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1 Introduction

In this article, we present an innovative dialogue based approach to engaging Post 16 students with controversial issues in Citizenship Education (CE). This is based upon our involvement in two inter-related initiatives; Open Space for Dialogue and Enquiry (OSDE) and Learning about Others Learning about Ourselves (LAO). OSDE is a methodology for introducing global issues in educational contexts developed by a group of educators and researchers in 8 countries and hosted by the Centre for the Study of Social and Global Justice at the University of Nottingham. LAO is a project which used OSDE in its efforts to engage young people across the East Midlands in political literacy and global citizenship. Funded by the Department for International Development the LAO project was a collaborative venture between Mundi Development Education Centre, Global Education Derby and the University of Leicester.   
A central aim behind our use of a dialogue based approach to engaging students with controversial issues was to draw out critical literacy and independent thinking. The rationale behind this was that learning to live together in a global, diverse and unequal context involves young people developing skills that can support them to negotiate and cope with change, complexity, uncertainty and insecurity. Critical literacy helps learners analyse the relationships amongst language, power, social practices, identities and inequalities, to imagine ‘otherwise’, to engage ethically with difference and to understand the potential implications of their thoughts and actions. Independent thinking is the basis for innovation and change. It is a necessary safeguard against indoctrination, dogmatisms and even peer/context pressures as it empowers learners to have more autonomy in ‘writing’ their identities, cultures and histories. The combination of critical literacy and independent thinking develops learners’ capacity to learn, to analyse their contexts and to make better informed and accountable decisions as active citizens.

Through sharing the journey of seeking to deepen our understanding of the theoretical underpinning to this work and the experiences of refining our practice we hope to provide some useful points of reflection for Citizenship Educators interested in taking on the challenge of engaging students in controversial issues.
2. The call for controversial issues within CE

Exploring controversial issues is a key aspect of Citizenship Education as outlined in the National Curriculum. A controversial issue is taken to mean an issue which has no fixed or universally held point of view and where a variety of perspectives are possible. The framework for post-16 citizenship learning states that young people need to be given opportunities to:

“Identify, investigate and think critically about citizenship issues, problems or events of concern to them” QCA 2004.
Similarly the Government’s advisory group on citizenship stated:
“Education should not attempt to shelter our nation’s children from even the harsher controversies of adult life, but should prepare them to deal with such controversies knowledgeably, sensibly, tolerantly and morally. Of course, educators must never set out to indoctrinate; but to be completely unbiased is simply not possible, and on some issues, such as those concerning human rights, it is not desirable. When dealing with controversial issues, teachers should adopt strategies that teach pupils how to recognise bias, how to evaluate evidence put before them and how to look for alternative interpretations, viewpoints and sources of evidence; above all to give good reasons for everything they say and do, and to expect good reasons to be given by others.”  (QCA 1998:56)

There are a wide variety of approaches that Citizenship Educators can take to engaging students with controversial issues. For example Oxfam (2006) identify a number of different roles that a teacher can adopt when discussing controversial issues and these include:
Impartial Chairperson – teacher seeks to ensure that a wide variety of viewpoints are represented either through students’ statements or stimulus material. In this role the teacher refrains from stating their own opinion.

Objective – teacher seeks to offer a balanced approach where they present students with a wide range of alternative views without stating their own position.

Devil’s advocate – teacher adopts provocative or oppositional position to the one expressed by students or the stimulus material. This helps to provide an atmosphere of challenge within the discussion and can prevent a sense of consensus quickly dominating the participants’ exchanges.

Declared interest – teacher makes their position known within the discussion but presents or engages in considering a variety of positions as objectively as possible.

A key point with regard to the teaching of controversial issues within Citizenship Education is that it is vitally important to avoid practice that amounts to indoctrination. As highlighted by the Citized Briefing Paper on teaching controversial issues (2004) The Education Act 1996 makes it clear that the school has a legal obligation to ensure that students do not only get presented with one side of a political or controversial issue. Key challenges for the CE teacher are therefore to firstly ensure that a variety of perspectives are always presented on a given issue and secondly to manage their own opinion on a given issue when working with their students; remaining critically aware and mindful of where and how they might be communicating their own personal bias.
3. The context for Global Citizenship within the UK

The OSDE and LAO initiatives hold a specific focus upon engaging students in controversial issues with a global dimension. Therefore it is useful to briefly introduce the field of development education in the UK and a general discussion of the concepts of soft and critical global citizenship education in order to give an idea of the context in which these initiatives have emerged.

According to the Development Education Association (2004), the field has the following objectives:

· to explore the links between people living in the "developed" countries of the North with those of the "developing" South, enabling people to understand the links between their own lives and those of people throughout the world 

· to increase understanding of the economic, social, political and environmental forces which shape our lives 

· to develop the skills, attitudes and values which enable people to work together to take action to bring about change and take control of their own lives 

· to work towards achieving a more just and a more sustainable world in which power and resources are more equitably shared. 

Development Education in England addresses aspects of the National Curriculum related to the ‘global dimension’, which encompasses: sustainable development, global citizenship. The National Curriculum states that:

“Including a global dimension in teaching means that links can be made between local and global issues and that what is taught is informed by international and global matters. It also means that young people are given opportunities to examine their own values and attitudes, to appreciate the similarities between people everywhere, understand the global context of their local lives and to develop skills that will enable them to combat prejudice and discrimination. This in turn gives young people the knowledge, skills and understanding to play an active role in a global community”. (DfEE 2000:2)

The concept of interdependence is key to development education. DFID states that going beyond an attitude of compassion and charity towards the ‘South’ is key to a better informed understanding of this concept and the connections between global processes and people’s everyday lives. 

However, interdependence, like the other terms related to the global dimension, can be interpreted in many different ways. These interpretations define the goals and approaches in educational processes, therefore, unpacking assumptions and examining implications is extremely important for informed citizenship education decisions. The table below shows a general comparison between two approaches to global citizenship education in the UK as an illustration of this analysis. This comparison is key for an understanding of the OSDE methodology.

Table 1: A comparison of two approaches to Global Citizenship Education

	
	Approach 1

Soft Global CE
	Approach 2

Critical Global CE

	Problem
	Poverty, helplessness
	Inequality, injustice

	Nature of the problem
	Lack of ‘development’, education, resources, skills, culture, technology, etc. 
	Complex structures, systems, assumptions, power relations and attitudes that create and maintain exploitation and enforced disempowerment and tend to eliminate difference

	Justification for Northern position of privilege
	‘Development’, ‘history’, education, harder work, better organisation, better use of resources, technology
	Benefit from and control over unjust and violent systems and structures

	Basis for caring
	Common humanity/being good/sharing and caring

Responsibility FOR the other (or to teach the other)
	Justice/complicity in harm

Responsibility TOWARDS the other (or to learn with the other) - accountability

	Grounds for acting
	Humanitarian/moral (based on normative principles for thought and action)
	Political/ethical (based on normative principles for relationships)

	Understanding of interdependence
	We are all equally interconnected, we all want the same thing, we can all do the same thing
	Asymmetrical globalisation, unequal power relations, Northern and Southern elites imposing own assumptions as universal

	What needs to change
	Structures, institutions and individuals that are a barrier to development
	Structures, (belief) systems, institutions, assumptions, cultures, individuals, relationships

	What for
	So that everyone achieves development, harmony, tolerance and equality
	So that injustices are addressed, more equal grounds for dialogue are created, and people can have more autonomy to define their own development

	Role of ‘ordinary’ individuals
	Some individuals are part of the problem, but ordinary people are part of the solution as they can create pressure to change structures
	We are all part of problem and part of the solution

	What individuals can do
	Support campaigns to change structures, donate time, expertise and resources
	Analyse own position/context and participate in changing  structures, assumptions, identities, attitudes and power relations in their contexts

	Goal of global citizenship education
	Empower individuals to act (or become active citizens) according to what has been defined for them as a good life/ideal world
	Empower individuals: to reflect critically on the legacies and processes of their cultures and contexts, to imagine different futures and to take responsibility for their decisions and actions

	Strategies for global citizenship education
	Raising awareness of global issues and promoting campaigns
	Promoting engagement with global issues and perspectives and an ethical relationship to difference, addressing complexity and power relations 

	Potential benefits of Global Citizenship Education
	Greater awareness of some of the problems, support for campaigns, greater motivation to help/do something, feel good factor
	Independent/critical thinking and more informed, responsible and ethical action

	Potential problems
	Feeling of self-importance or self-righteousness and/or cultural supremacy, reinforcement of colonial assumptions and relations, reinforcement of privilege, partial alienation, uncritical action
	Guilt, internal conflict and paralysis, critical disengagement, feeling of helplessness


Andreotti (2006)
3.1 The OSDE conceptual framework

The second approach outlined in Table 1 has been the basis of the OSDE methodology. The initiative seeks to address the interface between the economic and cultural forces that shape local and global processes as well as identities and relationships. This conceptual framework draws on different approaches from areas such as conflict resolution, intercultural awareness and participatory and critical education, as well as from disciplines such as critical theory, cultural studies, philosophy, politics and sociology

In contrast with the first approach to global citizenship education, OSDE tries to promote change without telling learners what they should think or do, by creating spaces where they are safe to analyse and experiment with other forms of seeing/thinking and being/relating to one another. The focus is on the development of skills for an examination of historical/cultural productions of knowledge and power in order to empower learners to make better informed choices – but the choices of action and meaning (what people should think or do) are never imposed, as the ‘right to signify’ (to produce meaning) is recognised and respected within the space (as an ethical relationship implies). Therefore, issues of voice, power, representation, identity and difference become extremely important in this methodology. The skills and tools needed for addressing those issues are encapsulated in the concept of critical literacy.

3.2 Global Citizenship Education and Critical Literacy 

Critical Literacy is a level of reading the word and the world that involves the development of skills of critical engagement and reflexivity: the analysis and critique of the relationships among perspectives, language, power, social groups and social practices by the learners. Criticality, in this context, does not refer to the dominant notion that something is either right or wrong, biased or unbiased, true of false. It is an attempt to trace origins of assumptions and implications (where things might be coming from or leading to). In this sense, critical literacy is not about ‘unveiling’ the ‘truth’ for the learners, but about providing the space for them to reflect on their context and their own and others’ epistemological and ontological assumptions: how we came to think/be/feel/act the way we do and the implications of our systems of belief in local/global terms in relation to power, social relationships and the distribution of labour and resources.

Critical literacy is based on the strategic assumption that all knowledge is partial and incomplete, constructed in our contexts, cultures and experiences. Therefore we lack the knowledge constructed in other contexts/cultures/experiences. So we need to engage with our own and other perspectives to learn and transform our views/identities/relationships – to think otherwise. Action is always a choice of the individual after a careful analysis of the context of intervention, of different views, of power relations (especially the position of who is intervening) and of short and long term (positive and negative) implications of goals and strategies.

The concept of critical literacy is based on the idea that language constructs reality and the lenses we use to make sense of the world, therefore it prompts students to unpack those lenses (their assumptions and how those were constructed) and their implications. In language teaching and learning, this notion of language has several implications.

If the concept of language changes, the notions of identity, culture and communication change. Therefore decisions of approach, content, relationships and assessment are also affected. The basic principle of critical literacy is a way of reading (conceptualised in a broader sense) that has not traditionally been emphasised in education. Table 2 shows a generalised representation of the differences between 3 types of reading in terms of questions prompted and basic assumptions:

Table 2 How critical literacy is different from other forms of reading

	Traditional Reading
	Critical Reading
	Critical Literacy

	Types of questions:

Does the text represent the truth?

Is it fact or opinion?

Is it biased or neutral?

Is it well written/clear?

Who is the author and what level of authority/legitimacy does he/she represent?

 What does the author say?
	Types of questions:

What is the context? 

To whom is the text addressed?

What is the intention of the author? 

What is the position of the author (his/her political agenda)?

What is the author trying to say and how is he/she trying to convince/manipulate the reader?

What claims are not substantiated?

Why has the text been written in this way)
	Types of questions:

How can these words be interpreted in different contexts?

What (do I think) are the assumptions behind the statements?  Where are these assumptions coming from? What/whose understanding of reality do they represent? How was this understanding constructed?

Who decides (what is real, can be known or needs to be done) in this context? In whose name and for whose benefit? What are the implications of these claims? What is the sanctioned ignorance (blind spots) and contradictions of this perspective?

	Focus: content and authority and legitimacy of the speaker and the text (DECODING/MESSAGE)
	Focus: context, intentions, style of communication (INTERPRETING/ WRITING)
	Focus: assumptions,  knowledge production, power, representation and implications (CRITIQUE/ EFFECTS OF THE TEXT)

	Aim: to develop an understanding of the content and/or to establish the truth-value of the text
	Aim: to develop critical reflection (ability to perceive intentions and reasons)
	Aim: to develop reflexivity and analytical skills (ability to perceive how assumptions are constructed)

	Language: is fixed, transparent and gives us access to reality
	Language: is fixed and translates reality
	Language: is ideological and constructs reality

	Reality: Exists and is easily accessed though sensory perceptions and objective thinking
	Reality: Exists and is accessible, but it is often translated into false representations
	Reality: Exists, but is inaccessible (in absolute terms) – we have only partial interpretations constructed in language

	Knowledge: Universal, cumulative, linear, right vs. wrong, fact vs. opinion, neutral vs. biased

	Knowledge: False versus true interpretation of reality
	Knowledge: Always partial, context dependent (contingent), complex and dynamic


OSDE (2006a) 
4. A dialogue based approach in practice
Drawing from the above theoretical framework, and making use of the OSDE methodology, Paul Warwick piloted in Leicester UK a procedure for engaging Post 16 students with controversial issues. Using an action research approach this pilot involved working with 3 groups of Post 16 students and gaining the critical perspectives of 2 groups of trainee teachers in Citizenship Education. Outlined below is the sequence of steps found to be an effective means for creating a safe space for dialogue and enquiry for Post 16 students within a CE context.
Dialogue based procedure for engaging with controversial issues
Preliminary Consultation Activity

Before embarking upon the first controversial issue workshop it was found to be vitally important to meet with the students beforehand in order to consult with them about their pre-existing issues of concern at local and global levels. This enabled the educator to gain an insight into the hot topics of interest, preconceptions, knowledge gaps and value bases for this specific group of students and seek to personalise and negotiate the topics for subsequent workshops.
Step 1 Creating the space
Creating the open space in which students feel safe to participate, establishing the trusting conditions that are conducive to a community of enquiry being formed. Highlight the key issue that the facilitator cannot create this space on their own and that they need the help of everyone to make sure that no one is left out and that each person feels able to share their own point of view. Useful to highlight challenges in creating the right atmosphere such as listening attentively to each other, working as a team, staying focused and thinking hard.

Step 2 Engagement with different perspectives – presenting the stimulus
Participants are introduced to different and ‘logical’ perspectives on the chosen topic of the open space enquiry. The perspectives should present different angles of the issue and can be taken from a variety of sources and can be presented in different formats such as newspaper articles, cartoons, stories, pictures.

Step 3 First thoughts – clarifying and sharing points of view

Working in pairs to consider and respond to the sources of information about the topic of the open space (identifying mainstream and non-mainstream perspectives). Participants can be provided with a number of reflective questions that refer to the individual and help participants to consider their personal responses to the stimulus. Handouts can also be used to invite participants to individually draw or write down their thoughts about the stimulus material.

Step 4 Group Dialogue 

Questions that critically explore the topic provided either by the facilitator or generated by the students themselves to be explored within a dialogic setting. A possible participatory procedure is to invite each pair to negotiate one question that they would like to discuss and then organise a voting system where the whole group identifies one or two questions that they would prefer to explore. During the dialogue the facilitator’s role is to try and encourage the participants to explore different angles and points of view on the topic and allow students to make their own considered judgements.

Step 5 Enquiry activity (optional)
Commonly the dialogue generates new questions that the participants wish to research and enquire further about. This can lead to an independent research project or can also generate student generated perspectives to serve as stimuli in a second workshop exploring the same topic. Alternatively a problem solving task can be devised which gives participants opportunity to apply the skills and knowledge gained in the dialogue process to a real-life or simulated situation of responsible decision making.

Step 6 Last words – closing the open space
Participants are invited to reflect on their participation and learning and provide some feedback either written or verbal (what they have learned about the topic, themselves, about others, about the space itself, and about the learning process). 

4.1 Topics of enquiry

The Leicester based pilot found the participating Post 16 students to be interested in a wide variety of global citizenship issues. In direct response dialogue based workshops were run on topics such as: global warming, racism, waste and recycling, poverty and development, terrorism, and notions of childhood. Both OSDE (2006b) and LAO (2006) now offer websites that include resources for educators on a range of global citizenship topics that can be categorised into the following 13 areas:  
1) Knowledge and perspectives 
Possible themes: knowledge and power, knowledge and material production, value of (lifelong) learning, whose knowledge

2) Environment and Development 
Possible themes: (use of) resources, property, consumption, preservation, sustainable development, land ownership, trade and bodies, sex tourism, AIDs

3) Migration and Nationalism 
Possible themes: colonisation, nation, identity, the global and the local

4) Culture and Arts 
Possible themes: language, multiculturalism, literacy, creativity, 'reading' the world, aesthetics, representation

5) Poverty 
Possible themes: wealth, poverty alleviation, class

6) Spirituality 
Possible themes: religion, belief(s), fundamentalism

7) Media and Technologies 
Possible themes: information society, control / surveillance, identity formation, representation

8) Globalisation 
Possible themes: space, place, technological interconnectedness, world trade, free trade, fair trade, monopolies, consumerism, logos.

9) Violence and War 
Possible themes: physical and symbolic violence, conflict, terrorism, peace, militarization, fear, global war

10) Identity and Difference 
Possible themes: the ‘other’, inequality, inclusion / exclusion, image, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, class.

11) Rights and Responsibility 
Possible themes: freedom / liberation, global citizenship, health, children’s rights, human rights, north-south relations, social justice

12) Freedom and Power 
Possible themes: democracy, colonisation, global governance, 'the end of history', gender, race, class, knowledge

13) Resistance and Negotiation
Possible themes: responsibility, charity, aid, development, agency, solidarity and privilege, collective activism, psychology of imperialism, right-wing activism

5 Guidelines for facilitating safe spaces for dialogue and enquiry
Effective facilitation is one of the greatest challenges in the creation of ‘safe’ spaces for young people to engage with controversial issues. Huddleston and Kerr (2006) give specific attention to how schools and teachers can create a climate that facilitates students feeling they can risk expressing their opinions freely. The Citizenship Educator has the difficult task of taking on the role of ‘facilitator’ able to relate to the students in a respectful way, model and encourage specific behaviours and create an ethos of trust, (relative) equality, respect for difference and ‘critical engagement’.

The effectiveness and ‘safety’ of the space depends on a number of factors. In order to engage in dialogue, participants need to be willing to listen, to be aware of their own partiality, and to be ‘open to the other’ (ready to engage with difference at an equal level). For an enquiry to take place there needs to be a willingness to question and to analyse assumptions and implications (especially those of ‘common sense’). In order to create safety, participants should be allowed to ‘disagree’ with each other and with the teacher without being silenced or put down. 

The facilitator is responsible for modelling behaviour, opening, holding and closing the time/space, and guiding participants through the different stages of the procedure. During the dialogue itself the facilitator needs to help participants to explore different angles, move the group away from consensus, and try not to privilege or impose his/her perspective.  Therefore, the training of facilitators in ‘critical literacy’ is extremely important. Table 3 shows the difference between traditional teaching and OSDE facilitation in general terms.

Table 3: Comparison of Roles
	Traditional ‘teaching’ role
	OSDE ‘facilitation’ role

	Focus on transmission or construction of content/knowledge pre-defined by the teacher or curriculum
	Focus on building critical skills and ethical relationships within the group

	The teacher is the holder of  knowledge that is often considered ‘universal’
	The facilitator has partial knowledge that is always already culturally biased like everyone else in the group

	The teacher decides what is right and what is wrong
	The facilitator encourages participants to speak and to engage critically with what they say and what other people say

	The teacher tries to get people to accept certain views as true
	The facilitator tries to get people to question/examine assumptions and implications of any view

	Conflicts and contradictions need to be ‘resolved’
	Dissonance, conflicts and contradictions are necessary components of the methodology

	The teacher promotes consensus and agreement – students learn to avoid or solve conflict
	The facilitator steers the group away from consensus – students learn: a) to think independently; b) to disagree and (still) respect one another; and b) to live with difference and uncertainty

	The safety of the environment is based on the authority of the teacher
	The safety of the environment is based on trust and respect for difference


5.1 Principles for creating a safe space
A key aspect in creating a safe space for dialogue on controversial issues is to provide clear boundaries; principles or ground rules upon which the young people can set their participation. It is important for these principles to be worded according to each educational context, using language that is familiar and understandable to the participants. The four basic OSDE principles that the young people in Leicester helped to shape in terms of their language are as follows:
1. Including everyone: The knowledge each person brings deserves to be heard.
2. Lifelong Learning: Everyone sees the world from different points of view that can change and develop. This means no one has got all the answers.
3. Recognising diversity: All knowledge is related to who you are and where you come from. 

4. Critical Engagement: All knowledge can and should be questioned through dialogue. 

The OSDE methodology is based upon the notion that as individuals we look at the world through lenses constructed in a complex web in our contexts, influenced by several external forces (cultures, media, religions, education, and upbringing), internal forces (personality, reactions, conflicts) and encounters and relationships. The image these lenses project represent our knowledge of ourselves and of the world and therefore, whether they are close or far from what is considered ‘normal’, they have a history and their validity needs to be acknowledged within the space. As our lenses are constructed in specific contexts, we lack the knowledge constructed in other different contexts and therefore we need to listen to different perspectives in order to see/imagine beyond the boundaries of our own lenses. Critical engagement in the project is defined as the attempt to understand where perspectives are coming from and where they are leading to (origins and implications). Therefore, questioning is not an attempt to break the lenses (to destroy or de-legitimise perspectives), but to sharpen and broaden the vision.

5.2 The need for capacity building

Finally a key finding from the Leicester pilot study with regard to using a dialogue based approach to engaging young people with controversial issues has been the need to personalise each programme, and where necessary capacity build with the students. This is with specific regard to communication skills development and relationship building. Learning to talk openly and critically with one another in a dialogic setting is a skill in itself and something that continuously requires monitoring and sometimes intervention by the facilitator. A common problem in the early stages of working with students was helping them to learn that within this particular space they are listening to one another in order to try and understand each other rather than for instance listening for the gap in which they can step in and present their opposing argument. An example of a listening activity that was found to be both effective and popular with the students in developing this active listening approach is presented below.
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6 Conclusion

A safe space for dialogue and enquiry with regard to controversial issues is a space for ontological/epistemological reflection where participants feel comfortable to express themselves and ask any question without feeling embarrassed or unintelligent.  In order to create such a space, we propose

1. the discussion and adoption of basic principles, 

2. a set of procedures for structuring an enquiry and 

3. facilitation guidelines for creating an appropriate ethos for the relationships and exchanges within the group.

. 
Preliminary outcomes of the pilot in Leicester have found that creating safe spaces for dialogue and enquiry for Post 16 students enables

· intrinsic motivation for this learning opportunity with students citing reasons such as valuing the chance to have their voices heard and talking about topics that mattered to them, as well as having a greater sense of ownership over the learning activity

· improved relationships with students describing talking at a ‘deeper’ level with each other sharing more openly their values, beliefs and different life experiences and that this seemed to build bridges of respect and new connections of understanding across different friendship and cultural groupings.

· A greater  appreciation of both the differences and similarities between their peer groups
· Development in communication skills both in terms of articulating their own point of view and learning to listen

· A greater appreciation that most contemporary global citizenship issues are manifold in nature – being made up of many different elements that mean it is possible to see the issue from many different perspectives.
However, facilitating such an open space for young people is not without its difficulties. Trainee Citizenship Education teachers who have contributed to this action research project have rightly recognised that achieving a genuinely open space for young people to critically engage with controversial issues can be a demanding and complex task for both the educator and the students to achieve. An overriding finding of the Leicester pilot has been the importance of providing a group of students with a series of dialogue based workshops rather than just a one off experience. By providing a repeated opportunity participants were found to slowly find their voice, build the necessary trusting relationships and progress beyond merely enjoying having their perspectives listened to and on to the challenge of critically engaging with their own perspectives and learning about others. 
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