
Critical Thinking, Civil Discourse, and Election Season 
 
Teaching into civil discourse often requires students to engage with complex and potentially controversial issues, 
especially as they move into upper elementary, middle, and high school.  This should include conversations about local, 
state, and national elections.  
 

We understand that doing this work in our current climate is not easy, given the potential range of beliefs in our 
classrooms and the often divisive nature of daily news and social media feeds.  This work, however, may be more 
important now than ever before.  We must teach our students to listen to others, recognize bias, engage in civil 
conversations about important ideas, and be willing to change their views based on new evidence.  As teachers, our role 
is to support this thinking and classroom discussion, in an overtly balanced manner, rather than guiding students toward 
a particular belief or opinion.  
 

Any discussion of potentially controversial issues in the instructional setting should be on an informative basis. 
Teachers should make every effort to treat topics as impartially and as objectively as possible, using the cues below as 
a guide. 

1. Explore the possibility of alternate and/or divergent positions and opinions 
2. Determine the degree of consideration and amount of time that should be devoted to a specific issue, based 

on curriculum, maturity of students, and knowledge level of the class 
3. Ensure that an accurate, factual, and balanced presentation of materials is readily available for students 
4. Help students to be tolerant of arguments in opposition to each individual's point of view, and to cultivate a 

habit of delaying decisions until all available facts have been considered.  
 
Additional Tips & Guidance 
It is appropriate for teachers to select complex topics for classroom study or discussion, including those that might be 
viewed as or become controversial.  Teachers should consider the needs, interests, and maturity of their students, but 
we cannot unilaterally avoid challenging topics if we expect to foster critical and creative thinking skills and create 
spaces for civil discourse about current events and complex issues that are relevant to students’ lives.  
 

Teachers can use the following questions as a guide to considering issues and planning for subsequent instruction. 
❏ Is the issue appropriate for your students, given their age, maturity, culture, knowledge, and interests? 
❏ Does the issue contribute to the attainment of district goals and objectives, consistent with the approved 

curriculum framework? 
❏ Does the issue provide for the study of differing positions and opinions? 
❏ Can the issue be presented impartially and objectively? 
❏ Will there be an accurate, factual, and balanced presentation of materials, readily available for all students? 
❏ Can credible sources be cited if materials are prepared for discussion or distribution? 
❏ Is it necessary to discuss the rationale for studying the issue and/or the approach to instruction with a 

principal?  If unsure, default to yes. 
❏ Does information need to be shared with parents/guardians in advance or as a follow-up to the conversation? 
❏ Should students/parents have the right to opt out of the conversation or pursue an alternative assignment? 
❏ How might you anticipate and prepare for possible student comments or responses, particularly those that may 

be extreme or particularly biased?  How might you prepare your students for these situations? 
❏ How might you help students explore arguments on opposite sides of the issue, as well as identify and clarify 

possible prejudices and biases? 
 

Topics for discussion often present themselves in our classrooms, via student questions/comments or current events 
that are relevant to curriculum or student interests.  Teachers should feel comfortable providing a space for these 
conversations, as time allows, while ensuring that all students feel safe sharing their ideas and perspectives.  This is 
especially important for students with ideas that run counter to the majority opinion. Teachers should refrain from 
sharing their own beliefs and/or influencing others, working to ensure that accurate, factual information is presented in 
a balanced manner. 



Critical Thinking & Civil Discourse - Connections to Standards & Curriculum 
 
The work of critical thinking and civil discourse aligns with a number of Missouri Learning Standards, including several 
KSD Priority Standards.  These are particularly evident in English/language arts, social-emotional learning, and digital 
citizenship, often while exploring issues relevant to science and social studies.  Skill development scales up as students 
move into upper elementary school and middle/high school, as does students’ ability to engage with more complex 
topics. The examples noted below are meant only to provide insight into a range of specific skills, with variations of these 
standards found in numerous grade levels. 
 

Alignment with Key Grade Level Skills & Standards 

K-8 SEL Take the perspective of and empathize with others, include those from diverse backgrounds and cultures 

K-5 ELA Participate in a variety of collaborative conversations to understand diverse perspectives, respectfully taking turns 
talking and listening 

Gr3 
DigCit 

Recognize that photos/videos can be altered digitally, identifying reasons why someone might alter media 

4-5 ELA Report on a topic or tell a story and use descriptive and relevant details to support points in speaking, making reasoning 
clear to the listener 

Gr6 
DigCit 

Differentiate fake news from credible news and evaluate the credibility of information found on the internet 

6-8 ELA Cite several pieces of specific textual evidence to most strongly support inferences, conclusions, judgments, and ideas 

6-8 ELA Delineate a speaker’s argument and claims, evaluating reasoning and sufficiency of evidence in order to pose 
questions that connect the ideas of several speakers and respond to others’ questions and comments with relevant 
evidence, observations, ideas 

6-8 ELA Acknowledge new information expressed by others, including those presented in diverse media and, when warranted, 
qualify or justify their own views in light of evidence presented 

6-8 SocSt Identify and apply multiple perspectives in civil discourse to support a final conclusion using credible sources 

9-10 ELA Respond thoughtfully to diverse perspectives including those presented in diverse media, summarize points of 
agreement and disagreement, resolve contradictions when possible, and determine what additional information or 
research is needed  

Gr10 
DigCit 

Define confirmation bias and why it occurs, particularly related to news and online information, and identify strategies 
for challenging one’s own confirmation biases 

11-12 
ELA 

Work with peers to promote civil, democratic discussions and decision-making, set clear goals and deadlines, and 
establish individual roles as needed 

Gr12 
DigCit 

Identify strategies for escaping “filter bubbles,” or situations in which we are exposed to only perspectives we agree 
with, making sure ideas about the world are being challenged 

 
The online nature of our current instruction adds another layer of complexity, with our classrooms literally extending into 
families’ homes.  Work must be done to establish community norms and expectations, for whole group discussions and 
breakout rooms.  We should actively communicate with families the value of discourse in our classrooms, and we should 
encourage student thinking while not promoting specific thoughts. 
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