
Constructive conversations

Constructive conversations build relationships and critical 
thinking skills needed to succeed in school and life while also 
helping solve the crucial issues we face today
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Purpose

The joy of connecting and making new friends can 
be one of life’s greatest pleasures. The more you talk 
to someone, the more you bond. Part of maintaining 
a safe and respectful environment is ensuring the 
skills needed to engage in constructive conversations 
are reviewed and practiced. Often due to personal 
discomfort and the strong emotions associated with 
various current events, sometimes we may avoid 
conversations or engaging in discussions that may 
create greater divides. Use this guidebook to prepare 
for those times when students initiate discussions, or 
when you need to start a conversation or re-engage 
on sensitive topics.  We’ve included additional 
guidance for adults at the end of the document.
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DURING THE CONSTRUCTIVE CONVERSATION

• Collectively establish, then remind students of group discussion norms
• Know the diversity of student perspectives in the classroom
• Self-regulate before and during the discussion
• Monitor how students are responding
• Be aware of your biases (We teach, we do not promote)
• Ensure all voices that want to be heard are heard
• Address perspectives that are harmful
• Reflect individually and collectively on the discussion
• Get feedback and improve your effectiveness

Crucial Issues | Elementary

HAVING CONSTRUCTIVE CONVERSATIONS ON CRUCIAL ISSUES - ELEMENTARY

BEFORE YOU START
Plan ahead

• You will need adequate time to prepare students and set guardrails for the discussion
• Confirm you have the necessary tools and resources

We present, we do not promote one view over another; we teach our students how to think, not what to think.

FINAL POINT TO CONSIDER
Take time to regulate yourself first and pay attention to your body during these conversations. If you feel 
yourself getting anxious or dysregulated in any way, utilize calming techniques.
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DURING THE CONSTRUCTIVE CONVERSATION

Start the Conversation
• Don’t let fear of saying the wrong thing prevent the constructive conversation; be 

comfortable being uncomfortable
• Ask questions with genuine curiosity; be authentic
• Give members of historically marginalized groups space to share thoughts and 

emotions without interruption

Respect, Reflect and Resign
• Approach the conversation with respect
• Embrace the discomfort of not knowing

Crucial Issues | Secondary

HAVING CONSTRUCTIVE CONVERSATIONS ON CRUCIAL ISSUES - SECONDARY

BEFORE YOU START
Create a Safe Environment

• People are more willing to have constructive conversations if the culture in which they find themselves 
is psychologically safe; free from criticism and retaliation

Do Research
• Learn about the experiences of those who are members of historically marginalized groups
• Locate the necessary resources so that you can provide your students further information as requested

FINAL POINTS TO CONSIDER
Rest and Reboot
• Internalize what you’ve learned
• Commit to change
• Treat yourself kindly

Recognize Bias and Privilege
• Acknowledge your privilege
• Get comfortable with your story

Research and Relearn
• Find out what you don’t know
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TRY ASKING THESE KINDS OF QUESTIONS:

• Describe the text. What is happening? Who is taking action? 
What are they doing?

• Who in this text has power? How can you tell?
• Is there unfairness or injustice? How can you tell?
• What assumptions, misinformation or biases might be used to 

justify this injustice?
• Who benefits from these assumptions, misinformation or 

biases? Who suffers from them?
• What about this text do you think will surprise most readers 

(viewers, listeners)? Did it surprise you? Why?
• What would justice or fairness look like in this text?
• How can you relate this text to a critical topic like gender bias, 

ableism, anti-immigrant sentiment, religious bias or anti-
LGBTQ rhetoric?

• How can you relate this text to your own experience or 
community?

TEXT-RESPONSE PROMPTS

Text-based prompts give students an opportunity to begin discussing a difficult topic without immediately 
requiring that they share their own experiences. Choose a text — an image, a video, a song or a piece 
of writing — to share with students. Begin by letting them study the text, offering time for reflection or 
freewriting. Then ask students to respond.
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TRY ASKING THESE KINDS OF QUESTIONS:

Sample questions for secondary students
• What are your earliest memories of race?
• What messages did you hear about your own race as you were growing up? What 

messages did you hear about other races? Where did these messages come from?
• How often have you thought about your race in the last 24 hours? In the last week?
• How does your race factor into the way you make everyday decisions? What about 

important life decisions?
• Have you ever experienced a situation where your race seemed to contribute to an 

uncomfortable situation?
• Do you think our school is racially diverse?
• Have you ever witnessed or experienced a “racially charged” situation at school, one 

that created discomfort or anger around race? How did people react?
• If you could change one thing about our school that’s related to race, what change 

would you recommend? How would you implement it?
• How would you compare the attitudes about race you see on our campus to those 

you see in our town? In our state? In our nation?

Sample questions for elementary students
• How are the students in our school diverse? 
• Do you have a friend who is a different race than you? 
• When you look at your cafeteria, do students group themselves in a certain way? Why 

do you think that happens? 
• Think about the characters in your favorite movie, TV show or book. How are the 

characters like you? Different from you? Would you say the characters are diverse? 

PERSONAL-RESPONSE PROMPTS

Personal prompts, which open a discussion with questions, are particularly effective ways to build student 
interest in a difficult topic. You might have students respond anonymously and then review their answers 
prior to the discussion. Or you could ask them to write as a way to start thinking through a topic before 
they’ll be asked to share. One thing to keep in mind is that students with dominant cultural identities may 
struggle to articulate the ways that their identities have shaped their experience — this may be one of 
the few times they’ve ever been asked to do so. Consider including questions about multiple identities, 
providing model responses, or simply reordering the questions below to ensure that all students are 
engaging with the constructive discussion from the beginning. 

Finally, the sample questions below are focused on race, but these questions can easily be adapted to other 
crucial issues (i.e., LGBTQ+, Mental Health) that students and adults face.
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For very young students, consider having them mark a piece of paper with plus or minus signs to indicate 
their level of comfort or understanding with a topic. 

For example, if your constructive discussion has been prompted by a current event, you might ask students 
if they’ve heard about what happened, with “+” for yes and “–” for no. This will help you determine the level of 
background you’ll need to provide. 

A quick word of caution: Although you are encouraging students to speak about their feelings, don’t require them 
to share anything too personal. It isn’t fair, for example, to require students to share about a time when they were 
the victims of discrimination and make them revisit that experience during class. Instead, try a sentence stem like, 
“One word that comes to mind when I hear the word ‘immigration’ is …” or “One word to describe how I feel talking 
about race is …” 

Classroom structures

□        A private space for a one-on-one conversation between the teacher and student 

□        A private space for student reflection and/or break area

□        A space and/or procedure for the whole class to come together or circle up to       

            discuss class problems 

□        A student reflection guide that can support a future conversation with the teacher 

□        Anchor posters that remind students of key procedures, expectations, or common   

           language used when resolving conflict or solving problems

Structures

Classroom layout and structures can play an important role in facilitating successful conversations. Below is 
a list of structures to consider.
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DIFFICULT TOPICS

DISCUSSING DIFFICULT TOPICS WITH STUDENTS

Use this graphic organizer to think ahead about how you can create emotional safety in your classroom. 
The suggested strategies are general; use your knowledge of yourself, your students and your classroom 
culture to create a specific and personalized plan.

Pain
Suffering

Anger

Check in with the students.

Model the tone of voice you expect from students.

If crying or angry students want to share what they 
are feeling, allow them to do so. If they are unable 
to contribute to the class discussion, respectfully 
acknowledge their emotions and continue with 
the lesson.

∙

Blame

Remind students that the systems that benefit from 
and sustain inequality took a long time to build. These 
systems hurt all of us, but we can work together to 
end them.

Guilt

Have students specify what they feel responsible for.

Make sure that students are realistic in accepting 
responsibility primarily for their own actions and future 
efforts, even while considering the broader past 
actions of their identity groups.

Shame

Encourage students to share what is humiliating or 
dishonorable. Ask questions that offer students an 
opportunity to provide a solution to the action, thought 
or behavior perpetuating their belief.

Confusion 
or Denial

When students appear to be operating from 
a place of misinformation or ignorance about 
a particular group of people, ask questions 
anchored in class content or introduce accurate 
and objective facts for consideration.

RESPONDING TO STRONG EMOTIONS

EMOTION STRATEGIES TO USE IN THE MOMENT YOUR PLAN

If you encounter a student feeling upset due to troubling social interactions, use the following guide for 
individual reflection to unpack complicated emotions and facilitate a constructive conversation.
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REFLECTION GUIDE

student reflection guide directions

Having constructive conversations on tough-to-talk about topics 
is different whole group than one-on-one.  Student small group 
or individual conversations often come after an event, so setting 
all up for success ahead of the conversation is essential for the 
facilitator.  The below reflection guide is a useful tool that can 
be adapted to meet each unique situation, but the key is to 
ensure each student in the conversation has time to reflect so at 
the time of the conversation, a more measured and thoughtful 
approach on what is really needed from all parties to restore the 
relationship is in place.

Option 1: Ask a student to complete this reflection in preparation 
for an upcoming difficult conversation. It might be a good 
opportunity for students to gather their thoughts and understand 
their feelings. 
Option 2: Use this document during a difficult conversation to 
guide the conversation.
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In your own 
words, tell me 

what happened. 

First

Next

Then

STUDENT REFLECTION GUIDE

Why do you think this happened? 

How were you feeling when this happened?

What happened 
before this event?

Is there 
something that 

you needed? That 
the other person 

needed?

WHAT DID YOU NEED?



12Constructive Conversations Guidebook

What do feel is 
now needed to 

make this right for 
you?  For others?

HOW CAN WE MAKE THIS RIGHT?

What ideas do 
you have that can 
help in the future?  
What do you need 

to do?  What do 
others need 

to do? 

MOVING FORWARD
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Here are a few guidelines:

INITIATE A NEW CONVERSATION
Reach out and try to open a channel with someone who thinks and feels differently than 
you do.

BE HUMBLE
Approach the conversation with humility, recognizing that no one has all the right 
answers and that we all have a lot to learn. Understand your counterpart’s feelings and 
hear what’s behind them. 

Emotions play a vital role in every conversation. Many people struggle to articulate 
how they feel in the moment. But you don’t have to feel your counterpart’s emotions to 
understand them better. You can label them.

Labeling emotions means validating and acknowledging them. Using rational words to 
describe emotions disrupts their intensity.

Effective labels of emotions start with phrases like:
• It seems like… 
• It sounds like… 
• It looks like… 

Effective Practice Guidance

HOW DO ADULTS ENGAGE IN CONSTRUCTIVE CONVERSATIONS?
EFFECTIVE PRACTICE GUIDANCE

Talking about the social and emotional issues that both define and divide us is the first step in creating 
positive social change. We encourage you to use the stories and personal narratives on this platform to get 
the conversation started.

Research shows that individuals are more likely to make behavioral changes by building emotional 
connections and positive relationships rather than exchanging intellectual, data-driven information. When 
we watch a compelling story, the experience creates an emotional impact that is far more likely to create a 
positive change than through more traditional educational approaches. Much like reading poetry or listening 
to music, watching a personal story will often spark different emotions and connections among individual 
viewers.

So, what can we do to help ourselves when we need to engage in constructive conversations? What can 
we do to reach across the aisle? Conversations are life itself. They help us connect, inspire, learn, solve 
problems and create relationships of all types.
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Notice the absence of “I think” and “This is just my perspective.” The presence of “I” 
puts the emphasis on you, risks making the other person feel like you’re imposing your 
thoughts on them, thus making it more likely the other person will be more guarded.

Your own emotions are a vital part of the conversation too. Label them!

When someone we care about shares how things are not going well, it’s tempting to feel 
their pain. But that impedes our listening and negatively impacts events that follow.

Don’t make it about you. It’s not your responsibility to change your counterpart’s mood or 
behavior (at least not so early in a conversation).

LISTEN, LISTEN, LISTEN
Listen with an open mind, without responding with “yes, but…” Really try to take in and 
think about the other person’s point of view.

People often equate silence to listening. But many people remain silent because:
• They’re planning how they’ll respond when it’s their turn
• They’re waiting for the speaker to finish so they can return to checking their phone
• They’re distracted by stories circulating in their heads.

But listening is not hearing to respond. It’s hearing to understand. Effective listening helps 
you understand the other’s perspective and underlying feelings. It helps you hear what’s 
not said. It demands your complete presence with the speaker and asking open-ended 
questions starting with how and what and sometimes why.

Listen until emotions drain out of a conversation and what’s left is the real issue. But over-
listening tips the balance of a conversation too, so be mindful of that as well.

The ideal balance is to listen 60 percent and speak 40 percent of the time. Anything more 
or anything less makes a conversation futile (unless your counterpart wants you to hear 
them out).

FIND COMMON GROUND 
When the conversation begins to become polarized, refocus on what you have 
in common — at the very least, most people want to get along and to have their 
relationships, their work, their community and their country function well. Cracks in a 
conversation appear for two reasons. One, the speaker suffers from the curse of the 
expert. Two, is underestimating a counterpart’s ability to understand. Underestimating a 
counterpart’s ability to understand makes a speaker simplify a topic so much that it puts 
off the listener.

Constructive conversations are held on mutual ground, where the speaker uses analogies 
relevant to the listener to explain how things work from a broader perspective.
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KEEP IT SHORT
Over-communication is not preferred. Excessive communication ends conversations 
before they begin. Many conversations can start off and go well but if they go on for too 
long, the splitting and projection increase in intensity. Stop before the conversation turns 
south. A little bit of bridge-building goes a long way.

Fewer words create a deeper impact. They let your counterpart absorb your words and 
think over them.

Silence is an important part of keeping it short. Sometimes, silence means your 
counterpart is thinking. Sometimes it means they’re uncomfortable. Sometimes they want 
you to go on. Sometimes they’re waiting for you to be quiet. Listen to this silence and its 
underlying meaning. Then adapt.

BE COOL
Express your ideas with the heat turned down. Focus on what you value and try to be 
constructive. A conversation is not constructive if one party has an ulterior motive or 
disguises what it wants as an offer from the counterpart. 

People are skeptical to accept emotional intelligence at face value. They trust people 
whose emotions are authentic, whose actions are in sync with their words.

Genuineness comes when you care about your counterpart and want the outcome to 
benefit everyone involved. It’s what makes practicing the above points possible.

THINK BIG
If you can’t find common ground, at least remind yourselves that problems are complex, 
not simple. Multiple points of view are worth considering. That’s why you are having this 
conversation in the first place!

TRY TO END ON A POSITIVE NOTE 
If this one conversation ends well, it becomes a foundation for more constructive 
conversations in the future. Constructive conversations focus on more than winning an 
argument or getting your point across. They are ones where both parties feel okay about 
the interaction.

Remember, constructive conversations build deeper relationships that can lead to 
sustainable outcomes.
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