Teaching
Controversial
Issues
A guide for teachers

INTRODUCTION
This guide explores:
• What controversial issues are.
• Reasons for teaching controversial issues.
• The value of a global citizenship education approach.
• Guidance and classroom strategies for handling and exploring
controversial issues.
• Some practical activities for teaching controversial issues.
We may not know what the future holds for today’s young people, but we can be confident that they will be faced
with decisions about a wide range of issues that provoke strong, varied and often contradictory responses. If
they are to become effective local and global citizens able to play a critical role in creating a just world without
poverty, all young people should have the opportunity to engage appropriately with controversial issues.
Teachers have a key role in enabling young people to develop the skills they need to do this. As educators, we
are not expected to have all the answers. Rather, developing effective approaches to discussing controversial
issues enables teachers to challenge their own views and explore ideas in greater depth with young people.
This revised and updated version of Oxfam’s popular guide recognises the changes in social and political
contexts in recent years and seeks to support educators in their discussions with young people in this complex
environment. In increasingly divisive and polarised times, the need for young people to feel confident in tackling
controversial issues is more pressing than ever. Advances in technology and the rise of social media mean that it
is more important than ever for young people to think critically to become effective global citizens.
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The guide is suitable for use with all ages from under 5s to post-16s, and across a wide range of curriculum
areas. It is appropriate for use in the classroom, for curriculum planning and for professional development. This
guide refers to children as “young people” throughout. This includes those as young as five because it is
important to encourage the development of the skills needed to have challenging conversations early on.

Educators
do not need to
know all the
answers to teach
controversial
issues well.
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WHAT ARE CONTROVERSIAL ISSUES?
There is no agreed definition of what makes a controversial issue but for the purpose of this guide controversial
issues can be defined as those which:
• Evoke strong feelings and views.
• Affect the social, cultural, economic and environmental context in which people live.
• Deal with questions of value and belief, and can divide opinion between individuals, communities and wider
society.
• Are usually complicated, with no clear “answers” because they are issues on which people often hold
strong views based on their own experiences, interests, values and personal context.
• Arise at a range of scales affecting local, national and global communities.
• Include a wide range of topics such as human rights, gender justice, migration and climate change.
• Can vary with place and time, and may be long standing or very recent. For example, an issue that is
controversial in one community or country may be widely accepted in another.
Almost any topic can become controversial if individuals or groups offer differing explanations for events, what
should happen next or how issues should be resolved. Also if one side of an issue is presented in a way that
raises an emotional response in those who might disagree.
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Although young people’s responses to these issues can be very immediate and intense, controversy can also
stimulate deeper thinking and understanding, leading to further research, greater interest in moral and political
philosophy and greater understanding of national and international legislation or guidance. As such, controversial
issues provide valuable educational opportunities where values and ideas can be explored in a safe place, and the
process of examining and exploring how the views of oneself and others are formed and changed can be supported.

Controversial
issues present
valuable opportunities
for holding important
conversations in
the classroom as
values and ideas are
explored in a
safe space.
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Why teach controversial issues?
It is important to create opportunities for young people to learn to communicate with each other by focusing on
issues on which they share different viewpoints. By holding conversations in a safe space, young people can
gain knowledge and understanding of issues and critically evaluate their own values and attitudes. By doing this,
young people develop the skills necessary to build their capacity to cope with challenging circumstances in their
own lives and communities. Here are some other reasons to teach controversial issues:

They are in the curriculum
Teaching controversial issues is embedded in curricular advice across the UK. The need to discuss a
controversial issue can present itself in any subject and teaching controversial issues may be a way in which to
strengthen cross-curricular learning across subject areas.
To varying degrees, all national curricula expect such issues to be addressed and expect educators to provide a
wide range of opportunities for doing so. The importance of developing knowledge and skills connected to real
world situations to prepare young people for the complexities of life in the 21st century is well recognised.
Specifically:

Scotland

Wales

England

The Scottish curriculum has
global citizenship embedded as
a cross-cutting theme across its
experiences and outcomes. In
addition, all pupils are entitled to
“Learning for Sustainability”,
defined as: “commitment to the
principles of social justice,
human rights, global citizenship,
democratic participation and
living within the ecological limits
of the planet”. RME Health and
Well-being and Social Subjects
address controversial issues
specifically, but teachers are
expected to teach “Learning for
Sustainability” across all
subjects.1

In Wales, controversial issues
are addressed through the
PSE framework and ESDGC
guidelines. The PSE curriculum
aims to “promote selfrespect, respect for others
and celebrate diversity…
empower pupils to participate
in their schools and
communities as active
responsible citizens locally,
nationally and globally”. The
delivery of the ESDGC
curriculum aims to “value,
celebrate and show sensitivity
to diversity locally, nationally
and globally”.2

In England, the Citizenship curriculum
states that: “teaching should equip
pupils with the skills and knowledge
to explore political and social issues
critically, to weigh evidence, debate
and make reasoned arguments. It
should also prepare pupils to take
their place in society as responsible
citizens…”.3 Teaching controversial
issues can make a significant
contribution to delivering Spiritual,
Moral, Social and Cultural provision.
For example, social development
includes the opportunity to “develop
and demonstrate skills and attitudes
that will allow them to participate fully
in and contribute positively to life in
modern Britain”.4

In addition to curriculum guidance, teachers have a responsibility to provide safe spaces for classroom
discussion and when doing so they are expected to explore these issues in relation to current government
policies. It is important to note that teaching controversial issues goes beyond the scope of topics such as
terrorism and extremism but the approaches to handling difficult conversations in this guide will be useful in
covering these areas.

Young people need to explore their values and develop their skills
For young people the world can seem difficult to handle both on a personal level and on a
global level, but they should not be sheltered from controversial issues – it is important
for them to clarify their emotions and values and learn to think for themselves.
Research evidence shows that values are of central importance in leading people
Developing
to express concern about social and environmental issues such as poverty
5
and climate change.
and strengthening
Developing and strengthening values of empathy and respect will therefore
enable young people to contribute to social change as global citizens.
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values of empathy and
respect will enable
young people
to contribute to social
change as global
citizens.

Self-esteem, crucial to global citizenship education and supporting personal and academic development, is a
prerequisite for debating wider global issues if young people are to handle disagreement and acknowledge other
people’s viewpoints. By actively participating in difficult arguments and debates, young people learn to make
reasoned judgements, respect the opinions of others, consider different viewpoints and resolve conflicts. These
skills enable them to build resilience and confidence to manage conflicts that arise in response to global issues
and in their own lives, whether this be in the playground, at home, or in their local community.6

They affect young people’s lives
To ignore controversial issues is to ignore the realities in many young people’s lives. Young people in our
classrooms may feel marginalised for any number of reasons, such as: poverty, ethnicity, gender, sexual
orientation, religion, disability and social group. At any age, many young people are likely to experience the
effects of controversial issues in their own lives and communities, and be exposed to national and global issues
through the media. Recent research by Childline suggests that the 35% annual increase in children seeking help
for anxiety was, in part, due to increasing concerns about global affairs viewed on social media.7 Even children
under five may hear about complicated and upsetting events at home or in the playground. Providing a safe and
supportive space for them to process these is an important task for schools. The danger of not providing young
people with space to discuss issues they are concerned about means they are at greater risk of being isolated
and they are also exposed to information that may simply be wrong or reinforce a particular narrative.

Young people want to know more about global controversial issues
Many young people want to know more about their world and how they can take action to make it a better place.
It is common for young people to have an international perspective and view themselves as global citizens.8 A
study by Think Global found that young people are highly motivated to tackle controversial issues including
discrimination and many feel they have a role to play in “bringing society together”, but are not sure how to take
action.9 Global citizenship education can empower young people, enabling them to develop the skills needed to
build social cohesion and tackle social injustice in their communities.
Young people ask questions about their place in the world and make connections between their lives and those of
people outside the UK. This is unsurprising given that this is the most connected generation in history, thanks to
the increasing globalisation of media, trade, communications and travel. In this age of global digital media,
information and images about controversial world events, teachers have an important role in developing critical
awareness in young people of how the media can influence their image of places and world events.

Controversial issues can help develop thinking skills
Using material that is challenging and leads young people into discussing emotive issues can encourage them to
develop the following thinking skills:
• Information processing: gathering, sorting, classifying, sequencing, comparing and contrasting
information; and making links between different pieces of information.
• Reasoning: justifying opinions and actions; drawing inferences and making deductions; using appropriate
language to explain their views; and using evidence to back up their decisions.
• Enquiry: asking relevant questions; planning what to do and how to research; predicting outcomes and
anticipating responses; exploring theories and problems; testing conclusions; and refining ideas and
opinions.
• Creative thinking: generating and extending ideas; suggesting possible hypotheses; using their
imagination; and looking for alternative outcomes.
• Evaluation: evaluating what they read, hear and do, to judge the value of their own and others’ work or
ideas; being able to not take all information at face value; and to have confidence in their own
judgements.
These skills are fundamental in supporting young people to become active and responsible global citizens, but
skills also have a clear role to play in supporting literacy and academic attainment.
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ENGAGING WITH THE MEDIA AND “FAKE NEWS”
In teaching controversial issues, we need to encourage young people to engage critically with the media and
think about its influence in informing their thinking and ideas and in shaping their values and attitudes.
Today many young people potentially have 24/7 access to global news and views across various online platforms.
Even very young children are exposed to the media and accessing content online. Navigating the range of easily
accessible social media platforms can create new challenges for young people and their parents/guardians.
“Fake news” presents a significant challenge as it is becoming increasingly difficult to ascertain the original
source of information, particularly when it is accessed online. It is even harder to distinguish verified facts from
untruths or “alternative facts”. Young people themselves recognise the importance of education in
understanding fake news and social media content.10 However, they can struggle to engage critically with the
content they are consuming, often assuming that news appearing in their social media newsfeed is from reliable
sources.11 Additionally, there is a risk that young people may disengage with valid news content because they
start to view all content as “fake”. These issues emphasise the need to address how to evaluate media content
with young people and raises points for discussion about the importance of facts.
While there are challenges in young people’s use of social media, it can be a tool for teachers and young people
to enhance their involvement in active citizenship too. Young people can use social media as a way to engage
with issues they are interested in and to share their own ideas. They are often keen to use their digital skills to
influence change and social media is an effective way to add their voice to the social issues of the day.12

Factors for young people to consider when accessing media content
• To attract audiences, media companies will often focus on stories of disasters and problems rather than
“good” news which tends to be less compelling. This may lead to stereotyping of people and places.
• Organisations such as Oxfam often take a different perspective from the mainstream media and try to tell a
longer-term story of the resilience of survivors. That said, like any other source, Oxfam has its own bias.
Young people need to develop the skills to critically evaluate sources of information asking questions such
as “Who wrote this?”, “Why?” and “When?”.
• Regulations and responsibilities of the media vary greatly between countries and even the type of media.
For example, in the UK, the broadcast media have public service responsibilities which are enforced by
relevant bodies whereas the printed press is self-regulating. Therefore, online news from different outlets
can look similar but be subject to entirely different rules and regulations. Learning to discern the origin of a
news story and the context in which it was written can help young people judge its reliability.
• News companies, just like other businesses, may have particular views they wish to promote, perhaps for
the benefit of their owners, stakeholders or audiences. Media companies can appear to be independent
from one another and attract different audiences but they are often part of a large media group which
owns other outlets, or be owned by a large multinational company. For example, in the UK, just three
companies control 71% of the UK’s national newspaper circulation.13 This can mean audiences are not
exposed to a diverse range of opinions and information.
• Young people’s own bias. As news consumers, young people need to be aware of the biases we all hold
that affect our engagement with media, and learn critical thinking skills in order to evaluate content
objectively.
• Online activity, including social media, creates a digital footprint of the user. This data can be accessed by
organisations to gain insight into a user’s preferences or social and political views. The data can also be
bought and sold between organisations. This is then actively used to target specific content to users.
Algorithms dictate the content on social media news feeds and search engines. This means newsfeed and
search results are curated based on past behaviour and the content that individuals engage with, which in
turn can create echo chambers in which existing views and behaviours are reinforced rather than challenged.

6

Why take a global citizenship education approach?
Sometimes events in the news are of such significance that young people are affected by them, or are at least
actively curious or concerned. If there is no “tradition” within the classroom of engaging with real-world issues
through the curriculum or in other ways, it can be challenging for both teachers and young people to deal with
these events.
Therefore global citizenship education offers an embedded approach that supports the development of a
classroom culture where both ongoing and unexpected or isolated controversial issues can be addressed. It is a
framework to equip learners for critical and active engagement with the challenges and opportunities of life in a
fast-changing and interdependent world.14
Even very young children come face to face with the controversial issues of our time through the media and
modern communications technology. Far from promoting one set of answers, global citizenship education
encourages young people to explore, develop and express their own values and opinions, while listening to, and
respecting, other people’s points of view. This is an important step towards young people making informed
choices as to how they exercise their own rights as well as their responsibilities to others.
Global citizenship education uses a multitude of participatory teaching and learning approaches, including
discussion and debate, role-play, ranking exercises, and communities of enquiry. These lend themselves well to
teaching controversial issues because they are ways in which young people can absorb new information, judge
bias and reliability, analyse, synthesise, make informed decisions and take considered action on the issues they
care about.
Many controversial issues fall into the key areas of global citizenship education knowledge and understanding.
Similarly, global citizenship education skills, values and attitudes support learners in discussing and making
reasoned judgements on emotive issues. By giving young people the tools to become global citizens, they can
also therefore be supported in their ability to deal effectively with controversial issues.

THE KEY ELEMENTS FOR DEVELOPING ACTIVE AND RESPONSIBLE GLOBAL CITIZENSHIP15
Knowledge and understanding
• Social justice and equity
• Identity and diversity
• Globalisation and
interdependence
• Sustainable development
• Peace and conflict
• Human rights
• Power and governance

Skills
• Critical and creative thinking
• Empathy
• Self-awareness and
reflection
• Communication
• Co-operation and conflict
resolution
• Ability to manage complexity
and uncertainty
• Informed and reflective
action.

Values and attitudes
• Sense of identity and self-esteem
• Commitment to social justice and
equity.
• Respect for people and human rights
• Value diversity
• Concern for the environment and
commitment to sustainable
development
• Commitment to participation and
inclusion
• Belief that people can bring about
change

Teachers sometimes find it helpful to start with issues that spark disagreement, argument or differing views that
also relate to a context within which all are comfortable and familiar. While global citizenship education offers
activities and methods that can be used to support this on a one-off basis, global citizenship education is not an
additional subject area but rather an overarching approach to classroom practice. Embedding the approaches
into regular practice means teachers will be ready to tackle more complex and challenging issues as they arise
because young people will have developed their ability to address controversial issues in meaningful and
appropriate ways.
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Guidance for dealing with controversial
issues in the classroom
The Education Act 1996 in England aims to ensure that young people are not
presented with only one side of political or controversial issues by their
teachers. Educators are required to take all reasonable steps to ensure that,
where political or controversial issues are brought to young people’s
attention, they are offered a balanced presentation of opposing views.
However, the Equalities Act 2010 clearly states that people should be
treated fairly and without discrimination.16 Therefore, while this guide is
promoting the importance of teaching controversial issues with as much
freedom of expression as possible, educators need to be aware that they
must make it clear when any views being expressed are counter to human
rights or the Equalities Act.17 Teachers need to operate in a safe space between
these two parameters.

The value is in
providing young people
with the opportunities to
think critically and dig
deeper into exploring
values and attitudes
towards challenging issues
with consideration and
respect for others.

Teachers are not expected to “know the answers” when they are tackling controversial
issues within the classroom. It is perfectly valid for these discussions to raise more questions
than answers. The value is in providing young people with the opportunities to think critically and dig deeper into
exploring values and attitudes towards challenging issues with consideration and respect for others.

The wider school context
When discussing controversial issues, young people will bring their experiences beyond the classroom with
them. They may hold particular views based on their cultural or religious values from their life at home, in their
local community and from personal experiences. At times these values may be in conflict with human rights and
equality, in which case the school has a duty to make this clear.18 It is therefore helpful for the school to develop
open relationships with parents about the importance of young people discussing controversial issues (in ways
that are appropriate for their age). This is especially relevant in primary schools where parents may not think
young people should be involved in uncomfortable or complex issues. Fostering an open dialogue with parents
about the value of discussing controversial issues, along with a clear school policy, will enable teachers to
approach these issues within an appropriate school framework.
Encouraging the development of a whole school approach to safe spaces and discussing controversial issues
provides support and confidence for teachers in the classroom and the wider school community. The nature of
discussing controversial issues means that the potential for safeguarding concerns to arise is greater. Teachers
should therefore be aware of school safeguarding policy and where necessary seek support from senior
management.

Role of the teacher/facilitator
Controversial issues can challenge teachers’ own thinking at times, but with good guidance and training,
educators can have the confidence to handle moments of uncertainty in discussion. Teachers can support young
people to recognise that, even for adults, some issues are complex and that we all need to take time to think and
respond thoughtfully. Teachers need to find approaches that meet the need for balance and objectivity, and
avoid bias. Different methods can be chosen according to level of confidence and experience, as well as the
maturity and skills of particular groups of young people.
The teacher plays a pivotal role when discussing controversial issues and it is important to judge when, how, and
if to express personal views and opinions. The educator can play six possible roles when dealing with difficult
conversations in the classroom. It is important to be flexible in the choice of approach as well as to be clear
about why a particular method is being used on a given occasion. Any of these roles may be appropriate
depending on factors such as the topic, age of the young people and any prior learning or curricular work. It may
be useful to discuss the roles with the group or invite young people to take one or more of the roles themselves.
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The six roles are:
1. Committed The teacher is free to share their own
views for young people to challenge, making it clear
that this role could lead to biased discussion.

4. Advocate The teacher presents all available
viewpoints then concludes by stating own position
with reasons.

2. Objective or Academic The teacher gives an
explanation of all possible viewpoints without
stating their own position.

5. Impartial Chairperson The teacher ensures that all
viewpoints are represented, through young people’s
statements or published sources. Teacher
facilitates but does not state their own position.

3. Devil’s Advocate The teacher deliberately adopts
an opposite stance irrespective of their own
viewpoint. This approach helps ensure all views are
covered and challenges existing beliefs.

Teaching approaches and their
benefits
Controversial issues touch on deeply held views and
embedded attitudes and therefore didactic
approaches are not best suited for dealing with
controversy. Evidence suggests that telling young
people what to think or preaching at them about how
to behave is likely at best to have no effect and at
worst to close their minds to considering alternative
views. Encouraging a participatory approach in the
classroom enables young people to take an active role
in their own learning. Some of the areas which might
benefit from more active approaches are oracy,
emotional literacy, interpersonal or social skills,
critical thinking skills, citizenship skills, literacy skills,
or combinations of these.
Different methodologies will focus on the development
of different skills, values and attitudes. In addition to
familiar approaches such as debate, drama, role-play
and simulation, other effective, innovative approaches
and their benefits include:

• M aking connections through activities such as

“Mysteries”, “Diamond ranking” and the “Consequences
wheel” can develop reasoned argument and organisation
of ideas as young people are required to sort, organise
and analyse large amounts of information.
• A sking questions is a good basis for generating group
discussion as young people with varying levels of
knowledge of a subject can respond to the same
stimulus material. Questioning images helps young
people to investigate different personal feelings and
political reactions from around the world. It
encourages them to explore bias, and develop
analytical, enquiry, and critical thinking skills.
Activities such as “Why, Why, Why chains” or “Issue
trees”, help young people to deepen their
understanding of an issue.
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6. Declared Interest The teacher declares their own
viewpoint so that young people can judge later bias,
then presents all positions as objectively as possible.

• E xploring viewpoints and values is a way of encouraging
learners to think through their position on opposing
views about an issue. Young people can explore their
values using an “Opinion continuum” or “Washing line
activity”which enable them to adapt their position
depending on what they learn from others.

For more information about these and other participatory
learning approaches and activities, see Oxfam’s Global
Citizenship in the Classroom: A Guide for Teachers.19

Philosophy for Children (P4C)

This is an approach that provides an ideal

framework for teaching controversial issues. P4C
involves exploring big ideas or concepts. It
enables young people to develop listening skills
and respect for others’ viewpoints. They are
encouraged to listen to the ideas of others,
reflect on their own views, present these publicly
and to alter their views in response to what they
hear. Such approaches are more open-ended,
allowing a dialogue to develop which can often
engage young people at a deeper level.
Research published by the Education Endowment
Foundation (EEF) in 2015 showed that P4C had a
positive impact on attainment of 7 to 11 year
olds, particularly for young people from more
disadvantaged backgrounds. Feedback from
teachers suggested that P4C also had a beneficial
impact on wider outcomes such as confidence,
patience and self-esteem.20 The role of the
teacher as a facilitator is crucial in developing a
“Community of Enquiry”, ensuring quality dialogue
and progress, as well as integration within the
curriculum.21 See Activity 7 on page 16 for an
example of a typical P4C session.

Creating a safe space for conversations
Key to a successful approach is ensuring that classrooms are safe spaces for young people to explore their
thinking. This means providing a “space which is collaborative, respectful and provides an opportunity for open
dialogue where young people can test out their views in an open forum for critical, in-depth and respectful
discussion”.22
Ideally, when raising a challenging topic in the classroom it should be carefully planned and considered. As there
are many demands on curriculum time, it may be useful to create opportunities to talk about challenging issues
in settings such as assemblies, circle time or discussions by school councils. However, controversy may arise
unexpectedly in the corridor or playground and educators will need to be prepared for this too.
At the same time as acknowledging the benefits of exploring controversial issues in the classroom, particular
teaching skills are required to prevent reinforcing stereotypes, raising tension between young people or
increasing confusion. Knowing the young people and the context of their lives both in and outside of the
classroom will help inform judgements. It may be necessary to seek the support of colleagues with
experience of discussing particular topics or those who have a good understanding of issues in
the local community.
Within the classroom, a young person may be personally affected by a sensitive issue
such as poverty, conflict or migration. It is worth checking with them before a planned
session that they are happy to discuss the issue, or give them an option of leaving the
room if necessary. It may be appropriate to provide the young person with an
opportunity to discuss the issue further with an experienced colleague.
The concept of balancing rights is important to consider. One young person may
express views that diminish another’s right to feel safe and secure in the classroom.
Setting the boundaries for an inclusive discussion where all young people are able to
participate is important. This can be achieved by establishing ground rules.

Key to
a successful
approach is ensuring
that classrooms are
safe spaces for
young people
to explore their
thinking.

Ground rules
Before launching into a chosen activity, it is important to establish ground rules to ensure a safe environment for
young people to express their opinions.
These ground rules could include:
• Allow only one person to talk at a time – no interrupting.
• Show respect for the views of others.
• Challenge the ideas not the people.
• Use appropriate language – no offensive comments.
• Allow everyone to express their view to ensure that everyone is heard and respected.
• Invite young people to give reasons why they have a particular view.
Depending on the sensitivity of the issue, it might be appropriate to split the class into smaller groups relating to
gender or experiences. This will ensure that greater confidentiality exists and enables less confident young
people to express their opinions in a less-pressured environment. A particularly effective way of creating
ownership of a discussion or activity is for the group to draw up the ground rules for themselves at the
beginning. The group is then able to regulate its own learning process.
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Activities
The following activities exemplify how controversial issues can be incorporated into sessions for all ages and
across the curriculum, supporting learners to develop some of the key elements of global citizenship education.
In all cases, you may find that standard circle time or speaking and listening warm-up activities are useful in
creating the right space in which learners can explore controversial issues.

Activity 1 - Diversity
All about me (Early Years)
Aim: Learners will become aware of similarities and differences between people; improve their listening
skills; and gain a sense of identity and self-worth. This activity is adapted from Developing Circle Time by
Teresa Bliss, George Robinson and Barbara Maines.23
Within sharing or circle time, or in small groups, suggest the beginning of one of the following
sentences and invite each learner to finish it:
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• “I am special because…”
• “Something I really like is…”
• “A time when I was brave was…”
• “Something that makes me happy/sad/cross/upset is…”

Images, such
as this one of
washing hanging on a
fence at a refugee camp
in Greece, are a valuable
tool for stimulating
discussion and
developing critical
thinking skills.

Activity 2 - Conflict
Why do we fight? (5–7 years)
Aim: Learners will appreciate some of the causes of conflict and begin to: develop strategies of conflict
resolution; explore different viewpoints, identify unfairness and take appropriate action; empathise with and
respond to the needs of others; and develop awareness that our actions have consequences. Adapted from
Primary Values by Alison Montgomery and Ursula Birthistle.24
1. Ask learners to think about why people argue, for example over possessions, friends or sport.
2. Discuss learners’ suggestions and ask who feels that they have argued for the same or similar reasons. Ask
learners to consider situations at home or at school that can lead to conflict.
3. Use learners’ ideas as scenarios for role-play in small groups. Possible situations include: an argument over
watching television, a fight over a football or a book, a family row about bedtime or going out to play, or being
wrongly accused and not getting a chance to explain.
4. After each group acts out its scene, discuss as a class suggestions for resolving the problem. Note that encouraging
learners to take turns at playing different roles in their scenarios is an effective way of building empathy.
11

Activity 3 - Social justice and equity
Captions (7–11 years)
Aim: By using photographs as stimulus material,
this activity encourages the use of critical
thinking skills. Learners will develop their
understanding of the nature of prejudice and
ways to combat it; detect bias, opinion and
stereotypes; assess different viewpoints;
recognise and start to challenge unfairness; and
promote a sense of justice.

Resources
• Magazines and newspapers, or access to online
media platforms.
• Scissors, glue and sheets of plain paper.
• Some examples of photographs and captions that
promote stereotypes such as gender roles,
generalised or racist views, such as “Africa is…”,
“Asylum seekers are…”

Note: It may be useful to model some example captions with the class before starting this activity.
1. A
 sk learners to select and cut out five photographs from magazines or newspapers (or print out images from
the internet) and stick each picture on a plain sheet of paper. Ask learners to write one negative and one
positive caption for each of the images.
2. Display the work around the classroom and discuss the impact that the different captions have on learners’
perceptions of the places and any people in the photographs.
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3. Then discuss as a class the examples of photographs and captions that promote stereotypes, generalised or
racist views.
4. Encourage learners to question the captions and to suggest or write more suitable ones. For example, if the
captions are generalist or stereotyped, ask learners to think of alternative captions that explain in which
place, or among which particular group of people, something has happened. As an extension to this activity,
learners could write letters to the editor of the newspaper outlining their concerns about one of the captions.
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Activity 4 - Gender

Challenging perceptions of gender (8–14 years). Adapted from the Gender Respect project, DECSY25
Aim: This activity encourages learners to think critically
about gender, and to reflect on how and why mainstream
gender stereotypes exist. It is a starting point for a wider
discussion about gender stereotypes.

Resources
• Copies of the lists of terms provided below.
• Large plain sheets of paper.

1. O
 rganise learners into pairs or groups of three and give each group a sheet of paper and a copy of one of the
lists of words: Adjectives, Jobs or Domestic roles. The job roles can be adapted to be age appropriate.
2. A
 sk learners to draw a large Venn diagram on their sheet of paper. Next, ask learners to cut out and place the
words/statements on the Venn diagram according to whether they perceive the word/statement to be Female,
Male or Non-gender specific. They could add their own examples of adjectives, jobs and domestic roles.
Teachers could ask learners to approach this from the perspective of society in general rather than focusing
on personal views. Learners may recognise that although the prevailing norm ascribes gender to these roles
and characteristics, they may know many examples to the contrary. Educators might also want to explore the
binary nature of this activity in the light of LGBT+.
3. Invite learners to share and discuss their groupings. How did they decide? What sort of discussions were had?
Where do their ideas about how to decide come from? Note: With the list of domestic roles, it is likely that
learners will be influenced by what happens in their family. This may cause sensitivity, for example if a learner
is in a single parent family or if one or both of their parents goes out to work.
4. Ask learners whether they think that their answers would look different if the activity was done:
• During the period when their parents and grandparents were children?
• By a child in 20 years’ time?
• By a child in another country?
• In which countries do learners think young people might give different answers?
5. Discuss whether learners think that these gender roles should be challenged: Can they think of examples that
do not conform to gender specific categories? Which words could be gender neutral? Which words should be
gender neutral?
6. Discuss what this activity has taught learners about gender roles and their perceptions: How do they think the
roles of men and women are changing? What changes would learners like to see?
Adjectives

Jobs

Domestic roles

Strong

Nurse

Cooking

Caring

Chef

Gardening

Kind

Teacher

Doing the washing up

Tough

Pilot

DIY

Thoughtful

Soldier

Doing the shopping

Clever

Carer

Cleaning

Brave

Footballer

Paying the bills

Mean

Artist

Ironing

Sporty

Doctor

Fixing a technical problem

Noisy

Firefighter

Doing the laundry

Quiet

Headteacher

Putting the rubbish out

Bold

Dancer

Child-care

Friendly

Social worker

Cleaning the car

Confident

Inventor

Making decisions
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Activity 5 - Sustainable development
Local to global question time (11–14 years)

Aim: This activity encourages learners to use
their analytical and information processing skills
to explore the impact of local actions on global
events.

Resources
• Photocopies of an article from a magazine,
newspaper or internet print out about an
environmental issue, such as flooding.

1. O
 rganise learners into pairs or groups of three and give each group a copy of one of the news articles.
Ask learners to discuss and answer the following questions in their groups:
• How does this issue affect people in your local area?
• How does it affect people around the world?
• Does it affect women and men differently?
• Does it affect richer or poorer people more?
• How does it affect the natural environment?
• What are the causes of this issue?
• Are the causes the same for people around the world?
• What are the solutions to this issue?
• Are the solutions the same for people around the world?
• When something happens in one part of the world, does it affect people in other places?
• How is this a global issue?

Photo: Eleanor Farmer/Oxfam

2. Ask each group to feedback their ideas to the rest of the class. Their answers can then form the basis of a
class discussion.

14

Activity 6 - Media stories and “Fake news”

Critical analysis (11–16 years). Adapted from Schools for Future Youth26
Aim: This activity encourages learners to critically analyse
the media and explore issues around “fake news”. The “5Ws
and 1H” activity below is a method for thinking critically about
an issue. It can be used with learners to ask six key questions
about any topic or issue.

Source
• What is the source of the article/image/post/
comment/clip?
• What sort of organisation is it from?
• Who is the organisation owned by?
• Who is its audience?
• Does this organisation hold particular views/bias?
• Is the organisation accountable (to rules and
regulations)?
Who
• Who said it?
• Was it someone you can trust?
• How do you know that you can trust them?
What
• What did they say?
• Are these facts or opinions?
• Did they leave anything important out?
Where
• Where did they say it?
• Was it in public or in private?
• Were people allowed to express different opinions?
Why
• Why did they say it?
• Were they trying to get other people to think or do
something?
When
• Did they say it in response to a previous event?
• Did they say it to influence a later event?
How
• How did they say it?
• Did they use biased or emotive language?
• Does it use inflammatory or sensationalist
language?
• If you watched a video did it use any emotional
music or effects?
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2. Invite each group to present the news story to the
rest of the class. Discuss whether there are
differences between the sources presenting the
same story. Learners could suggest examples of the
same news event being presented differently from
recent examples such as during an election
campaign or after a natural disaster.
3. A
 sk learners to consider whether
their opinions and judgements
about the topical issue or news
story have changed as a
result of thinking more
critically.
Photo: Tommy Trenchard/Oxfam

1. O
 rganise learners into pairs or groups of three. Give
each group one of the pieces of evidence and ask
learners to discuss and answer the following
questions:

Resources
• A range of media coverage on a topical
issue or news story. This can include
news articles, images, social media
posts and online video clips.

See box on
page 6 for factors
to consider when
young people are
accessing media
content

Activity 7 - Philosophy for Children
(All age groups)

Aim: This activity develops a community of enquiry through quality dialogue in group discussions.
A summary of how P4C works in a typical session:
• Young people are taught how to create philosophical questions, inspired by a “stimulus” that might be a
piece of text, story, film or activity.
• They then collectively choose one question to be the focus of an enquiry (dialogue).
• Young people usually sit in a circle and the teacher, as the facilitator, enables them to have a quality
dialogue by introducing philosophical skills and language.
• The facilitator also supports the development of the “4Cs”: critical, creative, caring and collaborative thinking.
• The community reflects on the enquiry, and plans for improvement in the next session.
• P4C is intended to be a regular activity so that the young people develop their thinking and reasoning
skills over time.
The stimulus material can be drawn from a variety of sources such as storybooks, photographs or cartoons that
are age appropriate. Some examples of open-ended questions for facilitators are suggested by Professor Robert
Fisher in his book Teaching Thinking:27
1. Questions that seek clarification:
• Can you explain that…?
• What do you mean by…?
• Can you give me an example of…?
• How does that help…?
• Does anyone have a question to ask…?

Explaining
Defining
Giving examples
Supporting
Enquiring

2. Questions that probe reasons and evidence:
• Why do you think that…?
• How do you know that…?
• What are your reasons…?
• Do you have any evidence…?
• Can you give me an example/counterexample…?

Forming an argument
Assumptions
Reasons
Evidence
Counterexamples

3. Questions that explore alternative views:
• Can you put it another way…?
• Is there another point of view…?
• What if someone else were to suggest that…?
• What would someone who disagreed with you say…?
• What is the difference between those views/ideas…?

Re-stating a view
Speculation
Alternative views
Counterarguments
Distinctions

4. Questions that test implications and consequences:
• What follows on from what you are saying…?
• Does it agree with what you said earlier…?
• What would be the consequence of that…?
• Is there a general rule for that...?
• How could you test to see if that were true…?

Implications
Consistency
Consequences
Generalising rules
Testing for truth

5. Questions about the question/discussion:
• Do you have a question about that…?
• What kind of question is it…?
• How does what was said/the question help us…?
• Where have we got to/who can summarise so far…?
• Are we any closer to answering the question/problem…?

Questioning
Analysing
Connecting
Summarising
Coming to conclusions

If you are new to P4C, you might like to find out more about the methodology. See www.sapere.org.uk
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Philosophy for children (P4C) case study
Lancashire Global Education Centre ran sessions with disengaged young people at a local secondary
school. The stimulus used was a real-life refugee story of a young person forced to escape his/her home
country and settle in the UK.
These are some of the questions which arose:
• Why do people kill asylum seekers?
• Why do people have horrible lives?
• Why are people nasty to refugees?
• What are asylum seekers to do with me?
• Why do people work illegally?
• Why are people living in poverty even though they work?
• Why are people’s families tortured?
• How would you feel if you were an asylum seeker in
another country?

The discussion included these points:
• There are two sides to a story.
• Reasons behind it – racism.
• How do you know if someone is a refugee?
• Give people a chance if you don’t know them.
• If we are nasty to people because they are
different, we would be nasty to everyone.

Photo: Eimear Hurley/Woodside High School

The project evaluation noted that “the group had been described as the ‘bullies and the bullied’, yet they
learned to co-operate, generate their own questions for discussion and listen to each other’s opinions. The
project gave them the skills and confidence they need to experience inclusion rather than exclusion”.
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Activity 8 - Values continuum
Exchanging views (11–16 years)

Aim: This activity will generate discussion about a
controversial issue, encouraging learners to listen to
the opinions of others and develop reasoning skills.

Resources
• Small pieces of paper or card, one for each
learner.

1. Read the following statement to the class: “Violence is never justified in protests, either by protesters or by
the police”.
2. Ask learners to choose their position on this statement and write it on their piece of paper. Next, ask learners
to rank this between one and five, with one being “strongly disagree” and five, “strongly agree”.
3. Ask learners to find someone who shares their viewpoint and discuss the statement for three minutes. If
learners change their mind at any point, they can write their new position on their piece of paper.
4. Then ask learners to move on to find someone whose position is one step removed from their own and discuss
the statement, before finding someone who has a very different view from them.

Photo: Vincent Tremeau/Oxfam

5. Finally, come together as a class and discuss the process.
• How many learners found that they changed their position?
• What led them to change their mind?
• What have learners gained from this process?

Reflection
Having completed any of the activities above, it is valuable to take time to reflect on the process with learners.
Ask learners:
• What skills did you learn/develop from this activity?
• What were the challenges?
• How did you overcome these challenges?
• If you were to do the same activity again with a different issue, how would you approach it?
In a similar or different way? Why?
• How could this activity be made more challenging?
• Are there any other issues that you could explore using this technique?
Finish by asking learners to look at the key elements for developing active and responsible global citizenship
(provided in the table on page 7).
• How has this activity contributed to their role as active global citizens?
18

FIND OUT MORE
Useful resources
• Oxfam Education
www.oxfam.org.uk/education
• Future Youth Schools Forums
www.fys-forums.eu
• Sapere
www.sapere.org.uk
• The P4C Co-operative
www.p4c.com
• The Philosophy Foundation
www.philosophy-foundation.org/p4c
• Association for Citizenship Teaching
www.teachingcitizenship.org.uk
• Citizenship Foundation
www.citizenshipfoundation.org.uk
• Cumbria Development Education Centre
www.cdec.org.uk
• Development Education Centre South Yorkshire
www.decsy.org.uk
• Liverpool World Centre
www.liverpoolworldcentre.org
• Global Learning Programme
www.glp.globaldimension.org.uk
• Gender Respect Project
www.genderrespect2013.wordpress.com
• Scotdec
www.scotdec.org.uk
• Think Global
www.think-global.org.uk
• Council of Europe (2015) ‘Living with Controversy.
Teaching Controversial Issues Through Education for
Democratic Citizenship and Human Rights’
www.ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/node/11687_en
• Curriculum links for England
www.gov.uk/government/organisations/departmentfor-education
• Curriculum links for Scotland
education.gov.scot/
• Curriculum links for Wales
learning.gov.wales
www.gov.wales
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