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Recent events in Ferguson, Missouri involving the shooting of 18-year-old Michael Brown have 
prompted a range of emotions in the U.S.  To support teachers who wish to integrate this 
teachable moment into their classrooms, this Facilitating A Discussion Regarding Race Teacher 
Guide has been adapted from the District of Columbia School’s resource and adopted by 
Broward County Schools’ Student Support Initiatives Division.  Please ensure the tools you 
choose are grade level appropriate. 
 
The national interest and attention of the Michael Brown shooting reminds many of the 
shootings of Trayvon Martin and Jordan Davis, and for others even has them recalling the tragic 
death of Emmett Till in 1955.  The social protests in Ferguson, Missouri have attracted national 
and international attention. While the facts of the case are still being sorted out by those in the 
criminal justice system, these events are teachable moments in classrooms.  
 
In an effort to support teachers who wish to integrate this teachable moment into their 
classrooms, this document provides:  

 10 suggestions for preparing and framing a conversation using democratic principles 
while also allowing students, especially those who have experienced racial profiling, to 
express their views in a respectful manner; including 8 resources teachers can use to 
build their own background knowledge or to share with students to help frame classroom 
discussions;  

 A 6 Step Model of Collaborative Problem-Solving for Equity & Justice to use as protocol 
for engaging students in a process for examining, understanding, and responding to 
complex issues related to diversity and equity in schools.; 

 A list of additional resources  
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Preparing to Discuss Michael Brown in the Classroom 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 

When educators approach classroom discussion concerning incidents of racism, profiling or 
other similar topics, we must be keenly aware of the raw emotions that can surface among our 
students and people within the community. The suggestions below have been adapted from 
TeachableMoment.org, a project of Morningside Center for Teaching Social Responsibility.  
 
1. Create a safe, respectful, and supportive tone in your classroom. Sometimes students don't 
participate in discussions about sensitive issues because they worry that they will be teased, 
their opinions will be ridiculed, or strong feelings will arise because the topic hits close to home. 
To create a safe and supportive environment, make group agreements at the beginning of the 
year. Remind students that when they talk about groups of people, they should try to avoid 
speaking in absolutes; using the word "some," not "all." Hold community-building activities to 
create a positive and respectful classroom environment, and resolve conflicts proactively. Most 
importantly, model how to talk about sensitive and controversial topics by being honest and 
open yourself, respecting different points of view and accepting students' feelings.  
 
2. Prepare yourself. Before you delve into a difficult topic with your students, educate yourself 
with background knowledge. TeachableMoment.org has up-to-date lessons on many key issues 
that provide both background information and suggested activities. Next, articulate your own 
point of view on the topic for yourself so that when students ask for your opinion, you will be 
prepared. Though many teachers try to keep their own points of view out of the classroom, if it 
is appropriate to share yours, try to wait until the end of the discussion. Also, consider in 
advance the possible "triggers" for your students. For example, if you are discussing police 
brutality and the Michael Brown incident, remember that you will almost certainly have 
students who have been victims of racial profiling in your classroom. Some of these students 
may feel relieved to discuss a topic so relevant to their lives, while others may feel 
embarrassed. This doesn't mean you should avoid potentially controversial topics, but you 
should be mindful not to highlight students who may wish to remain silent. Be aware that 
strong feelings could arise and plan in advance for how to handle them. Remind your students 
about the ground rules and explain that this issue may affect some students very personally. 
Depending on the topic, you may even want to speak in advance with those students, or their 
parents, who have a personal connection to it.  
 
3. Find out what students already know or have experienced about the topic. Start with what 
the students already know. You can assess their prior knowledge in a variety of ways: create a 
semantic web as a whole class and brainstorm associations with the topic; have them talk with 

 

 
 

 

http://www.morningsidecenter.org/teachable-moment/lessons/teaching-about-controversial-or-difficult-issues
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a partner; or have them write in response to a prompt. If the topic is very delicate, you might 
ask them to write anonymously first, then use that writing to decide how to proceed in a later 
class. Make a list of all the questions they have, either publicly or for your own planning. These 
questions are an additional window into what students already know, or think they know, and 
what they don't know. Ask students to articulate where they got their information and 
opinions, and invite them to talk about how they know their sources are reliable. Remind them 
that, when learning about or discussing sensitive information, they should always ask, "What do 
I know and how do I know it?" While students should be pushed to corroborate information 
from multiple sources and consider perspective, be sure not to undermine the value students’ 
life experiences bring as well.  
 
4. Compile the students' questions and examine them together. After giving students basic 
information about your topic, elicit questions they still have. If they are focusing on content 
questions (who, what, where, why, when), expand their inquiry so they think beyond the basic 
facts and dig into deeper or "essential" questions. For example, if you are going to discuss the 
killing of Michael Brown, content questions might be: Who was Michael Brown? Where did he 
grow up? Why was he in Ferguson? These questions are important, but questions such as “Why 
do you believe the police shot him?” and “How should communities react to this tragedy?” 
push students to make connections beyond one news story and lead to a more complex 
understanding of the situation. Another fruitful line of questioning might be asking how the 
issue affects their lives in Washington, DC and how it affects society at large.  
 
5. Make connections. Help students make connections between the topic at hand and their 
own lives. How does the issue affect them or their family, friends or community? Why should 
they care? If there is no obvious connection, help them find one. Often, starting with 
multimedia, whether photos, video or infographics, can hook students. You might also help 
them make connections by thinking about what else they know about, in current news or in 
history, that shares some of the same details.  
 
6. Have students investigate and learn more. It is critical that students have a chance to find 
answers to their questions, conduct research, talk to people, and learn more in a way that 
makes the topic meaningful for them. First, however, make sure your students understand how 
to tell the difference between opinions and facts. You might make a T-chart and use examples 
from a news article on a topic you are studying to demonstrate, then invite students to find and 
share their own examples from additional articles.  
For example, if you were engaging your class on the topic of Michael Brown or Trayvon Martin, 
students could read and compare information and opinion from sources such as the 
mainstream media and Twitter/Facebook. They might start with a news article for factual 
background information, then read an editorial to see how an opinion piece about the same 
topic is written. Students might then study a timeline about the events leading up to the 
incident or watch a video. Finally, they might learn about public perception of this incident by 
analyzing a Gallup poll which shows opinions on the topic broken down by race, geography, or 
other demographic groups. They might look for related news and opinions to prompt rich 
discussions and open up opportunities to hear other students' voices. Remember to point 
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students to sources with contrasting political slants as well. For example, they might contrast 
reporting on the same topic in The Progressive versus The Weekly Standard, or the Center for 
American Progress versus the Heritage Foundation. Encourage students to seek out a range of 
people to learn more, including people who have strong opinions or special expertise on the 
topic. While students are gathering this information, emphasize that even "factual" information 
has a point of view. While they are researching, they should ask themselves: What is the point 
of view of this source? How reliable is it, and why? Below are links to suggested articles and 
resources which can be used to support student inquiry into Michael Brown:  

 “Op-Ed by a 23 year-old”  

 “Young, Black and Male in America”  

 “Have You Ever Interacted with the Police?”  

 “When The Media Treats White Suspects And Killers Better Than Black Victims ”  

 “How We’d Cover Ferguson if it Happened in Another Country”  

 Melissa Harris Perry – “Tribute to Black Men Killed by Police”  

 “12 Things White People Can Do Now Because Ferguson”  

 “Teaching Ferguson: Current events in the Social Studies Classroom”  
 
7. Explore students' opinions and promote dialogue. After they have researched a topic 
thoroughly, students are ready to form and express their own points of view. It is important to 
encourage them to be open to different points of view. You might do an "opinion continuum" 
exercise where they show whether they strongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly disagree or 
are somewhere in between or not sure on a variety of topics. Help promote dialogue, as 
opposed to debate. Dialogue aims for understanding, an enlargement of view, complicating 
one's thinking and an openness to change. Provide opportunities for various kinds of group 
discussion where different perspectives get shared. These opportunities can be found in lessons 
available on TeachableMoment.org and include think-pair-share, conversation circles, group go-
rounds, panels, micro-labs, and fishbowls.  
 
8. Be responsive to feelings and values. Even though you have set up ground rules at the 
outset and developed a respectful classroom environment, once a hot topic emerges you need 
to continue to monitor classroom tone. Remind students about the ground rules, especially if 
they are violated. Take the emotional "temperature" of the classroom periodically to find out 
how students are feeling, and encourage the discussion of feelings throughout. Build in 
different ways for students to participate, but also to opt out if a discussion is emotionally 
difficult. Give opportunities for students to write their thoughts, perhaps anonymously, instead 
of sharing verbally. Remind students that while you want them to participate; they always have 
the right to "pass" if they feel uncomfortable. Again, if you anticipate that a certain topic may 
elicit too many strong feelings for a particular student, talk with them in advance.  
 
9. Make home connections. Use parents and other family members as primary sources by 
having students interview them as part of their research. Communicate with parents about 
your approach to discussing controversial issues. You can do this by sending a letter home in 
the beginning of the year and encouraging parents to let you know if there are any sensitive 
issues for their family so you will be prepared.  

http://www.progressive.org/
http://www.weeklystandard.com/
http://www.americanprogress.org/
http://www.americanprogress.org/
http://www.heritage.org/
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/12/18/opinion/sunday/young-black-and-frisked-by-the-nypd.html
http://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2012/03/12/young-black-and-male-in-america
http://learning.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/12/20/have-you-ever-interacted-with-the-police/
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/08/14/media-black-victims_n_5673291.html
http://www.vox.com/2014/8/15/6005587/ferguson-satire-another-country-russia-china
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/08/16/melissa-harris-perry-black-men-killed-by-police_n_5684588.html?&ncid=tweetlnkushpmg00000067
http://www.alternet.org/news-amp-politics/12-things-white-people-can-do-now-because-ferguson
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1kwZl23Q9tgZ23dxSJWS-WpjZhOZ_mzVPtWL8-pWuLt8/edit
http://morningsidecenter.org/teachable-moment
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10. Do Something. If students are engaged in an issue discussed in class and feel strongly about 
it, they may want to do something about it. Your study should be an opportunity for taking 
informed action. This could involve learning more and doing more focused research. It could 
also involve helping students carry out a social action or community service project related to 
the issue. Students can learn more about how other young people did projects around recent 
issues in the news, such as starting a petition, organizing large student demonstrations, and 
speaking out on the topic. If the issue is a political one, they can engage in writing letters, 
speaking at public hearings, raising money, participating in demonstrations or writing articles 
for a school or local newspaper.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The purpose of this model is to facilitate an organized process for examining, understanding, 
and responding to complex issues related to diversity and equity in schools.  The protocol 
involves 6 steps: 
 
1. Problem Identification Identify or name the situation and relevant related issues. What is the 
conflict? What is the source of the conflict?  
 
2. Perspectives Create a list of every person, group, and institution impacted by the incident. 
How is each of these people and institutions affected by the situation? Be sure to include 
possible victims, victimizers, members of the community, and anyone else who is touched by 
the incident directly or indirectly. It may be necessary to make some assumptions for this step, 
intensifying the importance of incorporating as many voices and perspectives as possible into 
the process of compiling the information.  
 
3. Challenges and Opportunities With the varied perspectives in mind, what are the individual 
and institutional challenges and constraints within which the situation must be addressed? 
What are the challenges based on the individuals directly involved, and what institutional 
constraints must inform an approach for addressing the situation? What are the educational 

 
Collaborative Problem-Solving for Equity & Justice: A 6-Step Model 

 

By Paul C. Gorski (gorski@earthlink.net) for EdChange and the Multicultural Pavilion http://www.edchange.org/  and 
http://www.edchange.org/multicultural  
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http://www.edchange.org/
http://www.edchange.org/multicultural
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and growth opportunities presented by the incident, both for the people directly involved and 
the institution?  
 
4. Strategies Brainstorm approaches for addressing the situation, attempting to maximize the 
extent to which the negative outcomes of the situation are addressed while simultaneously 
maximizing the extent to which you take advantage of educational and growth opportunities. 
Keep in mind the varied perspectives and the fact that any solution will affect everyone 
differently. This is not the step at which to challenge and critique each other's ideas. Record 
every idea, no matter how unreasonable it may sound to individuals in the group.  
 
5. Solutions Focus your strategies into a formal plan of action. Keep in mind the varied 
perspectives as well as the challenges and opportunities. Be sure to come up with at least two 
or three specific responses, whether they focus on the individual conflict or the underlying 
issues at an institutional level.  
 
6. Expected Outcomes Name the outcomes you foresee as a result of the solutions you 
identified. Revisit the perspectives step to ensure a standard of equity and fairness.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Teaching Tolerance:  “Talking With Students About Ferguson and Racism,” 
 
Anti-Defamation League 
 
TeachableMoment.org 
 
BrotherSpeak: Hurt, anger and hope in Ferguson 
 
Constructing a Conversation on Race  As Ferguson Goes, So Does the Nation 
 
Self-Segregation: Why It’s So Hard for Whites to Understand Ferguson 

 
 
 

 
Additional Resources 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

http://www.tolerance.org/
http://www.tolerance.org/blog/talking-students-about-ferguson-and-racism
http://www.adl.org/
http://morningsidecenter.org/teachable-moment
http://www.washingtonpost.com/posttv/national/brotherspeak-hurt-anger-and-hope-in-ferguson/2014/08/21/228865dc-28af-11e4-8b10-7db129976abb_video.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/08/21/opinion/charles-blow-constructing-a-conversation-on-race.html?_r=1
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/aug/21/ferguson-missouri-nation-what-now
http://m.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2014/08/self-segregation-why-its-hard-for-whites-to-understand-ferguson/378928/
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Student Support Initiatives Division 
Key Services to Schools 

 

 
We envision strong, resilient students, who are academically, behaviorally, physically, and 
social-emotionally prepared to succeed in tomorrow’s world. We strive to support the 
success of our students and families by addressing their social, emotional, health, and 
behavioral needs through prevention, intervention and intensive support services. 
 
The Student Support Initiatives Division is composed of several departments: Student 
Services, Diversity, Prevention & Intervention, Coordinated School Health Services, Equity & 
Academic Attainment, Title 1, and Expulsion Abeyance. 
 
The functions within these departments are many, but all center around one theme… 
supporting students with consideration of the whole child and a focus on facilitating learning. 
 
Multi-Tiered Systems of Support 
 
Tier 1 – Standard Support Services to ALL Schools  
Social Work Services 
Basic Health Services 
Behavior/Discipline Management 
RtI Support 
BASIS Management 
School Climate & Culture Support (Schoolwide Positive Behavior Plan) 
Diversity & Inclusion Support 
Prevention/Curriculum Support 
Training/Technical Support 
Parental Engagement Support 
Delinquency Prevention 
Child Abuse Prevention 
 
Tier 2 – Additional Support to SOME Schools/Student Subgroups 
(Schools & Student subgroups flagged by Data) 
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Targeted Graduation Support 
Targeted Dropout Prevention Support 
Targeted Attendance/Truancy Support  
Targeted Discipline Management 
Expulsion Abeyance/Consultation & Intervention Support 
On-Site Nursing Support 
Communicable Disease Management 
Title 1 Supplemental Services to Economically Disadvantaged Students 
Delinquent Student Intervention Programs (DJJ) 
Mentoring  
Behavior Intervention Support 
Homeless Services 
Foster Care Services 
 
Tier 3 – Specific Individualized Support to ONE School, Student or Family 
(School/student/family flagged by data and/or referral) 
Individualized Social Work Services 
Individual & Family Counseling 
Homeless Services 
Foster Care Services 
Crisis Intervention 
Child Abuse & Neglect Services 
Chronic & Episodic Health Condition Management 
Teenage Pregnancy/Teen Parenting Services 
Substance Abuse Counseling 
Expulsion Abeyance Placement 
Positive Behavior Intervention/Functional Behavior Assessment 
Individualized Delinquency service 
Individualized Transition services 
Acute Medical fragile Health services 
 
   
Section 2: Progress Monitoring 
Supporting Continuous Improvement 
 
 
Multi-Level Systems of Monitoring / Frequency 
 
Level 1 – Training, guidance, technical support and quarterly reporting: All schools not 
meeting expected targets for the following indicators: 
Graduation Rates (on-track pull by Subgroup) / Quarterly 
Attendance Rates / Monthly 
Discipline referral, Suspension, Expulsion and School-Related Arrest Rates / Monthly 
Active progression through RtI Process 
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Retention Rates (Middle & High School Course & Credit recovery tracking by Subgroup / 
Quarterly 
Student Risk Indicators (BASIS Flagged) / Quarterly 
Social Needs Indicators / Annually 
Health Needs Indicators / Annually 
Title 1 School/Supplemental Service Program Indicators / Quarterly 
 
 
Level 2 – Training, guidance, technical support and quarterly reporting PLUS …bimonthly 
Wraparound Support Team/School Leadership Team meetings:  All schools not meeting 
expected targets for Level 1 indicators AND show persistent, stagnant or downward trend in 
meeting targets. Wraparound Support Teams include all SSI personnel assigned or designated 
for the Innovation Zone – Zone Performance and Consultation (Z-PAC) 
 
Section 3: Communication Plan 
Supporting Effective Communication 
 
Utilize the Innovation Zone Process to: 
Rollout initial plan 
Provide SSI related zone specific data quarterly 
Wraparound Support Team Leader to receive input on common zone service/support needs 
 
Utilize Cadre meeting structure as needed 
 
SSI Newsletter to schools 
 
Memos requiring action 
 
Webinars and Brainsharks 
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    Student Support Initiatives 
    Michaelle Valbrun-Pope, Executive Director 

    Phone:  754-321-1660 

    Email: Mickey.Pope@Browardschools.com 
 

Diversity, Prevention & Intervention 
Amalio C. Nieves, Director 

Phone: 754-321-1655 

Email: Amalio.Nieves@browardschools.com 

Website: http://www.browardprevention.org 

Facebook:  Diversity, Prevention & Intervention 

Twitter:  @DiversityBCPS 
 

Coordinated Student Health 
Marcia Bynoe, Director  

Phone: 754-321-1575 

Email: Marcia.Bynoe@browardschools.com 
 

Equity & Academic Attainment 
David Watkins, Task-Assigned, Director 

Phone: 754-321-1600  

Email: David.Watkins@browardschools.com 

Facebook:  Equity and Academic Attainment 
 

Student Services 
Dr. Laurel E. Thompson, Director 

Phone: 754-321-1550 

email: Laurel.Thompson@browardschools.com 

Facebook: Student Services 

Twitter: @Laurwinkaye 
 

Office of Parental Engagement 
Wanda Robinson, Specialist 

Phone: 754-321-1599 

Email: Wanda.Robinson@browardschools.com 

Website: www.getinvolvedineducation.com/parents/ 
 

Title I, Migrant & Special Programs 
Luwando L. Wright-Hines 

Phone: 754-321-1420 

Email: Luwando.Wright-Hines@browardschools.com 

Website: www.Broward.k12.fl.us/titleone/ 

Facebook: Broward County Title I Office 

Twitter: BrowardTitleI@twitter.com 

mailto:Amalio.Nieves@browardschools.com
http://www.browardprevention.org/
mailto:Marcia.Bynoe@browardschools.com
mailto:David.Watkins@browardschools.com
mailto:Laurel.Thompson@browardschools.com
mailto:Wanda.Robinson@browardschools.com
http://www.getinvolvedineducation.com/parents/
http://www.broward.k12.fl.us/titleone/
mailto:BrowardTitleI@twitter.com

