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If one thing is certain about adolescents, it is that they love to talk. From the bus to the
classroom and from the gym to the mall, they talk everywhere they go. Adolescents gossip
about popular culture and relationships, of course. They also converse about substantive
issues relevant to the world they live in. Their innate desire to be heard creates an exciting
opportunity to channel natural conversations into teachable moments and meaningful
discourse. Dialogue, discussion, and debate are three forms of discourse that can be easily
integrated into classrooms, harnessing the energy that students bring to conversations about
important current topics.

Dialogue, Discussion, and Debate: Social Studies provides a springboard for students and
teachers to talk about controversial topics in a fun and consequential manner. This
groundbreaking book develops students’ skills in creating, sharing, and analyzing sound
explanations for ideas supported by evidence. 

This book includes:

•  Rationale and examples of three types of discourse as tools to support the development
of student understanding

•  12 detailed plans for dialogue, discussion, and debate with identified standards and
possible student preconceptions

•  Options for classroom formats

•  Student handouts

•  Recommended resources 

•  Suggested criteria for assessment

In Dialogue, Discussion, and Debate: Social Studies, you’ll have all the materials you and
your students need to get the conversation rolling. 

Introduction
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Part 1 
Why Is Social Studies Discourse Important?

Have you ever looked across your classroom and suddenly realized how soon your students
will become voters? Do they seem ready to participate in the new global economy? Are they
prepared to help resolve some of the tough issues society faces? Student accomplishments
can bring joy to any teacher, but along with that comes the grave responsibility of
encouraging students to “assume the office of citizen” (as Thomas Jefferson called it) in our
democratic republic (NCSS, 1994).

This book presents a roadmap to help you prepare your students for their role as citizens.
Research has shown that if students experience meaningful discourse in the classroom, their
learning increases, and their critical-thinking skills develop (Grogan-Brown, 2006). Discourse
is a broad term that can describe a range of conversation types students may have in the
classroom and at home. Outlined in this book are steps for implementing three different types
of discourse in your classroom—dialogue, discussion, and debate. Materials are included for
a variety of social studies topics. Using these model lessons can enrich your students’
learning, while giving them an opportunity to practice the skills they will need to become
competent citizens. 

How Can Discourse Help My Students?
Research shows that classroom discourse benefits students. In her study, Talk Time:
Discussion as Discourse in Social Studies Classrooms, Julianna Grogan-Brown identifies some
of the benefits. These include increased reading comprehension, as well as improved higher-
order thinking skills (according to Bloom’s Taxonomy), conflict resolution skills,
communication skills, and critical thinking skills (Polite and Adams, 1996; Pomerantz, 1998). 

In addition, research shows that discussions allow students to assimilate new ideas into
their own language, thus constructing new knowledge, as well as building their own ideas
around a specific context (Nystrand, Gamoran, and Carbonaro, 1998; Pomerantz, 1998). In
discussions, students manipulate an idea, which requires deeper and more thoughtful
understanding than simply repeating information (Brown, 2006). This process also addresses
what the National Council for the Social Studies identifies as the need for students to adopt
common and multiple perspectives as part of their social studies instruction (NCSS, 1994). 

Many teachers feel they already take time for discussion in their classrooms. However,
often they report that some classroom discussions stop short of reaching their potential.
Instead of many students excited about grappling with tough issues as envisioned, discourse
becomes a few students supplying rote responses or trite answers. Alternatively, issue-based
conversations may become argumentative, and instead of examining a societal concern, you
find yourself dealing with management issues or time constraints. 

1
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Many researchers have studied what type of talk supports student learning in high school
classrooms. Currently, the greatest percentage of “talk time” is devoted to teacher
question/student recitation/teacher evaluation exchanges. These account for about 
14 minutes of an average 60-minute class, or 23% of the class period. This type of talk,
however, has not been shown to maximize student learning. The approaches that contribute
most to student understanding are those that use discussion. Discussion helps to develop a
comprehensive understanding, to encourage exploration of ideas, and to illustrate multiple
perspectives. This breadth of learning stands in rich comparison to just focusing on correct
interpretations and predetermined conclusions (Applebee et al, 2003). Researchers found that
the average high school classroom spends only 6 1⁄2 minutes in a 60-minute period in this
type of talk, or about 7% of the time. 

Expanding Your Students’ Thinking
Cognitive scientists have identified components to create a good learning environment that
can enhance student understanding. In How Students Learn: History, Mathematics and
Science (Donovan and Bransford, 2005), the authors identify four ingredients of a good
learning environment: 

•  learner-centered classroom instruction that reveals and addresses students’
preconceptions

•  knowledge-centered instruction that focuses on content

•  assessment that makes student thinking visible

•  community-centered classrooms that encourage risk-taking and questioning 
(Donovan and Bransford, 2005)

These characteristics of a good learning environment can be woven into the use of
meaningful discourse in the classroom, as illustrated in the model lessons that follow. 
Students will present their own preconceptions of history and current events shaped by 
their own experiences. They will examine resources that present the content from a variety of
perspectives. Through formative assessment techniques, their initial ideas and the development
of their thinking will surface. Support will be provided to help them understand what has
contributed to their opinions, and how those opinions may change. Finally, an environment 
will be created in which students feel safe in challenging information and sharing their ideas.

As part of this process, students will gain skills in identifying pertinent evidence from the
resources provided, and in creating logical explanations. These are two key skills needed by
historians; they are often called “disciplinary” knowledge for the history student (Donovan
and Bransford, 2005). Although these skills in evidence and explanation are not the facts and
dates of history, they are the foundational process of inquiry used by historians to develop an
understanding of past and current events. Experiences that build these skills are a requirement
for social studies courses. Luckily, it has also been found that students learn best when
applying these skills and “doing history” (Donovan and Bransford, 2005; NCSS, 1994), as
they themselves begin to analyze sources and develop explanations based on the 
evidence they find. 

2
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What Is the Difference Between Discourse, Discussion, Dialogue,
and Debate? 
At first, it may seem awkward to use the term discourse. However, it provides a broad
umbrella under which the specific strategies of discussion, dialogue, and debate can occur. In
this book, discourse will be used to address all purposeful, learning-focused conversations in
a social studies classroom. You shouldn’t think of discourse, however, as your students
responding to questions that only have one acceptable answer. This kind of discourse can
inhibit students’ curiosity in a topic and actually discourage learning (Grogan-Brown, 2006).
Instead, discourse should be an approach to conversation that allows you and your students
to co-construct ideas. 

There are three common forms of discourse that can easily be integrated into a social
studies classroom—discussion, dialogue, and debate. How you use each type depends on the
diversity of your learners, the content, and instructional timing. The three models of discourse
provide a continuum for developing your students’ skills in creating, sharing, and analyzing
sound explanations supported by evidence. 

Discussion

Discussion is a familiar term used in education. Classroom conversations help you assess how
well your students are grasping instructional content. In this case, discussions still serve that
purpose, but the focus should be on your students’ ideas. How Students Learn: History,
Mathematics and Science (Donovan and Bransford, 2005) recommends student-centered
classrooms to promote learning. To do this, it is important to pay attention to what your
students bring to the conversation from their own backgrounds. It is more important for
students to tap into their prior learning than to recite facts. To build new understanding,
students must connect new ideas to what they already know. By exploring students’ thinking,
you help them reason out new understandings. They will be less likely to revert back to old
beliefs, or misconceptions, if they have thoughtfully developed new understandings. So during
conversations in the classroom, it is important to step back from the role of information
source on a subject. Instead, promote conversations among your students. Help them see how
they reason out their ideas, often following different paths to reach the same conclusion. This
guides them in co-constructing their own understandings. 

Discussions are helpful if your students are just beginning to develop their skills in
evidence and explanation. As questions are asked, you can gently guide students to look for
evidence as part of their responses. The discussion format begins with an investigation of a
current event in a content area. Each student writes a summary on his or her article as
homework. In the next class, students share their summaries in small groups and then with
the whole class. As a whole-class discussion, the conversation can be “pushed” to higher
thinking levels. You can do this by asking questions that require students to analyze and
synthesize information. As students respond to these questions, they can be encouraged to
draw evidence that supports their reasoning from their articles. 

3
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The discussion format helps introduce students to a wider variety of current content in the
area of study. It can also be used as part of an activity to open a lesson on a new topic. Using
discussion can give you a better idea of the prior knowledge your students may be bringing to
the classroom. A key part of discussion is questioning—by both you and your students. As
much as possible, try to encourage conversations between your students, rather than between
you and a student. 

Dialogue

Dialogue presents a new aspect to discourse. It is best used when there are potentially
controversial topics to discuss, and there may be differing opinions. Unlike debate, dialogue is
a technique designed to improve your students’ understanding of opposing views in a positive
atmosphere. 

Ground rules are important in dialogue. They add a valuable part to the skill set of your
students, who at this point have gained experience through discussions with sharing
explanations. The objective of dialogue is to find common ground and a way forward on an
issue, despite conflict. Hopefully, students will understand that there are multiple, equally
valuable ways to view an issue. 

Dialogue is best used in instruction after students understand a topic and are able to
explain their ideas. It supports building students’ skills in associating data or evidence with a
claim. It also begins to expose students to identifying fallacies of logic in claims or opinions. 

Debate

Although you are probably familiar with debate, you may have felt that it was too cumbersome
to use in the classroom. There are many types of debate, however, and not all are as rule-
laden as you may have experienced. There are a few strategies you can use to conduct
debates. You may choose one focal topic in which all of your students prepare to debate. You
might also want to schedule several topics for debate throughout the course, allowing students
to select the one they will present.

Debate helps students develop skills in research, reasoning, and data analysis. It is also
helpful for them to realize that debate is not a personal attack on opponents, but rather a
presentation of ideas. Debate in the social studies classroom is often used as a way to extend
the study of a topic. 

Debate should not be considered an add-on task, but a way of raising the cognitive level of
your students’ work. It will encourage the use of higher-order thinking skills such as
synthesis, analysis, and evaluation (Bloom, 1984). 

4
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How Should Discourse Be Used? 
“Social studies teaching and learning are powerful when they are meaningful, integrative,
value-based, challenging, and active” (NCSS, 1994). Using varying types of discourse during
the study of social studies can support your goals for powerful learning. Each type of
discourse is well suited for different stages of learning about a topic. 

Many formats exist for designing instruction in social studies. Some encourage the use of
inquiry, some focus on addressing the variety of learning styles, and some follow a learning
cycle as first identified by Dr. Roger Bybee of the National Academy for Curriculum
Leadership (Bybee, 1989). The model units included in this book follow a modified version of
Dr. Bybee’s Learning Cycle. 

To begin instruction, the topic will be introduced through an engaging activity that piques
students’ interest. This preview of the new topic will allow students to see connections with
ideas they have learned previously, and with personal experiences they have had. Once students
are interested, they become motivated to further explore the topic either through readings,
interviews, web searches, or surveys. Students will then share what they have learned, allowing
them to gain further insight and understanding about the content. Depending on the time
allotted, this may be followed by having students apply their newly developed ideas to further
address issues, or to apply them to new circumstances. In some cases, time will be spent
moving from specific ideas on an issue to develop broader generalizations that can be applied
to different eras or issues. Throughout these steps, opportunities will be provided to check
students’ learning to assess how well they understand the material.

The various types of discourse you will find in this book are best carried out at certain
stages of instruction. You can use discussion as part of the engagement activity, or after
students have completed their initial explorations of the topic. During discussions, you can
ask questions to find out what misconceptions you might need to address. Throughout all
discussion, students’ thinking can be explored to see how closely their developing ideas match
the social studies concept you’re targeting. 

Dialogue is better used after students have investigated a topic, and are forming opinions
on an issue. Since dialogue works to have those with different opinions understand the
thinking of others, it provides a great opportunity to develop students’ skills in expressing
their reasoning and selecting evidence to support their ideas. In addition, dialogue may be
helpful when students have fully grasped the content and are working to apply their new
knowledge to a different circumstance. 

Debate requires that students have an understanding of the content being presented. It is
best suited to occur when students have completed their investigations of a topic. It can be
helpful for deepening a basic understanding. By re-enacting historic debates, such as the
famous Lincoln-Douglas debate, students are forced to learn more about the characteristics of
these two men and the era in which they lived. Debates can also be used to see how well
students have absorbed the content and can apply it to new circumstances. If students are
studying the Irish Potato Famine migration to America, for example, they may then be asked
to debate current immigration policy.   

5
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About This Book
Each Part that follows addresses one of the formats for social studies discourse. For
background, the research on teaching and learning that has established the values of
discussion, dialogue, and debate is highlighted. A sequence of instructional steps is then
described to illustrate how the technique might be used in a classroom. For each type of
discourse, a summary handout for your students contains the important features of each type
of discourse. Finally, a model lesson on a selected topic is outlined to give specific directions
on how to use a discourse technique to address a particular area of social studies content.
One is in each Part on the discourse technique, and more are in Part 5. 

Each model lesson includes a Teacher Page and a Student Page. Each Teacher Page
includes the following: 

•  a brief overview of the topic

•  why the particular discourse type was selected

•  time required in 45-minute classroom periods 

•  an Investigation Question or a Position Statement to focus the lesson 

•  classroom preparation and instructional steps 

•  assessment criteria

•  possible National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS, 1994) standards to address

•  possible student preconceptions about the topic 

•  web resources for topic background and discourse format

Each Student Page includes the following:

•  a brief overview of the topic for your students

•  the Investigation Question or Position Statement for their response

•  steps for doing their homework assignment

•  a list of reviewed web resources 

The list of social studies standards presented for each topic was identified as concepts that
could be addressed through the discourse technique. Each model topic has not been written
to cover all the identified standards. You should select those that meet your needs and adapt
the model to more precisely address those ideas. 

The student preconceptions presented were identified through cognitive research. The
sources are cited and included in the reference section of the book. Information on possible
student preconceptions can be used to create questions or assessments to find out how well
your students understand the materials. The results can help you fine-tune instruction to
address possible misconceptions your students may have.

6
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Part 2
Exploring Discussion in Your Classroom

What Do You Need to Make Discussion a Good Learning
Environment?
Among the terms dialogue, discussion, and debate, discussion may feel most familiar to you 
in your classroom. Your lesson plans may already include sections for various forms of
discussion, either as a small group or whole class. Discussion can serve a variety of purposes
in the classroom.

Sometimes, you may ask students questions during a discussion to see how well they
understand what has been taught, but you may not get the information you were hoping for.
You are not alone, as research has confirmed that asking students questions can often turn into a
guessing game for them. It can become a competition for guessing “the answer you were thinking
of” (Sandoval, Deneroff, and Franke, 2002). Unfortunately, this guessing what the teacher wants
can inhibit genuine inquiry, and confuse your ability to determine how well they have understood
the material presented (Applebee et al, 2003). 

While these discussions may provide you with some assessment of your students’ prior
knowledge or new understanding, a small shift can build upon these results and add to student
learning. As stated in How Students Learn: History, Mathematics and Science (Donovan and
Bransford, 2005), a student-centered classroom creates a good learning environment where
students can tap into their prior learning and build a connection to new information. By
including the opportunity for your students to work with you and other students to co-
construct ideas during discussion, their understanding will deepen. To do this, discussions
should include questions for which you are seeking specific answers, and should also seek to
expose and direct students in conversations with one another. This allows them to see and
compare their own thinking and reasoning with others. When students help one another, your
role becomes less of the “expert” for whom they must try to match their thinking. Instead, by
redirecting the discussion, you can revoice your students’ statements and pose questions back
to the whole class to reflect upon and respond to. This encourages all students to become
involved. This simple shift still allows you to meet instructional goals by directing the
conversation, while stressing the importance of reasoning, evidence, and co-constructing
knowledge (Mehan, 1979; O’Connor and Michaels, 1996; Jurow and Creighton, 2005).

This shift by your students—from finding your predetermined “correct” response, to
constructing their own concepts—elevates the cognitive level of discussion. Rather than
remaining on the Knowledge level in Bloom’s taxonomy of cognitive thinking (Bloom, 1984),
discussion can move your students to the other three levels of thinking—Application,
Analysis, and Synthesis. Your students will begin to apply the information they have read or
observed to new contexts, finding patterns, organizing ideas, and combining knowledge from
several areas. 

8
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How Do I Prepare Students for a Discussion?
Unlike dialogue, which also works toward common understanding, discussion does not
presume there are two opposing ideas to be explored. This discourse technique is best used
when your students are grappling with new ideas or observations. Unlike dialogue and debate,
discussions can be used effectively while engaging students in a topic or exploring new ideas.
Discussion can be effective during the application of new learning to other contexts, and
when introducing questioning at a higher cognitive level. 

Discussion works best when your classroom culture allows students to explore their
thinking openly without concern of being corrected by you or other students. Instead,
students are guided to examine their own reasoning and thinking in order to come to more
accurate conclusions. For your classroom to become a center of inquiry, it is important that
you and your students adhere to this climate of probing for understanding. If this is not the
norm for your students, you may need to coach them by setting classroom “norms” or rules
for discussions. To encourage discussion, you may also need to help students develop skills in
paraphrasing and questioning. Developing these skills will also help in later use of dialogue
techniques. 

As with dialogue, it is helpful to set ground rules for discussion. Your class can either
create ground rules or use the sample set provided in the Student Summary: Discussion
handout. It is helpful if you post and review rules before each discussion. The rules should
clearly remind students to keep a positive atmosphere that works towards clarification and
common understanding, rather than arguing. Students should learn to question their
classmates’ explanations, basing their probing on other students’ logic or evidence. Therefore,
a key focus in your classroom discussions should be on evidence in support of explanations. 

To prepare your students for discussion, and later, dialogue and debate, it is helpful for
them to understand how to compose a good explanation. This involves both forming a logical
argument and selecting suitable evidence to support it. To develop these skills, it is helpful if
you provide them with background on simple argument construction with examples of
deductive and inductive reasoning. Deductive reasoning is working from a generalization to a
specific. For example, the dog always barked at strangers. The dog did not bark the night
Mrs. X was murdered. The murderer must not have been a stranger. This argument is logical.
Inductive reasoning is what most detectives and doctors use. They find pieces of evidence and
put them together to make a conclusion or diagnosis. Students must be aware that there may
be instances when an argument is logical but one of the statements is false, so the conclusion
is not accurate. Students must learn to examine the logic of their arguments, and those of
others, to determine both if the logic is correct, and that the statements are accurate. Have
students work in small groups to analyze statements from the media and to identify reasoning
patterns and conclusions (Gocsik, 2007).

Another key ingredient besides logic is your students’ ability to show the audience how
they know their point is correct. This requires identifying the main ideas that support their
position, and showing the data they used to come to the conclusion. When doing this, it is
vital that each piece of evidence is clear and the sequence of ideas is logical. This often
requires simplifying data they have found to identify only the information their audience

Dialogue, Discussion, and Debate: Social Studies
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needs. The audience shouldn't have to figure out what students are trying to say. They should
be able to hear the presentation and easily follow students’ thinking. 

Of course, it is important that students have developed their arguments well, so they may
also need experience in analyzing how well evidence or data support a premise. You may want
to provide them with experiences in examining data for fallacies, followed once again by small
groups analyzing explanations from the media that include data. After these experiences,
students will be better able to compose and share their own explanations of ideas. For more
information on arguments and possible fallacies, see the links under Teacher Resources.

10
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What Is the Issue with Global Nuclear Power?
In the “Atoms for Peace” speech given by President Eisenhower in 1953—the speech that
paved the way for the creation of the IAEA (International Atomic Energy Agency)—
Eisenhower declared that a special purpose of Atoms for Peace would be “to provide
abundant electrical energy in the power-starved areas of the world” (IAES, 2007). 

Nuclear technology uses the energy released by splitting the atoms of certain elements. It
was first developed in the 1940s, and during the Second World War, research initially focused
on producing bombs by splitting the atoms of either uranium or plutonium.

Only after the war in the 1950s did attention turn to the peaceful purposes of nuclear
fission, notably for power generation. By 2007, the world produced as much electricity from
nuclear energy as it did from all sources combined in 1960. Civil nuclear power supplied 
16% of global needs, in 30 countries. Many countries also built research reactors to provide a
source of neutron beams for scientific research and the production of medical and industrial
isotopes.

In 2007, only eight countries were known to have nuclear weapons capability (the United
States, Russia, France, the United Kingdom, Israel, China, India, and Pakistan). Two
countries were thought to be developing this capability—North Korea and Iran. By contrast,
56 countries operated civil research reactors, and 30 have some 439 commercial nuclear
power reactors. By 2008, over 30 new power reactors were under construction, while over 
80 were firmly planned, an equivalent to 24% of 2007 energy capacity (Australian Uranium
Institution, 2007).

One key issue of concern for the further expansion of nuclear energy is safeguarding of
nuclear fuels so that they do not get used to form nuclear weaponry.

Is This a Discussion, a Dialogue, or a Debate Topic?

This topic is best formatted as a discussion. It is in the news often, yet is it not well
understood. You could use debate or dialogue formats as well, since opinions are strong on
both sides of this topic. However, a general overview of the use of nuclear power in the world
is helpful prior to having your students develop opinions. A discussion will allow your
students to clarify their understanding of the issue. 
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Classroom Format

Begin by having students examine media reports on nuclear energy use in the world. Have
each student select one and write a summary of the report. Ask each to identify the authors’
conclusions, key points, and supporting evidence. In class, have students discuss their articles
in small groups and then as a whole class. Pose questions that support them in drawing a
response to the investigation question. As an extension, review the materials to determine if
students found any fallacies in the reasoning presented in the resources they reviewed. 

If your students have not used news media reports in the classroom before, it is best to
have them do this for a few weeks before this discussion. A simple format is to have each
student select one new article about a topic relevant to the course. Have them write a
summary that includes the author’s conclusion and three to four key points. Have them
identify any errors in the reasoning expressed in any of the articles. They can use their
Student Summary: Discussion handout that outlines possible types of fallacies in arguments.
Articles should be brought to class and made available for other students to read. As students
arrive for class, have them get into groups of three to share their articles. As a whole class,
ask for a few key points from the articles. 

Preparation (during prior class)
1. Hand out the Student Summary: Discussion section and the student pages.  

2. For homework, ask students to find and read a news article on nuclear energy use in the
world. (Do not discuss the issue unless they ask clarifying questions about the
homework; tell them to find out about the issue for themselves.) (5 minutes)

3. As homework, have students write a summary report on their article. The summary
should do the following: 

• define nuclear energy

• identify the authors’ conclusions and key points, including both positive and negative 

• opinions on the benefits or problems with nuclear energy 

• identify any fallacies in the authors’ arguments

T
IM

E Preparation: 15 minutes in class, plus homework

Instruction: two 45-minute class periods

Investigation Question 

Should all countries be allowed to develop 
nuclear power?
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4. Have each student title his or her summary with a headline (3–8 word statement) that
captures the key position in the article. 

5. Describe the procedure that will occur in the next class. (5 minutes)

During Class

1. Organize students in small groups (3 to 4 students).  

2. Within each group, have students share their news article summaries. Ask them to create
common definitions, as well as a list of the pros and cons of the spread of nuclear energy
in the world. (20 minutes)

3. Have each group create a poster that includes the following:

• one agreed-upon definition for nuclear energy

• a list of all the benefits of and concerns about the spread of nuclear energy 
(10 minutes)

4. Have each group select one member to review the poster for the rest of the class in a
short, 3-minute presentation. 

5. Have students present their posters to the class. Students should take notes on any
differences they see in the definitions presented, and make a master list of any pros and
cons for discussion later. (5–10 minutes per group; 30–40 minutes including
questions—may take part of another class period)

6. Members of any other group can ask questions for clarification on any of the issues or
opinions expressed. Any member of the presenting group may respond to the questions.

7. As students give their reports, make a master list of the pro and con opinions about the
spread of the use of nuclear energy in the world. Try not to edit or combine points
unless they are very obvious. This will be a class task during the discussion. 

8. Begin by having students work in pairs to review the list and write any observations they
may have. (5 minutes)

9. Open the discussion with the class by asking students to share their observations.  

10. Record the observations. To raise the cognitive levels of the discussion, direct questions
to the whole class, rather than to individual students. Ask them whether they agree with
the observations. When students offer other ideas, be sure to ask for specific reasons
why they don’t agree, and what specifically they would say differently. You may ask a
student to lead this section of the discussion. (10 minutes)

11. Possible discussion questions could include the following: 

• Is there a way to rephrase terms to make the statements more clear for an audience
unfamiliar with the topic? (Bloom’s Comprehension) 

Dialogue, Discussion, and Debate: Social Studies
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• Which are the most significant reasons for or against the expansion of nuclear
power? Can you identify solutions that have been suggested for any of these
problems? (Bloom’s Application)

• Can you group any pros or cons that are similar within one area? (Bloom’s Analysis)

• Can you summarize the ideas into one pro statement that refutes the major con
ideas? Can you do the same for the opposition, making one con statement that
counters all the pro ideas? (Bloom’s Synthesis)  

• Vote for either expansion or limiting the use of nuclear energy, and write the main
reason why you think this. (Bloom’s Evaluation) (30 minutes)

Extension

1. To further students’ skills in analyzing explanations, ask them to review the section in
the Student Summary: Discussion handout on fallacies in arguments. Ask students if
they have any questions about the various types of fallacies. (10 minutes)

2. Ask students to identify any instances of fallacies they may have found in their articles.
(15 minutes) (Bloom’s Evaluation)

Assessment Criteria

Students should include the following in their news article summaries and discussion:

• an accurate definition of nuclear energy 
Nuclear energy is the energy released by nuclear fission (splitting atoms) or fusion
(combining atoms). In commercial nuclear power plants, the nuclear energy is from
nuclear fission. Energy is released by splitting uranium atoms. This process generates
heat which can be used to produce steam that turns a turbine to produce electricity.
Plutonium can also be used, but it must be manufactured as there is no natural source of
plutonium. 

• identification of the main conclusion from the selected article, as well as identifying
supporting statements and evidence

• identification of any error presented in articles or by other students

• discourse contributions that connect ideas and pose questions for understanding

• identification fallacies in the opinions expressed (extension)

© 2008 Walch Education www.walch.com
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Standards

National Council for the Social Studies
VI.  Power, Authority, and Governance

c. analyze and explain ideas and mechanisms to meet needs and wants of citizens,
regulate territory, manage conflict, establish order and security, and balance
competing conceptions of a just society

f. analyze and evaluate conditions, actions, and motivations that contribute to conflict
and cooperation within and among nations 

g. evaluate the role of technology in communications, transportation, information-
processing, weapons development, or other areas as it contributes to or helps
resolve conflicts

VII.  Production, Distribution, and Consumption
b. analyze the role that supply and demand, prices, incentives, and profits play in

determining what is produced and distributed in a competitive market system 

i. distinguish between the domestic and global economic systems, and explain how
the two interact

j. apply knowledge of production, distribution and consumption in the analysis of a
public issue such as the allocation of health care or the consumption of energy, and
devise an economic plan for accomplishing a socially desirable outcome related to
that issue

VIII.  Science, Technology, and Society
b. make judgments about how science and technology have transformed the physical

world and human society and out understanding of time, space, place, and human-
environment interactions

d. evaluate various policies that have been proposed as ways of dealing with social
changes resulting from new technologies, such as genetically engineered plants and
animals

Possible Student Preconceptions 

Current research studies are limited on student preconceptions about the use of nuclear
energy. Some studies point to the difficulty students may have understanding atomic
structure, fusion, and fission. Other older studies point to a general fear of nuclear radiation
that was prevalent in U.S. and international high school students (Rabow, Hernandez, and
Newcomb, 1990).

Dialogue, Discussion, and Debate: Social Studies
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Teacher Resources 

2007 in Review: Looking Back on Nuclear’s Future

www.iaea.org/NewsCenter/News/2007/year in review.html

This site features the International Atomic Energy Agency report.

Evaluating Web Sites 

www.library.cornell.edu/olinuris/ref/research/webeval.html

Cornell University Library has compiled many resources and lists of criteria for examining
web sites for reliability. 

How Nuclear Power Works

http://science.howstuffworks.com/nuclear-power.htm

This site provides a good description from the creators of How Things Work. 

Logic and Argument

www.dartmouth.edu/~writing/materials/student/ac_paper/logic.shtml

The Dartmouth Writing Center provides discussion on creating sound arguments. 

Nuclear Energy Resources

http://members.iinet.net.au/~hydros/nuclear/nuclear_energy.htm

This site provides Internet resources on nuclear energy. 

Nuclear Non-Proliferation and Disarmament

www.pugwash.org/reports/nw/Paolo-ISPI.htm

This site features an article from the Pugwash Society, which was established by a Nobel
laureate physicist to prevent weapon proliferation. 

Nuclear Now

www.wired.com/wired/archive/13.02/nuclear.html?pg=5

This article by Wired magazine focuses on the move towards nuclear energy to combat 
global warming.

© 2008 Walch Education www.walch.com
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Nuclear Power in the World Today, Briefing Paper 7 

www.uic.com.au/nip07.htm

This site provides a summary of status of nuclear power use in the world as of August 2007.
The report was compiled by the Uranium Information Center, Melbourne, Australia. 

Nuclear Reactions: Why Do Americans Fear Nuclear Power? 

www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/reaction/readings/

This site features materials created to accompany a program developed by Frontline and
produced by PBS.

The Development and Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons

http://nobelprize.org/educational games/peace/nuclear weapons/readmore.html

This site provides a history of the development of nuclear weapons and the creation of the
Nobel Prize for Peace. 

University of North Carolina Writing Center: Arguments & Fallacies

www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/fallacies.html#2

This site provides a summary of ways to check your arguments for fallacies. 
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Student Summary: Discussion

What Is a Discussion?

You have discussions every day. Discussions can range from talking over what you want
to do on a date, to comparing who has the best basketball strategy, to arguing over who
would know how to improve the economy and help you secure a job when you
graduate. In each case, you are exchanging ideas. You find out what others believe, and
you express your own opinions. Class discussions are the same. You explain your ideas
and perspective to others, and listen to their thoughts about what you are studying—
how current events in the world are affecting your life, when and where similar events
may have occurred in history, and whose opinion is closest to the truth.

How Do I Prepare for a Discussion?

To create interesting discussions, it is helpful to take some time to form your own
opinion or conclusion about a topic. These conclusions are best based on research. By
reading articles or primary historical sources, conducting interviews or surveys, or
investigating web resources, you can find information to use as evidence to support
your ideas. You will need to evaluate the evidence or facts you find for accuracy and
make sure that any opinions are based on good reasoning. Once you have all your
supporting evidence, you can develop your explanation and be ready to discuss your
ideas with others.

Name: ___________________________________________     Date: _________________
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discussion (from the Latin discussus, “to shake apart”)—to take up
in conversation

assumption (from the Latin assumere, “to take up”)—anything
taken for granted

fallacy (from the Latin fallere, “to deceive”)—a flaw in reasoning

conclusion (from the Latin concludere, “to shut up tightly”)—
decision or opinion formed after investigation or thought
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How Can I Develop My Own Explanations to Discuss? 

1. Review research materials or observations to form a conclusion (a statement of
opinion on what has occurred, or what is believed).

2. Write a summary of your ideas.

a. Start with an introductory paragraph that describes the issue and states your
conclusion.

b. Follow this with a paragraph for each key reason that leads you to your
conclusions. Include any evidence (data) that provides specific support for
your idea. 

c. Next, describe any evidence that might have been provided for the opposing
opinion, and identify why it is not convincing to you. Some reasons might be
that the opinion contains a fallacy or it may be incorrect.

d. End with a restatement of your opinion with one to three examples of the
best supporting evidence. 

3. Check your explanation to be sure there are no fallacies in your reasoning. (See
number 2 above.)

4. Share your writing with a partner to receive any suggestions for improvements.

5. Use the assessment criteria for an explanation to evaluate your conclusion. Make
any improvements needed.

How Can I Tell If My Explanation or Someone Else’s Is Good?

1. Find and read a news article on the selected topic.

2. Identify the conclusions made by the author of the article.

3. Identify any evidence or data that support the author’s conclusion.

4. Examine statements made in the article and supporting evidence to identify any 
of the fallacies listed below.

a. Inconsistencies. For example, look at the following statement: “All general
claims have exceptions.” The logic of this is wrong. This statement is a
general claim, so according to the sentence, it too must have an exception.
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b. Mismatched relevance. For example, look at the following statement: “I
need to get a raise because I need a new car.” The logic of this is invalid. A
raise is given to reward good work, not because a person needs a new car. 

c. Arguments based on inadequate evidence. For instance, think about the
following statement: “We have no evidence this product is bad for you, so it
must be beneficial.” There is no evidence that the product is beneficial. Just
because there is lack of evidence, it does not mean the claim is true. The
evidence may not have been collected, or the person may not have seen it.
Lack of evidence cannot be used to support a claim. 

d. Inappropriate presumption. For instance, read the following question:
“Have you stopped misbehaving in class?” The person asking the question
has already assumed that the person has been misbehaving before. No matter
whether the answer is “yes” or “no,” the individual will indicate that he or
she has misbehaved in the past. The questioner has placed an assumption
within the question (Lau and Chan).

Ground Rules During a Discussion

A discussion is for the purpose of sharing information, not changing opinions. Some
rules need to be followed in order to be sure everyone participates and has an equal
chance to express their ideas. The following are some rules you may want to follow as
a class. You may add ideas of your own that you discuss and agree upon with your class. 

•  Comments made during discussions remain in the room. They and are not to be
shared with others outside the classroom.

•  Keep questions positive and focused on informing you and the group. Draw
attention to the reasoning or facts supporting an opinion.

•  Comments you make during the discussion should connect to the comments of
those made before you.

•  Let everyone have a chance to speak. 

•  Listen attentively, and avoid interrupting. 
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What Is the Issue About Global Nuclear Power?
In the “Atoms for Peace” speech given by President Eisenhower in 1953—the speech
that paved the way for the creation of the IAEA (International Atomic Energy Agency)—
Eisenhower declared that a special purpose of Atoms for Peace would be “to provide
abundant electrical energy in the power-starved areas of the world” (IAES, 2007).

Nuclear technology uses the energy released by splitting the atoms of certain elements.
It was first developed in the 1940s, and during the Second World War, research initially
focused on producing bombs by splitting the atoms of either uranium or plutonium.

Only after the war in the 1950s did attention turn to the peaceful purposes of nuclear
fission, notably for power generation. By 2007, the world produced as much electricity
from nuclear energy as it did from all sources combined in 1960. Civil nuclear power
supplied 16% of global needs, in 30 countries. Many countries also built research
reactors to provide a source of neutron beams for scientific research and the production
of medical and industrial isotopes.

In 2007, only eight countries were known to have a nuclear weapons capability (the
United States, Russia, France, the United Kingdom, Israel, China, India, and Pakistan).
Two countries were thought to be developing this capability—North Korea and Iran. 
By contrast, 56 countries operated civil research reactors, and 30 have some 
439 commercial nuclear power reactors. By 2008, over 30 new power reactors were
under construction, while over 80 were firmly planned, an equivalent to 24% of 2007
energy capacity (Australian Uranium Institution, 2007).

One key issue of concern for the further expansion of nuclear energy is safeguarding of
nuclear fuels so that they do not get used to form nuclear weaponry.

Investigation Question 

Should all countries be allowed to develop 
nuclear power?

Name: ___________________________________________     Date: _______________________

Discussion: Global 
Nuclear Power
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1. Find an article or report on this topic in a current newspaper, magazine, or on 
the Internet.

2. Write a summary report on the article. The summary should do the following:

•  define nuclear energy

•  identify the author’s conclusions and key points, including any positive or
negative opinions on the benefits or problems associated with nuclear energy 

•  identify any fallacies in the author’s arguments

3. Title your report with a headline (3–8 word statement) that summarizes the
position. 

4. Bring your article and summary to class. Be prepared to share your summary with
classmates.

2007 in Review: Looking Back on Nuclear’s Future

www.iaea.org/NewsCenter/News/2007/year_in_review.html

This site features the International Atomic Energy Agency report.

Evaluating Web Sites 

www.library.cornell.edu/olinuris/ref/research/webeval.html

Cornell University Library has compiled many resources and lists of criteria for
examining web sites for reliability. 

How Nuclear Power Works

http://science.howstuffworks.com/nuclear-power.htm

This site provides a good description from the creators of How Things Work. 

Assignment

Resources

Name: ___________________________________________     Date: _______________________
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Logic and Argument

www.dartmouth.edu/~writing/materials/student/ac_paper/logic.shtml

The Dartmouth Writing Center provides discussion on creating sound arguments. 

Nuclear Energy Resources

http://members.iinet.net.au/~hydros/nuclear/nuclear_energy.htm

This site provides Internet resources on nuclear energy. 

Nuclear Non-Proliferation and Disarmament

www.pugwash.org/reports/nw/Paolo-ISPI.htm

This site features an article from the Pugwash Society, which was established by a
Nobel laureate physicist to prevent weapon proliferation. 

Nuclear Now

www.wired.com/wired/archive/13.02/nuclear.html?pg=5

This article by Wired magazine focuses on the move towards nuclear energy to combat
global warming.

Nuclear Power in the World Today, Briefing Paper 7 

www.uic.com.au/nip07.htm

This site provides a summary of status of nuclear power use in the world as of August
2007. The report was compiled by the Uranium Information Center, Melbourne, Australia.

Nuclear Reactions: Why Do Americans Fear Nuclear Power? 

www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/reaction/readings/

This site features materials created to accompany a program developed by Frontline
and produced by PBS.

Name: ___________________________________________     Date: _______________________
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The Development and Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons

http://nobelprize.org/educational_games/peace/nuclear_weapons/readmore.html

This site provides a history of the development of nuclear weapons and the creation of
the Nobel Prize for Peace. 

University of North Carolina Writing Center: Arguments & Fallacies

www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/fallacies.html#2

This site provides a summary of ways to check your arguments for fallacies. 
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Part 3 
Exploring Dialogue in Your Classroom

How Does Dialogue Create a Good Learning Environment?
You may use the terms dialogue, discussion, and debate interchangeably in your classroom

to describe conversations you have with your students. Could you differentiate among them?
Do they serve different purposes? You may find it helpful to distinguish each type of
discourse to identify how it might be useful for a given topic, different types of students, or a
particular phase of instruction.

Many people think the term dialogue means any conversation between two individuals.
However, the roots of the word are dia- (through) and -logos (meaning). The term suggests
the flow of meaning from one person to another (Yankelovich, 2001). This may seem like a
small difference, but it points to a different purpose for discourse. Rather than just
exchanging information in dialogue, the participants are seeking to understand differing
points of view. During dialogue, students manipulate ideas to understand multiple
perspectives, and often require deeper and more thoughtful understanding than simply
repeating information (Grogan-Brown and James, 2006). This process also addresses what
the National Council for Social Studies identifies as the need for students to adopt common
and multiple perspectives as part of their social studies instruction (NCSS, 1994).

In How Students Learn: History, Mathematics and Science (Donovan and Bransford,
2005), the authors identify four ingredients of a good learning environment: 

•  learner-centered classroom instruction that reveals and addresses students’
preconceptions

•  knowledge-centered instruction that focuses on content

•  assessment that makes student thinking visible

•  community-centered classrooms that encourage risk-taking and questioning

Dialogue encompasses the learner-centered, knowledge-centered, and assessed classroom
characteristics, but its strongest addition is in creating a community-centered classroom.
Since the purpose of dialogue is to have students clearly present opposing views in order to
reach common understanding, students learn to express their personal opinions and probe
their classmates for understanding of their ideas.

Dialogue is a logical progression from discussion, in which students are exploring a topic. In
discussion, students are framing the key points on a topic. Dialogue, on the other hand, has them
look for diverging points of view. The purpose is to have them find how opinions are different,
identify reasoning and evidence that support both sides, and work towards fully understanding
one another. After dialogue, your students can debate to either win over more classmates’
opinions, or forge a compromise by finding common ground on which to move forward.
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Dialogue is different from debate. The goal of debate is to win over converts to your stated
position. During dialogue, however, students are building empathy and understanding of
opposing viewpoints. Unlike debate, during dialogue your class has a common goal of
avoiding dispute in favor of finding shared understanding. As such, dialogue needs more
structure and attention to facilitation than discussion, but less than debate. For dialogue,
students will have to reach a common understanding and acceptance of ground rules for
behavior. Every student must also take responsibility for following those rules. Success is
based on how well the group works. In debate, rules are pre-established for presentations, 
and the success of your student debaters lies with their audience.

Your students’ success in dialogue relies on their ability to express and hear opinions about
a topic without judging, arguing, or trying to influence the opinions of others. In a dialogue,
all students must feel comfortable enough to explore their own thinking and share their ideas.
During dialogue, students will need to accept critique as a positive way to learn and improve
their thinking. This is the purpose of peer reviews in professional literature. As a result,
comments should not be made on whether an idea is correct or incorrect. Instead, you and
your students should raise questions that help other students and the class understand why
someone thinks as they do.

One outcome from dialogue is to reveal how the assumptions of your students are different
and may have to be closely examined to come to a common understanding. Assumptions are
ideas or beliefs that your students may use as reasons for a decision, but may not be based on
facts. They are “supposed” to be true. For instance, if students are having a dialogue on
politics, one student may assume that that all politicians are not trustworthy. Another student
may believe that all politicians are working towards the common good. Sometimes
assumptions are deeply rooted and culturally based; your students may not realize that not
everyone shares the same idea. This awareness becomes important in classroom populations
with a wide range of cultural backgrounds.

Foremost, as students engage in dialogue, they become aware that they do not need to
change others’ opinions, or to agree with them, but they should learn to empathize and
understand how individuals could reason as they do. The skills your students will develop
using dialogue include the following:

•  listening attentively

•  taking a non-argumentative approach to comments or questions

•  accepting that all participants have an equally valid opinion

•  expressing a willingness to examine their own beliefs or assumptions in order to identify
any weaknesses in their own reasoning
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How Do I Prepare Students for a Dialogue?
Students should always begin a dialogue with a good understanding of the content. Introduce
dialogue after your students are engaged in the topic, have explored ideas, and are ready to
clarify their knowledge by merging new ideas with existing understanding. 

Research Common Background Materials

It will be helpful for your students to have some common reference materials and resources
for background on a topic. These should represent the full spectrum of thinking on an issue.
Materials should contain both discussion of the content and supporting data. This will help
students develop opinions backed with explanations and evidence.

Check for Understanding of Content

Before beginning a dialogue, it is recommended that you check that your students understand
the ideas and terminology related to a topic. This can serve as an opportunity for you to
model how probing questions can be asked without overtones of judgment. 

Establish Ground Rules

After assessing students’ grasp of the topic, it is important to establish ground rules for
behavior. Your class can write their own rules that will create an atmosphere in which they
feel safe openly discussing their ideas. You can do this with your students by reminding them
of good discussions they have had, or by viewing a video of a discussion and identifying
positive points (Brookfield, 2007). As the list of rules is developed, it should be posted for
students to see during the dialogue. It should be obvious that everyone understands each rule.
(A sample set of ground rules can be found in the Student Summary: Dialogue section.)
When first introducing your students to dialogue, try to point out as often as possible when
they are following the ground rules. This will help the class have a healthier conversation.

Pose Investigative Question

Once ground rules are understood, you can pose the opening Investigation Question.
Questions must be developed that allow for multiple opinions as responses. Depending on
your students’ experience in creating and sharing opinions and explanations, their responses
can be in various formats. Think/pair/share can be used. Each student can develop an
opinion individually, and then come to an agreement with his or her partner. Then students
can meet in small groups or as a whole class to share ideas. Or you can use a roundabout
format, in which each student responds for a certain length of time. Another format is 
“pop-up,” in which students who are ready to give a response raise their hands.

28
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Partner and Small Group 

If your students are inexperienced with developing opinions and explanations with enough
evidence, it is often best to have them work in small groups. Studies have found that students
are often inattentive to the ideas and opinions of their classmates, and added motivation is
needed to engage them in dialogue. When students share their ideas first with a partner and
then with a small group, they can examine their evidence and that of others before presenting
ideas to the whole class (Kuhn and Reiser, Kuhn, Kenyon and Reiser, 2006). Throughout
these small group conversations, students should be encouraged to change or adjust their
views to incorporate what they have learned.

Whole Class Roundabout

If your students are more familiar with developing opinions and explanations with evidence, a
roundabout can be done. It is often best to start these with a more comfortable introductory
question that allows students to warm up to speaking on the topic. Comments are made
around the classroom in a pre-determined order. Each student responds to the previous
students’ comments, or poses further questions to the group. You should encourage students
to focus the conversation and respond to one another’s comments, rather than report to you.
You become the facilitator, modeling how to pose questions for further clarification after one
of your students speaks. You can encourage students to use strategies selected from the
Student Summary: Dialogue section to develop skills as the conversation develops around 
the classroom.

Whole-Class Pop-Up

A pop-up format is useful if your students are more experienced and are ready to support
their opinions with suitable evidence. In this format, you serve more as a bystander. Your role
becomes to check with the group to be sure ground rules are being followed, to redirect
conversation if it strays, to make sure everyone has a chance to speak, and to control the time
frame. It is helpful if you have a set of questions prepared in advance that can be used to
reframe a dialogue if necessary. Encourage your students to take responsibility for facilitating
and attending to ground rules. 

Emphasize Connections

No matter which style of dialogue you are using, it is best to have a short wait time before
anyone speaks. This gives students a chance to collect and note their thoughts so they can pay
full attention to the speaker. This also allows students to connect their ideas to what has been
said without having to stop listening. Encourage students to refer to specifics within another
student’s response when answering. Throughout the dialogue, give students the chance to ask
questions for clarification.

29
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Dialogue: Separation of 
Church and State

What Is the Issue of Separation of Church and State?
Prayer in school, displaying nativity scenes and the Ten Commandments, using the phrase “In
God We Trust” on the dollar bill, reciting the Pledge of Allegiance, and protecting churches
from prejudice are all issues that involve the role of government in religion. Many students do
not fully understand the rights provided in the Constitution and the Bill of Rights.
Investigating this issue allows them to explore the reasons our Founding Fathers saw for
writing these laws.

Before the American Revolution, the colonies were overseen by governors appointed by the
King of England. Each governor created his own rules under which his territory was run.
Many immigrants came to the American colonies for religious freedom and to escape
persecution for their beliefs. The governors of the colonies addressed the diversity of religions
in various ways. Some identified one religion as the belief system for their territory, such as in
Massachusetts where everyone had to be a Christian of the Congregationalist denomination.
Others, such as those in Virginia, encouraged protection for all religions indicating that
government would protect the rights of individuals to practice any religion. 

Many of the founding fathers, including Thomas Jefferson, George Washington, and James
Madison, wrote about the need to protect the rights of individuals to practice any religion,
and the need to restrain government from establishing one church for all its citizens. With the
passage of the Constitution of the United States, the Constitutional Congress began to define
the relationship between church and state. 

In the Constitution, Article 6 states that “no religious Test shall ever be required as a
Qualification to any Office or public Trust under the United States.” This was believed to be
necessary because some states required government employees and office holders to be of a
certain religion. This new law stated that the new federal government could not require this.

It was not until the amendments to the Constitution were passed, known as the Bill of
Rights, that further clarity was provided. The First Amendment states “Congress shall make
no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” The
two parts, known as the “establishment clause” and the “free exercise clause” respectively,
form the textual basis for the Supreme Court’s interpretations of the “separation of church
and state“ doctrine (Wikipedia, 2007). Today, these words are interpreted in many ways, and
it is often up to the Supreme Court to uphold the original intent of the Constitution. 
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Is This a Discussion, a Dialogue, or a Debate Topic?

The controversy over the separation of church and state could be used in any of the three
formats. Dialogue is chosen because the content provides a rich way to explore students’
understanding of the role of government and personal freedoms included in the Constitution
and the Bill of Rights. By having open conversations, rather than predetermined time
constraints, such as those found in debate, your students can grapple more with the
intricacies of these important concepts. For this topic, dialogue is preferred over discussion.
The topic is too complex for a quick conversation based on one short reading combined with
your students’ existing knowledge. 

Classroom Format

This lesson is designed to investigate the issue of separation of church and state in the United
States. However, if students understand this First Amendment issue in the United States, it
would be valuable for them to examine how opinions on this vary in different cultures around
the world. To complete this lesson, it is helpful for students to have a basic understanding of
the development of the Constitution and the Bill of Rights before researching in preparation
for the dialogue. It is recommended that this activity occur towards the end of instruction on
this topic. This will allow your students who are grappling with this important time period
and foundational documents to have a full opportunity to explore the ideas, and to gain better
understanding. You may want to do a Quickwrite (short, 5-minute written response) on the
investigation question before the project starts to get a better understanding of your students’
understanding of the issue. 

Selecting just one facet of the Constitution and the Bill of Rights, such as separation of
church and state, allows the session to remain more focused. However, if you are working
with advanced students, it may be helpful to research various Constitutional issues. This will
help students gain perspective on the range of concerns addressed by this important document,
and the role the amendments in the Bill of Rights had in further clarifying its meaning. 

T
IM

E Preparation—15 minutes in class, plus homework

Instruction—two 45-minute class periods

Investigation Question 

Should the government encourage religion?
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Preparation (15 minutes during prior class)

1. Copy and distribute the Student Summary: Dialogue handout and the student pages.

2. Review the dialogue summary with your students. Describe the process they will use
during the dialogue in the next class. 

3. Review the student assignment. This details the assignment for the next class. Students
should come to the next class prepared with a written response to the investigation
question supported by evidence.

4. Review the assessment criteria with students for their responses to the investigation
question. Be sure they understand all the points they include in their summaries.

During Class

1. Pair each student with another individual who shares the same opinion.

2. Ask students to share their summaries with each other. 

3. Ask students to create a collaborative response to the investigation question, selecting
the strongest evidence to support their claim. (10 minutes)

4. Have students review their new response against the Assessment Criteria. (5 minutes)

5. Move pairs into small groups with like opinions. Ask each pair to present their ideas.
Have small groups come to a consensus on their summaries. (10 minutes)

6. Decide the order of presentations. 

7. Allow for at least two 5-minute presentations during each class. Any students not
presenting should take notes on the key points and evidence for later discussion. 

8. After each presentation, students can ask the presenters clarifying questions, seeking
understanding without being argumentative. Allow time for groups to incorporate any
points raised into their own presentations. (15 minutes for each pair of presentations; 
5 minutes for each group and 5 minutes for questions and notes)

9. Begin the next class by summarizing and charting the key points made with the evidence
from the previous presentations. Identify areas where data properly supported two
different points. A list of further questions or research can also be drafted. (10 minutes)

10. The next groups begin by linking their comments to previous groups. (15 minutes
maximum for each pair of small group presentations and questions)

11. Finally, debrief the dialogue either verbally or in writing. Have students reflect on their
learning and how well the class did in the strategy of dialogue, and identify any new
strategies for their next dialogue. (10 minutes)

© 2008 Walch Education www.walch.com
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Assessment Criteria

Students should include the following:
•  an accurate description of the historic documents that outline the role of government in

religion(include exact quotes)
•  accurate description of historical development of the issue
•  summary of their response to the Investigation Question
•  supporting evidence for their response 
•  supporting evidence for the opposing view with indication of why they do not agree 
•  identification of any errors in the evidence found, including data, especially if it is used

to support the opposing view

Standards

National Council for the Social Studies
II. Time, Continuity, and Change

e. investigate, interpret, and analyze multiple historical and contemporary viewpoints
within and across cultures related to important events, recurring dilemmas, and
persistent issues, while employing empathy, skepticism, and critical judgment 

IV. Individual Development and Identity

e. examine the interactions of ethnic, national or cultural influences in specific
situations or events 

f. analyze the role of perceptions, attitudes, values, and beliefs in the development of
personal identity

V. Individuals, Groups, and Institutions

d. identify and analyze examples of tensions between expressions of individuality san
efforts used to promote social conformity by groups and institutions 

g. analyze the extent to which groups and institutions met individual needs and
promote the common good in contemporary and historical settings 

VI. Power, Authority, and Governance

b. explain the purpose of government and analyze how its powers are acquired, used,
and justified

X. Civic Ideals and Practices

a. explain the origins and interpret the continuing influence of key ideals of the
democratic republican form of government, such as individual human dignity,
liberty, justice, equality, and the rule of law 
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Possible Student Preconceptions 

•  The National Assessment of Educational Progress have identified glaring gaps in
secondary school students’ knowledge of the Constitution in general, and civil rights
and liberties in particular (NAEP, 1983; Ravitch and Finn, 1987). These gaps have been
echoed in later studies reflecting that students can recite the dates, and describe the
Constitution and the Bill of Rights, but have minimal understanding of their meaning
(ERIC, 1991).

•  A large proportion of high school students questioned in the 1980s displayed
authoritarian attitudes about certain constitutional rights. For example, students were
willing to allow a police search without a warrant, to deny legal counsel to criminals,
and to accept restrictions on religious freedom (Elam, 1984).

•  It has also been identified that there is a long-standing public ambivalence to and
misunderstanding of the Supreme Court’s role in protecting individual rights against the
potential tyranny of majority rule (Kammen, 1986).

•  Further studies have found that “most adolescents are incapable of high-level cognitive
ability when thinking about legal or moral issues of the kind raised by controversies over
constitutional rights.” Ravitch and Finn conclude, “. . . many of the most profound
issues of contemporary society . . . have their origins and their defining events in the
evolving drama of the Constitution. Yet our youngsters do not know enough about that
drama, either in general or in specific terms, to reflect on or think critically about its
meaning” (1987).

•  In the examination of research done by ERIC Digest that uncovered these issues, it was
recommended that teachers employ three strategies to address these concerns.
Specifically, it was felt that these important ideas should be addressed by direct teaching
about the specifics of these documents. After investigating the documents, it was felt
that students should explore case studies of applications of the rights delineated in the
documents to see their application. Finally, is it recommended that teachers maintain an
open classroom environment that allows discourse on the full breadth of opinions that
individual students have on these topics. 
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Teacher Resources

Center for the Study of Religious Freedom 

www.vwc.edu/academics/csrf/links/index.php

Many of these centers are in schools and universities, and are working to clarify the issue of
the separation of church and state.

Evaluating Web Sites 

www.library.cornell.edu/olinuris/ref/research/webeval.html

This site from the Cornell University Library features a compilation of many resources and
lists of criteria for examining web sites for reliability. 

Knowing the how and why of history: expectations for secondary students with and
without learning disabilities.

www.thefreelibrary.com/Knowing+the+how+and+why+of+history:+expectations+for+sec
ondary...-a0106422415

This article summarizes social studies strategies for learning-disabled students. 

PBS Teacher: Social Studies

www.pbs.org/teachers/socialstudies

This PBS site offers resources for teaching social studies.

Popular Misconception about School Prayer

www.religioustolerance.org/ps_pra8.htm

This site attempts to clarify what is allowed in terms of school prayer, what is not allowed,
and why. 

Thomas Jefferson’s Wall of Separation Letter to Danbury Baptists in 1802

www.usconstitution.net/jeffwall.html

This site provides a brief overview and text from the letter. 
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Student Summary: Dialogue

What Is Dialogue?

The purpose of dialogue is to learn about the opinions of others on a topic, and
understand how they developed their ideas. Usually, a group wants to use dialogue
when there is disagreement on moving forward with a project. Before a decision is
made, all ideas are shared and understood so that everyone has common
understanding and can choose a solution with which everyone can agree. Often this is
called finding common ground in an argument. Finding common ground allows
participants to identify the points that everyone can agree on.

How Should I Prepare for Dialogue?

Since dialogue requires sharing opinions, it is helpful to have formed your own
opinion through investigating the issue. This requires researching a question,
determining your response, identifying your reasoning, finding supporting evidence,
and then writing an explanation of your ideas.

How Should I Develop an Explanation? 

1. Review readings and web sites for background information. 

2. Respond to the Investigation Question.

3. Before writing your response, make a chart with two columns. 

4. Put your opinion at the top of one of the columns. In that column, write all the
evidence you found that supports your opinion. 

5. At the top of the second column, write the opposite opinion. Below that, list all
the evidence you found that supports the opposite opinion.  

V
O

C
A

B
U

LA
R

Y

dialogue (from the Latin dia- meaning “through” and logos-
meaning “meaning”)—to gain meaning through conversations 
with others
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6. Write a short summary essay on your opinion. 

a. Write an introductory paragraph that states the problem and your opinion.

b. Follow this with a description of the evidence that supports your response.

c. Next, write why the evidence for the opposing opinion is not convincing to you.

d. End with a restatement of your opinion with one to three examples of the
best supporting evidence. 

7. Share ideas with your partner, and make any changes to your chart or summary.

8. Review the explanation of your opinion to be sure it meets the assessment criteria
given to you by your teacher. Make any further improvements. 

9. In a small group, share your ideas. With other group members who have the same
opinion, come to a consensus on a response identifying the best evidence. 

10. Have a dialogue with your whole class to share the group’s ideas and understand
the responses of the other small groups.

Dialogue Rules 

•  Comments made during dialogue remain in the room. They should not be shared
with others outside the classroom.

•  Students can choose to “pass” if they prefer not to respond to a question.

•  Keep questions positive and focused on informing you and the group.

•  Remember that everyone has a right to his or her own opinion. Respect others.

•  Let everyone have a chance to speak. 

•  Listen attentively, and avoid interrupting. 

Some Strategies to Use During Dialogue to Improve Class Understanding

1. Ask a question or make a comment that summarizes what another person says.
Then check with that person to make sure you have understood.

2. Ask for specific evidence from the reading material to help you understand
another student’s statements.

3. Link your ideas to those of another student. Identify the common link and ask the
group if this is correct.

4. Link the comments of several students and ask the group if it is correct.
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Dialogue: Separation 
of Church and State

What Is the Issue with the Separation of Church and State?
Prayer in school, displaying nativity scenes and the Ten Commandments, using the
phrase “In God We Trust” on the dollar bill, reciting the Pledge of Allegiance, and
protecting churches from prejudice are all issues that involve the role of government 
in religion.

Before the American Revolution, the colonies were overseen by governors
appointed by the King of England. Each governor created his own rules under which
his territory was governed. Many immigrants can to the American colonies for
religious freedom, or to escape persecution for their beliefs in their own countries.
The governors of the colonies addressed the diversity of religions in various ways.
Some identified one religion as the belief system for their territory, such as in
Massachusetts, where everyone had to be a Christian of the Congregationalist
denomination. Others, such as those in Virginia, encouraged protection for all
religions, indicating that government would protect the rights of individuals to
practice any religion. 

Many of the founding fathers, including Thomas Jefferson, George Washington, 
and James Madison, wrote about the need to protect the rights of individuals to
practice any religion, and the need to restrain government from establishing one
church for all its citizens. With the passage of the Constitution of the United States,
the Constitutional Congress began to define the relationship between church 
and state. 

In the Constitution, Article 6 provides the only direction given by the lawmakers on
the relationship between church and state, and states that “no religious Test shall ever
be required as a Qualification to any Office or public Trust under the United States.”
This was thought necessary because some states required governmental employees 
and office holders to be of a certain religion. This new law stated that the new 
federal government could not require this.

© 2008 Walch Education www.walch.com39
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It was not until the amendments to the Constitution were passed, known as the Bill
of Rights, that further clarity was provided. The First Amendment states “Congress
shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free
exercise thereof.” The two parts, known as the “establishment clause” and the “free
exercise clause” respectively, form the textual basis for the Supreme Court’s
interpretations of the “separation of church and state” doctrine (Wikipedia, 2007).
Today, these words are interpreted in many ways, and it is often up to the Supreme
Court to uphold the original intent of the Constitution.

1. Research the pros and cons of the separation of church and state. Use the web
sites listed in the Resources section or others you find during research. 

2. Be sure to analyze any new web sites you find for accuracy and bias. Each web
site should be checked for accuracy (see resources for analyzing web sites).

3. Take notes while researching the topic. Be sure to make a record of any books
you used (including page numbers) and the web site addresses where you found
the information. 

4. Prepare a response to the investigation question. Review the Student Summary:
Dialogue section for steps outlining how to write your explanation. 

5. Criteria for assessment will include the following, so be sure to:

•  accurately describe which historic documents outline the role of government in
religion (include exact quotes)

•  accurately, but briefly, describe historical development of the issue

•  summarize your response to the investigation question

Name: ___________________________________________     Date: _______________________

Investigation Question 

Should the government encourage religion?

Assignment
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•  identify supporting evidence for your response

•  identify supporting evidence for the opposing view, and indicate why you do 
not agree

•  identify any errors in the evidence you found, including data, especially if 
it might be used to support the opposing view

About the First Amendment

www.firstamendmentcenter.org/about.aspx?item=about_firstamd

This site provides an overview of the First Amendment as compiled by the First
Amendment Center at Vanderbilt University.

Evaluating Web Pages: Techniques to Apply & Questions to Ask

www.lib.berkeley.edu/TeachingLib/Guides/Internet/Evaluate.html

This site from UC Berkeley provides a good summary of methods for examining the
reliability of web sites, from checking URLs to examining notations, references, and
organizations linked to the web site. 

Separation of Church and State 

www.adl.org/issue_religious_freedom/separation_cs_primer.asp

This site from the Anti-Defamation League provides a summary of current religious
issues and conflicts in the United States.

Separation of Church and State in the United States

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Separation_of_church_and_state_in_the_United_States

This site gives a brief overview of the history of the issue in the United States. 

Name: ___________________________________________     Date: _______________________

Resources
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Separation of Church and State: The Metaphor and the Constitution

www.allabouthistory.org/separation-of-church-and-state.htm

This site provides background on the separation of church and state. 

The American Colonist’s Library

http://home.wi.rr.com/rickgardiner/primarysources.htm

This site features a compilation of historic primary source documents.

Name: ___________________________________________     Date: _______________________
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Part 4
Exploring Debate in Your Classroom

How Does Debate Create a Good Learning Environment?
Debate has always served a special role in education. Your students may have re-enacted
historic events, or predicted political challenges. Yet, despite the benefits of the experience,
most students have limited exposure to debate. 

Debate addresses the four characteristics of a good learning environment: student-
centered, knowledge-centered, community-centered, and assessed (Donovan and Bransford,
2005). In your classroom, students will work to find their own voice and develop their own
opinions on an issue. This will require them to examine their beliefs, bringing their own
interests and reasoning to the subject matter. Your students will also need to become fully
informed on an issue, reading materials that support both their own opinions and those of
their opponents. The purpose of the debate is to engage their peers in thinking about the
issue, working to possibly change their opinion. The entire class becomes engaged with the
debate teams, making it a community event. The success of your students’ presentations is
assessed by the response of their peers. 

Not only is debate engaging, it also requires a high level of cognitive thinking. It forces
students to clarify arguments through delineating opposing views. This entails researching
an issue, which often calls for extracting conclusions from incomplete or conflicting
statements (Hines, 2001). Preparation also requires that students collect, organize, analyze,
and synthesize information and data. Sound reasoning must then form the basis of any
argument construction. In addition, student debaters must present their arguments clearly,
precisely, and accurately, and with an understanding of their audience. Finally, students
must be able to quickly assess their opponents’ reasoning, revise their information in
rebuttal, and summarize their statements of position and opposition to their opponents
(Parcher, 1998). When debate is compared with other academic techniques of similar
duration, research has found that competitive debate shows the largest gain in critical-
thinking skills (Allen, Berkowitz, and Louden, 1995).

Debate not only provides a good learning environment that develops cognitive thinking
and communication skills, it also has the potential to increase your students’ interest in
social studies. As students become engaged in investigating issues, their motivation to learn
increases (Van Rooy, 1995). Debate also provides a unique glimpse into the dynamic nature
of social systems as they delve into both the history and the current developments 
of emerging issues (Hines, 2001).
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How Do I Prepare Students for a Debate?
Debate is simply an argument with rules. In contrast to dialogue, which encourages students
to achieve common understanding, debate is focused on persuasion—winning over the
audience to a given position. When your students debate, they use and hone skills acquired
through discussion and dialogue. They need to organize their ideas into a brief presentation
and to rebut any opposition. Rather than discouraging argumentation, debate motivates and
engages students to form opinions on current controversial issues. It encourages them to
argue within bounds—a process often favorably compared to a good soccer match!

The debate format is best used when students have a good understanding of content. It
may be a new application of their understanding, but they are not learning about the ideas
under discussion; rather, they are learning to apply, synthesize, and communicate the ideas. 

Rules for debate can be either rigid or more relaxed, depending on the purpose of the
debate. When first conducting a debate with your students, rules can provide structure to the
process. However, students do not need to be penalized for small infractions as they might in
a debate competition. That refinement can be added as their experience grows. It may also be
helpful to contact English language arts teachers to identify common debate procedures. 

There are four key parts to most debate formats:

• opening statements for both pro and con opinions 

• presentation of evidence for each opinion

• rebuttal of each opinion by the opposing side

• summary of argument for each side

In each instance, students work in teams, often with each team member taking a different
role. An alternative is a tag-team approach in which any member can present one part. 

To establish teams, a few strategies are available. For a class of twenty-four students, eight
teams of three can be created. The teams can be formed by student self-selection, by drawing
names from a hat, or by assigning students to teams. If all teams are not debating the same
topic, assign at least two teams per topic. Again, students could self-select a topic so that six
students (enough for two teams) are assigned to each content area. Then teams can be
formed using one of the strategies mentioned above. 

The role of the audience may vary. Students who are not actively debating should vote
and/or provide peer comments on the presentations. Or, for more involvement, you can add a
segment after the initial presentations of opinion and evidence in which students can pose
questions to the teams (a cross-examination session). Be sure to adhere to time limits.

Once your students are familiar with the debate format, you can have them research a
topic thoroughly, without knowing the position statement or which side they will be assigned
to support. It is important that students research both sides of an issue when getting ready for
their presentation. This allows them to be prepared for rebuttal of the opposition’s statements,
and to respond to their opponent’s rebuttal of their statements. In order to properly prepare
for a debate, students must develop skills in research techniques, reasoning, correlating
evidence and explanation, and public speaking.



45© 2008 J. Weston Walch, Publisher www.socialstudies.com/walch

Dialogue, Discussion, and Debate: Social Studies

© 2008 Walch Education www.walch.com

TEACHER PAGE

45

Debate: Immigration

What Is the Issue About Immigration? 
As of January 2006, there were an estimated 11.6 million unauthorized immigrants living in
the United States. Nearly 4.2 million entered the country in 2000 or later. An estimated 
6.6 million of the 11.6 million unauthorized residents were from Mexico. Of these,
approximately 4.4 million live in California and Texas (Hoefer, Rytina, and Campbell, 2006).
In 2007, more than 1,206,000 unauthorized immigrants were deported back to their home
countries. Nearly 1,800,000 were from Central America, with over 1 million from Mexico. 

Over 30 million individuals visited the United States from other countries in 2006. Of
these, nearly 28 million were considered temporary visitors here for business or pleasure.
These visitors and their families do not require visas. Nearly 900,000 additional foreigners are
students. Over 1 million are here for work, with an additional 100,000 family members. Over
200,000 work for foreign governments or foreign non-profit organizations.  

In 2006, 1,226,264 immigrants obtained legal citizenship. Of these, 411,475 were Asian, and
over 58,000 were from Central America. Half of these new immigrants were relatives of American
citizens; more than 330,000 were spouses. Of these, over 20,000 were adopted orphans. Over
50,000 of the new citizens were priority workers, or highly skilled with advanced degrees. In
addition, more than 99,000 were refugees, with most coming from Cuba, Africa, and Europe.
There were over 60,000 asylum seekers with over 40,000 family members. (OIS, 2007)

In 2007, President George W. Bush suggested a plan for Comprehensive Immigration
Reform. His plan would do the following:

• secure the borders

• hold employers responsible for the workers they hire

• create a temporary workers program

• resolve the immigration status of illegal immigrants already in the country

• find new ways for newcomers to become assimilated into society 

Opponents of this bill feel it is giving amnesty to those immigrants who have illegally lived in
this country. These opponents believe that illegal immigrants should be deported. Many also
feel that businesses should not be responsible for ensuring that a worker’s proof of citizenship
is authentic. They say the system of verifying documents is too cumbersome for employers.
These same individuals also identify the real need for migrant laborers, particularly in
agricultural businesses.
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Is This a Dialogue, a Discussion, or a Debate Topic?

Opinions about immigration reform vary widely. Immigration levels, both legal and illegal, are
increasing dramatically. As a topic for discourse in high school social studies classrooms,
immigration provides an excellent framework for debate. It can also be used as a topic for
discussion before debate, to allow clarification of the social circumstances and their
implications. You may also want to have a dialogue after the debate in order to model the
process legislators undergo to debate an issue, and then work within committees to come to a
consensus on addressing the issue. 

Current events make this subject too engaging to omit from the debate format. One of
many position statements is presented in this model. You could address other aspects of
immigration such as the following:

• How do immigration laws in the United States vary from other countries?

• How has immigration varied over the past decades?

• What is causing the high levels of immigration into the United States?

Classroom Format

Students should have a good understanding of immigration and some of the reasons it occurs
before preparing for this debate. This will allow them to focus on why the phenomenon
occurs before thinking about government policy. It is best used as an application of the new
ideas they have learned. It may also be helpful for students to practice creating explanations
supported with evidence and to practice analyzing reasoning for fallacies. 

This position statement covers only one small aspect of immigration. You may want to
broaden the debates across the class by offering a variety of position statements on different
aspects of immigration that could be debated. 

As an alternative, instead of all students debating this issue, you may want to spread
debates over a whole course. Teams can be selected at the beginning of the course, and
different topics scheduled every month. The format and your overall pre-instruction would be
the same for all topics, varying only in content.

T
IM

E Preparation—15 minutes in class, plus homework
Instruction—four 45-minute class periods; one class period 
for each pair of debate teams (3 students per team)

Position Statement

I (support/do not support) the position that the
government should focus all its efforts on deporting

all illegal immigrants in the United States.
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The number of students on each debate team is determined in the following directions
based on a classroom of 24. If you have fewer students, adjust the number of teams, and
make sure you have an even number so you are able to have pairs of debate teams. This will
then allow you to decide the number of students on each team. 

Preparation (15 minutes during prior class)

1. Copy and distribute the Student Summary: Debate section and the student pages as
homework.

2. Explain the debate format, including time limits.

3. Create debate teams with three students each. 

4. Based on your students’ experience, either assign the pro and con positions or have
students choose for themselves. (If you have more experienced students, you can have
them prepare for both sides and then assign the pro or con position just before the
debate.) 

5. Have the debate teams decide which part of the debate each member will give.

6. Students should come prepared with notes on their solution, supported by evidence. 

7. Review criteria for assessing debate teams.

During Class

1. Review the debate process, including time limits.

2. Explain that for each debate, those in the audience will be given time to write notes on the
good points and possible suggestions for each debate team. They should have a sheet of
paper for each team and write Pro or Con on the top of each paper. These will be collected
at the end of each debate and given to the teams after all the debates are completed.

3. Set up the order of presentations by teams. (10 minutes for 1 to 3 teams)

4. Have a pair of teams come to front of room. 

5. Begin with the pro-position statement. (3 minutes)

6. Have the first member of the team presenting the con position give the team’s position
statement. (3 minutes)

7. Have the second member of the pro team give an evidence statement. (3 minutes)

8. Have the second member of the con team give an evidence statement that supports the
team’s position statement. (3 minutes)
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9. Give teams 3 minutes to prepare three rebuttal questions for the opposing team. Have
audience members take notes on the positive points and make possible suggestions for
each team. (3 minutes)

10. Alternate between the debate teams on each question they ask. Each audience member
should ask the other team one question. The other team selects one person to respond.
The responder can ask the questioner for clarification on any point in the question. The
responder has one minute to reply. The audience then switches to the other team. This
continues until all questions are asked. (12 minutes)

11. Give teams 3 minutes to organize their summary statements. Have the audience write
comments on the presentations. (3 minutes)

12. Give each team 3 minutes to present their summary statements. (3 minutes)

13. Give the audience 2 minutes to write their comments and their vote on their assessment
sheets. 

14. Collect the comments to distribute later. 

15. Continue with the same format for the next three sets of presentations.

Assessment Criteria

•  Content is accurate. 

•  Supporting evidence is linked to the statements that are made.

•  Opinion is clear, well reasoned, and without fallacies.

•  Presenters speak clearly, look at the audience, and are well organized.

•  Questions to the opposing side are clear and well targeted at weaknesses in the
argument.

•  Rebuttals specifically respond to questions and give supporting evidence where possible.

•  Presenters are respectful of their audience and opposing team members.
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Standards 

National Council for the Social Studies
III. People, Places, and Environments

h. examine, interpret, and analyze physical and cultural patterns and their
interactions, such as land use, settlement patterns, cultural transmission of customs
and ideas, and ecosystem changes 

i. analyze and evaluate social and economic effects of environmental changes and
crises resulting from phenomena such as floods, storms, and drought 

VI. Power, Authority, and Governance

i. analyze and explain ideas and mechanisms to meet needs and wants of citizens,
regulate territory, manage conflict, establish order and security, and balance
competing conceptions of a just society

i. evaluate the extent to which governments achieve their stated ideals and policies at
home and abroad

j. prepare a public policy paper and present and defend it before an appropriate
forum in school or community  

IX. Global Connections

b. analyze the causes, consequences, and possible solutions to persistent
contemporary and emerging global issues such as health, security, resource
allocation, economic development, and environmental qualityy

X. Civic Ideals and Practices

c. locate, access, analyze, organize, synthesize, evaluate, and apply information about
selected public issues—identifying, describing, and evaluating multiple viewpoints 

g. evaluate the effectiveness of public opinion in influencing and shaping public policy
development and decision-making
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Possible Student Preconceptions 

•  There are a number of misconceptions about immigration that are known to be held by
the general public. It is logical to believe that high school students would also have these
preconceptions.

•  Many believe that if you enter the country illegally, you cannot become a citizen. This is
not the case. An illegal immigrant living in the United States can apply for a visa, green
card, or temporary worker visa.  

•  It is also commonly thought that it is necessary for an immigrant to be able to speak and
write in English to become a citizen. This is not the case. However, they must pass a
citizenship test to be naturalized, and the test is given in English.

•  Another misconception is that legal immigrants, who are in the country on a visa, can be
deported for minor legal infractions, such as traffic tickets or DWIs. Again, this is
untrue, except in extreme circumstances. (U.S. Immigration Lawyers Advice,
www.explore-mex.com/immigration/html/immigration-misconceptions.html.)

Teacher Resources

2006 Yearbook of Immigration Statistics

www.dhs.gov/ximgtn/statistics/publications/yearbook.shtm

This site provides a summary of statistics compiled by the Department of Homeland Security. 

Comprehensive Immigration Reform Fact Sheet

www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2007/06/20070627-12.html

This site features a summary of President Bush’s proposed legislation to improve immigration
laws submitted in June 2007.

Debate Central

www.debate-central.org

This site provides general information on debates, debate formats, and resources for other topics.

Estimate of Unauthorized Immigrants

www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/statistics/publications/ill_pe_2006.pdf

This site for the Department of Homeland Security includes a summary on illegal immigration. 
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Evaluating Web Sites 

www.library.cornell.edu/olinuris/ref/research/webeval.html

This site from the Cornell University Library features a compilation of resources and lists of
criteria for examining web sites for reliability. 

Federation for American Immigration Reform

www.fairus.org/site/PageServer

The Federation for American Immigration Reform is a non-profit organization working
towards immigration reform. 

International Debate Education Association

www.idebate.org/teaching/index.php

This site covers all aspects of debate, including different formats, classroom activities, and
practice exercises. This site also includes lists of background resources on a wide variety of
topics such as global climate change, and identifies questions with pro and con positions for
the topics.

Justice for Immigrants

www.justiceforimmigrants.org

This site features support for immigration reform. 

Polling Reports/Immigration

www.pollingreport.com/immigration.htm

This site compiles polls on immigration from major news agencies.
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Dialogue, Discussion, and Debate: Social Studies

Student Summary: Debate

What Is a Debate?

Debate is an important tool for presenting two different opinions on a question that
needs to be decided by a vote. It is common in politics, when two opposing candidates
for office present their solutions to a social problem. 

Debates can be held between individuals or teams. Each side has a set amount of time
to present their argument and evidence. The opposing side then has a chance to respond
to their opponent’s ideas with counter arguments. Once completed, each side summarizes
their opinions, best evidence, and best justification of why their ideas are better than the
other side’s. The audience then votes for the opinion with which they agree.

How Do I Prepare for a Debate?

1. Debate teams of three students are formed.

2. Your debate team is given a Position Statement. 

3. Your team researches the topic to understand both sides of the position so you
can be for or against it.  

4. Your team is assigned one of the argument to defend. 

5. Each member of the debate team chooses to complete the position statement, the
evidence statement, or the summary. All team members review the sections and
take part in the cross-examination. 

6. The person completing the position statement prepares a short presentation 
(3 to 5 minutes) on why he or she believes the statement is true or false. 

V
O

C
A

B
U

LA
R

Y

debate (from the French debatre, meaning “to fight”)—
a regulated discussion of a proposition between two
matched sides
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7. The person completing the evidence statement writes a short statement 
(3 to 5 minutes) about the evidence that supports the reasoning given in the
position statement. 

8. The person completing the summary prepares a short statement challenging the
opponent’s argument. The summary statement also restates your team’s argument
to dispel any doubt your opponents may have placed on your argument. 

9. All members of your team should try to spot the potential weaknesses in your
argument. You should also prepare to respond to possible questions (rebuttal). 

10. All members of your team should work together to spot the weakest points of your
opponent’s argument. You should also create questions for your opponents that
can show why their view might be unreasonable (cross-examination).

11. During the debate, teams take turns giving presentations. The positive position
statement comes first, then the negative. This is followed by alternating evidence,
cross-examinations, and finally, alternating summary statements. 

12. At the end of the debate, the audience votes to show whose position was most
persuasive. 

How Can Our Debate Team Improve Its Presentation?

1. Closely examine both sides of an issue to predict your opponent’s statements and
evidence. 

2. Together, outline the reasoning behind your debate team’s position. Then identify
data that support your ideas. 

3. Check your argument make sure there are no fallacies in your reasoning. (See the
web site on fallacies from the University of North Carolina,
www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/fallacies.html#2.)

4. Identify the weakest points in both your own and your opponent’s arguments. 

5. Create targeted questions that show the faults in your opponent’s arguments.
Create rebuttals to possible questions your opponents might ask. 

6. Organize your notes so you can respond to the specifics of your opponent’s
rebuttal questions. Be sure to prepare a counterargument for your summary that
addresses the weaknesses in your argument that were pointed out. 

7. Be sure to support every point in your argument with reliable data from multiple
sources if possible.
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Debate: Immigration

What Is the Issue About Immigration? 
As of January 2006, there were an estimated 11.6 million unauthorized immigrants
living in the United States. Nearly 4.2 million entered the country in 2000 or later. 
An estimated 6.6 million of the 11.6 million unauthorized residents were from Mexico.
Of these, approximately 4.4 million live in California and Texas (Hoefer, Rytina, and
Campbell, 2006). In 2007, more than 1,206,000 unauthorized immigrants were
deported back to their home country. Nearly 1,800,000 were from Central America
with over 1 million from Mexico. 

Over 30 million individuals visited the United States from other countries in 2006.
Of these, nearly 28 million were considered temporary visitors here for business or
pleasure. These visitors and their families do not require visas. Nearly 900,000
additional foreigners are students. Over 1 million are here for work, with an additional
100,000 family members. Over 200,000 work for foreign governments or foreign non-
profit organizations.  

In 2006, 1,226,264 immigrants obtained legal citizenship. Of these, 411,475 were
Asian, and over 58,000 were from Central America. Half of these new immigrants
were relatives of American citizens; more than 330,000 were spouses. Of these, over
20,000 were adopted orphans. Over 50,000 of the new citizens were priority workers,
or highly skilled with advanced degrees. In addition, more than 99,000 were refugees
with most coming from Cuba, Africa, and Europe. In addition, there were over 
60,000 asylum seekers with over 40,000 family members. (OIS, 2007)

In 2007, President George W. Bush suggested a plan for Comprehensive
Immigration Reform. His plan would do the following: 

• secure the borders

• hold employers responsible for the workers they hire

• create a temporary workers program

• resolve status of illegal immigrants already in the country

• find new ways for newcomers to become assimilated into society
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Opponents of this bill feel it is giving amnesty to those immigrants who have
illegally lived in this country. These opponents believe that illegal immigrants should be
deported. Many also feel that businesses should not be responsible for ensuring that a
worker’s proof of citizenship is authentic. They say the system of verifying documents
is too cumbersome for employers. These same individuals also identify the real need
for migrant laborers, particularly in agricultural businesses. 

1. You will be assigned to a three-member debate team and given a position to
defend, either for or against the position statement.

2. With your debate team, you will present the position for or against the proposed
plan for comprehensive immigration reform.

3. Each member of your debate team should select one part of the debate to present:
position statement, evidence statement, or summary (see the Student Summary:
Debate section). Every member of the team will take part in the cross-
examination, asking their opponents a question. 

4. Research both sides of the position—for and against it—so you will be familiar
with what your opponents might say. Be sure to take notes, and record where you
find your information (page numbers from books or web site addresses).

5. Using your team’s research notes, outline your position, the supporting evidence,
and any weak points in your argument.

6. Prepare a list of possible weaknesses in the opponent’s argument. 

7. Using your team outline, each member should individually prepare the position,
evidence, and summary statements.

8. All team members will review the statements and suggest improvements.

Position Statement

I (support/do not support) the position that 
the government should focus all its efforts on
deporting all illegal immigrants in the United 

States back to their countries of origin.

Assignment
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9. Based on the identified weak points in your position, all team members will write
at least five questions the opposing team may ask. Prepare answers to these
questions.

10. All team members will identify the weak points in the opposing team’s position,
and create at least five questions to ask them.  

11. Review your presentation and questions, keeping in mind who the audience is and
what might help persuade them. 

12. Practice the statements, and make sure they are within the allowed time limits.
Learn your position well enough so that you can look at the audience (rather than
your notes) when you are presenting.

Team A—for the position statement (pro)

Team B—against the position statement (con)

Team A makes position statement (3 minutes).

Team B makes position statement (3 minutes).

Team A gives evidence in support of position (3 minutes).

Team B gives evidence in support of position (3 minutes).

Break for each team to form questions (3 minutes).

Team A presents question 1 to Team B. 

Team B responds to question 1 (1 minute).

Team B presents question 1 to Team A. 

Team A responds to question 1 (1 minute).

Team A presents question 2 to Team B. 

Team B responds to question 2 (1 minute).

Team B presents question 2 to Team A. 

Debate Format
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Team A responds to question 2 (1 minute). 

Team A presents question 3 to Team B. 

Team B responds to question 3 (1 minute).

Team B presents question 3 to Team A. 

Team A responds to question 3 (1 minute). 

Break for each team to form a summary (3 minutes). 

Team A gives summary statement (3 minutes).

Team B gives summary statement (3 minutes). 

2006 Yearbook of Immigration Statistics

www.dhs.gov/ximgtn/statistics/publications/yearbook.shtm

This site provides a summary of statistics compiled by the Department of Homeland
Security. 

Comprehensive Immigration Reform Fact Sheet

www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2007/06/20070627-12.html

This site features a summary of President Bush’s proposed legislation to improve
immigration laws submitted in June 2007.

Debate Central

www.debate-central.org

This site provides general information on debates, debate formats, and resources for
other topics. 

Resources
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Estimate of Unauthorized Immigrants

www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/statistics/publications/ill_pe_2006.pdf

This site for the Department of Homeland Security includes a summary on illegal
immigration. 

Evaluating Web Sites 

www.library.cornell.edu/olinuris/ref/research/webeval.html

This site from the Cornell University Library features a compilation of resources and
lists of criteria for examining web sites for reliability. 

Federation for American Immigration Reform

www.fairus.org/site/PageServer

The Federation for American Immigration Reform is a non-profit organization
working towards immigration reform. 

International Debate Education Association

www.idebate.org/teaching/index.php

This site covers all aspects of debate, including different formats, classroom activities,
and practice exercises. This site also includes lists of background resources on a wide
variety of topics and identifies questions with pro and con positions for the topics.

Justice for Immigrants

www.justiceforimmigrants.org

This site features support for immigration reform. 

Polling Reports/Immigration

www.pollingreport.com/immigration.htm

This site compiles polls on immigration from major news agencies.
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What Is the Issue with Health Care?
The cost of health care in the United States is spiraling upwards. In 1960, Americans spent
5.2% of the Gross National Product (GNP) on doctor visits, hospital stays, medicine, and
procedures. (GNP is the total dollar value of all final goods and services produced for
consumption in the United States in one year.) In 2006, Americans spent 16%, or $2.1
trillion, which equals $7,027 per person in the United States. This is an increase of 6.7% over
2005 (Catlin et al, 2008). Spending for health care is growing 2.5% faster than the overall
economy. Of every dollar spent on health services in the United States in 2005, 45 cents
came directly from government sources. (KFF, 2007) Nearly half the amount spent on health
care was for coverage of 5% of the population. Americans are spending twice as much as
countries such as Australia, Canada, the United Kingdom, Germany, and Japan. 

Many solutions have been proposed to fix these problems. Some address making the
medical system more efficient with improved technology. Some suggest making individuals
and businesses more responsible for their care so that market forces bring down costs and
eliminate unnecessary expenditures. And others feel there is a need for a national health care
system in which all individuals are covered through a government-sponsored system such as
Medicare. 

It is believed that at the current pace of growth, health care will consume 20% of the GNP
by 2016. Tough decisions will be required to provide high quality care for everyone. One
study examined 15 policy options. The researchers concluded that a combination of efforts
was needed, including the following:

• producing and using better information for health care decision-making

• promoting health and enhancing disease prevention

• aligning financial incentives with quality and efficiency 

• correcting price signals in health care markets

These changes, along with implementing universal health insurance, could save 
$1.5 trillion in national health expenditures over 10 years, while also improving value in terms
of access, quality, and health care outcomes (Schoen, Guterman, Shih, Lau, Kasimow,
Gauthier, and Davis, 2007). But can these changes be made? 

TEACHER PAGE

Discussion: 
National Health Care
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Is This a Discussion, a Dialogue, or a Debate Topic?

This topic is best formatted as a discussion. It appears in the news often, yet it is not well
understood. There are also a variety of plans being discussed for improving health care. You
could use debate or dialogue formats as well, since opinions are strong on different
approaches to this topic. However, a general overview of the use of health care and the need
for improving its delivery is helpful prior to having your students develop opinions. A
discussion will allow your students to clarify their understanding of the issue. 

Classroom Format

Begin by having students examine some media reports on nationalizing health care in the
United States. Have them select one article and write a summary of it. Ask them to identify
the author’s proposed plan for national health care, and how it differs from what is currently
available in the United States. Be sure they identify the author’s key points and supporting
evidence. In class, have students discuss their articles in small groups and then as a whole
class. Pose questions that support them in drawing a response to the investigation question.
As an extension, review the materials to determine if students found any fallacies in the
reasoning presented in the resources they reviewed. 

If your students have not used news media reports in the classroom before, it is best to
have them do this for a few weeks before the discussion. A simple format is to have each
student select one news article about a topic relevant to the course. Have them write a
summary that includes the author’s conclusion and 3 to 4 key points. In addition, have them
identify any errors in the reasoning expressed in any of the articles. They can use their
Student Summary: Discussion pages that outline possible types of fallacies in arguments.
Have students bring articles to class, and make them available for other students to read. As
students arrive for class, have them get into groups of three to share their articles. As a whole
class, ask for a few key points from the articles.

T
IM

E Preparation—15 minutes in class, plus homework

Instruction—two 45-minute class periods

Investigation Question 

Should health care be nationalized?

TEACHER PAGE
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Preparation (during prior class)
1. Hand out the Student Summary: Discussion section and the student pages.

2. For homework, ask students to find and read a news article on nationalizing health care.
(Do not discuss the issue unless they ask clarifying questions about the homework; tell
them to find out about the issue for themselves.) (5 minutes)

3. As homework, have students write a summary report on their articles. The summary
should include the following: 

• a description of a national health care plan identifying how it differs from what is
currently available in the United States 

• the authors’ conclusions and key points, including any positive or negative opinions
on the benefits or problems with nationalizing health care 

• identification of any fallacies in the authors’ arguments

4. Have students title their summary with a headline (3 to 8 word statement) that captures
the key position in the article. 

5. Describe what will occur in the next class. (5 minutes)

During Class

1. Organize students in small groups of 3 to 4 students.  

2. Within each group, have students share their news article summaries. Ask them to create
common definitions as well as a list of the pros and cons of nationalizing health care.
(20 minutes)

3. Have each group create a poster that includes the following (10 minutes):

• one agreed-upon plan for national health care

• a list of the benefits and concerns surrounding nationalizing health care

4. Have each group select one member to review the poster for the rest of the class in a
short, 3-minute presentation. 

5. Have students present their posters to the rest of the class. Students should take notes
on any differences they see in the definitions presented, and make a master list of any
pros and cons for later discussion. 

6. Members of any other group can ask questions for clarification on any of the issues or
opinions expressed. Any member of the presenting group may respond to the questions.
This may take part of another class period. (5–10 minutes per group; 30–40 minutes
including questions)

7. As students give their reports, make a master list of the pro and con opinions about
nationalizing health care. Try not to edit or combine points unless they are very obvious.
This will be a class task during discussion.

TEACHER PAGE
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8. Begin by having students work in pairs to review the list and write any observations
about the lists that they may have. (5 minutes)

9. Open the discussion with the whole class by asking students to share their observations.

10. Record the observations. To raise the cognitive levels of the discussion, ask the entire
class questions about whether they agree with the observation. When a student offers
another idea, be sure to ask for specifics points or data with which they do not agree.
Ask them to try to specifically identify what they would say differently. Consider asking a
student to lead this section of the discussion. (10 minutes)

11. Possible discussion questions could include the following (30 minutes): 

• Is there a way to rephrase terms to make the statements clearer for an audience that
is unfamiliar with the topic? (Bloom’s Comprehension) 

• Which are the most significant reasons for or against nationalizing health care? Can
you identify solutions that have been suggested for any of these problems? (Bloom’s
Application)

• Can you group any pros or cons that are similar within one area? (Bloom’s Analysis)

• Can you summarize the ideas into one pro statement that refutes the major con
ideas? Can you do the same for the opposition, making one con statement that
counters all the pro ideas? (Bloom’s Synthesis)  

• Vote for either leaving health care as it is, or nationalizing it, and have students write
the main reason why they think this. (Bloom’s Evaluation) 

Extension

1. To further students’ skills in analyzing explanations, ask them to review their Student
Summary: Discussion pages on fallacies in arguments. Ask students if they have any
questions about the various types of fallacies. (10 minutes)

2. Ask students to identify any examples of fallacies they may have found in their articles.
(15 minutes)

TEACHER PAGE
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Assessment Criteria

Students should include the following in their news article summaries and discussion:

•  an accurate description of a national health care plan (a government program for
providing health care for all United States citizens paid for by taxes)

•  identification of the main conclusion from the selected article, as well as identifying
supporting statements and evidence

•  identification of any error presented in articles or by other students

•  discourse contributions that connect ideas and pose questions for understanding

•  identification of fallacies in the opinions expressed (extension)

Standards

National Council for the Social Studies
IV. Individual Development and Identity

d. apply concepts, methods, and theories about the study of human growth and
development, such as physical endowment, learning, motivation, behavior,
perception, and personality

V. Individuals, Groups, and Institutions
c. describe the various form institutions take, and explain how they develop and change

over time 

VI. Power, Authority, and Government
c. analyze and explain ideas and mechanisms to meet needs and wants of citizens,

regulate territory, manage conflict, establish order and security, and balance
competing conceptions of a just society 

VII. Production, Distribution, and Consumption
c. consider the costs and benefits to society of allocating goods and services through

private and public sectors

VIII. Science, Technology, and Society
d. evaluate various policies that have been proposed as ways of dealing with social

changes resulting from new technologies, such as genetically engineered plants and
animals

X. Civic Ideals and Practices
c. locate, access, analyze, organize, synthesize, evaluate and apply information about

selected public issues—identifying, describing, and evaluating multiple points of view

TEACHER PAGE
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Possible Preconceptions

No findings were identified that came from research on student preconceptions about health care
and the role of government in providing it. However, many articles point to the strong influence
an individual’s experience bears on his or her opinion of health care, its need, and accessibility.

Teacher Resources 

A Reporter’s Toolkit for Health Care Costs

www.allhealth.org/publications/Cost_of_health_care/health_care_costs_77.asp

This site features an overview of the factors contributing to increased health care costs. 

Alliance for Health Care Reform

www.allhealth.org

This site features a summary of current policy suggestions for health care reform, with
updates with policy new briefs. 

Health Care Is a Human Right

www.pnhp.org

This site presents support for single payer health care in the United States, created by
Physicians for National Health Care.

Health Care Crisis: Who’s at Risk? 

www.pbs.org/healthcarecrisis/uninsured.html

This PBS site accompanied their series on the Health Care Crisis. 

Universal Health Care

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Universal_health_care

This site features a discussion of universal health care programs around the world. 

TEACHER PAGE
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Discussion: 
National Health Care

What Is the Issue with Health Care?
The cost of health care in the United States is spiraling upwards. In 1960, Americans
spent 5.2% of the Gross National Product (GNP) on doctor visits, hospital stays,
medicine, and procedures. (GNP is the total dollar value of all final goods and services
produced for consumption in the United States in one year.) In 2006, Americans
spent 16%, or $2.1 trillion dollars, which equals $7,027 per person in the United
States. This is an increase of 6.7% over 2005 (Catlin et al, 2008). Spending for health
care is growing 2.5% faster than the overall economy. Of every dollar spent on health
services in the United States in 2005, 45 cents came directly from government
sources. (KFF, 2007) Nearly half the amount spent on health care was for coverage of
5% of the population. Americans are spending twice as much as countries such as
Australia, Canada, the United Kingdom, Germany, and Japan. 

Many solutions have been proposed to fix these problems. Some address making the
medical system more efficient with improved technology. Some suggest making
individuals and businesses more responsible for their care so that market forces bring
down costs and eliminate unnecessary expenditures. And others feel there is a need for
a national health care system in which all individuals are covered through a
government-sponsored system such as Medicare. 

It is believed that at the current pace of growth, health care will consume 20% of
the GNP by 2016. Tough decisions will be required to provide high quality care for
everyone. One study examined 15 policy options. The researchers concluded that a
combination of efforts was needed, including the following:

• producing and using better information for health care decision-making 

• promoting health and enhancing disease prevention 

• aligning financial incentives with quality and efficiency 

• correcting price signals in health care markets 
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These changes, along with implementing universal health insurance, could save 
$1.5 trillion in national health expenditures over 10 years, while also improving value
in terms of access, quality, and health care outcomes (Schoen, Guterman, Shih, Lau,
Kasimow, Gauthier, and Davis, 2007). But can these changes be made? 

1. Find an article or report on this topic in a current newspaper, magazine, or on 
the Internet.

2. Write a summary report on the article. The summary should include the
following:

• a description of a national health care plan identifying how it differs from what
is currently available in the United States

• the author’s conclusions and key points, including any positive or negative
opinions on the benefits or problems with nationalizing health care 

• identification of any fallacies in the authors’ arguments

3. Title your report with a headline (3–8 word statement) that summarizes the
position. 

4. Bring your article and summary to class. Be prepared to share your summary 
with classmates.

Investigation Question 

Should health care be nationalized?

Assignment
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A Reporter’s Toolkit for Health Care Costs

www.allhealth.org/publications/Cost_of_health_care/health_care_costs_77.asp

This site features an overview of the factors contributing to increased health care costs. 

Alliance for Health Care Reform

www.allhealth.org

This site features a summary of current policy suggestions for health care reform, with
updates with policy new briefs. 

Health Care Is a Human Right

www.pnhp.org

This site presents support for single payer health care in the United States, created by
Physicians for National Health Care.

Health Care Crisis: Who’s at Risk? 

www.pbs.org/healthcarecrisis/uninsured.html

This PBS site accompanied their series on the Health Care Crisis. 

Universal Health Care

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Universal_health_care

This site features a discussion of universal health care programs around the world. 

Resources
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Discussion:
Preventing Genocide

What Is the Issue with Preventing Genocide?
The Genocide Convention was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on
December 9, 1948, after the world’s most shocking genocide—the Holocaust during World
War II. More than 130 nations have ratified the Genocide Convention, and over 70 nations
have made provisions for the punishment of genocide in domestic criminal law.

In the treaty, genocide is described as “acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or
in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group.” These acts can take many forms, from
persecuting a group, to removing their children, to eliminating their ability to reproduce, to
hurting or killing them. The best-known genocide was Hitler’s attempts to eliminate the
Jewish race during World War II through their extermination in prison camps. Other more
recent events that have been labeled genocide have included the wars in Cambodia, Bosnia,
Rwanda, and Darfur. 

In each of these events, historians can now point to circumstances leading up to them
when countries deliberated their roles in preventing the harm done to a group of people. In
Darfur, the genocide has been ongoing since 2004. The countries that signed the treaty,
together with the United Nations, have not been able to coerce themselves to intervene and
stop the killing and displacement of hundreds of thousands of people (Wikipedia, 2008).
What is the role of citizens and nations in these types of conflicts? 

Is This a Discussion, a Dialogue, or a Debate Topic?

This topic is best formatted as a discussion. It appears in the news often, yet it is not well
understood. You could use debate or dialogue formats as well, since opinions are strong on
opposite sides of this topic. However, providing your students with a general overview of
genocide, where it has occurred in the world, and what has been done to prevent it will be
helpful for students to develop their own opinions. A discussion will allow students to clarify
their understanding of the issue.

T
IM

E Preparation—15 minutes in class, plus homework

Instruction—two 45-minute class periods



73© 2008 J. Weston Walch, Publisher www.socialstudies.com/walch

Dialogue, Discussion, and Debate: Social Studies

© 2008 Walch Education www.walch.com

TEACHER PAGE

73

Classroom Format

Begin by having students examine media reports on genocide. Have them select one and write
a summary of the report. Ask them to identify the authors’ conclusions, key points, and
supporting evidence. In class, have students discuss their articles in small groups and then as
a whole class. Pose questions that support them in drawing a response to the investigation
question. As an extension, review the materials to determine if students found any fallacies in
the reasoning presented in the resources they used.

If students have not used news media reports in the classroom before, it is best to have
them do this for a few weeks before the discussion. A simple format is to have each student
select one news article about a topic relevant to the course. Have them write a summary that
includes the author’s conclusion and three to four key points. In addition, have them identify
any errors in the reasoning expressed in any of the articles. They can use their Student
Summary: Discussion section that outlines possible types of fallacies in arguments. Articles
should be brought to class and made available for other students to read. As students arrive
for class, have them get into groups of three to share their articles. As a whole class, ask for a
few key points from the articles.

Preparation (during prior class)
1. Hand out the Student Summary: Discussion section and the student pages.

2. For homework, ask students to find and read a news article on genocide. (Do not
discuss the issue unless they ask clarifying questions about the homework; tell them to
find out about the issue for themselves.) (5 minutes)

3. As homework, have students write a summary report on their article. Summaries should
include the following: 

• a definition of genocide

• the authors’ conclusions and key points, including any positive or negative opinions
on the United States intervening to stop genocide

• identification of any fallacies in the authors’ arguments

4. Have students title their summary with a headline (3–8 word statement) that captures
the key position in the article.

5. Describe the procedure that will occur in the next class. (5 minutes)

Investigation Question 

Should the United States intervene in another
country to prevent genocide?
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During Class

1. Organize students in small groups (3 to 4 students).  

2. Within each group, have students share their news article summaries. Ask them to create
a list of common definitions, as well as a list of the pros and cons of the United States
intervening in another country to prevent genocide. (20 minutes)

3. Have each group create a poster that includes the following (10 minutes):

• an agreed-upon definition of genocide

• a list of all the benefits of and concerns about the United States intervening in
another country to prevent genocide 

4. Have each group select one member to review the poster for the rest of the class in a
short, 3-minute presentation. 

5. Have students present their posters to the rest of the class. Students should take notes
on any differences they see in the definitions presented, and make a master list of any
pros and cons for later discussion. 

6. Members of any other group can ask questions for clarification on any of the issues or
opinions expressed. Any member of the presenting group may respond to the questions.
(5–10 minutes per group; 30–40 minutes including questions—may take part of
another class period)

7. As students give their reports, make a master list of the pro and con opinions about the
United States intervening in another country to prevent genocide. Try not to edit or
combine points unless they are very obvious. This will be a class task during the
discussion. 

8. Begin by having students work in pairs to review the list and write down any
observations they may have. (5 minutes)

9. Open the discussion with the entire class by asking students to share their observations.  

10. Record the observations. To raise the cognitive levels of the discussion, ask the class
questions on whether they agree with the observation. When someone offers another
idea, be sure to ask for specifics with which they do not agree, and what specifically they
would say differently. Consider asking a student to lead this section of the discussion.
(10 minutes)

11. Possible discussion questions could include the following: 

• Is there a way to rephrase terms to make the statements clearer for an audience that
is unfamiliar with the topic? (Bloom’s Comprehension) 

• Which are the most significant reasons for or against the United States intervening in
another country to prevent genocide? Can you identify solutions that have been
suggested for any of these problems? (Bloom’s Application)
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• Can you group any pros or cons that are similar within one area? (Bloom’s Analysis)

• Can you summarize the ideas into one pro statement that refutes the major con
ideas? Can you do the same for the opposition, making one con statement that
counters all the pro ideas? (Bloom’s Synthesis)  

• Vote for either the United States intervening or not in another country to prevent
genocide, and have students write their main reason why they think this. (Bloom’s
Evaluation) (30 minutes)

Extension

1. To further students’ skills in analyzing explanations, ask them to review the Student
Summary: Discussion section on fallacies in arguments. Ask students if they have any
questions about the various types of fallacies. (10 minutes)

2. Ask your students to identify any instances of fallacies they may have found in their
articles. (15 minutes)

Assessment Criteria

Students should include the following in their news article summaries and discussion:

•  an accurate definition of genocide
Genocide is a crime punishable by the International Criminal Court with the intention
of “destroying, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group, by:

a. killing members of the group

b. causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group

c. deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its
physical destruction in whole or in part

d. imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group

e. forcibly transferring children of the group to another group” (Wikipedia, 2008)

•  identify the main conclusion from the selected article, and identify supporting
statements and evidence

•  identify errors presented in articles or by other students

•  identify discourse contributions that connect ideas and pose questions for
understanding

•  identify fallacies in the opinions expressed (extension)
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Standards

National Council for the Social Studies
I. Culture

f. interpret patterns of behavior reflecting values and attitudes that contribute or pose
obstacles to cross-cultural understanding 

IV. Individual Development and Identity
e. examine the interactions of ethnic, national, or cultural influences in specific

situations or events 

g. compare and evaluate the impact of stereotyping, conformity, acts of altruism, and
other behaviors on individuals and groups 

VI. Power, Authority, and Governance
f. analyze and evaluate conditions, actions, and motivations that contribute to conflict

and cooperation within and among nations 

IX. Global Connections
e. analyze the relationships and tensions between national sovereignty and global

interests, in such matters as territory, economic development, nuclear and other
weapons, use of natural resources, and human rights concerns 

f. analyze or formulate policy statements demonstrating an understanding of
concerns, standards, issues, and conflicts related to universal human rights 

g. describe and evaluate the role of internationals and multinational organizations in
the global arena 

Possible Student Preconceptions

No findings based on research were identified for this topic. However, there were many
statements about genocide in general and misconceptions of the general public. One report
found that “one essential concept that is virtually unknown to students and little understood
by the general public is that of genocide” (Leavitt and Lumetta, 2007). The authors were
addressing the most familiar example of genocide, the Holocaust, and still found a large gap
in understanding of the events and their causes.

These misunderstandings about the root causes of genocide were again emphasized in
discussing more current events such as Darfur. “One of the common misconceptions about
the Darfur genocide is that it is mainly about religion. The main cause is actually racism.
Trotman clarified that the north considers themselves to be a purer race than the south”
(Polzin, 2007). Both sets of researchers found that many students did not know enough 
about the cultures or religions of the world to know what these root causes of genocide 
were based upon. 
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Teacher Resources

Genocide in the 20th Century

www.historyplace.com/worldhistory/genocide

This site features information about genocide within the last century.

Genocide Intervention

www.genocideintervention.net/educate

This film discusses current genocides and citizen responsibility to stop them. 

Genocide Study Program

www.yale.edu/gsp/index.html

This Yale University program studies genocide historically as well as current genocide events.
The site includes maps of historic genocides around the world. 

Genocide Watch

www.genocidewatch.org/aboutgenocide/whatisit.html

This site describes what genocide is, how it is defined through the United Nations and world
treaties, and describes historic and ongoing genocides around the world. 

The Triumph of Evil

www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/evil

This PBS site features information on the genocide in Rwanda. 

United States Institute for Peace

www.usip.org

The United States Institute for Peace was established by Congress to work towards conflict
resolution without war. 

What Is Genocide?

www.ushmm.org/wlc/article.php?lang=en&ModuleId=10007043

The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum web site examines the Holocaust. 
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Discussion: 
Preventing Genocide

What Is the Issue with Preventing Genocide?
The Genocide Convention was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on
December 9, 1948, after the world’s most shocking genocide—the Holocaust during
World War II. More than 130 nations have ratified the Genocide Convention, and over 
70 nations have made provisions for the punishment of genocide in domestic criminal
law.

In the treaty, genocide is described as “acts committed with intent to destroy, in
whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group.” These acts can take
many forms, from persecuting a group, to removing their children, to eliminating their
ability to reproduce, to hurting or killing them. The best known genocide was Hitler’s
attempts to eliminate the Jewish race during World War II through their extermination
in prison camps. Other more recent events that have been labeled genocide have
included the wars in Cambodia, Bosnia, Rwanda, and Darfur.

In each of these events, historians can now point to circumstances leading up to
them when countries deliberated their roles in preventing the harm done to a group of
people. In Darfur, the genocide has been ongoing since 2004. The countries that
signed the treaty, together with the United Nations, have not been able to coerce
themselves to intervene and stop the killing and displacement of hundreds of
thousands of people (Wikipedia, 2008). What is the role of citizens and nations in
these types of conflicts?

Investigation Question 

Should the United States intervene in another
country to prevent genocide?
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1. Find an article or report on this topic in a current newspaper, magazine, or on 
the Internet.

2. Write a summary report on the article. The summary should include the
following:

•  a definition of genocide 

•  the author’s conclusions and key points, including any positive or negative
opinions on the United States intervening to stop genocide

•  identification of any fallacies in the author’s arguments

3. Title your report with a headline (3–8 word statement) that summarizes the
position. 

4. Bring your article and summary to class. Be prepared to share your summary 
with classmates.

Genocide in the 20th Century

www.historyplace.com/worldhistory/genocide

This site features information about genocide within the last century.

Genocide Intervention

www.genocideintervention.net/educate

This film discusses current genocides and citizen responsibility to stop them. 

Assignment

Resources
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Genocide Study Program

www.yale.edu/gsp/index.html#

This Yale University program studies genocide historically as well as current genocide
events. The site includes maps of historic genocides around the world. 

Genocide Watch

www.genocidewatch.org/aboutgenocide/whatisit.html

This site describes what genocide is, how it is defined through the United Nations and
world treaties, and describes historic and on-going genocides around the world. 

The Triumph of Evil

www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/evil/

This PBS site features information on the genocide in Rwanda. 

United States Institute for Peace

www.usip.org

The United States Institute for Peace was established by Congress to work towards
conflict resolution without war. 

What Is Genocide?

www.ushmm.org/wlc/article.php?lang=en&ModuleId=10007043

The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum web site examines the Holocaust.
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Discussion: 
Spreading Democracy

What Is the Issue with Spreading Democracy? 
Many U.S. presidential administrations have promoted the idea of spreading democracy
throughout the world. President Bush, in his 2005 State of the Union Address, committed the
United States to an active democratization program aimed at ending tyranny around the world.
His view was that the United States can no longer ignore the authoritarian nature of many
governments, particularly in the Middle East, whose lack of political and economic freedom is
seen as contributing to religious radicalism, support for terrorist groups, and anti-
Americanism (PIPA, CCFR, 2005).

The United Nations agrees with the view that democracy needs to be spread around the
world. In their original charter, under the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, 
it was declared unanimously by the General Assembly that:

“1. Everyone has the right to take part in the government of his country, directly or through
freely chosen representatives. 

2. Everyone has the right to equal access to public service in his country. 

3. The will of the people shall be the basis of the authority of government; this shall be
expressed in periodic and genuine elections which shall be by universal and equal
suffrage and shall be held by secret vote or by equivalent free voting procedure”
(UNDEF, 2005).

In 2005, the United Nations established the U.N. Democracy Fund, whose purpose is to
support democratization around the world. Establishing a democracy is not always successful.
It is thought that a country must be ready for a strong democratic government to be
established. Opinion polls in the United States indicate that the public does not feel this is a
role for its government. If so many feel it is important to have democracy around the world,
then how should democracy be spread? What is necessary for a country to support
democracy? Should force be used? Should other countries intervene to help support
democratic factions if a democracy fails? 
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Is This a Discussion, a Dialogue, or a Debate Topic?

This topic is best formatted as a discussion. It appears in the news often, yet it is not well
understood. You could use debate or dialogue formats as well, since opinions are strong on
opposite sides of this topic. However, a general overview of democracy and how it should be
supported around the world is helpful prior to having your students develop their own
opinions. A discussion will allow students to clarify their understanding of the issue. 

Classroom Format

Begin by having students examine media reports on spreading democracy around the world.
Have them each select one and write a summary of the report. Ask them to identify the
authors’ conclusions, key points, and supporting evidence. In class, have students discuss
their articles in small groups and then as a whole class. Pose questions that support them in
drawing a response to the investigation question. As an extension, review the materials to
determine if students found any fallacies in the reasoning presented in the resources they
reviewed.

If your students have not used news media reports in the classroom before, it is best to
have them do this for a few weeks before the discussion. A simple format is to have each
student select one news article about a topic relevant to the course. Have them write a
summary that includes the author’s conclusion and three to four key points. In addition, have
them identify any errors in the reasoning expressed in any of the articles. They can use their
Student Summary: Discussion section that outlines possible types of fallacies in arguments.
Articles should be brought to class and made available for other students to read. As students
arrive for class, have them get into groups of three to share their articles. As a whole class,
ask for a few key points from the articles.

T
IM

E Preparation—15 minutes in class, plus homework

Instruction—two 45-minute class periods

Investigation Question 

Should the United States work towards 
making every country democratic?
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Preparation (during prior class)

1. Hand out the Student Summary: Discussion section and the student pages.

2. For homework, ask students to find and read a news article on promoting democracy
around the world. (Do not discuss the issue unless they ask clarifying questions about
the homework; tell them to find out about the issue for themselves.) (5 minutes)

3. As homework, have students write a summary report on their article. The summary
should include the following: 

• a definition of democracy

• the authors’ conclusions and key points, including any positive or negative opinions
on whether the United States should promote democracy around the world and how 

• identification of any fallacies in the authors’ arguments. 

4. Have each student title their summary with a headline (3–8 word statement) that
captures the key position in the article. 

5. Describe the procedure that will occur in the next class. (5 minutes)

During Class

1. Organize students in small groups (3 to 4 students).  

2. Within each group, have students share their news article summaries. Ask them to create
common definitions as well as a list of the pros and cons of promoting democracy
around the world. (20 minutes)

3. Have each group create a poster that includes the following (10 minutes):

• an agreed-upon definition of democracy

• a list of the benefits of and concerns about promoting democracy around the world

4. Have each group select one member to review the poster for the rest of the class in a
short, 3-minute presentation. 

5. Have students present their posters to the rest of the class. Students should take notes
on any differences they see in the definitions that are presented, and make a master list
of any pros and cons for later discussion. 

6. Members of any other group can ask questions for clarification on any of the issues or
opinions expressed. Any member of the presenting group may respond to the questions.
(5–10 minutes per group; 30–40 minutes including questions—may take part of
another class period)

7. As students show their posters, make a master list of the pro and con opinions about
spreading democracy around the world. Try not to edit or combine points unless they
are very obvious. This will be a class task during discussion.
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8. Begin by having students work in pairs to review the list and write any observations
about the lists that they may have. (5 minutes)

9. Open the discussion to the entire class by asking students to share their observations.

10. Record the observations. To raise the cognitive levels of the discussion, ask the class
questions about whether they agree with the observation. When students offer other
ideas, be sure to ask for specifics about what they don’t agree with, and what specifically
they would say differently. Consider asking a student to lead this section of the
discussion. (10 minutes)

11. Possible discussion questions could include the following: 

• Is there a way to rephrase terms to make the statements clearer for an audience that
is unfamiliar with the topic? (Bloom’s Comprehension) 

• Which are the most significant reasons for or against promoting democracy? Can
you identify suggested solutions for any of these problems? (Bloom’s Application)

• Can you group any pros or cons that are similar within one area? (Bloom’s Analysis)

• Can you summarize the ideas into one pro statement that refutes the major con
ideas? Can you do the same for the opposition, making one con statement that
counters all the pro ideas? (Bloom’s Synthesis)  

• Vote for either expanding or limiting the spread of democracy, and ask students to
write down the main reason why they think this. (Bloom’s Evaluation) (30 minutes)

Extension

1. To further students’ skills in analyzing explanations, ask them to review the section in
the Student Summary: Discussion handout on fallacies in arguments. Ask students if
they have any questions about the various types of fallacies. (10 minutes)

2. Ask students to identify any instances of fallacies they may have found in their articles.
(15 minutes)

Assessment Criteria

Students should include the following:

• an accurate definition of democracy  
Democracy is a government in which power is held by the people. They either control
decisions directly or hold free elections to vote for individuals to represent them in
decision-making.

• identify any error presented in articles or by other students 

• identify discourse contributions that connect ideas and pose questions for understanding

• identify fallacies in the opinions expressed (extension)
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Standards

National Council for the Social Studies
I. Culture

f. interpret patterns of behavior reflecting values and attitudes that contribute or pose
obstacles to cross-cultural understanding 

VI. Power, Authority, and Governance
b. explain the purpose of government and analyze how its powers are acquired, used,

and justified

e. compare different political systems (their ideologies, structure, institutions,
processes, and political cultures) with that of the United States, and identify
representative political leaders from selected historical and contemporary settings

IX. Global Connections
f. analyze or formulate policy statements demonstrating an understanding of

concerns, standards, issues, and conflicts related to universal human rights. 

g. describe and evaluate the role of internationals and multinational organizations in
the global arena 

Possible Student Preconceptions

No findings based on research were identified for this topic. 

Teacher Resources

Advancing Freedom and Democracy Around the World

www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2007/06/20070605-6.html

This is a fact sheet distributed by the White House in 2007 that describes the policies of
George W. Bush and his actions towards advancing democracy.

The Carter Center Democracy Program

www.cartercenter.org/peace/democracy/index.html

The Carter Center was established by President Jimmy Carter. It works to support young
democracies, particularly by monitoring elections.



87© 2008 J. Weston Walch, Publisher www.socialstudies.com/walch

Dialogue, Discussion, and Debate: Social Studies

© 2008 Walch Education www.walch.com

TEACHER PAGE

87

The Freedom Ball

www.thefreedomball.org/index.html

This project supports and encourages freedom and democracy around the world through
students. 

United Nations Democracy Fund

www.un.org/democracyfund

This branch of the United Nations was established in 2005 to support democratization
throughout the world. UNDEF finances projects that build and strengthen democratic
institutions, promote human rights, and ensure the participation of all groups in democratic
processes.

U.S. Public Rejects Use of Military Force to Promote Democracy

www.pipa.org/_admin/cms/fullPage.php?visit=1&id=87

This article by the Chicago Council on Foreign Relations and the Program on International
Policy Attitudes at the University of Maryland is based on a report they conducted.
(http://65.109.167.118/pipa/pdf/sep05/Democratization_Sep09_rpt_revised.pdf)
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Discussion: 
Spreading Democracy

What Is the Issue with Spreading Democracy? 
Many U.S. presidential administrations have promoted the idea of spreading
democracy throughout the world. President Bush, in his 2005 State of the Union
Address, committed the United States to an active democratization program aimed at
ending tyranny around the world. His view was that the United States can no longer
ignore the authoritarian nature of many governments, particularly in the Middle East,
whose lack of political and economic freedom is seen as contributing to religious
radicalism, support for terrorist groups, and anti-Americanism (PIPA, CCFR, 2005). 

The United Nations agrees with the view that democracy needs to be spread around
the world. In their original charter, under the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
in 1948, it was declared unanimously by the General Assembly that:

“1. Everyone has the right to take part in the government of his country, directly or
through freely chosen representatives.

2. Everyone has the right to equal access to public service in his country.
3. The will of the people shall be the basis of the authority of government; this shall

be expressed in periodic and genuine elections which shall be by universal and
equal suffrage and shall be held by secret vote or by equivalent free voting
procedure” (UNDEF, 2005).

In 2005, the United Nations established the U.N. Democracy Fund, whose purpose
is to support democratization throughout the world. Establishing a democracy is not
always successful. It is thought that a country must be ready for a strong democratic
government to be established. Opinion polls in the United States indicate that the
public does not feel this is a role for its government. If so many feel it is important to
have democracy around the world, then how should democracy be spread? What is
necessary for a country to support democracy? Should force be used? Should other
countries intervene to help support democratic factions if a democracy fails? 
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1. Find an article or report on this topic in a current newspaper, magazine, or on 
the Internet.

2. Write a summary report on the article. The summary should include the
following:

•  a definition of democracy 

•  the author’s conclusions and key points, including any positive or negative
opinions on spreading democracy around the world 

•  identification of any fallacies in the author’s arguments

3. Title your report with a headline (3–8 word statement) that summarizes the position.

4. Bring your article and summary to class. Be prepared to share your summary 
with classmates.

Advancing Freedom and Democracy Around the World

www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2007/06/20070605-6.html

This is a fact sheet distributed by the White House in 2007 that describes the policies
of George W. Bush and his actions towards advancing democracy.

The Carter Center Democracy Program

www.cartercenter.org/peace/democracy/index.html

The Carter Center was established by President Jimmy Carter. It works to support
young democracies, particularly by monitoring elections.

Resources

Assignment

Name: ___________________________________________     Date: _______________________
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The Freedom Ball

www.thefreedomball.org/index.html

This project supports and encourages freedom and democracy around the world
through students.

United Nations Democracy Fund

www.un.org/democracyfund/

This branch of the United Nations was established in 2005 to support democratization
throughout the world. UNDEF finances projects that build and strengthen democratic
institutions, promote human rights, and ensure the participation of all groups in
democratic processes.

U.S. Public Rejects Use of Military Force to Promote Democracy

www.pipa.org/_admin/cms/fullPage.php?visit=1&id=87

This article by the Chicago Council on Foreign Relations and the Program on
International Policy Attitudes at the University of Maryland is based on a report they
conducted.
(http://65.109.167.118/pipa/pdf/sep05/Democratization_Sep09_rpt_revised.pdf)
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Dialogue: 
Equal Education for All

What Is the Issue About Education?
The idea of public education dates back to Plato and Aristotle in the 4th century B.C.E. Plato
believed that the role of a government-run public school was to teach good character,
citizenship, and leadership. The goal was to create good citizens to be part of their
democracy. However, Plato did not feel that everyone had equal rights. Education was not for
all—only for the children of professionals. The lower class, he felt, were not the citizens to be
engaged in government. They served the upper class with services, and as a result, did not
need education except to learn their trade from a master craftsman. Plato’s student, Aristotle,
suggested the idea of government-sponsored education for all students. However, this role of
government wasn’t fulfilled until the 19th century (Nosotro, 2007).

After the American Revolution, state governments began to stress the importance of education
for grades K–8. In Wealth of Nations, Adam Smith noted that an educated public would ensure 
a stronger protection of the public good. He felt that lack of education led to lawlessness and 
a life of crime. Since there was no right to education included in the Constitution, the role of
creating an institution for educating children fell to the states. Massachusetts was the first state 
to create a school, but it was not free. Horace Mann, the Massachusetts Secretary of the Board 
of Education, is credited with creating free, elementary school education for all children. By the
late 1870s, all states had laws establishing compulsory, free education for grade K–8 age
students. Later, high school became required. By the early 1900s, high schools switched from
solely preparing students for college to having distinct curriculum tracks: health, fundamental
processes (literacy and numeracy), worthy home membership, vocation, civic education, and
leisure and ethical character. The NEA viewed the efforts as democratic, as a way to increase
access to education and to reduce the rate of drop-outs. Achievement testing was also 
introduced to identify curriculum tracks for students (Thattai, 2001).

Since all students were required to attend school, the next issue that arose was in what
language courses could be taught. So many immigrants spoke a language other than English,
each state had to determine which languages would be allowed for instruction. Many states
required that English be spoken, but provided support for French, Spanish, and German.
However, most states did not allow any Native American languages to be used until 1934. 
In the early 1900s, with the advent of World War I, many states required that all courses be
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taught only in English. German, in particular, was banned from schools. There was a struggle
from 1960 to 1980 to allow bilingual education to become commonplace. During this same
time period, special education programs for students with learning disabilities were created. 

The issue of segregation surfaced in the late 1800s and early 1900s but was not resolved
until the 1960s. Schools were first allowed to be segregated as long as the education was equal.
In 1954, the Supreme Court ruled that segregation of schools was illegal. In most cases, school
districts were desegregated but still retained segregated schools. It was not until laws were
passed that desegregated busing that schools truly became desegregated (PBS, 2001).

By the 1990s, global economic competition became the driving force in American
education. States adopted curriculum standards that placed higher emphasis on English,
science, and mathematics skills in order to prepare students for the high-tech workplace.
These standards now require all students to meet set levels of achievement before graduating
from high school.

Is This a Discussion, a Dialogue, or a Debate Topic?

The controversy over the role of government in providing free education for all students could
be used in any of the three formats. Dialogue is chosen because the content provides a rich
way of exploring students’ understanding of the role of government, and particularly how the
current structure for equal education for all has been established. By having open
conversations, rather than ones with predetermined time constraints such as those found in
debate, students can grapple more with the intricacies of these important concepts. Dialogue
is preferred over discussion, as the topic is too complex for a quick conversation based on one
short reading combined with students’ existing knowledge.

Classroom Format

This lesson is designed to investigate the issue of the role of government in education in the
United States. However, if students understand this issue in the United States, it would be
valuable for them to examine how opinions on this vary in different cultures around the world.
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T
IM

E Preparation—15 minutes in class, plus homework

Instruction—two 45-minute class periods

Investigation Question 

Should all students have the same education?
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To complete this lesson, it is helpful if your students have a basic understanding of the
development of the government’s role in providing free education for all children. It is
recommended that this activity occur towards the end of instruction on this topic. This will
allow students to grapple in more depth with the conflicts between the role of government in
the lives of individuals vs. its role of benefiting the greater good. You may want to do a
Quickwrite (short, 5-minute written response) on the investigation question before the project
starts to get a better grasp of your students’ understanding of the issue. 

Preparation (15 minutes during prior class)

1. Copy and distribute, the Student Summary: Dialogue section and the student pages.

2. With your students, review the Student Summary: Dialogue section. Describe the
process they will use during the dialogue in the next class. 

3. Review the student pages to explain the assignment for the next class. Students should
come to the next class prepared with a written response to the investigation question
supported by evidence.

4. Review the Assessment Criteria with your students for their responses to the investigation
question. Be sure they understand all the points that should be included in their summaries.

During Class

1. Pair each student with another individual who shares the same opinion.

2. Ask students to share their summaries with each other. 

3. Ask students to create a collaborative response to the investigation question, selecting
the strongest evidence to support their claim. (10 minutes)

4. Have students review their new response against the Assessment Criteria. (5 minutes)

5. Move pairs with like opinions into small groups. Ask each pair to present their ideas.
Have small groups come to a consensus on their summary. (10 minutes)

6. Decide the order of presentations. 

7. Allow for at least two 5-minute presentations during each class. Any students not
presenting should take notes on the key points and evidence for later discussion. 

8. After each presentation, students can ask the presenters any clarifying questions, seeking
understanding, not being argumentative. Allow time for groups to incorporate any points
raised into their own presentations. (15 minutes for each pair of presentations, 5
minutes for each group, and 5 minutes for questions and notes)

9. Begin the next class by summarizing and charting the key points made with the evidence
from the previous presentations. Identify areas where data properly supported two different
points. A list of further questions, or research needed, can also be drafted. (10 minutes)
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10. The next groups begin by linking their comments with those of previous groups. 
(15 minutes maximum for each pair of small group presentations and questions)

11. Finally, debrief the dialogue either verbally or in writing. Have students reflect on their
learning and how well the class did in the strategy of dialogue, and identify any new
strategies for their next dialogue. (10 minutes)

Assessment Criteria

Students should include the following:

•  an accurate description of the history of the government’s role in providing free
education for all students (include exact quotes)

•  an accurate description of historical development of the issue

•  a summary of their response to the investigation question 

•  supporting evidence for their response 

•  supporting evidence for the opposing view with an indication of why they do not agree

•  identification of any errors found in the evidence including data, especially if it is used
to support the opposing view

Standards

National Council for the Social Studies
IV. Individual Development and Identity

d. apply concepts, methods, and theories about the study of human growth and
development, such as physical endowment, learning, motivation, behavior,
perception, and personality 

g. compare and evaluate the impact of stereotyping, conformity, acts of altruism, and
other behaviors on individuals and groups

V. Individuals, Groups and Institutions
g. analyze the extent to which groups and institutions meet individual needs and

promote the common good in contemporary and historical settings 

Possible Student Preconceptions 

None found that have been identified through research. 
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Teacher Resources 

Evaluating Web Sites 

www.library.cornell.edu/olinuris/ref/research/webeval.html

This site from Cornell University Library features a compilation of many resources and lists of
criteria for examining web sites for reliability.

School: The Story of American Public Education

www.pbs.org/kcet/publicschool/roots_in_history/index.html

This PBS site features the history of public education.

References

Nosotro, Rit. 2007. History of Public Education.
www.hyperhistory.net/apwh/essays/cot/t0w20education.htm.

Thattai, Deeptha. 2001. A History of Public Education in the United States. J-LEDS Digital
Library. November 2001. www.servintfree.net/~aidmn-ejournal/publications/2001-
11/PublicEducationInTheUnitedStates.html.
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Dialogue: 
Equal Education for All

What Is the Issue About Education?
The idea of public education dates back to Plato and Aristotle in the 4th century B.C.E.
Plato believed that the role of a government-run public school was to teach good
character, citizenship, and leadership. The goal was to create good citizens to be part of
their democracy. However, Plato did not feel that everyone had equal rights. Education
was not for all—only for the children of professionals. The lower class, he felt, were not
the citizens to be engaged in government. They served the upper class with services,
and as a result, did not need education except to learn the trade from a master
craftsman. Plato’s student, Aristotle, suggested the idea of government-sponsored
education for all students. However, this role of government wasn’t fulfilled until the
19th century (Nosotro, 2007).

After the American Revolution, governments began to stress the importance of
education for grades K–8. In Wealth of Nations, Adam Smith noted that an educated
public would ensure a stronger protection of the public good. He felt that lack of
education led to lawlessness and a life of crime. Since there was no right to education
included in the Constitution, the role of creating an institution for educating children
fell to the states. Massachusetts was the first state to create a school, but it was not free.
Horace Mann, the Massachusetts Secretary of the Board of Education, is credited with
creating free, elementary school education for all children. By the late 1870s, all states
had laws establishing compulsory, free education for grade K–8 age students. Later,
high school became required. By the early 1900s, high schools switched from solely
preparing students for college to having distinct curriculum tracks: health, fundamental
processes (literacy and numeracy), worthy home membership, vocation, civic education,
and leisure and ethical character. The NEA viewed the efforts as democratic, as a way
to increase access to education and to reduce the rate of drop-outs. Achievement
testing was also introduced to identify curriculum tracks for students (Thattai, 2001).

Since all students were required to attend school, the next issue that arose was in
what language courses could be taught. So many immigrants spoke a language other
than English, each state had to determine which languages would be allowed for
instruction. Many states required that English be spoken, but provided support for
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French, Spanish and German. However, most states did not allow any Native
American languages to be used until 1934. In the early 1900s, with the advent of
World War I, many states required that all courses be taught only in English. German,
in particular, was banned from schools. There was a struggle from 1960 to 1980 to
allow bilingual education to become commonplace. During this same time period,
special education programs for students with learning disabilities were created.

The issue of segregation surfaced in the late 1800s and early 1900s but was not
resolved until the 1960s. Schools were first allowed to be segregated as long as the
education was equal. In 1954, the Supreme Court ruled that segregation of schools
was illegal. In most cases, school districts were desegregated but still retained
segregated schools. It was not until laws were passed that desegregated busing that
schools truly became desegregated (PBS, 2001).

By the 1990s, global economic competition became the driving force in American
education. States adopted curriculum standards that placed higher emphasis on
English, science, and mathematics skills in order to prepare students for the high-tech
workplace. These standards now require all students to meet set levels of achievement
before graduating from high school. 

1. Research the pros and cons of providing all students with the same education.
Use the web sites included in the Resources section, and those you may find
during your research. 

2. Analyze any new web sites you find for accuracy and bias. Each web site should
be checked for the reputation of the author to be sure the information is correct.
(See the Resources section for analyzing web sites.) 

3. Take notes while researching the topic. Be sure to keep a record of resources you
use, including book titles and page numbers, or web site addresses.

Investigation Question 

Should all students have the same education?

Assignment

Name: ___________________________________________     Date: _______________________
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4. Prepare a response to the Investigation Question. Review your Student Summary:
Dialogue handout to see the steps on how to write your explanation. 

5. Criteria for assessment will include the following, so be sure to:

•  accurately describe what historic documents outline the role of government in
schooling (include exact quotes)

•  accurately but briefly describe of historical development of the issue

•  summarize your response to the investigation question 

•  identify supporting evidence for your response

•  identify supporting evidence for the opposing view and indicate why you do
not agree 

•  identify any errors in the evidence you found, including data, especially if it
might be used to support the opposing view

A History of Public Education

www.servintfree.net/~aidmn-ejournal/publications/2001-
11/PublicEducationInTheUnitedStates.html

This site provides a brief overview of the history of public education.  

Evaluating Web Sites 

www.library.cornell.edu/olinuris/ref/research/webeval.html

This site from Cornell University Library features a compilation of many resources and
lists of criteria for examining web sites for reliability. 

Resources
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General Information on Public Education in the United States

www.theusaonline.com/general/education.htm

This site features information on public education in the United States.

School: The Story of American Public Education

www.pbs.org/kcet/publicschool/roots_in_history/index.html

This PBS site features the history of public education.

The Story of American Public Education

www.pbs.org/kcet/publicschool

This PBS site presents the history of various issues in education. 

U.S. Department of Education: Research and Statistics

www.ed.gov/rschstat/landing.jhtml?src=rt

This site provides access to reports and data on schools nationwide.
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Dialogue: Eliminating Teenage
Pregnancy Through Abstinence

What Is the Issue with Teenage Pregnancy?
Teen pregnancy is closely linked to a host of other critical social issues—poverty and income
levels, overall child well-being, out-of-wedlock births, responsible fatherhood, health issues,
education, child welfare, and risky behavior. 

The United States has the highest rate of teen pregnancies amongst comparable countries 
in the world. Three in ten girls become pregnant by the age of 20. The teen pregnancy rate
declined by 30% between 1990 and 2002, reducing the number of children under 6 living in
poverty by 26%. The number of children under 6 living with a single mother was reduced 
by 68%.

Research has shown that if a child has a teenage mother, if the parents are unmarried, and
if the mother has not completed high school, that child has a 68% chance of growing up in
poverty. If none of these factors exist, the child has a 7% chance. 

The burden these children must overcome also places a burden on the taxpayers of the
Untied States. Annually, over $9 billion are spent to care for these individuals, including
health care, welfare, prison, and unemployment. Between 1994 and 2004, there were over 
6 million births to teen mothers. This will cost U.S. taxpayers over $262 billion during the
lifetime of these individuals. The problem only increases, as daughters of teenage mothers are
three times more likely to become teen mothers themselves (NCPTP, 2006).

A 2005 survey on sexual activity found that nearly 47% of teens had already had sex. If
looking at high school seniors only, this rose to 63%. For students in grades 9–11, the trend
has been declining since 1991. High school seniors, however, have remained about the same.
A 1998 study found that one of every three girls has had sex by age 16, and two out of three
by age 18. Two out of three boys have had sex by age 18 (Moore, 1998).

In the United States, 94% of adults and 91% of teenagers think that school-age children
and teenagers should be taught to abstain from sex until they are out of high school. Also,
78% of adults think that sexually active teenagers should have access to contraception. A
majority of both girls and boys who are sexually active wish they had waited. Eight in ten 
girls and six in ten boys say they wish they had waited until they were older to have sex
(NCPTP, 2003).
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Recently, the U.S. government has become involved in educating youth about sexual
relations to try to address the need to reduce the number of teen pregnancies. In a report
titled “Emerging Answers,” the authors describe fifteen programs that are having a
measurable effect on student sexual behaviors. Five of the programs had an outcome of
delayed sex, but still had outcomes of more protected sex, more use of contraceptives, and
less frequent sex. This indicates that although it may have delayed the onset of sexual activity,
it did not prevent it (NCPTP, 2007a). A 2007 report by the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services studied the abstinence-only education program. They found that this
program did not delay sexual activity among the young people enrolled. However, programs
that discuss both abstinence and contraception have improved contraceptive use and/or
prevented teen pregnancy (NCPTP, 2007b).

Is This a Discussion, a Dialogue, or a Debate Topic?

The controversy over the government’s role in preventing teen pregnancy could be used in
any of the three formats. Dialogue is chosen because the content provides a rich way of
exploring your students’ understanding of the role of government and personal freedoms. By
having open conversations, rather than predetermined time constraints such as those found in
debate, students can grapple with the intricacies of this important concept. Dialogue is
preferred over discussion, as the topic is too complex for a quick conversation based on one
short reading combined with your students’ existing knowledge. 

T
IM

E Preparation—15 minutes in class, plus homework

Instruction— two 45-minute class periods

Investigation Question 

Should the government address the issue of teen
pregnancy only through encouraging abstinence?
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Classroom Format

This lesson is designed to investigate the issue of the government’s role and strategies in
preventing teen pregnancy. To complete this lesson, it is helpful if your students have a basic
understanding of the development of the role of government in protecting individuals and, in
particular, youth. It is recommended that this activity occur towards the end of instruction on
this topic. This will allow students a full opportunity to explore the ideas and to gain better
understanding. You may want to do a Quickwrite (short, 5-minute written response) on the
investigation question before the project starts to get a better grasp of your students’
understanding of the issue. 

Preparation (15 minutes during prior class)

1. Copy and distribute the Student Summary: Dialogue section and the student pages.

2. Review the dialogue summary with students. Describe the process they will use during
the dialogue in the next class. 

3. Review the student assignment. This details the assignment for the next class. Students
should come to the next class prepared with a written response to the investigation
question supported by evidence. 

4. Review the Assessment Criteria with students for their responses to the investigation
question. Be sure they understand all the points that should be included in their summaries.

During Class

1. Pair each student with another individual who shares the same opinion.

2. Ask students to share their summaries with each other. 

3. Ask students to create a collaborative response to the investigation question, selecting
the strongest evidence to support their claim. (10 minutes)

4. Have students review their new response against the Assessment Criteria. (5 minutes)

5. Move pairs into small groups with like opinions. Ask each pair to present their ideas.
Have small groups come to a consensus on their summary. (10 minutes)

6. Determine the order of the presentations. 

7. Allow for at least two 5-minute presentations during each class. Any students not
presenting should take notes on the key points and evidence for later discussion. 

8. After each presentation, students can ask the presenters any clarifying questions, seeking
understanding without being argumentative. Allow time for groups to incorporate any
points raised into their own presentations. (15 minutes for each pair of presentations; 
5 minutes for each group and 5 minutes for questions and notes)
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9. Begin the next class by summarizing and charting the key points made with the evidence
from the previous presentations. Identify areas where data properly supported two
different points. A list of further questions, or research needed, can also be drafted. 
(10 minutes)

10. The next groups begin by linking their comments with those of previous groups. 
(15 minutes maximum for each pair of small group presentations and questions)

11. Finally, debrief the dialogue either verbally or in writing. Have students reflect on their
learning and how well the class did in the strategy of dialogue, and identify any new
strategies for their next dialogue. (10 minutes)

Assessment Criteria

Criteria for assessment will include the following, so be sure students include:

•  an accurate description of the role of government in protecting youth (include exact
quotations)

•  an accurate description of historical development of this issue

•  a summary of their response to the Investigation Question

•  supporting evidence for their response 

•  supporting evidence for the opposing view, with an indication of why they do not agree

•  identification of any errors in the evidence found, including data, especially if it is used
to support the opposing view

Standards

National Council for the Social Studies
I. Culture

a. analyze and explain the ways groups, societies, and cultures address human needs
and concerns 

d. compare and analyze societal patterns for preserving and transmitting culture while
adapting to environmental or social change 

f. interpret patterns of behavior reflecting values and attitudes that contribute or pose
obstacles to cross-cultural understanding 

IV. Individual Development and Identity
b. identify, describe, and express appreciation for the influences of various historical

and contemporary cultures on an individual’s daily life 

c. describe the ways family, religion, gender, ethnicity, nationality, socioeconomic
status, and other group and cultural influences contribute to the development of 
a sense of self 
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V. Individuals, Groups, and Institutions
d. identify and analyze examples of tensions between expressions of individuality and

efforts used to promote social conformity by groups and institutions 

e. describe and examine belief systems basic to specific traditions and laws in
contemporary and historical movements 

VI. Power, Authority, and Governance
c. analyze and explain ideas and mechanisms to meet needs and wants of citizens,

regulate territory, manage conflict, establish order and security and balance
competing conceptions of a just society

Possible Student Preconceptions 

None found based on research

Teacher Resources

Evaluating Web Sites 

www.library.cornell.edu/olinuris/ref/research/webeval.html

This site from the Cornell University Library features a compilation of resources and lists of
criteria for examining web sites for reliability. 

Federal Government Fails to Regulate Tobacco and Protect Public Health

http://209.85.165.104/search?q=cache:_ZUffU5eWOAJ:www.lungusa.org/site/pp.asp%3Fc
%3DdvLUK9O0E%26b%3D279274+US+government+protect+youth&hl=en&ct=clnk&c
d=1&gl=us&client=firefox-a

This article from the American Lung Association examines the need for the government to
control tobacco advertising to youth. 

Preventing Teenage Pregnancy

www.policyalmanac.org/health/archive/hhs_teenage_pregnancy.shtml

This site examines abstinence programs from the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services. 
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Project Safe Childhood

www.projectsafechildhood.gov

This site from the U.S. Justice Department offers information about protecting youth against
sexual exploitation. 

Teen Pregnancy

www.teenpregnancy.org/default.asp

This site was developed for teenagers by the National Campaign to Prevent Teen and
Unwanted Pregnancies. 

The National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy

www.thenationalcampaign.org/why-it-matters/default.aspx

This site provides background on issues related to teen pregnancy. 

Youth at Work

http://youth.eeoc.gov/resource.html

This site from the U.S. Labor Department features laws to protect youth at their place of work. 

References
Moore, K.A., Driscoll, A.K., & Lindberg, L.D. 1998. A Statistical Portrait of Adolescent Sex,

Contraception, and Childbearing. Washington, DC: The National Campaign to Prevent
Teen Pregnancy.

National Campaign for Prevention of Teen Pregnancy. 2006. Why It Matters.
www.teenpregnancy.org/wim/pdf/introduction.pdf.

National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy. 2003. With One Voice: America’s Adults and
Teens Sound Off About Teen Pregnancy. Washington, DC.
https://www.teenpregnancy.org/product/pdf/6_9_2007_15_17_14WOV2007_fulltext.pdf.

National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy. 2007a. Emerging Answers
2007. Washington, DC. www.thenationalcampaign.org/EA2007/default.aspx.

National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy. 2007b. National Campaign to Prevent Teen
Pregnancy Statement on Abstinence-Only Program Evaluation. Washington, DC.
http://teenpregnancy.org/press/pdf/abstinence_04_07.pdf.
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Dialogue: Eliminating Teenage
Pregnancy Through Abstinence

Teen pregnancy is closely linked to a host of other critical social issues—poverty and
income levels, overall child well-being, out-of-wedlock births, responsible fatherhood,
health issues, education, child welfare, and risky behavior. 

The United States has the highest rate of teen pregnancies amongst comparable
countries in the world. Three in ten girls become pregnant by the age of 20. The teen
pregnancy rate declined by 30% between 1990 and 2002, reducing the number of children
under 6 living in poverty by 26%. The number of children under 6 living with a single
mother was reduced by 68%.

Research has shown that if a child has a teenage mother, if the parents are unmarried,
and if the mother has not completed high school, that child has a 68% chance of
growing up in poverty. If none of these factors exist, the child has a 7% chance.

The burden these children must overcome also places a burden on the taxpayers of the
Untied States. Annually, over $9 billion are spent to care for these individuals, including
health care, welfare, prison, and unemployment. Between 1994 and 2004, there were over
6 million births to teen mothers. This will cost U.S. taxpayers over $262 billion during the
lifetime of these individuals. The problem only increases, as daughters of teenage mothers
are three times more likely to become teen mothers themselves (NCPTP, 2006).

A 2005 survey on sexual activity found that nearly 47% of teens had already had sex. If
looking at high school seniors only, this rose to 63%. For students in grades 9–11, the
trend has been declining since 1991. High school seniors, however, have remained about
the same. A 1998 study found that one of every three girls has had sex by age 16, and two
out of three by age 18. Two out of three boys have had sex by age 18 (Moore, 1998).

In the United States, 94% of adults and 91% of teenagers think that school-age
children and teenagers should be taught to abstain from sex until they are out of high
school. Also, 78% of adults think that sexually active teenagers should have access to
contraception. A majority of both girls and boys who are sexually active wish they had
waited. Eight in ten girls and six in ten boys say they wish they had waited until they
were older to have sex (NCPTP, 2003).

Recently, the U.S. government has become involved in educating youth about sexual
relations to try to address the need to reduce the number of teen pregnancies. In a report
titled “Emerging Answers,” the authors describe fifteen programs that are having a
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measurable effect on student sexual behaviors. Five of the programs had an outcome of
delayed sex, but still had outcomes of more protected sex, more use of contraceptives, and
less frequent sex. This indicates that although it may have delayed the onset of sexual activity,
it did not prevent it (NCPTP, 2007a). A 2007 report by the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services studied the abstinence-only education program. They found that this
program did not delay sexual activity among the young people enrolled. However, programs
that discuss both abstinence and contraception have improved contraceptive use and/or
prevented teen pregnancy (NCPTP, 2007b).

1. Research the pros and cons of the government’s role in protecting youth, and in
particular, their role in preventing teen pregnancy. Use the web sites listed in the
Resources section, or any others you find during your research. 

2. Analyze any new web sites you find for accuracy and bias. Each web site should be
checked for the reputation of the author to be sure the information is correct. (See
the Resources section for analyzing web sites.)

3. Take notes while researching the topic. Be sure to keep a record of resources you
use, including book titles and page numbers, or web site addresses. 

4. Prepare a response to the Investigation Question. Review your Student Summary:
Dialogue handout to see the steps on how to write your explanation. 

5. Criteria for assessment will include the following, so be sure to:
• accurately describe what role the government has played in preventing teen

pregnancies (include exact quotations)

• accurately but briefly describe the historical development of the issue

• summarize your response to the Investigation Question 

• identify supporting evidence for your response

• identify supporting evidence for the opposing view and indicate why you do not agree

• identify any errors in the evidence you found, including data, especially if it
might be used to support the opposing view 

Investigation Question 

Should the government address the issue of teen
pregnancy only through encouraging abstinence?

Assignment
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Evaluating Web Sites 
www.library.cornell.edu/olinuris/ref/research/webeval.html
This site from the Cornell University Library features a compilation of resources and lists 
of criteria for examining web sites for reliability. 

Federal Government Fails to Regulate Tobacco and Protect Public Health
http://209.85.165.104/search?q=cache:_ZUffU5eWOAJ:www.lungusa.org/site/pp.asp%3
Fc%3DdvLUK9O0E%26b%3D279274+US+government+protect+youth&hl=en&ct=cln
k&cd=1&gl=us&client=firefox-a
This article from the American Lung Association examines the need for the government 
to control tobacco advertising to youth. 

Preventing Teenage Pregnancy
www.policyalmanac.org/health/archive/hhs_teenage_pregnancy.shtml
This site examines abstinence programs from the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services.

Project Safe Childhood
www.projectsafechildhood.gov
This site from the U.S. Justice Department offers information about protecting youth
against sexual exploitation. 

Teen Pregnancy
www.teenpregnancy.org/default.asp
This site was developed for teenagers by the National Campaign to Prevent Teen and
Unwanted Pregnancies. 

The National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy
www.thenationalcampaign.org/why-it-matters/default.aspx
This site provides background on issues related to teen pregnancy. 

Youth at Work
http://youth.eeoc.gov/resource.html
This site from the U.S. Labor Department features laws to protect youth at their place 
of work.

Resources
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Dialogue: Sharing Music Files

What Is the Issue with Sharing Music Files?
Music companies have been leading the movement to identify the sharing of music files as
illegal. They claim that the music is copyrighted, just like a book, and hence is the property of
the music publisher and author. The issue arose with the development of what are called peer-
to-peer networks (P2P) such as Napster. These networks allow individuals to search the hard
drives of other network members for music. They can then download the music for free,
rather than paying a fee to the music company that owns the rights. 

Napster was shut down through legal challenges, however, many P2P networks still
flourish. Many people have questioned whether the sharing of music files through a computer
has changed the nature of sharing music, or whether it was the same phenomena when
individuals shared tapes or CDs that had been illegally copied. The music companies argue
that there is a much greater economic impact. 

A few economic studies have indicated a negative impact to music companies from file
sharing and P2P networks. One 2005 study suggested that P2P downloading reduced the
amount of music purchased by these individuals by 30 percent (Zentner, 2005). However,
other reports indicate that “even high levels of file-swapping seemed to translate into an effect
on album sales that was statistically indistinguishable from zero” (Borland, 2004).

Some record store owners also blame their closure on P2P networks and downloading
illegal music. Studies have found that nearly 900 record stores have closed nationwide. One
store owner indicated that she lost one-third of her business when the P2P network 
Napster began. 

Is This a Discussion, a Dialogue, or a Debate Topic?

Dialogue is chosen in this controversy over music copyrights in the digital age because the
content provides a rich way of exploring your students’ understanding of the role of
government and the rights of businesses to individual intellectual property. By having open
conversations, rather than predetermined time constraints such as those found in debate,
students can grapple with the intricacies of these important concepts. Dialogue is preferred
over discussion, as the topic is too complex for a quick conversation based on one short
reading combined with your students’ existing knowledge. 
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Classroom Format

This lesson is designed to investigate the issue of property rights in the United States. To
complete this lesson, it is helpful if your students have a basic understanding of the
development of property rights both for land and intellectual property before researching this
particular issue. It is recommended that this activity occur towards the end of instruction on
this topic. This will allow students who are grappling with this important time period and
foundational documents to have a full opportunity to explore the ideas and to gain better
understanding. You may want to do a Quickwrite (short, 5-minute written response) on the
investigation question before the project starts to get a better understanding of your students’
understanding of the issue. 

Preparation (15 minutes during prior class)

1. Copy and distribute, the Student Summary: Dialogue section and the student pages.

2. Review the dialogue summary with your students. Describe the process they will use
during the dialogue in the next class. 

3. Review the student assignment. This details the assignment for the next class. Students
should come to the next class prepared with a written response to the investigation
question supported by evidence. 

4. Review the assessment criteria with your students for their responses to the investigation
question. Be sure students understand all the points that should be included in their
summaries.

T
IM

E Preparation—15 minutes in class, plus homework

Instruction— two 45-minute class periods 

Investigation Question 

Should music companies be able to prevent 
you from sharing music files?
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During Class

1. Pair each student with another individual who shares the same opinion.

2. Ask students to share their summaries with each other. 

3. Ask students to create a collaborative response to the investigation question and select
the strongest evidence to support their claim. (10 minutes)

4. Have students review their response against the assessment criteria. (5 minutes)

5. Move pairs into small groups with like opinions. Ask each pair to present their ideas.
Have small groups come to a consensus on their summary. (10 minutes)

6. Determine the order of the presentations. 

7. Allow for at least two 5-minute presentations during each class. Any students not
presenting should take notes on the key points and evidence for later discussion. 

8. After each presentation, students can ask the presenters any clarifying questions, seeking
understanding without being argumentative. Allow time for groups to incorporate any
points raised into their own presentations. (15 minutes for each pair of presentations, 
5 minutes for each group, and 5 minutes for questions and notes)

9. Begin the next class by summarizing and charting the key points made with the evidence
from the previous presentations. Identify areas where data properly supported two
different points. A list of further questions, or research needed, can also be drafted. 
(10 minutes)

10. The next groups begin by linking their comments with those of the previous groups. 
(15 minutes maximum for each pair of small group presentations and questions)

11. Finally, debrief the dialogue either verbally or in writing. Have students reflect on their
learning and how well the class did in the strategy of dialogue, and identify any new
strategies for their next dialogue. (10 minutes)

Assessment Criteria

Criteria for assessment will include the following, so be sure students include:

•  an accurate but brief description of the historical development of the issue

•  an accurate description of why the government is involved in this issue (include exact
quotations)

•  a summary of their response to the investigation question 

•  supporting evidence for their response 

•  supporting evidence for the opposing view, indicating why they do not agree

•  any errors in the evidence they found, including data, especially if it might be used to
support the opposing view
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Standards

National Council for the Social Studies
IV. Individual Development and Identity

f. analyze the role of perceptions, attitudes, values and beliefs in the development of
personal identity

g. compare and evaluate the impact of stereotyping, conformity, acts of altruism, and
other behaviors on individuals and groups 

VII. Production, Distribution, and Consumption

b. analyze the role that supply and demand, prices, incentives, and profits play in
determining what is produced and distributed in a competitive market system 

Possible Student Preconceptions 

None found based on research

Teacher Resources

Evaluating Web Pages: Techniques to Apply & Questions to Ask

www.lib.berkeley.edu/TeachingLib/Guides/Internet/Evaluate.html

This site from UC Berkeley provides a good summary of methods for examining the reliability
of web sites, from checking URLs to examining notations, references, and organizations
linked to the web site. 

File Sharing

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File_sharing#_note-1

This summary provides background information on file sharing.

Internet Killed the Record Store 

www.almightyretail.com/design/newpress.php?incpage=phillyburbs

This article examines the impact of the Internet on music sales at retail stores. 
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Music sharing doesn’t kill CD sales, study shows

www.news.com/2100-1027_3-5181562.html

This article explores a 2004 study indicating that file sharing was not harming the music
industry. The study can be found at
www.unc.edu/~cigar/papers/FileSharing_March2004.pdf.

References

Zentner, Alejandro. 2005. Measuring the Effect of Music Download on Music Purchases.
Center for the Analysis of Property Rights and Innovation, University of Texas at Dallas.
http://som.utdallas.edu/capri/effect_music_download.pdf.
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Dialogue: Sharing Music Files

What Is the Issue with Sharing Music Files?
Music companies have been leading the movement to identify the sharing of music
files as illegal. They claim that the music is copyrighted, just like a book, and hence is
the property of the music publisher and author. The issue arose with the development
of what are called peer-to-peer networks (P2P) such as Napster. These networks allow
individuals to search the hard drives of other network members for music. They can
then download the music for free, rather than paying a fee to the music company that
owns the rights. 

Napster was shut down through legal challenges, however, many P2P networks still
flourish. Many people have questioned whether the sharing of music files through a
computer has changed the nature of sharing music, or whether it was the same
phenomena when individuals shared tapes or CDs that had been illegally copied. The
music companies argue that there is a much greater economic impact. 

A few economic studies have indicated a negative impact to music companies from
file sharing and P2P networks. One 2005 study suggested that P2P downloading
reduced the amount of music purchased by these individuals by 30 percent (Zentner,
2005). However, other reports indicate that “even high levels of file-swapping seemed
to translate into an effect on album sales that was statistically indistinguishable from
zero” (Borland, 2004).

Some record store owners also blame their closure on P2P networks and
downloading illegal music. Studies have found that nearly 900 record stores have
closed nationwide. One store owner indicated that she lost one-third of her business
when the P2P network Napster began. 

Investigation Question 

Should music companies be able to prevent 
you from sharing music files?
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1. Research the pros and cons of sharing music files. Use the web sites listed in the
Resources section, or any others you find during your research. 

2. Analyze any new web sites you find for accuracy and bias. Each web site should
be checked for the reputation of the author to be sure the information is correct.
(See the Resources section for analyzing web sites.) 

3. Take notes while researching the topic. Be sure to keep a record of resources you
use, including book titles and page numbers, or web site addresses. 

4. Prepare a response to the Investigation Question. Review your Student Summary:
Dialogue handout to see the steps on how to write your explanation. 

5. Criteria for assessment will include the following, so be sure to:

• accurately but briefly describe the historical development of the issue

• accurately describe why the government is involved in this issue (include exact
quotations)

• summarize your response to the Investigation Question 

• identify supporting evidence for your response 

• identify supporting evidence for the opposing view and indicate why you do
not agree 

• identify any errors in the evidence you found, including data, especially if it
might be used to support the opposing view

Evaluating Web Pages: Techniques to Apply & Questions to Ask

www.lib.berkeley.edu/TeachingLib/Guides/Internet/Evaluate.html

This site from UC Berkeley provides a good summary of methods for examining the
reliability of web sites, from checking URLs to examining notations, references, and
organizations linked to the web site. 

Assignment

Name: ___________________________________________     Date: _______________________

Resources
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File Sharing

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File_sharing#_note-1

This summary provides background information on file sharing.

Internet Killed the Record Store 

www.almightyretail.com/design/newpress.php?incpage=phillyburbs

This article examines the impact of the Internet on music sales at retail stores. 

Music sharing doesn’t kill CD sales, study shows

www.news.com/2100-1027_3-5181562.html

This article explores a 2004 study indicating that file sharing was not harming the
music industry. The study can be found at
www.unc.edu/~cigar/papers/FileSharing_March2004.pdf.

Name: ___________________________________________     Date: _______________________
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What Is the Issue with Trade?
Trade is the mechanism through which individuals buy and sell products. Originally, the
system was one of barter, in which each individual traded items directly. As individuals,
companies, and countries became more specialized in the items they made, trade was
expanded into a market with a system of money that allowed the purchase of one item to be
separate from the selling of another. The use of money was later extended to include credit,
allowing individuals to borrow additional cash against items they already owned. This
provided a tool for investing in business growth and mechanisms for a steadier flow of cash. 

Some of the earliest trade economies were formed around the buying and selling of spices.
Merchants would travel from the Roman Empire to the Far East to purchase rare spices. The
spice trade became a driving force behind the Age of Exploration, when nations sent out their
best explorers to cruise the seas looking for new routes and rare spices to buy and sell. Prior
to the Europeans learning to sail around the Cape of Africa, all spice trade had to be done
through Egypt. The Egyptians depended upon the Persians to let the spice traders pass
through their country. During this period, the governments of these countries maintained
control over commerce, placing controls over the buying and selling of goods. 

As trade expanded, different countries began to develop different policies toward the goods
from other nations. In some instances, it was thought to be beneficial for a nation to limit the
sale of certain goods from another country because its price was lower than the same good
made by their own country. Some countries felt that by buying the less expensive good from
another country, they could save money and perhaps manufacture a different product at a
lower price for another country. This idea started the development of free trade.

Alternatively, when the population began buying foreign goods instead of their own, some
countries felt local businesses would suffer. As a result, a country would often place a fee, or
tariff, on the imported good as a way to protect their industries. The country paying the fee
then placed a tariff on an incoming product from the country issuing the tariff. This led to the
development of trade agreements. Some feel that the lack of free trade led to the Great
Depression in 1929–1930. As a result, 44 countries signed an agreement to eliminate trade
barriers. This set the stage for the creation of the International Monetary Fund, and later, the
World Bank. As free trade developed, agreements were soon being made to lift all tariffs
between identified countries. 

The United States entered into the North Atlantic Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in
1994. NAFTA lifted all tariffs among Canada, Mexico, and the United States. The treaty and
its supplemental agreements also serve to pass on to trading partners some of the standards

TEACHER PAGE

Debate: Free Trade
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T
IM

E Preparation—15 minutes in class, plus homework

Instruction— four 45-minute class periods; one class period for each
pair of debate teams (three students per team)

Position Statement

There should be more trade restrictions on those countries that do not
adhere to our human rights and environmental standards.

under which companies in the United States operate. In particular, these address human
rights issues for labor and environmental standards for production. 

There are uncertainties about the economic effects of NAFTA. Other major free trade
agreements have occurred since then—most notably the formation of the European Union in
2002 and the passage of the Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) in 2005
(Wikipedia, 2008).

Is This a Discussion, a Dialogue, or a Debate Topic?

Opinions about trade vary widely. Some feel the United States should move towards a global
economy. Others believe that more standards are needed for human rights and the
environment before free trade can occur with another country. Trade provides an excellent
framework for debate in the classroom. You can also use it as a topic for discussion before
debate, to clarify the impacts of a global economy. You may also want to have dialogue after
the debate, to model the process legislators undergo to debate an issue, and then have
students work in committees to come to a consensus on addressing the issue. 

Classroom Format

Students should have a good understanding of the global economy and its basic operation
before preparing for this debate. This will give students more time to focus on how trade
restrictions can have both positive and negative effects, with specific examples in this country.
Debate is best done as an application of new ideas students have learned. It is also helpful for
students to have developed their skills in creating explanations supported with evidence and in
analyzing reasoning for fallacies.

The position statement covers only one aspect of trade. You may want to broaden the debates
across the class by offering a variety of position statements on different aspects of trade.
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As an alternative, instead of having all students debate this issue, you may want to spread
debates over a whole course. Teams can be selected at the beginning of the course, and
different topics scheduled every month. The format and your overall pre-instruction would be
the same for all topics, varying only in content.

The number of students on each debate team is determined in the following directions
based on a classroom with 24 students. If you have fewer students, adjust the number of
teams. Make sure you have an even number so you are able to have pairs of debate teams.
This will allow you to determine the number of students on each team. 

Preparation (15 minutes during prior class)

1. Copy and distribute the two handouts as homework—the Student Summary: Debate
section and the student pages.

2. Explain the debate format, including time limits.

3. Create debate teams. (Three students on each team is recommended.)

4. Based on your students’ experience, have them select or assign them the pro or con
position. (If you have more experienced students, you can have them prepare for both
sides, and then assign the pro or con just before their debate.) 

5. Have teams decide which part of the debate each member will give.

6. Students should come prepared with notes on their solution, supported by evidence. 

7. Review the criteria for assessing debate teams.

During Class

1. Review again the process for debate, including time limits.

2. Explain that those in the audience for each debate will be given time to write notes on
the good points and make possible suggestions for each team presenting. They should
have a sheet of paper for each team, and should write pro or con on the top of each
sheet of paper. These will be collected at the end of each debate and given to the teams
after all the debates are completed. 

3. Determine the order of the presentations. (10 minutes for 1 to 3 teams)

4. Have a pair of teams debating pro and con come to the front of room. 

5. Begin with the pro-position statement. (3 minutes)

6. Have the first member of the team presenting the con position give the team’s position
statement. (3 minutes)

7. Have the second member of the pro-position team give an evidence statement. 
(3 minutes)
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8. Have the second member of the team presenting the con position give an evidence
statement that supports the team’s position statement. (3 minutes)

9. Give teams 3 minutes to prepare three rebuttal questions for the opposing team. Have
audience members take notes on the positive points and possible suggestions for each
team. (3 minutes)

10. Alternate between debate teams on each question they ask. Each member asks the other
team one question. The other team selects one person to respond. The responder can
ask the questioner for clarification on any point in the question. The responder has 
1 minute to reply. The questioning and responding switches to the other team. 
This continues until all questions are asked. (12 minutes)

11. Give teams 3 minutes to organize their summary statements. Have the audience write
comments on the presentations. (3 minutes)

12. Give each team 3 minutes to present their summary statements. (3 minutes)

13. Give the audience 2 minutes to write comments and their vote on their assessment
sheets. 

14. Collect the comments for distribution later. 

15. Continue with the same format for the next three sets of presentations.

Assessment Criteria

• Content is accurate. 

• Supporting evidence is linked to the statements made. 

• Opinion is clear, well reasoned, and without fallacies. 

• Presenters speak clearly, look at the audience, and are well organized.

• Questions to opposing side are clear and well targeted at weaknesses in the argument. 

• Rebuttals specifically respond to the questions and give supporting evidence where
possible.

• Presenters were respectful of their audience and opposing team members. 
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Standards

National Council for the Social Studies
VII. Production, Distribution, and Consumption

b. analyze the role that supply and demand, prices, incentives, and profits play in
determining what is produced and distributed in a competitive market system

d. describe the relationships among the various economic institutions that comprise
economic systems such as households, business firms, banks, government agencies,
labor unions and corporations 

e. analyze the role of specialization and exchange in economic processes

f. compare how values and beliefs influence economic decisions in different societies

g. compare basic economic systems according to how rules and procedures deal with
demand, supply, prices, the role of government, banks, labor and labor unions,
savings and investments, and capital

h. apply economic concepts and reasoning when evaluating historical and
contemporary social developments and issues

Possible Student Preconceptions 

None identified through research

Teacher Resources 

Economic and Social Policy

www.ituc-csi.org/spip.php?rubrique4

This site features a summary statement by the International Trade Union Confederation.

Evaluating Web Sites 

www.library.cornell.edu/olinuris/ref/research/webeval.html

This site from the Cornell University Library features a compilation of resources and lists of
criteria for examining web sites for reliability. 
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www.econlib.org/library/Enc/FreeTrade.html

This site provides a summary on the history of free trade from the Concise Encyclopedia of
Economy at the Library of Economics and Liberty.

Free Trade Agreements

www.export.gov/fta/index.asp

This site contains information on U.S. trade agreements. 

The Benefits of Globalization

www.freetrade.org/issues/globalization.html

This site features a summary of a paper from the Center for Trade Policy Studies at the Cato
Institute. 

The High Price of Free Trade

www.epinet.org/content.cfm/briefingpapers_bp147

This site includes an article written by the Economics Policy Institute. 

The Pros and Cons of Pursuing Free Trade Agreements

www.cbo.gov/ftpdoc.cfm?index=4458&type=0&sequence=0

This site features a summary compiled by the Congressional Budget Office. 

Trade

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trade

This summary on trade includes links to NAFTA and CAFTA overviews. 
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Debate: Free Trade

What Is the Issue with Trade?
Trade is the mechanism through which individuals buy and sell products. Originally,
the system was one of barter, in which each individual traded items directly. As
individuals, companies, and countries became more specialized in the items they made,
trade was expanded into a market with a system of money that allowed the purchase of
one item to be separate from the selling of another. The use of money was later
extended to include credit, allowing individuals to borrow additional cash against items
they already owned. This provided a tool for investing in business growth and
mechanisms for a steadier flow of cash. 

Some of the earliest trade economies were formed around the buying and selling of
spices. Merchants would travel from the Roman Empire to the Far East to purchase
rare spices. The spice trade became a driving force behind the Age of Exploration,
when nations sent out their best explorers to cruise the seas looking for new routes
and rare spices to buy and sell. Prior to the Europeans learning to sail around the
Cape of Africa, all spice trade had to be done through Egypt. The Egyptians depended
upon the Persians to let the spice traders pass through their country. During this
period, the governments of these countries maintained control over commerce, placing
controls over the buying and selling of goods. 

As trade expanded, different countries began to develop different policies toward the
goods from other nations. In some instances, it was thought to be beneficial for a
nation to limit the sale of certain goods from another country because its price was
lower than the same good made by their own country. Some countries felt that by
buying the less expensive good from another country, they could save money and
perhaps manufacture a different product at a lower price for another country. This
idea started the development of free trade.

Alternatively, when the population began buying foreign goods instead of their own,
some countries felt local businesses would suffer. As a result, a country would often
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Assignment

place a fee, or tariff, on the imported good as a way to protect their industries. The
country paying the fee then placed a tariff on an incoming product from the country
issuing the tariff. This led to the development of trade agreements. Some feel that the
lack of free trade led to the Great Depression in 1929–1930. As a result, 44 countries
signed an agreement to eliminate trade barriers. This set the stage for the creation of
the International Monetary Fund, and later, the World Bank. As free trade developed,
agreements were soon being made to lift all tariffs between identified countries.

The United States entered into the North Atlantic Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in
1994. NAFTA lifted all tariffs among Canada, Mexico, and the United States. The treaty
and its supplemental agreements also serve to pass on to trading partners some of the
standards under which companies in the United States operate. In particular, these
address human rights issues for labor and environmental standards for production.

There are uncertainties about the economic effects of NAFTA. Other major free
trade agreements have occurred since then—most notably the formation of the
European Union in 2002 and the passage of the Central American Free Trade
Agreement (CAFTA) in 2005 (Wikipedia, 2008).

1. You will be assigned to a debate team and given a position to defend, either for or
against the position statement.

2. With your debate team, you will present the position for or against the proposed
plan for restricting trade.

3. Each member of your debate team should select one part of the debate to present:
the position statement, the evidence statement, or the summary. (See your
Student Summary: Debate handout.) Every member of the team will take part in
the cross-examination and will ask opponents a question. 

Position Statement

There should be more trade restrictions on those
countries that do not adhere to our human rights

and environmental standards.
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4. Research both sides of the position—for and against—so you will be familiar with
what your opponents might say. Be sure to take notes and keep a record of
resources you use, including book titles and page numbers or web site addresses. 

5. From your team’s research notes, outline your position, the supporting evidence,
and any weak points in your argument.

6. Prepare a list of possible weaknesses in the opponent’s argument. 

7. Using your team outline, each member should individually prepare the position,
evidence, and summary statements.

8. All team members should review the statements to suggest improvements.

9. Based on the identified weak points in your position, all team members should
write at least five questions the opposing team may ask. Prepare answers to these
questions. 

10. Each team member should identify the weak points in the opposing team’s
position, and create at least five questions to ask them.  

11. Review your presentation and questions, keeping in mind who the audience is and
what might help persuade them. 

12. Practice the statements, and make sure they are within the allowed time limits.
Learn your position well enough so that you can look at the audience (rather than
at your notes) when you are presenting.

Team A—for the position statement (pro)

Team B—against the position statement (con)

Team A makes position statement (3 minutes).

Team B makes position statement (3 minutes).

Team A gives evidence in support of position (3 minutes).

Team B gives evidence in support of position (3 minutes).

Debate Format
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Resources

Break for each team to form questions (3 minutes).

Team A presents question 1 to Team B. 

Team B responds to question 1 (1 minute).

Team B presents question 1 to Team A. 

Team A responds to question 1 (1 minute).

Team A presents question 2 to Team B. 

Team B responds to question 2 (1 minute).

Team B presents question 2 to Team A. 

Team A responds to question 2 (1 minute). 

Team A presents question 3 to Team B. 

Team B responds to question 3 (1 minute).

Team B presents question 3 to Team A. 

Team A responds to question 3 (1 minute). 

Break for each team to form a summary (3 minutes). 

Team A gives summary statement (3 minutes).

Team B gives summary statement (3 minutes). 

Economic and Social Policy

www.ituc-csi.org/spip.php?rubrique4

This site features a summary statement by the International Trade Union
Confederation.
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Evaluating Web Sites 

www.library.cornell.edu/olinuris/ref/research/webeval.html

This site from the Cornell University Library features a compilation of resources and
lists of criteria for examining web sites for reliability. 

Free Trade

www.econlib.org/library/Enc/FreeTrade.html

This site provides a summary on the history of free trade from the Concise
Encyclopedia of Economy at the Library of Economics and Liberty.

Free Trade Agreements

www.export.gov/fta/index.asp

This site contains information on U.S. trade agreements. 

International Debate Education Association

www.idebate.org/teaching/index.php

This site provides information on all aspects of debate, including various formats,
classroom activities, and practice exercises. The site also includes lists of background
resources on a wide variety of topics such as global climate change, and identifies
questions with pro and con positions for the topics.

The Benefits of Globalization

www.freetrade.org/issues/globalization.html

This site includes a summary of a paper from the Center for Trade Policy Studies at
the Cato Institute. 
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The High Price of Free Trade

www.epinet.org/content.cfm/briefingpapers_bp147

This site features an article written by the Economics Policy Institute. 

The Pros and Cons of Pursuing Free Trade Agreements

www.cbo.gov/ftpdoc.cfm?index=4458&type=0&sequence=0

This site features a summary compiled by the Congressional Budget Office. 

Trade

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trade

This summary on trade includes links to NAFTA and CAFTA overviews. 

Name: ___________________________________________     Date: _______________________
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What Is the Issue with Free Speech?
During Colonial times, when the country was still under the laws of England, there were very
restrictive rules about speech. Any talk against the English government or the King was
against the law. In the colonies, states began to enact their own laws, some forbidding
individuals to speak against religion. In Massachusetts, it was illegal to deny the immortality
of the soul. In Virginia, you could not deny the existence of the Christian Holy Trinity.
Blasphemy (swearing), speaking against a religious leader, and using disgraceful words were
also outlawed. 

When the Constitution was written, lawmakers began to define in more detail the roles of
state and federal government in the lives of colonists. The document that most clearly outlines
the rights of individuals to be protected by the federal government is the Bill of Rights, a
document amending the Constitution. Article 1 of the Bill of Rights, passed in 1791, states:
“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free
exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people
peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances”
(http://www.whitehouse.gov/kids/constitution/billofrights.html).

Throughout the decades that followed, the issue of how much speech should be protected
has been debated in courts of law. In the late eighteenth century, it was temporarily illegal to
print anything that spoke against the government. This law expired and was never
reintroduced. Today, Americans are free to criticize their government and leaders. 

In the twentieth century, further definition was determined about when a person’s right to
speak is to be upheld, and when it is against the greater good of society. The Federal
Communications Commission (FCC), for instance, regulates radio and television channels
(except satellite and cable) to prevent the use of obscenity. Laws are also in place to regulate
to some degree the freedom in advertising in order to prohibit the use of false claims. The
Department of Homeland Security enforces laws that prohibit child pornography on the
Internet. Many states enforce laws prohibiting hate crimes, which are aimed at attacking a
religion, nationality, or gender. Freedom of speech has also been limited when individuals
speak to groups with the intent of inciting others to lawlessness. 

Some officials still feel there should be further restriction to freedom of speech, such as
making flag burning illegal, saying prayers in school, using offensive language in public, and
insulting someone’s character, race, beliefs, or gender based on no evidence.

TEACHER PAGE

Debate: Free Speech
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Is This a Discussion, a Dialogue, or a Debate Topic?

Opinions about free speech and use of the Internet vary widely. Most people believe that there
should be no censorship of the Internet, until they are asked about specific uses such as
pornography or spreading terrorist philosophies and bombing techniques. This topic provides
you with an excellent framework for debate in the classroom. You can also have a discussion
on this topic before a debate, to allow clarification of freedom of speech and its implications
on the Internet. You may also want to have a dialogue after the debate, to model the process
legislators undergo to debate an issue, and then work in committees to come to a consensus
on addressing the issue. 

Classroom Format

Students should have a good understanding of freedom of speech as guaranteed by the Bill of
Rights, and should have identified some of the reasons it has been denied throughout history
in preparation for this debate. This will give students a chance to apply their understanding
when examining this specific application of freedom of speech. It is also helpful for students
to have developed their skills in creating explanations supported with evidence and in
analyzing reasoning for fallacies. 

This position statement covers only one small aspect of freedom of speech issues. You may
want to broaden the debates across the class by offering a variety of position statements on
different aspects of applying the rights of freedom of speech. 

As an alternative, instead of all students debating this issue, you may want to spread
debates over a whole course. Teams can be selected at the beginning of the course, and
different topics scheduled every month. The format and your overall pre-instruction would be
the same for all topics, varying only in content.

The number of students on each debate team is determined in the following directions
based on a classroom of 24 students. If you have fewer students, adjust the number of teams.
Make sure you have an even number so you are able to have pairs of debate teams. This will
allow you to determine the number of students on each team.

T
IM

E Preparation—15 minutes in class, plus homework

Instruction— four 45-minute class periods; one class period for each
pair of debate teams (three students per team)

Position Statement

All terrorist web sites should be 
banned from the Internet.
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Preparation (15 minutes during prior class)

1. Copy and distribute the two handouts as homework—the Student Summary: Debate
section and the student pages.

2. Explain the debate format, including time limits.

3. Create debate teams. (Three students on each team is recommended.)

4. Based on your students’ experience, have them select or assign them the pro or con
position. (If you have more experienced students, you can have them prepare for both
sides, and then assign the pro or con just before their debate.) 

5. Have debate teams decide which part of the debate each member will give.

6. Students should come prepared with notes on their solution, supported by evidence. 

7. Review the criteria for assessing debate teams.

During Class

1. Review again the process for debate, including time limits.

2. Explain that those in the audience for each debate will be given time to write notes on
the good points and make possible suggestions for each team presenting. They should
have a sheet of paper for each team, and should write pro or con on the top of each
sheet. These will be collected at the end of each debate and given to the teams after all
the debates are completed. 

3. Determine the order of the presentations. (10 minutes for 1 to 3 teams)

4. Have a pair of teams debating pro and con come to the front of room. 

5. Begin with the pro-position statement. (3 minutes)

6. Have the first member of the team presenting the con position give the team’s position
statement. (3 minutes)

7. Have the second member of the pro-position team give an evidence statement. (3 minutes)

8. Have the second member of the team presenting the con position give an evidence
statement that supports their position statement. (3 minutes)

9. Give teams 3 minutes to prepare three rebuttal questions for the opposing team. Have
audience members take notes on the positive points and make possible suggestions for
each team. (3 minutes)

10. Alternate between debate teams on each question they ask. Each member asks the other
team one question. The other team selects one person to respond. The responder can
ask the questioner for clarification on any point in the question. The responder has 
1 minute to reply. The question asking and responding switches to the other team. This
continues until all questions are asked. (12 minutes)

Dialogue, Discussion, and Debate: Social Studies
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11. Give teams 3 minutes to organize their summary statements. Have the audience write
comments on the presentations. (3 minutes)

12. Give each team 3 minutes to present their summary statements. (3 minutes)

13. Give the audience 2 minutes to write comments and their vote on their assessment
sheets. 

14. Collect the comments for distribution later. 

15. Continue with the same format for the next three sets of presentations.

Assessment Criteria

• Content is accurate. 

• Supporting evidence is linked to the statements made. 

• Opinion is clear, well reasoned, and without fallacies. 

• Presenters speak clearly, look at the audience, and are well organized.

• Questions to opposing side are clear and well targeted at weaknesses in the argument. 

• Rebuttals specifically respond to the questions and give supporting evidence where
possible. 

• Presenters were respectful of their audience and opposing team members. 

Standards

National Council for the Social Studies
II. Time, Continuity, and Change

e. investigate, interpret, and analyze multiple historical and contemporary viewpoints
within and across cultures related to important events, recurring dilemmas, and persistent
issues, while employing empathy, skepticism, and critical judgment

h. examine the interactions of ethnic, national or cultural influences in specific
situations or events 

f. analyze the role of perceptions, attitudes, values, and beliefs in the development of
personal identity 

V. Individuals, Groups, and Institutions
d. identify and analyze examples of tensions between expressions of individuality and

efforts used to promote social conformity by groups and institutions 

g. analyze the extent to which groups and institutions met individual needs and
promote the common good in contemporary and historical settings 
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VI. Power, Authority, and Governance
b. explain the purpose of government and analyze how its powers are acquired, used,

and justified

X. Civic Ideals and Practices
a. explain the origins and interpret the continuing influence of key ideals of the

democratic republican form of government, such as individual human dignity,
liberty, justice, equality, and the rule of law 

Possible Student Preconceptions 

• The National Assessment of Educational Progress has identified glaring gaps in
secondary school students’ knowledge of the Constitution in general, and civil rights and
liberties in particular (NAEP, 1983; Ravitch and Finn, 1987). These have been echoed in
later studies that again reflect that students can recite the dates and describe the
Constitution and the Bill of Rights, but have minimal understanding of their meaning
(ERIC, 1991).

• A large proportion of high school students questioned in the 1980s displayed
authoritarian attitudes about certain constitutional rights. For example, students were
willing to allow a police search without a warrant, to deny legal counsel to criminals, and
to accept restrictions on religious freedom (Elam, 1984).

• It has also been identified that there is a long-standing public ambivalence to and
misunderstanding of the Supreme Court’s role in protecting individual rights against the
potential tyranny of majority rule (Kammen, 1986).

• Further studies have found that “most adolescents are incapable of high-level cognitive
ability when thinking about legal or moral issues of the kind raised by controversies over
constitutional rights.” Ravitch and Finn conclude, “. . . many of the most profound
issues of contemporary society . . . have their origins and their defining events in the
evolving drama of the Constitution. Yet our youngsters do not know enough about that
drama, either in general or in specific terms, to reflect on or think critically about its
meaning” (1987).

• In the examination of research done by ERIC Digest, it was recommended that teachers
employ three strategies to address these concerns. Specifically, it was felt that these
important ideas should be addressed by direct teaching about the specifics of these
documents. After investigating the documents, it was felt that students should explore
case studies of applications of the rights delineated in the documents to see their
application. Finally, it is recommended that maintaining an open classroom environment
can allow discourse on the full breadth of opinions that individual students have on these
topics. 
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Teacher Resources 

Defining a European Security Agenda
http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=SPEECH/07/635&format=PDF
&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en
This speech by European Union Justice, Freedom and Security Commissioner Franco Frattini
discusses the strategies to be developed for banning terrorist sites and bomb information on
the Internet.

Digital Civil Rights in Europe
www.edri.org/edrigram/number3.16/terrorism
This article defines the policies of England and the Netherlands against freedom to encourage
terrorist acts. 

Evaluating Web Sites 
www.library.cornell.edu/olinuris/ref/research/webeval.html
This site from the Cornell University Library features a compilation of resources and lists of
criteria for examining web sites for reliability. 

Free Speech
http://epic.org/free_speech/
This site features a summary of issues and laws relating to freedom of speech. 

Freedom of Speech
http://usinfo.state.gov/products/pubs/principles/speech.htm
This site offers a summary from the U.S. Department of State.

Freedom of Speech Case Study
www.usatoday.com/educate/firstamendment/finalspeech.pdf
This site features articles illustrating some of the issues of freedom of speech compiled by
USA Today.

Freedom of Speech in the United States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Freedom_of_speech_in_the_United_States
This site gives an overview of the development of the First Amendment right to freedom 
of speech.
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Freedom of Speech Overview
www.firstamendmentcenter.org/Speech/overview.aspx
This site features an overview of the Bill of Rights granting the freedom of speech. 

Interactive Constitution
www.constitutioncenter.org/constitution/details_explanation.php?link=123&const=08_amd_01
This site includes a discussion of freedom of speech in the Constitution and the development
of a definition of this right.

International Debate Education Association
www.idebate.org/teaching/index.php
This site covers all aspects of debate, including different formats, classroom activities, and
practice exercises. This site also includes lists of background resources on a wide variety of topics
such as global climate change, and identifies questions with pro and con positions for the topics.

Open Democracy: Europe, Terrorism, and the Internet
www.iiea.com/articlextest.php?article_id=31
This article by the Institute of European Affairs raises concern over the actions to ban
information from the Internet.

West is taking fight against terrorism online
www.iht.com/articles/2007/09/30/business/net01.php
This article summarizes strategies by European Union countries to eliminate terrorist groups
and weapons information from being placed on the Internet.
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Debate: 
Free Speech

What Is the Issue with Free Speech?
During Colonial times, when the country was still under the laws of England, there were
very restrictive rules about speech. Any talk against the English government or the King
was against the law. In the colonies, states began to enact their own laws, some
forbidding individuals to speak against religion. In Massachusetts, it was illegal to deny
the immortality of the soul. In Virginia, you could not deny the existence of the Christian
Holy Trinity. Blasphemy (swearing), speaking against a religious leader, and using
disgraceful words were also outlawed.

When the Constitution was written, lawmakers began to define in more detail the roles
of state and federal government in the lives of colonists. The document that most clearly
outlines the rights of individuals to be protected by the federal government is the Bill of
Rights, a document amending the Constitution. Article 1 of the Bill of Rights, passed in
1791, states: “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or
prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press;
or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a
redress of grievances” (http://www.whitehouse.gov/kids/constitution/billofrights.html).

Throughout the decades that followed, the issue of how much speech should be
protected has been debated in courts of law. In the late eighteenth century, it was
temporarily illegal to print anything that spoke against the government. This law
expired and was never reintroduced. Today, Americans are free to criticize their
government and leaders.

In the twentieth century, further definition was determined about when a person’s
right to speak is to be upheld, and when it is against the greater good of society. The
Federal Communications Commission (FCC), for instance, regulates radio and television
channels (except satellite and cable) to prevent the use of obscenity. Laws are also in
place to regulate to some degree the freedom in advertising in order to prohibit the use
of false claims. The Department of Homeland Security enforces laws that prohibit child
pornography on the Internet. Many states enforce laws prohibiting hate crimes, which
are aimed at attacking religion, nationality, or gender. Freedom of speech has also been
limited when individuals speak to groups with the intent of inciting others to lawlessness.
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Some officials still feel there should be further restriction to freedom of speech, such
as making flag burning illegal, saying prayers in school, using offensive language in
public, and insulting someone’s character, race, beliefs, or gender based on no evidence.

1. You will be assigned to a debate team and given a position to defend, either for or
against the position statement.

2. With your debate team, you will present the position for or against terrorist sites
being banned from the Internet.

3. Each member of your debate team should select one part of the debate to present:
the position statement, the evidence statement, or the summary. (See your
Student Summary: Debate handout.) Every member of the team will take part in
the cross-examination and will ask opponents a question. 

4. Research both sides of the position—for and against—so you will be familiar with
what your opponents might say. Be sure to take notes and keep a record of
resources you use, including book titles and page numbers or web site addresses. 

5. From your team’s research notes, outline your position, the supporting evidence,
and any weak points in your argument.

6. Prepare a list of possible weaknesses in the opponent’s argument. 

7. Using your team outline, each member should individually prepare the position,
evidence, and summary statements.

8. All debate team members should review the statements to suggest improvements.

9. Based on the identified weak points in your position, all debate team members
should write at least five questions the opposing team may ask. Prepare answers
to these questions. 

Position Statement

All terrorist web sites should be 
banned from the Internet.

Assignment
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10. Each debate team member should identify the weak points in the opposing team’s
position, and create at least five questions to ask them.

11. Review your presentation and questions, keeping in mind who the audience is and
what might help persuade them. 

12. Practice the statements, and make sure they are within the allowed time limits.
Learn your position well enough so that you can look at the audience (rather than
at your notes) when you are presenting.

Team A—for the position statement (pro)

Team B—against the position statement (con)

Team A makes position statement (3 minutes).

Team B makes position statement (3 minutes).

Team A gives evidence in support of position (3 minutes).

Team B gives evidence in support of position (3 minutes).

Break for each team to form questions (3 minutes).

Team A presents question 1 to Team B. 

Team B responds to question 1 (1 minute).

Team B presents question 1 to Team A. 

Team A responds to question 1 (1 minute).

Team A presents question 2 to Team B. 

Team B responds to question 2 (1 minute).

Team B presents question 2 to Team A. 

Team A responds to question 2 (1 minute). 

Team A presents question 3 to Team B. 

Debate Format
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Team B responds to question 3 (1 minute).

Team B presents question 3 to Team A. 

Team A responds to question 3 (1 minute). 

Break for each team to form a summary (3 minutes). 

Team A gives summary statement (3 minutes).

Team B gives summary statement (3 minutes). 

Defining a European Security Agenda

http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=SPEECH/07/635&format
=PDF&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en

This speech by European Union Justice, Freedom and Security Commissioner Franco
Frattini discusses the strategies to be developed for banning terrorist sites and bomb
information on the Internet.

Digital Civil Rights in Europe

www.edri.org/edrigram/number3.16/terrorism

This article defines the policies of England and the Netherlands against freedom to
encourage terrorist acts. 

Evaluating Web Sites 

www.library.cornell.edu/olinuris/ref/research/webeval.html

This site from the Cornell University Library features a compilation of resources and
lists of criteria for examining web sites for reliability. 

Resources
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Free Speech

http://epic.org/free_speech/

This site features a summary of issues and laws relating to freedom of speech. 

Freedom of Speech

http://usinfo.state.gov/products/pubs/principles/speech.htm

This site offers a summary from the U.S. Department of State.

Freedom of Speech Case Study

www.usatoday.com/educate/firstamendment/finalspeech.pdf

This site gives articles illustrating some of the issues of freedom of speech compiled by
USA Today. 

Freedom of Speech in the United States

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Freedom_of_speech_in_the_United_States

This site features an overview of the development of the First Amendment right to
freedom of speech. 

Freedom of Speech Overview

www.firstamendmentcenter.org/Speech/overview.aspx

This site includes an overview of the Bill of Rights granting the freedom of speech. 

Interactive Constitution

www.constitutioncenter.org/constitution/details_explanation.php?link=123&const=
08_amd_01

This site features a discussion of freedom of speech in the Constitution and the
development of a definition of this right.
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International Debate Education Association

www.idebate.org/teaching/index.php

This site covers all aspects of debate, including different formats, classroom activities,
and practice exercises. This site also includes lists of background resources on a wide
variety of topics such as global climate change, and identifies questions with pro and
con positions for the topics.

Open Democracy: Europe, Terrorism, and the Internet

www.iiea.com/articlextest.php?article_id=31

This article by the Institute of European Affairs raises concern over the actions to ban
information from the Internet.

West is taking fight against terrorism online

www.iht.com/articles/2007/09/30/business/net01.php

This article summarizes strategies by European Union countries to eliminate terrorist
groups and weapons information from being placed on the Internet.
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Debate: 
Gun Control

What Is the Issue with Gun Ownership?
The Second Amendment of the U.S. Constitution states, “A well regulated Militia, being
necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall
not be infringed.” The interpretation of this amendment has long been the subject of debate,
as some believe restrictions on the right to purchase, own, or carry firearms are constitutional,
while others do not. The U.S. Congress first passed legislation restricting gun rights in the
early twentieth century, though the debate has continued to the present day as issues such as
background checks, trigger locks, and the legality of assault weapons have come to the
political forefront (Congresspedia, 2008).

The Second Amendment, part of the Bill of Rights, was passed in 1789. Most historians
say that these writings of the founding fathers were intended to allow citizens to bear arms in
case there was a foreign invasion or a takeover of powers by the government (GunSite,
2007). If one reflects on the time period in which these individuals were writing, it is hard for
them not to think there was a valid need for arms, as they had just finished revolting against
British rule and declared independence. 

Today, the debate over gun control does not rest so much with whether individuals should
be able to have guns, but who should be allowed to own one, and what type they should be
able to own. The most controversy revolves around the ownership of handguns and automatic
weapons. In 1994, automatic assault weapons were banned in the United States for a 10-year
period. The law was not renewed, and automatic weapons are again available. Many felt the
ban was ineffective because it was not comprehensive enough. In 2007, a new law was
proposed with a broader definition of the weapons. 

Various jurisdictions have also tried to ban handguns. Of all violent gun crimes, 86%
involved handguns. Handguns are easily concealed. In 1997, there was one death by handgun
every 16 minutes in the United States. That same year, 54% of all gun deaths were suicide
(VPC, 1999). However, 20% of all homicides occur in four cities which all ban handguns.
Most opponents to a ban say that the law would not disarm those with criminal intent
(Wikipedia, 2008).
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Is This a Discussion, a Dialogue, or a Debate Topic?

Opinions about gun control vary widely. Some believe that anyone who wants to own a gun
should be able to buy one. Others feel that at least some types of weapons should be banned
from private ownership. This topic provides your students with an excellent framework for
debate. You can also use it as a topic for discussion before a debate, and to allow clarification
of the historic roots of the issue in the Bills of Rights. You may also want to have a dialogue
after the debate, to model the process legislators undergo to debate an issue, and then work in
committees to come to a consensus on addressing the issue.  

Classroom Format

Students should have a good understanding of the Bill of Rights and the origins of the laws
governing weapons ownership before preparing for this debate. This will give students more
focus on the issue of automatic weapons and handguns. This debate is best suited as an
application of the new ideas your students have learned. It is also helpful for students to have
developed their skills in creating explanations supported with evidence and in analyzing
reasoning for fallacies. 

This position statement covers only one small aspect of gun control. You may want to
broaden the debates across the class by offering a variety of position statements on different
aspects of gun control. 

As an alternative, instead of all students debating this issue, you may want to spread
debates over a whole course. Teams can be selected at the beginning of the course, and
different topics scheduled every month. The format and your overall pre-instruction would be
the same for all topics, varying only in content.

The number of students on each debate team is determined in the following directions
based on a classroom of 24 students. If you have fewer students, adjust the number of teams.
Make sure you have an even number so you are able to have pairs of debate teams. This will
allow you to determine the number of students on each team. 

© 2008 Walch Education www.walch.com
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T
IM

E Preparation—15 minutes in class, plus homework

Instruction—four 45-minute class periods; one class period for each
pair of debate teams (three students per team)

Position Statement

Handguns and automatic weapons should 
be banned for private citizens.
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Preparation (15 minutes during prior class)

1. Copy and distribute the two handouts as homework—the Student Summary: Debate
section and the student pages. 

2. Explain the debate format, including time limits.

3. Create debate teams. (Three students on each team is recommended). 

4. Based on your students’ experience, either have them select or assign them the pro or
con position. (If you have more experienced students, you can have them prepare for
both sides, and then assign the pro or con just before their debate.) 

5. Have debate teams decide which part of the debate each member will give.

6. Students should come prepared with notes on their solution, supported by evidence. 

7. Review the criteria for assessing debate teams.

During Class

1. Review again the process for debate, including time limits.

2. Explain that those in the audience for each debate will be given time to write notes on
the good points and make possible suggestions for each team presenting. They should
have a sheet of paper for each team, and should write pro or con on the top of each
sheet. These will be collected at the end of each debate and given to the teams after all
the debates are completed. 

3. Determine the order of the presentations. (10 minutes for 1 to 3 teams)

4. Have a pair of teams debating pro and con come to the front of room. 

5. Begin with the pro-position statement. (3 minutes)

6. Have the first member of the team presenting the con position give the team’s position
statement. (3 minutes)

7. Have the second member of the pro-position team give an evidence statement. (3 minutes)

8. Have the second member of the team presenting the con position give an evidence
statement that supports their position statement. (3 minutes)

9. Give teams 3 minutes to prepare three rebuttal questions for the opposing team. Have
audience members take notes on the positive points and make possible suggestions for
each team. (3 minutes)

10. Alternate between debate teams on each question they ask. Each member asks the other
team one question. The other team selects one person to respond. The responder can
ask the questioner for clarification on any point in the question. The responder has 
1 minute to reply. The question asking and responding switches to the other team. 
This continues until all questions are asked. (12 minutes)

Dialogue, Discussion, and Debate: Social Studies
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11. Give teams 3 minutes to organize their summary statements. Have the audience write
comments on the presentations. (3 minutes)

12. Give each team 3 minutes to present their summary statements. (3 minutes)

13. Give the audience 2 minutes to write comments and their vote on their assessment
sheets. 

14. Collect the comments for distribution later. 

15. Continue with the same format for the next three sets of presentations.

Assessment Criteria

• Content is accurate. 

• Supporting evidence is linked to the statements made. 

• Opinion is clear, well reasoned, and without fallacies. 

• Presenters speak clearly, look at the audience, and are well organized.

• Questions to opposing side are clear and well targeted at weaknesses in the argument. 

• Rebuttals specifically respond to the questions and give supporting evidence where possible.

• Presenters were respectful of their audience and opposing team members. 

Standards

National Council for the Social Studies
II. Time, Continuity, and Change

e. investigate, interpret, and analyze multiple historical and contemporary viewpoints
within and across cultures related to important events, recurring dilemmas, and
persistent issues, while employing empathy, skepticism, and critical judgment 

IV. Individual Development and Identity
e. examine the interactions of ethnic, national or cultural influences in specific

situations or events 

f. analyze the role of perceptions, attitudes, values, and beliefs in the development of
personal identity 

V. Individuals, Groups, and Institutions
d. identify and analyze examples of tensions between expressions of individuality and

efforts used to promote social conformity by groups and institutions 

g. analyze the extent to which groups and institutions met individual needs and
promote the common good in contemporary and historical settings 
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VI. Power, Authority, and Governance
b. explain the purpose of government and analyze how its powers are acquired, used,

and justified

X. Civic Ideals and Practices
a. explain the origins and interpret the continuing influence of key ideals of the

democratic republican form of government, such as individual human dignity,
liberty, justice, equality, and the rule of law 

Possible Student Preconceptions 

•  The National Assessment of Educational Progress has identified glaring gaps in
secondary school students’ knowledge of the Constitution in general, and civil rights
and liberties in particular (NAEP, 1983; Ravitch and Finn, 1987). These have been
echoed in later studies that again reflect that students can recite the dates, and describe
the Constitution and the Bill of Rights, but have minimal understanding of their
meaning (ERIC, 1991).

•  A large proportion of high school students questioned in the 1980s displayed
authoritarian attitudes about certain constitutional rights. For example, students were
willing to allow a police search without a warrant, to deny legal counsel to criminals,
and to accept restrictions on religious freedom (Elam, 1984).

•  It has also been identified that there is a long-standing public ambivalence to and
misunderstanding of the Supreme Court’s role in protecting individual rights against the
potential tyranny of majority rule (Kammen, 1986).

•  Further studies have found that “most adolescents are incapable of high-level cognitive
ability when thinking about legal or moral issues of the kind raised by controversies over
constitutional rights.” Ravitch and Finn conclude, “. . . many of the most profound
issues of contemporary society . . . have their origins and their defining events in the
evolving drama of the Constitution. Yet our youngsters do not know enough about that
drama, either in general or in specific terms, to reflect on or think critically about its
meaning” (1987).

•  In the examination of research done by ERIC Digest, it was recommended that teachers
employ three strategies to address these concerns. Specifically, it was felt that these
important ideas should be addressed by direct teaching about the specifics of these
documents. After investigating the documents, it was felt that students should explore
case studies of applications of the rights delineated in the documents to see their
application. Finally, it is recommended that maintaining an open classroom environment
can allow discourse on the full breadth of opinions that individual students have on
these topics. 



148© 2008 J. Weston Walch, Publisher www.socialstudies.com/walch

Dialogue, Discussion, and Debate: Social Studies

© 2008 Walch Education www.walch.com

TEACHER PAGE

148

Teacher Resources 

A Citizen’s Guide to Federal Gun Law

www.nraila.org/GunLaws/Federal/Read.aspx?id=60

This site offers a summary written by the National Rifle Association.

Brady Campaign to Prevent Violence from Guns

www.bradycampaign.org

This site includes an overview of the legislative initiative to control handguns and automatic
weapons. 

Evaluating Web Sites 

www.library.cornell.edu/olinuris/ref/research/webeval.html

This site from the Cornell University Library features a compilation of resources and lists of
criteria for examining web sites for reliability. 

Gun Control in the United States

www.soros.org/initiatives/justice/articles_publications/publications/gun_report_20000401

This site provides an overview of gun laws in each state by the Justice Foundation.

Gun Politics

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gun_politics

This site includes a summary of issues surrounding the ban on handguns.

Handgun Ban Backgrounder

www.vpc.org/fact_sht/hgbanfs.htm

This site from the Violence Policy Center features statistics about handguns. 

International Debate Education Association

www.idebate.org/teaching/index.php

This site covers all aspects of debate, including different formats, classroom activities, and
practice exercises. This site also includes lists of background resources on a wide variety of topics
such as global climate change, and identifies questions with pro and con positions for the topics.
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Original Intent and Purpose of the Second Amendment

www.guncite.com/gc2ndpur.html

This site features a summary of the writings of historical figures from the Second Amendment
to the Bill of Rights. 

U.S. Gun Control Legislation

www.sourcewatch.org/index.php?title=U.S._gun_legislation

This site provides a summary of the legislative initiatives Congress has passed to control the
use of various types of guns. 
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Debate: 
Gun Control

What Is the Issue with Gun Ownership?
The Second Amendment of the U.S. Constitution states, “A well regulated Militia, being
necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms,
shall not be infringed.” The interpretation of this amendment has long been the subject of
debate, as some believe restrictions on the right to purchase, own, or carry firearms are
constitutional, while others do not. The U.S. Congress first passed legislation restricting
gun rights in the early twentieth century, though the debate has continued to the present
day as issues such as background checks, trigger locks, and the legality of assault
weapons have come to the political forefront (Congresspedia, 2008).

The Second Amendment, part of the Bill of Rights, was passed in 1789. Most
historians say that these writings of the founding fathers were intended to allow citizens
to bear arms in case there was a foreign invasion or a takeover of powers by the
government (GunSite, 2007). If one reflects on the time period in which these
individuals were writing, it is hard for them not to think there was a valid need for
arms, as they had just finished revolting against British rule and declared independence.

Today, the debate over gun control does not rest so much with whether individuals
should be able to have guns, but who should be allowed to own one, and what type they
should be able to own. The most controversy revolves around the ownership of handguns
and automatic weapons. In 1994, automatic assault weapons were banned in the United
States for a 10-year period. The law was not renewed, and automatic weapons are again
available. Many felt the ban was ineffective because it was not comprehensive enough. In
2007, a new law was proposed with a broader definition of the weapons.

Various jurisdictions have also tried to ban handguns. Of all violent gun crimes,
86% involved handguns. Handguns are easily concealed. In 1997, there was one death
by handgun every 16 minutes in the United States. That same year, 54% of all gun
deaths were suicide (VPC, 1999). However, 20% of all homicides occur in four cities
which all ban handguns. Most opponents to a ban say that the law would not disarm
those with criminal intent (Wikipedia, 2008).
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1. You will be assigned to a debate team and given a position to defend, either for or
against the position statement.

2. With your debate team, you will present the position for or against the banning of
handguns and automatic weapons. 

3. Each member of your team should select one part of the debate to present: the
position statement, the evidence statement, or the summary. (See your Student
Summary: Debate handout.) Every member of the team will take part in the
cross-examination and will ask opponents a question. 

4. Research both sides of the position—for and against—so you will be familiar with
what your opponents might say. Be sure to take notes and keep a record of
resources you use, including book titles and page numbers or web site addresses. 

5. From your team’s research notes, outline your position, the supporting evidence,
and any weak points in your argument.

6. Prepare a list of possible weaknesses in the opponent’s argument. 

7. Using your team outline, each member should individually prepare the position,
evidence, and summary statements.

8. All team members should review the statements to suggest improvements.

9. Based on the identified weak points in your position, all team members should
write at least five questions the opposing team may ask. Prepare answers to these
questions.

10. Each team member should identify the weak points in the opposing team’s
position, and create at least five questions to ask them.

Assignment

Position Statement

Handguns and automatic weapons should 
be banned for private citizens. 
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11. Review your presentation and questions, keeping in mind who the audience is and
what might help persuade them. 

12. Practice the statements, and make sure they are within the allowed time limits.
Learn your position well enough so that you can look at the audience (rather than
at your notes) when you are presenting.

Team A—for the position statement (pro)

Team B—against the position statement (con)

Team A makes position statement (3 minutes).

Team B makes position statement (3 minutes).

Team A gives evidence in support of position (3 minutes).

Team B gives evidence in support of position (3 minutes).

Break for each team to form questions (3 minutes).

Team A presents question 1 to Team B. 

Team B responds to question 1 (1 minute).

Team B presents question 1 to Team A. 

Team A responds to question 1 (1 minute).

Team A presents question 2 to Team B. 

Team B responds to question 2 (1 minute).

Team B presents question 2 to Team A. 

Team A responds to question 2 (1 minute). 

Team A presents question 3 to Team B. 

Team B responds to question 3 (1 minute).

Debate Format
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Team B presents question 3 to Team A. 

Team A responds to question 3 (1 minute). 

Break for each team to form a summary (3 minutes). 

Team A gives summary statement (3 minutes).

Team B gives summary statement (3 minutes). 

A Citizen’s Guide to Federal Gun Law

www.nraila.org/GunLaws/Federal/Read.aspx?id=60

This site offers a summary written by the National Rifle Association.

Brady Campaign to Prevent Violence from Guns

www.bradycampaign.org

This site includes an overview of the legislative initiative to control handguns and
automatic weapons. 

Congresspedia: U.S. Gun Control

www.sourcewatch.org/index.php?title=U.S._gun_control_legislation

This site features a summary of U.S. policies on gun control.

Evaluating Web Sites 

www.library.cornell.edu/olinuris/ref/research/webeval.html

This site from the Cornell University Library features a compilation of resources and
lists of criteria for examining web sites for reliability. 

Resources
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Gun Control in the United States

www.soros.org/initiatives/justice/articles_publications/publications/gun_report_20000401

This site provides an overview of gun laws in each state by the Justice Foundation.

Gun Politics

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gun_politics

This site offers a summary of issues surrounding the ban on handguns.

Handgun Ban Backgrounder

www.vpc.org/fact_sht/hgbanfs.htm

This site from the Violence Policy Center features statistics about handguns. 

International Debate Education Association

www.idebate.org/teaching/index.php

This site covers all aspects of debate, including different formats, classroom activities,
and practice exercises. This site also includes lists of background resources on a wide
variety of topics such as global climate change, and identifies questions with pro and
con positions for the topics.

Original Intent and Purpose of the Second Amendment

www.guncite.com/gc2ndpur.html

This site features a summary of the writings of historical figures from the Second
Amendment to the Bill of Rights. 

U.S. Gun Control Legislation

www.sourcewatch.org/index.php?title=U.S._gun_legislation

This site gives a summary of the legislative initiatives Congress has passed to control
the use of various types of guns.
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