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ABSTRACT ' “

Intended for educational policy makers, this
publication considers the teaching of controversial topics. _
Specifically discussed are what igssues are considered controvarsial,
why controversial topics should be taught, court decisions, ways
educators can prepare for community response or complaints, and
questions to address when making curviculum decisions. Generally
'speaking, sn issue that tend® to create polarizod viewpoints many be
considered controversial, e.g., sex, nuclear warfare, and .
religion/science conflicts, Curricular areas most likely to create
controversy are literature, social gtudies, and gcience. The
discussion of controversgial issues’ K~%2 claSsrooms counteracts
student apathy and allows students to]learn and apply decision making
and problem solving skills. The Suprete Court and_lower courts tend
to uphold the rights of teachers and students to engage in
controversial topicg. Major court decisions sre briefly described.
Schools should have official policies concerning the teaching o¥ .
controversial issues, and teacher training should be provided. When
developing curricula, decision makers should econsidor questions such
as: (1) what inculcates creative, critical thought inechildren? and
(2) Who determines public schecl standards? (RM)
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‘ CONTROVERSIAL |SSUES |
. CONCERNS FOR POLICYMAKERS '

Increasing public concern over subjsct matter and teaching gpproaches In the public schools requires that educa-

" tibnal poucymakars bs prepared to'deal with the iszues that arlse. Spcifically, the introduction of controversial

topics or materials into the curriculum requires carsful and thoughtful planning. Whiie most educators would agree

that "the open gxamination of controversial ssues can promote positive, democratic political att!tudes" {VanSickie,
p. 63}, somsg peoplg suggest that controvergy has no placs in public sducation.

This ERIC Digest coneiders the rationale for teaching controversial lssues; subjects, contant areas, and teaching

approaches that are cons!de;e& to be coniroversial; major count decisions affecting controversial topics in the schools;
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ways in which educators can prapaie for community response or complaints; and Jusstions to address when mak-

!ng curricuiar dacisions.

Whal Issuas/curricularareas are considered controversial?
Génarally spaaking, an issus which tends o create

poiarized viewpoints may be considered controversial.

Philosophically, controversy can be defined as follows:

important 1deas in human experlance explajn signiti.
cant values, geneiale other idsas, produans revolu.
tionary cansequances, and altracl alisgiance and
condemnaW®bn in squal proportion. Unfortunately,
almos! by definilion, such ideas are controversial
(She!mls p. 33)

Comrovarsual tapics usually "enter on the values and beliefs
related to maiters ofier considersd private rather than
pubiic. Thus. those ideas which githertonfirm or put Into
question deeply held values will become confroversial. They
are usually issues of soclal signiticancg and have national
and internatlonal implications. However, issuss which do
not extend bayond the realm of 10c2: concern can be squally
signsficant. .

Speciffc topics which currently 1 sate concsrn on the part
of localScommunities and, to a wider gxtant, tional
organlizatiyns formed as “watchdog" agencies Inciude:

» 3ox ahd sexuality. specifically, birth contro! abortion,

homgsexuyalliy, and "permissive” attitudes toward sex:
ual tehavipr -

* -nucldar 1ssues. nucigar powser, nuclear weaplns, na

.ional defensse, nuciear disarmament, psace

¢ religion/sciance conflicts: scientific cleationism,

" genetic engineering

s challenges to thg U.S. government: {J.S. forsign policy

athics vis-a-vis intervention in the polltics of dévelop-
\C ing nations, especially Cantral America

urricular areas most likely to creaie controversy are
literature, soclal studiss/sociai sclences, and sclance!
Litérature courses in particular have to'deal with probisms
ol objectionable tanguage and altarnative life btyles and
values presented in fiction. Social studles couraes by their
‘nature deal with issues of social import and thus with highly
_ yisible and debated issues. Even sclence educators must
" respond to demands for the introduction of ‘sc!enu“c crea-
tionism” in the.r courses. .

Finally, the approaci o ins!ructiorn known as "secular

humanism™ which involvas ethica' and values instruction,.

has become controversial from the viewpoint of the Moral
Majority, which considsrs such instruction as “undarmin-
«ing traditional tamily values” (Usgé. p. 4).
Why should educators become involved In teaching con-.
troversial 1ssues? ~
Taaching about controversial issues can have DOSlee

o affects on students, schbol climate, and, subsequently, Soc-

“ '

( .
iely at large. Discusging controversial issues has bsen

shown to higve a motivating effect on students. Such igsues
are patcsived as reigvant angd allow sludenis 10 isarm and
apply decigsion making and problem 8olving skilis whils
discussing topics of importance to them.

Spacitically, ressarc 30ggests that dlscusslnd controvar.
sial isgues In elementary and secondary schools will
countsmact attitudes of apathy that have charactaerized per-

so'ns of voting age for the last decade. Two studles (Ehman,

1889, 1877) ravealsd that Increasad course content on con-
troverglal topics 'had a posttive effect on students’ attitudes
toward citizen duty, political participation, and politicat ef-
ficacy as weli as thelr political trust, aocia! integration, and
political interest—if the teacher aliowsd open dxpression
gnd promoted an open ciagsrodm Climate” (Hepburn, p. 10).
. The' implications.for sociely seem. clear.-When ap-
proachsd corractly, the introduction of topice ol overtiding
concern to Qur nation and world can serve to develop a
citizenry abls to deal inteiligently and decisively with cuch

* {ssues.

- As sarly as 1951, the Committes on Academic Freadom,
Nationa! Souncll for the Soglal Studies took the' pogition
that: ' .

.

Free discussion of current issues«s, then, tt?a heart .
of the democratic procqgs. It foliows that education
tor c!ttzensh!p In a democracy must emphasize the
study and discussion of controversial issuss and must
teach-the skllis nesdsd for this study and discussion
(Cox p. 26)

Not only, then, should stucents be allowsd to confront
issuss of import, but also they are 10 be laught thSse skillg
that will allow Jhdm to coniront and take action on Issuses
that will ariss throughout their lifetims,

How have the courts treated cases doaling with controver.
sm! issues in the schools? .

F Supreme Couit and lowsr courts tend 10 uphold the
right’of teachers and studsnts to sngage in controyersial

topics both In curricular and extracurricular activitias. Listed

belqw are major decislons concerning controversidl topics.

This ERIC Digest was prepared by Kay K Cook. Stall Associate,
ERIC Cigaringhouse for Social Studies/Social Science Education,
June 1984 See also “Teaching About Controversial 13sues. ERIC
Ciearinghouss ‘or Soctal Studies/Soclal Science Education,
September 1982
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supmma Court. ;

Eppgrson v Arkansas (1868) held that “states may not use
the public schoal cursiculum to promote a raligious view,
although states normally have lull authority to‘set cur
rlcutum roquiraments.” in tHis casae, the Court addressed the
Arkangsas law that prohibited instruction in gvolutionary
theory.

Tinkar v. Des Moinas School District (1868} "The Court
uphseld the right of studants In achools 16 oxpress thelr views
on controversial subjects 0 1ong a8 they do so intheright
ptace and mannsr” Spectfically, the Coust uphelid the right
of the Tinkers (brother and sisier students) 10 wear arm-
bands in protest of the.Vielnam War: “in Tinker the Coun
envisioned the pubtic high schoo! as a place for {ree and
opan dlscusssog(of ideas among teachers and studsnis”

Papish v Board of Curators (1823) *The Court extended
protlection undar the free spaech clause 10 student aditors
of a university newspapsr"”

Board of Egucatiod, Islang Trees Union Free Distiict No.
26 v. Pico (1982) The Court ruled that thd school board must
go to trial to show that it had a valld purposs in withdraw-
tng @ number ot books trom its schoal itbrariss.

Lower Court Declslons.  »

Recently. lowsr courts have ruled that a school hoard
could not remove a film, “The Lotisry,” trom ils curriculum;
ordered a school commitias in Maine to l{t its ban on
Giasser's book about Vietnam*' 365 Days. voided a 1681

- Arkansas iaw requiring equal tims for instruction In crea-

lionism, and approved sex education programs in New
Jersey with the timitation that indlvidual childran could be
sxempt wherg the family raised ob;acNo 18 based .on
“gincerely held moral and religious bsliefs.”

(The preceding information was taken from Lines, Palricia,
Curricuium end the Constitution.) :

Note: An atticle in the Fabruary 1982 issue of Educations!
Laedersmp points out that since “tbe 11 federal courts of
appeals have not bgen consistent, the (egal-status of
academic freadom M8 he classroom varias geographically™
{375) The article goss on to calegorize the individual tederal
circuits as liberal or conservative.

-~ . ~“a
How can educators best prepare for community response
t: conplaints about the use of controversiel issues In the
lagsroom?

in The Censorship Game and How To Play it, author C.
Benjamin Cox, who reminds educators that ‘curriculdr deci-
sions have a political dintension,” emphasizes that.

Schoois can prepare ahead of time for the-handling

o! specific passures by forming a schoollcommuni-

ty council on educational practice created for the pur-

pose of advising tha board on curriculum matters of

interest to the community (15)

' .
S&noo! boards shoutd present to teachers in writing
any himitations they have set upon classrogm
matenals and methoris ,

Schoo! districts should provide for and require teacher

tramning n the correct/eltectivg approaches to in:

lroduce controversial 1ssues in thg olassfoom -
. - . P
What questions do educators need to address when making
rurricular decisions?

Curricular decisions are generatly madea at-two levels:
states broadly spectfy subjects lo be taught. while local
districls add delail and course descriptions {o those
specifications When developing or modifying currnicuium,
educational decision makers should consider:

» What inculcales creative critccal thought in chit fren?
s What are the educational implications of narrowing the
range of materiats available to children?

.

-

3

* To what extant should the ags of the child aﬂect deci-
sions about contant of cumcula"

+ Which classes a:a 8o value-laden thal thay shouid be
olactive? {Lines, p. 7)

+ in which cases are students and teachers protecied by
First Amendmant rights and what actions could be,
detined as exceeding those rights? :

Phitysophical questions jor educational policymakarss to

focus on Include:

&« Who determinas public school standards?

+ Who determinegs it these slandards arg met? :

* Are gultural.raligious, pofitical, or philosophical dil-
fersnces o be sncauraged and incarparsied in the
pubtic school curriculum?

» ls therg gver room for true diversity in a public school
system?

+ Ultimaately, who comrols tha education of children?
Does the state's right to have an educated cllizenry
supersede parents' rights lo educata thair children as
they see fit? (Kinchslos. p. 38) - .
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