Article 23

~ Critical Thinking

Structured Controversy

Through

Through controlled argumentation, students
perspectives, learn material J i
and make better decisions.

can broaden their
more thoroughly,

DAvID W. JOHNSON

~ AND ROGER T. JOHNSON

'David W. Johnson is Professor of Educa-

tional Psychology, and Roger 7. Johnson
is Professor of Curriculum and Instruction,
both at the University of Minnesota, Coop-
erative Learning Center, 202 Panee Hall.
150 Pillsbury Dr., SE. Minneapolis, MN
55455.

Have vou learned lessons only of those
who admired vou, and were tender with
you, and stood aside for you?

Have vou not learned great tessons from
those who braced themselves against vou

. and disputed the passage with vou?

—Wak Whitman, 1860

sing academic conflicts for in-
l , structional purposes is one of

i ‘the most dynamic and involv-
ing, vet least-used teaching strategies.
Although creating a conflict is an ac-
cepted writer’s 100! for capturing an
audience, teachers often suppress stu-
dents’ academic disagreements and
consequently miss out on valuable op-
Portunities to capture their own audi-
ences and enhance learning. :
‘Teachers generally avoid and sub-
due students’ academic conflicts for

i W : .
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several reasons. For instance, they may
view conflicts as divisive, alienating
students from each other, with the
least capable feeling defeated and hu.
miliated (Collins 1970, DeCecco and
Richards 1974). Another reason is that
teachers do not have an instructional
model for structuring and controlling
academic controversies 10 stimulate
learning.

Over the past 10 vears, we have
developed and tested a theory about
how controversy promotes positive

“Controversies must
be defined as |
interesting problems
to be solved rather
-as win-lose
situations.”

- monly contrasted with concurrence-

outcomes (D. Johnson 1979, 19
Johrison and ‘Johnson 1979, 1085),
Based on our findings, we have devel
oped a series of curriculum units or
energy and environmental issy

and Canada to fieldtest and imple-
ment the units in the classroom.

We will review these efforts by dis-
.cussing the process of controversy.
how teachers can organize and use it.
and the advantages of using it to en.
hance both cognitivé and affective
learning, E

A Model for the Process

of Controversy

Controversy is a type of academic con-
flict that exists when one student's
ideas, information, conclusions, theo-
ries, and opinions are incompatible
with those of another and the two seek
10 reach an agreement. Structured ac-
ademic controversies are most com-

seeking, debate, and individualistic
learning (fig. 1). For instance, students




an inhibit discussion to avoid any
: nt and compromise quickly
reach a consensus while they dis-
the issue (concurrence-seeking).
H students can appoint a judge and
" then debate the different positions
with the expectation that the judge will
determine who presented the beuer
ition (debate). Finallv, students can
work independently with their own
set of materials at their own pace
(individualistic learning).
When teachers structure contro-
versy, students must rehearse orally
.the information they are learning; ad-
wvocate a position; teach their knowl-
edge to peers; analyze, critically eval-
uate, and rebut information; reason
deductively and inductively; and syn-
_thesize and integrate information into
factual and judgmental conclusions
that are summarized into a joint posi-
tion to which all sides can agree.
Consider the following illustration.
A teacher assigns students to groups of
four composed of two-person advo-
«cacy teams and asks them to prepare a
report entitled “The Role of Regula-
tions in the Management of Hazardous
“Waste.” One team is given the position

-that more regulations are needed, and.

the other team, that fewer regulations
are needed. During the first hour,
both teams receive materials support-
ing their assigned positions. The
teacher instructs them to plan how
best to support their assigned posi-
- tions so that they and the opposing
team learn the information and. the

perspective within the materials so-

well that the opposing team is con-
vinced.

:During the second hour, the two
‘teams present their positions to each
other and then engage in general dis-
cussion in which they advocate their
‘positions, rebut the opposing side, and
seek to reach the best decision possible
.about the need to regulate hazardous
waste management. This discussion
~continues during the third hour, and
~each team spénds 30 minutes arguing
for the opposing position.

During the fourth hour, the four
group members reach consensus
about :the issue, synthesize the best
information and reasoning from both
sides, write a report on the role of
regulations in hazardous waste man-
.agement, and individually take a test
..on.the factual information contained
“in-the reading materials.

|
“Heterogeneity
among group
members leads to
spirited and

constructive
argumentation...”

This illustration represents the
structured use of academic contro-
versy, a six-step process through
which students advance from factual
learning to reasoned judgment (fig. 2).
During such a sequence, students re-
alize that their conclusions are being
contested by others who hold different
views. Theyv then become uncertain
about the correciness of their own
ideas, and an internal state of concep-
tual conflict is aroused. To resolve
their unceruainty, students search for
more information, new experiences,
improved reasoning, and a more
nearly adequate cognitive perspective.
They try to understand their oppo-
nents’ conclusion and rationale. The
cognitive rehearsal of their own posi-
tion and their attempts to understand
their opponents’ position result in a
reconceptualization of their position.
This new level of comprehension is
characterized by undersianding the
opposing perspective, incorporating
the opponents’ information and rea-
soning, changing their own attitude
and position if warranted, and using
higher-level reasoning strategies. This

process is repeated until the differ-

ences in conclusions among students
have been resolved, a synthesis is
achieved, an agreement is reached,

‘and the controversy has ended.

" ‘Structured academic controversies
require students to invest physical and

“Students must

value and respect
one another.’
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psychoiogical energy in their educa-
tional experiences. This investment
takes many forms: absomption in aca:
demic work, epistemic curiosity, effort
expended toward academic achieve-
ment, and the like. Student time ‘and
energy, of course, are finke resdiirces,
and educational success tn ‘B8 evalu-
ated in terms of increasing the time
and energy students willingly commit
to their education.

Use of Controversy in-

the Classroom

For the past several years, we have
been training teachers to use struc-
tured academic controversies, which
they are now using in 2 wide variety of
grade levels and subject areas. At the
University of Minnesota, we are using
controversies in several engineering
courses and with undergraduate and
graduate education and psychology
students. The basic format teachers
use for organizing structured aca-
demic controversies consists of four
steps.

1. Choosing the discussion topic.
The choice of topic depends on the
interests of the instructor and the pur-
poses of the course. That two well-
documented positions can be pre-
pared and that students are able 10
manage the content are criteria for
selection. Most environmental, energy,
public policy, social studies, literary,
and scientific issues are appropriate.

2. Preparing instructional materi-
als. The following materials are
needed for each position:

® a clear description of the group’s
task; ‘
® a description of the phases of the
controversy procedure and the collab-
orative skills 10 be used during each:

@ a definition of the position 10 be
advocated with a summary of the key
arguments supporting the position;

® resource materials (including a
bibliography) 10 provide evidence for
and elaboration of the arguments sup-
porting the position to be advocated.

3. Structuring the controversy. The
principal requirements for a success-
ful structured controversy are a coop-
erative context, skiliful group mem.
bers, and heterogeneity of group
membership. Teachers establish a co-
operative context by assigning stu-
dents randomly to groups and by re-
quiring each group to reach consen-
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3. LEARNING: Instructional Strategles.——

| Controversy | Debate Concurrence-Seeking Indisdualistic
Deriving conclusions by categorizing Deriving conclusions by Deriving conclusions by Deriving conclusions by
and organizing information and categorizing and organizing categorizing and organizing categizing and organizing
experiences information and experiences information and experiences information and experiences
Being challenged by opposing views  Being chalienged by Opposing views Quick compromise to one view  Presesce of only one view
Uncertainty about the correctness of Uncertainty about the correctness of  High certainty Highcertainty
own view, cognitive conflict own view, cognitive conflict
Higiv epistemic curigsity Moderate epistemic curiosity Absence of epistemic curiosity  No egisternic curiosity
Active representation and elaboration  Active representation and Active restatement of original No oal statement of position,
of position and rationale elaboration of position and rationale position
High reconceptualization Moderate reconceptualization No reconceptualization No reconceptualization
High productivity Moderate productivity Low productivity Low productivity
High positive cathexis Moderate positive cathexis Low positive cathexis Low gositive cathexis

“Students must feel

-safe enough to

challenge each
other’s ideas and

- rqgsoning.”

pr
e

i sus on an issue and submita report on
: whith all members will be evaluated.
= 4 "% Hetérogenenity among group mem-
«- *bers leads to spirited and constructive

argumentation and increases appreci-
ation of different views. (In the next
section we discuss five strategies for

- promoting constructive controversy.)

4. Conducting the controversy. To
guide a controversy, the teacher gives
students specific instructions in five
phases. '

® Learning positions. Plan with your
partner how 1o advocate your position
effectively. Read the materials support-
ing your position, and plan a persua-
sive presentation. Make sure you and
your partner master the information
supporting your assigned position and
present it in a way 1o ensure that the
opposing pair will comprehend and
learn the information.

® Presenting positions. As a pair,
present your position forcefully and
persuasively. Listen carefully and
learn the opposing position. Take
notes, and clarify anything you do not
understand.

® Discussing the issue. Argue force-
fully and persuasively for the posi-
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Fig. 1. Four Learning Processes

tion, presenting as many facts as you
Gan 1o support your point of view,
Listen critically to the opposing pair’s
position, asking them for the facts
that support their viewpoint, and
then present counter-arguments. Re-
member this is a complex issue, and
you need to know both sides to write
a good report.

® Reversing perspectives. Working as
a pair, present the opposing pair's
position as if you were they. Be as
sincere and forceful as you can. Add
any new facts you know. Elaborate
their position by relating it to other
information you have previously
learned.

® Reaching a decision. Summarize
and synthesize the best arguments for
both points of view. Reach consensus

on a position that is supported by the

facts. Change your mind only when
the facts and the rationale clearly indi-
cate that you should do so. Write your
report with the supporting evidence
and rationale for your synthesis that
your group has agreed on, '

Instruct the students to follow spe--
cific discussion rules during the con-
troversy (see fig. 3). Afer the contro-
versy, spend some time processing
how well the group functioned and
how its performance may be en-
hanced during the next controversy. It
is a good idea to highlight and discuss
the specific conflict management skills
students need to master.

Prerequisites to Promoting
Constructive Controversy
Positive outcomes do not automati-
cally appear every time students dis-
agree intellectually. To produce them,
teachers need to know how to initiate,
nurture, and manage controversies

constructively. This involves five strat-
egies.

1. Structuring learning activities co-
aperatively. For controversies to be
constructive—neiher competitive nor
destructive—the following ‘conditions
must be met.

® Controversies must be defined as
‘interesting problems to be solved
rather than as win-lose situations.

® Controversies must be valued as
opportunities and chatlenges.

® Similarities as well as differen

between positions must be recognized.
® Information must be accurately
communicated.

@ Feelings as well as information.-
have 10 be communicated and re-
sponded to.

® Students must value and respect
one another.

® Students must feel safe enough to
challenge each other’s ideas and rea-
soning.

2. Ensuring that groups are beter-
ogeneous. Differences among stu-
dents—in personality, sex, attitude,

.background, social class, reasoning

strategies, cognitive perspective, in-
formation, ability level, and skiils—

“A balanced |
presentation should
be given for each
side of the
controversy.”




Fig. 2. Process of Controversy

iead to differing styles of processing
information, which in wrn actually
begin the cycle of controversy. Such
differences promote learning and in-
crease the amount of time spent in
argumentation.

3. Distributing information relevant
to both sides. A balanced presentation
should be given for each side of the
controversy. The more information
students have about an issue, the

“To produce
[positive outcomes],
teachers need to
know how to
initiate, nurture,
and manage
controversies
constructively.”

M

greater their learning tends to be. Hav-
ing relevant information available,
however, does not mean that students
will use it. They need the interper-
sonal and group skills necessary to
ensure that all participants contribute
pertinent information anc synthesize
data effectively.

4. Teaching conflict management
skills, ‘To manage ocontroversy con-
structively, students need collabora-
tive and conflict management skills
(D. Johnson 1981, Johnson and john-
son 1982). One of the most important
is the ability 1o challenge another’s
ideas while at the same time confirm-
ing that individual’s personal compe-
tence. Studehts can learn to value
disagreements as interesting oppor-
tunities to learn something new, not
as personal attacks.

Perspective taking is another impor-

tant ability for exchanging information -

and opinions within a conflia (D.

Johnson 1971). Additional informa-

tion, both personal and impersonal,
can be disclosed and is more ofien
accurately comprehended when stu-

Yy
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“Engaging in
structured

academic

controversies
increases students’
perspective-taking
abilities.”

dents engage in perspective-taking be-
haviors (e.g., paraphrasing).

Athird set of skills involves the cycle

of differentiation of positions and their
resultant integration. Students need-to
perform several cycles of differentia-
tion (seeking out and clarifying differ-

‘ences among ideas, information, con-

clusions, theories, 2nd opinions) and
éntegration (combining information,
reasoning, theories, and conclusions of
others into one new, creative solution).

5. Teaching the procedures of ratio-
nal argument. During a CONLroversy,
students must follow the canons of
rational argument. They should gener-
ate ideas, collect and arganize relevant
information, reason logically, empa-
thetically enter into the perspective of
their opponents, and make tentative
conclusions based on current under-
standing. After presenting their per-
spectives and the rationales for their
positions, as well as their conclusions,
students should ask their opponents
for proof that their analyses and con-
clusions are accurate. Students should
keep an open mind, changing their
conclusions if their opponents present
persuasive rationales, proofs, and log-
ical reasoning. :

How Students Benefit

When swudents interact, conflicts
among their ideas, conclusions, theo-
ries, information, perspectives, opin-
ions, and preferences are inevitable,
Teachers who capitalize on these dif-
ferences find that academic conflicts
can vyield highly constructive divi-
dends. Over the past 10 years, we have
conducted systematic research to dis-
cover the consequences of structured
controversy (Johnson and Johnson
1979, 1985). One of the most interest-
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3. LEARNING: instructional Strategies

1. Lam critical of ideas, not people,
- Hocus on making the best decision possible, not on “winning,**
. | encourage Everyone (o participate and master all the relevant information.
. Fh everyone's idea do not agree,

“Students should
keep an open mind,
changing their
conclusions if their
opponents present

o~y (oL T JF TP
g
1};
§
]
4
2
a
=
-
=
3
g

persuasive
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