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    Preface




    Controversy and controversial issues are at the centre and at all levels of our democratic societies. This means that learning how to deal with such issues must always be at the heart of an effective education for democratic citizenship and human rights education (EDC/HRE). That learning takes place in schools and other education settings as children and young people progress in their education from early years, through primary, lower secondary and upper-secondary phases, into tertiary and higher education and beyond. As Professor (Sir) Bernard Crick noted in his seminal report of 1998, Education for Citizenship and the Teaching of Democracy in Schools, which led to the introduction of Citizenship as a new statutory school subject in England in 2002:




    

      Learning how to engage in dialogue with and respect people whose values are different from one’s own is central to the democratic process and essential to the protection and strengthening of democracy and fostering of a culture of human rights.


    




    The Council of Europe has an outstanding record in promoting education for democratic citizenship, human rights education and intercultural dialogue, and in fostering and teaching about the importance of democratic culture. It is therefore fitting that the Council of Europe, in partnership with the European Union, through the Joint Programme “Democratic and Inclusive School Culture in Operation” (DISCO) – formerly known as the Human Rights and Democracy in Action Pilot Projects Scheme – has helped to facilitate the creation of this good practice guide on learning how to handle controversial issues in schools and other education settings.




    This good practice guide is very timely. There are many issues in society and communities that children and young people in Europe are keen to discuss. Yet often they are denied opportunities in schools and other education settings because such issues are seen as too challenging to handle in classrooms and learning environments, or to manage at a whole-school or education-setting level.




    This guide captures the rich learning that has emerged over past years from the promotion of the two manuals we have produced – Teaching controversial issues (TCI), a training pack for teachers, and Managing controversy (MC), a practical support tool for school leaders and senior managers – as they have been taken up and used by a range of people and institutions involved in education and training in countries and contexts across Europe. Above all, the guide shows how the notion that controversial issues are too challenging to deal with and manage in schools and other education settings can be overcome through dissemination and training, and through innovative and effective approaches to handling controversial issues being put in place in classrooms and other teaching and learning environments.




    We hope that this guide, along with the two manuals and the various translations and adaptations that are emerging across Europe, will continue to strengthen the ways in which controversial issues are handled in schools and other education settings across Europe. This will benefit all children and young people as they progress through their education. It will also help to contribute to more effective and impactful EDC/HRE and to the protection and strengthening of our democratic societies at all levels.




    We hope that you will learn something from the guide and, in time, consider contributing your own experiences of working with the two manuals across Europe to further iterations of the guide so that it remains topical, relevant and useful.




    David Kerr




    Ted Huddleston




    Young Citizens (UK)




    September 2020


  




  

    Introduction




    About this good practice guide




    This good practice guide on learning how to handle controversial issues in schools and other education settings builds on our experience of piloting two manuals on controversial issues, which were funded by the European Union (EU) and the Council of Europe and implemented by the latter. The manuals, Teaching controversial issues and Managing controversy, were designed to help schools and other education settings learn how to handle controversial issues in a range of education settings. This guide:




    

      

        	sets out the lessons learned by trainers, policy makers and facilitators in a range of European countries;





        	describes why and how the manuals have been used;





        	advises on how the manuals can best be applied in current and future training.



      


    




    The guide consists of four sections:




    

      

        	Handling controversial issues using the manuals –What, where, why and how?





        	Engaging with the manuals – Case study experiences





        	Good practice guidelines – Lessons learned from working with the manuals





        	Accessing the manuals – List of translations.



      


    




    The first section sets out where and how controversial issues arise in education, and the rationale for learning how to handle them in schools and other education settings. It also introduces the two manuals and gives brief details of how they have been used across a range of European countries and settings. The second section provides more detailed case studies from a range of expert trainers and facilitators showing why and how they have used the manuals to train teachers, trainee teachers, school leaders, managers, other education professionals, students and young people, among others, to handle controversial issues. The third section distils the lessons learned from those who have used the manuals in practice, to help others who are currently using the manuals and/or are considering working with them in the future. The final section provides brief details of where the manuals can be accessed and downloaded, including a list of the European languages into which they have been translated.




    The good practice guide is aimed at anyone with an interest in the training and professional development of education practitioners in schools and other education settings – from policy makers to staff in universities and higher education, trainee teachers, school directors, leadership teams, teachers, managers of non-formal education institutions, youth workers, trainers and facilitators. It also includes information on how the manuals can be used with children and young people from pre-school to higher-education levels in formal, non-formal and informal education settings.




    This good practice guide remains a work in progress. The authors continue to be interested in receiving further information on and case studies showing how the manuals have been and can be used in schools and other education settings across Europe and beyond.


  




  

    
Section 1 Handling controversial issues using the manuals – What, where, why and how?





    This section introduces and sets out the following questions.




    

      

        	What are controversial issues?





        	Where do controversial issues arise in education?





        	
Why bother with controversial issues?




        

          

            	What is the rationale for learning how to handle these issues in schools and other education settings?





            	Is there a new urgency in handling controversial issues?





            	What is holding back action on controversial issues?



          


        






        	
How were the two manuals Teaching controversial issues and Managing controversy developed and how have they been used?




        

          

            	How were the manuals on handling controversial issues developed?





            	Mutually supportive? How are the two manuals meant to be used?





            	How have the Council of Europe manuals been used?



          


        




      


    




    What are controversial issues?




    Controversial issues may be defined as “issues which arouse strong feelings and divide opinion in communities and society”.1




    Controversial issues vary with time and place, and from the local to the global. Some, such as the Troubles in Northern Ireland, are long-standing and deeply embedded in history. Others are more recent, for example global warming and climate change, Brexit in the United Kingdom and disputes over how schools address sex and relationships education in a changing world.




    Such issues represent major disagreements or differences of opinion between groups of people, and typically involve:




    

      

        	disputed claims;





        	conflicting values and beliefs;





        	contested facts;





        	polarised views;





        	conflicts of interest;





        	strong emotions;





        	suspicion and lack of trust;





        	denigration of the other.



      


    




    Where do controversial issues arise in education?




    Most controversial issues in education arise in connection with:




    

      

        	teaching and learning – in the form of controversial subject matter, methods or resources, for example in History, Religious Education, Citizenship/Civic Education or Sex and Relationships Education;





        	national, regional, local or institutional policy – in the form of controversial procedures, rules and expectations, whether formal or informal, for example relating to gender and sexual orientation, religious dress or national celebrations.



      


    




    Why bother with controversial issues?




    What is the rationale for learning how to handle these issues in schools and other education settings?




    Most curriculum subjects and areas of learning have their own distinctive types of controversy, an understanding of which is integral to a critical understanding of that subject or area of learning, for example conflicting theories in Science, doctrines in Religious Education and narrative accounts in History.




    There are a number of arguments for embracing controversial issues in education, including the following.




    

      

        	Developing young people’s understanding and knowledge of the world: Many controversial issues are the significant issues of our time. How can young people develop a critical understanding and knowledge of the world if they do not have the opportunity to study these issues at school and/or in other education settings?





        	Encouraging young people’s development and democratic participation: Learning how to handle controversy is particularly important for personal and social development. It is also essential in EDC/ HRE and for active and informed participation in society and communities both now and in the future. How can children and young people learn to do this if they have no opportunity to talk about and to handle controversy? Where will they learn to express themselves and listen to others, to discuss and debate, to decide on their actions and to participate, both individually and in collaboration with others, if they are not taught how to do it during their education in and beyond the classroom?





        	
Controversial issues are unavoidable: Whether we like it or not, students or others will raise these issues anyway. Controversy has become an unavoidable fact of modern life and, by default, of life in education today. It is simply not possible to keep controversial issues beyond the school/institution gates in today’s fast-paced, rapidly changing world. They are brought in by those involved in education including teachers, pupils, students, families and other stakeholders who come into schools and other education settings with an unprecedented range of backgrounds, beliefs and values, and outlooks on life. Controversial issues are also raised through people’s engagement with and exposure to media outlets. Constant and instant access to social media and other forms of digital communication at all hours of the day reinforces these differences and brings people involved in education into daily contact with the issues that divide them. As soon as something controversial happens, it is all over social media and often traditional forms of media as well, and is shared and discussed widely.




        This daily instant contact with controversial issues is also experienced by children and young people. Few, if any, school-aged children today, from the youngest upward, are unaware of the basic controversies surrounding climate change, violent extremism and terrorism, ethnicity, religion, and gender and sexual orientation. Whether they have strong views, worries and anxieties or are simply curious about such issues, they want to talk about them, and will talk about them whatever their educators say. It is better that educators help children and young people frame these conversations for themselves than that they be framed for them by others.






        	The dangers of ignoring them: We ignore controversial issues at our peril. Shying away from them or pretending they do not exist is not the answer. There is no knowing whether (what may appear to be) a small local dispute in a local community or a school playground, for example, will escalate into something more serious. If such issues are allowed to fester or get out of hand, they may lead to worsening relationships between stakeholders, a hostile atmosphere, staff frustration and declining standards of behaviour and attainment. In the worst cases, they can lead to aggressive or violent confrontations, the involvement of groups with more radical or extremist agendas and unwanted media (including social media) attention.
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