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Forty-four years ago, local political 
heterogeneity reigned…



Nowadays, we are fairly evenly divided in 
aggregate, but more homogeneous by zip 
code



Landslide counties proliferated in the 
last quarter century

Source: FiveThirtyEight.com, 2017



60% of counties were of landslide 
variety in 2016

Source: FiveThirtyEight.com, 2017



Political polarization is rampant among 
elites

Source: Voteview.com, 2020
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But the general public is increasingly 
reflective of political elites

Source: Pew Research Center, 2017
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But the general public is increasingly 
reflective of political elites

Source: Pew Research Center, 2017



We were taught not to talk politics in polite 
company, and to the extent that we do, it’s 
with our ideological soulmates

Source: Mutz, Hearing the Other Side, 2006



Classrooms are thus critical venues for 
building skills to talk across difference
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What is your comfort level with social issue 
discussions in the classroom? Respond in the chat 

box with the letter and a BRIEF explanation.

A B

C D



How do we create a 
community, in person 
or virtually, to engage 

student voice for 
societal issue 
discussions?



Reflect on the Past to 
Inform the Present

Take time to have students reflect on their 
experiences, have a voice in recalibrating 

classroom practices to create routines for success 
and engage in a collective renewal of goals for the \

Then, repeat throughout the year.



When I think about 
discussing….I feel … 

because…

19



Visible Thinking Routines from Project Zero
● Compass Point Reflection has students identify something that is 

worrisome, exciting, a need to know, and a suggestion for moving 
forward.

● Color, Symbol, Image students share and discuss color, a symbol 
and an image they think represents online learning.

● 3-2-1 Bridge can be used to have students identify 3 ideas they have 
about online learning, 2 questions they have about online learning, 
and 1 idea they have for improvement. 

● Claim, Support, Question can be used to have students make a claim 
about online learning, support it with evidence from their past 
experiences, and ask questions they have about online learning.

https://pz.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/Compass%20Points_0.pdf
https://pz.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/Color%20Symbol%20Image_1.pdf
https://pz.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/3-2-1%20Bridge_0.pdf
https://pz.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/Claim%20Support%20Question_0.pdf


The 
Blob 
Tree



Digital Four Corner Reflection

A B

C D



“Thermometer to Thermostat”

● Collect the responses and display them in a 
chart or word cloud.  

● Discuss the responses.  
● Engage in a proactive conversation about 

what can be done to address past issues 
and create new routines.



Where to start...
● Teach civics from 

the inside out.  
Acknowledge how 
our own lived 
experiences shape 
our behaviors before 
we engage students 
in this work.
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https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/


Create a Safe Space in 
Troubling Times

When current events take center stage, help 
students process, curate information and answer 

questions.  It is NOT the time for debate.



Where to start...
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Create Safe Spaces in Troubling Times



Engage Students Voice in 
Creating Norms

How should we live together?



Looks Like, Feels Like, Sounds Like

Google Doc
Padlet
White Board

Words
Images
Emojis
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Creating a Safe Inclusive Classroom Space



Create a Safe Inclusive Space



Build Your Classroom 
Community with Intention

#MaslowBeforeBloom



Tools for Building for Community

• Lessons in Personhood: 10 Ways to Truly 
Lead Your Classroom, from Cult of Pedagogy 

• Icebreakers that Rock, from Cult of Pedagogy
• Cult of Pedagogy has a 4-Part System for 

Getting to Know Your Students
• 10 Powerful Community-Building Ideas, from 

Edutopia 
• Classroom Culture from Teaching Tolerance

https://www.cultofpedagogy.com/teacher-leadership/
https://www.cultofpedagogy.com/classroom-icebreakers/
https://www.cultofpedagogy.com/relationship-building/?fbclid=IwAR0SmxfukqzMja7TYz0JLQbiyN7jZbJUELoCHwIYwZcfgePmtGAuXc74kHQ
https://www.edutopia.org/article/10-powerful-community-building-ideas
https://www.tolerance.org/magazine/publications/critical-practices-for-antibias-education/classroom-culture


Tools for Building Online Community

●Ditch That Textbook shares 50 Back to School 
Activities for the Remote Learning Classroom

●Dave Stuart Jr. has great tips on How to Humanize Your 
Classroom or School When You’re Teaching from a 
Distance: Principles and Practices

●Award-winning educator Pernille Ripp responds to the 
questions, But How Do We Build Community? Ideas for 
Virtual and Hybrid Learning

https://ditchthattextbook.com/back-to-school/?fbclid=IwAR2P6vxsHdEgI_e9oGcomirIzW8hhMY7TZ5dayl0Svl6ZTRkWnVEuyn0VTo
https://davestuartjr.com/how-to-humanize-your-classroom-or-school-when-youre-teaching-from-a-distance-principles-and-practices/?fbclid=IwAR3MkjXW3y48v23TgtqPJDK5eqMfZQmZWiQjhnEbLIghfElsLrTMVg3OPkA
https://pernillesripp.com/
https://pernillesripp.com/2020/07/11/but-how-do-we-build-community-ideas-for-virtual-and-hybrid-learning/?fbclid=IwAR3zY5Mg5tRYJyXr1YwoV4IV-Qs17Et9oe_mFzf3f6eCdP8E4u23-kUZik0


Breakout/Small Groups
“I see you.”
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Teach for Cooperation & Collaboration



Teach the Language of Collaboration and 
Cooperation

For Questioning

● The Question 
Formulation Technique 
(QFT)

● The 5 Whys
● The Q- Matrix

https://rightquestion.org/remote-learning-resources/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BEQvq99PZwo
https://edcr3332015gardnersmultipleintelligences.weebly.com/the-question-matrix.html


Teach the Language of Collaboration and 
Cooperation

For Discussion

● 26 Sentence Stems for 
Higher Level 
Conversations in the 
Classroom

● Secondary Discourse 
Sentence Starters

● Discussion Transition 
Statements

https://www.teachthought.com/critical-thinking/sentence-stems-higher-level-conversation-classroom/
https://d3jc3ahdjad7x7.cloudfront.net/P5Pih2UBeZ3Y6leJfWQuNwazy4OydsFY5OphIfBglmnscXPo.pdf
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1ywWiX9vhuL7YztfxqUiPguz2ghXgexmi


Teach the Language of Collaboration and 
Cooperation- Discussion Boards

Choose and complete at least 3 of the following question starters 
using your “wonderings” highlighted in blue from the article.  

● I wonder about...
● I am confused about...
● What does it mean when the author says...
● Do you think that...
● How does this connect to...
● Another thing I would like to know is...
● Create your own.



Teach the Language of Collaboration and 
Cooperation- Discussion Boards

After you have created your initial post, please respond to TWO of your peers by:

● Corroborating their question. Share why this is also something you wondered 
about or something that was pointed and new to you as well.

● Replying to their questions. Perhaps the idea of the article they question is 
one that you highlighted because it was reaffirmed in your thinking or prior 
experience.

● Asking a follow-up question to clarify your understanding of their perspective 
and the context of their experience.



When I think about engaging student voice in 
societal issue discussions,  I used to 

think….but now I think...
Take a moment to think about your 

response and complete the underlined 
portion of the sentence in the chat box.



Engaging Student Voice with 
Formative Assessment will 
be IMPERATIVE for Remote 

Learning to be successful



Ideas for Formative Assessment

● 75 Tools to Improve Student Learning -
Stefanie Wager, Iowa DOE

● Reflective Writing and Thinking -UTM 
Experiential Education Office

● Visible Thinking: Harvard University Project 
Zero
○ I used to think, now I think…
○ What makes you say that?

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1-RrT45QGXWZkZ_gvB_NOrpk5O6PVBoTl/view?usp=sharing
https://www.utm.utoronto.ca/experience/sites/files/experience/public/shared/pdfs/Students%20-%20Reflective%20Writing%20and%20Thinking.pdf
https://pz.harvard.edu/thinking-routines
https://pz.harvard.edu/resources/i-used-to-think-now-i-think
https://pz.harvard.edu/resources/what-makes-you-say-that


Ideas for Formative Assessment

● 56 Formative Assessment Ideas, curated by 
David Wees, Formative assessment 
specialist, New Visions for Public Schools

● Edutopia- 53 Ways to Check for 
Understanding

● Formative Assessment Tools

https://cms.azed.gov/home/GetDocumentFile?id=5887e207aadebe16205a25dd
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1-ctuIFFr22SkYtS_WL8xUPnnDev_GGpt/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/17d8f2jPe8xiXlwaEecPgyy1KoDH3Gcg3/view?usp=sharing
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How to Raise a Social Conscious, Anti Racist Kid

A School-wide Approach to Centering the Lived Experiences of our 
Students 

Culturally Responsive Teaching to Promote Anti-Racist Classrooms 



★ Current and Controversial Issue 
Discussions
★ Module 1- Orientation
★ Module 2- The What and Why
★ Module 3- The How
★ Module 4- Overcoming Obstacles
★ Module 5- Create a Plan of Action

★ Model Best Practices in Online Learning
49
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When I think about engaging students 
in current and controversial issue 
discussions in the classroom, I used to 
think it scared me and made me 
nervous, but now I think I am prepared 
and confident.

6-12 grade department chairperson 
from suburban school district
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When I think about engaging students in current and 
controversial issue discussions in the classroom, I 
used to think that there were a plethora of landmines to 
be concerned about, but now I think that with the right 
combination of establishing a classroom environment 
and well-thought-out, specific strategies, landmines 
can be avoided and phenomenal discourse is bound to 
happen. 

6-8 grade AVID teacher from 
urban district



When I think about engaging students in 
current and controversial issue discussions in 
the classroom, I used to think about it more 
generally in terms of why it’s important to have 
students engage in current and controversial 
issues discussions, but now I think about it 
very specifically and linked to different 
learning/skills outcomes for students 
depending on which strategy is used for the 
discussion.

PD Provider from national civic 
organization
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When I think about engaging students in current 
and controversial issue discussions in the 
classroom, I used to think I’m never going to be 
able to do it properly and cause a huge chaotic 
controversy in my small rural school, but now I 
think it’s doable and no matter where I’m teaching 
I’ll be able to handle the conversation using 
strategies from Guardians of Democracy: Current 
and Controversial Issues Discussions.   

1st year teacher from small rural 
high school



guardiansofdemocracyteachers.org
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Lingering Questions?



Navigating Difficult Conversations: 
Strategies for Engaging Students in Social 

Issue Discussions
Part I

Thank You!
Mary Ellen Daneels, Instructional 
Specialist, Illinois Civic Mission 

Coalition
@daneels_m


