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Teaching Sensitive Topics in STEM:
Teaching the Work of Controversial Figures in your Field

These recommendations came out of a workshop discussion facilitated by Enrique De La Cruz
and Charles Bailyn on November 15, 2022.

Why is it important to address controversial figures in STEM fields?

e Too often we end up glorifying scientists and only talk about their achievements'?, which
can undermine a growth mindset® in science and diminishes the importance of the
climate of scientific fields to individual success and inclusion

e Promotes students’ sense of belonging* by bringing in values that resonate with them,
particularly those students from groups that have historically been marginalized and
excluded from science®

How do you respond when students ask about controversial figures?
e |n any scenario, thank the student for bringing this topic into the conversation, it’s clearly
important to them and acknowledging that is important
e Recognize that you may have students in your class who may have had various negative
experiences related to what the person did or is accused of doing
e Don’t say that it's not part of the content of the class because it can come off as being
dismissive, or that the issue is unimportant, or irrelevant
e Acknowledge the gravity and impact of the behavior as opposed to just labeling the
person as bad®
e Consider how to respond in various situations’. In our workshop we discussed:
o If you are unsure of the accusations against that person
m Acknowledge you haven’t heard but will look into it and get back to them
m  Mention it's important to take such accusations seriously
o If you are aware of the accusations but there is an ongoing investigation
m Talk about the importance of the investigative process without sounding
dismissive- for example, say that it's important to take seriously and if it is
true, find it disturbing and that this sort of behavior should not be tolerated
o If you are aware of the accusations and they have been shown to be true
m Talk about the consequences of person’s behavior on the scientific field
and who persists
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How do you establish an environment that makes it easier to discuss

controversial figures and other sensitive topics?

e Talking from the beginning about the historical exclusion of some groups of people in
science®'? and the importance of setting an inclusive tone

e Talk about how you plan to address the climate of science and how to make it more
inclusive in the class, or ask students how they want the topic to be integrated in the
class™

e Discuss what it means to have a respectful conversation, regardless of topic'. What
does it mean to include everyone in the class across a broad range of potential
perspectives and experiences that may be in your class?

e Build a sense of community in class by getting to know students and helping students
get to know each other'®. Establishing a good sense of community in the class makes it
easier to have challenging conversations.

e Lead with humility and let students know you are open to their feedback
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