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Abstract

Living in Canada for three years and being exposed to Canadian society and its educational system has made
me realize how Oman has not paid any attention to the importance of including contentious topics in its
educational programs. Through this literature review and discussion, I explore the issues surrounding
teaching controversial topics, examine how teachers can best handle contentious issues, and discuss how their
inclusion can be a useful and powerful tool to help students develop considerable critical thinking and
expressive skills and provide them with an opportunity to intentionally explore their values. I relate this to an
explanation of Oman's current educational practices and conclude by discussing that, in order for Oman to
enjoy the enormous benefits of teaching controversial issues in schools, its educational programs must not
only include this type of topics in its curricula but also prepare its teachers to address divisive subjects in their
classrooms.
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"[Clontroversial issues are important in themselves and to omit informing about and discussing
them is to leave a wide and significant gap in the educational experience of young people.”
(Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, 1998, p. 57)

Introduction

Today's young people will grow up to be the citizens of the future, but what that future
holds for them is uncertain. I am quite confident, however, that they will have to make crucial
decisions about various issues on which people have different and contradicting views. In this paper,
I will focus on the issue of teaching controversial topics in order to explore the following question:
How can teachers best handle controversial issues in the classroom?

Through this literature review and discussion, I will define the term controversial issues and
justify teaching these often-polarizing topics. As well, I will discuss some techniques to handle
contentious subjects and look at the vital roles teachers play when teaching them. In examining
different approaches, I will discuss how teachers’ views can influence their teaching of multi-faceted
issues and my perspectives on the role teachers should assume in controversy. Reflecting on both
democratic education and education for global citizenship, I will emphasize the importance of these
types of education in teaching about divisive topics in the classroom. From a more personal
viewpoint, as a teacher from Oman, I will state my own position on the various issues discussed in
this paper and explain how Oman has not considered including the teaching of controversial issues
in its education programs. Finally, drawing on my own experience and some previous related
research, I will conclude the paper with a discussion of some implications and suggest
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recommendations for further studies. To frame this topic propetly, it is only logical to begin by
clearly defining controversial issues before going on to discuss their place in the classroom.

Definitions

Controversial issues are "those that have a political, social or personal impact and arouse
feeling and/or deal with questions of value or belief" (Oxfam, 20006, p. 2). These ate "[i]ssues that
deeply divide a society, that generate conflicting explanations and solutions based on alternative
value systems, are considered controversial" (Stradling, 1984, as cited in Harwood & Hahn, 1990, p.
2). Addressing controversial issues, such as child labor, honor killing, sex education, terrorism, and
the Arab-Israeli conflict, is usually complicated because they rarely have easy answers and
stakeholders often have conflicting opinions and motivations concerning them. People's different
experiences, interests, and values affect how they look at local and global issues. Therefore, these
issues result in dispute and disagreement (Oxfam, 2000).

In contrast to Oxfam’s (2006) and Stradling's (1984) definitions, both Crook and Truscott
(2007) and Dearden (1981) provide a more holistic definition of controversy; they argue that
controversial issues are not merely those matters that are sensitive, arouse strong feelings, and cause
conflicts between people but that "a matter is controversial if contrary views can be held on it
without those views being contrary to reason"(Dearden, 1981, p. 38). In other words, what makes an
issue truly controversial is that both views about it are "right" or at least, can be reasoned as right.
Crook and Truscott (2007) suggest, as Dearden (1981) does, that controversy may arise, either from
"insufficient facts to settle the issue, or disagreement on the relative value of known facts" (p. 130).
Crook and Truscott (2007) point to the debate between creationism and evolution theory as an
example of how inadequate evidence can cause controversy. Even when the facts are not in dispute,
suggest Crook and Truscott (2007), the different interpretation or valuation of those facts can cause
controversy. They propose a scenario where, although all people might agree that many schools
need greater funding to promote better education and that a casino could generate significant funds,
some people might argue it would be inappropriate to bankroll educational institutions with money
from gambling. This creates a broad context for controversial issues to arise rooted, as they can be,
in economics, religion, culture, geography, and time. They are inescapable and, as such, are part of
the world in which future students do and will live. The next section begins the discussion of why it
is important that these issues be addressed, at least in part, within the educational system.

Teaching Controversial Issues
Motivations and Value

Teachers should put in the time and effort to plan for and facilitate discussions on different
controversial issues. They also need to be clear on the reasons why discussing such topics is a
worthwhile endeavor. While there are many reasons for teaching these complex topics in the
classroom, I will only focus on three: they are unavoidable, students need opportunities to explore
their own values, and students need opportunities to develop critical thinking skills and respectful
communication.

For good or ill, education has a profound influence on peoples’ lives; it can provide students
with great opportunities to acquire considerable knowledge of various life issues and form a solid
foundation of skills. However, a nation's educational system can vary greatly depending on its
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government's political stance. For example, in an extreme totalitarian regime, schools merely prepate
students for standardized tests and sometimes force teachers to follow curricula of received wisdom
and false information. An ideal democratic community, in contrast, develops schools that encourage
students to open their minds and think about the whole world around them (Ayers, 2009).

In this age of globalization, this educational divide has become hazier as cultural influences
flow multi-directionally through media and the Internet. As the media and advanced
communications technology, such as Facebook and Twitter, become more easily accessible, students
will be confronted with cultural forces that may conflict with those in their local context. As such,
education for global citizenship has become a necessity, as students want to know more about
worldwide issues and need to be able to think critically about complex global problems. These
different information channels also pose a danger, as they may be one-sided when they deal with
contentious topics, emphasizing the need for critical thinking skills. In response to this, global
citizenship education encourages students to explore and understand opposing points of view about
polarizing debates. It also pushes students to reflect on and express their own values and opinions,
as well as listen to and respect other people's perspectives. As a result, they can reflect critically on
media information, make informed choices, stand up for their own rights, and develop a sense of
responsibility for others (Oxfam, 2000).

The effect of changing times is clear; controversial issues are already present in the
curriculum. Students come face-to-face with these issues in the syllabus, whether they are explicit or
not, therefore teachers should be expected to address them. By looking at such issues from different
angles, students challenge their own beliefs and develop critical thinking skills. In addition, Oxfam
(2006) notes that curricula addressing contentious issues can make students aware of the complexity
of these types of topics, and the necessity of discussion, in order to learn to co-exist and negotiate
with people who have differing views.

Westheimer (2008) emphasizes that in order to solve social problems and improve society,
students have to acquire these thinking skills that would allow them to be democratic, politically
engaged, and ethical citizens. As students discuss various contentious topics in the classroom, they
improve their inquiry, critical thinking and analytical skills. As a result, these students become, what
Westheimer (2008) calls, "Social-Justice Oriented Citizen[s]" who "know how to critically assess
multiple perspectives" (p. 21). This kind of citizen is "able to examine social, political, and economic
structures and explore strategies for change that address root causes of problems" (p. 21) in society.

Harwood and Hahn (1990) pointed out that the students who participate in discussions of
controversial issues often demonstrate more positive political attitudes and higher participation in
political activities. Similarly, Patrick (1967) found that people who took part in debate in school
outperformed their counterparts in measures of political efficacy. Long and Long (1975) indicated
that there is a positive relationship between these discussions and students' interest in following
current events in the media and discussing political issues with friends and family. When students are
provided with the right environment to state their opinions about various contentious subjects, there
are usually positive effects on these students' feelings of political interest, efficacy, confidence, and
trust (Hahn, Angell, & Tocci, 1988). Goldenson (1978) also indicated that discussing controversial
issues helps students develop a greater civic tolerance towards contrary points of view. Finally,
although Harwood and Hahn (1990) argue that social studies courses are often considered boring
and irrelevant to the real world, Remy (1972) finds that students are very keen to attend social
studies classes which include discussions about controversial topics.

Discussing divisive topics in the classroom creates a constructive environment where
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students can explore their values and develop their skills. Most ethics, social science, and citizenship
curricula emphasize the need for students to discover their values, express their positions on
controversial issues, and consider other people's positions (Oxfam, 2000). It is the teacher's key role
to raise such topics in the classroom and provide students with the opportunities to learn to make
reasoned judgments. Additionally, the teacher must help students develop respect for others'
opinions, weigh up different perspectives, participate actively in arguments and debates, and resolve
disagreements (Oxfam, 2006). In doing so, teachers can aid students in developing global-citizenship
skills. A key element of this kind of educational context is positioning students as equals in their
rights and responsibilities as citizens, such as education and employment. This emphasizes
questioning as a way to promote intellectual growth, awaken curiosity, and encourage skill
development (Ayers, 2009). Ayers (2009) argues that this educational stance, democratic education,
facilitates the process of teaching controversial issues in the classroom because it helps students
acquire necessary skills to deal with contentious topics. According to Ayers (2009), democratic
education helps students develop listening, analytical, enquiry, and critical-thinking skills. It also
enables students to grow up as responsible citizens who deliberate with other citizens about local,
national, and global issues and how to solve them. Teaching students to deliberate will expose them
to the process of inquiry, critical thinking, and analysis. Oxfam (2000) states that discussing
controversial topics enables students to develop various thinking skills that require them to: (a)
manage pieces of information; (b) justify their opinions and actions; (c) investigate different issues.
Students also develop creative thinking skills, which help them come up with a variety of ideas, as
well as evaluation skills where they assess various values and actions (Oxfam, 2000).

Education for global citizenship adopts a variety of teaching and learning approaches, such
as discussion, debate, role-play, ranking exercises, and communities of enquiry. These approaches
are essential for handling controversial issues in the classroom as they help students acquire the
essential skills and values to discuss and make reasoned judgments on contentious topics. Moreover,
education for global citizenship establishes a procedure that enables students to take in fresh
information, examine it in depth, and decide on its bias and reliability. In addition, they can combine
this new information with their own views, draw their own conclusions, make informed decisions,
and take appropriate action (Oxfam, 20006). This educational dynamic is as fragile and volatile as it is
important and must be created and maintained carefully. The next section goes into further detail
regarding the practices of democratic classroom.

Classroom Best Practices

In traditional methods of teaching, teachers tell their students what to think and how to
behave about a particular topic based on the teacher’s own beliefs and values (Oxfam, 2006). These
teaching approaches are not suitable for handling controversial issues because they do not allow
students to explore and understand opposing points of view. Furthermore, some traditional
curricula deliberately ignore the teaching of debatable issues and do not include such topics in their
syllabi (Holden, 2002). Teaching controversial issues in the classroom can bring great benefits to
individuals and society as a whole but putting it into practice is an art that requires skill and practice.
Therefore, teachers need specific teaching skills in order to avoid serious problems, such as
supporting stereotypes, causing tension between students, and creating confusion (Oxfam, 2000).
According to Saskatchewan Teachers' Federation (2000), "[t|he purpose of introducing
[controversial] topics is never the indoctrination of students to a particular point of view. It is a
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professional responsibility of the teacher to present the controversy to students fairly and
objectively" (as cited in Crook & Truscott, 2007, p. 143). Thus, teachers need to adopt strategies for
addressing complex issues based on their confidence and experience, as well as the students' ages
and skills. These strategies can help teachers maintain balance, increase productivity, and avoid bias
when discussing any contentious topic (Oxfam, 2006). Oxfam (2006) cautions teachers to be
prepared for students’ reactions to divisive issues which will likely vary, since their responses are
affected by their backgrounds, emotions, and beliefs. This is all the more important since, as stated
in the previous section, controversial topics are unavoidable; therefore, teachers have to be prepared
to handle them as they may arise unexpectedly (Oxfam, 2000).

Before opening up a discussion on a controversial topic, it is vital to set ground rules for the
discussion before problems arise. Such rules establish an open, safe, and respectful environment for
students to express their points of view. Teachers should allow only one student to speak at any
given time without interruption and ask the other students to listen and "[s]how respect for the
views of others" (Oxfam, 2000, p. 6). The language that is used in these discussion is crucial,
prejudiced remarks (racist, sexist, or bigoted, for example) cannot be tolerated in any form; the point
is to "[c]hallenge the ideas not the people" (Oxfam, 20006, p. 6). While teachers should "[a]llow
everyone to express his/her view to ensure that everyone is heard and respected, pupils should give
reasons why they have a particular view" (Oxfam, 20006, p. 6). Considering how sensitive a particular
issue is, it might be a good idea to divide the class into small groups. This will make less-confident
students feel more secure to voice their opinion, as they will maintain some degrees of
confidentiality (Oxfam, 20006). These are foundational rules for discussion and debate; however,
encouraging students to draw up the ground rules for themselves can make them more firmly
committed to the activity. Therefore, the class can manage the learning activity independently
(Oxfam, 2000).

When discussing local, national, and international issues and events, teachers foster their
students’ interests in politics and public matters, while developing better critical thinking,
communication, civic, and social skills (Hess, 2004). However, teachers have justifiable concerns in
regards to integrating these kinds of discussion into their classrooms. Teachers, when leading these
discussions, must judge when, how, and if they should express their own views and opinions
(Oxfam, 2006). Making this decision can be challenging and confusing to many teachers as they are
not sure whether to reveal their personal views on these issues to their students (Hess, 2005). As
well, some teachers argue that there is no place for teaching controversial subjects in the classroom
because of the overcrowded curriculum they have to cover (Holden, 2002). Other teachers claim
that they have insufficient knowledge and limited confidence to handle controversial issues because
they have had inadequate preparation and support in managing such matters in their pre-service
teacher-training program (Lynagh, Gilligan, & Handley, 2010). In my review of the literature, I
noticed that there is little research that demonstrates the importance of including controversial
issues in teachers’ pre-service training programs, which may account for teachers' reports of feelings
of unpreparedness.

Hess (2004, 2005) has identified four different approaches to show how teachers’ views
affect their teaching of contentious topics. First, the denial approach is when teachers do not believe
an issue to be controversial, since there is a right (read: accepted) answer to it, and therefore
indoctrinate students into that answer. Second, the privilege approach is when teachers believe an
issue to be controversial, but they think there is a clearly right answer to it, and therefore they teach
students to accept their particular perspective. Third, the avoidance approach is when teachers
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believe an issue to be controversial, have very strong views about it, and therefore believe they
cannot teach it without bias or do not want to teach it at all. Finally, the balance approach is when
teachers believe an issue to be controversial and teach it without favoring a particular perspective, so
that students will be exposed to various positions in an even-handed way.

Kelly (1986) presents a different framework, describing teachers’ perspectives as exclusive
neutrality, exclusive partiality, neutral impartiality, and committed impartiality. According to Kelly
(1986), where exclusive neutrality prevents teachers from introducing any controversial topic into
the curriculum, exclusive partiality encourages them to intentionally endeavor to persuade students
into accepting a favored position on the issue. Neutral impartiality requires teachers to allow their
students to examine all relevant points of view on an issue and directs them to honor the strongest
argument. Committed impartiality, on the other hand, encourages teachers to state their own
opinions on contentious topics and then ensure that all competing points of view receive a fair
hearing through critical discussion. Kelly (1986) argues that teachers have to express their opinions
when discussing contentious topics with their students and suggests that they should take the role of
committed impartiality when addressing controversial issues.

Harwood (1997) inverts Kelly’s (1986) position suggesting that the teacher’s opinion should
only be expressed after class discussion of the issue. He argues that the most appropriate position of
a teacher is to avoid propagation of their own viewpoint and to remain committed to keeping the
class discussions smooth, open, and unbiased. In addition to this, the teacher’s role is to remain
objective by facilitating the discussion of all possible ideas and handling the situation academically
and professionally without disclosing their own position. However, the teacher can take the role of
devil’s advocate by adopting provocative and oppositional stances to ensure a fair and equal
coverage of all viewpoints. In certain situations, when it is needed to evaluate the shared information
and formulate a final opinion, the teacher becomes an advocate by making their point logically and
supporting it with valid examples. Mostly, the teacher acts as an impartial chairperson, by facilitating
the discussion through pupils’ opinions and authentic resources, without stating their own position.
After registering every participant’s viewpoint, the teacher is expected to close the discussion by
declaring their own position, which the students can then examine critically based on the classroom
discussion.

There are many activities, such as debate, drama, role-play, and simulation, that can help
student to explore controversial issues in the classroom, however, as each approach might target
certain skills, values, and attitudes, teachers need to identify the activity's objectives and then choose
the most suitable approach. Oxfam (20006) suggests that, for teachers to facilitate the discussion of
controversial issues in the classroom, they should utilize certain activity frameworks. Through
communities of enquiry students are encouraged to listen to other people's ideas, think about their
own views, express these opinions openly, and modify their views in regards to what they hear.
Thinking skills activities, such as mysteries, diamond ranking, and the values continuum (also called
the happy/sad continuum), can develop students’ ability to justify their arguments and organize their
ideas. The values continuum activity, specifically, requires students to investigate, critically examine,
and justify their own and other people's values and attitudes. Especially important in our
multimedia-rich culture, activities that use photos can encourage students to question why and how
certain images are used in a specific context.

As there is more than one firmly held set of beliefs about any controversial issue, teachers
should utilize a range of interesting and engaging interactive activities to explore these issues
(Oxfam, 20006). Teachers should be flexible when they choose the activities they use but should have
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a clear reason for their choice, which should be based on consideration of the topic and the
students' ages. They can also discuss these activities, and their own role in them, with the class and
encourage students to take part in the development of the activities.

This section discussed some best practices and conceptual approaches to teaching
controversial issues based on the assumption that they are acceptable in the classroom. However, as
described previously, there are educational contexts where they are either not yet desired or are just
beginning to be discussed. The next section discusses just such an educational environment based
on my readings in the literature and my personal experiences.

Controversial Issues in the Omani Educational Context

In spite of the vital importance and enormous benefits of teaching contentious topics in
schools, Oman, to my knowledge, has not considered including it in its education programs.
Working as an English language teacher in both public schools and military institutions in Oman
since 2009, I have personally experienced that all Omani schools curricula lack controversial topics
that foster a wide range of conflicting opinions.

A discussion of the implications of teaching controversial issues in Oman must begin with a
description of the structure of the Omani government. A sultan, a hereditary role, who is also the
prime minister, rules Oman. While the sultan has the authority to choose the deputy prime minister
and the ministers of the various ministries in Oman (a top-down appointment), Omani citizens have
the right to choose their regional and provincial representatives (a bottom-up election). The citizens
discuss their concerns with their regional representatives who bring them to the provincial
representatives. Then, these provincial representatives meet with the concerned ministers to discuss
these issues. In a ministerial council meeting, these topics are discussed with the deputy prime
minister who has the power to bring these matters to the prime minister, the sultan, who makes the
final decisions. In Oman, like many democratic countries, there are problems with voter turnout for
the election of regional and provincial representatives.

In order to successfully implement the kind of curriculum described in previous sections in
Omani classrooms, teachers have to be well prepared. During my bachelot's degree in education at
an Omani college, I was never taught or prepared to handle contentious subjects in classrooms.
Similarly, I have never been sent to any in-service training programs that help teachers develop the
skills, strategies, and approaches needed when addressing these issues. As a teacher graduate from an
Omani college specialized in teacher training, I can attest that Omani teachers receive no preparation
or training regarding how to address contentious topics in the classroom. As there is no research
done on the consequences of this lack of preparation on the Omani teachers, I will draw on my own
experience and some related studies to discuss the potential negative impacts of this absence. Abu-
Hamdan and Khader (2014) corroborate my personal experiences in that most Omani teachers feel
uncertain, anxious, and cautious about having controversial discussions in the classroom. They
attribute these feelings to the teachers’ "culture, religion, political system, socialization, large class
sizes, government and curriculum mandates, and lack of familiarity with the topic" (Abu-Hamdan &
Khader, 2014, p. 76). Omani teachers feel that discussing such topics can interrupt the peace and
stability of the school environment. Because of this, many Omani teachers do not address divisive
subjects in order to avoid conflicts with school officials, parents, and students. As well, some
teachers believe that teaching controversial issues is a very time-consuming job that can make them
neglect and be unable to cover the regular curriculum. These feelings are exacerbated by the lack of
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support and a fear of punishment from the administration (Abu-Hamdan & Khader, 2014). In spite
of these potential roadblocks, I personally believe that Omani teachers can and will overcome these
difficulties if they receive adequate preparation. If this preparation is added to the already existing
pre-service and in-service training programs provided to Omani teachers, these educators could
become competent enough to address such issues.

I believe that including controversial topics in the Omani curriculum will help Omani
students become like Westheimer’s (2008) social-justice oriented citizen; citizens who can think
independently and critically analyze various complex social issues, such as hunger and homelessness,
critical thinkers who can recognize the necessity of reform in time and struggle towards a better
society. Abu-Hamdan and Khader's (2014) study, which was conducted in Jordan, provides
recommendations that are compatible with Omani’s educational system and, I believe, will allow
Oman to enjoy the benefits of teaching controversial issues in the classroom. The following is only a
brief summary of the recommendations but will provide the necessary groundwork for future
improvements.

A thorough review of social studies teacher education programs is needed in order to make
sure that teachers are equipped with the knowledge and instructional strategies needed for teaching
controversial issues. Research needs to be conducted concerning the enhancement of strategies and
methods of teaching used by social studies teachers. Teacher-training programs should include
hands-on pedagogical practices applicable to teaching controversy in the classroom and be provided
to both pre-service and in-service teachers. Ways must be found to motivate teachers to gain more
awareness of controversial topics in society. This can begin by providing additional learning
resources in the schools and by alleviating the constraints imposed by parents and school officials
regarding teaching controversy in the classrooms (Abu-Hamdan & Khader, 2014, p. 77). I believe
that implementing these changes and continually addressing the changing educational context by
discussing contentious issues in schools will enable Omani students to be more politically engaged
citizens who can reflect on the various political issues and take part effectively in the political system.

Conclusion

Discussing controversial issues in the classroom can be a useful and powerful tool to
promote learning as it helps students develop considerable skills and explore their values. Students
learn to think critically, make reasoned judgments, and respect others’ opinions. Therefore, they
become prepared for the complexities of the contemporary world. However, teachers may find that
handling divisive topics in the classroom is a challenging and confusing task as they are not
confident in revealing their personal views on these matters. From my perspective, a teacher should
encourage their students to express their views about a particular issue, present all available
viewpoints, encourage students to evaluate them, and then express and justify their own opinion.
Therefore, teachers should develop effective techniques for tackling controversial issues in the
classroom by, for example, establishing ground rules that ensure a safe environment for students to
express their opinions. Moreover, teachers should employ a range of participatory approaches, such
as communities of enquiry, thinking skills activities, and activities using photographs which explore
these topics from multiple perspectives.

Given the enormous advantages of controversial issues discussions, I believe that Oman has
to seriously consider including and teaching contentious topics in its curriculum. However, I see the
potential for struggle in implementing these practices. For example, Abu-Hamdan and Khader's
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(2014) recommendation concerning reducing parents' and school officials' constraints on discussion
topics could pose real problems in the Omani context. On the other hand, as our parents are our
first teachers, I personally believe that teaching contentious issues must not be restricted to teachers
only. Parents have to introduce and prepare their children to deal with various controversial topics.
They should discuss these issues with their children, encourage them to express their opinions, and
respect others’ views. However, I found little research on how parents can prepare their children to
handle these subjects. Furthermore, there is little work that has been done on assisting teachers in
responding to parents' reactions to the content and methods used to teach their children about
contentious issues. Imagining myself as a teacher having to deal with a topic like gay and lesbian
rights, for example, I would be inclined to pursue a privilege approach in order to reconcile Islamic
principles and the expectations of a balanced discussion. Although these are only my personal
reflections, I feel they would be common challenges for many Omani teachers. All of this mandates
further research.
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