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Teaching Moral Conflict and 
Civil Discourse

Andrew Fiala, Ph.D.
Director of the Ethics Center at Fresno State

afiala@csufresno.edu
www.andrewfiala.com; @PhilosophyFiala

Slides available at: http://www.andrewfiala.com/lecture-powerpoints/

Workshop Description

• A discussion of teaching conflicts of values including religious, 
political, and social issues.  How do we support civil discourse and 
critical thinking?  A model of ethical decision making will be shared, 
along with case study discussion. 

mailto:afiala@csufresno.edu
http://www.andrewfiala.com/
https://twitter.com/PhilosophyFiala
http://www.andrewfiala.com/lecture-powerpoints/
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Civility
http://www.fresnostate.edu/artshum/ethicscenter/

which ideas can be discussed and truth discovered  
 

 

 

Civility creates the open space in which ideas are explored and truth is discovered. 
 

 

   
Civil Discourse 

  1. 
Listen carefully. 

2. 
Think broadly.  

3. 
Learn openly. 

4. 
Speak truthfully. 

5. 
Care about kindness. 

6. 
W

onder about ignorance. 
7. 

Build com
m

on ground. 
8. 

Respect freedom
. 

9. 
Trust rationality. 

10. Seek w
isdom

. 
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B
e quick to listen, slow

 to 
speak, and slow

 to anger.   

It is possible to disagree w
ithout 

being disagreeable.  
—

Sandra Day O
`Connor 

 C
ivility is born from

 inborn 
gentleness and desire to do the 
opponent good. 
   —

G
andhi 
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Civil Discourse 
  
1. Listen carefully. 
2. Think broadly.  
3. Learn openly. 
4. Speak truthfully. 
5. Care about kindness. 
6. Wonder about ignorance. 
7. Build common ground. 
8. Respect freedom. 
9. Trust rationality. 
10. Seek wisdom. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

www.fresnostate.edu/artshum/ethicscenter 

Be quick to listen, slow to 
speak, and slow to anger.  

It is possible to disagree without 
being disagreeable.  
—Sandra Day O`Connor 
 

Civility is born from inborn 
gentleness and desire to do the 
opponent good. 
   —Gandhi 

Ethical Theories
• Libertarian

• Is it freely consented to without harming 
others?  

• Natural Law
• Does it fulfill natural purposes or functions?

• Utilitarian
• Does it maximize the greatest happiness for 

the greatest number?
• Kantian Deontology

• Can we universalize it?  Does it respect 
persons?

• Nonmaleficence
• Beneficence
• Utility
• Distributive Justice
• Autonomy
• Precautionary Principle

Basic Values

http://www.fresnostate.edu/artshum/ethicscenter/images/Civilitybkmrk.jpg
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Some legal considerations

• CA Healthy Youth Act
• Comprehensive Sex Education
• Gender inclusivity

• First Amendment
• Protections of student (and teacher) speech
• Protections of student (and teacher) religious liberty
• Prohibition on ”establishment of religion” by schools/teachers

CA Healthy Youth Act (2016)
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/he/se/

• Requires Comprehensive Sexual Education—including contraception, 
abortion, and sexual inclusion

• All instruction and materials in grades K-12 must be inclusive of LGBTQ 
students. Instruction shall affirmatively recognize that people have different 
sexual orientations and, when discussing or providing examples of 
relationships and couples, must be inclusive of same-sex relationships. It 
must also teach students about gender, gender expression, gender identity, 
and explore the harm of negative gender stereotypes. This means that 
schools must teach about all sexual orientations and what being LGBTQ 
means.

• https://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/he/se/faq.asp

https://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/he/se/
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/he/se/faq.asp
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CA Healthy Youth Act (2016)
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/he/se/

• Information about the effectiveness and safety of all federal FDA-approved 
contraceptive methods in preventing pregnancy (including emergency 
contraception);
• Information that abstinence is the only certain way to prevent unintended 

pregnancy and HIV and other STIs; information about value of delaying 
sexual activity must be included and must be accompanied by information 
about other methods for preventing pregnancy, HIV and STIs;
• Information about pregnancy, including 1) the importance of prenatal care; 

2) all legally available pregnancy outcomes, including parenting, adoption, 
and abortion; and 3) California’s newborn safe surrender law; and
• Information about sexual harassment, sexual assault, adolescent 

relationship abuse, intimate partner violence, and human trafficking.
• https://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/he/se/faq.asp

The First Amendment

Congress shall make no law respecting an 
establishment of religion, or prohibiting 
the free exercise thereof; or abridging the 
freedom of speech, or of the press; or the 
right of the people peaceably to 
assemble, and to petition the 
Government for a redress of grievances.

https://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/he/se/
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/he/se/faq.asp
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Tinker standard: Tinker v. Des Moines (1969)

Schools cannot censor student free expression in 
school unless this causes substantial disruption or 
material interference with school activities or would 
invade the rights of others.

Framework for Teaching Controversial Issues

Factual 
Understanding

(Truth)

Critical Thinking
(Logic)

Fair 
Procedures
(Fairness)
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Framework for Teaching Controversial Issues

Factual

Logical

Fair

Common Ground in Shared Facts

• What are the facts of the case?
• What are the facts about our 

disagreements?
• What is the law?
• What more do we need to know?
• What are truth and honesty 

important for our democracy and our  
community of inquiry?

Framework for Teaching Controversial Issues

Fair

Factual

Logical

Common Ground in Fairness

• What rules/procedures should 
govern our discussion?

• How should people be recognized or 
invited to join?

• Who/what is left out?
• What is fairness important for our 

democracy and for a community of 
inquiry?
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Framework for Teaching Controversial Issues

Logical

Fair

Factual

Common Ground in Logic

• What are good arguments?
• What objections need to be 

considered?
• What kinds of arguments are not 

permitted in this inquiry?
• What is logic important for our 

democracy and for a community of 
inquiry?

Framework for Teaching Controversial Issues
Andrew Fiala, Ph.D., Director of the Ethics Center at Fresno State

Factual

Logical

Fair

Is it fair?

Is it true?

Does it make
sense?

http://www.fresnostate.edu/artshum/ethicscenter/images/Framework%20for%20controversial%20issues.jpg

http://www.fresnostate.edu/artshum/ethicscenter/images/Framework%20for%20controversial%20issues.jpg


4/5/19

8

Case study: 3rd Grade
The Story of Ruby Bridges
Please, God, try to forgive those people. 
Because even if they say those bad things, 
They don’t know what they’re doing. 
So You could forgive them, 
Just like You did those folks a long time 
ago 
When they said terrible things about You. 

Students ask

• Ruby is talking about Jesus—right? Why did 
people say terrible things about Jesus?

• Why did the people not want Ruby to go to 
school?

• What did God say to Ruby after she prayed?

Case Study: 3rd Grade
Martin’s Big Words

Remember, if I am stopped, this 
movement will not be stopped 
because God is with this 
movement

Students ask

• Was God with the movement?
• Why was Martin killed?
• Did Martin go to heaven?
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4th Grade
CA History--The Missions
https://www.cde.ca.gov/be/st/ss/documents/histsocscistnd.pdf

• 4.2 Students describe the social, political, 
cultural, and economic life and interactions 
among people of California from the pre-
Columbian societies to the Spanish mission 
and Mexican rancho periods.
• Discuss the major nations of California Indians, 

including their geographic distribution, 
economic activities, legends, and religious 
beliefs; and describe how they depended on, 
adapted to, and modified the physical 
environment by cultivation of land and use of 
sea resources.

• Describe the Spanish exploration and 
colonization of California, including the 
relationships among soldiers, missionaries, and 
Indians (e.g., Juan Crespi, Junipero Serra, 
Gaspar de Portola).

Students Ask

• Why did the Christian missionaries want to 
change the Native Americans and baptize 
their children?

• Why did the Indians attack the church in San 
Diego de Acala?

• Do unbaptized people go to Hell?

“A missionary teaches religious beliefs 
to those who have different beliefs” (p. 
155)

High School Topics

• Abortion and Birth Control
• Marijuana Legalization
• Evolution
• Religious Identity
• Sexual Identity
• Political Preferences
• Immigration Rights
• Historical Injustices

How should a teacher respond to questions and debates about these issues?

https://www.cde.ca.gov/be/st/ss/documents/histsocscistnd.pdf
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American history lesson for 11th Grade
CA Standards (2016): 
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/hs/cf/documents/hssfwchapter16.pdf

• What are key tenets of American 
democracy? Teachers may want to 
highlight the emergence of a free, 
democratic system of government 
alongside an entrenched system of 
chattel slavery that lasted for 
nearly a century. The question 
How have American freedom and 
slavery coexisted in the nation’s 
past? reminds students of the 
parallel—and seemingly 
paradoxical—relationship.

Students may ask

• Is the U.S. a racist country?
• Wasn’t the Confederacy justified in revolting, 

based upon state’s rights?
• Did Thomas Jefferson raped his slave Sally 

Hemings?
• Is the Confederate Flag a symbol of hate?

Framework for Teaching Controversial Issues

Factual 
Agreement

(Truth)

Critical Thinking
(Logic)

Fair 
Procedures
(Fairness)

Is it fair?

Is it true?

Is it logical?

https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/hs/cf/documents/hssfwchapter16.pdf

