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Western societies have become more ethnically and culturally diverse (cf.

Geldof, 2013; Vertovec, 2007). This phenomenon has led to superdiversity:

“an increase in diversity within diversity” (Geldof, 2013, p. 27). The

classroom—a mini-society as it were—reflects a superdiverse reality in

which people with varying frames of reference convene. There is growing

tension in schools as the student population becomes more diverse, leading

to a stark contrast between students and the primarily White and middle-

class body of teachers. These teachers are generally less familiar with

diversity and multiculturalism (Smits & Janssenswillen, 2020, p. 421).

Nevertheless, it is of great importance that sufficient attention is paid to

this diversity and that it is dealt with from different perspectives. Teachers,

therefore, need expertise on addressing coexisting perspectives and

achieving understanding among students (Wansink, 2018, p. 496). This

approach is also known as multiperspectivity. Multiperspectivity involves

offering different perspectives and seeing things through another’s lens in

addition to our own (Stradling, 2003, pp. 13–14). It is essential when it

comes to controversial lesson topics as they “can trigger intense emotions

and/or provoke protests” (Smits et al., 2020, p. 68);

This guide provides the reader with an example of a task-based lesson on

the controversial topic of migration and integration that TEFL teachers can

use. In line with the current trends of growing superdiversity, this subject

has become a topical issue that has sparked much debate. As there are

differing opinions on the issue, multiperspectivity is needed to assure

students that their perspective is being heard (Smits et al., 2020, p. 68). By

adopting this approach, students will learn to look at the topic from

different perspectives, link new information to their own frame of reference

and gain new perspectives through critical thinking.
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Controversial lesson topics are topics that “can trigger intense emotions

and/or provoke protests” (Smits et al., 2020, p. 68). A multiperspectivity

approach is essential when this type of topic comes up in order to meet

certain students’ needs and assure them that their point of view or

perspective is being heard (Smits et al., 2020, p. 68). At the same time, it is

important to teach students how to deal with controversial topics and how

to cope with different perspectives and opinions, as well as disagreements.

There are, however, teachers who “choose to avoid controversial topics out

of a sense of inadequacy, because they want to avoid conflict or for fear

of stigmatizing or discriminating against certain students” (Smits et al.,

2020, p. 69). Smits et al. (2020, p. 70) developed a decision tree to

determine whether it is appropriate to either discuss or avoid a

controversial topic in class. The determining factor is whether there is a

good atmosphere in the class. The tree provides three questions that stem

from both the students’ and the teacher’s need for trust, respect, being

accepted, safety and being taken into account (Smits et al., 2020, p. 70):

1.

2.

3.

If the answer to at least one of these questions is ‘no’, the controversial

topic should not be discussed in class, and the advice is to first work on

creating a classroom in which there is a sense of safety, trust and respect.

If the answer to all three questions is ‘yes’, the controversial topic can be

discussed.
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Afwijzen van elk perspectief: Rejecting a student’s perspective by sending them out of the
classroom and therefore silencing them. This approach can act as a time-out for the student until
they have cooled down. To avoid an “us-versus-them” attitude, a personal conversation after the
lesson is recommended.

Relativeren van meerdere perspectieven: Avoiding a discussion by offering different perspectives,
but not presenting any arguments. 

Beargumenteren van één perspectief: Treating a controversial topic as non-controversial by only
offering one perspective. The teacher offers their perspective without further explanation. This can
be frustrating for students as there is no room for arguments.

Beargumenteren van meerdere perspectieven: Being open to arguments from the students. The
teacher should give their reasoned opinion (at the end of the lesson).

As Janssenswillen (in Smits et al., 2020, p. 71) presents in his

multiperspectivity quadrant, there are four ways in which a teacher can act

when they are faced with a controversial topic, whether it be voluntarily or

involuntarily. 

Figure 1. Multiperspectivity quadrant (Janssenswillen in Smits et al., 2020, p. 70)

In the multiperspectivity quadrant, the Y axis refers to “content” and the X axis to

“attitude”. The four quadrants are described as follows (Smits et al., 2020, p. 71):

Within the multiperspectivity quadrant, there is no better or worse option. The most

appropriate course of action depends on the “class group, the extent to which the

lesson topic has been prepared, and the teacher’s certainty of action” (Smits et

al., 2020, p. 71). 
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MULTIPERSPECTIVITY QUADRANT COMPASSIONATE COMMUNICATION

Self-empathy: connecting to our own feelings and needs and putting a

name to them

Expressing our feelings and needs

Empathy: connecting to the feelings and needs of the other person

Observation

Feelings

Needs

Requests

One element that should always be incorporated when teaching a

controversial lesson topic is nonviolent communication. This approach to

communication, which is more often referred to as compassionate

communication for it better encompasses its meaning, was developed by

Rosenberg (in Smits et al. 2020 p. 46) and is aimed at meeting the

fundamental means of all parties involved in that communication through

(Smits et al., 2020, p. 46–48). There are three primary modes of

application of nonviolent communication (Smits et al., 2020, p. 49):

1.

2.

3.

There are four components that make up compassionate communication

(Smits et al., 2020, pp. 46–49):

1.

2.

3.

4.



Varying interaction refers to exchanges between “learners among themselves, learners and
teachers and learners and learning resources” (Sierens, 2007, p. 103). It is essential that these
interactions are varied and set up in different ways in order to create a learning environment in
which students learn to deal with diversity (just) by taking part in these varying interactions. Varying
interaction can be shaped by adopting “a versatile and varying approach, encouraging
collaborative learning and forming heterogeneous groups” (Sierens, 2007, p. 103).

Diversity relates both to personal characteristics and each individual's different perspectives on the
world (cf. multiperspectivity). Diversity can be used to “create a learning environment in which
different competences, intelligences and perspectives are unlocked and can contribute to the
solution of tasks and problems” (Sierens, 2007, p. 104). The building blocks useful for observing and
using diversity include “broad observation, a versatile and varied approach, collaborative learning
and broadening learning environments” (Sierens, 2007, p. 104).

Negotiation of meaning is “the joint discussion of the meaning of concepts, messages and actions
with the aim of achieving a more mutual understanding of them” (Sierens, 2007, p. 104). This
ongoing process of negotiating meaning involves interpreting and acting, doing and thinking,
understanding and responding. It involves continually creating “new conditions for further
negotiation and further meanings” (Sierens, 2007, p. 104). As a result, it creates new relationships
with and in the world. The incorporation of negotiation of meaning establishes a learning
environment in which learners “recognise and develop their own meaningful perspectives, get to
know other perspectives, exchange, critically compare and connect different perspectives” Sierens
(2007, pp. 104–105).

Sierens’ (2007, p. 102) three-circle model is a model for designing learning
environments that do justice to (dealing with) diversity. It is used “as a
starting point for learning to design [lessons] on controversial topics” (Smits
et al., 2020, p. 112). The model comprises three circles. The outer circle
involves ‘varying interaction’, the middle circle refers to ‘diversity’ and the
inner circle covers ‘negotiation of meaning’. The model evolves from the
outer to the inner circle, with the outermost circle being a precondition for
the middle circle and the middle circle for the inner circle. In other words,
there has to be varying interaction to be able to address diversity, and
diversity is a prerequisite for negotiation of meaning (Smits et al., 2020, p.
112). Sierens’ (2007) describes each circle as follows:

 
 

Figure 2. Three-circle model (Sierens, 2007, p. 103)
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THREE-CIRCLE MODEL LESSON OBJECTIVES

The lesson that is presented in this guide is a task-based language lesson

on the topic of migration and integration. The focus of this lesson is on

reading and speaking skills. The objectives are as follows:

The students can... 

1. Form an opinion on an argumentative text which discusses arguments for and against letting more
refugees into Europe (at an assessment level). (Reading skills)

2. Express a well-founded point of view on letting more refugees into Europe after reading an
argumentative text on the topic. (Speaking skills)

3. Show willingness to speak in English, and participate in class. (Attitude)

The primary learning material used in this lesson is an argumentative dual-

position text titled Arguments for and against letting more refugees into

Europe. The article was published by Debating Europe on February 27,

2017. It presents three arguments for and three arguments against. The

students critically engage with the perspectives presented in the

multiperspectivity text before forming their own opinion. Moreover, they

play the devil's advocate during a class debate.

The lesson objectives and the text are suitable for a class in the 6th year of

secondary school in general education. The focus of their studies should be

on modern languages. Please note the importance of identifying the initial

situation before teaching this lesson. It is essential to be aware of the

students' background knowledge and any learning difficulties. Especially in

a lesson where the focus is on a controversial topic, and a

multiperspectivity approach is of importance, being aware of the students'

ethnic and cultural backgrounds is beneficial. These backgrounds will come

up during the lesson as cultural heritage is an important part of one's frame

of reference and the lens through which one sees the world.

The text can be found in the next two pages, along with the glossary to

make the text more accessible for the target audience.
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TEXT: PART 2TEXT: PART 1
Arguments for and against letting more refugees into Europe. (2017, 27 februari). Debating Europe.

https://www.debatingeurope.eu/focus/arguments-letting-refugees-europe/#.YIalXJAzZPb

Arguments for and against letting more refugees into Europe. (2017, 27 februari). Debating Europe.

https://www.debatingeurope.eu/focus/arguments-letting-refugees-europe/#.YIalXJAzZPb

https://www.debatingeurope.eu/focus/arguments-letting-refugees-europe/#.YIalXJAzZPb
https://www.debatingeurope.eu/focus/arguments-letting-refugees-europe/#.YIalXJAzZPb
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WORD CLOUDPICTOGRAMS
PHASE 1: ENGAGE PHASE TIMING 10'

Without revealing the topic of the lesson, the students are shown six

pictograms. The students discuss what they think the images mean, who

drew them and why. They could also discuss whether they relate to any of

the situations or feelings portrayed in the pictograms, and/ or choose a

favourite image and explain why. By not mentioning the topic of the lesson

straight away, the teacher can gauge who has background knowledge or

experience with the subject. The students who quickly see the link between

the pictograms and the lesson topic are those to whom the subject is more

relevant and more prominently present in their frame of reference. 

The pictograms were created during a project by the artist collective

‘Migrantas’. Migrantas use pictograms to provide visibility to the thoughts

and feelings of people who have left their own country and have

immigrated to a new one. 

This lesson phase is inspired by the book Parsnips in ELT: Stepping out of the comfort zone (Finegan et

al., 2016) 

           

PHASE 2: ACTIVATE PHASE TIMING 7,5'

The teacher writes the word 'refugee' on the board (or using a digital tool,

such as Mentimeter or Nearpod), and the students are asked to give an

example of something that they associate with that word. The students can

elaborate on why they have chosen that word, what it means to them and

how it makes them feel.

Now that the topic has been revealed and the students' prior knowledge

has been activated, the teacher asks whether anyone knows a person who

is a refugee or comes from a refugee background. In other words, the

students are given the opportunity to talk about their experiences and

reveal how their perspective on the topic has been shaped by their frame

of reference.
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THE DEVIL'S ADVOCATEREADING THE TEXTS
PHASE 3: STUDY PHASE TIMING 7,5'

What are some FOR arguments that might be included in the text?

What are some AGAINST arguments that might be included in the text?

PRE READING:

The title of the text is shown and the students are asked what they think the

text will be about, as well as what type of text it could be. Then, the

students are asked:

By asking these questions, the teacher activates the students’ prior

knowledge. It also gives insight into the arguments students would use

themselves or have heard before but do not necessarily agree with. Both

arguments and counterarguments have contributed to the construction of

each individual’s perspective on the topic.

WHILE READING:

The students are given the text on a handout and are asked to read the

text individually.

PHASE 4: ACTIVATE PHASE TIMING 20'

POST READING:

The class group is divided into two halves. One

half of the class is on the FOR side, and one is

on the AGAINST side. The students get 10

minutes to discuss their arguments for or

against letting more refugees into Europe. They

are told to think of counterarguments they can

use against the other party in order to win the

debate. 

When the 10 minutes are up, two students from

each party are called to the front to have a

debate. Compassionate communication is

essential during this part of the lesson.

Afterwards, the class votes to decide who has

won the debate, and the students talk about

why the winner's arguments were the most

convincing. 



ASSIGNMENT: FLIPGRID
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IN THEIR SHOES
PHASE 5: ACTIVATE PHASE TIMING 5'

What would you miss the most? 

What problems would you be faced with? 

The students are asked to imagine being forced to leave their home

country because of a crisis situation. They are asked the following

questions:

To ensure the whole class is actively participating, the think-pair-share

method can be employed where the students think about their answers,

discuss their answers in pairs and share their answers with the rest of the

class.

This activity fosters multiperspectivity skills because the students are

looking at a situation from another perspective than their own and are

putting themselves in another's shoes.

The teacher can choose to give the students an assignment to do at home.

The students are asked to form a well-founded opinion on letting more

refugees into Europe, record themselves in a video clip of at least one

minute, and upload it to Flipgrid. Flipgrid is a digital discussion platform

where teachers can set up a page for students to upload videos. The

students can watch each other's video clips and leave a comment, which

creates a fun and supportive online learning environment. 

For this assignment, the students can use their handouts with the reading

text and the notes they have taken during the lesson, but they are also

encouraged to look up more information on the topic of refugees. After

uploading their video clips, the students are asked to comment on the two

videos that have been uploaded before theirs. The last student comments

on the first two students. 
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