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Lesson Objectives: Introduce the nature of controversy and contingencies used in decisions made/opinions developed about controversial issues. As a secondary objective, to introduce the influence of appeals, context, and audience in writing on controversy — through deliberate addition of contingency-type examples or deliberate challenge of contingency-based opinions. As a third objective, to spark conversation/engagement in a quiet class.

Preparation and Materials: Board marker or chalk.

Introduction: This course is designed to encourage critical thinking and reading. Too often, student beliefs intrude in that growth and ways to “leave beliefs at the door” need to be introduced. First-year students in particular are often reluctant to distance themselves from their beliefs long enough to discuss rhetorical analysis or effectiveness of argument, especially in articles dealing with controversy.  I have found that one way to introduce such distancing is to work on contingency decision-making. This exercise has the added benefit of engaging quiet students and getting them to be reflexive about what they believe. N. B.: The instructor must be very clear during and especially after the exercise that s/he is not trying to change anyone’s beliefs, but only to encourage students to be able to distinguish “belief as argument support” from “example/contingency as argument support.” This exercise is only one step toward that standpoint, but it does tend to take students outside themselves.  Also, please note that this exercise should not be done until the class is comfortable with the instructor, and likely not during the first month of classes. The only preparation is to think about how you will handle reactions.  I do not pre-inform students about my intent with this exercise, but they must be debriefed. The exercise can be as short as 10 minutes or as long as 20, including closure and debriefing.

Procedures. I begin by raising the controversy about abortion (or whether murder is ever moral). I ask directly how many are against abortion; how many are for abortion, (Please note that as noted above, the students must know and trust the teacher.) I then construct scenarios of a woman who wants an abortion, using various contingencies, and ask each time who would grant her the abortion. I gauge the class so that I can switch between contingencies that are more likely to elicit “no” responses and those that are more likely to elicit “yes” responses. I try to conclude with a contingency that almost always ends up with all but one or two as yes. 

Shortened case example:

A girl wants an abortion.

She used birth control.

She didn’t.

She was raped.

She was raped, but she’s a prostitute.

She was raped, but she’s 13.

She’s a 13 yr. old prostitute.

She’s 13 and a prostitute— and was raped.

She’s 13 and a prostitute and was raped-- but she was walking home from school, dressed as a good student when she was raped.

She was raped by her uncle.

She was raped by her father.

etc.

I’d likely end this particular case example using a 13 yr old girl who was pimped by her father and raped.

I did use this case example this semester, and the 13 yr old pimped by her father—and raped—was mostly not allowed an abortion. Interestingly, however, when the same girl, same situation, was raped by her father, all but one gave her the abortion. The exercise absolutely engaged the students with each other and with me, it enlivened the class, and it got them to think. I closed by reaffirming that I wasn’t trying to change anyone’s beliefs. 

Conclusion. I generally close this exercise with a strong emotional and logical appeal (and implicit appeal to authority) on the importance of critical thinking to their lives and education. So far, every class I’ve done this with will then, after a moment or two — and without my asking —suddenly realize that I have made these appeals/manipulations. This closure takes me away from the controversy and back into audience. If my students did not go there, I would, however, guide them there. In this case, this semester, I made those appeals about critical thinking—without cluing my students in— and was immediately outed for trying to use appeals.  They got it.  And we then had a short discussion about the appeals I had used to get them to temporarily flex on their beliefs about abortion.

