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Teaching Controversial Issues

“Can We Do This Every Day?” 
Engaging Students in Controversial 
Issues through Role-Play

Jane C. Lo

A quick Internet search on “popular social studies role-play” yields dozens of websites—not to mention published materials for 
purchase—that help teachers transform their classrooms into stages where Civil War re-enactments, UN summits, Senate sessions, 
the French Revolution, and many other important historic or current events play out. But what is it about role-play that engages 
students? And more importantly, is role-play just a gimmick? Or can students actually engage meaningfully with controversial 
issues through the process of embodying roles?
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Laila Jama, a high school student from the City on a Hill Charter Public School, casts her vote while playing the role of a U.S. senator working to pass 
an immigration reform bill during a mock legislative session of the U.S. Senate chamber at the Edward M. Kennedy Institute in Boston, Massachusetts, 
June 10, 2015. The Kennedy Institute hosts the only full-scale replica of the U.S. Senate chamber.
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My team of graduate research-
ers and I at Florida State University, 
with the help of Meira Levinson at 
Harvard University, attempt to answer 
these questions as we work with teach-
ers to design and implement norma-
tive case studies with middle school 
civics students.1 When the team first 
contemplated how to engage students 
in discussing controversial issues in 
a middle school civics course, role-
play quickly became a focal point of 
the case studies that we designed. We 
are currently developing case studies 
that tackle controversial issues (such 
as student protest) in which students 
play important and relevant roles. 

For example, in a case study on 
school walkouts, middle schoolers 
take on roles in a fictitious school 
where student leaders have orga-
nized a walkout to protest dilapidat-
ing school conditions.2 Students are 
assigned one of four student roles, 
with each participant affected in dif-
ferent ways by the walkout. The case 
study exposes students to contrasting 
views on the situation through various 
social media posts (i.e., those of the 
principal, parents, community lead-
ers, and student organizers); students 
have to decide whether to support 
the walkout in their role. Students 
then drop their assigned personas 
and have an opportunity to reflect on 
the case with their own opinions and 
ideas. At the end of the lesson, one 
student commented, “Can we do this 
every day?” Her sentiments are fea-
tured in the title of this article because 
research suggests that roles can help 
draw students into controversial issues 
that they may otherwise avoid. When 
framed properly, roles are not only 
fun ways to engage students in social 
studies; they also help broaden and 
deepen students’ perspectives on con-
troversial issues. 

It is important to note that I am 
not advocating the use of role-play 
for all teaching, especially if the roles 
are derogatory, inauthentic, or por-

tray a skewed sense of history that may 
induce trauma.3 The goal of productive 
role-playing is to help students broaden 
their understanding of the complexities 
of the world, not to mimic, caricature, 
or promote the minimization of history. 
Drawing from current and prior research 
studies, this article presents how the pro-
cess of embodying relevant and challeng-
ing roles can help expand students’ under-
standings. First, I explain what makes a 

role relevant and challenging. Second, 
I explore how roles can help students 
engage with controversial issues. Then 
I show how roles can function as portals 
to plurality, thereby broadening students’ 
perspectives. 

Relevant and Challenging Roles
Martin Luther King Jr., Marie Antoinette, 
George Washington, Cesar Chavez, and 
Genghis Khan are all important figures 
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in history with interesting (and, in 
some cases, sordid) histories of their 
own. However, are they relevant and 
challenging roles for classroom prac-
tice? Should teachers spend time and 
energy to help students take on these 
personas? No matter what social studies 
subject one teaches, there are dozens of 
noteworthy historic and modern-day 
individuals who have the potential to 
be significant roles that students can 
play in the classroom. The question for 
teachers is, How do you choose which 
roles for students to embody?

Instead of choosing roles on the 
basis of their familiarity or notoriety, 
our research team looked for guidance 
to King, Newman, and Carmichael’s 
framework on Authentic Intellectual 
Work (AIW).4 We wanted the roles to 
be relevant not simply because they are 
bold historical figures. Instead, the roles 
are germane either because they con-
nect to students’ current lives (“value 
beyond school” in the AIW framework) 
or because they are significant to the 
authenticity of the activity—in other 
words, the roles are relevant if they add 
to the substance of what students will 
learn through the case study. 

For example, in the previously 
described walkout case, students take 
on archetypal roles of students not 
because these individuals hold a grand 
position in history. Instead, these roles 
are relevant because students recognize 
them from their own lives (e.g., Chris,5 a 
talented athlete or performer, counting 
on those abilities for a college scholar-
ship; Robin, an overachieving student, 
facing pressure from home to attend 
an Ivy League school; Amari, a social 
butterfly who is BFF [Best Friends 
Forever] with the walkout organizer but 
also has a crush on Chris; and Alex, 
an often-absent student, due to medi-
cal issues, who tries hard to catch up 
in classes). These roles are also crucial 
to the authenticity and complexity of 
the ethical dilemma: Should each char-
acter choose to support or oppose the 
walkout? Students immediately sense 

the importance (or relevancy) of their 
roles when they realize that each of 
them will be positively and negatively 
impacted by the walkout. At the same 
time, the case study is orchestrated to 
get students to consider a broader civic 
question: When should citizens partici-
pate in civil disobedience? 

There is no doubt that playing a pop-
ular student helping to organize a walk-
out may be difficult for a shy middle 
schooler, but imagine having to play 
this role if you have been brought up 
in a household that believes in obeying 
the rules at all cost. When the com-
plexity of personal opinions is added to 
the mix, the roles can become increas-
ingly challenging for students. Much of 
the challenge stems from the fact that 
middle schoolers are still developing 
their own sense of justice in the world, 
as well as their own opinions on com-
plex issues. The same conundrum might 
be true of students who are asked to 
play Alex (the absentee), but are never 
absent themselves. But this dissonance 
between one’s role and one’s personal 
opinion creates another challenge 
beyond lack of information and under-
standing. It is challenging because the 
student may have to proclaim opinions 
that go against his or her own burgeon-
ing personal beliefs.  

We argue that these are good chal-
lenges that can promote students’ 
understanding of controversial issues. 
This process may not change students’ 
minds or opinions (generally it doesn’t), 
but it pushes them to think beyond their 
usual stances and positions on issues. 
For the case studies, the design team 
(consisting of both researchers and 
teachers) ensured that all the roles 
were not only relevant to the case but 
that they challenge students’ thinking 
in important ways. 

Tackling Controversial Issues 
through Roles
As Diana Hess points out, “Some issues 
are more controversial than others 
because they generate more disagree-

ment.”6 Differences of opinion are 
inherent in controversial issues, because 
controversy arises when reasonable 
people disagree about the best way to 
reach a solution to a problem. However, 
social studies teachers tend to shy away 
from disagreements because they want 
to avoid upsetting students or parents 
by bringing up controversial topics in 
the classroom. This is where norma-
tive case studies and role-play can be 
valuable tools. A normative case study 
presents a scenario that often includes a 
complex conundrum or dilemma so that 
readers of the case are exposed to ideas 
and situations they had not previously 
considered. Because the case has no 

“right” answer, inherent disagreement 
and controversy are built in. At the same 
time, the case also includes characters 
whose lives are directly affected by the 
scenario. By having students think about 
the case and the characters, instead of 
a real-life example, the controversial 
discussions are more abstract. However, 
because the cases are based on real-life 
events, they are not easily dismissed as 
being too far-fetched.

Normative case studies have the 
advantage of treating controversial 
issues as complex ethical dilemmas 
with no clear, correct answers; they 
don’t focus specifically on students’ per-
sonal feelings or on a particular partisan 
belief about the issue. Similarly, teach-
ers may be more likely to engage with 
controversial issues under the guise of 
a case study because the scenarios also 
include broader civics teaching that 
allows students to practice critical-
thinking skills and review important 
content without asking them to take 
politically charged stances.

In reflecting on the process of engag-
ing in role-play, many students note that 
taking on roles gave them specific tasks 
and responsibilities to consider; they 
didn’t want to let down their peers by 
not being prepared or to “look like a 
fool” in front of their classmates.7 While 
these comments about roles giving stu-
dents a reason to do their assigned work 
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are frequent, on some occasions stu-
dents also acknowledge that embody-
ing roles helps them consider differ-
ent opinions in productive ways. 

By virtue of enabling students to 
experience disagreeing perspectives on 
complex issues, role-play helps engage 
students in the content and gives them 
reasons to learn the information deeply. 
At the same time, the challenging 
nature of the roles provides a portal 
that helps students engage in meaning-
ful perspective-taking.

Meaningful Perspective-Taking: 
Roles as Portals to Plurality
A “portal” is most simply defined as 
a gateway or entrance into another 
space, while “plurality” points to the 
existence of multiple (or plural) ver-
sions of something. The plurality here 
denotes the different opinions people 
have about how to live a fulfilling life. 
This “problem of diversity”8 stems 
from figuring out how to unify our-
selves as a society when faced with 
vast differences in what we believe is 
important about life. These contrast-
ing conceptions of what it means to live 
a good life create conflict and disagree-
ments not only about how we should 
be governed, but also about how we 
should treat one another. This plural-
ity can be seen in the polarizing divide 
between the two major political parties 
in the United States, and in the varying 
factors that lead parents to send their 
children to public, charter, private, or 
parochial schools. If plurality can ulti-
mately separate us, why would we want 
roles that serve as portals to it?

When I argue that roles can act as 
portals to plurality, I mean that roles 
are gateways to multiple perspec-
tives—avenues that help students see 
(and even understand) the differences 
among us, but also the shared beliefs 
that ultimately bring us together. In 
our study, we’ve found that relevant 
and challenging roles give students an 
opportunity to think differently—not 
necessarily to walk in someone else’s 

shoes, but at least to try on shoes that 
they would not ordinarily choose to 
wear, even if they choose not to walk 
in them. The roles serve as portals 
because everyone in class is in an 
assigned role, so students feel as if 
they can try on opinions about dif-
ferent issues without being judged by 
their peers. Roles become easy entry 
points into perspective-taking. They 
are ways for students to see, embody, 
and even experience different sides of 
an issue without having to commit to 
an opinion, let alone proclaim their 
own allegiance on an issue. Much like 
a porthole, the roles help students 
see outside themselves, but the roles  
are portals because they provide stu-
dents access into the diversity that  
surrounds us. 

Each journey that students take 
in a role becomes an opportunity to 
broaden their perspectives or to view 
an issue from a side that they do not 
normally consider. For example, when 
a student who usually hides in the 
background takes on the role of Chris 
(the talented athlete or performer hop-
ing for a scholarship), he or she gets an 
opportunity to see how complex issues 
might affect a student in the limelight. 
On the other hand, a shy student who 
takes on the role of a social butterfly 
might begin to analyze the influence 
of social media on students’ decision-
making. In the end, both students may 
recognize that people are affected dif-
ferently than we might think by com-
plex and controversial issues. While 
each side may have differing concep-
tions of what a better solution looks 
like, both will have the opportunity to 
negotiate those differences by engag-
ing with each other’s point of view.

Role-Play in Normative Case 
Studies9

Even though our research is ongoing 
and we are still finalizing the design 
principles of the cases, our preliminary 
data show that students are engaged 
in the case studies, especially in their 
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Choices’ inquiry-based approach 
to controversial issues—past 
and present—prepares students 
to engage in thoughtful public 
discourse and make informed 
decisions. 
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roles. Inevitably there are students who 
bemoan the role they are assigned, but 
with some prompting from the teacher, 
these students usually end up being the 
most thoughtful when it comes time to 
debrief and analyze the controversial 
issue at hand.

While students recognize the limits of 
a simulated classroom activity, they still 
develop genuine emotional and intel-
lectual connections to the issues. Even 
though the case studies are constructed 
and manipulated by the teacher, stu-
dents feel the tensions of the debate, 
the anxiety of the conundrum, and the 
struggle to take and defend a stance in 
the dilemma. To be sure, students aren’t 
really planning a walkout; but they do 
consider the issues at hand with inten-
sity and conviction. Maybe students 
will never actually plan an act of civil 
disobedience, but the case study gives 
them the chance to assess the potential 
impact of such an event on their own 
lives. To help readers see the relevancy 
of the role, a snapshot of the walkout 
case study is provided in Table 1.

In the walkout case, students are 
assigned roles as Chris, Robin, Amari, 
or Alex; each character supports the 
walkout to varying degrees, with Chris 
being the least supportive and Alex 
being the most supportive. Students 

are provided two characteristics of 
their role so that they can get a sense of 
whether their character would support 
the walkout (see Table 1). Students read 
about the walkout and reasons for it 
on social media posts from principals, 
community leaders, teachers, parents, 
and other students. As students find 
out details of the walkout, the teacher 
reveals more information about each 
character to make the decision more 
difficult. Table 1 provides the addi-
tional information that teachers would 
disseminate throughout the lesson. By 
the end of the lesson, students need to 
decide whether their character would 
participate in the walkout and provide 
reasons for their decision. Then stu-
dents are asked to drop their roles and 
ponder if and when they might consider 
participating in civil disobedience (see 
Figure 1 for the role-dropping task).

The case studies provide students 
with a setting and stage upon which 
they can play out what it might be like 
to take a stand on a controversial issue. 
At the same time, the roles allow stu-
dents to interpret and advocate deci-
sions that may be out of their reach as 
young people who might not yet be 18. 
While these experiences are not real, 
they do give students a chance to find 
out more about complex issues, decide 

what they believe in, and see what it 
might be like to analyze and dissect 
controversial issues as adults. 

Conclusion
Given the popularity of role-play in 
social studies classrooms, it is likely 
that readers of this article have either 
participated in or conducted role-play 
throughout their educational experi-
ences. It may not take much to convince 
social studies teachers that role-plays are 
constructive classroom practices, but this 
article presents some nuanced ways of 
conducting role-play that may help stu-
dents engage with controversial issues. 
For our research project, the key to deep, 
meaningful learning and perspective-tak-
ing lies in the relevancy of challenging 
roles—roles that not only support the 
authenticity of the case study, but also 
challenge students’ own thinking about 
controversial issues. 

Can this type of learning extend to a 
range of social studies classes? I believe 
the answer is yes. Imagine helping stu-
dents understand the complexities 
behind Imperialism and the beginnings 
of globalization by having them take on 
roles as delegates to a global summit 
from seventeenth-century empires. Or 
have students simulate tool evolution 
and migration patterns as members of 

Table 1. Student Roles

Chris Robin Amari Alex
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· Very involved in an extra-
curricular activity

· Leader and role model

· Family-oriented

· At the top of the class

· Overachiever

· Concern about grades/
perfect attendance

· Concerned with others’ 
perception/peer pressure

· Popular/sociable

· Loyal friend and empa-
thetic

· High absenteeism due to 
medical history 

· Average grades
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 in
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r-

m
at

io
n

· Suspension would mean 
missing big event/contest

· Relying on the talent for 
college scholarship

· Aiming for prestigious 
college

· Walkout might look 
good on a college ap-
plication

· BFF of the walkout 
organizer

· Has a crush on Chris

· Hard worker

· Allergies have worsened 
since middle school
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prehistoric tribes. Or perhaps even 
have students embody the personas 
of merchants and tradespeople as they 
simulate the development of modern 
trade and economic systems. 

The goal of these case studies is to 
help students discover new ways of 
approaching an issue that they might 
not have thought to imagine prior to 
immersing themselves in these chal-
lenging roles. At the same time, role-
play can introduce students to informa-
tion, knowledge, and processes that are 
new to them. By engaging students in 
these roles through case studies, social 
studies teachers can help young people 
deepen their understanding and per-
spectives on a multitude of impor-
tant—and controversial—historic and 
contemporary issues. 
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Figure 1. Role-Dropping Activity

** Drop your character! Welcome back, students! **

1.  Who do you think is responsible for fixing the issues at the school? Does a 

school-wide walkout influence those who are responsible?

2.  Review the posts and “Like” the arguments that you personally find make the 

best points.

3.  When and why should citizens engage in civil disobedience?

Your Post: Based on your responses to questions 2 and 3, create a new post 

explaining why civil disobedience is or is not a good way to address the problems 

at school.


