
Navigating Tough Conversations
Helping Students Engage Respectfully

An Educator’s Guide to Encouraging Productive Conversations  
and Emotional Growth Through Civil Discourse

Exchanging ideas is how students grow and learn at school. 
But what happens when emotionally charged conversations 
aren’t part of the lesson plan and spiral out of control? 
Teachers need tools to de-escalate and educate, guiding 
students toward respectful, constructive dialogue. 

We’ve outlined five essential strategies to help educators 
teach students crucial life skills so everyone can keep 
their cool and stay engaged. Grounded in social-emotional 
learning principles, these strategies can help students learn 
how to listen to understand, respond instead of reacting, 
rebuild connections, and in some cases, figure out that it’s 
best to walk away. 

Key Takeaways

	• Practice listening skills when the stakes are low.

	• Display norms and helpful phrases prominently.

	• Spotlight connections and belonging.

	• Teach emotion management.

	• Empower students to step away when needed.
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Five Strategies for Encouraging Respectful Dialogue
Consider this scene: Alex walks into class wearing a T-shirt with a message that Ksenia finds offensive. Immediately they 
trade barbs, getting more personal and more upset. Soon the entire class is disrupted. 

1. Practice listening skills when the stakes are low

Offer students plenty of opportunities to practice listening to opposing 
views, starting with less divisive topics. Organize debates about cell phones 
at school, sugary drinks, or homework policies. The goal is to get kids to 
practice actively listening to opposing views, seeking to understand, and 
then respectfully responding. 

After learning these social-emotional skills, Alex and Ksenia can recognize 
they’re both passionate about their ideas and that each viewpoint is valid. 
Feeling like your values are challenged—especially while the whole class 
watches—can be stressful. But listening to truly hear someone else’s opinion 
can be a bridge to understanding. 

“I hadn’t considered that 
perspective before.”

2. Display norms and helpful phrases prominently

Discussions break down quickly when 
someone blurts out, “You’re wrong!” Display 
posters—like cheat sheets—around the 
classroom with phrases to help students 
easily find the right words to communicate 
respectfully.

A clear code of conduct could guide Alex’s 
and Ksenia’s decision-making skills and their 
responsibility to communicate respectfully.

“I can see this is really important to you.  
I’d like to learn more.” 

3. Spotlight connections and belonging 

Before tackling tough conversations, it’s essential for 
students to first reconnect with what unites them. 
Educators can foster this by guiding students to 
explore shared experiences and personal stories that 
highlight their common ground.

Alex and Ksenia can acknowledge their shared affinity 
for soccer and comics and their long history at their 
school. Reestablishing connections reminds students 
they’re part of a larger community. “We’ve been in the same homeroom for years.”



4. Teach emotion management

Managing emotions is a key social-emotional 
skill that helps students learn to pause before 
reacting. By waiting to respond, students have 
time to identify their feelings, separating the 
issue they care about from the person in front 
of them. They have a moment to recognize and 
respect differences and choose a response that 
won’t escalate the situation.

After a thoughtful exchange of perspectives, 
Alex and Ksenia both feel heard.“I respect your opinion.” 

5. Empower students to step away when needed

Strong decision-making skills help students 
consider where the dialogue is heading and 
determine the best next step. When students get 
angry and stop listening to each other, continuing 
to engage may escalate an already volatile 
situation. Students should feel empowered to take 
a break or walk away. 

With tempers rising and the whole class watching, 
Alex chooses to disengage instead of reacting. “I don’t need to debate this right now.” 

Respectful dialogue on difficult topics 
can be challenging 
By integrating social-emotional skill development into 
classroom strategies, you can help students learn how to 
communicate effectively, listen to understand, and respect 
differences so they can shift away from conflict and back 
to coursework.

 2024 Committee for Children  |  SecondStep.org  |  Second Step® Programs

®

1
0

.1
0

.2
0

2
4

#
4

6
3

9
-C

FC
-civil-discourse-thought-leadership-resource-v9


