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chapter 2

Teaching Controversial Issues as Part of Education 
for Democratic Intercultural Citizenship

Wiel Veugelers and Jaap Schuitema

Democracy implies that students have to learn to deal with controversial 
issues. For teachers, it is difficult to teach issues that are considered contro-
versial in society, or by some participants in schools, like students, parents, 
other teachers and principals. It is particularly difficult when there are oppos-
ing groups and perspectives in the classroom itself. Controversial issues are at 
stake in many subjects, but especially in subjects, like history, social studies 
and religious studies. However, more technical subjects, like biology, are also 
full of controversial issues.

Addressing controversial issues, in a pedagogical setting, requires paying 
attention to different perspectives and their social, cultural and political foun-
dations. Learning from different perspectives can be best developed if teachers 
use multiple perspectives with all kind of topics, as a regular way of learning 
and teaching. Such a pedagogical mode can train students to have open dia-
logues, before issues really become controversial, and are also useful in the 
midst of heated controversial debates.

1  Introduction

Nations use education to build a national identity and social cohesion. Each 
nation tries to socialize its students to integrate in society. According to Spring 
(2004), such policy tries to create one nation by enforcing a dominant language, 
a common culture and a common view of history. Integrating and harmoniz-
ing are important social, political and educational processes. However, many 
nations do not have a common language, culture and history. They have con-
troversies about their identity and how much diversity they accept. They also 
have controversies over what the dominant culture is, how to treat minority 
cultures, and how they interpret their history. Mouffe (2005, 2018) argues that 
such controversies are normal parts of a modern democratic society, and such 
controversies should not be avoided, but rather should be part of societal dia-
logues. Mouffe (2005) uses the concept, agonistic democracy, to show that 
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Teaching Controversial Issues as Part of Education 33

controversies should be valued in a democracy. Too much focus on consensus 
and deliberation mystifies contradictions in society and does not help build a 
stronger and more social justice-oriented democracy that tries to treat contra-
dictions and inequalities in society in a more just way (Veugelers, 2019, 2020a). 

We argue for a dialogical and multiperspective educational methodology, 
as part of a critical-democratic approach of moral and citizenship education. 
Such approach supports the development of autonomy, social concern and jus-
tice, and values diversity (Veugelers, 2007, 2020b). Critical-democratic citizen-
ship tries to balance autonomy with a social orientation. It is an engagement in 
critical dealing with controversies that take other perspectives seriously. Such 
a critical and democratic approach is relevant in all societies, but in particular 
in diverse societies (Veugelers, De Groot & Stolk, 2017).

Education always involves moral values (Hansen, 2017). Moral values are 
embedded in teachers’ work with students, colleagues and parents. Much 
attention has been given in research to teachers’ roles in the school culture 
and in the interpersonal relationship with students. Of course, these interac-
tions, between students and teachers, are part of teachers’ ethos. However, 
there is a lack of attention in research on moral education and teachers’ peda-
gogical action on the content of the curriculum, on how the content of educa-
tion influences teachers’ ethical role and shapes the pedagogical relationship 
between teachers and students. In this chapter, we will focus on teachers and 
the curriculum content, in particular, when addressing and dealing with con-
troversial issues. 

Controversial issues are topics over which people can disagree, and this dis-
agreement is because of different articulations of moral values (Hess, 2009) – 
articulations that are often expressions of different political, cultural or reli-
gious frameworks. These controversial issues arise in the classroom because 
they are part of the curriculum; for this reason, teachers have to work with 
these topics, or because students bring in these controversial issues in their 
contribution to the dialogue in the classroom.

1.1  Critical-Democratic Citizenship Education
Education tries to prepare students for their participation in society. Nowadays, 
the concept of citizenship is used in policy, research and practice to speak about 
this socializing role of education. It is about the kind of person education is try-
ing to develop. Over time, the concept of citizenship has changed. The concept 
of citizenship, in its deeper sense, is now on the political, cultural and social 
levels of society. In its broader sense, the concept is enlarged from the national 
to regional and global education. People can have different ideas about citizen-
ship, and different ideological orientations can be distinguished in citizenship.
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34 Veugelers and Schuitema

In our research in the Netherlands, we found three types of citizenship: an 
adapted orientation, an individualized orientation and a critical-democratic 
orientation (Veugelers, 2007). A critical-democratic citizenship addresses 
autonomy and social concern and social justice. It tries to balance autonomy 
and the social, and it respects diversity. It supports democracy and the active 
critical and engagement participation of all involved. Its focus is on intensify-
ing democracy in its formal and informal ways.

It is important to note that the concept of democracy is not viewed as being 
a smooth way of consensus-building, in which all contradictions disappear, 
or, at least, stay hidden. A lively democracy recognizes differences, values the 
struggle about different ideas, and respects minorities. It values open dialogue, 
about controversial issues, as well, of all involved. These are characteristics of 
a strong democracy (Veugelers, 2019b).

In this chapter, we analyze how teachers work, and can work, with contro-
versial issues so they can support critical-democratic citizenship development. 
We use the results of a qualitative study on how teachers deal with controver-
sial issues. Our questions were: What topics do teachers find controversial? 
How do teachers work with these controversial issues? And, how do teachers 
react when students bring in these controversial issues into the classroom? We 
undertook a qualitative research study, in which we interviewed 10 teachers of 
history and biology in Dutch secondary education.

2  The Context of the Curriculum: Teachers Navigating in 
Power-Relations

People can have different ideas about all kind of things. These ideas and per-
spectives enter schools. In the curricula of many educational courses, there are 
themes that can be thought about differently, and these differences are often 
linked to ideological, cultural and political orientations. These differences in 
content may already be included in the subject matter itself (in the formal 
curriculum), relate to the specific vision of the teacher concerned (teachers’ 
beliefs and values), or the students can bring these differences into the class-
room (students’ experiences). Teacher’s work is very complex: they navigate 
within the context of the policies and practices of their schools, the demands 
that the government imposes on education, and the direct relationship they 
have with the students and their parents, in and out of the classroom. 

We have selected the subjects of biology and history, because these sub-
jects involve philosophical and political themes that can be controversial, 
and because both courses have a prominent place in the curriculum of Dutch 
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secondary education. We interviewed teachers in public education and in reli-
gious schools. In the Netherlands, two-thirds of the schools are religious, but 
they are fully financed by the government and they are required to follow the 
national curriculum, except concerning religious studies. However, the reli-
gious oriented curriculum debates transcend the subject of religious studies. 
At times, in the Netherlands, there is debate about the topics in other sub-
jects that are ‘religious related,’ like evolutionary theory in biology and about 
the role of religions in teaching history. Because of the strong influence of 
Christian political parties and school boards, the Dutch government is careful 
when it comes to creating curriculum policy, in which religious aspects can be 
involved. They try to carefully avoid controversial issues.

2.1  Different Levels of the Curriculum and Controversial Issues
Controversial issues can be found at different levels of the curriculum: in edu-
cational policy, in school politics, in the classroom, in contacts with parents, 
etc. When constructing a curriculum, many choices have to be made. For 
example, decisions have to be made about having a united, inclusive school 
system or different types of schools (academic versus vocational); deciding 
what are relevant school subjects and what is their position in the curriculum; 
what is the content of each school subject, who develops teaching materials, 
what is the autonomy of the teacher, etc. At each level, choices can be made. 

The choices made are according to curriculum sociology an expression of 
power relations (Apple, 1979; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). A central question is: 
who decides what is learned. Debates about the curriculum should be consid-
ered as a normal part of a democracy. The balance of power between various 
political, social and cultural groups, and the hegemony in it determines what 
is in the curriculum. It shows what is considered ‘legitimate knowledge’ and 
‘useful knowledge.’ Different social, cultural and political groups can relate 
differently to this ‘legitimate educational knowledge.’ Dominant groups con-
sider the curriculum to be a recognition and reaffirmation of their knowledge. 
Non-privileged groups, however, realize that their knowledge is not recognized, 
as ‘legitimate knowledge’ (Freire, 1972). They understand that their voice is not 
heard; that they are marginalized. The knowledge that is taught influences the 
socialization of the students.

2.2  Controversial Issues in Dutch Society and Education
Controversies over the curriculum can cover a variety of topics (Hess, 2009; 
Parker, 2003). We cite a few recent examples of controversies in Dutch educa-
tion that became part of public debates. These are: evolution versus creation-
ism in biology; sexuality in biology; the ‘Dutch canon’ in history; the colonial 
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past of the Netherlands in history; what kind of culture is the focus in cultural 
education; what literature is discussed in language classes; what picture of dif-
ferent religions is given, etc. All these topics are controversial in Dutch society 
and, therefore, also in Dutch education. In Dutch education, partly because 
of the strong position of religious schools, there are not many regulations for 
teaching such culturally sensitive subjects. Schools are called upon to arrive at 
concrete interpretations of the curriculum.

2.3  Research on Controversial Issues in Education
Research on controversial issues has been undertaken, in particular, from a 
curricular perspective. Studies have explored how controversial issues are 
treated in curriculum material, for example, in science education, in social 
studies (Hess, 2009; Hess & McAvoy, 2015; Parker, 2003) and in multicultural 
studies (Radstake & Leeman, 2010). In research on moral education, research-
ers speak not of controversial issues, but rather of moral dilemmas (Oser, 1994; 
Tirri, 1999). We focus here on the teachers’ task: on how teachers, as part of 
their pedagogical and professional ethos, deal with moral values when contro-
versial issues are involved. In this research, we build on earlier research about 
different ways of teaching values (Veugelers, 2000), education and 9/11 (Veuge-
lers, Derriks & De Kat, 2006), multicultural contacts of students (Schuitema & 
Veugelers, 2011), and dialogues in classrooms (Schuitema, Radstake, Van de Pol 
& Veugelers, 2018).

2.4  Active Participation of Teachers and Students at the Micro 
(Classroom) Level

Supported by the curricula frameworks (formal curricula, guidelines and text-
books), the teacher enters the classroom and considers pedagogical and didac-
tic actions. The teacher interprets the curriculum frameworks. How a teacher, 
in the classroom, deals with controversial issues depends greatly on her/his 
pedagogical, ethical and political views, and teaching style. 

Traditionally, students have been exposed to a transfer-oriented mode of 
education: passive learners absorb knowledge, in an unfiltered manner. The 
teacher ‘imposes’ his/her vision. From a more constructivist learning perspec-
tive, students reconstruct the curriculum offered; the learning is connected to 
prior knowledge, and personal interests and beliefs (Veugelers, 2019). When a 
teacher provides space for students to be active in the learning process, learn-
ing becomes more dialogical. In real dialogical learning, there should be a com-
mon search for answers, and, thus, outcomes are not fixed (Aloni, 2011; Freire, 
1972; Veugelers, 2017). Such an open dialogue, however, is idealistic. In regular 
education, teachers work from curricular frameworks and different knowledge 
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Teaching Controversial Issues as Part of Education 37

is judged differently. Formal education is not without power relations. Certain 
knowledge is considered more legitimate than others. There is no power-free 
dialogue; the teacher must navigate in this power-related field. 

Political, social, cultural and ideological viewpoints can lead to different 
perspectives on many themes. The formal curriculum usually includes the 
dominant viewpoint. Teachers may have a different view on the topic. Teach-
ers can also be faced with students putting forward different views in the class-
room. Teachers have to relate both to the formal curriculum and to the input 
of students.

3  Findings from Our Research Studies

3.1  What Issues Do Biology and History Teachers Perceive as 
Controversial?

The issues biology teachers call controversial can be classified into four cat-
egories. Most biology teachers cite sexuality as a topic that contains many 
controversial issues, for instance, having sex outside marriage, the use of con-
traception and homosexuality. A second category in biology includes topics 
about the natural environment. This involves topics such as sustainability, cli-
mate change, animal welfare and genetic engineering. A third category consists 
of decisions about life and death, such as abortion and euthanasia. Fourth, life 
itself, and the theory of evolution, are considered by some teachers to be con-
troversial topics. Altogether, this broad area of controversial topics shows that 
biology is not only a natural science, but is embedded in social, cultural and 
moral contexts and practices. There are ideas and practices that some people 
consider controversial, that enter the classroom.

The second subject, we studied a few years ago, was history. Many of the top-
ics that were mentioned as controversial in history, at that time, were, to some 
degree, related to Islam. When the policy of the Dutch right wing PVV party – 
and, in particular their negative attitudes about immigrants – was discussed, 
this led to different student responses. Some, mostly native Dutch students, 
supported such ideas. Muslim students often reacted negatively to these opin-
ions. Another controversial issue that was often mentioned by the teachers 
was the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. This provoked many reactions, especially 
from students with a Muslim background. This came to the fore, for example, 
when the students discussed the Gulf War and the Second World War. Some 
students sometimes reacted with strong anti-Jewish remarks, especially when 
this related to the Holocaust. The teachers experienced these conversations as 
being very intense. 
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Other controversial topics mentioned by the teachers connected to faith 
itself. Christian and Muslim students were often sensitive to opinions that 
were critical about religions and their relevance in society. Furthermore, some 
history teachers noted that discussions on abortion and homosexuality could 
become controversial, when these topics were discussed, for example, in his-
tory lessons on the period of “the sixties.” 

A topic that is now controversial in Dutch public debate is slavery. This was 
not a topic that was indicated as being controversial in the classroom, a few 
years ago, by the teachers we interviewed. We do not know if they avoided the 
topic of slavery or that slavery was not considered controversial in their class-
rooms. When we would undertake research now, probably due to ‘Black Lives 
Matter,’ and the Dutch discussion on ‘Black Peter,’ an assistant of Saint Nicolas, 
slavery is mentioned as a controversial issue. This clearly shows how controver-
sial issues in education are determined by societal developments and current 
discussions in society. While controversial issues change, the fact that there are 
controversial issues, does not change. This contextual influence makes it even 
more important to develop a more general educational approach to dealing 
with controversial issues.

3.2  What Makes Topics Controversial Issues?
Teachers indicated that an issue is controversial when there are different views 
about the topic being discussed and when the issue is very sensitive for the 
students. The paradox is that students are often more interested in these con-
troversial topics than in ‘normal’ topics. For example, teacher Frans, said this 
about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict: 

You see people sitting on the edge of their seats and make remarks. 
Then you see, of course, that there is a difference between Muslim and 
non-Muslim students that could even lead to a clash. This shows that the 
topic is simply controversial.

Controversial issues affect the identity of students. These are issues that 
are important for their personality and for who they are. It can appear that 
what they hear at school collides with what they hear at home or how they talk 
about it with their friends. 

Teachers found it generally difficult to identify whether the controversy sur-
rounding a topic is religious, philosophical, political, cultural or social. In some 
cases, it was clear that it derived from religious beliefs, for example, the theory 
of evolution. Students hear a different view of the origin of life at home than 
they hear at school. Some teachers think that attitudes, for example, about 
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Teaching Controversial Issues as Part of Education 39

abortion or homosexuality, are determined more by culture than by religion. 
According to those teachers, political and cultural backgrounds play a more 
important role than religious or philosophical beliefs do.

The composition of the class is an important factor in the prominence of 
the controversy surrounding a topic. Certain topics are more important in cer-
tain social and cultural groups of students than in others, and are only contro-
versial in classes in which there are a number of students from such a group. 
For example, evolutionary theory in biology is controversial in a school with 
many traditional Christian students. 

3.3  Teaching Strategies When Dealing with Controversial Issues
None of the teachers indicated that they completely avoid topics because they 
are controversial. However, there was a difference, in the degree, to which 
teachers really focus on the controversy. Teachers can deliberately provide 
space for the controversy, by including different perspectives, including those 
of the students, so that students can share their views and feelings with other 
students. However, teachers can also choose to avoid the controversy. For exam-
ple, the teacher might treat the subject without including other perspectives, 
even those of the students. Alternatively, a teacher can choose only to discuss 
‘the facts,’ without going into students’ opinions. When the teacher provides no 
space for the perspectives of students, students are given no chance to make 
their own views heard in the classroom and to discuss them.

An important reason that biology teachers do not make a topic too contro-
versial is that they believe that certain ideas should not be part of the biology 
curriculum. They consider biology as science, without social and normative 
influences. For example, these teachers feel that they have to teach the theory 
of evolution, as reflected in the material. At times, a student makes a remark 
that expresses a different view. Teachers, then, try to explain to the students 
that they may have a different view, but that it is important that the students 
learn the theory of evolution at school. This means that teachers teach only the 
cognitive elements of such a topic, without addressing the underlying moral 
values. 

In other cases, teachers provide no space for the perspectives of students, 
because they find that some opinions of students are morally and socially 
unacceptable and, therefore, not admissible in class. This is the case, for exam-
ple, with negative beliefs about homosexuality. Some of the teachers, who par-
ticipated in the research, believe that homosexuality is something that should 
be respected and accepted and should not be up for discussion.

The history teachers appeared to be more willing to argue about all top-
ics. Some teachers felt it was important to go into discussion that include 
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comments that they find unacceptable, such as discriminatory remarks about 
homosexuality, Muslims or Jews. According to these teachers, different opin-
ions and perspectives are an integral part of the teaching of history. Nonethe-
less, sometimes, history teachers may not want to incorporate the perspectives 
of students in the classroom discussions, when dealing with a controversial 
subject. When teachers find comments from students to be strongly offensive 
or discriminatory against certain groups, such as gay or Jews, they sometimes 
choose to cut off a discussion and provide little room for students to express 
their views. 

3.4  Responding to the Controversy Introduced by Students
In many cases, a discussion on a controversial topic is not planned by the 
teacher, but arises spontaneously, by the students’ responses. Sometimes, such 
a remark can be totally unrelated to the subject matter at that time – for exam-
ple, when a student calls another student ‘gay’ or ‘fucking Moroccan.’ A his-
tory teacher indicates that punishment, in such situations, is often not the best 
response, and that students need to learn where the boundary lies. They do 
this by entering into conversation with a student. 

Lessons about controversial issues are different from ordinary lessons, 
because they are unpredictable. A teacher does not always know how students 
will respond, and this can vary by class. In order to discuss a controversial issue, 
in which students can express their opinions, at times, it is very important to 
create a safe classroom climate. Students must feel safe with the teacher and 
with their peers. Teachers sometimes find it difficult to judge whether students 
feel safe enough. However, they note that students sometimes do not openly 
express their views. A history teacher said he noted that the discussions were 
much livelier outside the classroom, than in the classroom. One teacher, Cindy, 
said: “Yes, there are quite a lot of conflicting ideas, but that does not mean that 
they share them in class. They still often give more socially desirable answers 
to avoid discussions of it.”

3.5  Teacher’s Personal Opinion
We asked the teachers if, when dealing with controversial issues, they express 
their own opinions or try to remain neutral. In general, teachers indicated that 
they try to keep their own opinions private, as much as possible, when it comes 
to controversial issues. A number of teachers indicated that they themselves 
have no problem sharing their opinion, but that it is more important to allow 
different perspectives to emerge. When a teacher clearly expresses her/his 
opinion, this can hamper the goal to advance as many perspectives as possible. 
During a discussion on a controversial topic, teachers generally take a different 
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role than in other lessons. The teachers try to give students a voice, and keep 
themselves more in the background. They take the role of moderator and ask 
critical questions. Yvonne said:

I always try, if such an issue is discussed, to keep my own ideas in the 
background and ask as many questions as possible to students. It is my 
main concern that students learn to form an opinion and to dare to tell 
their own opinion.

Teachers are aware that students are easily influenced and that their opin-
ion, as the teacher, is sometimes weighed differently than the opinion of the 
students’ peers. To allow students the chance to form their own opinion, some 
teachers find that it is better not to share their opinion. One teacher, Cindy, 
said that, as a teacher, you can give your own opinion as long as you do not try 
to impose your view on the students. She emphasized how important it is to 
listen carefully to the views of students on controversial topics.

The biggest mistake people make is when they are just in front of the 
class and tell how it is with these kinds of issues. Then all hell breaks 
loose, and you need 50 minutes to get quiet again and no one has learned 
anything. […] If you listen carefully to students and not just say, ‘You have 
a wrong opinion.’ If you listen to what’s under there, what motivations, 
why they cry or parrot those things, then you get much further.

3.6  Learning Goals When Teaching Controversial Topics
What are teachers’ learning objectives when they deal with a controversial 
issue? Are these objectives different when engaging with other topics? In par-
ticular, teachers mentioned learning to think critically and learning to substan-
tiate an opinion. When controversial issues arise, teachers often focus on the 
formation and support of a personal opinion. Ilse said:

I want them to write down their own position, but also two other points 
of view. That they are really aware, that this is controversial. That is also 
the reason I first give some theoretical explanation before they get started 
with the discussion.

In general, teachers do not have the goal that students radically change 
their opinions, but they hope for more nuanced thinking on the topic. They 
hope that students will see that other opinions may be justifiable. In some 
cases, teachers want to address a controversial topic in order to foster a more 
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engaged attitude and an open attitude toward others: they want their students 
to learn to be respectful of dissenters. Teachers hope that students can form 
an opinion, which is based on knowledge and good arguments, and that they 
learn to better support their opinions. Cindy said:

I personally find it very important that when students leave school, they 
are ready for society and, in my experience, they are better prepared for 
life in society if they can deal with controversies. If they were able to form 
an opinion, whatever they may be. If they can make informed choices, 
can listen to another, but also stand up for themselves.

Teachers found it difficult to say whether the intended learning objectives are 
realized. Knowledge can be tested, in general, but teachers find it more difficult 
to test critical thinking. It is even more difficult to evaluate the opinions and atti-
tudes of students. When it comes to critical thinking and reasoning skills, teach-
ers are reasonably optimistic about what students learn. Teachers generally 
think that they cannot bring about major changes in the minds and attitudes 
of students. According to the teachers, many factors influence the development 
of students. Teachers feel that they contribute only a small piece to this devel-
opment. Moreover, it is difficult to see the change. Teachers assess their pupils’ 
knowledge, not their opinions on controversial topics. Cindy noted:

I have the impression that students make contact with me. The openness 
with which I deal with the issues, but whether they will really make con-
scious choices […] A few people I know, for sure, but the majority I do not 
know, I hope so. 

Teachers find it difficult to determine exactly what students learn when 
dealing with controversial subjects. However, they did find that students talk 
very much about these kinds of issues. When a controversial issue is covered in 
the lesson, students are often more motivated and more interested than they 
usually are. 

3.7  Controversial Issues in Teaching Methods
The textbooks and other teaching materials that teachers use do not pay much 
attention to controversial issues. These issues cannot be avoided in the meth-
ods, but they do not receive more attention than other issues. Teachers should 
decide for themselves what issues they discuss further. They also find that the 
textbook should remain neutral, as much as possible. Some teachers would 
find it useful if the textbooks would provide a little more attention than they 
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currently provide. It is important that there be good material about a contro-
versial issue, and it takes teachers a lot of time to develop it by themselves.

Teachers argue that they have limited time and resources – both with 
respect to the space in the curriculum and the time it takes to prepare lessons 
on controversial topics. Moreover, dealing with a controversial issue requires 
teachers’ expertise. Yvonne said: 

In many topics, there are hidden controversies, but certainly in pre-uni-
versity schools, the pressure is quite high to rapidly go through the curric-
ulum and you do not always have time to reflect on the topic. 

4  Conclusions

Teachers characterized controversial issues as those issues which touch the 
identity of the students and about which there are different views. The con-
troversial aspect becomes apparent in classrooms, when some students have 
very different feelings about a topic than the teacher holds, or what is in the 
curriculum material. The teachers called various topics controversial. The top-
ics mentioned most in biology were the theory of evolution, sexuality, topics 
related to life, like abortion and euthanasia, and issues related to sustainabil-
ity and modification of food, like the bio-industry. In history, the controversial 
topics were the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, Geert Wilders and the PVV, and 
their anti-Islam expressions. Slavery and colonialism were not noted as con-
troversial issues in the classroom. However, none of these topics were covered 
much in the formal curriculum.

The teachers stated that the composition of the class could turn a topic into 
a controversial one. Certain topics are more important to certain groups of 
students than to others. Controversies surrounding the theory of evolution, 
for example, are more evident in a Christian school comprised of many reli-
gious students than in non-religious schools. In schools with many Muslim stu-
dents, topics involving Israel, America or Judaism are more likely to become 
controversial.

If teachers want to pay attention to a controversial topic, they usually pro-
vide space for discussion in class. The teachers indicated that it is important 
that the students are allowed to share their opinions. It is also important that 
students hear the opinions of their peers. Addressing a controversial topic 
takes time, and it is not always easy to plan or include such discussions in the 
classroom. It is important to create an open environment, in which students 
feel safe to freely give their opinions. 
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To let students deepen their views and become acquainted with other per-
spectives, it is important that students have the time to empathize with other 
perspectives. This requires much time and teacher expertise. There is gener-
ally no clear vision from the school leadership about how to deal with contro-
versial issues. Moreover, the subject departments do not engage in dialogues 
about dealing with controversial subjects. The general picture is that if in the 
classroom a teacher deals with controversial issues, it is the responsibility of 
the individual teacher to handle the issue. The teacher decides for her/himself 
to what extent and in what way s/he pays attention to this. 

5  Discussion and Recommendations

5.1  The Societal Role of Education in Controversial Issues
Education prepares students to be able to participate in current and future 
society. This means that students should acquire knowledge about how people 
in society think about various issues, including controversial issues. For the 
future societal orientation of the students, it is important that they become 
acquainted with different views and acquire the skills needed to substantiate 
their own opinions on such issues and develop a view on the future.

Educational policy should encourage more learning about controversial top-
ics, and not only focus on the dominant view, but also focus on other perspec-
tives. This is not to suggest that all knowledge and all perspectives are scientific 
to the same degree or equally accepted. The different perspectives should be 
presented in their societal relationship. This means, for example, that all Chris-
tian schools treat evolution as the most recognized scientific vision, and public 
schools should point out that, in strict Christian circles, “creationism” is seen as 
an explanation for the origin of life. The education policy should clearly con-
vey that society would benefit from critical, informed and engaged citizens.

5.2  Methods, Subjects and Controversial Topics
Addressing controversial issues requires much preparation and expertise. 
Therefore, methods can support teachers in this endeavor. In biology, there is 
often a presentation of scientific knowledge, but a neglect of its cultural influ-
ences. In history, there is more attention for interpretation. Interpretations can 
differ, even if the ‘official knowledge’ neglects other interpretations. We believe 
that all subjects should pay attention to controversial issues. 

An interesting question is whether it would be better to have multiple meth-
ods, each with its own ‘color,’ with its own perspective on a controversial topic. 
This would indicate the possibility of achieving greater diversity in education. 
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Education would then however, even more than now, support differences, 
rather than focusing on knowledge of the diversity in society and support 
appreciation of this diversity. We prefer education that shows the different 
perspectives and substantiates the social embedding of these perspectives. We 
are in favor of education that supports students becoming capable of making 
informed choices and, moreover, focuses on commonalities, and on contribut-
ing to the common good. 

5.3  The School and Controversial Issues
In most schools, there is no clear policy regarding controversial issues and the 
teachers talked little about them. We would like to see more reflection on the 
practice in schools, and that the practice is based on the analysis of underly-
ing moral and political frames. In particular, we would like to see diversity in 
perspectives offered and training of students in formulating and substantiat-
ing their own opinions. This reflection should lead to a more detailed and bal-
anced support for the development of critical thinking of students. From our 
perspective, school, like society, is a diverse community of values, in which dif-
ferences are visible, valued and seen as challenges for innovation. Many edu-
cational change initiatives are designed to hide differences, instead of learning 
how to deal with differences. Controversial issues are part of a vibrant and 
open society and education. ‘Official knowledge’ should be challenged. 

5.4  The Teacher in the Classroom and Controversial Issues
The teacher must decide, often in a split second, whether and how the sub-
ject is handled. Many teachers find it important to involve controversial issues 
and perspectives of students in the classroom. Nevertheless, the teachers often 
reported in the interviews that they did not treat certain controversial top-
ics as controversial. They only present the dominant view, or they go over the 
topic quickly and avoid the controversies. Handling a controversial topic is 
time-consuming and comes at the expense of addressing other topics. Some 
teachers do not find the conditions good enough to expose the controversy: 
they do not feel knowledgeable enough, or the composition of the student 
population does not support a safe learning environment. A good classroom 
climate is an important condition for discussing controversial issues. However, 
this is a paradox: classes that may need dialogues on controversial issues the 
most often have the most difficult conditions.

We would like to see more proactive behavior on the part of the teachers. 
Reactively responding to spontaneous utterances by students is difficult when 
students give unexpected reactions and when the teacher has not actually 
planned to pay attention to controversial issues. A proactive attitude can help 
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address controversial issues in a sensible and thoughtful way. Both a proactive 
and a reactive approach to controversial issues require high teacher profes-
sionalism. Support from the department and school leadership and access to 
good examples and teaching materials can contribute to teachers’ competence 
for dealing with controversial issues.

Many teachers place emphasis on studying different perspectives, and on 
forming reasoned judgment. This requires space for an inquiry-based approach 
and dialogue. Small classes and longer teaching periods could contribute to 
this. Moreover, a safe classroom environment is essential. The teachers are 
aware that they cannot entirely avoid controversial issues. Ignoring them com-
pletely would seriously hinder the students in their preparation for meaningful 
critical and social participation in democracy.

An interesting question is how do teachers handle their own values and 
their own views on controversial issues? Like any other citizen, the teacher 
expresses values and a vision. The educational role, of a teacher in a democ-
racy, asks for the presentation of different perspectives, shows the societal con-
text of these perspectives, and supports the students in arriving at their own 
judgments. However, the teacher is also an active participant in the process of 
signification. Moreover, the teacher is an expert in the substantive problem 
and in developing critical thinkers. The teacher should provide students with 
the space and opportunities for their own process of signification.

5.5  Students and Controversial Issues
The controversial issues enter the classroom through the methods of the 
teacher or through the students. The perspective of the learner must do jus-
tice to the voice of the learner and contribute to connecting the personal 
experience with the topic presented. The perspective of the learner must also 
contribute to the experience of being part of a vibrant community of values 
that are explored in dialogue with each other. Taking seriously the input of 
students also means that multiple perspectives are taken into consideration 
and that the teacher does not quickly present the dominant perspective, which 
obscures viewing other perspectives. Students should be given the space for 
reaching personal meaning and for having voice.

5.6  Controversies as Educational Conditions
Whether topics are considered crucial or not depends partly on the identity of 
the school and of the student population. The school’s identity is particularly 
relevant in traditional Christian schools. The student population becomes rele-
vant when there are students, in the classrooms, who hold religious fundamen-
talist ideas (mostly Christian or Muslim), or come from non-Western countries 
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that were either former Dutch colonies or from the Middle East. However, in 
order to become a critical-democratic citizen, all students should learn to work 
with controversial issues.

The study clearly shows that discussing controversial issues, from different 
perspectives and with respect for diversity and pluralism, should be the nor-
mal practice in school. In line with Mouffe (2018), we argue for an agonistic 
classroom that takes controversies seriously and helps students work with 
them. In such a dynamic value community, there is a better chance that when 
topics become highly controversial, the dialogue can continue. The learning 
processes should not only be more dialogical, but also more reflective. This 
implies not only analyzing logical reasoning, but also analyzing the moral val-
ues that are at stake. Engaging in true critical thinking and moral reasoning 
means that there is reflection on the moral values that are used as criteria for 
reaching decisions on perspectives. Education for democratic intercultural cit-
izenship should be reflective, dialogical and democratic.
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