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3.3. How Do Elementary Schools Traditionally Handle Sensitive  
Topics? 

When someone is cornered with an uncomfortable topic, people tend to ignore 
and change the conversation. In schools, it is important to do the opposite, and 
rather address the topic in a civilly and safe manner. Educators should teach 
students that sensitive topics should be handled properly, and learn how to be 
comfortable talking about such topics. As facilitators of learning, it is inevitable 
that opportunities will arise where it is necessary to teach about sensitive topics 
[4]. These topics may range from “racism, forced labor or slavery to bullying, 
sexual orientation, and gender biases—and may be completely unexpected” [7]. 
Unfortunately, this is not always the case, and many educators continue to dis-
regard these sensitive topics out of fear and lack of knowledge [2]. Today’s world 
is separated, rather than working together. Society often separates people by 
their race, religion, gender, or economic class grouping. Race is a very serious 
conversation to have with students. Teachers encourage and model how students 
should treat everyone as equals; however, outside of school they are witnessing 
the opposite.  

When race is brought up in a classroom, some teachers are not comfortable 
with going into detail about the topic. Research has shown that “honest conver-
sations about race are likely to be both difficult and uncommon” [2]. Teachers 
fear the outcomes of sensitive topics, rather than encouraging students to learn 
from them. The Journal of School Leadership found that “Fear is, in particular, a 
prevalent issue when considering research on race, at least in the United States, 
and many studies points in the manifestation of racial fears as a factor that af-
fects people of all races and ages in school” [2]. 

Educators fear rejection, tension, and offending others based on sensitive top-
ics. A study conducted by Emily Palmer and Karen Louis found that, 

“Fear of being considered racist was a barrier for white teachers and adminis-
trators that impacted collective focus on racial achievement gaps; principal’s 
deep personal engagement over a period of several years encouraged a process of 
confronting and mitigating this fear, and helped teachers engage with the impli-
cations of race for school and classroom practices. Discomfort, a critical element 
and confronting racial inequities in schools, requires school leaders, particularly 
principles, to authentically participate and engage in order to foster teacher 
change” [2]. 

This research confirmed the sense of fear many educators experience when 
faced with confronting sensitive topics within the classroom. It also found that 
modeling from leadership, such as a principal, as well as experience and training, 
helped to promote educators to address these topics within the classroom with 
more confidence. 

When a student feels uncomfortable, they tend to put a shield up, and will not 
commit to the lesson or activity being taught. Teachers steer away from these 
topics at times to avoid these student reactions. When sensitive topics are 
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Figure 3. Survey question responses. This chart analyzes the student res-
ponses from the survey. The students’ responses were bases on a scale of 
strongly agree to strongly disagree. 38 students completed this survey. 

 
Pledge Score Rubric 

Category 3 2 1 

The student will make a 
self-to-text connection  
with the discussion topic. 

Student made  
connection to topic  
and expanded with  
their own thoughts 

Student made  
connection to topic 

Student made no  
connection to the topic 

The student will include 
supporting details to  
expand their idea. 

Student included 2 
details 

Student included 1 
detail 

Student included no 
details 

The student will use  
evidence from the lesson to 
support their pledge. 

Student created well 
formulated statement 
with evidence from  
the lesson 

Student created  
formulated statement 
with little evidence 
from the lesson 

Student created a 
statement with little to 
no evidence from the 
lesson 

The student’s pledge will  
be centered on the main 
idea of the lesson. 

Information clearly 
related to the topic 

Information  
somewhat related  
to the topic 

Information did not 
relate to the topic 

                

Question # Level of Agreement Pre-Test                      
% of Responses

Post-Test                    
% of Responses

Strongly Agree 34% 63%
Agree 26% 21%
Undecided 11% 8%
Disagree 13% 0%
Strongly Disagree 16% 8%

Strongly Agree 34% 66%
Agree 37% 13%
Undecided 8% 21%
Disagree 5% 0%
Strongly Disagree 16% 0%

Strongly Agree 28% 79%
Agree 24% 8%
Undecided 21% 13%
Disagree 16% 0%
Strongly Disagree 11% 0%

Strongly Agree 50% 32%
Agree 16% 37%
Undecided 18% 29%
Disagree 11% 0%
Strongly Disagree 5% 2%

Strongly Agree 24% 50%
Agree 26% 29%
Undecided 18% 16%
Disagree 11% 0%
Strongly Disagree 21% 5%

Strongly Agree 42% 55%
Agree 24% 21%
Undecided 13% 16%
Disagree 8% 0%
Strongly Disagree 13% 8%

Strongly Agree 42% 84%
Agree 21% 13%
Undecided 24% 3%
Disagree 5% 0%
Strongly Disagree 8% 0%
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Figure 7. Student B response in the post test condition. 

 
As seen in the teacher reflections in Figure 8 and Figure 9, both educators 

reported that students made repetitive, in genuine statements of change after the 
pre-lesson discussion about Columbus Day. Students wrote minimum details, 
and did not elaborate or share any emotional connection to their pledges. After 
the talking circle in the post-lesson discussing prejudice, racism, and stereotypes, 
students constructed emotional, detailed statements of change, and chose to in-
clude components of how they plan to accomplish these goals. Students ap-
peared motivated to positively impact their class and community. Each class 
ended with students discussing positive changes they could make in their school 
community to spread kindness, fairness, and support. When comparing the stu-
dent’s pledges based on a 12-point rubric, there was a drastic positive shift in 
both students’ grades, as well as range of self-connections made in the post-test 
pledges. As seen in Figure 5, Student A only wrote one, brief sentence as their 
pledge in the pre-test, but later wrote a lengthy, detailed pledge about how they 
planned to make a positive impact on their community in the post-test. The 
student even made a self-connection to quotes and details shared throughout the 
class discussion. These results were also supported by other student samples in-
cluded in Figure 6 and Figure 7. 

The last sub question of this action research study inquired if a talking circle 
could eliminate the fear of being considered racist during a class discussion on a 
sensitive topic by the teacher. As previously stated in the literature review, edu-
cators commonly fear rejection, tension, and offending others based on sensitive 
topics. The results of this study concluded that the use of a talking circle when 
discussing sensitive topics in the classroom considerably decreased the pressure 
of being considered racist both for the teacher, as well as the students. This was 
evident in the teacher reflections, which expressed the differences both educators 
felt from the first lesson to the last lesson used in this study. For example, one 
teacher wrote in her reflection, “my initial feeling going into the lesson was 
nervous, but after I felt more confident in myself and that made me feel like  
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Figure 8. Student C response to the prompt in the pretest condition. 

 

 
Figure 9. Student C response to the prompt in the post test condition. 

 
a better teacher for doing this lesson”. Another educator from this study stated, 
“I noticed during this part of the lesson my students were constantly participat-
ing. Each student gave more than one emotion, it was truly a magical moment in 
my classroom. This moment made me feel more comfortable and confident dis-
cussing this topic with my class”. The results of question four on the student 
survey also confirm that students also felt safer in the classroom during the talk-
ing circle compared to the lesson utilizing direct instruction.  

Teacher 1. Reflections of Lessons during the Pretest and Post Test Phase 
During the pretest lesson, which was direct instruction, I felt a disconnection 

from my students. I first asked the students if they had any prior knowledge of 
Columbus Day, the students answered with the general input of the topic. We 
then watched a video based on Christopher Columbus. When asking them ques-
tions based on the video, my students were barely active and appeared sluggish. I 
found it extremely difficult to hold a discussion on the topic with my students 
because of the lack of motivation in their actions and answers. The students were 
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then asked to complete the assessments based on the teacher centered lesson. 
Students expressed both verbally and through their survey that they felt discon-
nected from the information and at times bored using this classroom strategy 
during the lesson. Students’ opinions appeared to reflect the teacher’s opinion 
rather than their own personal thoughts. Their pledges were also very simple 
and not relevant to the prompt. The pledges were repetitive and did not exhibit 
creativity and genuine thoughts.  

Post Test Lesson 
During the post-lesson I wanted to make sure the lesson was engaging as well 

as informational. To achieve this, I created a talking circle rather than having the 
students in rows again. I found this to be a positive change based on their as-
sessment results. During the student-centered lesson, all of the students were 
asked to take part in a See, Think, Wonder based on the front cover of “Henry 
Box Brown”. I thought this as an opening activity was a great start to the lesson. 
While reading the story, every couple of pages I’d stop and ask the students to 
describe the emotions happening on the page, I then wrote the emotions on the 
board. I noticed during this part of the lesson that my students were constantly 
participating; each student gave more than one emotion, it truly was a magical 
moment in my classroom. This moment made me feel more comfortable and 
confident discussing this topic with my class. This strategy was a helpful visual 
for the talking circle discussion, which was focused around racism, prejudice, 
and biases. After the discussion we focused on the negative emotions on the 
board. I thought it was important for the students to visually see the hurt and 
pain that racism, prejudice, and biases bring to not just a discussion, but to the 
reality of our world today. To further this conversation, I had my students think 
of ways to bring equality and love into our school and communities. When they 
said their ideas, they were able to cross out one of the negative emotions. This 
part of the lesson I found was extremely powerful, again every student was par-
ticipating and giving such strong content to their positive ways. When wrapping 
up the lesson, the students had to create a pledge based on what they learned in 
class and how to bring this lesson into their communities. Comparing the 
post-lesson pledges to the pre-lesson pledges, I could tell that the students truly 
grasped what was being taught. Based on the evidence of the assessments from 
the post-lesson, the student-centered lesson was much more successful than the 
teacher centered lesson. 

Teacher 2. Reflections of Pretest and Post Test Lessons 
The pre-lesson was teacher centered based learning, which meant students 

were sitting in rows and listening to my voice. This made it very boring for the 
students and at times made them feel disengaged from the lesson. It was difficult 
at times to try to keep the students’ attention, because I could tell they were 
bored and were asking to leave the room multiple times. However, towards the 
end of the discussion on Christopher Columbus, students were shouting and 
trying to talk over each other, and not listen to everyone’s opinions. The students 
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kept calling Christopher Columbus a bad man, and debated why he shouldn’t be 
celebrated. The students continued to discuss this, until I finally calmed them 
down to review what was learned in the lesson. Then I directed them towards 
writing their pledge cards and answering their surveys. The students really did 
not seem to take much interest in the pledge card and seemed to write the first 
simple thing that came to mind. For the survey, they read the questions and 
answered to the best of their ability. Being that this was an un-engaging lesson, 
the students seemed to not care too much and it didn’t really seem to stick with 
them.  

As a facilitator of learning, it is hard to keep students engaged in a lesson. I 
feel as though the lessons need to be focused more on the students teaching each 
other, rather than me trying to explain everything to them. This lesson in partic-
ular was very difficult for me to teach. I did not know how the students would 
feel about the lesson, or if they would truly understand the big picture. It was al-
so important that I made sure to not share my opinion on the matter and let the 
students think for themselves. Overall, I felt as though the lesson went well, 
however, it could have been better. The students were not as engaged as I wanted 
them to be and I felt that all they took away from this lesson is that Christopher 
Columbus a bad man, with not much reasoning to back it up. They also did not 
put too much effort into the pledge card, which made it seem that the lesson was 
not important to them. This is something for me as a teacher to look into as I 
continue my teaching career.  

Post Test Lesson 
For the post lesson, I was more confident in myself going into the lesson. This 

lesson was going to be more student-centered, which required them to partici-
pate more. For me, I knew what needed to be done and it felt as though the les-
son was going to run smoothly and it would be engaging for the students. Hav-
ing the students in a circle this time, really made a difference. I was able to see all 
their faces at once and they can see their classmates faces as well, which made it 
nice for the discussion. As the lesson began, I could feel that it was already better 
than the first. The students seemed more engaged and were very intent on the 
story. While reading the story, I could see their eyes widen with disbelief and 
shock, other times I could see anger in their eyes and at times sadness. It was so 
interesting from a teacher stand point to see them so engaged and they seemed 
to genuinely care about the topic being discussed. During the discussions, the 
students came up with exceptional words and ideas on how to make a change in 
the world. This continued into them writing out their pledge cards. It was truly a 
proud teacher moment.  

At the end of the lesson, I felt that the students really had a true understand-
ing of the topic and really wanted to make a change in the world. As a teacher, I 
felt proud of myself and my students for working so hard. This is not an easy 
topic to teach and it is not an easy topic for students to grasp. My initial feeling 
going into the lesson was nervous but after I felt more confident in myself and 
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that made me feel like a better teacher for doing this lesson. In the future, I feel 
as though I can handle sensitive topics. The talking circle is a useful strategy that 
works well when handling sensitive topics and is a strategy that I will be imple-
menting into my classroom from this point forward. 

6.3. Implications 

Based on the results of this action research study, the researchers of this study 
have decided to continue the use of talking circles within their classrooms to 
benefit class participation, as well as students’ social-emotional development. 
The use of talking circles have proven to have a positive impact of students’ level 
of participation during lessons and as seen in the results of Figure 3 often offers 
students a classroom setting where they feel safe to share their opinions and 
viewpoints of material. The use of this strategy has also decreased negative beha-
viors such as leaving the room during class discussions, making inappropriate 
responses when bored, and interrupting teachers while they are talking. This also 
benefits student’s social-emotional development by offering a positive strategy to 
implement when discussing sensitive topics within the classroom. By creating a 
positive environment to discuss sensitive topics, students can develop the main 
principles of civil discourse which they can implement in their daily discussions 
with peers, friends, family members, and others in their community. By offering 
students the strategies needed to interact within civil discussions, educators help 
students become responsible, well-mannered citizens of their community.  

As facilitators of learning, the researchers have decided to share the results of 
this action research study with fellow peers and colleagues in the hope to share 
awareness to the positive impact talking circles can have on participation within 
the classroom. The results of this study have suggested that talking circles are a 
positive outlet for students to discuss sensitive topics, which may vary among 
grade levels, communities, classrooms, and individuals. This has the potential to 
increase not only participation within a school, but also allow for more open 
discussion within classrooms about these sensitive topics students are facing. 

Conflicts of Interest 

The authors declare no conflicts of interest regarding the publication of this pa-
per. 

References 
[1] The University of Sheffield (2018) Teaching Sensitive or Controversial Topics.  

[2] Palmer, E.L. and Louis, K.S. (2017) Talking about Race. Journal of School Leader-
ship, 27, 581-611. https://doi.org/10.1177/105268461702700405 

[3] Lorde, A. (2018). https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/audre-lorde  

[4] Managing Difficult Classroom Discussions. Center for Innovative Teaching and 
Learning.  
https://citl.indiana.edu/teaching-resources/diversity-inclusion/managing-difficult-cl
assroom-discussions  

https://doi.org/10.1177/105268461702700405
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/audre-lorde
https://citl.indiana.edu/teaching-resources/diversity-inclusion/managing-difficult-classroom-discussions
https://citl.indiana.edu/teaching-resources/diversity-inclusion/managing-difficult-classroom-discussions


P. Lyons et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/oalib.1105594 32 Open Access Library Journal 
 

[5] Smith, K. (2017) The Impact of Divorce on School-Aged Children. NYU: Stein-
hardt. https://counseling.steinhardt.nyu.edu/blog/impact-of-divorce-on-students  

[6] Spiegler, J. (2014) Teaching about Controversial or Difficult Issues. Morningside 
Center for Teaching Social Responsibility, New York.  
https://www.morningsidecenter.org/teachable-moment/lessons/teaching-about-con
troversial-or-difficult-issues  

[7] Moore, A.L. and Deshaies, M. (2012) Ten Tips for Facilitating Classroom Discus-
sions on Sensitive Topics. PBS.  

[8] Nuffield Foundation (2018) Discussing Sensitive or Controversial Issues.  
http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/science-society/discussing-sensitive-or-controve
rsial-issues  

[9] Penn State Extension (2017) Facing Sensitive Topics.  
https://extension.psu.edu/programs/betterkidcare/early-care/tip-pages/all/facing-se
nsitive-topics  

[10] Boyes-Watson, C. and Pranis, K. (2015) Circle Forward: Building a Restorative 
School Community. Living Justice Press, St. Paul. 

[11] Umbreit, M. (2003) Talking Circles. Center for Restorative Justice & Peacemaking, 
Saint Paul, MN. http://rjp.umn.edu  

[12] International Institute for Restorative Practices (2018) Restoring Community.  
https://www.iirp.edu/defining-restorative/5-2-circles  

[13] Jennings, L., Gandarilla, M. and Tan, P.P. (2015) Using the Native American Talk-
ing Circle: Experiential Learning on Ethnic and Cultural Diversity of Southern Cal-
ifornia. Groupwork, 25, 58-77. 

[14] Hammerschlag, C.A. (1997) Healing Ceremonies: Creating Personal Rituals for Spi-
ritual, Emotional, Physical, and Mental Health. Perigee Book Indiana University 
Bloomington, New York. 

[15] Krull, S. (2007) Teaching Tips for Successful Circle Times. Excelligence Learning 
Corporation, Monterey.  
http://www.earlychildhoodnews.com/earlychildhood/article_print.aspx?ArticleId=5
11  

[16] Rogers, C. (2018) Talking Circles in Fourth Grade.  

[17] Shuster, K. (2018) Civil Discourse in the Classroom. Teaching Tolerance.  
https://www.tolerance.org/magazine/publications/civil-discourse-in-the-classroom  

[18] Wright, J. (2014) Participation in the Classroom: Classification and Assessment 
Techniques. Teaching Innovation Projects, 4, 1-11. 

[19] Abdullah, M.Y., Bakar, N.R. and Mahbob, M.H. (2012) Student’s Participation in 
Classroom: What Motivates Them to Speak? Procedia Social and Behavioral 
Sciences, 51, 516-522. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.08.199 

[20] St. Onge, J. and Eitel, K. (2017) Increasing Active Participation and Engagement of 
Students in Circle Formations. Networks: An Online Journal for Teacher Research, 
19, Article 7. https://doi.org/10.4148/2470-6353.1014 

[21] Harvard Graduate School of Education, Project Zero (2016).  
http://www.pz.harvard.edu 

https://doi.org/10.4236/oalib.1105594
https://counseling.steinhardt.nyu.edu/blog/impact-of-divorce-on-students
https://www.morningsidecenter.org/teachable-moment/lessons/teaching-about-controversial-or-difficult-issues
https://www.morningsidecenter.org/teachable-moment/lessons/teaching-about-controversial-or-difficult-issues
http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/science-society/discussing-sensitive-or-controversial-issues
http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/science-society/discussing-sensitive-or-controversial-issues
https://extension.psu.edu/programs/betterkidcare/early-care/tip-pages/all/facing-sensitive-topics
https://extension.psu.edu/programs/betterkidcare/early-care/tip-pages/all/facing-sensitive-topics
http://rjp.umn.edu/
https://www.iirp.edu/defining-restorative/5-2-circles
http://www.earlychildhoodnews.com/earlychildhood/article_print.aspx?ArticleId=511
http://www.earlychildhoodnews.com/earlychildhood/article_print.aspx?ArticleId=511
https://www.tolerance.org/magazine/publications/civil-discourse-in-the-classroom
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.08.199
https://doi.org/10.4148/2470-6353.1014
http://www.pz.harvard.edu/

