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Introduction
Many controversial issues relate to agriculture.  Consequently, much of these topics become infused into agricultural education curriculum.  Examples are environmental matters, such as sustainable agriculture, or biological themes - genetic engineering for instance.  Often, these issues entail conflicting ideas and values (Cotton, 2006a).  For example, agricultural education teachers are unsure about the potential for sustainable agriculture to enhance the quality of life for famers and society (Agbaje, Martin, & Williams, 2001).  It is questionable whether teachers can maintain neutrality when teaching such topics.  The rhetorical nature of controversial issues suggests that teacher neutrality may be impractical and “the idea of maintaining a neutral position is portrayed as an illusion” (Cotton, 2006b).  This viewpoint, then, begs the question, why teach controversial issues and, if taught, what is the best method for instruction?

Teaching about issues that are controversial, while requiring a lot of time and preparation, has been viewed as a useful tool for preparing students to become effective citizens (Soley, 1996).  A healthy democracy is based on the nature of open discussion about issues of public concern.  Therefore, it is critical that young citizens be trained in the discussion of social, political, and economical policies that are controversial (Harwood & Hahn, 1990).  Additionally, it serves as an appropriate way for students to learn about values and value conflicts.  Another advantage of such instruction is the encouragement of thinking.  Assessment that measures students’ ability to regurgitate facts requires low levels of thinking; however, teaching controversial issues requires in-depth study, on the students’ part, consideration of facts versus opinions, and critical examination of the issues.  Learning how to approach, investigate, and form an opinion on controversial issues that may present cognitive dissonance can also serve as a bridge for assisting students in dealing with their own personal conflicts (Soley, 1996).  

When introducing controversial issues, adopting a stance that is non-committal and neutral is critical (Asimeng-Boahene, 2004).  “Everything the teacher does, as well as the manner in which he does it, incites the child to respond in some way or another, and each response tends to get the child’s attitude in some way or the other” (Dewey, 1933).  After selecting the issue to be discussed, teachers must prepare students for the discussion, provide an adequate amount of information sources, ensure an intellectual balance, and encourage equal participation.  It can be argued that teaching the facts or concepts is easier and more straightforward than helping students examine attitudes, values, and beliefs associated with controversial issues.  However, if students do not learn to address moral dilemmas and argue social issues in school, when will they?  It is the responsibility of teachers to supply a format for learning how to identify controversy and labor through it (Asimeng-Boahene, 2004).
  
How It Works
	Teaching controversial issues through guided group discussion involves many steps.  First, the instructor identifies a subject that is controversial in nature.  Once the topic has been identified, the teacher then performs a quick review of the topic to discover the various aspects of controversy.  After this, the educator creates a list of neutral research questions that focus on the characteristics of controversy – these will later be given to students.  At this point, it is necessary to inform students that they will be participating in a group discussion on a controversial issue and provide an explanation, or framing, of what this activity will look like in action.  During this explanation, it is critical to emphasize that students maintain a neutral position during the discussion – at no point in this activity should the teacher or other students be able to identify an individual’s stance on the topic.  Next, students are presented the controversial topic along with the neutral research questions and instructed to answer these questions, individually, in preparation for a group discussion – deadlines must be associated with this assignment and a date for the discussion should be set.  Finally, the discussion takes place with the teacher serving as the moderator, probing the students with neutral questions, facilitating equitable talk time amongst participants, and preventing the discussion from becoming a debate.  During the discussion, participating students take notes on various points that are made - at the conclusion of the discussion, each student is asked to formulate a position on the topic and articulate this position in a closing statement that references specific points of discussion.   

Implications
	This method of instruction has many implications for agricultural education.  Because information presented in the discussion might create cognitive dissonance for some students, it is possible that conceptual change could occur.  Teaching through guided group discussion provides agricultural educators with a vehicle for instruction that allows them to maintain a neutral position.  This removes concern that personal views may influence the opinions of students, leaving the student accountable for his or her own conceptual change.  Additionally, this technique encourages higher order thinking, where students move beyond the lower levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy, and participate in the analysis, synthesis, and evaluation of controversial issues.  For students, this approach fosters an investigation into opposing viewpoints and cultivates an awareness of both sides of a topic.  Furthermore, participating in discussion, rather than debate, eliminates a hostile environment and encourages open dialogue.  

Future Plans
Virginia Tech graduate students are designing a research study that will involve undergraduate students enrolled in the course titled Communicating Agricultural and Life Sciences in Speaking.  In this study, students will participate in small group discussions according to the steps identified in the methodology section.  Prior to the group discussion, students will be given a Likert-type pretest to determine attitudes toward specific controversial issues.  After the discussion, students will be given the same instrument in a post test.  Results of these surveys will be analyzed to determine the degree of conceptual change that may occur.     

Resources Needed
This method of instruction requires research tools such as library resources, computers with internet access, and periodicals related to the subject.  Other resources needed are neutral questions, prepared by the instructor, which will help guide the group discussion.  For the research study that will be conducted,  topic specific attitude surveys will be required.
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