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Teaching in Turbulent Times 

The resources below offer an array of approaches, considerations, and planning tips for 
teaching during turbulent times. It’s never too late to lay groundwork for healthy 
discussions of contentious topics in your courses, plan to help students become involved 
citizens, or build out relevant lessons on global and local affairs. While not all instructors 
will be comfortable navigating heated conflict in the classroom, students benefit when we 
acknowledge and make space to reflect on the world beyond Quinnipiac. These resources 
can help you approach these moments in ways that reflect your own style and pedagogical 
practice. 

Overarching tips: 

• While it might be tempting to cancel classes to allow students (and yourself) time to 
process the event, avoid doing so if possible.  

o Some students will not be impacted at all by the event and will want to 
continue on with the course of instruction.  

o Others may feel upset or even threatened by the event and will want the 
structure and consistency of the class.  

o In some cases, you may be one of the few trustworthy adults they feel they 
can talk with, and they may be eager to rely on you for support.  

o In moments of turmoil, your classroom space can be a safe setting where 
students can practice constructive discourse. 

o Don’t hide your own reactions from your students. You’re allowed to be 
human, and students benefit when you’re authentic. 

o Don’t be afraid to change the plan for class to allow your students time to 
talk and reflect. Ask them how they’re doing and feeling. Even if you spend 
just five minutes checking in, your students will see your care. 

o If you have a more involved discussion, remind your students of the 
community norms and discussion guidelines for your classroom. 

o Remember to take care of yourself, remain cognizant of your scope of 
practice, and reach out for support if you need it. 

• If students are very quiet, or if you need a moment to regroup, count out 7-10 
seconds before talking again. Sometimes a moment to think or breathe is all it 
takes. 
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• Don’t feel like you need an answer to every question. Engage students in finding 
answers online (with some parameters in place) or say you’ll come back to it/follow 
up when you have the information handy. 

• Acknowledge any moments where students use inappropriate language or express 
bias. Remember that most students aren’t intentionally using harmful language, but 
there may be students who are harmed by it in your classroom too, and they may 
not feel comfortable enough to speak up. Explaining the meaning and possible 
effects of harmful language creates a learning moment for the speaker and mitigate 
any harm for students who might be impacted. 

• Share that students can visit Quinnipiac’s Counseling and Mental Heath 
Services if they are struggling in response to national or global events.  

• Quinnipiac students who identify as LGBTQ+ can find resources here: 
https://www.qu.edu/student-life/diversity-and-inclusion/lgbtq/  

• For students who are undocumented, resources are available here: 
https://www.higheredimmigrationportal.org/effective_practice/beyond-daca-
a-directory-of-resources-for-undocumented-students-individuals  

• If students engage in behavior that is truly unsafe or threatening, consult the 
Code of Conduct and consider filing a report. 

Resources that Can Help: 

Institute for Democracy & Higher Education 

This website provides many resources with ample guidance for teaching during 
contentious times. It also includes a help desk feature that allows you to submit an inquiry 
and receive confidential advice.  

Managing Heated, Offensive, or Tense (HOT) Moments in the Classroom 
 
Key takeaways: 

• Some instructors are comfortable with conflict in the classroom and use it to 
facilitate learning; others feel more anxious about it. Being honest with yourself 
about your own approach is important for developing your toolkit. 

• It’s the instructor’s responsibility to ensure safety and learning happen in Heated, 
Offensive, or Tense (HOT) moments. 

• Take a step back and breath to help navigate any emotional response you might 
have in the moment, and then try to identify what’s happening underneath.  

https://www.qu.edu/student-life/health-and-wellness/counseling-and-mental-health-services/
https://www.qu.edu/student-life/health-and-wellness/counseling-and-mental-health-services/
https://www.higheredimmigrationportal.org/effective_practice/beyond-daca-a-directory-of-resources-for-undocumented-students-individuals
https://www.higheredimmigrationportal.org/effective_practice/beyond-daca-a-directory-of-resources-for-undocumented-students-individuals
https://catalog.qu.edu/handbooks/undergraduate/student-conduct-community-standards/student-code-conduct/?_gl=1*by619z*_gcl_au*MjAxMzM3MDg1Mi4xNzI1NDgwNjQw*_ga*MTc1MDkwMzc4OC4xNzI1NDgwNjQw*_ga_RC25EC48W4*MTcyODMxNzQ4Mi4yMy4xLjE3MjgzMTc1NzguNjAuMC4w
https://www.qu.edu/student-life/health-and-wellness/student-conduct/
https://www.aacu.org/initiatives/institute-for-democracy-and-higher-education
https://www.aacu.org/initiatives/institute-for-democracy-and-higher-education/helpdesk
https://acrobat.adobe.com/id/urn:aaid:sc:VA6C2:e48c1fd8-6a00-402d-a260-4a4f65e9b250
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• When appropriate, help the students process by examining multiple perspectives, 
communicating with one another, and attempting to build recognition of varying 
viewpoints.  

• Recognize when the incident needs to be managed outside of class, or when you 
need time to gather more information and come back to a topic. 

• Ensure those who might have been hurt by an offensive comment feel safe and 
supported. 

• Take care of yourself too. 

“Teaching in an ‘era of volatility’” 

Key takeaways: 

• It’s okay and important to acknowledge that contentious times can be stressful for 
both your students and you. 

• Be mindful of your own values. 
• Recognize what you can and can’t do in your classroom (“scope of practice,” i.e., 

setting parameters and boundaries around your role and honoring them – you are a 
scholar of _____, and your role is that of an educator, not a therapist, friend, etc.). 

• Use quieter times to build community in your classroom so challenging moments 
have a solid foundation for respectful and healthy discourse. 

• Don’t be afraid to shift your plans to make space for conversations about what’s 
happening in the world. 

• Talk to and lean on colleagues for support. 

‘Students resent professors who ignore public events’ 

Key takeaways: 

• Familiarize yourself with broader initiatives and resources around campus to 
support students during challenging times. 

• Any discipline presents opportunities to talk about and build democracy. 
• Set aside time after the event to allow students to discuss what’s happening.  
• Remember that student political perspectives come in many varieties, and that it’s 

likely some will be happy and others will be distraught. Plan for this variability. 
• Remember that certain groups, particularly those whose status or rights may be at 

risk, may have stronger and more visible feelings about what has happened. 

Teaching in Higher Ed Podcast: Facilitating Contentious Conversations in your Classroom  

https://www.chronicle.com/newsletter/teaching/2024-05-16
https://www.chronicle.com/newsletter/teaching/2024-10-03?sra=true
https://teachinginhighered.com/podcast/facilitating-contentious-conversations-in-your-classroom/
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Key takeaways: 

• Even if your classroom content is apolitical, your students are learning how to work 
with people who have different backgrounds, experiences, and viewpoints in your 
classroom. 

• Trust between you and your students matters in building a foundation for productive 
conversations. 

• While you want to make space for students to have conversations about ongoing 
events, you should be sure you’re knowledgeable about what you’re sharing and 
provide your students with information that helps them to share knowledge as well.  

• Establish ground rules/norms/agreements regarding how you and students will 
engage with one another during contentious conversations.  

• Add structure to your discussion by using a speaking stick, think-pair-share, small 
groups, etc., to ensure discussion parameters are in place. 

• Be aware of your own biases and do your best to manage them to maintain trust. 
Acknowledge them when possible so students see you are authentic and that you’re 
taking them seriously. Model the type of engaged reflective conversation you want to 
see from them. 

• Set goals for the discussion, so that you have a destination. Is it just to allow 
students to express their views? Is there a larger learning goal in the conversation? 
Be clear with students about what you’re doing, and if you have a time limit for this 
exercise, tell them so. 

• If things get really heated, take a moment for students to collect themselves – a two-
minute writing prompt that they can share, acknowledge that things have intensified 
and redirect the conversation by pushing for meaning, reinforce the norms you’ve 
set for respectful conversation, try to synthesize points of agreement and unpack 
disagreement, etc. 
 

Election specific:  
Intentional Teaching Podcast: Teaching in an Election Year with Bethany Morrison 

Key takeaways: 

• Find connections between your discipline and the election to make it relevant for all 
students. This helps students engage in political discussions from a place where 
they may feel they have more knowledge. For instance, embed election-related data 
into coding exercises, or talk about flows of people in polling places during 

https://intentionalteaching.buzzsprout.com/2069949/episodes/15803003-teaching-in-an-election-year-with-bethany-morrison
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engineering conversations. Bridging gaps between seemingly unrelated disciplines 
and political engagement can help your students feel like more educated citizens. 

• Connect student identity to election engagement. For instance, a nursing student 
will have knowledge to offer on issues and policies related to public health. Linking 
their educational identity to their citizenship will help them feel confident without 
distracting from disciplinary content. 

• Establish norms and ground rules for discussion. It’s not too late in the semester if 
you have not done this already. Tell the students you want to ensure their ability to 
engage authentically in conversation and work with them to set those norms. Go 
back to them when discussions feel like they’re going awry. 

• Build structure for your activities and be clear about the parameters for the 
conversation or activity. 

• Prepare some scripts that you can go to if things get very heated and you feel 
unsettled. Faculty are human too, and we can get thrown off by difficult moments in 
the classroom. A pre-planned script will help you take a pause and reorient the 
discussion. Consider asking the students to take a moment to write, draw, or even 
meditate. A one-minute meditation is available here. Find ways to depersonalize 
arguments. Help students clarify their ideas. 

 

https://www.headspace.com/meditation/one-minute-meditation

