
Social Education 85(4), pp.228–233
©2021 National Council for the Social Studies

How Can Educators Prepare 
for Teaching Controversial 
Issues? Cross-National 
Lessons

“Research & Practice” features educational research that is directly relevant to the work of classroom teachers. Here, 
I invited Judith L. Pace to share her cross-national research on college and university educators preparing preservice 
teachers to teach controversial issues. Her observations and suggestions have implications for teacher educators, men-
tors of beginning teachers, and classroom teachers.

—Patricia G. Avery, “Research and Practice” Editor, University of Minnesota

Judith L. Pace

In her Citizenship methods course in Northern Ireland, Paula Barstow (a pseud-
onym) asks her 24 preservice teachers to write down, on post-its, all the controversial 
issues they can think of related to their major subject (Politics, Sociology, Religious 
Education). Individuals express their comfort or anxiety with teaching each issue by 
placing the post-its on a spectrum, laid out on the floor, with “happy to teach” at one 
end and “wouldn’t touch with a barge pole” at the other. The issues on the spectrum 
include sexuality, suicide, abortion, refugees, immigration, and the Troubles (the 
30-year period of violent conflict in Northern Ireland). The room buzzes as preservice 
teachers discuss what they see on the spectrum.

With everyone back in their seats, 
Paula asks the class to identify the factors 
that influence the controversial nature of 
these topics and how people feel about 
teaching them. People talk about the 
role of religion, student ages, parental 
attitudes, school location, school ethos, 
and political climate. Paula affirms that 
anxiety about teaching controversies 
is appropriate but promises that in the 
day’s workshop she will provide practi-
cal tools to make teaching controversial 
issues “safer.”

I recently published a book, Hard 
Questions: Learning to Teach 
Controversial Issues, based on a study of 
Paula Barstow and three other university 
educators and their preservice teachers 

located in Northern Ireland, England, 
and the Midwestern United States. With 
the eruption of political, racial, and 
pandemic-related conflicts and unprec-
edented threats to U.S. democracy, edu-
cators have raised their voices about 
the need to teach controversial issues 
in social studies classrooms. But under-
standably, many teachers feel unprepared 
to take up this challenging practice. They 
may also avoid it because they fear loss 
of control, classroom conflict, harm to 
students, recriminations from parents 
and community members, and sanc-
tions from their administration. With 
the pandemic crisis, a reckoning with 
systemic racism in the United States, an 
unimaginably contentious presidential 

election, an assault on the U.S. Capitol, 
and massive disinformation, the urgency 
and fear of teaching controversial issues 
have grown exponentially. 

The social studies education lit-
erature contains abundant scholarship 
on teaching controversial issues. The 
November 2018 issue of this journal 
and the September 2020 inaugural 
issue of the Annals of Social Studies 
Education Research for Teachers are 
filled with gems, based on research and 
written for practitioners. However, little 
has been written about learning to take 
up this practice. In this article, I sum-
marize essential lessons from my study 
for teachers wanting to learn to teach 
controversial issues during these fraught 
times.1 These lessons are also useful for 
those supporting teachers as they learn 
to do this work.

What Are Controversial Issues and 
Why Should They Be Taught?
Scholars have defined controversial issues 
as “those problems and disputes that 
divide society and for which significant 
groups within society offer conflicting 
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explanations and solutions based on 
alternative values.”2 They include con-
temporary political issues3 and contested 
histories.4 Understanding different types 
of controversial issues, such as “settled” 
versus “open,” is vital for deciding which 
issues to teach and how to teach them.5 
Determining the reasonableness of com-
peting perspectives on a particular issue 
is critical to deciding which viewpoints 
should be “given a fair hearing” in the 
classroom.6

Typically, controversies are framed 
as questions pertaining to policy issues, 
such as what to do about climate change, 
undocumented immigration, and fake 
news on social media. Or they may be 
framed as historical inquiries on mat-
ters such as the causes of the Dust Bowl 
or key factors in the Rwandan genocide. 
In divided societies such as Northern 
Ireland and Cyprus, many educators 
link controversial issues with conten-
tious historical events, political ques-
tions, and cultural expressions that evoke 

emotional reactions tied to community 
allegiance and identity.7

Studying controversial issues calls on 
students to critically analyze sources, 
discuss different perspectives, and 
develop positions on significant ques-
tions. Researchers have found that open 
classroom discussion of issues is cor-
related with increased political efficacy, 
interest, tolerance, and knowledge.8 
Exploration of issues from multiple per-
spectives is integral to promoting media 
literacy, civic reasoning and discourse, 
informed independent thought, and 
other capabilities of democratic citizens. 

But teaching controversial issues is 
highly complex and demanding work. 
Back in 1996, James Banks wrote: “In 
a postmodern world characterized by 
competing interests, a lack of civility, 
and enormous diversity, democracy is 
an extraordinarily ambitious and diffi-
cult ideal.”9 Today, extreme divisiveness, 
the proliferation of misinformation, and 
radical threats to democracy fuel what I 

call the charged classroom, where the 
co-existence of critical possibilities for 
democratic teaching and challenging ten-
sions is intensified by current events.10 
Banks’s statement hits close to home and 
underscores why teaching controversial 
issues is both necessary and hard. 

Unequal opportunities to explore 
issues are a serious concern as they con-
tribute to a “civic opportunity gap.”11 
Students privileged by socio-economic 
status, race, and high-track classes have 
greater access to discussion of contro-
versial issues than their less privileged 
peers. One factor is an assumption 
that students in the latter group cannot 
handle the intellectual and behavioral 
requirements of studying controversy. 
But research has found that discussing 
controversial issues in racially diverse 
schools yields great benefits, such as 
opportunities for “intergroup dialogue 
that can deepen students’ understanding 
of structural inequalities and develop 
empathy and motivation to work across 
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differences.”12 Demographic and politi-
cal diversity enriches democratic discus-
sions that in turn can heighten student 
engagement. 

How can more teachers be prepared to 
take up the challenges of teaching contro-
versial issues, in various school contexts, 
in ways that aren’t too risky, too daunting, 
or too unrealistic? My study yields some 
answers.

Cross-National Study on Teacher 
Preparation
In 2016–2018, I conducted a cross-
national research project at four major 
universities in politically polarized 
regions to discover how expert teacher 
educators prepare their preservice teach-
ers to teach controversial issues.13 In 
Northern Ireland, I studied two teacher 
educators’ methods courses at different 
universities—Paula Barstow’s citizenship 
course and Mark Drummond’s citizen-
ship and history courses. In England, I 
studied Ian Shepherd’s history course. In 
the Midwestern United States, I studied 
Liz Simmons’s “advanced” social studies 
course. All courses served graduate-level 
preservice teachers preparing to teach 
students at the secondary level (ages 11 
to 18). 

I was a participant observer during the 
2016–2017 academic year, observing 
each teacher educator for several class 
sessions. I resided in each location twice 
during the year. I conducted a series of 
three individual interviews with each 
teacher educator and with three to four 
preservice teachers from each course. I 
gathered curricular-instructional and 
policy documents related to the courses 
and their institutional contexts. I asked 
the preservice teachers I interviewed 
to send me lessons they developed and 
taught on controversial issues and perti-
nent university course assignments. 

A major finding was that all four 
teacher educators taught strategies for 
containing the risks of teaching contro-
versial issues while also encouraging 
preservice teachers to venture into this 
important territory. Another major find-
ing was that, in the classroom, preservice 

teachers learned to teach controversial 
issues by adapting pedagogical tools they 
took from the methods courses. The fol-
lowing sections flesh out these findings 
and their significance for addressing the 
paradoxical problem of urgency and 
anxiety related to teaching controver-
sial issues. 

Contained Risk-taking
The teacher educators in my study 
both taught and practiced what I call  
contained risk-taking.14 They encour-
aged tackling hard questions with 
democratic pedagogies and provocative 
resources. But they also addressed the 
risks of teaching controversial issues, 
such as difficult reactions from students, 
parents, and school leaders, through sev-
eral strategies. 

The concept of contained risk-taking 
draws on prior research. Kitson and 
McCully interviewed history teachers 
in Northern Ireland and categorized 
them on a continuum ranging from 
Avoiders to Containers to Risk-takers.15 
At one end were teachers who avoided 
all controversy and were not concerned 
with the social aims of history teach-
ing. At the other end were teachers who 
embraced social aims and took risks to 
encourage students to empathize across 
differences and explore contemporary 
interpretations of history. Risk-takers 
used immersive approaches such as role 
playing and provocative resources such 
as political wall murals. The Containers 
taught historical events that were poten-
tially controversial, but only used his-
torical sources and thereby minimized 
chances of emotional volatility. Some 
taught controversies that were analogous 
to Northern Ireland but were from dis-
tant locations.

On this continuum, the four teacher 
educators I studied taught approaches 
that land between the Containers and 
the Risk-takers. Collectively, they 
taught eight strategies to prepare nov-
ices to select and frame issues content, 
use democratic pedagogies, and build a 
supportive atmosphere.16 These strate-
gies also protect students against harm 

and safeguard the teacher from potential 
threats such as classroom management 
problems and hostile reactions from 
administrators or parents. They overlap 
with and extend recommendations iden-
tified by other scholars.17

1.	 Cultivation of warm, supportive 
classroom environments.

		 Teachers affirm students’ ideas, 
build group cohesion, and engage 
students in collaborative learning. 
Their classes establish norms such as 
respectful listening. Humor contrib-
utes to bonding and trust building. 

2. 	 Thorough preparation and plan-
ning.

		 Teachers continually expand their 
content knowledge. They develop 
a robust purpose, rationale, and 
goals for lessons and units. They 
create developmentally appropriate 
curriculum that fosters conceptual 
understanding, revolves around key 
questions, and utilizes rich resources 
and active pedagogies. In their plan-
ning, they incorporate knowledge of 
their students, school communities, 
and other contextual factors such as 
social, cultural, and political polar-
ization in their society. 

3. 	 Reflection on teacher identity and 
roles.

		 Teachers are facilitators of inquiry, 
and they must not impose their 
views on students, but instead let 
them reach their own conclusions. 
Teachers must reflect on their posi-
tionality, the roles they adopt (for 
example advocate or devil’s advo-
cate), and whether, when, and how 
to disclose their views.

4. 	 Proactive communication with 
parents, other teachers, and admin-
istrators.

		 Student teachers must let mentor 
teachers and department heads know 
when they are planning to teach con-
troversial issues. All teachers must be 
ready to communicate their rationale 
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to parents and administrators. They 
should let students know in advance 
the controversial issues they will be 
studying.

5. 	 Careful selection, timing, and fram-
ing of issues.

		 Teachers should start with less con-
tentious issues in the curriculum that 
do not hit close to home and build 
to those more deeply felt. Issues are 
framed in public versus personal 
terms to promote understanding 
of different perspectives instead of 
debating personal opinions.

6. 	 Emphasis on creative resources and 
group activities.

		 Teachers introduce issues through 
creative resources to stimulate think-
ing and provide entry points to dis-
cussion. They use structured small 
group discussions to reduce threats to 
classroom management, decrease the 
demands of whole class discussion 
facilitation, and allow more oppor-
tunities for all voices to be heard.

7. 	 Steering of discussion. 
		 Teachers pose questions to guide stu-

dents’ thinking. Questioning, discus-
sion formats, and protocols provide 
structure to discussion, which typi-
cally starts in small groups and moves 
to whole class plenaries.

8. 	 Dealing with emotional conflicts.
		 Teachers either avoid arousal of 

emotions or balance affective and 
intellectual engagement. They use 
de-escalation techniques when things 
get heated. They get students to think 
metacognitively about emotionally 
entrenched perspectives and social 
divisions.

Diversity of Approaches 
I observed an important difference 
between Mark’s, Paula’s, and Ian’s 
courses in Northern Ireland and England 
and Liz’s in the United States regarding 
class discussion. Liz’s course was explic-
itly focused on teaching with and for  

discussion.18 She made discussion an 
object of study as well as the primary 
method. Discussions in her course were 
often lengthy, some lasting an hour, and 
often steered by students. She was the 
only one to use whole class discussion 
formats such as Town Hall and Socratic 
Seminar. 

By contrast, the U.K. courses empha-
sized teaching with small group discus-
sion activities but did not involve preser-
vice teachers in the study of discussion’s 
purposes, value, and challenges. While 
democratic inquiry and discourse played 
a central role in teaching controversial 
issues, whole class discussion was mainly 
reserved for walking debates, debriefs, 
and reflective conversations, and was 
steered by teacher questions and com-
ments. And in Northern Ireland, stu-
dents were not necessarily expected to 
verbally participate in open discussions, 
particularly if these could expose their 
personal identities and views. 

A second intriguing difference was the 
approach to emotions. Preservice teach-
ers in Mark’s, Paula’s, and Liz’s classes 
were taught different ways to deal with 
potential emotional conflicts in response 
to controversial issues. Paula taught her 
class how not to provoke emotions by 
focusing on political understanding ver-
sus personal views and experiences. Liz’s 
penultimate class was devoted to creating 
safe classroom spaces, and preservice 
teachers reviewed de-escalation tech-
niques to use in case emotions became 
heated. 

Mark was the teacher educator most 
interested in dealing with emotional con-
flict and taught strategies for critical anal-
ysis of conflicting views of history and 
their connections to emotion and iden-
tity. He showed how juxtaposing diver-
gent views through different resources, 
such as fictional characters from popu-
lar culture, could disrupt deep-seated 
biases and open students’ capacity for 
empathy and critical thought. By tack-
ing back and forth between emotional 
responses to Irish history and intel-
lectual analysis, students could engage 
more deeply and develop transformative 

insights that might transcend the “us vs. 
them” mindset of a divided society.

Adaptive Appropriation
The 15 preservice teachers I inter-
viewed learned to teach controversial 
issues through adaptive appropriation 
of pedagogical tools.19 They selected 
specific practices and adjusted them to 
fit their teaching contexts and identities. 
The concept of adaptive appropriation 
draws from Grossman, Smagorinsky, and 
Valencia’s analysis of learning to teach 
and the uncertain influence of university-
based teacher education.20 They explain 
that learning occurs through problem 
solving and is mediated by social inter-
actions, practices, and tools located in 
distinct yet related settings. 

Conceptual tools include principles, 
theories, and frameworks that guide 
teaching. Practical tools are methods, 
strategies, and resources that teachers use. 
Novices learn to teach by appropriating 
tools—adopting them in their practice and 
making sense of what they do and how 
they should be used. As novices utilize 
new tools in the classroom, their actions 
are mediated by myriad influences from 
university courses; school placements; 
and their own identities, which are shaped 
by their sociopolitical, cultural, and edu-
cational backgrounds. These influences 
can either support or constrain efforts to 
appropriate these tools.

In my study, preservice teachers were 
equipped with a pedagogical toolkit that 
included conceptual tools such as defi-
nitions of controversial issues, inquiry-
based learning, and civic discourse as 
well as practical tools such as Structured 
Academic Controversy,21 walking debate, 
key inquiry questions, ranking activities, 
source analysis, and digital resources. 
In the classroom, they chose tools they 
wanted to use and modified them to fit 
their lessons, students, school condi-
tions, political climate, and their own 
teacher identities. 

For example, Andrew, in a citizen-
ship class in Northern Ireland, taught a 
lesson on freedom of expression versus 
censorship of racism on the Internet. 
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Constricted by 35-minute periods, he 
had to modify the Structured Academic 
Controversy format and have students 
deliberate in pairs. In contrast, Margaret, 
in a politics class also in Northern 
Ireland, conducted a two-day lesson on 
compensating victims of violence during 
the Troubles. She had students examine 
a packet of resources, gather more for 
homework, and then deliberate using 
the Structured Academic Controversy 
method on the second day. 

The concept of adaptive appropria-
tion highlights the importance of having 
an adaptable toolkit for a challenging 
practice that is highly influenced by 
context. In addition to the sources cited 
above, professional development tool-
kits developed by educators in Europe 
are easily available and extremely help-
ful.22 Contextual factors make adaptation 
necessary. In fact, there are some fac-
tors—along with teachers’ motivation—
that are needed to foster this learning 
process. School conditions such as suf-
ficient instructional time for social stud-
ies, unobstructed by pressures to cover 
a “mile-wide, inch-deep” curriculum 
or prepare for exams, are key. Teacher 
autonomy and professional support from 
colleagues and administrators also are 
vital. This indicates that school leaders 
must also be educated about what teach-
ing controversial issues entails, why it is 
so important, and how to nurture it.23

Preservice Teachers’ Advice to 
Teacher Educators
The preservice teachers had insightful 
advice for teacher educators who want to 
prepare their students to teach controver-
sial issues. One suggestion was to follow 
the examples of the teacher educators 
I studied. Northern Irish and English 
teachers most valued modeling by the 
teacher educator, particularly when it 
got them to explore issues using practi-
cal tools. The vehicle that U.S. teachers 
valued most was rehearsing the planning 
and teaching of discussion-based lessons. 

Other suggestions included the fol-
lowing: 

1. 	 Have preservice teachers 
develop curriculum, perhaps 
collaboratively, and give them 
feedback. 

2. 	 Give preservice teachers oppor-
tunities to teach controversial 
issues lessons and get feedback. 

3. 	 Have classes dive deeper into 
discussions of current, close-to-
home controversial issues.

4. 	 Schedule classes to convene dur-
ing and after student teaching so 
preservice teachers can discuss 
their experiences and get sup-
port. 

5. 	 Provide more explicit definitions 
to clear up ambiguities regard-
ing the meaning of controversial 
issues and model the best ways 
to teach them while addressing 
developmental and academic 
differences as well as students’ 
emotional reactions.

In Summary
The violent assault on the U.S. Capitol in 
2021 made it clear that democratic gov-
ernment in this nation has been threat-
ened like never before in our lifetimes. 
The world is rocked by conflicts even as 
we struggle to get past a global pandemic. 
Research finds that the teaching of con-
troversial issues yields great benefits for 
students and society. Although it may 
seem daunting, teaching controversial 
issues can be practiced using many dif-
ferent methods and curricular-instruc-
tional resources. Teachers working in 
polarized political climates would be 
wise to adapt a “contained risk-taking” 
approach with strategies for mitigating 
potential harm to teachers and students. 
These strategies address creation of a 
supportive classroom atmosphere; the 
selection, timing, and framing of issues; 
pedagogical choices; reflection on prac-
tice; and communication with parents 
and administrators.

Teachers in diverse contexts need sup-
port for teaching controversial issues in 
thoughtful ways that work for them, their 
students, and their school communities. 
The research presented here aims to 
contribute to that support. Contained 
risk-taking and adaptive appropriation 
of tools are especially helpful concepts 
for teaching controversial issues in polar-
ized societies through practices that are 
developmentally appropriate for nov-
ice teachers. They encourage a “Yes we 
can” mindset among teachers impacted 
by an unimaginably difficult year yet 
still determined to educate the well-
informed, open-minded, and concerned 
critical thinkers desperately needed to 
strengthen our democracy. 
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If you try these suggestions, or a variation of them, with your 

students, tell us about your experience! During the last week 

of January 2021, the Teaching with the Library of Congress Blog 

at blogs.loc.gov/teachers featured a post tied to this article and 

we invite you to comment and share your teaching strategies.

Difference: The source of each article is different—a 
government health agency (1913), a private medi-
cal association (1954), and an unidentifi ed source 
(1963). To some students, this may raise questions 
related to how new scientifi c information was dis-
covered and passed along to the public, as well as 
the perceived credibility (or lack thereof) of various 
sources in the minds of the readers.

Continued Student Research
An analysis of historical newspaper articles on the measles can 
help your students begin to refl ect on connections between 
science literacy and citizen behavior. It can also serve as the 
launching point for additional student research within the 
Chronicling America historical newspaper archive (https://
chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/). For example, some students might 
search “U.S. Public Health Service,” to learn why this federal 
agency was created and how it was perceived by the public. 
Others may search “vaccines” or “vaccination” to learn about 
the history of their development, public attitudes toward them, 
or even instances when local governments mandated vaccina-
tions. Encourage students to develop their own research ques-
tions and explore for insights! 

Michael Apfeldorf is an Educational Resources 
Specialist at the Library of Congress. For more informa-
tion on the education programs of the Library of Congress, 
please visit www.loc.gov/teachers/. 
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