and speculation.

Avoid inflammatory language.”!

You also need to set the stage in terms of the students’ readiness to discuss the issue(s) at
hand. Students should be intellectually and emotionally prepared. In “How Parents and
Teachers Should Teach Children about Slavery,” the author explains, “One aspect to



consider involves presenting prerequisite concepts, knowledge, and skills within the Social
Studies that prepare students for the information. This entails a careful examination of
what is developmentally and age appropriate ... and involves an understanding of how to
be responsive to, and sensitive of, all children within the classroom community.”2

2. Know yourself. Before facilitating a discussion about possibly sensitive topics, it is
important that you consider your own biases or confusion surrounding the issue.3 How
have you come to know what you know or think what you think? Why have you valued
some information or sources over others? When seeking to help students understand
others or study historically sensitive topics, it is important to discuss the concepts of
empathy and perspective. We are all products of our society and culture, and attitudes and
values change. Discussing a moment when your own ideas changed may help model the
open-mindedness and conscientious self-reflection that you hope to inspire.

3. Recognize the diversity of your students. It is important to remember that each of the
students in your classroom comes from a unique background (regardless of race) and has
had different experiences. See this diversity as an asset. Authentic opportunities for
learning happen when students are exposed to many different perspectives. Give students
the opportunity to express their views and make it your goal to understand, value and
respect the backgrounds and experiences that formed them.> Teach your students to do the
same.

4. Set a framework and objective for the discussion. To get the most out of your
discussion, when possible state an objective for the discussion that connects to the
curriculum or standards. Also establish a framework for the discussion with a specific
focus. This will keep the students on task and ensure that your goals for the discussion are
met.® Also keep in mind that a static objective for these discussions should be based upon
providing students with opportunities to “engage in experiences that develop fair-
mindedness, and encourage recognition and serious consideration of opposing points of
view, respect for well-supported positions, sensitivity to cultural similarities and
differences, and a commitment to individual and social responsibility.””

5. Provide a common base for understanding. The Center for Research on Learning and
Teaching at the University of Michigan suggests assigning readings or showing a video clip
about a particular conflict or topic to prompt discussion. Using materials that provide a
context for examining diverse perspectives allow students to gain an awareness of others’
views, and offer students a framework in which to expand their knowledge about
conflicting positions they might otherwise disregard. Like having a set objective and
framework, these complementary materials will help focus the discussion.8

6. Be an active facilitator. As the teacher you should neither dominate the discussion nor
passively observe. Your role as the teacher should include intervening in the discussion to:

e Provide reminders about respecting the right of others to have differing
opinions,



e re-word questions posed by students,

correct misinformation,

ask for clarification,

review the main points, and

make reference to relevant reading materials or course content.’

7. Foster civility. There is a good chance that discussions about sensitive topics may
become heated. The main goal of fostering civility is to protect your students from feeling
personally attacked. Make sure students understand that it is okay to disagree, but keep
comments focused on the ideas and not the people who share their ideas.10

8. Be prepared to deal with tense or emotional moments. When discussing sensitive
issues or difficult topics, it is very possible that some students will get angry or upset. If this
happens, remain calm and try to turn it into a learning experience. Don’t avoid the issue,
but do defer it until you make a plan for dealing with it if necessary.11

9. Summarize. At the end of the discussion, summarize the main points. You can also ask
students for quick written feedback about the discussion, which you can discuss during the
next class.1?2 Allowing students to summarize provides opportunities for student to recall,
review and reflect upon the content of the discussion.

10. Reflect. Reflecting plays a key role in two ways. First, encourage students to actively
reflect on the comments made by other students, especially those they may disagree with.
Second, leave time after the discussion for students to record their reflections in writing.
This time will allow quieter students an opportunity to respond privately to the instructor,
and allow everyone a chance to unwind and think calmly about his or her views on the
issue.13 Ask students to think about whether there are new ideas, opinions or opportunities
for further discussions, awareness and reflection. Use their responses to develop extension
activities that will build community and support differing viewpoints.



S.E.N.S.I.T.I.V.E ACROSTIC

Every teacher will inevitably face a moment in the classroom when a sensitive topic,
situation or event arises. You can never be sure of when these topics will come up, but you
can prepare yourself. Use the following tips to guide the way you facilitate

discussions surrounding sensitive topics .

Set the stage for difficult conversations by assessing student readiness based on realistic,
non-biased expectations. Set the stage by creating a supportive environment based on
respect. Provide a framework that sets objectives connected to the curriculum when
possible.

Enable and facilitate the discussion of ideas, not people. The teacher must support students
and enhance their opportunities to grow in the discussion. The facilitator provides
guidelines for safe, productive and respectful discussions and for interventions such as
dispelling myths, helping students make curricular connections and clarifying students’
contributions to the conversation. Taking this role seriously can be the difference between
a successful or unsuccessful conversation.

Never allow your personal biases and opinions to influence the facts or get in the way of
opportunities for students to examine diverse perspectives. Know your biases and be
aware of their impact on your thoughts, attitudes and behaviors related to teaching.

Seek out age- and grade-level appropriate digital media, readings and other materials that
allow students to begin with baseline knowledge and that will be the basis of discussions.
Identify materials that show students to “see both sides”: illustrate diverse perspectives
and provide students with opportunities to analyze, synthesize and evaluate content
discussed.

Interpersonal classroom activities that involve discussing sensitive or controversial issues
should be complemented with intrapersonal activities like self-reflection and personal
awareness. Allowing the students to have time to reflect on their feelings, conscious and
unconscious thoughts, and any new learning provides enhanced opportunities for growth.
Seek feedback from students to inform your instructional decisions about upcoming
lessons.

The act of summarizing conversations, either orally or in writing, provides students with a
chance to recall new or interesting information, and review what was said and how it fits or
conflicts with personally held thoughts and opinions. Summarization serves as a
foundation for possible subsequent actions such as making personal changes, examining
new perspectives, or learning to respect and value the diverse perspectives of others.

Invite disagreement. Encourage students to speak up with different opinions — while still
maintaining decorum. It is up to you to foster and maintain civility in your classroom and to
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help students understand the guidelines for discussing difficult ideas. One way to view
civility is through the lens of the Golden Rule: Do unto others as you would have them do
unto you. Remind students that we all have the right to agree or disagree with others’
perspectives on sensitive topics.

Value the diversity of your students as an asset. Teach your students to do the same. Your
actions affect the culture and climate of your classroom. In a classroom that truly values the
contributions and differences of all students, authentic opportunities for teaching and
learning are nurtured and embraced by all stakeholders.

Emotional and tense moments may arise during discussions about sensitive issues. Be
prepared to help students work through them. Acknowledge that there may be times when
they feel uncomfortable talking about the issue. Speak to this discomfort and share your
personal thoughts and feelings about discomfort you may feel.
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