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together to think deeply about substantive public issues 
(see Gutmann & Thompson, 1996; Habermas, 1996). 
Democracy in this sense is less a form of government 
than a way coming together and working through differ-
ent viewpoints about common issues. Reasoning about 
issues in a public forum is the cornerstone of deliberative 
democracy. In a deliberative forum, citizens study an is-
sue, consider alternative solutions and potential conse-
quences, and develop some consensus on ways to address 
the issue. This is not to say that all participants agree 
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I think that in this class … in this project, Deliberating in a Democracy, we‘re learning to express ourselves and express our opinions and we 
learn to listen to other people, what they have to say and then we should make … and then we‘ll learn to make a conclusion about everything 
that is important. (Biljana,2 Macedonian focus group) 

And I learned better how to express myself, of course, and it was great. So I have to … I need to know how to express myself. I learned to talk 
about the idea, to express your ideas, not against the person who said something, but against the idea. (Veronica, Romanian focus group) 

And I could say on behalf of the whole class that people do like these deliberations. And I like them personally because they teach us to express 
our opinions and thoughts and to engage in the development of civic society. (Irena, Ukrainian focus group)

 The students quoted above were describing their experiences with the Deliberating in a Democracy (DID) Project, a project aimed at teaching 
teachers and students from 10 countries how to deliberate about controversial public issues in their classrooms. The project engaged teachers in a 
minimum of three professional development sessions per year, during which teachers learned a specific model of deliberation, Structured Academic 
Controversy (SAC), and used the model in their secondary classrooms. I have been the lead evaluator for the project the past six years (2004-2010). 
The project has been quite successful in enhancing students’ ability to formulate and state their opinions, listen to opposing viewpoints, and take 
multiple perspectives. Overall, the teachers did not find the pedagogical model difficult to implement. 
 In this article, I describe deliberation and the SAC model, how the model was used in the DID Project, and highlights of the evaluation results. I 
conclude by arguing that despite some cautionary notes, deliberation has an important role in teacher education and civic education. 

DELIBERATION: WHAT IT IS AND IS NOT

Civic deliberation is the serious and thoughtful consider-
ation of conflicting views on controversial public issues 
for the purpose of decision making. Theorists generally 
agree that there are at least three criteria for a genuine 
deliberation: the issue is contested, that is, there are le-
gitimate differences of opinion around the issue; the set-
ting must be public; and people must have equal access to 
the deliberations (Conover, Searing, & Crewe, 2002). De-
liberative democracy theorists envision public spaces in 
which ordinary people from diverse backgrounds come 
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with the consensus position, but that through thought-
ful consideration of the issue, areas of agreement are 
brought into relief. 

Democratic theorist Amy Guttman (2000) believes that 
one of the key ways in which citizens can talk about pub-
lic issues is through deliberation: «Deliberation is public 
discussion and decision making that aim to reach a justi-
fiable resolution, where possible, and to live respectfully 
with those reasonable disagreements that remain unre-
solvable» (p. 75). The issues must be those about which 
reasonable people can have legitimate disagreements. 
Deliberating about how our youth should be educated 
and the content of that education is a legitimate issue; it 
would not make sense, however, to deliberate on whether 
our youth should be educated. There is near unanimity 
across cultures that youth should be educated (though 
there are legitimate differences of opinion as to how, 
when, and by whom). 

In understanding the essence of deliberation, it is also 
helpful to consider what it is not. Deliberation is not de-
bate. In a debate, there are winners and losers; the goal, 
in fact, is to win the debate through verbal sparring, char-
acterized by the skillful and clever arrangement of ar-
guments and counterarguments. Participants present the 
best possible case for their side, ignoring or diminishing 
the weaknesses in their own arguments and the strengths 
of the opposing side’s claims. The goal of civic delibera-
tion, however, is not to «win.» Instead, the goal is to ar-
rive at the best possible solution to an issue through the 
thoughtful consideration of alternatives. In deliberation, 
the group seeks to uncover the best possible rationales 
for alternative positions, ferret out their weaknesses, and 
consider the possible short- and long-term consequences 
associated with positions. 

A RATIONALE fOR DELIBERATION

Advocates of the deliberative process suggest that it 
has beneficial effects on the individual, the deliberative 
group, and the broader democratic polity. The individual 
becomes more knowledgeable about the issue; as part of 
a group, he or she also develops an enhanced understand-
ing of the issue by considering multiple perspectives. The 
group process itself has the potential to foster a sense  
of community as members strive toward the mutual goal of  
achieving consensus. Ideally decisions are based on 
«our best thinking» and «our shared interests» as op-
posed to «my best thinking» and «my self-interest.» 
«I,» in essence, become «we.» Perhaps most important, 
the process may enhance belief in the legitimacy of the 

democratic process. I may not like the group’s consensus 
position, but if I feel the process was fair and all views 
were given an equal hearing, I am more likely to feel 
positive about the group’s decision. The deliberative pro-
cess itself is thought to enhance belief in core democratic 
tenets—fairness, equality, tolerance, and cooperation, 
for example. 

Despite a rich theoretical base, the empirical evidence 
for the benefits of deliberative democracy is limited. This 
is not surprising—there are few public spaces explicitly 
designed to allow citizens to come together to deliberate 
issues of common concern. Thus, studies of deliberation 
have usually been in settings that have been intention-
ally developed for deliberation. Examples of programs 
and activities grounded in deliberative democracy the-
ory include, among others, Brazil’s public management 
councils (Coelho, Pozzoni, & Montoya, 2005); Den-
mark’s consensus conferences (Hendriks, 2005); James 
Fishkin’s deliberation polls (http://cdd.stanford.edu/), the 
Jefferson Center’s citizens juries (www.jefferson-center.
org), and the National Issues Forums sponsored by the 
Kettering Foundation (http://www.nifi.org). Fishkin’s 
systematic studies (n.d.) of deliberation polls have con-
sistently shown increased issue knowledge and signifi-
cant opinion change, as did Barabas’s (2004) study of a 
deliberative forum.

Critics of deliberative democracy often express concern 
that deliberative spaces may not be inclusive, and that 
even if they are purposefully inclusive spaces, some indi-
viduals’ and groups’ views will be privileged over others’ 
(see Sanders, 1997, for a cogent critique of deliberation). 
Individuals bring to the deliberative table varying levels 
of knowledge about issues, different skills in articulating 
their views, and different degrees of willingness to ex-
press their opinions. Ideally, deliberation is predicated on 
participants recognizing and valuing the contributions of 
all group members, but in practice, this may be difficult 
to achieve. 

SCHOOLS, DISCUSSION, AND DELIBERATION

Schools, and civics classrooms more specifically, have 
traditionally not assumed a prominent role in preparing 
young people to engage in discussions about public is-
sues. Research indicates that many students are unlikely 
to be exposed to in-depth discussions about public issues 
(Kahne, Rodriguez, Smith & Thiede, 2000; Torney-
Purta, Lehmann, Oswald, & Schulz, 2001), and low-
socioeconomic status, immigrant, and urban students 
are particularly unlikely to experience such discussions 
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(Conover & Searing, 2000). Further, some research sug-
gests what teachers identify as «discussions» are more 
characteristic of recitation (Alvermann, O’Brien, & Dil-
lon, 1990; Larson & Parker, 1996). 

Students and teachers often have a minimalist concep-
tion of discussion in which the mere fact that students 
state their opinions in class (and feel free to do so) consti-
tutes a discussion. Researchers who observe classrooms, 
however, are often looking for substantive discussions in 
which there is an exchange of viewpoints, an exploration 
of multiple perspectives, and defense of positions with 
evidence. To be fair to students and teachers, there is evi-
dence that their conception of discussion is shared by the 
adult population. British and U.S. adults report that they 
enjoy exchanging their opinions with others (considered 
a discussion), but truly dislike «contested discussions» 
in which participants challenge one another (Conover et 
al., 2002). 

Although public issues discussions may not occur in 
classrooms as frequently as democratic theorists and 
scholars would like, there is evidence that when such 
discussions do occur (both inside and outside the class-
room) they are related to various desirable outcomes, 
including higher political knowledge, interest, trust, and 
participation (Andolina, Jenkins, Zukin, & Keeter, 2003; 
Conover & Searing, 2000; Hahn, 1998). In over two-
thirds of the 28 countries involved in the IEA Civic Edu-
cation study (Torney-Purta et al., 2001), students’ report 
of «experienc[ing] their classrooms as places to investi-
gate issues and explore their opinions and those of their 
peers» (p. 137) was a significant predictor of their civic 
knowledge and their stated expectation that they would 
vote as adults (pp. 151-155). 

Parker (2010) argues that public schools are a particularly 
appropriate site for discussions, including deliberations, 
because schools bring together students from diverse 
backgrounds and perspectives in a public space that is 
ostensibly designed for the express purpose of educating 
democratic citizens. While students in the typical school 
are likely to have some close friends, they also share 
this space with others who may best be identified as ac-
quaintances or even strangers. These latter groups are 
less likely to share a given student’s interests and experi-
ences, and thus schools become places in which students 
must interact with students who hold a diverse range of 
interests and experiences, though admittedly that range 
is sometimes narrow and sometimes wide. Still, the 
school is a more diverse setting than most students would 
choose if left to their own devices. Social network studies 
have repeatedly demonstrated that people tend to associ-

ate with people who share their worldview (Mutz, 2006). 
Consequently when they do discuss politics, their think-
ing is unlikely to be challenged. 

The school offers one of the best possible sites for face-
to-face encounters with people who think and experi-
ence the world differently from one’s self. That schools 
in democratic societies are typically charged with edu-
cating youth for citizenship gives them the responsibility 
and the moral authority to engage students in controver-
sial issues discussions; as previously noted, the research 
has consistently indicated that students who participate 
in issues discussions in open and supportive classrooms 
are more likely to demonstrate qualities associated with 
enlightened and engaged citizenship. If public schools 
are to take their mission to educate students for citizen-
ship seriously, then teaching with and for discussion (us-
ing discussion as a method for learning, teaching discus-
sion as a way of engaging with other citizens, see Parker 
& Hess, 2001), then discussion should be an integral part 
of citizenship education. 

In education, deliberation is considered one form of dis-
cussion. Parker and Hess (2001) identify three types of 
discussion: deliberation, seminar, and conversation. Each 
serves a different purpose, and engages students in dif-
ferent ways. Deliberation, according to Parker and Hess, 
is most appropriate when students are discussing issues 
of public policy and the goal is to understand and then 
select from several alternatives. Structured academic 
controversy (SAC) is one method for engaging students 
in deliberation about controversial public issues. 

STRUCTURED ACADEMIC 
CONTROVERSY (SAC)

The SAC format, developed by Johnson and Johnson 
(1979, 1993), is a sequence of steps in which students ex-
amine two sides to an issue. Issues are framed such that 
they can be approached from «pro» and «con» positions, 
for example, «Should voting be compulsory in a democ-
racy?» «Should our nation sign a binding international 
treaty to regulate global greenhouse gas emissions?» 
«Should democracies require citizens between 18 and 25 
years of age to participate in at least one year of national 
service?» Teachers often provide students with reading 
material, but may assign students to research the topic 
on their own. 

The process of the SAC is, as the name implies, struc-
tured. Typically, the teacher divides the class into het-
erogeneous groups of four. Two students are assigned 
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the «pro» position, and two students prepare the «con» 
position. Each pair presents arguments for their position, 
while the opposing pair listens, takes notes, and asks 
questions for clarification. The pairs then switch sides 
and present the opposing side’s view. In the final phase, 
students abandon their positions and try to reach a con-
sensus on the issue based on the merits of the arguments 
presented (see Figure 1 for the SAC process adapted by 
the DID Project). 

The theory of constructive controversy underlying the 
SAC process suggests that participants typically expe-
rience conceptual conflict when they hear new infor-
mation or views that differ from their original under-
standings of the issue. Johnson and Johnson (2009) note 
that «uncertainty, conceptual conflict or disequilibrium 
tends to motivate epistemic curiosity. The result is an 
active search for (a) more information and new experi-
ences, and (b) a more adequate cognitive perspective 
and reasoning process in the hope of resolving uncer-
tainty» (p. 41). In a debate situation, disequilibrium 
could prompt participants to solidify their position, 
and reject opposing points of view. But because SAC 
is framed as a process to find the best possible solution 
as opposed to winning the argument, participants typi-
cally become more open to possibilities, and seek novel 
ways to address the problem at hand given new infor-
mation.3 Positive goal interdependence, one of the foun-
dations of the SAC model, encourages students to work 
together toward the mutual goal of addressing the is-
sue. The two competing positions they explore become 
sources of information for the deliberative process.

The research base on SACs is fairly extensive, and sug-
gests that students engaging in SACs develop more posi-
tive attitudes toward conflict, demonstrate higher levels 
of moral reasoning and perspective-taking, and develop 
more positive attitudes toward working with individu-
als from different racial and ethnic groups (Johnson & 
Johnson, 1979, 1993, 2009). The model has been used 
in secondary science, math, English, and social studies 
classes; in first grade through graduate school; and with 
preservice teachers, veteran teachers, and administra-
tors (Johnson & Johnson, 2009). In a meta-analysis of 
39 studies of structured academic controversy conduct-
ed with primary grade children through adults, Johnson 
and Johnson (2009) found that SACs compared favor-
ably to debate and individualistic learning in terms of 
student achievement, cognitive reasoning, perspective 
taking, motivation, attitudes toward task, interpersonal 
attraction, sense of social support, and self-esteem. Ef-
fect sizes ranged from 0.20 to 2.18. Johnson and John-
son believe that the SAC model helps students develop 

attitudes and skills that are consistent with democratic 
citizenship, such as tolerance, perspective-taking, criti-
cal thinking, and problem solving. 

It is worth noting that the model differs somewhat from 
what deliberation theorists might envision. Students are 
initially required to adopt positions with which they may 
disagree. This role playing addresses two practical is-
sues. First, prior to deliberation, it may be the case that 
all students in a class share the same opinion (or, perhaps, 
have not yet formulated an opinion). By assigning posi-
tions, it is guaranteed that different viewpoints will be 
expressed and given consideration. Second, a small mi-
nority of students may hold an unpopular viewpoint, but 
feel uncomfortable expressing it due to peer pressure. The 
assignment of positions assures that students can present 
viewpoints without necessarily being identified person-
ally those positions. Notwithstanding this imposition of 
roles, the SAC model shares the essential characteristics 
of deliberation: a focus on a controversial public issue 

Figure 1. Structured Academic Controversy, 
adapted for DID Project

• Careful reading of a common text. Students in groups 
of four or five read a common text, which provides 
background information on the topic.

• Introduction of the question for deliberation. After 
they have developed a common understanding of the 
text, the teacher presents a public policy question raised 
by the reading, such as «Should voting be compulsory 
in our democracy?».  

• Presentation of pro and con positions. Once the ques-
tion has been posed, each small group is again divided 
into two teams. Team A finds the most compelling pro 
arguments, and Team B finds the most compelling con 
arguments. Team A teaches their pro arguments to 
Team B allowing only clarifying questions. Team B 
then teaches the con arguments, followed by any clari-
fying questions Team A may have.

• Reversal of positions. The teams then reverse positions 
with Team B now adopting the pro position and Team 
A taking the con position.

• Deliberation of the question. Students then drop their 
roles and deliberate the question as a group. While 
deliberating, students can use what they have learned 
and for the first time, offer their personal experiences 
to help them formulate opinions regarding the question 
while finding areas of consensus.

• Whole class discussion and debriefing. Finally, a large 
group debriefing follows during which a poll of stu-
dent decisions is taken, the most compelling reasons 
for each side are identified, and areas of consensus are 
explored. Questions that remain unanswered are raised 
and ways to address those questions are discussed.
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and the weighing of different positions and their potential 
consequences. 

The SAC model was chosen by project coordinators as 
the foundation of the DID Project because they felt it was 
likely to promote the habits and characteristics associ-
ated with effective, thoughtful democratic citizens.

THE DELIBERATING IN A 
DEMOCRACY (DID) PROJECT

The DID Project involved over 20,000 secondary stu-
dents, ages 12-19, and 400 teachers in 10 countries, 
including: Azerbaijan, Czech Republic, Estonia, Lithu-
ania, Macedonia, Romania, Russia, Serbia, Ukraine, 
and the United States. Each year, teachers participated 
in a minimum of three professional development work-
shops in which they learned how to conduct SACs. At the 
first workshop, teachers participated in a SAC, and then 
discussed how they would implement the pedagogical 
model in their classrooms. The second and third work-
shops generally focused on teachers’ reflections on their 
classroom deliberations. Teachers conducted at least 
three deliberations in their classrooms over the course 
of a year, choosing issues they felt were a good fit with 
their curriculum, and would likely engage their students. 
Currently there are 23 readings and issues for delibera-
tion, all of which are downloadable from the web (www.
deliberating.org). Table 1 shows examples of five delib-
eration topics and issues questions. 

As part of the evaluation of the project, multiple types 
of data (interview, focus group, observational, survey) 
from multiple sources (students, teachers, administra-
tors) were collected. I focus here on two questions: What 

were teachers’ experiences with the deliberation process? 
What did students learn from the deliberations?
 

1. Teachers’ experiences

Teachers were overwhelmingly positive about their 
professional development experiences. Indeed, the DID 
Project was specifically designed to reflect the charac-
teristics of high quality professional development: ac-
tive learning; ongoing support; peer collaboration and 
reflection; and time for the iterative process of learn-
ing, doing, and reflecting (see Garet, Porter, Desimone, 
Birman, & Yoon, 2001; Penuel, Fishman Yamaguchi, 
& Gallagher, 2007). The teachers particularly appre-
ciated participating in a deliberation themselves with 
peers, and experiencing what their students would  
be experiencing. The following comments were typi-
cal:

«Involvement was very important when we ourselves 
were like students during the test deliberation.» (Rus-
sia, Year 2)

We were practicing [the deliberations] as students…
in the role of students who are participating in this 
discussion….during the workshop, we had to change 
our role or our position in a different dimension. 
We were students and then we were teachers. [It] 
helped us realize how students feel in such situations. 
(Ukraine, Year 1)

We modeled the process and knew what we wanted 
the outcome to look like when we engaged the stu-
dents in their deliberations. Our practice prepared 
us to tackle the information like the students and for 
me, I was able to better empathize with the students 

Table 1. Selected Deliberation Topics and Issues Questions

Deliberation Topic Issues Question

Educating Non-citizens Should our democracy extend government support for higher education to immigrants who 
as young people entered the country illegally?

Free and Independent Press Should our democracy permit monopolies of broadcast news media in local communities?

Freedom of Expression Should our democracy permit hate speech?

Juvenile Justice In our democracy, should juvenile offenders who are accused of serious violent crimes be 
prosecuted and punished as adults?

Minorities in a Democracy Should our democracy fund elementary education for children of minority groups in their 
own language?
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who were deliberating issues of which they had very 
strong opinions.» (United States, Year 1) 

The teachers also found the professional development 
workshops to be a source of collegial support, where 
they could reflect together on their classroom experi-
ences with deliberation, and plan how to conduct future 
deliberations. A Serbian teacher said: «[The discussions 
with other teachers] were helpful because we had the op-
portunity to exchange experiences, to see how each of us 
implemented the project in their own environment.» 

Many of the professional development sessions included 
content experts from the community, who could share 
their in-depth knowledge of a particular issue. For ex-
ample, in Serbia a juvenile district court judge spoke 
with teachers about the status of juvenile justice in their 
country prior to teachers leading their students in a delib-
eration on the topic of juvenile justice, and in the Czech 
Republic, an artist whose sculptures have engendered 
controversy spoke to Czech teachers about freedom of 
expression prior to their classroom deliberations on the 
same topic. Thus, while the teachers were learning how 
to deliberate for the purpose of teaching deliberation to 
their students, they were also increasing their content 
knowledge. This increased content knowledge enhanced 
teachers’ confidence in their ability to conduct the class-
room deliberations. 

Across the six years, over 90% of the teachers «agreed» 
or «strongly agreed» with the statements: «After my in-
volvement with this project, I have enough skill to con-
duct effective deliberation in my classroom» and «Be-
cause of my involvement in this project, I will continue 
using deliberation in my classroom in the coming years». 
Our classroom observations (n=55) at each of the sites 
over the six years indicated that most of the teachers 
were implementing the deliberations in accordance with 
the model, with modest adaptations to fit their teaching 
style and context. In the majority of classrooms, students 
were exposed to multiple perspectives and gave seri-
ous consideration to those perspectives. One difficulty 
we noted in 25% of the classes was the lack of atten-
tion to debriefing the deliberation experience (indeed, 
the debriefing phase was also the weakest part of the 
deliberation experience modeled to teachers in the pro-
fessional development workshops). This is important 
because while we generally observed students doing a 
good job of presenting the opposing positions in their 
small groups, they were less skilled in challenging those 
positions. Without the whole class debriefing, students’ 
positions often lacked the type of in-depth examination 
that teachers should have been able to facilitate. There 

is an abundance of research that suggests teachers have 
difficulty talking about controversial issues in their class-
rooms, and often avoid such discussions (Kahne et al., 
2000; Nystrand, Wu, Gamoran, Zeiser, & Long, 2003). It 
is therefore not surprising that we occasionally observed 
the teachers rushing through the debriefing, or omitting 
it altogether. Although certainly time constraints some-
times accounted for the truncated SAC experience, re-
search would also support the notion that teachers are 
not comfortable dealing with controversial issues. In 
classrooms in which full debriefings occurred, students’ 
ideas were more likely to be challenged and elaborated 
upon. Still, across classrooms, students were engaged in 
examining multiple perspectives and developing a better 
understanding of issues. 

2. Student Learning

Across the years, 82-87% of the students «agreed» or 
«strongly agreed» with the statement: «I learned a lot 
by participating in the deliberations.» In Year 6, when 
students from Macedonia, Romania, Serbia, Ukraine 
and the United States were participating in the project, 
we conducted further analysis to determine whether de-
mographic factors, such as gender or parents’ education 
level, impacted students’ response to this item. None of 
the demographic factors significantly impacted students’ 
self-reported learning from deliberations. This is re-
markable, considering that students from five countries, 
with a variety of socio-economic, ethnic, national, and 
linguistic backgrounds, were involved. 

But what did they learn? Each of the six years, substantial 
majorities of students consistently «agreed» or «strongly 
agreed» with the following statements:

• As a result of participating in the deliberations, I de-
veloped a better understanding of the issues. (85-88%)

• My participation in the deliberations increased my 
ability to state my opinions. (75-81%)

• Because of my participation in the deliberations, I am 
more confident talking about controversial issues with 
my peers. (64-76%)

In student focus groups (67 across the six years), students 
frequently spoke of how they had learned to listen to one 
another. Although they described «listening» in differ-
ent ways, many made reference to approaching listening 
with an attitude of respect for the other: An Azerbaijani 
student said: «We learned how to respect others’ ideas—
the person may have different ideas than yours but we 
should respect the person’s ideas» (Year 1). A Russian 
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student reported that he «learned to hear people and to 
express my opinion and I learned to be more tolerant 
of other people» (Year 3). And a Lithuanian student ex-
plained that listening also meant hearing: «In class we 
learned not [only] to listen but to hear also and we under-
stand that almost all have very different opinions and we 
accept it» (Year 1).

Through this listening, students reported that they 
learned to understand the perspectives of others. An Es-
tonian student noted that «Mostly, the problem is that we 
only see one side and we just don’t want to see the advan-
tages of the other side, so [the deliberations] were very 
important. We learn to see the whole picture» (Year 2). 
One Ukrainian student said: «We learned to understand 
each other and to hear another point of mind» (Year 4). 
As a result of seeing other perspectives, students learned 
that they could change their minds. A student from the 
United States said: «The whole deliberation helped me 
open my mind more about all sorts of issues. Before I 
was, in my mind set on my opinion, and I was ready to 
say anything back to anyone, but during the deliberation, 
you were able to see how other people think. I know I 
changed my opinion for like two of the deliberations 
mostly because of sitting and listening to other people 
talk about it» (Year 1). 

Over the years, students consistently told us in focus 
groups or in responses to open-ended questionnaire re-
sponses that the deliberations increased their ability to 
take different perspectives. In Year 6, we put this proposi-
tion to a more stringent test. Using a quasi-experimental 
research design, we paired 9 DID Project teachers and 
their classes with 9 teachers and classes matched in terms 
of grade level and subject area. A questionnaire was ad-
ministered to all students (n= 494 DID Project students; 
n=493 comparison students) after the DID students had 
completed their deliberations. Perspective-taking was 
measured by having students respond to the following 
prompts: Some schools are considering a policy that 
would require all students to wear school uniforms. What 
reasons are there to support such a policy? What reasons 
are there to oppose such a policy? Students were then 
asked to indicate their agreement with the policy (Strong-
ly Disagree to Strongly Agree). This issue was not part of 
the deliberations. It was, however, a subject about which 
we felt students should be able to form an opinion without 
extensive background information. After discarding non-
sensical, redundant, and/or illogical reasons (interrater 
agreement = 92%), we calculated two scores: the number 
of arguments students offered in support of their personal 
opinion, and those offered in support of an opinion with 
which they disagreed. Both scores are important, but we 

consider the ability to identify rationales for positions one 
does not hold to be a marker of perspective-taking. 

Unsurprisingly, most students (67%) in both the Proj-
ect and Comparison groups did not favor mandatory 
school uniforms. However, the Project students were sig-
nificantly more likely to be able to identify reasons for 
the position which they did not support than were the 
Comparison students (p=.001). For example, a Project 
student who did not believe her country should instate a 
law mandating school uniforms was likely to be able to 
give more reasons why someone might favor such a law. 
Additionally, Project students were able to identify more 
arguments for their own positions than were the Com-
parison students (p=.001). 

The finding is not only statistically significant, but 
more importantly, educationally significant. The ability 
to identify rationales for positions with which one dis-
agrees, in particular, is critical in a democracy. If we can 
identify legitimate rationales for positions in opposition 
to our own, we have at least started to understand the 
nature of the controversy, to understand that reason-
able people can disagree. We begin to open spaces for 
dialogue with «others» with whom we disagree. We may 
also develop better understanding of our fellow citizens, 
and a recognition of the role that our own experiences 
play in the development of our opinions. This can lead to 
a better understanding of why people hold the positions 
they do, without the demonization of the other.

3. Caveats to the Deliberative Process

Our analyses of students’ experiences with the DID 
Project did lead to two cautionary notes. First, students 
who individually perceived their classroom climate to be 
more negative were less likely to report positive expe-
riences4 with the deliberations (p=.001). Classroom cli-
mate was measured by a six-item scale used in the IEA 
CivEd Study (Torney-Purta et al., 2001), and includes the 
following items:

• Students feel free to disagree openly with their teach-
ers about political and social issues during class. 

• Students are encouraged to make up their own minds 
about issues.

• Teachers respect our opinions and encourage us to ex-
press them during class.

• Students feel free to express opinions in class even 
when their opinions are different from most of the 
other students. 

• Teachers encourage us to discuss political or social is-
sues about which people have different opinions.
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• Teachers present several positions on an issue when ex-
plaining it in class. (p. 207)

Response options include: never, rarely, sometimes, of-
ten. It appears that when students do not perceive an open 
classroom climate, they are less likely to find the delib-
erations engaging and beneficial. This finding would be 
consistent with deliberative theorists’ contention that the 
context in which deliberation takes place needs to be 
characterized by fairness and respect. The professional 
development sessions focused on the pedagogical meth-
od of SAC, but did not address the importance of the 
classroom context in which the deliberations occurred. 

We also looked at whether demographic factors, such as 
gender or parents’ education level, impacted students’ 
experiences with the deliberations. None of the demo-
graphic factors significantly impacted students’ experi-
ences with deliberations. That students generally had 
positive experiences with the deliberations no matter 
their background —across five countries— speaks to the 
power of deliberation. The results are promising in that 
teachers do have control over the classroom climate they 
establish; students’ demographic characteristics, how-
ever, are beyond their control. 

The second caveat that bears note relates to the char-
acteristics of students who changed their opinions af-
ter the deliberative process. Girls and students whose 
first language was not the majority language were most 
likely to move toward the consensus position. No simi-
lar movement was found by race/ethnicity, highest level 
of parental education, or self-reported grades in school. 
One of the primary critiques of deliberative theory is 
that those who are accorded less status in society are 
those whose voices are less likely to be heard (Sand-
ers, 1997). That two groups who have historically been 
marginalized were those to change their opinions sug-
gests that deliberation, as enacted through SAC, may 
perpetuate a system in which female students and stu-
dents whose families may not be part of the dominant 
culture feel that their opinions are less valid than are 
those of counterparts. Alternatively, of course, this 
finding may indicate that girls and students who spoke 
a language other than the dominant language at home 
are more open-minded and therefore more willing to 
change their opinions when presented with compelling 
information. But our findings raise a concern, and one 
that demands attention. Qualitative studies in which the 
dynamics of classroom interaction are examined during 
deliberations would further our understanding of this 
area. 

THE SIGNIfICANCE ON THE DID PROJECT

Studies have repeatedly shown that students do not reg-
ularly engage in discussions about controversial public 
issues in their classrooms. Similarly, teachers are often 
reluctant to engage students in controversial issues dis-
cussions, and some researchers suggest that teachers may 
not have developed the skills required to facilitate such 
discussions (Hess, 2009; Parker, 2003). 

The study described here suggests that SAC is a delib-
eration model that is relatively easy for teachers to use; 
although there were wide ranges in the teachers’ typical 
pedagogical approaches and the length of their teaching 
experience, almost all of the teachers believed that they 
had achieved a high level of competence with the method 
at the conclusion of this phase of the Project. Our class-
room observations indicated that the teachers were, with 
modest adaptations, adhering to the model. 

Parker (2003) has used various pedagogical models in 
teaching beginning and experienced teachers to use delib-
eration in their classrooms. He believes the SAC model is 
particularly appropriate for novice teachers and for those 
experienced teachers who are making their first serious at-
tempts to bring controversial public issues into their class-
rooms. He finds that «SAC scaffolds student teachers suc-
cessfully into controversial issues deliberations, after which 
they are welcome to work with more ambitious models» (p. 
142). Our work similarly suggests that it is a model that is 
quite accessible to beginning and veteran teachers. In the 
SAC model, not only is the controversy structured, but so 
too are the student and teacher roles. The SAC model thus 
addresses one of the primary reasons teachers often avoid 
introducing controversy into the classroom: fear of losing 
control of the classroom (McNeil, 1986). 

Few studies have reported students’ perceptions of the 
deliberation process (Hess, 2009, and Hess & Posselt, 
2002 are notable exceptions). In the DID Project, stu-
dents, regardless of age, gender, or nationality, appeared 
to like the model, and reported valuing different per-
spectives on controversial issues as a result of using the 
model. Why did this model appear to have a positive im-
pact on students? There are a number of characteristics 
associated with the model that differentiate it from more 
traditional forms of pedagogy, and indeed, other types of 
class discussions. These characteristics acting in concer 
—rather than singly— created a positive learning experi-
ence for most students. 

First, the deliberations, while structured by the teacher, 
are student led. Students are responsible for developing 
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and articulating positions. Knowledge is socially con-
structed through the small group deliberations. In their 
study of middle and high school students’ perceptions 
of text-based discussions, Alvermann et al. (1996) found 
that most students preferred small group discussions as 
opposed to teacher-led whole class discussions. Students 
felt that the small groups afforded them more opportuni-
ties to talk, and to voice opinions without embarrassing 
themselves in front of an entire class. The same senti-
ments were expressed by the students in the DID Proj-
ect, both on the written questionnaire and in the focus 
groups.

Second, all students are actively involved in the pro-
cess. Even in the best of whole class discussions, often 
times only half of the students are actively participat-
ing. The structure of the SAC process requires that all 
students participate. Our classroom observations indi-
cated that while students participated in varying de-
grees (e.g., occasionally one student would dominate 
the presentation of a position), all students participated 
at some level. 

Third, the content of the deliberations may also account 
for some of students’ positive reaction to the process. 
Unlike many questions that are posed inside classrooms, 
the focus of the SAC process was on problems with no 
right answer. Students may have felt more comfortable 
taking risks in presenting positions for which there was 
no «right answer.» The content of the deliberations  
—current, controversial public issues— tended to be 
inherently engaging for students. Unlike many topics 
discussed in schools, students had little difficulty dis-
cerning the importance of the issues. While they may 
have found some issues more interesting than others, 
they were unlikely to see a topic as having little value 
beyond their classroom. 

Fourth, the SAC process reflects many of the character-
istics of effective discussion identified by Hess (2004): 
a focus on an interpretable text, issue, idea, etc.; more 
participant than facilitator talk; a sufficient amount of 
time devoted to a particular idea; a sense of «meaning-
ful argument» in a comfortable atmosphere; a high level 
of participant involvement; and a focus on meaningful 
questions (p. 154). Further, inherent in the SAC delibera-
tion process are the following characteristics:

1. Students are encouraged to be open-minded.
2. Multiple viewpoints are explored. 
3. All students have a significant role.
4.  The process is understandable and accessible to stu-

dents. 

From the teacher’s perspective, the SAC model requires 
texts that present at least two opposing viewpoints in a 
fair and balanced fashion. But it does not require teacher 
superstardom or «wizardry» (see Hess, 2002, pp. 38-39) 
to implement. Indeed, inherent in the model is a struc-
tured method for teacher orchestration of student delib-
eration about very difficult, complex political and social 
issues. To be sure, not all teachers would find it easy to 
implement; but the vast majority of teachers are good 
teachers, and those teachers will find in the SAC model 
an accessible and meaningful method for teaching con-
troversial issues. 

The overriding significance of the model, however, is 
that it appears to help students develop some of the 
skills essential to an engaged, enlightened citizenry. 
The engaged citizen participates in political discus-
sions; the enlightened citizen is aware of the legitimacy 
of differing perspectives. Neither discussion without 
the concomitant appreciation of multiple perspectives, 
nor the cognitive understanding of differing viewpoints 
without social exchange, furthers democratic practice. 
Meaningful participation in public issues discussions 
with an appreciation of various viewpoints, however, 
contributes to a stronger democracy. 

The SAC model is not a panacea for all that ails demo-
cratic societies, nor is it a pedagogical approach that 
should trump all others. Indeed, the findings reported 
here suggest caveats associated with the approach. But 
the model does teach students that conflict is inherent in 
public issues, and that deliberation is a process for think-
ing deeply and purposefully about these issues. That the 
project took place in 10 countries at various stages in 
their histories as democracies, suggests the strength of 
the model. 
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4 Classroom experiences with the project were assessed through 
responses to five item: «I learned a lot by participating in the de-
liberations;» «I enjoyed participating in the deliberations;» «As 
a result of participating in the deliberations, I developed a better 
understanding of the issues;» «My participation in the delibera-
tions increased my ability to state my opinions;» and «Because of 
my participation in the deliberations, I am more confident talking 
about controversial issues with my peers.» Response options in-
cluded Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Agree, Strongly Agree.
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