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The purpose of this study was to understand the influence the Right to Freedom 

from Discrimination in Public Workplaces and Education (Right to Freedom) law has had 

on New Hampshire public high school English teachers. This study explores how the 

onset of this law may cause teachers to avoid diverse and multicultural literature in their 

curriculum and leave out discussing topics such as racism and sexism. In order to hear 

directly from New Hampshire’s teachers, a phenomenological qualitative research study 

was conducted. A theoretical framework based on constructivist and engagement theories 

was developed to help understand the role controversial, contemporary, and young adult 

literature play in English curricula. Key informant interviews were conducted with 18 

participants, each from different public school districts across the five regions of New 

Hampshire. Using a grounded theory approach, codes were created through analysis 

resulting in seven themes. The results from this study showed that although the Right to 

Freedom law did influence nearly every participant’s attitude, the extent of that influence 

varied, sometimes drastically. Further, the degree to which the law influenced instruction 



 

and curriculum choices and alterations were even more varied in terms of what texts and 

discussions were omitted. Findings from this study have the potential to inform school 

districts and communities about the impact the Right to Freedom law has on instruction, 

curriculum, and teacher attitudes in the state of New Hampshire and other states with 

similar divisive concepts laws. 

 Keywords: divisive concepts, literacy skills, engagement, young adult literature, 

diverse or multicultural literature



 

 

 

 

 

 

© Copyright by Heather A. Gigliello 

March 14, 2022 

All Rights Reserved 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Navigating Controversial Topics: A Qualitative Study of High School English Teachers 

in the Live Free or Die State 

 

By 

 

Heather A. Gigliello 

 

A DISSERTATION 

 

Submitted to 

Plymouth State University 

 

In partial fulfillment of 

the requirements for the  

degree of 

 

Doctor of Education 

 

Defended March 14, 2022 

Degree Conferred May 6, 2022 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Dissertation of Heather A. Gigliello 

Presented on March 14, 2022 

APPROVED: 

 



 

DEDICATION 

 This dissertation is dedicated to my family for their unequivocal support and love 

over the last five years as I have pursued my doctorate. To my husband, Tim, who not 

only encouraged me every step of the way, but took on more than his fair share around 

the house: making meals, driving children to all the places, and creating time (and 

workspace) for me to research and write. I think I have been a student for the majority of 

the 26 years of our married life together. Your love has always been resolute. Thank you 

for your steadfast support of me and my work. I promise this degree is the last one. I love 

you. 

 To my parents who always welcomed me to stay with them during my summers at 

Plymouth State University and provided me with meals and unwavering love and 

encouragement. Thank you for modeling strength and determination and always 

encouraging lively controversial conversations around the dinner table. I am awed by the 

fact that you saw the teacher in me way before I ever did. Thank you for teaching me 

how important education is and encouraging me to find something I love to do.  

Thank you to my sisters, Erin and Tara, for never seeming to grow tired of 

hearing about my dissertation topic and the research I was conducting. Thank you 

especially to Erin for reading parts of Chapter One, helping me with coding, graphics, 

and computer stuff now and then. The timeline is amazing! 

 Thank you to my daughters, Reegan and Adrianne. Not only have you helped ease 

my guilt of not always being present while I was researching or writing, but for also 

cheering me on and pushing me to finish. Thank you, Adrianne, for helping me name my 

tree. Thank you for listening to my ideas and telling me not to quit even when I was 



 

exhausted. It is because of the two of you that I know young adults need to be part of 

discussions around controversial topics. Your curiosity, tenacity, and thirst for 

understanding the world around you inspires me every day. I love you to the goodnight 

moon and back. 

 

“Fiction gives us empathy: it puts us inside the minds of other people, gives us the gift of seeing 

the world through their eyes. Fiction is a lie that tells us true things, over and over.” 

-Neil Gaiman 

 

“When you read about the lives of other people, people of different circumstances or similar 

circumstances, you are part of their lives for that moment. You inhabit their lives, and you feel 

what they’re feeling, and that is compassion. If we see that reading does allow us that, we see 

how absolutely essential reading is.” 

-Amy Tan 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 i    

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 First, I want to thank my dissertation chair and committee members. Thank you to 

my dissertation chair, Suzanne Gaulocher, Ph.D., for all of your enthusiasm, guidance, 

and support throughout the dissertation journey. You have been kind and encouraging 

through this, sometimes daunting, odyssey. Thank you to my committee members, Dottie 

Morris, Ph.D. and Christie Sweeney, Ph.D. I admire and respect the work you do in 

education, and appreciate your expertise and guidance over the last year. The three of you 

truly make New Hampshire a better place for all students.  

 There are other individuals at Plymouth State University who have supported me 

over the years. Thank you to Jane Weber at the Writing Center. Thank you to all of my 

instructors who have guided, challenged, and supported me throughout the journey. 

Thank you to the Educational Leadership, Learning, and Curriculum Department. I 

especially want to thank my extraordinary cohort members who have encouraged, 

pushed, and held me up over these last four years. Your sense of humor and support have 

been a light to me.  

Thank you to Alexis D’Amboise, Bethany Maynard, Erin Kelley, and Linda 

Minickiello for your uncompromising love, friendship, and support. Your energy and 

dedication to students in Southwestern New Hampshire is remarkable. Thank you, Linda, 

for taking my theoretical framework pieces and creating a beautiful tree.  

Thank you to the students I’ve had in class over the last 29 years of teaching in 

New Hampshire public high schools. You have helped shape who I am as an educator by 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 ii    

helping me understand what engagement looks like and that students “your age” can and 

should have hard conversations around controversial topics.   

 Lastly, I am thankful for the New Hampshire public high school English teachers 

who participated in my study. I am proud to call you my colleagues. The work you do for 

our New Hampshire students is inspiring. Without you, your courage to share your 

stories, and your fierce belief in equitable teaching, this dissertation would not have been 

possible. Thank you. 

   

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 iii    

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

List of Tables .................................................................................................................... xii 

List of Figures .................................................................................................................. xiii 

Executive Summary ........................................................................................................... ix 

Glossary ...............................................................................................................................x 

List of Abbreviations ....................................................................................................... xiii 

Chapter 1: Introduction to the Problem ...............................................................................1 

Global Perspectives ......................................................................................................2 

Local Contexts .............................................................................................................4 

Global Perspectives ......................................................................................................2 

Advocacy and Ethics ..................................................................................................11 

Focused Problem of Practice .....................................................................................16 

Central Research Questions .......................................................................................20 

Chapter 2: Review of Literature ........................................................................................22 

Standards and Controversial Topics ..........................................................................20 

Theoretical Analysis ..................................................................................................33 

 Constructivism Learning Theory ...........................................................................33 

Engagement Learning Theory ................................................................................36 

Social Engagement .....................................................................................39 

Controversial Topics ......................................................................................41 

Young Adult Literature and Controversy ..................................................46 

Multicultural Literature and Controversy ..................................................49 

Empirical Analysis .....................................................................................................54 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 iv    

Students’ Perceptions of Teachers and Controversial Topics ........................54 

Discussion Strategies for Controversial Topics .............................................56 

Young Adult Literature and Controversial Topics ........................................58 

Stakeholder and Organization Data ...........................................................................60 

Summary ....................................................................................................................62 

Chapter 3: Methods: Design for Action .............................................................................63 

Study Purpose and Design .........................................................................................64 

Research Questions ........................................................................................64 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis ....................................................65 

Social Constructivist Framework ...................................................................66 

Grounded Theory Methodology ....................................................................67 

Action Research Approach ............................................................................67 

Participant Data Sources ............................................................................................68 

Data Collection and Specific Practices ......................................................................72 

Methodological Triangulation .......................................................................73 

Interviews ...................................................................................................74 

 Articles and Empirical Evidence ...............................................................74 

Legal Documents and Guidance ................................................................74 

Data Analysis and Evaluation ....................................................................................75 

Targets and Timeline .................................................................................................78 

Limitations .................................................................................................................79 

Summary ....................................................................................................................81 

Chapter 4: Findings and Recommended Actions ...............................................................82 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 v    

Discussion of the Findings .........................................................................................83 

Participants ....................................................................................................83 

Teacher Preparation for Teaching Controversial Topics ...............................86 

Challenges Students Face in English Class ...................................................90 

Media Literacy ...........................................................................................90 

Interviews ...................................................................................................74 

Engagement ................................................................................................91 

Teacher Responses to Students’ Needs ..........................................................92 

Student-Teacher Relationships ..................................................................92 

Student Relationships with Texts ...............................................................93 

Engaging Students in English ....................................................................95 

Diversity of Texts ......................................................................................96 

Choice and Relevancy ..............................................................................100 

Controversial Topics in the Classroom ........................................................102 

Guidance and Support from Districts After Law’s Passage ........................107 

Complaints and Concerns Around Curriculum: Past and Present ...............111 

Teachers’ Reactions to the Law ...................................................................114 

Finding Guidance and Support ................................................................114 

Changes in Curriculum and Instruction ...................................................115 

A Change in Teachers’ Attitudes .............................................................120 

Educational Field Impacts ........................................................................................125 

Limitations ...............................................................................................................127 

Reflective Summary .................................................................................................130 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 vi    

References ........................................................................................................................133 

Appendix A: Right to Freedom Law .............................................................................166 

Appendix B: Frequently Asked Questions ....................................................................168 

Appendix C:  Publication Education Intake Questionnaire ............................................171 

Appendix D:  An Act Relative to Anti-Discrimination ..................................................173 

Appendix E:  An Act Relative to Holocaust and Genocide ...........................................174 

Appendix F:  State of New Hampshire SAUs with Service by Region .........................176 

Appendix G:  Recruitment Letter to Participate in Study ...............................................177 

Appendix H:  Informed Consent Form ...........................................................................179 

Appendix I:  Interview Questions .................................................................................182 

Appendix J:  Transcript Confirmation Letter ................................................................183 

Appendix K:  Emma Manlove 2020 Valedictorian Speech ............................................184 

Appendix L:  Requirement for School Districts to Implement Objectionable  
Course Material Policy ............................................................................185 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 vii    

LIST OF TABLES 

Table1 Participants and Demographics .............................................................................84 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 viii    

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 1 A Brief History of Divisive Concepts Laws ..........................................................9 

Figure 2 New Hampshire Population Comparison by Age ...............................................10 

Figure 3 Tree of Learning and Engagement ......................................................................53 

 
 
 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 ix    

 

Doctor of Education: Learning, Leadership, and Community 
 

Navigating Controversial Topics: A Qualitative Study of High School English Teachers 
in the Live Free or Die State 

Heather A. Gigliello, Plymouth State University 
Dissertation Defense: March 14, 2022 
Executive Summary: March 14, 2022 

 
Introduction: The purpose of the study was to understand to what extent New 
Hampshire’s Right to Freedom law has influenced New Hampshire public high school 
English teachers’ attitudes, curriculum, and instruction.  
 
Problem of Practice: The problem of practice is that the Right to Freedom law has the 
potential to prompt change in teachers’ attitudes, curriculum, and instruction. 
 
Research Method: This was an interpretative phenomenological qualitative study that 
used a grounded theory approach to understand teachers’ attitudes around teaching 
controversial topics within the parameters of the Right to Freedom law. Interviews were 
conducted with 18 public high school English teacher from five regions of New 
Hampshire.  
 
Summary of Findings: The findings from this study showed that although the Right to 
Freedom law did influence nearly every participant’s attitudes and instruction, the extent 
of that influence varied, sometimes drastically. In addition, the degree to which the law 
influenced alterations to curriculum were even more varied. Several participants vowed 
not to change their curriculum and, in some cases, to add more diverse multicultural texts 
to their curriculum. In addition, a theoretical framework based on constructivist and 
engagement theories was developed to help understand the role controversial, 
contemporary, and young adult literature play in English curricula. 
 
Limitation(s) of Study: The study focused on high school English teachers in New 
Hampshire. Therefore, implications of the study may not be generally applied to other 
grade levels or content areas within New Hampshire or in the other states with similar 
divisive concepts laws. 
 
Implications/Significance of Study: In order for students to learn literacy and literacy 
media skills, critical thinking, and empathy, they must be offered a balance of traditional 
and young adult/contemporary texts. Texts that discuss current and relevant topics from 
multiple perspectives serve as a conduit for teachers to teach students the skills they need 
to become productive citizens and therefore should be considered more carefully by 
stakeholders in school districts and policy makers. 
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Glossary 
 

Book Talks A short presentation given to the class with the goal 
to engage students in the book’s plot, character, or 
mood and as means to get them excited about 
potentially reading the book. Book talks help 
readers connect to books on an emotional level with 
the hope of drawing students to the texts though 
connection (Cleaver, 2018).   

 
Canon According to Merriam-Webster, canon is sanctioned 

or accepted group or body of related work” 
(“Canon”, n.d., para. 2). Kinder (2018) argued that 
although the literary canon has been known as a 
standard in the literary world and education realm, 
the tradition of the canon that often-included works 
by Shakespeare and Chaucer has changed over time 
and has come to include a more diverse selection of 
writers. 

 
Common Core State Standards:  The Common Core State Standards for English 

Language Arts & Literacy in History/Social 
Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects is a group 
of standards “designed to prepare all students for 
success in college and career, and life by the time 
they graduate from high school” (CCSS, 2021, para. 
1). 

 
Confirmation Bias Confirmation bias refers to people’s tendency to 

gravitate and toward and believe information that 
supports and/or confirms their existing views while 
dismissing information that contradicts their beliefs 
and ideas (Gold, 2017). 

 
Constructivism   The central idea surrounding constructivism is that  

new learning is constructed and rooted in previous 
learning (Bada and Olusegun, 2015).  

  
 

Critical Race Theory Critical race theory purports that racism is deeply 
embedded in American society and continues to 
appear even after reform efforts (Bell, 1995). 
Critical race theory builds on the insights of two 
previous movements, critical legal studies and 
radical feminism (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). It is 
also rooted in the philosophies and theories of 
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European Marxist philosophers and American 
social justice advocates (Delgado & Stefancic, 
2001). Bell (1995) pointed out that the critical race 
theory is a body of legal scholarship where the 
majority of the members were people of color and 
committed to the fight against systemic racism in 
and by law. Bell (1995) also pointed out that critical 
race theorists who are White often aware of and 
committed to subverting their own White privilege. 
Although critical race theory discusses many of the 
same issues as theories around civil rights, women’s 
studies, and ethnic studies consider, Delgado and 
Stefancic (2017) argued, “critical race theory 
questions the very foundations of the liberal order, 
including equality theory, legal reasoning, 
Enlightenment rationalism, and neutral principles of 
constitutional law” (p. 3). In other words, critical 
race theory puts the onus on the systems built in a 
society and critically examines them. 

 
 
Engagement Skinner et al. (2009) defined student engagement as 

a student’s “connection or involvement with the 
endeavor of schooling and hence with the people, 
activities, goals, values, and place that compose it” 
(p. 494). Mendoza & King (2020) defined 
behavioral engagement as “on-task attention, 
persistence, and involvement in academic and 
learning tasks” (p. 455) and emotional engagement 
as “enthusiasm, interest, and enjoyment” (p. 455). 
In addition, they noted students must be motivated 
intrinsically to learn (Mendoza & King, 2020). 
Walshaw (2004) defined active engagement as “the 
mutual relational effects of the social and the 
individual that are pivotal to learning” (p. 5).  

 
Multiculturalism A shift from the list of traditional canonical works 

which was often dominated by dead, white, male 
authors to a more inclusive and diverse one (Kinder, 
2018). 

 
Para-Social Contact Theory Imagined and para-social contact theories are 

particularly relevant to situations where intergroup 
opportunities (those from in-groups and outgroups) 
are not readily available for instance, in 
communities where there is limited racial diversity. 
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Horton and Wohl (1956) argued that people create 
an illusion of a relationship between themselves and 
characters or performers. Crisp and Turner (2009) 
asserted that one’s imagining positive relationships 
with others outside their group can increase 
acceptance and understanding.  

 
Texts According to the CCSS (2021), the term text(s) is 

broadly used to describe literature (including 
stories, drama, film, and poetry) and informational 
text (including digital sources).   

 
 
White Privilege   Refers to the “unquestioned and unearned set of 

advantages, entitlements, benefits and choices 
bestowed on people solely because they are white. 
Generally white people who experience such 
privilege do so without being conscious of it (Racial 
Equity Tools, 2020).  

 
1619 Project:     According to The New York Times Magazine, who  

published the 1619 Project, the project “aims to 
reframe the country’s history by placing the 
consequences of slavery and the contributions of 
black Americans at the very center of our national 
narrative” (Silverstein, 2019, para. 4).  
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List of Abbreviations 

AAPI  Asian American Pacific Islander 

ALA  American Library Association 

CCSS  Common Core State Standards 

CRT  Critical Race Theory 

ELA  English Language Arts 

HB2  New Hampshire House Bill 2 (state budget) 

HB 544 New Hampshire House Bill 544 

HIPAA Health Insurance Portability and Accountability 

LGBTQA+ Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Intersex, Queer/Questioning, 

Asexual 

NAACP National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 

NCAA  National Collegiate Athletic Association 

NCTE  National Council of Teachers of English 

NEA  National Education Association 

NEAP  National Assessment of Educational Progress 

NEASC New England Association of Schools and Colleges 

NH DOE New Hampshire Department of Education 

NH CCRS New Hampshire College and Career Readiness Standards 

US DOE United States Department of Education 

YA or YAL Young Adult Literature 
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Chapter One 

Introduction to the Problem 

Controversial topics, concepts that are often subject to intense public 

disagreement and scrutiny, are an effective tool many high school English teachers use to 

engage their students, create relevance in their curricula, and teach the skills found in 

national and state standards (Badri, 2015; Berchini, 2016; Fournier-Sylvester, 2013). 

However, more than half of the states across the U.S. have been questioning teachers’ 

motives for including controversial topics in their curricula and several have passed state 

laws banning teachers from discussing and assigning material around controversial 

topics, particularly in the areas of racism and sexism (Sachs, 2022; Schwartz, 2021). 

Sachs (2022) reported that 137 bills that put limits on what teachers are allowed to teach 

have been filed in 35 states, 87 of those bills were introduced in January 2022. 

Discussions and material around racism and sexism are often referred to in the 

legislation as “divisive concepts” (Vought, 2020). These divisive concepts have often 

included ideas related to White privilege and critical race theory. As of June 25, 2021, 

New Hampshire was one of the ten states to pass a law prohibiting what teachers in K-12 

public schools use for material and discussions in their classrooms concerning racism and 

sexism (as cited in Right to Freedom from Discrimination in Public Workplaces and 

Education, 2021) (see Appendix A). Furthermore, the law states that teachers who do not 

follow the law will be in violation of the teacher code of conduct and subject to 

“disciplinary sanction by the state board of education” (as cited in Right to Freedom from 

Discrimination in Public Workplaces and Education, 2021). 

The passing of the New Hampshire HB2 legislation added new provisions to RSA 

chapter 354-A called Right to Freedom from Discrimination in Public Workplaces and 
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Education (Right to Freedom) into state law in June of 2021. This law and the polarizing 

discussions across the nation around divisive concepts have the potential to influence 

New Hampshire high school English teachers’ attitudes regarding the teaching of 

controversial topics as well as what they choose to keep and leave out of their curricula 

during the 2021-2022 school year (Greabe, 2021; LaCasse, 2021; Wolowitz, 2021). The 

consequences of this law are unknown at this time, but the result may be that teachers 

deliberately avoid diverse literature in their curricula and leave out discussions 

concerning racism and sexism in their classrooms. Therefore, hearing from New 

Hampshire high school English teachers will be crucial to understanding how this law 

impacts education. Their voices may be particularly important since a shift away from 

teaching texts that include topics that grapple with racism and sexism may ultimately lead 

to a lack of representation of marginalized populations in the English curriculum and 

prevent all students from seeing diverse perspectives in the content used for teaching 

state and national standards. 

Global Perspectives 

On September 4, 2020, a memorandum was sent from the Executive Office of the 

President to the heads of executive departments and agencies ordering federal 

government agencies to “cease and desist from using taxpayers’ dollars to fund these 

divisive, un-American propaganda training sessions” (as cited in Vought, 2020, para. 4). 

The “divisive concepts” referenced in the memorandum called upon agencies to identify 

contracts that conducted training on “critical race theory” and “White privilege” and any 

other “training or propaganda effort that teaches or suggests either (1) that the United 

States is an inherently racist or evil country or (2) that any race or ethnicity is inherently 

racist or evil” (as cited in Vought, 2020, para. 5). This was written into an executive order 
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on September 22, 2020 titled Combating Race and Sex Stereotyping (Exec. Order No. 

13950, 2020). On January 20, 2021, President Biden revoked Trump’s executive order 

and issued the executive order Advancing Racial Equity and Support for Underserved 

Communities Through the Federal Government which restored equity and diversity 

training for public agencies (Exec. Order No. 13985, 2021).  

Despite the overturning of Trump’s executive order, language and overall 

sentiment from the order banning diversity training can still be found in the bills 

introduced in more than half of the states in the U.S. between 2020 and 2022 (Sachs, 

2022; Schwartz, 2021). The political climate; the implementation of more diverse texts in 

K-12 schools; the emergence of the 1619 Project, a curriculum published by The New 

York Times Magazine that reframes American history; and the underscoring of racism 

and sexism in the media have sparked reactions among many Americans about what 

students are being taught (Schwartz, 2021).  

New Hampshire is one of 14 states to impose legislation that prohibits the 

curriculum and instruction K-12 teachers may teach around racism and sexism (Sachs, 

2022; Schwartz, 2021). However, more than half the states in the country are discussing 

the implementation of similar laws (Kleinrock, 2021; Sachs, 2022). This study on the 

influence of the implementation of divisive concepts laws on New Hampshire English 

teachers may be helpful to states that have implemented such laws and to those that are 

considering the implementation of similar laws. 

Laws like the one passed in New Hampshire aim to minimize the role privilege 

around racism and sexism plays in public systems by silencing conversations and 

potentially censoring the use of texts that prompt those discussions (Greabe, 2021; 

LaCasse, 2021; Sachs, 2022; Schwartz, 2021; Wolowitz, 2021). The purpose of this study 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 4    

was to identify to what extent teachers alter instruction and curricula in response to this 

legislation. 

Local Contexts 

In January of 2021, New Hampshire lawmakers introduced HB 544, titled an Act 

Relative to the Propagation of Divisive Topics (Relative to the Propagation of Divisive 

Concepts Act, 2021). The bill proposed banning public school educators in K-12 schools, 

colleges, and universities from teaching about systemic racism and sexism (as cited in 

Relative to Propagation of Divisive Concepts Act, 2021). In addition to public schools, 

public sectors and agencies such as police and fire departments, state hospitals, 

Homeland Security, and Health and Human Services were affected by this ban (as cited 

in Relative to Propagation of Divisive Concepts Act, 2021). Further, HB 544 also 

proposed to ban any state-funded entities, including teachers, from using teaching 

material that may cause students to feel guilt or discomfort, or any teaching suggesting 

that the state of New Hampshire or the U.S. is racist, sexist, or oppressive on a conscious 

or unconscious level (as cited in Relative to Propagation of Divisive Concepts Act, 

2021). Although HB 544 was voted down in Congress in the winter of 2021, it was 

reintroduced in the spring of 2021 as part of the state budget where it became HB2 Right 

to Freedom from Discrimination in Public Workplaces and Education (Right to Freedom) 

and was passed into law at the end of June 2021 (DiStaso, 2021). However, before the 

passage of Right to Freedom, the language of the legislation was amended and moved 

under the umbrella of New Hampshire’s Human Rights Commission and allows New 

Hampshire citizens to register complaints against a school or public agency (Dewitt, 

2021).  
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Conversely, an overt caveat in the amended law is the protection of academic 

freedom of professors in public college and universities in New Hampshire (Dewitt, 

2021). Yet, the academic freedoms were not extended to K-12 public school teachers. 

And unlike the previous HB 544 legislation that focused solely on discrimination around 

social advantage for race and gender, the amended law added a slew of other groups: age, 

gender identity, sexual orientation, creed, marital status, familial status, mental or 

physical disability, religion, and national origin (Dewitt, 2021).  

In the spring of 2021, leading up to the passing of the Right to Freedom law, 

several New Hampshire school boards met to discuss the proposed legislation around 

divisive concepts (Gibson, 2021). However, even in the small state of New Hampshire, 

opinions in school districts were polarized (Gibson, 2021). For instance, the Keene 

School District’s School Board in Keene, New Hampshire, located in Cheshire County, 

opposed the legislation proposed in the state budget with a 7-1 vote (Rooney, 2021a). The 

Keene School Board’s resolution stated, “We encourage our students to analyze current 

events and the historical context surrounding these events, and support our educators in 

speaking openly and honestly at all times” (Rooney, 2021a, para. 3). In contrast, a school 

board member from the Monadnock School District in Swanzey, New Hampshire, four 

miles from the city of Keene, proposed a policy for the K-12 schools in the district that 

addressed divisive concepts around racism and sexism and which he said he adapted from 

the New Hampshire House Bill 544 (Rooney, 2021b). The first motion addressed many 

of the same HB 544 restrictions including the prohibition of content or instruction that 

may evoke feelings of guilt and discomfort from discussing racism and sexism (Rooney, 

2021b, para. 3). The second motion would require teachers to include “positive and 

negative arguments to all topic assignments” (Rooney, 2021b, para. 4). The board voted 
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that both motions be sent to the board policy committee for review (Rooney, 2021b). 

These neighboring school districts, located in New Hampshire’s Cheshire County, in the 

Southwestern region, suggest that communities within a small state and in the same 

county can have very different views around controversial topics. 

On June 25, 2021, the state Senate and the House of Representatives passed the 

state budget (HB2) including the Right to Freedom law (as cited in DiStaso, 2021). This 

section of the budget imposed restrictions on New Hampshire K-12 teachers from 

teaching that any individual is “inherently racist, sexist, or oppressive whether 

consciously or unconsciously” (as cited in Right to Freedom from Discrimination in 

Public Workplaces and Education, 2021). Nearly a month later, the New Hampshire 

Department of Education (NH DOE, 2021) released a document with frequently asked 

questions and answers attempting to clarify the meaning of the new law (see Appendix 

B): “In short, do not teach that a person or a group in New Hampshire is inherently 

oppressive, superior, inferior, racist, or sexist. Teach and treat all equally and without 

discrimination” (NH DOE, 2021, p. 1). Subsequently, the Right to Freedom law (as cited 

in DiStaso, 2021) and the NH DOE (2021) both stated that teachers may be disciplined at 

the state board level for violating the law. However, educators and members of New 

Hampshire’s teacher’s union, National Education Association, criticized the guidance for 

being too general and not providing specific examples to help teachers navigate the law 

(Timmins, 2021).  

On November 10, 2021, the NH DOE launched a webpage for reporting alleged 

discrimination in K-12 public schools. The webpage includes an online public education 

intake questionnaire for NH residents to report educators and schools they would like to 

accuse of breaking the Right to Freedom law (NH DOE, 2021). The confidential form 
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includes a checklist where parents, students, and school administrators can check off the 

sections of the law they believe were broken (see Appendix C) In addition, the 

complainant is asked to write a narrative of the incident including details such as names 

and dates.  

Within hours of the launching of the webpage on the NH DOE website, the New 

Hampshire chapter of Moms for Liberty, a conservative nonprofit organization originally 

launched in Brevard County in Florida, tweeted a response: “We’ve got $500 for the 

person that first successfully catches a public-school teacher breaking this law. Students, 

parents, teachers, school staff…We want to know! We will pledge anonymity if you 

want” (Moms for Liberty NH, 2021). The tweet prompted an article by Greene (2021) to 

run in Forbes titled, “New Hampshire and Moms for Liberty Put Bounty on Teachers’ 

Heads” (p.1). Williams (2021) pointed out that these divisive concepts laws, like the one 

in New Hampshire, “not only suppresses conversations about race in schools and 

workplaces but also ‘deputizes’ citizen spies” (para. 20). The launching of the online 

questionnaire and the added attention to teachers’ risk for potentially breaking the Right 

to Freedom law may potentially discourage New Hampshire public school teachers from 

teaching texts or leading discussions that involve any of the groups the Right to Freedom 

law lists: race or color, national origin, religion, gender, sexual orientation, gender 

identity, physical disability, mental disability, age, and marital status in their classrooms. 

On December 13, 2021, a New Hampshire public high school English teacher, 

two high school social studies teachers, two parents, and the second-largest teachers’ 

union, American Federation of Teachers New Hampshire filed a lawsuit against 

Education Commissioner Frank Edelblut, New Hampshire Human Rights Commission 
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Chair Christian Kim, and Attorney General John Formula over the Right to Freedom law 

(O’Grady, 2021a). The lawsuit argues that the law not only infringes on educators’ 

freedom of speech, but it also “involves schools in partisan ‘culture wars,’ while 

preventing students from receiving a ‘full and robust’ education (as cited in O’Grady, 

2021a, para. 2). On December 20, 2021, New Hampshire’s largest teacher’s union, 

National Education Association New Hampshire, two school equity administrators, the 

state chapter of the American Civil Liberties Union, and others filed a lawsuit against the 

Right to Freedom law. This lawsuit argues that “the law is unconstitutionally vague 

because it doesn’t specify what educators can and cannot include in their courses” 

(O’Grady, 2021b, para.2). The lack of clarity in what teachers may and may not teach 

have left many teachers worried about breaking the law and have thus self-censored their 

instruction and curriculum that bring up topics around diversity and equity (O’Grady, 

2021b). This may be particularly significant in a state like New Hampshire where the 

overall racial diversity of its citizens is very low. 
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Figure 1  

A Brief History of Divisive Concepts Laws 

 

Note: This provides a visual timeline of events that likely led to New Hampshire’s Right 

to Freedom law. 

According to the United States Census Bureau (2020), the population in New 

Hampshire is made up of the following demographics:  

White alone, not Hispanic or Latino 89.8%; Black or African alone: 1.8%; 

American Indian and Alaska Native alone: 0.3%; Asian alone: 3.0%; Two or 

more races: 1.8%; Hispanic or Latino: 4.0%. New Hampshire residents with a 

disability under the age of 65 are 9.0%. People who speak a language other than 

English at home (age 5+) are 8.0%. Foreign-born persons make up 6.1% of the 

population and people under the age of 18 make up 18.8% of the state population. 
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Women and girls make up 50.4% of the state’s population (U.S. Department of 

Commerce, 2020). 

This is a contrast to the demographics of the rest of the country where the percentage of 

White alone, not Hispanic or Latino is 60.1% (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2020).  

 However, the demographics of children under the age of 18 in New Hampshire 

tells a more diverse story. According to data analysis from the Carsey School of Public 

Policy at the University of New Hampshire, 20.2% of children under the age of 18 

belonged to a minority group in 2020 (Johnson, 2021). Johnson (2021) reported that the 

minority child population grew by 47.9% (16,800) between 2010 and 2020. New 

Hampshire children represent a larger population of diversity and racial diversity than the 

group of adults, 18 and over.  

Figure 2  

New Hampshire Population Comparison by Age 
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Note: This pie graph illustrates the growing number of New Hampshire children under 18 

who fall into the diverse and minority group. Adapted from University of New 

Hampshire Carsey School of Public Policy (Johnson, 2021). 

In a state where many marginalized groups are underrepresented in the 

demographics, classrooms may be the first or only opportunity New Hampshire students 

have to discuss topics related to racism and sexism. This researcher aimed to present 

teachers’ attitudes on instruction and curricular decision-making around the topics 

included in the Right to Freedom law: age, sex, gender identity, sexual orientation, race, 

creed, color, marital status, familial status, mental or physical disability, religion, or 

national origin. Teachers’ hesitation concerning the teaching of these topics may be 

particularly impactful in a state like New Hampshire that has little racial diversity in its 

population. 

Advocacy and Ethics 

The American education system has emphasized the need for inclusion and equity 

in public schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2021, Equity of Opportunity). Social 

justice progress in public education can be seen in laws such as Title VI of the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964 which prohibits discrimination based on race, color, or national origin 

in schools, and Title IX, which applies to equal access to course offerings, counseling, 

education programs, and athletics among others (NCAA, 2021; U.S. Department of 

Education, 2021). 

In New Hampshire, the Right to Freedom law was not the first anti-discrimination 

law passed in recent years. In 2019, a senate bill called An Act Relative to Anti-

Discrimination Protection for Students in Public Schools was passed (see Appendix D). 
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This law’s focus is on the prevention, assessment, and intervention of acts of 

discrimination that may take place in public schools (Relative to Anti-Discrimination, 

2019). In addition, in 2020, a senate bill called Relative to Holocaust and Genocide 

Studies Legislation and Establishing a Commission to Study Genocide Education was 

also passed in New Hampshire (see Appendix E). New Hampshire is one of twenty states 

to mandate the teaching of Holocaust curricula (United States Holocaust Memorial 

Museum, 2021). The Relative to Holocaust and Genocide law (2020) called for the 

creation of a commission on Holocaust and genocide education and proclaimed the 

month of April in New Hampshire Genocide Awareness Month where cities and towns 

throughout the state will commemorate victims of genocide and educate the public about 

the importance of preventing “intolerance, bigotry, antisemitism, and national, ethnic, 

racial, and religious hatred and genocide against any group of people” (Relative to 

Holocaust, 2020, RSA 4-13). The New Hampshire laws passed prior to the Right to 

Freedom law suggest that New Hampshire policy makers have been implementing laws 

with the purpose of protecting and educating New Hampshire children about racism and 

prejudice over the last few years; however, the Right to Freedom law may be seen as a 

contradiction to the two previous laws and may discourage discussing racism and 

prejudice in the classroom.  

Since the mid-1970s, educators have been making changes to the K-12 English 

canon, a selection of commonly used books in reading curricula across the country, in an 

effort to include diverse texts through an educational effort toward multicultural curricula 

(Blum, 1997). For the purpose of this research, diverse and multicultural texts will be 

used interchangeably.  
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This move away from using traditional texts alone, often written by White male 

authors, was primarily motivated in response to a change in American demographics 

(Blum, 1997). Since then, educators have found that using diverse texts has proven 

beneficial to students across the demographic spectrum (Berchini, 2016; Dong, 2005; 

Glasgow, 2001; Goo, 2018; Osorio, 2018). Osorio (2018) posited that the use of 

multicultural literature is a tool that helps students appreciate diversity, “honor students’ 

voices, connect to students’ rich linguistic and cultural backgrounds, and promote critical 

consciousness” (p. 49). Furthermore, Anderson (2019) observed that diverse texts and the 

conversations around them acted as a mirror for students to see themselves in stories they 

read. Many high school English teachers have come to depend on diverse texts to present 

a rich, relevant, and more inclusive representation of the world around their students 

(Anderson, 2019; Hedgespeth, 2020; Osorio, 2018). 

Subsequently, the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) released new 

standards for the licensure preparation of English teachers in grades 7-12 on November 9, 

2021. This is the first time the licensure standards have been updated since 2012 (Will, 

2021). According to the new standards, English teacher candidates must “foster inclusive 

learning environments that support coherent, relevant, standards-aligned, differentiated, 

and antiracist/antibias instruction to engage grade 7-12 learners in ELA” (NCTE, 2021, p. 

2). The addition of antiracist/antibias is included in the standards for learners and 

learning, content knowledge, and instructional practice. In addition, under the glossary 

section of the standards, the NCTE (2021) stated that antiracist instruction includes the 

following recommendations for English teachers:  
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1) actively identify and challenge individual or systemic acts of racism and other 

forms of discrimination and bigotry in educational institutions and within our 

profession, exposing such acts through external communications and publications; 

2) express strong declarations of solidarity with people of diverse human and 

cultural backgrounds to eradicate forms of racism, bias, and prejudice in spaces of 

teaching and learning; 3) promote not only cultural diversity and expanding 

linguistic knowledge, but explicitly push for antiracism by participating in 

ongoing professional development for educators to succeed in countering racism 

and other forms of bigotry; 4) support the enforcement of laws and policies that 

provide sanctions against racial and ethnic discrimination. Also, advocate for 

legislative reform that will lead to policies that provide sanctions against 

discrimination in education based on race, ethnicity, gender, religious affiliation, 

sexual orientation, class, mental and physical abilities, nationality, migrant, 

immigrant, and refugee status. (Moore, Manning & Villanueva, 2018)  

It is likely that New Hampshire high school English teachers may feel pulled from 

opposing directions as they aim to follow guidance from the professional organization 

that sets the frameworks for their teaching field and the law put in place by the state of 

New Hampshire.  

New Hampshire’s Right to Freedom law is fraught with ethical violations and 

dilemmas that threaten the decades of efforts by educators to create equitable and 

inclusive curricula for students (Wolowitz, 2021). Not only will it likely make it difficult 

for teachers to meet state and national standards that depend on multiple and diverse 

perspectives for reading and writing, and for schools to meet accreditation standards 
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(CCSS, 2021; NEASC, 2020; NCTE, 2021), but it also contradicts New Hampshire’s 

own law called Relative to Holocaust and Genocide Studies (Relative to Holocaust, 

2020).  

One of the ethical dilemmas posed by the implementation of the Right to Freedom 

law is the potential for English teachers to alter or eliminate diverse perspectives of 

literature from their curricula and discourage conversations about present-day 

occurrences of racism and sexism with their students. Likewise, teachers may also 

redirect students’ questions or comments around racism and sexism out of concern as to 

where the conversation may go. Teachers may potentially feel threatened by the law’s 

reference to disciplinary action by the New Hampshire Board of Education (Greabe, 

2021; Wolowitz, 2021). 

 The passing of the Right to Freedom law in New Hampshire and the contention 

across the country around divisive concepts has created an ethical dilemma for many 

educators in New Hampshire. Stefkovich (2016) pointed out that ethics in education are 

complex. There are times when educators may challenge the ethics of those in power. 

The questioning and challenging of laws are present in what educational scholars call the 

ethic of critique, which “forces us to rethink important concepts such as democracy, but 

they also ask us to redefine and reframe other concepts such as privilege, power, 

language, and even justice” (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016, p. 13-14). This is what many 

educators across the country are grappling with as they decide what to keep in their 

curricula, what to leave out, and what to challenge (Gibson, 2021; Pendharkar, 2021). 

         The ethic of critique is a critical theory in which educators ask questions about 

who holds power, who makes the laws, who benefits from them, and whose voices are 
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silenced (Mathur & Corley, 2014; Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016). These questions need to 

be answered in New Hampshire schools in light of the Right to Freedom law. Many New 

Hampshire teachers may risk their livelihood as they grapple with following the state law, 

school policies, and what they believe is ethically right for their students. In addition, it 

will be essential for school boards, administrators, teachers, and community members to 

examine the effects the law has on curriculum and instruction in order to inform future 

decisions that will ensure diverse representation is present in curricula. 

Focused Problem of Practice 

There is a great deal of contention around the teaching of controversial topics in 

K-12 public schools, which is sending English teachers confusing messages (Robertson, 

2018). On the one hand, teachers are charged with teaching state and national standards, 

finding ways to better engage students, and linking texts and assessments to authentic 

learning opportunities that are relevant to their students’ lives. On the other hand, 

teachers in states like New Hampshire are forbidden by the law to teach topics that 

grapple with racism and sexism in public systems and are being accused of indoctrinating 

students (Gibson, 2021; LaCasse, 2021; Pendharker, 2021).  

Although the New Hampshire law explicitly states that the historical “existence of 

ideas and subjects identified in this section” is not prohibited, there is nothing in the law 

that specifically allow discussion and instruction around present existence of these ideas 

and subject (193: 40, II). In addition, the law prohibits teachers from teaching that racism 

and sexism may be consciously or unconsciously inherent in people (Right to Freedom, 

2021). Furthermore, national and local discussions around divisive concepts such as 

critical race theory have propelled school districts in New Hampshire to change and 

implement policies around what content is taught. As a result, these discussions have 
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caused teachers to fear reprimands and loss of job security (Greabe, 2021; LaCasse, 

2021; Pendharker, 2021; Wolowitz, 2021). However, although much of the legislation 

point to critical race theory as the root problem, many scholars believe that critical race 

theory is being misrepresented and used as a scapegoat by some legislators (Ray & 

Gibbons, 2021; Williams, 2021). 

Critical race theory “builds on the insights of two previous movements, critical 

legal studies and radical feminism” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). It is also rooted in the 

philosophies and theories of European Marxist philosophers and American social justice 

advocates (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Critical race theory was developed in the 1970s 

when a group of lawyers, activists, and legal scholars came together after the realization 

that the advances made during the civil rights movement had lost momentum. Derrick 

Bell, often referred to as the founder of critical race theory, drew the conclusion that 

racism is deeply embedded in American society after he saw racism reappear again and 

again after reforms meant to eradicate it (Cobb, 2021). Sawchuk (2021) reported, “the 

core idea is that race is a social construct, and that racism is not merely the product of 

individual bias or prejudice, but also something embedded in legal systems and policies” 

(para. 5). Although critical race theory discusses many of the same issues as theories 

around civil rights, women’s studies, and ethnic studies consider, Delgado and Stefancic 

(2017) argued, “critical race theory questions the very foundations of the liberal order, 

including equality theory, legal reasoning, Enlightenment rationalism, and neutral 

principles of constitutional law” (p. 3). In other words, critical race theory puts the onus 

on the systems built in a society and critically examines them.  

Critical race theory, was pulled out of law classrooms and other higher academia 

into mainstream society when journalist, Christopher F. Rufo, received anti-bias training 
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documentation from a city of Seattle employee (Wallace-Wells, 2021). Rufo saw a 

political opportunity and found many of the trainings cited works by Ibram X. Kendi and 

Robin DiAngelo which then led him to legal scholars Kimberlé Crenshaw and Derrick 

Bell and ultimately critical race theory (Wallace-Wells, 2021). Rufo stated in a tweet: 

We have successfully frozen their brand—critical race theory—into the public 

conversation and are steadily driving up negative perceptions. We will eventually 

turn it toxic, as we put all of the various cultural insanities under that brand 

category…the goal is to have the public read something crazy in the newspaper 

and immediately think critical race theory. We have decodified the term and will 

recodify it to annex the entire range of cultural constructions that are unpopular 

with Americans. (as cited in Williams, 2021, para 19) 

Williams (2021) referred to the removal of the meaning of critical race theory as 

“definitional theft” which “treats the mere discussion of race as a disease and a poison” 

(para 18). The twisting of the definition has created an atmosphere of fear in schools that 

some have compared to witch hunts and McCarthyism (Savransky, 2021).  

According to Ray and Gibbons (2021), “Critical race theory does not attribute 

racism to White people as individuals or even to entire groups of people. Simply put, 

critical race theory states that U.S. social institutions...are laced with racism embedded in 

laws, regulation rules, and procedures that lead to differential outcomes by race” (para. 

3). Americans who support banning critical race theory and divisive concepts have a 

difficult time separating “their individual identity as an American from the social 

institutions that govern us--these people perceive themselves as the system” (Ray & 

Gibbons, 2021, para. 3). Furthermore, Sawchuk (2021) pointed out that the debate around 

critical race theory and divisive concepts may not be coming directly from the texts 
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teachers are teaching “but from fear among critics that students—especially White 

students—will be exposed to supposedly damaging or self-demoralizing ideas” (para. 

19). These fears and misconceptions may only be a part of what has driven the legislation 

across the country. 

Other factors such as the political climate, attention paid to the use of diverse 

texts, the emergence of the 1619 Project curriculum, and the underscoring of racism and 

sexism in the media have also fed fears, which has led to changes in laws around 

instruction and curriculum (Kleinrock, 2021; Ray & Gibbons, 2021). Kleinrock (2021) 

noted that in the presence of increased visibility of the Black lives matter movement, the 

me-too movement, and the stop Asian hate movement across the U.S., lawmakers in half 

of the states are fighting what “confused legislators” (para. 1) are calling the presence of 

critical race theory in K-12 schools. Kleinrock (2021) emphasized that these legislators 

and their supporters are misusing critical race theory as an umbrella term for topics such 

as race, racism, gender, diversity, equity, liberation and identity, among others” (para. 1). 

The ultimate impact of this misconception of critical race theory has resulted in several 

states proposing and passing legislation banning instruction and curriculum around 

racism and sexism in the U.S. Thus, it will be crucial to learn how laws like the Right to 

Freedom law in New Hampshire have influenced teachers like those in high school 

English classrooms.  

Diverse texts that grapple with racism and sexism are important tools for teaching 

critical thinking, reading, and writing (NCTE, 2021). Varied perspectives found in 

multicultural literature provide students with greater insight into a broader human 

experience and, in many cases, provide a mirror for students to see themselves and a 

window to see those unlike themselves (Anderson, 2019). Since there are little data on 
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the impact laws like the Right to Freedom law have had on teachers and curriculum, the 

research gathered in this study needs to be considered for future decision-making around 

laws that constrain racism and sexism in curriculum and instruction. It is important for 

educators and policymakers to understand to what extent legislation alters instruction and 

curricula when it is put into practice. 

This qualitative study of high school English teachers in the five regions of the 

state of New Hampshire is aligned with the inquiry method action research as defined by 

the Carnegie Project on the Education Doctorate (Peterson, 2017). Action research “aims 

to solve an immediate practical problem in a professional setting” (Peterson, 2017, para. 

3). The findings in this type of approach are used to “determine next steps” and “build a 

professional knowledge” (Peterson, 2017, para. 3). The information from this research 

will help inform the stakeholders in New Hampshire schools, such as teachers, 

administrators, school boards, and parents, and teacher educators, the NH DOE, and 

policy makers about the impact the Right to Freedom law has on English instruction and 

curriculum.  

Central Research Questions  

 The following questions underscore the areas of focus for the research in the 

subsequent chapters: 

• After the passage of the Right to Freedom law, to what extent have English 

teachers’ attitudes changed around teaching controversial topics? 

• After the passage of the Right to Freedom law, have English teachers altered their 

instruction and curriculum around controversial topics? If yes, in what ways? 
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• How has the passage of the Right to Freedom law influenced English teachers’ 

curriculum design? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 22    

Chapter 2  

Review of Literature 

The focus of this research is to develop a better understanding of the attitudes 

New Hampshire high school English teachers have around teaching controversial topics 

addressed in the New Hampshire Right to Freedom from Discrimination in Public 

Workplaces and Education law (Right to Freedom). This study may be particularly 

relevant because New Hampshire teachers are navigating the climate created by national 

discussions around divisive concepts and the implementation of the Right to Freedom 

law. The results from this study will give teachers, school administrators, parents, teacher 

educators, and education policy makers a clearer understanding of the impact the new law 

has on teachers, instruction, and curriculum.  

The theoretical framework used in this research borrows from both the 

constructivism learning theory and engagement learning theory. The literature reviewed 

in this chapter closely examines how and why controversial topics are an appropriate and 

effective tool for teaching students the skills required of them in the Common Core State 

Standards (CCSS), which New Hampshire English Language Arts (ELA) standards and 

competencies were written. In addition, the literature helps explain the hesitation some 

teachers have around teaching controversial topics. Furthermore, the literature reviewed 

also discusses the role empathy plays in school and workplace climates and the link 

between ELA texts, controversial topics, and the teaching of empathy.  

The New Hampshire College and Career Ready Standards (NH CCRS) in ELA 

were adapted from the CCSS, a set of K-12 college and career readiness standards in the 

areas of ELA and mathematics (CCSS, 2021). The CCSS have been adopted and 
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implemented by 41 states and the District of Columbia (CCSS, 2021). According to the 

New Hampshire Department of Education (NH DOE), the NH CCRS (2010) also 

includes competencies, which are critical skills necessary for career, college, and life 

experiences. Among these standards are reading in print and non-print media found in the 

areas of literature and informative texts; writing for different audiences and purposes 

including argumentative, explanatory, and narrative; researching; and using technology in 

order to investigate and analyze information from various sources in print and online (NH 

CCRS, 2010). Moreover, New Hampshire students must “appreciate that the twenty-first-

century classroom and workplace are settings in which people from often widely 

divergent cultures and who represent diverse experiences and perspectives must learn and 

work together” (CCSS, 2010, p. 7). Therefore, students must be able to “understand other 

perspectives and cultures through reading and listening; evaluate other points of view 

critically and constructively; and vicariously inhabit worlds and have experiences much 

different than their own” (CCSS, 2010, p. 7). Furthermore, educators and employers have 

put an emphasis on teaching and embracing empathy and often attribute their success to 

the level in which empathy is present in their organizations (Borba, 2018; Boyers, 2013; 

Miller, 2021; Reed & Caswell, 2021; Wolk, 2009; Zaki, 2019).  

The words critically (adv.), critique (v.), and complex (adj.) appear in the NH 

State Board approved CCSS ELA College and Career Ready Standards and 

Competencies for NH high school students a half a dozen times. According to Merriam-

Webster’s dictionary, critic, from which the words both critically and critique are derived, 

means “one who engages often professionally in the analysis, evaluation, or appreciation 

of works of art or artistic performances” and “one who expresses a reasoned opinion on 
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any matter especially involving a judgment of its value, truth, righteousness, beauty, or 

technique” (“Critic”, n.d., para. 1-2). Additionally, Merriam-Webster’s dictionary defines 

the word “critical” to mean “including variant readings and scholarly emendations” 

(“Critical”, n.d., para. 4). The word “complex”, according to Merriam-Webster’s 

dictionary, means “composed of two or more parts” and “hard to separate, analyze, or 

solve” (“Complex”, n.d., para. 1-2). Hence, in order for English teachers to effectively 

teach these standards to their students, they must provide opportunities for students to 

read, speak, and write about a variety of conflicting ideas in order to analyze and make 

sense of them. In other words, the presence of controversial topics in the English 

curriculum plays an integral part in the New Hampshire English curriculum (Ivey & 

Johnston, 2018).  

Standards and Controversial Topics  

The CCSS in the 21st century are closely reflected in skills related to information 

literacy. The term, information literacy, was first introduced in the 20th century as a 

concept to better prepare students as citizens. On January 10, 1989, the American Library 

Association (ALA) Presidential Committee on Information Literacy wrote a final report 

defining information literacy as follows, “to be information literate, a person must be able 

to recognize when information is needed and have the ability to locate, evaluate, and use 

effectively the needed information” (para. 1). The report discussed that students in 

schools and colleges would need to learn “how to learn” by knowing how to “find and 

use information” (para. 1).  

In the 21st century, the definition of information literacy has not changed much. 

Common Sense Education (2021) stated that information literacy includes “the ability to 
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identify, find, evaluate, and use information effectively” (para. 1). In contrast to the 1989 

definition, the strategies used to be information literate include evaluating for “quality, 

credibility, and validity of websites” and citing sources properly (para. 1). The latter part 

of the definition is particularly important in a time where information comes to 

consumers in the form of news and social entertainment, and being able to tell the 

difference between fact and fiction is challenging even for adults (Cookson, 2009). In 

addition, the CCSS (2010) also requires students to be able to find information from 

multiple sources and “assess the credibility and accuracy of each source” (p. 41). This is 

an essential skill for students to have as they encounter more information than ever before 

(Anderson & Jiang, 2018).  

American high school students today are faced with information wherever they 

go. News, and commentary on that news, ebb and flow between their academic and social 

lives by the hour (Anderson & Jiang, 2018). According to Pew, research conducted in 

2018 showed that 89% of teens say they were online several times a day. And of that 

89%, 45% of teens said they were online almost constantly (Anderson & Jiang, 2018). 

According to a 2020 Pew research survey, Americans between the ages of 19 and 29 

lacked confidence in the ability to identify original reporting sources with only 49% 

feeling confident (Worden & Barthel, 2020). In short, students are aware of information 

from around the world more than ever before. However, simply accessing this 

information is not enough to make students informed critical thinkers in a democratic 

society (Stitzlein, 2021).  

Ultimately, although high school students have access to more information, 

making sense of that information and differentiating reliable information from unreliable 
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information is difficult for them without guidance (Byford et al., 2009; Stitzlein, 2021). 

Marlatt (2020) suggested that “modeling resistance for young media consumers is vital to 

our democratic society and an ideal enterprise in teacher education” (p. 97). Similarly, 

students need to be taught to be aware of confirmation bias by scrutinizing how they form 

their thinking to build knowledge (Gold, 2017). Moreover, Stitzlein (2021) emphasized 

that students must also be taught how to identify the presence and purpose of rhetoric and 

propaganda and how to effectively write arguments and discern between the strength and 

weakness of a counter argument.  

High school students, like many adults, are often drawn to web sites that mirror 

their beliefs and are influenced by family members surrounding political and social views 

without fact-checking or reflecting on their own thinking (Kaplan & Owings, 2021). 

Pennycook et al. (2020) found that “misinformation is a particularly significant problem 

in an uncertain news environment (e.g. immediately following a major news event)” (p. 

8). Research suggests there is a need to develop interventions to combat misinformation 

in order for democratic citizens to be able to distinguish reliable information from 

unreliable information (Pennycook et al., 2020; Stone, 2019). English teachers are among 

those in education who are tasked with teaching students how to find and use credible 

sources to support arguments in their writing and in oral presentations (CCSS, 2021; 

NCTE, 2021).  

According to the CCSS in ELA, teachers must teach students how to navigate the 

information they read or see in texts, including identifying and using reliable information 

(CCSS, 2021). The CCSS for ELA in literacy writing includes expectations for students 

to “gather relevant information from multiple authoritative print and digital sources” and 
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proposes that students “delineate and evaluate the argument and specific claims in a text, 

assessing whether the reasoning is valid and the evidence is relevant and sufficient; 

identify false statements and fallacious reasoning” (CCSS, 2021, RI 9-10.8). Therefore, 

students must have access to multiple sources in order to delineate and evaluate claims in 

texts. Teachers can use online and in-print texts around controversial issues as a means to 

do this (Ivey & Johnston, 2018).  

As noted previously, critical thinking is a cornerstone of the ELA CCSS. Critical 

thinking is essential for student reading, writing, speaking, and listening (CCSS, 2021). 

Teachers play an important role in teaching students how to make sense of the world by 

helping them develop a critical lens to seek out credible and reliable information. This 

ability to think critically is a skill students need to learn in school because it is a crucial 

skill for citizens in a democracy. Kaplan and Owings (2021) stressed that students “need 

opportunities to learn how to use information to think critically—how to find and use 

credible sources, separate fact from fiction, and listen respectfully to those with 

diverging—and often opposing views” (p. 11). The ability to grapple with differing 

viewpoints allows for higher-order thinking which is crucial for finding valid information 

(Fournier-Sylvester, 2013). Badri (2015) echoed that “education for global citizenship 

has become a necessity, as students want to know more about worldwide issues and need 

to be able to think critically about complex global problems” (p. 75). Fine and Desmond 

(2015) argued that teaching methodology must be changed in order to provide students 

with the critical thinking, problem-solving, and collaborative skills required for the 

workforce in the 21st century. In addition, curricula must also include information from 

varying sources in order to allow students to see multiple perspectives (CCSS, 2021).  
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Furthermore, according to the CCSS Research Appendix A, the argument (in 

reading, writing, and speaking) in secondary schools and higher education is “the soul of 

an education” (p. 24). And although the CCSS include three types of writing, the 

standards put extra emphasis on the student’s ability “to write sound arguments on 

substantive topics and issues, as this ability is critical to college and career readiness” 

(CCSS, 2021, p. 24). In addition, Graff (2003) contended that K-12 schools should teach 

students how to argue. Graff (2003) emphasized that since “effective argument starts with 

attentive listening, training in argument is central to multicultural understanding and 

respect for otherness” (p. 4). Arguments help students interact with the material through 

the use of examination, questioning, and analysis, ultimately helping them to construct 

meaning and understand the texts in front of them (Applefield et al., 2000; Kaplan & 

Owings, 2021; Rossatto, 2005). This technique supports what the CCSS requires of 

students in the area of ELA where analysis of literature requires “something far beyond 

surface knowledge is required: students must think critically and deeply, assess the 

validity of their own thinking, and anticipate counterclaims” (CCSS, 2021, p. 24). Zavala 

and Kuhn (2017) found that when student writers investigated multiple perspectives and 

generate credible sources to support those perspectives, “the writer formed a richer 

representation, not only of each position and the evidence bearing on it, but also of the 

positions in relation to one another” (p. 585). This is particularly true in the ELA high 

school curriculum where state and national standards promote the analysis of diverse 

literary perspectives (CCSS, 2021; NCTE, 2021). 

A curriculum steeped in critical thinking and democratic citizenship is crucial to 

the future of American society in the 21st century (Marlatt, 2020). The CCSS (2021) and 
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the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE), a professional organization for 

English teachers who set learning and teaching standards contended, part of that critical 

thinking includes exposure to a wide range of literature from many periods and genres. 

The NCTE (2021) stated that English teachers must provide a range of literature in their 

curriculum in order to “apply and demonstrate knowledge and theoretical perspectives 

about a variety of literary and informational texts—e.g., young adult, classic, 

contemporary, and media—that represents a range of world literatures, historical 

traditions, genres, cultures, and lived experiences” (NCTE, 2021, Standard 2, p. 2). In 

addition, the CCSS (2021) require that students “conduct short as well as more sustained 

research projects to answer a question or solve a problem…synthesize multiple sources 

on the subject, demonstrating understanding of the subject under investigation” (CCSS, 

2021, Literacy.W.11-12.7). Furthermore, the learning standards also include the 

“understanding of and respect for diversity in language use, patterns, and dialects across 

cultures, ethnic groups, geographic regions, and social roles” (NCTE, 2012, Standard 9). 

Noddings (2012) also touted the importance of critical thinking in the classroom, a skill 

she believed was not getting the attention it deserved in the classroom. “In teaching 

young people to think critically, we should help them to differentiate between listening to 

understand and feel with the other, and listening only for our own purposes” (Noddings, 

2012, p. 55). Students can learn to understand social issues and challenge their thinking 

through reading complex texts from multiple perspectives (Fournier-Sylvester, 2013; 

Stowe, 2020).  

Empathy and Controversial Topics 
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The need for empathy may be greater than ever before as the world struggles to 

end a pandemic that, according to the CDC, has taken nearly a million American lives at 

the writing of this chapter (CDC, 2021). The demand for support in the area for social 

emotional learning in schools is greater than ever (Prothero, 2021). Reed & Caswell 

(2021) defined empathy as “the ability to understand and share the feeling of another” (p. 

46). Miller (2021) emphasized that empathy, “is a shared experience” (para. 5). 

According to Borba (2018), empathy is at the core of education in the U.S. and “the 

foundation of a safe, caring, and inclusive learning climate” (p. 23). Research suggests 

that empathy plays an integral role in teacher and school success (Borba, 2018; Prothero, 

2021). Therefore, in order for teachers and schools to be effective, they too must possess 

and show empathy to the students they instruct.   

American society has expressed the desire for public school teachers to possess 

strong ethics and a good disposition because they greatly influence students’ 

development in the treatment of others (Osguthorpe, 2008). McAllister and Irvine (2002) 

asserted that empathy is a desirable trait in teachers in diverse settings. In her book, One 

Trusted Adult, Raney (2019), an experienced educator and school administrator, 

explained that school environments thrive when they include “vulnerability, empathy, 

conversation, and connection” (p.198). The presence of empathy may be particularly 

important in schools since it can potentially foster openness, attentiveness, and positive 

relationships (McAllister & Irvine, 2002). Additionally, empathy is a transferable skill 

that is not only essential for the classroom, but for future employees and leaders (Reed & 

Caswell, 2021).  
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Many companies tout the need for empathy in the workplace. The Harvard 

Review ran an article in 2019 regarding emotional intelligence titled “Making Empathy 

Central to Your Company Culture” by Stanford University Professor of Psychology 

Jamal Zaki. Zaki (2019) argued that empathic workplaces “tend to enjoy stronger 

collaboration, less stress, and greater morale, and their employees bounce back more 

quickly from difficult moments” (para. 2). Boyers (2013) reasoned that successful 

businesses not only have the ability to hire employees with creativity and expand their 

products and services into new territory, but they thrive and are sustained by mastering 

empathy for their employees. Yet, the 2021 State of Workplace Empathy Study found 

that only 25% of the employees believed their employers were sufficiently empathetic. 

Furthermore, when data were separated by age, researchers found that workers in the Gen 

Z category were 90% more likely to stay with an empathetic employer. In 2021, Gen Z 

people ranged in age between 9-21 years old. In other words, these are children between 

the grades of 4-12, college students, and workers new to the workforce (Dimock, 2019). 

These data may be helpful in understanding the needs of current high school students as 

they prepare for the workforce.  

Empathy gives adolescents an advantage in school and in the workplace (Borba, 

2018). High school students come to the classroom with varied life experiences. Linter 

(2018) observed that teens often enter with opinions that have been forming over many 

years. Some come with opinions firmly formed while others may have opinions that are 

still forming (Linter, 2018). The ability to collaborate, resolve conflicts, and problem 

solve are essential skills and are built on the foundation of empathy (Borba, 2018). 

Phillips Galloway et al. (2017) proposed that students can draw on areas such as empathy 
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to learn how to use words to explain differing opinions without being combative. The 

written and spoken word are powerful tools for “helping us make sense of the world 

around us, allowing us to explain to others what we think and feel, and—when we know 

how to listen—giving us a window into how others understand abstract ideas” (Phillips 

Galloway et al., 2017, para. 3). Allport (1954) in his work with contact hypothesis 

observed that people are often reticent to gravitate and even associate with people outside 

of their inner circle, or what he called in-group. However, he argued that in order to 

reduce prejudice and increase acceptance and understanding, people in the in-groups need 

to have contact with those in the outgroups (Allport, 1954). Over the several decades, 

researchers have expanded Allport’s work to include imagined contact and para-social 

contact (Cameron et al., 2006; Lytle, 2018; Ramos et al., 2016; Turner et al., 2013).  

Imagined and para-social contact theories are particularly relevant to situations 

where intergroup opportunities (those from in-groups and outgroups) are not readily 

available for instance, in communities where there is limited racial diversity. Horton and 

Wohl (1956) argued that people create an illusion of a relationship between themselves 

and characters or performers. Crisp and Turner (2009) asserted that one’s imagining 

positive relationships with others outside their group can increase acceptance and 

understanding. Although Allport (1954) and other scholars (Crisp & Turner, 2009; 

Turner et al., 2013; Ramos et al., 2016) argued that imagined and para-social contact is 

not as effective as in-person contact, it is nonetheless effective. 

It is reasonable to draw connections between the theories presented in imagined 

contact and para-social contact to multicultural and young adult literature found in the 

ELA curriculum. Since many schools in the state of New Hampshire lack racial diversity, 
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an ELA curriculum rich with diverse multicultural literature will likely provide 

opportunities for students to learn how to be empathetic and use the skills required to 

meet standards by practicing language, both spoken and written, to disagree and inform 

(Wolk, 2009).  

The push against teaching texts that raise controversial topics around racism and 

sexism has the potential to take away these exploration opportunities for students (Kaplan 

& Owings, 2021; Levinson & Solomon, 2021). Teachers will likely feel they must censor 

themselves when these discussions come up in their classes or are presented in texts. In 

fact, the texts that teachers use may also be censored due to the presence of controversial 

issues surrounding race and gender (Graebe, 2021; Kaplan & Owings, 2021; Wolowitz, 

2021). Consequently, Kendi (2019) argued that a belief that racism will disappear if race 

and racism are no longer discussed is a post racial myth. In many ways, this is what the 

divisive concepts laws prohibit: the discussion about racism and sexism (Greabe, 2021). 

Therefore, the absence of controversy that touches upon such topics of gender inequity 

and systemic racism will not make these controversial issues disappear, and in their 

absence, may ultimately widen the gap of misunderstanding around the roots of the 

problems concerning these issues.  

Theoretical Analysis 

Constructivism Learning Theory 

In order to understand the reasoning behind using controversial topics in the 

English high school classroom, it is important to see the rationale through the lens of 

learning theories. One of the most recognized theories in education is constructivism 

learning theory. Constructivism can be traced back to the works of Dewey (1929), Bruner 
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(1961), Vygotsky (1962), and Piaget (1980). However, some researchers argue that the 

theory could be credited to Socrates (Brooks & Brooks, 1999). This theory puts more 

emphasis on the whole student where their cultural and social background and level of 

engagement in the material are taken into consideration when it comes to their ability and 

level of learning (Bonner & Chen, 2019). For this reason, controversial topics present in 

texts and writing prompts, especially those of interest to students, provide an engaging 

opportunity for students to connect to the English curriculum. 

Bada and Olusegun (2015) emphasized constructivism’s stress on the learning 

process with specific learning goals measured by performance-based or authentic 

assessments. Dewey (1910) argued that children who engage with others through 

interactive play participate in a richer learning experience. According to Bada and 

Olusegun (2015) and Eyler (2018) constructivist theory taps into a student’s natural 

curiosity which puts the student at the center of learning rather than the teacher. The 

teacher, in turn, gives the student guidance, direction, and encouragement. This may 

come from many different directions. Many scholars assert that learning must be an 

interactive process for students where they interact during the learning process with 

others in the class including the teacher (Cobb et al., 1992; Crossouard & Pryor, 2012; 

Marzano, 2003; O’Neil, 1992).  

The central idea surrounding constructivism, according to Bada and Olusegun 

(2015) is that new learning is constructed and rooted in previous learning. Within this 

theory, students are not simply made to memorize and regurgitate what teachers tell 

them. Instead, teachers structure the curriculum around previously learned concepts 

which is a crucial component in constructivism pedagogy (Applefield et al. 2000; Bada & 
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Olusegun, 2015; O’Neil, 1992). Problems and concepts are presented in a holistic way 

instead of disconnected parts which is often seen in a more traditional curriculum 

(Brooks & Brooks, 1999; Freire & Ramos, 1970).  

Teachers who use the constructivism pedagogy allow students the space to 

grapple with problems, collaborate with their peers, and then solve those problems. Freire 

and Ramos (1970) argued that education must include an environment that allows 

students the freedom to create and construct, imagine and explore. Kidder (2009) posited 

that if schools are to build ethical school communities with integrity, class discussions 

must “include the students’ capacity to understand and uphold basic universal values, 

appreciate the importance of civic participation, and engage in effective higher-order 

thinking about complex ethical challenges” (p. 32). These skills set the stage for English 

teachers to draw on constructivist views where students actively participate in their own 

learning (Freire & Ramos, 1970).  

This is particularly true for teachers who present curricula that provide an 

opportunity for students to apply examples of diverse lived experiences to their own lives 

(Alsup, 2013; Reed & Caswell, 2021; Wolk, 2009). Villegas and Lucas (2002) 

emphasized that constructivist teaching bolsters critical thinking, problem-solving, 

collaboration, and the realization and appreciation of multiple perspectives. 

Constructivism also relies on the content being relevant to the students. This relevance 

lends itself to “engaging students in questioning, interpreting, and analyzing information 

in the context of problems or issues that are meaningful to them” (Villegas & Lucas, 

2002, p. 25). Ultimately, when combined with controversial topics, constructivist 

teaching produces a synergy that creates optimal opportunities for students to learn 
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required standards and skills in the ELA curriculum (Al Badri, 2015; Alsup, 2013; 

Anderson, 2019; Kumar Shah, 2019).  

Engagement Learning Theory 

According to The Glossary of Education Reform (2016), there are different types 

of engagement that may be addressed in schools: intellectual, emotional, behavioral, 

physical, social, and cultural. For this review’s purpose, three types of student 

engagement will be the focus: behavioral, emotional, social engagement. Kearsley and 

Shneiderman (1998) stated that engaged learning takes place when students actively 

participate in creating, problem solving, reasoning, decision-making, and evaluating. 

Skinner et al. (2009) defined student engagement as a student’s “connection or 

involvement with the endeavor of schooling and hence with the people, activities, goals, 

values, and place that compose it” (p. 494). Mendoza & King (2020) defined behavioral 

engagement as on-task attention, persistence, and involvement in learning and emotional 

engagement as “enthusiasm, interest, and enjoyment” (p. 455). In addition, they noted 

students must be motivated intrinsically to learn (Mendoza & King, 2020). Walshaw 

(2004) defined active engagement as “the mutual relational effects of the social and the 

individual that are pivotal to learning” (p. 5). Theory around engagement, like 

constructivist learning theory, relies on students’ perception of the need or purpose for 

the learning (Cambourne, 1995).  

The theory around engagement is rooted in the workplace (Kahn,1990). Khan 

(1990) defined engagement as “the harnessing of organization members’ selves to their 

work roles; in engagement, people employ and express themselves physically, 

cognitively, and emotionally during role performances” (p. 694). Khan studied summer 
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camp counselors and members of an architect firm where he observed what he called the 

“self-in-role” processes. In these cases, people who experienced the “self-in-role” were 

fully engaged with their work and therefore experience “simultaneous employment and 

expression of a person’s ‘preferred self’ in task behaviors that promote connections to 

work and to others, personal presence (physical, cognitive, and emotional), and active, 

full role performances” (Kahn, 1990, p. 700). Other researchers have applied this 

engagement theory to education and the classroom (Cambourne, 1995; Guthrie, 2004; 

Guthrie, 2013 et al., 2013; Irwin, 2003; Kearsley & Shneiderman, 1998; Mendoza & 

King, 2020; Skinner et al., 2009; Wang & Eccles, 2013; Xerri et al., 2018).  

The study of engagement in education is multi-faceted and can be an indicator of 

a student’s overall success in school, post-secondary programs, and the workplace 

(Connor, 2016; Guthrie & Cox, 2001; Fredricks et al., 2019; Ivey & Johnston, 2018; 

Kearsley & Shneiderman, 1998; Mendoza & King, 2020; Wang & Eccles, 2013). For 

instance, the lack of student engagement is a key indicator of dropout and graduation 

rates (Conner, 2016; Shernoff et al., 2016). High school graduation rates continue to be a 

concern among educators. In 2019, for example, the average public high school 

graduation rate in the United States was 84.6% (Hansen, 2021). In 2021, state reported 

graduation rates ranged from 75% to 94% (Kerr, 2021). New Hampshire reported an 89% 

graduation rate (Kerr, 2021). However, according to the New Hampshire Department of 

Education, data from 2019 showed that although 88.96% of White students graduated 

within four years, 75.54% of Black students and 75.39% of Hispanic or Latino students 

graduated within the four years. Furthermore, 75.95% of economically disadvantaged 
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students, 59.98% of English Language Learners, and 59.69% of Migrant students 

graduated in four years.   

Low student engagement is also linked to rates of unemployment and 

incarceration (Conner, 2016). Consequently, researchers have also applied the need for 

student engagement to the learning of literacy, most notably reading skills (Glaus, 2014; 

Guthrie, 2004; Guthrie et al., 2013; Irwin, 2003; Ivey & Johnston, 2015; 2018) and other 

areas where American children are falling behind in skills such as reading, writing, math, 

and science (Nations Report Card, 2019). 

 In 2019, the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), which 

assessed literary and informational reading comprehension across the country, found that 

high school seniors' reading scores dropped by two points since the 2015 assessment 

(Nations Report Card, 2019). And, although New Hampshire eighth graders scored 

higher than the national average, the two point drop in scores since 2019 was also 

reflected in the New Hampshire scores where those who met proficiency dropped from 

40% in 2015 to 38% in 2019 (Nations Report Card, 2019).  

 Student engagement in literacy is particularly relevant to discussions around 

education and student learning because it is a crucial part of student success in school 

(Cambourne, 1995; Guthrie, 2004; Guthrie et al., 2013; Mendoza & King, 2020). 

However, many students have disengaged from literacy (Guthrie, 2004). Furthermore, 

Skinner et al. (2009) emphasized that even if youth stay emotionally attached and 

physically present in school, unless they are engaged with their learning and their 

academic careers, they cannot be successful. Research around literacy engagement is of 

particular interest to many educators because it provides insight into what sorts of 
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activities and materials produce engagement that will lead to learning (Cambourne, 1995; 

Glaus, 2014; Guthrie, 2004; Skinner et al., 2009). Furthermore, Pace (2016) emphasized 

the benefits of texts that lead to high-quality discussions around controversial topics such 

as race and gender that pave the way for growth in tolerance and interest in politics and 

other issues students want to research. 

Social Engagement. There is significant evidence suggesting that social activity 

may also play an important role in student engagement (Fredricks et al., 2019; Ivey & 

Johnston, 2015; Roorda et al., 2011). This is true for student to student social interaction 

and student to teacher social interaction (Fredricks et al., 2019). Social engagement can 

be both intellectually and emotionally stimulating to students (Ivey & Johnston, 2015). 

Cambourne (1995) recognized that learning is heavily influenced by a social dynamic 

created through discussion with oneself, peers, teachers, or even characters from a text. 

Klem & Connell (2004) observed in their study of elementary and middle school aged 

children that middle school students were nearly three times as likely to experience 

engagement when they felt highly supported by their teachers. Fredricks et al. (2019) 

reported that positive student-teacher relationships may help students feel safe to take 

chances in class and promote exploration and learning. Roorda et al. (2011) supported the 

link between student-teacher relationships and student engagement in their study, and 

even observed that student-teacher relationships were even more impactful for older 

students, including those in their teens. However, Roorda et al. (2011) acknowledged that 

there were other factors contributing to student engagement and academic success that 

were not in the scope of their research. 
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One of the other influences on student engagement and learning success can be 

attributed to students’ peers (Mendoza & King, 2020). The reasoning is that these 

opportunities for discussion with peers allow for clarification, extension, and refocusing 

around the material (Cambourne, 1995; Ivey & Johnston, 2013). Fredricks et al. (2019) 

emphasized that since older students spend much of their time with their peers, they tend 

to depend on them for support. The Glossary of Education Reform (2016) posited that 

teachers who use social engagement in their classrooms include a variety of strategies to 

promote collaboration and communication among their students through social 

interactions. Researchers found that positive peer interactions and relationships resulted 

in higher engagement (Fredricks et al., 2019; Wang & Eccles, 2013; Wang et al. 2018). 

Investigating problems and presenting out on the issues and potential solutions leads to 

social interaction and engagement for students. For instance, students who immerse 

themselves in learning about social justice and other real-world problems can improve 

their level of engagement (The Glossary of Education Reform, 2016). Although much of 

the research around engagement contagion has been done in the workplace, there is 

existing research that applies it to education (Mendoza & King, 2020; Wang et al., 2018).  

According to their research, Mendoza and King (2020) found that students can 

influence their peers’ engagement via social contagion processes. Wang et al. (2018) 

found Finnish secondary education students were largely influenced by their peers’ 

behavioral, cognitive, and emotional engagement. Adolescents have a powerful positive 

influence on each other in the classroom when they exert high levels of behavioral, 

cognitive, and emotional engagement (Wang et al., 2018). When students have support 

systems in place, have a sense of belonging, and feel involved and interested in learning, 
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they are more likely to engage (Wang et al., 2018). Research suggests it is plausible that 

students may become more engaged when they feel connected with their peers and 

teachers particularly when the curriculum presents opportunities for problem-solving, 

discussion, and collaboration. 

Controversial Topics 

For the purpose of this review, the words “issues” and “topics” are 

interchangeable when joined with the word “controversial”. 

Although there is not a singular definition for what makes a topic controversial, 

several researchers have created guidelines to help make this determination. Oxfam 

International (2018) created a guide for K-12 teachers from around the world to support 

them in discussing controversial topics in their classrooms.  

Oxfam, a confederation of independent nongovernmental organizations, was 

formed in 1995 to promote equity and equality and end poverty and injustice (Oxfam 

International, 2021). According to Oxfam (2018), controversial topics can be defined as 

those which: 

● Evoke strong feelings and views. 

● Affect the social, cultural, economic and environmental context in which 

people live. 

● Deal with questions of value and belief, and can divide opinion between 

individuals, communities, and wider society. 

● Are usually complicated, with no clear ‘answers’ because they are issues 

on which people often hold strong views based on their own experiences, 

interests, values and personal context. 
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● Arise at a range of scales affecting local, national and global communities. 

● Include a wide range of topics such as human rights, gender justice, 

migration, and climate change. 

● Can vary with place and time, and may be long standing or very recent. 

For example, an issue that is controversial in one community may be 

widely accepted in another. (Oxfam, 2018, p. 1) 

As illustrated in this list of criteria, controversial topics are deeply rooted in people’s 

opinions and beliefs; however, other scholars argue that beliefs cannot be the only criteria 

used for choosing controversial topics to discuss in the classroom (Hess, 2009; Journell, 

2017; Zimmerman & Robertson, 2017).  

 Diana Hess (2009) defined controversial issues as “questions of public policy that 

spark significant disagreement” (p. 37). Hess also argued that controversial issues may 

not be hypothetical. Instead, they must be “authentic questions about the kinds of public 

policies that should be adopted to address public problems” (Hess, 2009, p. 37). In 

addition, many scholars assert that controversial issues are “open,” rather than settled or 

“closed” questions, meaning there are multiple legitimate answers to the questions based 

on empirical beliefs and documented evidence (Hess, 2009; Journell, 2017; Zimmerman 

& Robertson, 2017).  

 Zimmerman & Robertson (2017) reasoned that the topic is not what causes the 

controversy, rather it is the answers to the questions the topic raises that spark 

controversy. However, it is also important to point out that not all controversial topics 

hold the same weight or should necessarily be explored or debated in the classroom 

(Journell, 2017; Zimmerman & Robertson, 2017). Determining what constitutes a 
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controversial topic worthy of discussion in the classroom may be controversial in itself 

(Journell, 2017). Journell (2017) emphasized that teaching “closed” topics as “open” is 

not only “poor pedagogical practice because it wastes valuable instruction time, but it 

also creates a situation where potentially heinous views are given legitimacy within the 

classroom context” (p. 103). For instance, discussing topics such as slavery and women’s 

suffrage as open may be demoralizing to African Americans, girls, and women (Journell, 

2017). In addition, Zimmerman & Robertson (2017) argued that not every topic is 

controversial. For example, if schools were to classify the existence of the Holocaust as 

controversial by giving Holocaust deniers equal weight in the discussion of the 

Holocaust, they would convey that it is not known for certain that the Holocaust really 

happened and that believing it did may be a matter of opinion (Zimmerman & Robertson, 

2017). Therefore, it is important for teachers to be aware of and reflect on the topics and 

the manner in which they present those topics to their students.  

 However, teaching in 2021 and 2022 presents a myriad of obstacles when it 

comes to predicting what may or may not be controversial in the curricula. For instance, 

Castner (2021) recounted the success a science teacher had based on a lesson on 

pandemic science in 2020 when students and many of their parents were working from 

home. Castner reported that the material was popular and engaging with students and 

their parents. However, when the teacher taught the same lesson in 2021, the teacher was 

bombarded with angry phone calls and complaints about the audacity of teaching content 

as controversial as the efficacy of masks and vaccines (Castner, 2021). Controversy and 

who decides what topics are controversial are not always the same from one year to the 

next. Zimmerman (2020) argued that almost any topic can be controversial if it means 
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something to that person. For instance, in a study of Tennessee social studies teachers 

Philpott et al. (2011) found that although topics surrounding the Holocaust, the Civil 

Rights Movement, and genocide were not controversial, the visual and written 

presentation of the brutality was. States are seeing a multitude of reactions around the 

teaching of controversial topics in K-12 schools and the reasons for those controversies 

range from student discomfort to colorblindness and the withholding of truth (Ray & 

Gibbons, 2021b; Schwartz, 2021). 

Although controversial topics may be defined in many ways and may change 

from year to year or be influenced by geography and a community’s culture, for the 

purpose of this study, controversial topics will refer to the divisive concepts stated in 

New Hampshire’s Right to Freedom law. Therefore, controversial topics are issues that 

revolve around the following protected groups under the law: age, sex, gender identity, 

sexual orientation, race, creed, color, marital status, familial status, mental or physical 

disability, religion, or national origin (Right to Freedom, 2020).  

 At the beginning of the 2021-2022 school year, the advice given to Texas public 

school teachers in the South Lake School District around the teaching of the Holocaust 

drew attention from educators and news media across the country (Pruitt-Young, 2021). 

Texas, one of the handful of states, along with New Hampshire, to pass legislation around 

the teaching of racism and sexism in public schools, included language in their law that 

states, “teachers who choose to discuss current events of widely debated and currently 

controversial issues of public policy or social affairs shall, to the best of their ability, 

strive to explore such issues from diverse and contending perspectives without giving 

deference to any one perspective” (Relative to the Social Studies 2021, section 1). The 
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interpretation of this section of the law drew some confusion among educators in the state 

(Pruitt-Young, 2021).  

During a fall meeting with social studies teachers from the South Lake School 

District, teachers asked how they should teach the Holocaust under the new law. The 

curriculum and instruction administrator advised teachers that if they taught a book about 

the Holocaust, they would in turn need to include a book that represented the other side 

(Pruitt-Young, 2021). Soon after, the South Lake School District superintendent 

apologized via Facebook for the guidance and wrote “Additionally, we recognize there 

are not two sides of the Holocaust” (as cited in Pruitt-Young, 2021, para. 7). 

Nevertheless, this incident in Texas underscores the potential confusion guidance around 

divisive concepts laws may cause educators. 

Attorney John Greabe, a law professor at the University of New Hampshire, 

emphasized that the divisive concepts laws across the country and in New Hampshire are 

vague. Ultimately, Greabe (2021) reported, “it is difficult to conclude anything other than 

that chill is the goal—especially when one considers that earlier versions of the bill quite 

openly sought to prohibit many classroom discussion of the effects of racism and sexism” 

(para. 8). The lack of guidance or the confusing guidance states and administrators give 

to educators is likely to contribute to the fear teachers have about potentially breaking the 

law which may ultimately have a chilling effect on instruction and curriculum related to 

racism and sexism across the country and in New Hampshire (Greabe, 2021; Kaplan & 

Owings, 2021; LaCasse, 2021; Pendharkar, 2021; Stitzlein, 2021). 

Teachers’ Hesitation to Teach Controversial Topics 
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Research over the last decade has shown that K-12 public school teachers have 

been hesitant to teach or allow students to engage in discussions around controversial 

topics (Byford, 2009; Hess & Gatti, 2010; Hagerman, 2018; Journell, 2017; Schrender & 

Savitz, 2020; Zimmerman & Robertson, 2017). In addition, teachers have feared 

consequences such as poor evaluations or firing for teaching controversial topics 

(Philpott et al., 2011; Stitzlein, 2021; Kaplan & Owings, 2021; Zimmerman & Robertson, 

2017). Robertson (2018) reported that teachers have incurred disciplinary actions such as 

job loss and demotion when they have taught topics considered controversial in their 

school communities. In many cases, although teachers may use texts that provide 

opportunities for discussion surrounding controversial topics, teachers will sometimes 

avoid allowing those discussions out of fear, regardless of how much their students want 

or need to grapple with the issues presented to them (Lycke & Lucey, 2018; Zimmerman 

& Roberston, 2017). Additionally, Philpott et al. (2011) found in their study of Tennessee 

social studies teachers that there was a gap in their teacher preparation programs around 

teaching controversial topics in the classroom. They suggested that teaching programs 

address this lack of training in an effort to help teachers feel more confident when 

controversial topics emerge in their curriculum.  

Young Adult Literature and Controversy. Another way English teachers often 

engage their students in reading and writing about literature is by choosing texts from the 

young adult (YA) genre of literature (Deakin & Eastman, 2019; Reed & Caswell, 2021; 

Wolk, 2009). Discussing the topics found in YA literature is an effective way to engage 

students with relevant issues and real-world problems (Reed & Caswell, 2021; Rybakova, 

et al., 2013; Wolk, 2009). Consequently, the YA genre is one that often comes under 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 47    

attack by parents and school boards (Alsup, 2013; Rybakova & Roccanti, 2016; Sloan, 

2010). Alsup (2013) noted that the banning and challenging of YA literature speak to the 

power the genre has in provoking strong emotions in some communities.  

However, Groenke et al. (2010) reasoned that if controversial topics are not 

discussed in classrooms, those topics then become taboo and therefore perpetuate the 

stigmatization around the topics considered divisive. Subsequently, this makes it more 

difficult for students to see themselves in literature and “disrupt dominant discourses and 

the status quo” (Groenke et al., 2010, p. 29). Teachers who use YA texts to explore 

controversial topics can encourage students to be aware of the world around them, 

question the stories they hear, and stand against injustice (Groenke et al., 2010, p. 30). 

Not only is this a way to engage students, but allowing students to immerse themselves in 

their own learning and problem solving echoes the constructivism and engagement 

theories (Stowe, 2020).  

YA literature, which often includes diverse perspectives, is an effective way to 

help students read, write, and think critically (Alsup, 2013; Deakin & Eastman, 2019). 

Likewise, learning results from acknowledging and understanding the language around 

prejudice and discrimination (Reed & Caswell, 2021; Wolk, 2009). There is power in 

giving students the literacy tools they need to reflect, question, and speak up against 

negative voices (Phillips et al., 2017). The controversy found in YA novels can also be a 

jumping off place to help students use persuasive language in their discussions and in 

their writing. In their study of 7,000 middle school students, Phillips et al. (2017) found 

that the majority of middle school students were still developing the literacy skills 

necessary to speak and write about complex issues and ideas with clarity. Using 
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contentious and engaging issues in literature is one way to help students develop these 

literacy skills (NCTE, 2021). 

 Engaging students in longer texts is also a challenge for English teachers (Sun, 

2017). Adolescents in the 21st century are living in a world full of high paced visual 

online entertainment from social media to streaming shows and movies (Anderson & 

Jiang, 2018; Oxfam, 2018; Stone, 2019). And although many reluctant readers can read 

the words on the page, many adolescents are unable to fully engage with the texts they 

read (Crowe, 2000). Students will be more likely to sustain their interest in texts when 

they can relate to the characters and the conflicts they face (Anderson, 2019; Wolk, 

2009). The topics presented in many YA works allow students to be actively involved in 

reading and engaged in relevant social issues in lengthier novels and in the growing genre 

of the graphic novel (Deakin & Eastman, 2019; Wolk, 2009; Sun, 2017). 

Despite the genre’s benefits, YA novels are among the most banned books each 

year in public schools and libraries. In addition, YA literature often presents topics that 

English teachers may shy away from or even refuse to teach in their classrooms (Groenke 

et al., 2010). According to the American Library Association (ALA) Office of 

Intellectual Freedom, 273 YA books were challenged in 2020. The top three books 

challenged or banned in public American libraries and schools were George by Alex 

Gino because of the book’s content surrounding LGBTQIA+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender, intersex, queer/questioning, asexual) topics and conflicting religious 

viewpoints; Stamped: Racism, Antiracism, and You by Ibram X. Kendi and Jason 

Reynolds due to the authors’ statements about race and lack of information regarding 

racism against all people; and All American Boys by Jason Reynolds and Brandan Kiely 
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for its content containing profanity, drug use, divisive topics, and perceived anti-police 

views (ALA, 2021). Most recently, a Tennessee school board banned a graphic novel, 

Maus, by Art Spiegelman, about the Holocaust (Mangan, 2022). These texts, along with 

many of the books listed on the ALA’s Most Challenged Books list, include topics that 

are often found in multicultural literature, and young adult literature, challenge dominant 

narratives, and ultimately are among the most engaging texts for young adults (ALA, 

2021).  

Multicultural Literature and Controversy. Dominant narratives are stories or 

explanations told from the point of view of the dominant or majority’s social group’s 

interests and ideologies and often appear authoritative, normalized, and objective through 

the repetition of their telling (Inclusive Teaching, 2022). Dominant narratives are often 

the foundation of ELA curriculum in the U.S. Cherry-McDaniel and Young (2012) 

reasoned that canonical texts used in secondary ELA curricula often give privileges to 

White, heterosexual, male authors and characters and argue that it only makes sense since 

these texts are likely the ones current English teachers have read (Cherry-McDaniel & 

Young, 2012). In addition, it is also likely that these are the texts students’ parents are the 

most familiar with since they probably read them in high school. So, when counter-

narratives are introduced through YA, diverse multicultural literature, and graphic novels 

they are often the kindling that sparks controversy.   

Although there are different definitions for multicultural literature, Salas et al. 

(2001) broadly defined it as literature about characters who are often considered “outside 

the mainstream of society and have been in some manner marginalized” (p. 3). The 

groups under this broad umbrella include people from varied groups that encompass the 
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following: disabilities, gender, LGBTQA+, diverse cultural, linguistic, and 

socioeconomic. Multicultural literature presents opportunities to students to understand 

how different cultures are portrayed in texts and to think beyond the world they know 

(Baer & Glasgow, 2010).  

 Different forms of multiculturalism have been present in the ELA curriculum 

since the 1970s (Blum, 1997). In the 1990s, multiculturalism was often criticized as being 

“politically correct” (Blum, 1997). However, since then, there has been a significant shift 

from the list of traditional canonical works which was often dominated by dead, White, 

male authors to a more inclusive and diverse one (Kinder, 2018). This is particularly 

significant for students of color who might otherwise not read texts by authors of color or 

about characters who may share similar lived experiences. Anderson (2019) reasoned that 

since the student population in the United States is “now 50% nonwhite, the need for that 

mirror—for opportunities for children to see themselves and navigate a more diverse 

world—seems more pressing” (para. 12). Consequently, standards from CCSS (2021) 

and NCTE (2021) have encouraged diversity in texts taught in the ELA curriculum by 

advising English teachers to teach a wide range of literature so that students may 

experience many different aspects of the human experience. More recently, the NCTE 

released an update in November 2021 of their standards for teaching and licensure 

preparation to include antiracist/antibias instruction, texts, writing, and assessments 

(NCTE, 2021).   

 One of the ways to make literature more relevant, and therefore engaging to 

students, is to add more diverse selections of texts and to move away from what many 

teachers refer to as the “canon”, “a sanctioned or accepted group or body of related work” 
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according to Merriam-Webster (“Canon”, n.d., para. 2). Kinder (2018) argued that 

although the literary canon has been known as a standard in the literary world and 

education realm, the tradition of the canon that often included works by Shakespeare and 

Chaucer has changed over time and has come to include a more diverse selection of 

writers. There is great power in the words classic and canon (Torres, 2019). When 

schools place a great deal of attention on the stories told by primarily White male writers, 

it sends a message to students and communities that those voices are the most relevant 

and important (Torres, 2019). The message the traditional canon sends has the potential 

to alienate students of color and give White students an unrealistic view of the world 

around them.  

 In an effort to include multiple perspectives in literature, disrupt the dominant 

narrative, and to provide more relevance and engagement for their students, many high 

school English teachers have embraced more diverse texts in the ELA curriculum 

(Anderson, 2019; Berchini, 2016; Greenbaum, 1994; Olan & Richmond, 2017; Osorio, 

2018). Yokota (2009) stressed, that educators and communities in the 21st century “can 

no longer afford to merely look inward, reading and learning only from literature that 

reflects who we are and our own corner of the world” (p. 66). Minkel (2018) underscored 

the importance of books as a portal to lived experiences different from those of the 

reader, especially when neighborhoods, churches, and schools tend to be largely 

segregated. This may be particularly true if books are the first or only opportunity 

students have to get a glimpse into diverse perspectives in the areas of race and gender. 

For instance, Hagerman (2018) who studied White families in the Midwest over the 

course of two years found that many White families did not talk about race even though 
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their children were curious and interested in having these discussions. Including such 

access to diversity in the ELA curriculum may be especially relevant in states like New 

Hampshire where although 89.8% of its residents are White (U.S. Department of 

Commerce, 2020) and the diversity of children under 18 has grown to 20.2% in the last 

ten years (Johnson, 2021). YA and diverse multicultural literature may provide some of 

the only chances New Hampshire students have to discuss topics from diverse voices, 

expand worldviews and perspectives, and increase students’ capacity for empathy.  
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Figure 3  

Tree of Learning and Engagement  

 

Note: Diagram of the theoretical framework that positions controversial topics presented 
in YA and multicultural literature at the center of the ELA curriculum as a means to 
engage students and create relevancy in order to successfully teach literacy skills and 
critical thinking and empathy.  
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Empirical Analysis 

Recently, studies have investigated the role learning about controversial topics 

play in student learning and engagement (McAvoy & McAvoy, 2021; McCorkle & 

Jeffries, 2021; Schrender & Savitz, 2020). Many of these studies surrounding 

controversial issues use social studies and history courses as their focus since politics, 

historical and current events, and the study of society are at the forefront of the 

curriculum in these courses. However, the link between ELA and social studies curricula 

ranges from English teachers introducing historical content to frame the texts they teach 

to the shared CCSS literacy skills that both English and social studies teachers must meet 

(CCSS, 2021).  

The following studies were conducted in the Carolinas between 2020 and 2021. 

These findings, although situated in the South, are significant to this current research 

since South Carolina is one of the ten states to have signed a divisive concepts bill into 

law (Sachs, 2022; Schwartz, 2021). Conversely, although North Carolina introduced a 

divisive concepts bill, in September of 2021, democratic Governor Roy Cooper became 

the country’s first governor to veto a divisive concepts law that would have prohibited the 

ways teachers teach about racism and sexism in the state of North Carolina and the 

country (“Map: Where Critical Race Theory is Under Attack”, 2021).  

Students’ Perceptions of Teachers and Controversial Topics 

William McCorkle and Hannah Jeffries (2021), both of the College of Charleston 

in South Carolina, conducted a mixed methods study where they surveyed and 

interviewed college students in an introductory to education course about their 

experiences in high school social studies and history classes. These education students 
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reflected on their perceptions regarding their teachers’ attitudes surrounding controversial 

topics, particularly immigration and nationalism. McCorkle & Jeffries (2021) noted that 

the majority of the participants in their study attended southeastern high schools, and 

acknowledged this to be a limitation of the study since the South “does not have the same 

level of [teacher] union protections and is a region of the country with more restrictive 

views on immigration and higher levels of nationalism” (p. 95) and could be a reason 

teachers are less likely to discuss controversial topics in their classes. They also pointed 

out that teachers who taught specific history courses may have been less likely to touch 

upon these topics with a current lens because current events may not have been explicitly 

part of the curriculum.  

 McCorkle and Jeffries (2021) found that teachers were cautious and even fearful 

regarding discussing highly controversial issues. In addition, teachers only referenced 

controversial issues that were connected to the past. This observation of teachers’ 

hesitancy to teach controversial topics is consistent with past research (Journell, 2017; 

Philpott et al., 2011; Zimmerman & Robertson, 2017). An exception noted in the study 

came from one participant who described a particularly engaging class around the KKK, 

the Black Panthers movement, and the Black lives matter movement. This is worth 

pointing out since the participant wrote, “‘It was an interesting day of class because he 

allowed all of us to voice our opinions and became passionate about the subject of racism 

and social/racial injustice’” (McCorkle & Jeffries, 2021, p. 93). This may emphasize the 

relationship between controversial topics and student engagement when students are 

given opportunities to connect the past to the present and see the relevancy in these 

connections (Kaplan & Owings, 2021; Levinson & Solomon, 2021). 
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 The study also uncovered a lack of teacher participation in class discussions. Most 

participants reported that teachers allowed students to converse in large and small groups, 

but teachers rarely guided discussions to consider different points of view. McCorkle & 

Jeffries (2021) warned, “the hesitancy to critically discuss these issues in the classroom 

and beyond allows the most radical voices to gain ground” (p. 96). Additionally, they 

pointed out that although some teachers are using effective strategies to engage students 

in controversial topics, others are not. Furthermore, they reasoned that teacher autonomy 

is crucial in order for teachers to feel more at ease teaching controversial topics and to 

“feel more comfortable taking on a more critical approach and expressing their own 

views on controversial issues” (p. 96). Consequently, McCorkle & Jeffries (2021) called 

upon school administrators and department chairs to provide a sense of job security and 

challenged teacher education programs at the college and university level to provide 

“knowledge and courage to teach for social change” (p. 96). Ultimately, this study is 

significant to include in research concerning teacher attitudes around controversial topics 

because it underscores the hesitation high school teachers have with controversial topics 

from the perspective of the students in their classes. These findings may add to the 

growing body of research that assesses teacher attitudes, curriculum, and instruction in 

light of the implementation of divisive concept laws in states across the country.  

Discussion Strategies for Controversial Topics 

One of the critiques researchers have around teaching controversial topics in 

secondary classrooms is how the topics are presented and how the discussions are 

facilitated (Gibson, 2021; Pendharkar, 2021). Paula McAvoy from North Carolina 

University and Gregory McAvoy from University of North Carolina Greensboro studied 
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two strategies used for grappling with controversial political issues with Close Up 

Washington’s civic education program. McAvoy and McAvoy (2021) asserted that 

keeping controversy out of the classroom is a disservice to students since avoiding 

controversial topics “does little to help young people understand and critically examine 

the political issues of the day, nor does it help them to imagine what a stronger 

democracy would look like” (p. 275-276). However, they also noted that the strategies 

teachers use to guide conversations around controversial topics range in effectiveness and 

can potentially help students “move beyond partisan animosity” (p. 276).  

 In this study, students were assigned to one of two discussion formats: 

deliberative and debate. In the deliberative format, students were given controversial 

topics randomly and asked to consider various perspectives around the topics. Students 

were then told to come to a consensus around a position they endorsed as a group and 

then to present their idea to others. In the debate format, students were assigned to groups 

around topics. They were then placed with a team that would need to win over the team 

on the opposing side of the topic. The study used the following topics: criminal justice 

reform, climate change, gun regulation, health care, homelessness, and immigration.  

 The study revealed that students “overwhelmingly enjoyed both formats and felt 

that the activities made them more interested in the topics” (McAvoy & McAvoy, 2021, 

p. 281). However, the findings also showed that there were “more positive feelings 

associated with the deliberation [model] and more self-doubt and concern associated with 

the debate [model]” (p. 281). It is important to note that this study also indicated that the 

girls who participated reported feeling discomfort and were more hesitant to speak 

compared to the boys. However, the study did not find the same level of difference by 
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race, ethnicity, or social class regarding discomfort or hesitation. And even though girls 

reported feeling uncomfortable and hesitant to speak, they also reported similar levels of 

enjoyment in the activities. Yet, the authors found that boys from higher socioeconomic 

status felt more confident in the discussion than girls from higher socioeconomic status 

and boys from lower socioeconomic status. Overall, this study indicated that discussion 

around controversial topics, most notably using the deliberative strategy, prompted 

student participation and engagement. 

Young Adult Literature and Controversial Topics 

 Although research that examines controversial discussions in the English 

classroom is not as robust as those in the social studies classroom, students’ perceptions 

of novels used in the ELA curriculum are widely researched. Considering that 

controversial topics are often presented in the ELA curriculum through YA and 

multicultural literature, it is reasonable that this research would also consider studies 

conducted around student engagement and YA literature.  

The 2020 study conducted by Mary-Celeste Schrender and Rachelle Savitz from 

Clemson University aimed to create a clearer picture of what engages and prompts high 

school students to read full-length texts and participate in discussions around those texts. 

In their study, Schrender and Savitz (2020) examined the motivation of high school 

seniors in an English class who self-selected YA books and participated in online class 

collaborative discussions with college students in a college-level young adult literature 

course. The six books students were allowed to choose from were selected based on their 

broad range of high interest topics and were published between 1999 and 2017. It is also 

important to note that these books included controversial topics such as rape, alcohol and 
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drug addiction, immigration, criminal justice issues, domestic violence, and racism. The 

following books were given as options for students: Speak (1999), Burned (2013), The 

Sun is Also a Star (2016), Allegedly (2017), and Solo (2017).   

Once high school students chose the book they would read, they were matched 

with college students who posed questions using a free online platform called Flip Grid. 

The college students were asked to create questions for the high school students based on 

Bloom’s Taxonomy and encouraged “to ask questions that prompted the high school 

students to make connections with the book and real-life experiences” (Scrhrender & 

Savitz, 2020, p. 265). High school students were given class time to read the books and 

answer the questions in Flip Grid. Schrender and Savitz (2020) used the pre-and post-

assessment, Adolescent Motivation to Read Profile (AMRP), to collect data regarding the 

high school participants’ motivation levels. The AMRP was given to participants at the 

beginning and the end of the semester.  

 Although the researchers noted that some students indicated that they simply did 

not like reading, the majority of the students in this study (67%) found collaboration in 

the book discussion to be positive. One participant reported, “It was eye opening to have 

someone else’s view on a book, especially if it was different from mine” (p. 269). 

Schrender & Savitz (2020) acknowledged that although they tried to give students a 

diverse selection of books to choose from, the students in the study indicated that they 

“wanted greater diversity of authors and genres'' (p. 271). Additionally, most students 

enjoyed working with their peers, which increased their engagement. The high school 

students in this study also reported that they “wanted to share their thoughts and opinions, 

not only related to characters in the novels, but also based on current realities in their 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 60    

lived experiences and communities” (p. 271). This supports theory around social 

engagement where interaction among peers creates a sort of contagion effect (Mendoza & 

King, 2020). 

 The results of this study are relevant to research conducted on English teachers’ 

attitudes around teaching controversial topics and their rationale for allowing student 

choice and using YA texts. Schrender and Savitz (2020) found that when students were 

offered YA book choices that were personally interesting and an opportunity to engage in 

dialogue with peers who held different perspectives, assignments became more 

meaningful. The evidence laid out in this study underscores the need for student choice, 

relevant texts, and opportunities for students to collaborate and discuss meaningful topics 

with their peers in the English classroom.  

Stakeholder and Organization Data 

Controversy around racism and sexism is one of the most contentious areas where 

English teachers feel a pull between censorship and a need to tackle issues that help 

students make sense of the world around them. Mayfield (2020) explained that students 

feel that their pleas to discuss these issues have been stifled. She stated, “In the 21st 

century, there are precious few problems more urgent or essential than eliminating racism 

in schools, instituting equity in all school practices and fostering a more culturally 

competent and responsive school workforce” (Mayfield, 2020). Subsequently, Daniels 

and Ahmed (2015) suggested the approach to discussions around controversial topics 

should be reframed as relevant topics in order to eliminate a sense of defensiveness in the 

classroom and potentially in the community or at the administrative level.  
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Teachers, school administrators, and teacher educators in higher education are 

important stakeholders because of their responsibility to teach standards that will help 

students become productive citizens who think critically about complex issues, 

communicate respectfully, solve problems, and treat others with empathy. Additionally, 

school administrators and school boards need to better support teachers so they have the 

tools and security to teach controversial topics (McCorkle & Jeffries, 2021). Furthermore, 

teacher educators in colleges and universities must train future teachers with the 

knowledge and courage to navigate controversial topics within the ELA curriculum 

(McCorkle & Jeffries, 2021). Ultimately, stakeholders in education must confront and 

challenge laws and policies that detract them from their responsibilities to children in 

public schools.  

The most important stakeholders are the students, many of whom crave the 

discussions that ensue from controversial topics. Students want to have these discussions 

and notice when the topics are not available to them within the walls of their classrooms 

(Hagerman, 2018; Levinson & Solomon, 2018; McCorkle & Jeffries, 2021). These 

students are participating in Black lives matter and stop Asian hate protests and they are 

taking action around climate change and gun control (Levinson & Solomon, 2021). They 

are already talking about these topics and trying to make sense of them. Perhaps the best 

way to serve students is by using controversial topics as a means to become engaged 

citizens who know how to identify and read credible sources, create sound arguments, 

listen with empathy, and disagree with respect.  
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Summary 

 Current research on adolescent engagement and the means by which English 

teachers use YA and diverse multicultural literature to teach state standards in literacy 

supports the use of controversial topics in the ELA curriculum. However, the evidence in 

this chapter also reveals that teachers have not always felt supported by the communities 

in which they teach. This may suggest that New Hampshire English teachers may shy 

away from teaching texts that bring up controversial topics around racism and sexism. In 

order to learn more about the impact New Hampshire’s Right to Freedom law has on 

teachers’ attitudes about teaching controversial topics, it will be crucial to speak with 

English teachers across the state of New Hampshire to better understand the influence the 

Right to Freedom law is having on teachers’ curriculum and instruction. 
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Chapter Three 

Methods: Design for Action 

 The New Hampshire Right to Freedom from Discrimination in Public Workplaces 

and Education law (2021) encourages the public scrutiny of teaching topics around sex, 

gender identity, sexual orientation, race, religion, and national origin in New Hampshire 

public K-12 schools. New Hampshire high school English teachers who cover any of 

these topics through reading, writing, or discussion “face the very real possibility of 

being reported for violating the educator code of conduct. Violations of the educator code 

of conduct can lead to serious adverse employment consequences, including the loss of 

one’s license and therefore one’s livelihood” (Wolowitz, 2021, para. 14). Not only can 

parents and students who believe a teacher has violated the law report teachers directly to 

the New Hampshire Department of Education (NH DOE) through an online form, but the 

law also states that administrators are required to report any suspected violation (Right to 

Freedom, 2021). The potential result may be a profound effect on curriculum and 

instruction around topics relating to sex, gender identity, sexual orientation, race, 

religion, or national origin (Greabe, 2021; LaCasse, 2021; Schwartz, 2021; Wolowitz, 

2021).  

This chapter will introduce the research methodology for this qualitative study 

regarding the attitudes high school English teachers have around the New Hampshire 

Right to Freedom law. While the philosophy behind this study came from interpretative 

analysis phenomenology, the method used is derived from grounded theory. Grounded 

theory is an inductive approach to data collection where the researcher looks for patterns 
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and themes from the data and constructs theory from those themes (Patten & Newhart, 

2018).  

Study Purpose and Design 

Studies that examine how the New Hampshire Right to Freedom law has 

influenced public high school English teachers’ attitudes, instruction, and curriculum 

were not available at the time this study took place, likely because not enough time had 

elapsed following the passage of the law. The purpose of this study was to understand 

how teachers navigate this law, and whether or not the influence of the law has altered 

instruction and curriculum.  

Research Questions 

 The researcher aimed to build a theory to address the following research 

questions:  

• After the passage of the Right to Freedom law, to what extent have English 

teachers’ attitudes changed around teaching controversial topics? 

• After the passage of the Right to Freedom law, have English teachers altered their 

instruction and curriculum around controversial topics? If yes, in what ways? 

• How has the passage of the Right to Freedom law influenced English teachers’ 

curriculum design? 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 

The research philosophy behind this study comes from the interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (IPA) approach based on a social constructivist framework. 

Qualitative research is “an approach for exploring and understanding the meaning 

individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (Creswell & Creswell, 2020, 
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p.23). Since qualitative research approaches are often used when little research has been 

done in a particular area, this approach is particularly appropriate since the New 

Hampshire Right to Freedom law was passed only weeks before the start of the 2021-

2022 school year, the year this study was conducted, and so the findings from this study 

may be the first in this area of research. In addition, O’Dwyer and Bernauer (2014) 

contended that qualitative research offers the opportunity to learn about the world and the 

people who inhabit it. By understanding teachers’ lived experiences around the teaching 

of controversial topics within the parameters set up by the new legislation, it will give 

stakeholders a better view of the role these topics play in student engagement and the 

teaching of English Language Arts (ELA) state and national standards.  

The interpretative phenomenological analysis approach of inquiry allowed the 

researcher to understand the lived experiences of New Hampshire high school English 

teachers with instruction and curriculum under the scope of the Right to Freedom law 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2020; Smith & Nizza, 2022). It provided New Hampshire high 

school English teachers with a platform to tell their stories around the phenomenon from 

their own perspectives (O’Dwyer & Bernauer, 2014). The IPA design is rooted in the 

discipline of philosophy and poses the following central question: “What is the structure 

and essence of experience of this phenomenon for these people?” (Boudah, 2011, p. 133). 

Although IPA has been used extensively in the field of psychology, it is now used across 

many disciplines around the world, including education fields (Smith & Nizza, 2022).  

Learning about lived experiences from the people directly experiencing them is 

tantamount to IPA (Smith & Nizza, 2022). It is also essential to not only capture the 

experience of what happened at that moment, but to also capture the emotions that 
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moment evoked for the people, and how they made sense of the overall experience. Smith 

and Nizza (2022) emphasized that the meanings people make from their lived 

experiences and the relationship they have with the world around them are pivotal to IPA. 

In addition, IPA is particularly relevant when the participants find great importance in 

their experiences. (Smith & Nizza, 2022). Since the Right to Freedom law (2021) 

expressly identified K-12 schools and teachers, the law is likely to be of great importance 

to New Hampshire teachers.  

In light of the timing of the passing of the Right to Freedom law (2021), this 

researcher had the opportunity to get a first glimpse of teachers’ attitudes and perceptions 

of the law and how it influenced their lives (O’Dwyer & Bernauer, 2014). This glimpse 

will in turn help to inform the stakeholders of the impact the law has had on New 

Hampshire high school English teachers’ attitudes, instruction, and curriculum.  

Social Constructivist Framework 

The social constructivist framework is also appropriate for this study because it 

seeks to understand the experiences high school English teachers have teaching their 

curriculum within the parameters of the Right to Freedom law (2021). The social 

constructivist framework relies heavily on open-ended questions, where the researcher 

listens carefully to what the participants say about their lived experiences (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2020). This framework also allows researchers to recognize their own 

background and perspective and “to acknowledge how their interpretation flows from 

their personal, cultural, and historical experiences” (Creswell & Creswell, 2020, p. 27). 

This was particularly applicable because the researcher is also a New Hampshire high 

school English teacher. Therefore, her own background and attitudes needed to be 
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acknowledged through the course of the study in order to be cognizant of any biases she 

might have had.  

Grounded Theory Methodology 

 Grounded theory was used in this study because it allowed the researcher to 

explore, interpret, and better understand teacher behavior after the onset of the new law. 

In addition, the researcher used the findings to develop a new theoretical framework 

based on the interpretations of high school English teachers' attitudes around the use of 

controversial topics. Grounded theory provides a systematic method for interpreting data 

for “the purpose of constructing theories” (Mertens & Wilson, 2012, p. 453) while 

freeing the researcher from assumptions (Suddaby, 2006). The steps in grounded theory 

begin with research questions, then recruitment and sampling of participants, data 

collection, initial coding, focused coding, categorizing, theory building, and finally the 

writing of the results (Charmaz, 2014). Furthermore, grounded theory methods work well 

together with other approaches to qualitative data analysis (Charmaz, 2014). So, the 

marrying of IPA and grounded theory approaches complement each other well. 

Moreover, grounded theory and IPA are a good fit since this study explored the behavior 

and choices made by English teachers in response to a new phenomenon. 

Action Research Approach 

 As noted in chapter one, this study lends itself to action research which endeavors 

to solve an immediate problem of practice in a professional setting (Peterson, 2017). The 

findings in this type of approach are used to “determine next steps” and “build a 

professional knowledge” (Peterson, 2017, para. 3). The information from this research 

will help inform the stakeholders in New Hampshire school districts such as teachers, 
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administrators, school boards, and parents. It will also help guide teacher educators, the 

NH DOE, and policy makers about the impact the Right to Freedom law (2021) has on 

New Hampshire high school ELA instruction and curriculum.  

Participants and Data Sources 

 The researcher used purposeful sampling and snowball sampling to recruit 

participants. Purposeful sampling allowed the researcher to intentionally select three high 

school English from three of the five different regions identified through the NH DOE 

who experienced the phenomenon being examined in the study (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2011). The researcher took into consideration the reported stresses teachers were feeling 

across the country as they entered the third year of teaching during a pandemic (Will, 

2021) and the growing number of COVID-19 clusters and outbreaks identified in New 

Hampshire schools in the weeks leading up to the start of the study (Tracy, 2021). 

Because recruiting teachers willing to participate was a potential concern, snowball 

sampling was also implemented by asking participants to recommend others for 

participation in this study. The snowball sampling procedure increased the chances of 

participation among New Hampshire English teachers. The advantage of snowball 

sampling is that the researcher starts with significant participants who are then asked to 

recommend others (Mertens & Wilson, 2012). This was particularly true in this study 

where high school English teachers tended to know other English teachers from other 

schools in the state. The researcher suspected participants would be more likely to 

respond when the first contact the researcher made with potential participants referenced 

the name of an individual they were familiar with.  
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The researcher aimed to interview 10-25 participants and ended the search for 

participants once saturation was reached. Saunders et al. (2017) contended that 

researchers must be transparent in the way they define and report on saturation. In order 

for the use of saturation to be meaningful, it is essential for the researcher to map out the 

saturation model she used in her study (Saunders et al., 2017). 

The researcher selected public high school English teacher participants who were 

presently teaching in schools across the five regions in New Hampshire as reported by the 

NH DOE (2020): Lakes, North Country, Southcentral, Southeast, and Southwest (see 

Appendix F). The high schools were linked to the participants; therefore, both the schools 

and participants were found through snowball sampling (Patton, 1990). However, the 

researcher aimed to get a cross section of teachers from different schools across the state 

and took into consideration that some regions were more populated than others. 

Therefore, in more populated regions, the researcher recruited a higher number of 

participants than from those in less populated regions.  

 The researcher combined the theoretical saturation model and inductive thematic 

saturation model to determine when saturation had been reached. Theoretical saturation 

focuses on sampling and emerging themes to support a theory and inductive saturation 

focuses on identifying new codes and themes, and is dependent on the number of codes 

and themes rather than already existing theoretical categories (Saunders et al., 2017). 

This allowed the researcher to develop theoretical categories based on her grounded 

theory design while using inductive thematic saturation to analyze emerging codes and 

themes (Saunders et al., 2017).  
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 The researcher looked for evidence that “sufficient depth of understanding” had 

been achieved in relation to emergent theoretical categories (Saunders et al., 2017). 

Through this lens, the researcher reached saturation when the data collected from the 

interviews became richer and more insightful to the understanding of the attitudes 

teachers have around teaching under the Right to Freedom law and the connection to a 

theory that links learning, engagement, and relevancy to curriculum that includes 

controversial topics (Saunders, et al., 2017). Although saturation was evident after 14 

interviews, the researcher recognized the regions were not equally represented when she 

compared the ratio between the number of school districts and the number of participants 

interviewed, therefore, she added four more interviews that helped broaden the 

representation in the Lakes, Southcentral, and Southwestern regions.  

The data collection took place during the winter of the 2021-2022 school year. 

Due to the increase of positive COVID-19 cases in K-12 New Hampshire public schools 

(Tracy, 2021), interviews were conducted through online video conferencing. Lobe et al. 

(2020) emphasized online video conference interviewing provides a valuable alternative 

to in-person interviewing when social distancing is necessary. The video conferencing 

platform used in this study was Zoom, a valid and reliable online qualitative interview 

video conferencing platform (Lobe et al., 2020). Zoom is also compliant with the Health 

Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) which also underscores its 

security for participants (Lobe et al., 2020). Additionally, Zoom enables audio/video 

recordings, allows the host to control who can share the invitation links, and includes 

share-screen capabilities and transcribing options (Lobe et al., 2020). Furthermore, since 
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the researcher had a Zoom subscription, she was not limited to the 40-minute sessions 

allotted in the online free version of Zoom. 

Participants were emailed a recruitment letter (see Appendix G) and a consent 

form (see Appendix H) explaining that Zoom conferencing would be used. Although the 

video was turned on during the interviews, the researcher did not use video recording. 

Zoom also allows participants to turn off their video and audio from their end of the 

interview as needed. This is another advantage of Zoom and video conferencing since 

this option is not possible in traditional in-person interviews. The researcher used a 

separate audio recording device on her IPhone. The researcher included a line in the 

consent form that informed participants that they may withdraw from the study at any 

point (Lobe et al., 2020). Withdrawing from the interview could be easily achieved by the 

participant simply leaving the meeting. In addition, the privacy of the participants was 

protected by the creation of a new link invitation for each interview that went directly to 

their email. This ensured that the researcher and participant were the only ones in the 

meeting. The waiting room tool in Zoom also allowed the researcher to monitor who 

entered the meeting.  

During each interview, the researcher took paper and pen notes where she noted 

significant points and wrote notes where follow-up questions might be necessary. The 

researcher also wrote memos and kept a methodological journal throughout the data 

collecting and analysis processes, in order to begin analysis and apply reflexivity to avoid 

predetermined data (Charmaz, 2014). These notes were used for personal rather than 

public use.  
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During the interviews, participants were asked for demographic information such 

as name, age, gender identity, race, number of years of teaching, level of education, 

college attended, union membership status, and grade(s) taught. According to Patten and 

Newhart (2018) collecting demographic data allows the researcher to compare and 

contrast different attributes within the data order to include a broader picture of the 

participants. It also allowed the researcher to compare the answers between participants 

with/without tenure and union/non-union members.  

The generalized findings of this study may be beneficial to public school 

stakeholders in New Hampshire such as teachers, administrators, school boards, and 

parents. Teacher educators, the NH DOE, and policy makers may also benefit from 

learning about the findings from this study. Carminati (2018) contended that qualitative 

research contributes to understanding “real-world problems and phenomena” from 

“individuals’ perceptions and feelings about those processes and dynamics underpinning 

decision making,” which may not be available to stakeholders outside of the qualitative 

field (p. 2100). Subsequently, the findings may also be used to inform other states that 

have implemented similar divisive concepts laws or are considering the implementation 

of divisive concept laws.  

Data Collection and Specific Practices 

 An interview tool with protocols was used to gather information (see Appendix I). 

The interview tool included ten open-ended questions that were used in each interview 

(Boudah, 2011; Creswell & Creswell, 2020). The purpose for using standardized open-

ended questions helped ensure that categories were not predetermined. Standardized 

questions also allowed for an exploration of a pivotal phenomenon (Creswell & Plano 
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Clark, 2011). In addition, the standardized questions have the value of efficiency and 

commonality for the researcher and participant (Boudah, 2011). Although Boudah (2011) 

pointed out standardized open-ended questions do not allow for unique participant 

responses or for impromptu questioning, the researcher found the benefits derived from 

the efficiency and the exploration of the teachers' attitudes around this phenomenon 

outweighed the risk of inflexibility. Subsequently, the researcher asked each participant if 

he or she had anything else they wished to add to the interview.  

 Through the methods of grounded theory, the researcher used the information 

collected to analyze the patterns and themes that emerged from the teachers’ responses. 

This was achieved first by transcribing the interviews and then by coding themes 

(O’Dwyer & Bernauer, 2014). The researcher used member checking by sending copies 

of the transcripts to the participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2020).   

Methodological Triangulation 

 Methodological triangulation was used in this study as a means to increase 

validity of data. Although triangulation is broadly defined by the use of multiple 

resources to support findings, there are several ways a researcher can triangulate data 

(Natow, 2020). According to Natow (2020) multiple data sources can be used in 

interviews based on time periods, locations, and perspectives. Furthermore, multiple 

methodologies can also be used as a form of triangulation where interviews, documents, 

and observations are used to test and confirm data (Natow, 2020).  

In this study three central data points were used for the triangulation: (1) 

interviews, (2) research studies and articles, and (3) New Hampshire legal documents and 

legal guidance webinars.  
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Interviews. The interviews of 18 public high school English teachers from five 

different geographical regions in the state of New Hampshire were conducted as one of 

the central data collection methods. Multiple data source triangulation was used in the 

interviews since participants represented five different regions of the state, varied in 

gender, years of teaching experience, and taught different grades. Since districts offered 

different levels of guidance and support around the implementation of the Right to 

Freedom law, the participants also presented different perspectives around their 

understanding of the law which provided triangulation solely on the sampling of the 

participants.  

Articles and Empirical Evidence. In order to add to the body of evidence to 

support the findings from the study, existing media artifacts were also included consisting 

of news and opinion articles about divisive concept laws in New Hampshire and other 

states, critical race theory, and teaching concerns. The data added additional state and 

nationwide perspectives from teachers, scholars, parents, school administrators, school 

board members, students, lawyers, lawmakers, politicians, and community members as a 

way to help test and support the data collected from the New Hampshire interviews.  

Legal Documents and Guidance. The final central data point came from legal 

documents and legal guidance in the form of webinars specifically for New Hampshire 

public school educators. The legal documents included the Right to Freedom law (2021), 

the Holocaust and Genocide Education law (2020), the Discrimination in Public Schools 

law (2019), Objectionable Course Material law (2017), the two New Hampshire lawsuits 

against the Right to Freedom law, the proposed House Bill 1313 to expand the Right to 
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Freedom law to include public higher education institutions, the proposed Teacher 

Loyalty bill (HB 1255).  

The legal guidance webinars were also used as a data point to support the findings 

from the interviews. Since three of the participants mentioned attending New 

Hampshire’s New Prohibited Concepts Law: Analysis and Impact on Your Classroom 

webinar, the webinars provided in December 2021 and January 2022 were used to 

support the findings from the study. The questions and comments from K-12 educators 

and teacher educators observed by the researcher throughout the course of these webinars 

were also used to confirm the data collected in the study.  

Data Analysis and Evaluation 

Grounded theory uses a system of strategies to create inferences from a grounded 

theory around a phenomenon (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 24). Charmaz (2014) observed 

that grounded theory presents a tool to researchers that allows them to construct meaning 

from the analysis rather than “merely stated in reconstructed accounts” (p. 322). The 

three stages of data analysis in grounded theory are open coding, axial or focused coding, 

and selective coding (Boudah, 2011).  

Data were first analyzed using open coding where the researcher looked for 

similarities among phenomena (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Coding allowed the researcher 

“to gain a deeper understanding of the empirical world” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 137). It also 

helped the researcher move from “concrete events and descriptions of them to theoretical 

insight and theoretical possibilities” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 137). The groups of codes were 

then turned into concepts. After several concepts were identified, the researcher 

compared them by finding more similarities and then grouped them into categories which 
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were then given conceptual names (Boudah, 2011). From there, properties were created 

based on the characteristics of each of the categories (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  

The next step in grounded theory is axial or focused coding. Focused coding 

requires the researcher to identify the most significant codes and place them into 

categories and subcategories (Boudah, 2011; Charmaz, 2014). At the very end of the 

grounded theory process, the researcher created a conditional matrix which tracked the 

conditional path of the phenomena (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The conditional matrix 

visually identified the range of attitudes and consequences associated with the new law to 

convey the theory that emerged from the data (Boudah, 2011).  

The researcher also used inter-coder reliability in order to ensure consistency and 

validity of the emerging themes. Inter-coder reliability is the degree in which the codes 

are checked through the participation of another researcher who compares their analysis 

to determine whether or not the researchers found the same emerging themes (Creswell & 

Plano Clark, 2011). Although collaborative research adds complexity and more labor 

intensity to the research, Olson et al. (2016) argued that collaborative research provides 

many benefits that come from reviewing data from more than one perspective. 

Ultimately, the researcher was guided by the 10-step code comparative method 

recommended by Olson et al. (2016), where she and another researcher collaborated by 

using one interview transcript and performed the following steps: open coding, unify 

codes, recode, calculate inter-coder reliability, discussed codes and areas lacking 

agreement, repeated steps to create a codebook, recoded, and selected themes that led to 

analysis and findings.  
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 Narratives were analyzed using Dedoose (2019), a cross-platform web application 

for analyzing qualitative and mixed methods research. Dedoose was used to organize the 

narratives and create codes, categories, and subcategories within the grounded theory 

coding procedures. Original codes were produced in Dedoose and then organized using 

color categories. The researcher did the majority of the final coding by hand.  

 Data analysis in phenomenological and grounded theory qualitative research 

requires careful and intentional exploration since the interpretation of each participant’s 

experience is central to understanding the phenomenon (Charmaz, 2014; Smith & Nizza 

2022). After each interview and throughout the data collection, the researcher kept a 

methodological journal in order to begin analysis and apply reflexivity to avoid 

predetermined data (Charmaz, 2014). The memos included observations about the 

participants, information about methods used, questions the interviews raised, an 

interrogation of researcher bias, and emerging commonalities among the responses. As a 

means to explore emergent ideas, each transcript was coded line by line (Charmaz, 2014).  

From the original transcripts, the researcher copied and pasted responses by 

question into a table and printed each participant’s responses individually. Each paper 

copy was scrubbed of personal information and was given a number that corresponded to 

a pseudonym. Next, the researcher hand-coded each interview line by line and 

highlighted significant words, phrases, and statements. Most interviews yielded 75-120 

codes. The total number of codes from all 18 interviews was 1118. At that point, the 

codes were entered into the web application, Dedoose, where they were assigned a 

specific color that corresponded with each question from the interview tool. After the 

1118 codes were entered into Dedoose and alphabetized, the researcher began collapsing 
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the codes by the emerging themes. Many of the codes consisted of text titles and 

assignments used by the participants. These were eliminated first from the 1118 codes 

and placed in a separate document for future consideration. After additional readings, the 

codes were whittled down to 212 codes where the researcher looked for further patterns 

and overlapping ideas.  

After another review of the transcripts, remaining codes, and memos from the 

methodological journal, the researcher began to verify the emerging themes and collapse 

the 212 codes into 28 codes which she numbered. The researcher then returned to the 

printed copy of the Dedoose generated list of codes, and by hand, assigned each child 

code a number based on 1-28. The purpose was to verify that each child code fit under 

one of the 28 parent codes. Through this process, the researcher discovered the 

emergence of one more parent code: teacher-student relationships. She then returned to 

the Dedoose print-out and circled all child codes connected to the teacher-student 

relationship codes. Next, she created another document where she organized each of the 

29 codes and grouped the child codes under each of the parent codes: the codebook. She 

then sent a copy of one interview, scrubbed of identifying information, with the codebook 

to a researcher from another state without a divisive concept law in effect. The coder 

confirmed the presence of the codes in the codebook. No additional codes were 

discovered. The final 29 codes were then collapsed into seven themes. 

Targets and Timeline  

 At the end of November, the researcher developed her interview protocol with the 

ten standardized open-ended questions and demographic questions for the Internal 

Review Board (IRB) application. IRB approval was then sought at the beginning of 
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December after the drafts of chapters one to three were completed. IRB approval was 

received mid-December. The researcher was approved to commence the study in early-

January. The researcher then contacted three high school English teachers, which started 

the snowball sampling process to identify participants for the interviews. 

 The researcher used the time between the beginning of January 2022 to the 

middle of February 2022 to conduct the interviews via Zoom. This allowed about five 

weeks for data collection. The researcher transcribed the interviews within 24 to 48 hours 

of conducting each interview. The researcher also wrote memos and kept a 

methodological journal throughout the data collection time period. The researcher used 

coding analysis and discovered emerging themes for the majority of the month of 

February. The researcher finished analyzing the data at the end February. The findings 

provided stakeholders with a snapshot of the influence the new law has on curriculum 

and instruction within high school English departments. The stakeholders may use the 

findings of this study to better inform decision making around legislation that dictate how 

controversial topics should be taught in K-12 schools.  

Limitations 

 The researcher’s potential bias is based on the fact that she is currently an English 

teacher working in a New Hampshire public high school. Since she was teaching in New 

Hampshire at the time the study was conducted, she was likely to have had similar lived 

experiences as the participants in the study because she too taught under the parameters 

of the Right to Freedom law. However, as O’Dwyer and Bernauer (2014) pointed out, 

researchers “themselves are a living and viable component of any research endeavor that 

cannot be ‘bracketed’ completely and that reflexivity forms an essential part of the 
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‘intricate fabric’ that is being woven” (p. 37). Since the researcher has taught in New 

Hampshire for 29 years in three different public high schools, and served as a cooperating 

teacher to preservice teachers from Keene State College and Antioch University, the 

likelihood of her interviewing teachers she knows was probable. Fenge et al. (2019) 

found that researchers who find themselves closely connected to the subject matter or 

participants they are studying, can strengthen validity in their studies by closely reflecting 

on their role, identity, and position in the study and to have a support system in place to 

discuss findings in order to research a more objective stance. Lastly, Fenge et al. (2019) 

recommended using additional researchers or investigators to add validity to the data. 

The cohort model Plymouth State University has created worked very well as a support 

system for this researcher as a means to reflect on research and get support. Furthermore, 

the researcher also used another researcher to conduct inter-coder reliability of codes and 

themes from the data to help increase validity and add another layer to methodological 

triangulation. 

Future studies, however, may be able to show long-term effects of the Right to 

Freedom law on New Hampshire high school English teachers and teachers who teach 

other content areas. Studies that explore the impact the Right to Freedom has on middle 

and elementary school teachers would also add to the body of research. Furthermore, a 

future study of high school English teachers in other states, such as states in the southern 

part of the United States, might also fill in some gaps concerning the interpretations of 

similar laws to the Right to Freedom law and the impact those laws have on the teaching 

of controversial topics and the state and national standards.  
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Summary 

 The key features of this chapter were a discussion of the methods, study 

participants, interview questions, methodological triangulation, data collection, and data 

analysis. A social constructivist phenomenological approach to grounded theory 

methodology was used to develop theory on how controversial topics are used by high 

school English teachers to engage and connect students to texts and teach state and 

national ELA standards. The study’s findings and theoretical framework may be used to 

inform stakeholders, such as school districts, parents, teacher educators, NH DOE, and 

policy makers about the influence the Right to Freedom law has on New Hampshire high 

school English instruction and curriculum and the role controversial topics have in 

teaching skills required of New Hampshire high school students.  
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Chapter 4 
 

Findings and Recommended Actions 

The purpose of this study was to learn more about New Hampshire public high 

school English teachers’ experiences navigating the Right to Freedom from 

Discrimination in Public Workplaces and Education law (Right to Freedom) and to what 

extent the law impacted their curriculum, instruction, and attitudes around teaching 

controversial topics outlined in the law. The Right to Freedom law was implemented at 

the end of June 2021, therefore, all New Hampshire teachers began the 2021-2022 school 

year under the law. More specifically, this study sought to address three central research 

questions: 1) After the passage of the Right to Freedom law, to what extent have English 

teachers’ attitudes changed around teaching controversial topics? 2) After the passage of 

the Right to Freedom law, have English teachers altered their instruction and curriculum 

around controversial topics? If yes, in what ways? 3) How has the passage of the Right to 

Freedom law influenced English teachers’ curriculum design? 

 The interpretative phenomenological analysis approach of inquiry allowed the 

researcher to understand the lived experiences of New Hampshire high school English 

teachers with instruction and curriculum under the scope of the Right to Freedom law 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2020; Smith & Nizza, 2022). The interview tool was made up of 

11 demographic questions and 10 open-ended questions. The data collected from this 

study yielded timely recommendations for lawmakers, school districts, teacher 

preparation programs in higher education, parents, and community members.  

 The findings in this study are organized by the seven themes that emerged from 

the interviews. Each theme will be presented within the separate sections. The first 
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section looks at the degree in which teachers were trained to teach controversial topics 

that arise in the English Language Arts (ELA) curriculum. The second section explores 

the challenges students face in English classes with literacy skills, media literacy, and 

engagement. The third section describes the changes English teachers have made to 

instruction and curriculum in response to the challenges students face with literacy skills, 

media literacy, and engagement. The fourth section discusses the guidance and support 

English teachers received from their districts after the passing of the Right to Freedom 

law. The fifth section describes complaints English teachers have received prior to the 

passing of the Right to Freedom law and following the passage of the law. The sixth 

section depicts the reactions English teachers have to the Right to Freedom law and how 

it has influenced their attitudes, curriculum, and instruction. The final section discusses 

recommendations and conclusions. Each theme will be discussed thoroughly in the 

corresponding section.  

Discussion of the Findings 

Participants  

The participants in this study consisted of 18 high school English teachers from 

18 districts across the five regions in New Hampshire. Four of the participants were from 

the Southeast. Six participants were from the Southwest. Three participants were from 

Southcentral. Two participants were from the Lakes region, and three participants were 

from the North Country. The participants were made up of thirteen women and five men. 

Ages ranged from 22-54. The average age was 41. Sixteen participants were White, one 

participant was multi-racial, and one participant did not reveal her race. The number of 

years of teaching experience ranged from 1-27 years, and fourteen of the participants 
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hold a master's degree. Fifteen participants were teacher union members and four 

participants were department heads. Ten participants attended at least some 

undergraduate schooling in New Hampshire. Of the fourteen participants who hold a 

master's degree, seven took at least some graduate-level courses in New Hampshire’s 

colleges or universities. All but one participant taught a range of grades 9-12. 

Pseudonyms were used for each of the participants. 

Table 1 
Participant Demographics 

 
Participant Region  Age Gender   Race      Years of    Highest          Union  

           Service      Degree          Member 
 

1 Alexandra * Southeast 48 F Unknown 23 Masters Yes 
2 Claire  Southcentral 39 F White  11 Masters Yes 
3 Adam * N. Country 41 M White  16 Masters Yes 
4 Ben   N. Country 54 M White  22 Bachelors Yes 
5 Danielle  Southwest 29 F White  7 Masters Yes 
6 Emma Southeast 53 F White  25 Masters Yes 
7 Karen Southwest 51 F White  25 Bachelors No 
8 Hannah Lakes  40 F White  17 Masters (2) Yes 
9 Christopher Southeast 52 M White  22 Masters Yes 
10 Laura Southwest 33 F Multiracial 11 Masters No  
11 Jennifer Southeast 39 F White  14 Masters Yes 
12 Michelle Southwest 29 F White  4 Bachelors Yes 
13 David *  N. Country 52 M White  27 Masters Yes 
14 Gary Southcentral 22 M White  1 Bachelors No  
15 Vicky Southwest 35 F White  10 Masters Yes 
16 Sarah * Lakes  38 F White  16 Masters Yes 
17 Andrea Southwest 45 F White  17 Masters Yes 
18 Rachel Southcentral 42 F White  18 Masters (2) Yes  

 
*denotes department head 
 

The 18 interviews for this study took place across a five-week period in early 

2022. The interviews were conducted using the synchronous online Zoom platform. The 

length of each interview took between 26 to 57 minutes. Interviews took place during a 

range of times and days: teachers’ prep time, after school, late afternoon, evening, and 
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weekend. The interviews were audio-recorded and participants consented to the audio 

recording. During the online interviews, no screenshots or video recordings were taken of 

the participants. As the interviews were conducted, the researcher observed and noted 

visible facial emotions and hand gestures and took note of changes in tone of voice and 

those notes were later analyzed along with the verbal responses (Smith & Nizzo, 2022). 

Upon completion of each interview, the researcher transcribed each interview by hand. 

Although voice to text transcription was attempted, the researcher noted errors in the 

words and titles of texts, so that form of transcription was abandoned. Each interview was 

transcribed within 24-48 hours of the interview. In order to protect participants, once the 

transcription was completed, the researcher deleted the audio recording. All interviews 

were transcribed verbatim and included specific notes for filler words, laughter, and 

emphasis on particular words as a means to capture each participant’s experience with 

each question (Smith & Nizzo, 2022).  

Member checking, an important and often expected step in qualitative studies, is 

when the researcher shares early findings with each participant (Charmaz, 2014; Smith & 

Nizza, 2022). After each interview was transcribed, the researcher emailed a copy of the 

transcript to the participant for review. Each transcript was sent by email asking 

participants to review the transcript for accuracy and whether there was content they 

wished to be changed (see Appendix J). In six cases, the researcher asked for additional 

information or clarification around a word that was difficult to discern in the audio 

recording or a concept or statement made in the interview that needed clarifying. 

Although confirmation was requested, the researcher documented non-responses. Eleven 
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out of 18 participants responded and only one participant requested several sections of 

the transcript be eliminated from the study.  

Using multiple readings and inductive and interpretive reasoning, the following 

seven themes were identified from the deep analysis of the transcribed interviews: 

1. Teacher preparation for teaching controversial topics 

2. Challenges students face in English classes 

3. Teacher responses to students’ needs 

4. The presence of controversial topics in the English curriculum 

5. Guidance and support from districts after the passage of the Right to 

Freedom law 

6. Past and present parent and community complaints and concerns regarding 

English curriculum and instruction 

7. Teachers’ reactions to the law 

Teacher Preparation for Teaching Controversial Topics 

 Seventeen out of the eighteen participants reported they did not have explicit pre-

service training in the area of teaching controversial topics in the English classroom. 

Hannah recalled that her preservice teaching emphasized social justice awareness but in 

terms of how to teach controversial topics, “I don’t recall much except for maybe like, be 

careful.” Additionally, Laura stated, “As far as preservice, I can’t think of any courses 

that I took unless it was Diverse Literature in America course of something like that, but 

never any explicit training or conversations around how to handle those topics or 

anything of that sort.” Michelle, who had four years of teaching experience, recalled 

taking a special education course in a New Hampshire college where she was given 
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information about FERPA (Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act) and protected 

classes and explained that her education professor “was really good at encouraging us to 

use texts that have characters with different ethnicities and sexual orientation. So, it was 

definitely talked about.” She also recalled observing her cooperating teacher during her 

student teaching semester, “the teacher I worked with did a good job navigating 

discussions and shutting them down if a student maybe said something disrespectful for 

example.” Although this could be viewed as preparation for teaching controversial topics 

in the classroom since student-teaching is an important component to teaching 

preparation, since it was not explicitly used as teacher instruction, it was not considered 

as explicit preparation.  

 David noted that he observed teachers and professors in his English and education 

classes using discussion and question and answer strategies as good ways to grapple with 

controversial topics. “It’s been a long time. I would say more informally than formally. 

For my teacher training, I don’t remember looking at how to teach controversial topics 

per se.” Sarah reported, “I would say almost none in terms of preservice training. I could 

think about it for hours. I can’t think of a time that we really (pause) really had 

conversations like that.” The absence of pre-service preparation around the logistics of 

navigating controversial topics was a common theme among the participants.  

The one exception to explicit training in how to teach controversial topics was 

Gary, a first-year teacher from the Southcentral region. He cited a teacher prep education 

course at a New Hampshire institution where his instructor assigned the novel, The Hate 

You Give by Angie Thomas, a young adult literature book that tells the story about an 

unarmed young Black teen who is killed by a White police officer and the aftermath 
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following his death. This text was on the top ten most banned or challenged books in 

2020 (ALA, 2020). “We read The Hate You Give specifically to talk about YA in 

classrooms. And we also did it possibly to talk about police brutality in specific 

communities while trying to maintain an unbiased [stance], so you can focus on letting 

your students grow.” He also recalled a portfolio assignment, a requirement for student 

teachers, where he needed to demonstrate his ability to teach something somewhat 

controversial.  

 This finding about the lack of teacher preparation is consistent with research from 

a decade ago regarding the lack of teacher preparation. Philpott et al. (2011) in their study 

of Tennessee social studies teachers stated, “But one thing, above all else, is crystal clear; 

it appears that today’s teachers have received almost no preparation or training related to 

how to deal with the sensitive topic of controversy. That is something that needs to 

change” (p. 42). Since the majority of the participants in the current study graduated prior 

to the 2011 study, it is reasonable that the lack of teacher preparation around 

controversial topics is consistent with New Hampshire teachers as well.  

Furthermore, this current study revealed that New Hampshire school districts are 

also not providing in-service training for their teachers around how to teach controversial 

topics in the English curriculum. Alexandra from the Southeast said, “The general vibe 

out there is don’t pick something that is over the top. You know what is appropriate. 

They do say to us, we trust your professional judgment. Which is good.” Adam from the 

North Country stated, “It’s been teacher discretion for teaching controversial topics and 

we’ve had pretty wide ranging freedom.” Jennifer from the Southeast said, “Not a ton 

that has been provided or offered from the district.” The one exception was a participant 
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who taught in the Washington DC area at a private international middle-high school. She 

stated that her school did offer a wide-range of training around how to approach and 

teach diverse and controversial topics.  

Nonetheless, nearly all participants noted that they did seek training outside their 

districts. A few districts provided professional development opportunities within their 

districts, but all were optional for teachers. For those who sought training on their own, 

many of the courses and workshops they chose were within the state of New Hampshire. 

The most often venues referenced were the Cohen Center for Holocaust and Genocide 

Studies and workshops and courses offered at the University of New Hampshire. Three 

participants mentioned trainings offered by Penny Kittle and Kelly Gallagher.  

The trainings participants chose focused on student engagement, young adult 

literature, social justice, and balancing curriculum with selections from the canon and 

diverse voices. Claire from Southcentral recalled taking a University of New Hampshire 

sponsored workshop called Racial Equity in Literacy. Ben, from the North Country, took 

trainings provided by Cohen Center for Holocaust Studies at Keene State College. 

Danielle from the Southwest attended a workshop led by a colleague on how to be an 

anti-racist in the classroom. Emma from the Southeast joined an inclusion, diversity and 

equity group offered by her district. Karen from the Southwest participated in a state-

wide summer reading club for teachers. Laura, also from the Southwest, said, “I was a 

part of an equity group that wanted to explore, pre-HB2, how to deal with conversations 

about racism at school and those sorts of things, but that group has dissolved.” The 

trainings participants sought were often in response to the challenges they observed their 

students were having in their classrooms and in an effort to add more diverse and 
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multicultural representation in the texts they used in their curriculum. Participants’ desire 

and willingness to seek additional training in education was also underscored by the fact 

that 14 of the 18 participants earned master’s degrees, two of the 14 earned two masters, 

and one stated she is enrolled in a doctoral program.  

Challenges Students Face in English Classes 

 The participants in this study echoed much of what the research about teens 

suggested regarding literacy, media literacy, and engagement in school. As mentioned in 

Chapter Two, high school students struggle with the ability to distinguish between 

reliable information and unreliable information (Marlatt, 2020; Stitzlein, 2021).  

Media Literacy. Alexandra from the Southeast explained that the research paper 

did not go over well with her seniors this year. “We are finding that their research skills 

are lacking. They have a hard time researching something that doesn’t agree with what 

they think. So, we find [their ability to] build from opinion to argument is a problem.” 

Karen from the Southwest pointed out,  

I really think it’s important to teach how to research and how to determine 

opinion versus fact. I think before, I assumed kids could do that and now that I’m 

seeing what is happening in our nature, I realize that the only chance that is going 

to get better is if teachers focus more on it, including myself. So, it may not be a 

fun skill to teach, but I think it’s a crucial one. 

Gary from Southcentral noted that sometimes it’s difficult for students to listen to other 

students in class when they “have very hard-set opinions and don’t necessarily want to 

hear the other side.” In addition to students struggling with finding reliable sources and 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 91    

seeing more than one side of an argument, participants revealed that students struggle 

with maintaining engagement in texts.  

 Engagement. As mentioned in Chapter Two, creating an atmosphere for student 

engagement is crucial for students’ success in high school and beyond (Connor, 2016; 

Guthrie & Cox, 2001; Fredricks et al., 2019; Ivey & Johnston, 2018; Kearsley & 

Shneiderman, 1998; Mendoza & King, 2020; Wang & Eccles, 2013). All 18 participants 

in the study either referred to the challenge of engaging students or discussed ways in 

which they created or modified course curriculum and instruction to better engage their 

students. Gary from Southcentral lamented, “I’m noticing a huge challenge in engaging 

them in reading and writing.” Hannah from the Lakes region stated that she often asks 

herself, “How do I minimize any reason for them not to engage or any speed bumps they 

might encounter?” Laura from the Southwest pointed out the disparity between her 

students who are on or above reading level and her students who are below reading level, 

“their process and engagement is going to look different than someone who is an avid 

reader or pursuing honors.” Alexandra from the Southeast described many students in her 

school as “apathetic” and explained that it is important for teachers to “find something 

that [students] will read and that will challenge them a little bit.” 

 Test scores released in December 2021, indicate a decrease in math and reading 

test scores for the majority of New Hampshire students. Since New Hampshire did not 

give assessments in the spring of 2020, the scores used as a point of reference were from 

the spring of 2019. According to those data, New Hampshire students dropped from 48% 

proficient in math to 38% proficient. In reading, New Hampshire students also dropped in 

proficiency, but fared better compared to their math scores with a change in proficiency 
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from 56% in 2019 to 52% in 2021 (Rayno, 2021). Education Commissioner Frank 

Edelblut cited the pandemic and remote learning as the reason for the decrease in scores; 

however, scores in wealthier towns in the state did not see a noticeable decrease, and 

students in towns like Hanover and Bedford outperformed past assessments (Rayno, 

2021). However, despite suggestions that the pandemic and remote learning were at fault, 

reading and writing scores have been slipping for the last few years across the country 

(Nations Report Card, 2019). Despite this, ELA scores in New Hampshire are among the 

smallest decreases nationwide according to Scott Marion, executive director of the 

National Center for Improvement of Educational Assessment, a Dover-based technical 

consulting firm (Rayno, 2021).  

Teacher Responses to Students’ Needs 

According to this study, New Hampshire teachers have been working to find ways 

to engage students in reading and writing for the last several years. The strategies 

participants stated using to engage students revolve around relationships with students 

and students’ relationships with characters in texts, giving students choice around texts 

and writing topics, challenging them to be critical thinkers by using multiple 

perspectives, connecting curriculum to students’ lives and the world around them, and 

giving students opportunities to read diverse multicultural texts. 

Student-Teacher Relationships. Fredricks et al. (2019) argued that positive 

student-teacher relationships heavily influence student engagement. Roorda et. al. (2011) 

asserted that the impact student-teacher relationships have on older students is even more 

profound. This effort to create strong student-teacher relationships in English classrooms 

was stressed by the responses from the participants in this study. Sarah from the Lakes 
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region commented, “it sounds a little funny when you put it in the context of reading and 

writing, but it’s really about building a community and getting to know your kids as kids, 

as people. We all know that if we know our kids it’s so much easier to tap into their 

actual interests and things that will actually hook them.” Laura from the Southwest 

explained that in order to get to know her students, “I ask them who they are as a reader 

and as a writer because I need to know who I’m working with.” Christopher from the 

Southeast reasoned that he connects with his students by sharing his own history as a 

reader, “English was not my best subject. I didn’t like English at all. And how I came 

from there and being a reader and being an English teacher. So, I kind of use that to 

bridge where they are going.” Ben from the North Country added that he tries to get 

students to connect literature to the kids' lives and is able to learn about them through 

their answers, “What would you have done? Why would you have acted like this? What 

would you do in that situation? Do you agree with them? And if they say, well, I would 

have…That tends to get kids out of their shells, both in reading and writing. And plus, I 

think it validates their individuality and that I want to hear what their opinion is.” Many 

of the participants explained building connection as one of their strategies to engage 

students in the curriculum and the classroom community.  

Student Relationships with Texts. Raney (2019) argued that classroom 

environments thrive when they include “vulnerability, empathy, conversation, and 

connection” (p. 198). As noted in Chapter Two, the theoretical framework used in this 

study is rooted in constructivist and engagement theories. Furthermore, para-social 

contact theory was used to help understand the benefits that come from students reading 

and viewing texts about people unlike themselves. Despite the participants not 
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mentioning the educational theories as the root for their strategies to engage their 

students, build community, and connect texts to their students’ lives, the theories were 

nonetheless reflected in their practice.  

Strategies used to engage and connect students to texts, while building a 

classroom community, did not vary much. Christopher and Jennifer use book talks, a 

short presentation to the class with goal to engage students in book’s plot, character, or 

mood and as means to get them excited about potentially reading the book. Book talks 

help readers connect to books on an emotional level with the hope of drawing students to 

the texts though connection (Cleaver, 2018). Other participants developed communities 

within their classroom by specifically connecting students to the purpose behind learning 

skills and reading texts. Laura argued, “to me engagement is about answering the why. 

Why are we doing this? Why am I invested? Why should I care about working on this 

writing or reading skill?” David discussed his draw to using discussions in class as a way 

to create community, but also as a way to help students connect the texts with their lives 

and the world around them.  

Correlations were observed between Allport’s imagined contact and para-social 

contact theory and the strategies many of the participants in this study use to engage their 

students in the content of the English curriculum. Hannah from the Lakes region 

discussed essential questions she uses with her ninth graders who she mentioned “love 

their own opinions”. One of the questions she reported asking her students is “What do 

we do when we live together in a community and you think this and they think that? How 

do we reconcile that? And I think for them in particular, taking that on with fictional 

characters is beneficial and safe.” Ben from the North Country recounted his students’ 
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reactions to the novel, A Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time by Mark Haddon. 

At the end of every unit he stated that he asks students what they took away from the text. 

This year his students answered, “When Christopher gets on his knees and plugs his ears 

and moans, they say, if I saw someone doing that I might not get it or I might even make 

fun of them, but now I get that that’s their reset button. I certainly won’t make fun of 

someone if I’m on the subway and I see them doing something different.” Similarly, 

Karen from the Southwest discussed her lower academic ability freshmen and their 

connection to the book Trash by Andy Mulligan about three boys who live and work in a 

trash dump. “They like the mystery aspect of it, the friendship aspect, but they also get to 

learn about another culture, so that’s interesting. And they like to watch the film after and 

it’s all in Portuguese. It’s filmed in subtitles, so I get them to do some reading while they 

watch the movie (laughs), but they are into it because they know the story…they don’t 

even complain about it.” Connections with teachers and with the texts they read bolster 

student engagement according to nearly every participant in the study.  

Engaging Students in English. Engaging students in reading and writing is 

crucial to students’ overall success since low student engagement is linked to rates of 

unemployment and incarceration (Connor, 2016). Additionally, as previously mentioned 

in Chapter Two, the need for engagement in literacy, and most notably reading, is crucial 

to students’ ability to read, comprehend, and think critically (Glaus, 2014; Guthrie, 2004; 

Guthrie et al., 2013; Irwin, 2003; Ivey & Johnston, 2015; 2018).  

 The texts used in participants’ curricula reflect the nationwide trend to move away 

from only teaching the texts found on the traditional canon and toward contemporary 

texts that include representations from diverse and multicultural voices, and topics 
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relevant to students’ lives and the world around them (Berchini, 2016; Dong, 2005; 

Glasgow, 2001; Goo, 2018; Osorio, 2018). Participants in this study noted a variety of 

instructional strategies and curricular design changes over the past several years to better 

support and engage high school students in reading and writing. Participants described 

strategies used for engaging students in the curriculum in a number of ways: including a 

balance between traditional canon and contemporary text, student-led and student-choice 

assignments, fostering peer collaboration in discussion and project-based learning, and 

making connections to students’ lives with relevant texts and current events. Hannah, for 

example, described using many different strategies as a means to engage students, “I 

think our hope is that we’ve hit enough access points so that every student has a way to 

hopefully engage with whatever that text is.”  

Diversity of Texts. Over the last several years, New Hampshire English teachers 

have modified their curriculum and instruction to meet the needs of their students. Karen 

from the Southwest explained that she took over a senior Women’s Literature course 

about 20 years ago where authors like Jane Austin were at the forefront of her 

curriculum.  

It was a whole different focus and it was all about what I wanted (laughs) and 

what I wanted to teach, and what I wanted them to know. And I realized I was 

dragging them along and I was basically telling them what to think and what to 

do. It wasn’t authentic learning. And so, when I started taking more classes and 

opening up to young adult literature, and falling in love with it myself too, the 

whole class changed. 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 97    

David from the North Country explained that his Rebel Literature course transformed 

over the years as he tried to be “responsive and seeing how times change.” Most 

participants in the study, have moved away from what Adam, an English department 

head in the North Country, referred to as “canonical works that tend to be dead White 

guys.” And though he pointed out that some classic literature helps create a framework in 

parts of his English curriculum, using only selections from the traditional canon means 

“other voices don’t get heard.” Alexandra, an English department head from the 

Southeast said of her department, “We also want to have a balance of contemporary and 

classic.” David explained that teachers in his department “have looked very critically at 

the selections. They have always had a variety of gender and races for authors, just to 

make sure it was balanced.” This move from the traditional canon to a more multicultural 

diverse reading list mirrors the shift seen in English curricula across the country 

(Anderson, 2019; Kinder, 2018; Osorio, 2018) and expectations laid out by state and 

national standards (CCSS, 2021; NCTE, 2021).  

 Although New Hampshire consistently comes in as one of the top three states 

with the least diversity, participants noticed that the students in front of them are 

changing in demographics. As reported in Chapter One, the demographics of children 

under the age of 18 in New Hampshire are changing where 20.2% of children under the 

age of 18 belonged to a minority group in 2020, a 47.9% growth since 2010 (Johnson, 

2021). Danielle from the Southwest noted, “If you are avoiding [diverse multicultural] 

texts, it’s hard for students of color to see themselves being represented in literature, 

which I think is such a powerful thing. I actually saw this statistic that more children’s 
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books have main characters that are animals than characters that are Black or Hispanic.” 

Vicky, also from the Southwest reflected,  

I think more so for me now, I’ve been thinking about the students I have in front 

of me and the titles that are going to reflect their experiences. But also, on the flip 

side of that, I want them to get other perspectives.  

Some of the participants pointed out that changing the curriculum and adding diversity 

can be a slow process. In a meeting with her department about balancing traditional and 

diverse multicultural voices, Emma asked, “Are we doing enough?”  

Emma, Christopher, and Jennifer, all from the Southeast, use poetry as a means to 

infuse more people of color into their curriculum. Christopher found, “I really felt that I 

needed to bring that cultural diversity in as much as I can into the classroom. I mean, I 

can always do more. I think the poems are a really great way to do it.” Jennifer echoed 

that sentiment, “Over the past five years, we have really tried to, I guess, ramp up the 

representation we are showing”. Although, Ben noted that in his North Country town, 

“we are not all that progressive yet” in reference to teaching books with LGBTQA+ 

themes.  

 However, many participants explained that they have added many examples of 

diverse multicultural texts to their curriculum. In the North Country, David discussed his 

effort to include alternative voices in a Mythology course by using modern redactions of 

Greek myths told from feminist perspectives like A Thousand Ships by Natalie Haynes, A 

Song of Achilles by Madeline Miller, and The Penelopiad by Margaret Atwood. “That 

has been really helpful, and it also helps differentiate the class a little more. The kids last 

year found that really successful and they enjoyed the different perspectives and had a 
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tendency to open their eyes a little more to a different perspective in mythology.” 

Alexandra, Michelle, and David also stated that they have added graphic novels as 

another way to pique students’ interest in reading. 

 Although the vast majority of participants used many diverse voices in their 

curriculum, Gary, from Southcentral, and the only first-year teacher in the study, noted 

that his school’s selections were not as varied, especially for the freshmen. “That’s 

something I did notice throughout my short story unit. These are all straight White men 

for the first three stories we taught. That’s why I taught “Checkouts” by Cynthia Rylant. 

Unfortunately, my freshman English course was not as diverse as I would like to see.”  

 Although this study focused on teacher’s voices and their experience with the 

Right to Freedom law, the following is a glimpse from a New Hampshire student’s point 

of view that offers another layer of understanding around students’ needs to see diversity 

in high school texts. In August of 2020, the Monadnock Regional Middle High School 

Class of 2020 graduated in-person on the school’s football field. The audience was 

socially distanced and the crowd was small due to the limited number of invites because 

of the pandemic. Class Valedictorian Emma Manlove gave a speech about her experience 

in a school in the Southwestern region of New Hampshire where she discussed her 

experience with a lack of representation in the curriculum in high school (see Appendix 

K).  

Sophomore year, I wrote a research paper on multiculturalism and the importance 

of exposure to experiences not like our own. I wanted to learn more about my 

inclination towards the benefits of diversity in all aspects of life. I believe it 

stemmed from my personal observations of my place in the classroom. My 
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identity as a person of color—half-Korean and half-Caucasian—was made even 

more noticeable through both my peers’ and teachers’ actions. I lack 

representation in my textbooks, literature, and curriculum. I feel the frustration of 

having to negate the seemingly innocent racial stereotypes I am all too familiar 

with. I am aware of the comparisons to a culture I have no connection to except 

for how I look. 

Findings from the participants in this study and past research underscored the importance 

of using diverse multicultural voices in the curriculum. Claire observed, “And I have 

students of color who, you know, are psyched to see a kid that looks like them in the 

book they are reading. They are finally having that connection.” Schrender and Savitz 

(2020) also noted that the high school students in their study around student engagement 

wanted more diverse texts to choose from. The majority of the participants in this current 

study have made great efforts to include more choice for reading and greater diverse 

multicultural representation in their texts. Jennifer, for instance, said of her department, 

“We try to make sure that we have at least one book on the shelf that shows all of our 

students.”  

 Choice and Relevancy. Another engagement strategy teachers use is choice. 

Nearly every participant referenced choice around assignments connected to reading, 

writing, and speaking. Some participants used choice completely within their courses 

where they described students choosing from a selection of texts under an umbrella 

theme. Other participants do the same with writing and debate. Emma from the Southeast 

commented, “The most common strategy that I use, and many of my colleagues use, is 

choice.” Many of the participants noted that their high schools offer themed elective 
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courses for students to choose from. One participant reported having 36 or 37 different 

English elective courses for students. Furthermore, nearly all participants mentioned 

using themed lessons where essential questions were used as a means to help focus 

learning. The use of essential questions is a teaching strategy to help students achieve 

deeper meaning in their learning and improve the quality of their work (Wiggins & 

McTighe, 2011; Wiggins & Wilber, 2015).  

 Making texts relevant to students was also repeated across the interviews. 

Showing students relevancy between the past and the present increases student 

engagement (Kaplan & Owings, 2021; Levinson & Solomon, 2021). Rachel from 

Southcentral noted that students are “egocentric, especially in early high school.” This is 

one of the reasons participants said making connections between texts and students is 

imperative for engagement and learning. Karen, from the Southwest, explained that she 

makes sure she uses relevant texts to engage students. Danielle, from the Southwest, 

described allowing students to choose topics for TED Talks to view on their TED Talk 

Tuesdays. She pointed out that students “usually pick the topics and they’re gearing 

toward topics that are relevant to their lives, so they’ve been more interested in COVID 

and the media and what they’ve been seeing in the media and if it’s true or not.” Andrea, 

from the Southwest, observed that when students chose Malala Yusafzai’s memoir, I am 

Malala: The Girl Who Stood up for Education and Was Shot. rather than Tuesdays with 

Morrie by Mitch Albom, students became more engaged. “They could find news articles 

about [Malala] and she still pops up in the news here and there, so it’s someone really 

relevant to them. Whereas in Tuesdays with Morrie, he’s weaving in the OJ Simpson 

trial, and they are like, what is that? They don’t know what that is.”  
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Emma from the Southeast also added additional texts for her students to choose 

from in her unit on adventure. Her curriculum included the book, Into the Wild by Chris 

McCandless, but she said,  

I am trying, in that class, to broaden the scope of, you know, people with the 

books…So the criteria I used for that choice unit is that I wanted people to have a 

lot of options, so any of these books can get at that essential question, but not 

everyone identifies with Chris McCandless, who is the character of Into the Wild. 

People identify differently, people who look different, you know, women. So, 

several of the books are written by women, so I wanted to sort of broaden that 

scope. 

Rachel noted that kids love Romeo and Juliet by William Shakespeare, but quipped, “I 

don’t think it’s because they love Shakespeare’s language or that I’m this master 

educator.” Instead, she reasoned that she connects the play to her students’ lives by 

asking them questions: “Do you think your parents should be able to tell you who you 

can get married to?” Andrea, who also taught the play this school year, explained that 

Romeo and Juliet “feels very contemporary for them because Juliet is suicidal and 

nobody does anything about it, and that’s very topical to talk about.”  

Controversial Topics in the English Classroom 

 Oxfam (2018) offered that controversial topics may vary from community to 

community. This was confirmed in this study where many of the participants referred to 

their communities as “progressive”, “conservative”, or “liberal.” Controversial topics 

often come up in high school English classes from the texts and writing topics students 

choose to explore in research and writing. Laura from the Southwest, pointed out that 
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“Every essential question we form is controversial because you want to see multiple sides 

of it.” Zimmerman and Robertson (2017) emphasized that not every topic is controversial 

and that teachers must be aware of and reflect on the topics and the manner in which they 

present these topics to their students. Although the participants referred to many of the 

topics as controversial, it was clear that the lens they used for controversy was based on 

the Right to Freedom law and their school climate.  

Every participant in this study stated that at least one of their classes grapples with 

controversial topics. Although the question posed about controversial topics was couched 

in the protected groups listed in the Right to Freedom law, participants listed some topics 

outside the list and outside the definitions provided in Chapter Two. The most frequently 

referenced topics included racism, sexism, social issues, immigration, systemic racism, 

LGBTQA+ rights, socio-economic status, the Holocaust, violence, sex, mental health, 

war, gender pronouns, slavery, oppression, and COVID-19.  

Controversy can come from any text, traditional or contemporary, in the English 

classroom. Andrea from the Southwest explained that when she discusses the novel, Of 

Mice and Men written by John Steinbeck, she discusses racism, gender expectations, and 

traditional viewpoints of men and women. “We talk about lynching in that book; 

otherwise, a whole chapter of the book makes no sense.” Other topics mentioned by 

participants who taught Of Mice and Men were intellectual disabilities and their 

marginalization as a group and socio-economics.   

Rachel from Southcentral explained, “It’s hard to tell what’s controversial 

because it seems like anything, it’s whatever anyone thinks is controversial.” This 

statement supports research presented in Chapter Two regarding how controversy is 
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defined since any topic can be controversial if it means something to that person 

(Zimmerman, 2020). In teaching the play, A Raisin in the Sun written by Lorraine 

Hansberry, Rachel, as an effort to make the play more relevant for students discussed 

“race-based housing discrimination, redlining, housing projects, and mortgage lenders.” 

The strategy to connect past events to present and future events supports Marzano and 

Kendell’s (2007) New Taxonomy where a higher level of learning is achieved when a 

student understands and applies one concept to others. 

Even Shakespeare presented students with controversial issues. Hannah from the 

Lakes region pointed out that Romeo and Juliet, often taught in the ninth grade, includes 

a scene where “the nurse is talking to [Juliet] about what she is going to do with Romeo 

on their wedding night and then there’s an entire scene where they are naked after they 

consummate their marriage. She’s 13, and her parents don’t know.” Rachel found that 

“[students] really get into tragedy for whatever reason. So, whenever we do something on 

genocide, they seem to be really into that,” Karen cited the Holocaust memoir, Night by 

Elie Wiesel as a text “that always hits kids emotionally.” Racism is another topic that was 

referenced. Laura discussed with her class the presence of institutional racism and 

internalized racism in the text, Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston 

where “a character in that book who is really sort of racist against her own race.” 

Sometimes the topics presented in texts are seen in classrooms and hallways of schools in 

New Hampshire. Danielle recalled an incident at her Southwestern school which she 

referred to as a predominately White school, “I have a student who is half-Black, but he 

calls himself a racist all the time. He says he doesn’t like certain colors of skin and it’s 

just a weird topic to broach and sometimes I don’t even know what to say.”  
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Controversial topics often lend themselves to argumentative essay and research 

paper writing where students must argue a debatable topic. The ability to write sound 

arguments on significant topics is not only a cornerstone of the English curriculum, but it 

is necessary for students to meet state and national standards in English Language Arts 

(CCSS, 2021) and an important exercise in critical thinking illustrated by Bloom’s 

Taxonomy and New Taxonomy (Marzano & Kendell, 2007). In most cases, participants 

applied the “open” and “closed” topic principles described in Chapter Two where there 

are multiple legitimate answers to the questions based on empirical beliefs and 

documented evidence (Hess, 2009; Journell, 2017; Zimmerman & Robertson, 2017). Ben 

from the North Country emphasized, “I try to get [students] to listen. You can have an 

opinion, but make sure it is a factually based one and not just because of rhetoric or a 

political party or an agenda of something.” Sarah from the Lakes region explained that 

although all writing topics for her writing course must be debatable, the degree of 

controversy varies greatly. “Some of them are pretty benign topics. Like one girl is trying 

to advocate that we should be gluten-free and here’s why. And then we had one last 

semester, she wanted to ban trans athletes from competing at the Olympic level. I had one 

student, she argued something around the concept of White privilege.” All participants 

reported that students have always been able to choose their writing and research topics. 

The three participants who teach debate courses all reported that they also allow students 

to choose their debate topics.  

 There was only one example cited where it appeared two students were concerned 

about what their teacher would think about the stance they took on a controversial topic. 
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Ben from the North Country recalled two students who chose to write research papers 

about transgender athletes, 

One took a stance of someone who is born with biological male qualities should 

not be allowed to and the other one wrote that they should. And they were very 

concerned that one was going to pass and the other was going to fail depending on 

my opinion. I said, my opinion is irrelevant. I have to look at your facts and say, 

okay, did you prove, did I read your paper and understand why you think that 

way? And they both got As on their papers because they did great research. I 

don’t think either of them really knows my opinion to this day. 

It is significant to note that Ben was visibly surprised that his students would be 

concerned that their grade on the assignment might be influenced by his opinions on the 

topic. However, although the two students appeared to have some concerns about their 

teacher’s stance on the topic of transgender athletes, the teacher spoke to the students as a 

way to allay their fears. The sentiment of unbiased approaches to student assessment was 

echoed by all participants where participants reported encouraging students to argue the 

other side of a topic and use credible evidence to support their claims. The skills around 

arguments and counterarguments are also included in the CCSS for ELA standards 

(CCSS, 2021). 

Three of the participants in the study taught a debate course. Topics chosen by 

students in these classes were varied; however, many of them included controversial 

topics. Emma explained, “Students choose topics that are engaging to them and are topics 

that affect their lives: legalizing all substances, all illegal drugs at this point. They are 

engaged in more ethical issues. Defunding the police is a really big one for them right 
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now. So, they are very engaged in the news and some topics that come up are because 

they are clearly engaged in the news.” Hannah from the Lakes region, reasoned that 

topics may be controversial to people for many different reasons; however, “allowing 

[those conversations to happen] doesn’t mean condoning it.” McAvoy and McAvoy 

(2021) contended that keeping controversy out of the classroom does a disservice to 

students and prevents them from participating in critical thinking exercises.  

Several of the participants stated that their goal for students when it comes to 

debate and discussion was not to win a side, but rather to get a better understanding of 

both sides. Most participants used some form of discussion with open-ended questions. 

Laura used Socratic seminar, a discussion protocol usually student-facilitated where the 

teacher normally is an audience member rather than a participant or leader, where she 

explained, “the purpose is not to prove your point, the purpose is to understand multiple 

sides of an issue.” Christopher echoed this goal, “One of the things we talk about in 

Debate is that we’re really there to find the truth, not win your side.” This pedagogy was 

supported by the research conducted by McAvoy and McAvoy (2021) where they found 

the deliberative model used to discuss controversial topics was enjoyed more by high 

school students when compared to a traditional debate format.  

Guidance and Support from Districts After Law’s Passage 

 On June 26, 2021, after the signing of the New Hampshire State budget, the Right 

to Freedom law went into effect. Therefore, every district in New Hampshire began the 

2021-2022 school year teaching within the parameters of the law. The participants in this 

study confirmed that districts across the state of New Hampshire conveyed information, 

guidance, and support around the Right to Freedom in drastically different ways. 
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Although most participants reported receiving some form of communication from their 

administrators, an email or beginning of the year slideshow presentation, there were a 

few districts who provided much more guidance and districts who provided much less 

guidance. 

 Four out of the 18 participants reported that their districts (North Country, 

Southwest, and Southeast) brought in district lawyers to explain the law and give 

guidance around the law. One Southeast district set up meetings with the district lawyer 

by school and set up additional meetings with the English and social studies departments 

to discuss the law specifically within the context of their curriculum. However, this 

district was an outlier.  

The other extreme was a district from the North Country where the participant 

explained that he needed to Google the law when he received the invitation in January 

2022 to participate in this study. His district did not give information to teachers. This 

researcher followed up by contacting another teacher employed in the same district. She 

confirmed that the district did not disseminate any information to teachers around the 

Right to Freedom law. The other outlier was a Southwestern school district where 

administrators told faculty and staff that the Right to Freedom law would not go into 

effect until January 2022. The participant explained that she first learned the law had 

been implemented at the end of June 2021 at a workshop she elected to take regarding the 

law and its implications on teachers and their curriculum. Yet, most participants 

responded that their school district fell somewhere in the middle with an email or short 

presentation at the beginning of the school year.  
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The participants who seemed to feel the most supported and confident in their 

understanding of the law came from the districts that utilized their lawyers. David from 

the North Country recalled the lawyer pointing out the “major flaws in the law and [the 

lawyer] said we will defend you. We welcome a lawsuit. Basically, the law is so poorly 

written as to be inconsequential. So, that helped me out.” Andrea noted that her 

Southwestern district brought in their district lawyer in November 2021 for a voluntary 

after school presentation at 4:00 PM. Although she found the lawyer’s presentation 

“helpful and eye-opening”, she noted that there were only eight teachers in attendance. 

“The lawyer said this law was so poorly written that they might find that there is a 

student that is from a marginalized group who stands up and says, I never read anything 

by Black people in this school, and that makes me feel inferior, so I’m going to sue you. 

And he was kind of just like, bring it on. Let’s flip this law on its head.” It is significant 

to note that the participants whose districts utilized lawyers for presentations also did not 

remove any texts from their curriculum in response to the Right to Freedom law. 

The participants who were not satisfied with the guidance from their districts, in 

most cases, felt the need to find support from other resources. Sarah from the Lakes 

region disclosed, “I sort of feel we dropped the ball on that one.” A few participants 

reported that the guidance offered by their districts was vague and didn’t quell their 

concerns, and in some cases actually exacerbated their fears. Alexandra from the 

Southeast responded, “I asked specifically at several meetings: What does this mean? 

What are we doing? And I felt like nobody else was reacting the same way I was. The 

only feedback that was given was as long as you keep your opinion out of it, you should 

be fine.” Claire from Southcentral echoed this concern, “I thought they were going to be 
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like, hey, guys, don’t worry. We’ve got your backs. Nope. Crickets. Crickets. I was 

shocked. I’m still shocked. We asked, what does this mean? And basically, if parents 

aren’t complaining about you, then you’re good.” Laura from the Southwest explained 

that an administrator was appointed in her district to answer questions and advise 

teachers with curriculum choices and ways to teach certain texts. Jennifer from the Lakes 

region noted that her district shared the New Hampshire DOE Frequently Asked 

Questions, but admitted the document was not specific enough. The teachers’ union then 

sent a nine-page document. “But that’s pretty much what we received. We had an email 

follow-up when the website went live and the bounty on New Hampshire teachers’ heads 

[was issued].” The reference to a bounty is in reference to a tweet sent by the Moms for 

Liberty group that announced, “We’ve got $500 for the person that first successfully 

catches a public-school teacher breaking this law. Students, parents, teachers, school 

staff…We want to know! We will pledge anonymity if you want” (Moms for Liberty 

NH, 2021). The tweet was sent hours after the DOE launched the questionnaire to report 

teachers who allegedly break the Right to Freedom law. 

In a few districts, although the administrators pledged their support for the 

teachers and their curriculum, principals and superintendents told their staff that if a 

complaint was filed with the state, the situation will likely be out of their hands. Rachel 

from Southcentral recalled, “Our superintendent said, I’m just here to let you know that 

we don’t agree with it, and we will do everything we can to support you and that we want 

you teaching. We see you as experts and you know what to do. But also, if you are 

reported or whatever, it goes out of our hands.” Although the teachers who received 

explicit support and guidance from their administrators expressed their gratitude, the 
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unease around not knowing what may happen was palpable in the majority of the 

interviews. 

Complaints and Concerns Around Curriculum: Past and Present 

 As of the writing of the findings in this study, none of the 18 participants, to their 

knowledge, were reported to the New Hampshire DOE for violating the Right to Freedom 

law. The greatest concern participants had about violating the law came from the 

ambiguous process around a registered complaint on the online questionnaire located on 

the New Hampshire DOE website. Emma from the Southeast explained,  

My understanding is that the district would be contacted first, right? By the 

Department of Ed. maybe? When our assistant superintendent came to talk to us, 

she tried to clarify a little bit of that process. She said she hoped that if a parent 

had an issue with the curriculum, that they would talk to the teacher. 

Alexandra from the Southeast conveyed the following,  

I don’t think there have been any, but I think we are being so careful. We are all 

so scared. Someone can just report us to this group of people. We don’t even 

know who this group of people is. And what are the consequences? And who 

knows? It’s all so vague. 

The feeling of unease around the people who receive the complaints and what happens 

next was a consistent concern among participants.   

Although there is no evidence that any of the participants from this study have 

been reported to the New Hampshire DOE, in some cases there has been an uptick in 

complaints at the school level. One North Country participant referred to a parent 

complaint around the text Mexican Gothic by Silvia Moreno-Garcia. The text was just 
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added to the curriculum for the 2021-2022 school year to an elective course as a 

companion text to A Picture of Dorian Gray written by Oscar Wilde and a replacement 

for Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde by Robert Louis Stevenson in an effort to 

include a more diverse perspective. A parent complained about an alleged sexual 

encounter passage in the text. However, the participant stated,  

I think that because Mexican was in the title and on the cover, there’s a woman 

wearing a red dress with exposed shoulders. [The parent] revealed as the 

conversation went on that he hadn’t actually read the book. They actually said we 

should teach more from the canon and brought up The Odyssey. I was like, The 

Odyssey? He sleeps with so many women before he goes home. Our principal was 

very supportive of us and mentioned other voices need to be brought in, and that’s 

very important. And the parent actually brought up the question, how are books 

selected, how are they picked? And I was like we teach a lot of canonical books, 

but we need to keep kids interested. And we need to trust, and I do trust the 

teachers in my department. They are readers, and they are thinking all the time 

how they can get kids engaged. I think HB2 was lurking in the background and 

probably some of that conservative messaging they were getting to go after 

schools and the curriculum is okay to do. 

The end result was that the student was offered Frankenstein by Mary Shelley as an 

alternative text to Mexican Gothic. 

Although very few concerns were raised about specific texts in the first semester 

of the 2021-2022 school year, two participants mentioned that they were asked whether 

or not they teach critical race theory. One Southwestern participant addressed two seniors 
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who claimed they heard teachers were teaching critical race theory and it needed to stop. 

“So, I tried to be very careful as I responded to that. I said, no, it’s a legal framework that 

is not in our curriculum.” One Southwestern participant quipped, “the idea anyone was 

teaching critical race theory to ninth graders is absurd. I mean grad students barely know 

what that is. So, we’re certainly not bringing it to a 14-year old kids.” A Southeast 

participant received an email from a parent at the very beginning of the school year that 

said, “I’m going to be watching you to make sure you don’t teach critical race theory. 

And I wrote back and said, well, we don’t teach critical race theory in our school 

district.” Another participant recounted a parent’s question regarding a component of the 

lesson she teaches on the White savior narrative present in To Kill a Mockingbird by 

Harper Lee. The parent asked, “How can you be sure that my White son doesn’t feel like 

he’s to blame for all the evil in the world when you are doing this unit?” The participant 

responded by using an analogy of picking up litter on a hike in the woods. “I try to teach 

we are all responsible for cleaning up this world. We are all responsible for being good 

humans.” 

 Book challenges are not new to New Hampshire high school English teachers. 

Alexandra, Claire, Adam, Ben, Karen, Hannah, and Jennifer spoke about novels that have 

been challenged or questioned in the past. The books included The Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain, Stamped by Jason Reynolds and Ibram X. Kendi, A 

Clockwork Orange by Anthony Burgess, Night by Elie Wiesel, Poet X by Elizabeth 

Acevedo, The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian by Sherman Alexie, Mexican 

Gothic by Silvia Moreno-Garcia, and The Power by Naomi Alderman. Four years ago, 

Karen explained, The Power was taken off a summer reading list before the book went 
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home to students by the school’s administration. “So, at least it was declined from within. 

It wasn’t a state mandate.” In some cases, alternative books were given as a replacement 

for the assigned text. The requirement for public schools to offer an alternative text or 

curriculum, is a policy every K-12 public New Hampshire school district must follow 

based on the Requirement for School Districts to Implement Objectionable Course 

Material Policy that went into effect in 2017 (see Appendix L). However, in other cases, 

teachers and parents had conversations about the text and the rationale behind using it in 

the course and the student went on to read the assigned text.  

Teachers’ Reactions to the Law  

 Finding Guidance and Support. Participants who said the level of guidance and 

support from their districts and the New Hampshire DOE was lacking, used colleagues as 

resources to talk ideas out and bounce potential problems off of each other, this includes 

social media platforms for teachers in the New Hampshire and across the country. 

Alexandra from the Southeast explained, “We have all been relying on other teachers, but 

isn’t that how it always goes?” Hannah from the Lakes region recounted working with 

social studies teachers at the beginning of the 2021-2022 school year on common 

language they would use in their course rationales and then working closely with the 

English teachers around the lessons they would teach as a way to be more unified as a 

department, “because I think it’s a little bit like those nature documentaries where if 

you’re the one little antelope at the back of the heard, you’re sometimes the target.” 

Although many participants felt the need to collaborate and unify as a way to 

protect themselves, a few teachers felt a profound sadness around the way teachers are 
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being perceived in their communities, across the nation, in the news, and on social media. 

Claire from Southcentral, responded,  

It really bothered me that the state of New Hampshire was worried about the work 

we were doing that they needed to pass a law against it. Like, we were the enemy 

(visibly upset). You know? And teachers have been the enemy this year, last year, 

the year before. It doesn’t matter how hard we work. It doesn’t matter how many 

extra hours we put in, we are always the enemy.  

A Lakes region participant echoed, “the climate is pretty demoralizing and it’s something 

that I think that within the profession we are all commiserating around, but we also feel a 

little powerless about that…and you can’t take that fear away.” Vicky, also from the 

Lakes region pointed out that although teachers have credentials to teach and have been 

trained to teach, “we no longer have any trust or what we’ve done doesn’t really matter. 

It’s like they are looking for a way to replace us and put us back into the dark ages.” 

These emotions of unease and fear prompted alterations to the instruction and curriculum. 

 Changes in Curriculum and Instruction. As introduced in Chapter One, one of 

the ethical dilemmas posed by the implementation of the Right to Freedom law was the 

potential for English teachers to alter or eliminate diverse perspectives in literature from 

their curriculum and modify instructional practices in an effort to redirect conversations 

around present-day occurrences of racism and sexism with their students. Although some 

of the empirical evidence around the predictions the impact the Right to Freedom law 

would have on teachers in regards to fear and the chill the law would cause around 

classroom discussions did come to fruition, this study also revealed some unanticipated 

reactions to the law. The most notable reaction was the determination conveyed by the 
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participants not to change curriculum or instruction practices despite fear of unknown 

consequences. Yet the more surprising reaction was the intentional efforts to thwart and 

circumvent the law by not only continuing to teach controversial topics but to also add 

more diverse multicultural representations to the English curriculum. 

Although many participants admitted to making changes in curriculum and 

instruction, there were a few who did not make any changes. Claire professed that she 

would never give up teaching Night by Elie Wiesel, “I mean genocide studies are 

required which I think is ironic.” This reference to the 2020 legislation passed by the 

Senate and House to educate New Hampshire children around the Holocaust and 

genocide and the actions that lead to such acts of hate and violence further adds to the 

quandary many of the participants in this study have felt this year (see Appendix E).  

Emma referenced her continued work to make changes to her school’s curriculum 

on To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee, so students hear from diverse voices and “so 

the White savior narrative isn’t the only narrative presented.” Karen said that she would 

not stop teaching a book unless her district explicitly told her to stop. However, she did 

reveal that her district told American Studies teachers not to introduce the text, Stamped 

by Jason Reynolds and Abram X. Kendi, which they had planned to do for the first time 

this 2021-2022 school year: “but they thought it was a bad time for trying that. So that 

was sad.” She also mentioned that she skipped showing a video about the deadly 2017 

Unite the Right rally to her freshmen as a way to show the impact and presence of 

antisemitism attitudes during her lesson on Night by Elie Wiesel. It is worth noting here 

that in November of 2021, three participants in the 2017 Unite the Right rally were 

ordered to pay nine plaintiffs in the civil trial for punitive damages for physical and 
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emotional injuries (Doubek & Roma, 2021). One of those participants is New Hampshire 

resident Christopher Cantwell. According to Southern Poverty Law Center, Christopher 

Cantwell who is described as an “alt-right shock jock” (para. 1), broadcasts his live 

streamed “Radical Agenda” call-in talk show from Keene, New Hampshire. It is possible 

that using the video and discussing one of the participant’s ties to New Hampshire would 

have helped strengthen relevancy, connection, and engagement for students in Karen’s 

class.  

Danielle, mentioned she was nervous about teaching Beloved by Toni Morrison 

“after the news came out from Virginia.” This is a reference to last November when 

Glenn Youngkin, now governor of Virginia, campaigned on an education and parental 

rights platform using a television advertisement featuring a mother who objected to her 

son reading Toni Morrison’s Beloved in a high school English class (Zurcher, 2022). 

Although Danielle did teach Beloved, she sent letters to her high school seniors’ parents 

advising them that she would be teaching the text. She also expressed she felt fear and 

unease during the unit.  

Jennifer stated that although her administrator did not directly tell her to take the 

book Stamped by Jason Reynolds and Abram X. Kendi out of her classroom independent 

reading library where students get to choose the books they wish to read “she told me if it 

were her, she would put it in my filing cabinet.” Jennifer ended up moving the book to 

her personal bookshelf behind her desk. Alexandra admitted that the speaking, listening, 

and viewing common assessment where students researched both sides of an argument 

and led a discussion with the class was abandoned “because we were concerned about 

where it would go. We couldn’t control what happens. We were afraid of what kids could 
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do.” Laura had planned to teach Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye this year, but decided 

against it, “So, it’s not what I’ve taken out of my curriculum. It’s more about what I’ve 

been nervous about putting into my curriculum because I don’t know how that’s going to 

fly with the new law.” Jennifer exclaimed, “For the first time, I feel like ever, I am 

counting the number of White [poets] I have.”  

In addition to adjusting the text selections, some teachers are also censoring the 

depth of discussion they use around texts. Gary, expressed surprise that his students did 

not enjoy reading Of Mice and Men by John Steinbeck this year despite older students 

claiming to have loved it in the past. He acknowledged that because of fears around the 

Right to Freedom law, “We talked about racism on a surface level in the book. We talked 

about sexism at a higher level of surface, if that’s even possible.” This response is not 

only troubling, but also opposes the aim of teaching high school literature that requires 

analysis well below surface understanding in order for students to think critically (CCSS, 

2021). 

Three participants referenced attending a Zoom webinar offered in December 

2021 and January 2022 called New Hampshire’s New Prohibited Concepts Law: 

Analysis and Impact on Your Classroom with Attorney Meghan Glynn, sponsored by 

Keene State College. In this webinar, a teacher asked about teaching a fictional text that 

includes one or more of the concepts prohibited in the Right to Freedom law. Glynn 

(2021) argued that teachers could make a “clear delineation between expressing support 

of divisive concepts and teaching a literary work.” However, Glynn (2021) also 

referenced complaints she received where parents argued that the selection of a text in 

itself could be considered a violation of the Right to Freedom law. However, Glynn 
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(2021) advised, “I think that as long as you are choosing material that are defensible 

because they have real value, then I can work with that.” This advice likely would not 

give many teachers much comfort since Glynn revealed parental complaints regarding 

teachers’ text choices. Furthermore, teachers’ willingness to defend themselves or their 

ability to successfully defend texts may seem daunting to many teachers.  

Jennifer discussed a poem called “Adrenaline Rush” by Rudy Fransisco she has 

taught for years. In this poem Fransisco, a Black man, used an analogy between volcano 

surfing and a police officer pulling him over, both resulting in the same adrenaline rush. 

“I know we can still talk about race and racism, but is [Fransisco] crossing a line, and am 

I, therefore, crossing a line?” Jennifer also noted that although she taught the poem, she 

allowed students to unpack it on their own, “but if they don’t really get it, I’m less likely 

to spoon feed it to them because I would be nervous about crossing that boundary.” 

Alexandra explained that conversations about controversial topics would sometimes 

come up organically in class, “and I would take that as a teachable moment, and I don’t 

do that anymore. I think a lot of us don’t do that. And those conversations that we would 

have, we’re not having.” Danielle pointed out that “lack of representation leads to a lack 

of empathy in students who will never get that exposure in their own houses. I think it 

prevents anything genuine from happening and any healing that could potentially 

happen.” Danielle’s point concern is supported by Hagerman (2018) who found that the 

White families in her study rarely discussed topics around race even though their children 

wanted to have those discussions.  

Although it was noted that some curricular and instruction changes were made by 

most of the participants, the changes were not as drastic as what may have been 
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predicted. The other important finding from the study is that although the vast majority of 

participants reported feeling fear or unease this year teaching under the parameters of the 

Right to Freedom law, six participants made no changes in curriculum and instruction. 

Ben, Hannah, Christopher, David, Sarah, and Andrea did not change any texts in their 

curriculum, and Andrea pointed out, “It’s actually made me think about adding things 

and being more deliberate in adding voices that aren’t typically included.” This school 

year, she added Malala Yusafzai’s memoir, I am Malala: The Girl Who Stood up for 

Education and Was Shot, “The Ingredients”, a short story by Jason Reynolds with all 

Black characters, and a chapter from The Absolutely True Diary of a Part Time Indian by 

Sherman Alexie. 

 A Change in Teachers’ Attitudes. Although the change to curriculum and 

instruction varied, sometimes quite drastically among participants, attitudes seemed to 

have changed for all participants after the passage of the Right to Freedom law. 

Participants raised concerns around public scrutiny, a concern that has been played out in 

news media and social media. One participant said, “I know that I am one click away 

from a Facebook post for inappropriate content. That is both the blessing and a curse of 

living in a small community, but that is a legitimate concern.” Two teachers mentioned 

examples where New Hampshire teachers were named in a New Hampshire online 

publication called Granite Gronk. On Granite Gronk’s “About” page, they describe 

themselves as, 

We are your feared: fire breathing, right-wing, hard-charging, gun-toting, 

opinionated, outspoken, rabble-rousing, letter-writing, radio microphone 

stomping, Conservatives and Rational Libertarians…We are those that are 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 121    

striking fear into the hearts of Democrats, Progressives (in any Party), and 

Socialists everywhere in NH. After all, none of them DARE to take us on. 

(Granite Gronk, 2022, Para. 3-5).  

Sachs (2022) noted the common stresses all Americans have become used to because of 

the pandemic, “but now these educators are trying to negotiate outraged parents and 

media pundits who think nothing of blasting the name of the fourth-grade home 

ec[onomics] teacher across the news on a national broadcast because they said the wrong 

thing about one of these issues” (38:05). Andrea expressed her fear about potentially 

losing her teaching job, “I’m a single parent and if I lost my job, I don’t even know what 

else I would do.” Five teachers explicitly referenced a concern about losing their teaching 

job or losing their teaching license in response to the Right to Freedom law.  

 Participants also expressed a concern about what might be next in terms of laws in 

New Hampshire and how else New Hampshire education may be impacted. Alexandra 

responded, “So, we are feeling the impact all over the place (voice breaks, clears throat). 

And I think I’m really sad that this is happening in New Hampshire.” Two participants 

noted that although they were very surprised New Hampshire imposed the Right to 

Freedom law, they pointed out that teachers in southern states have seen restrictions like 

these in the past. Laura observed,  

I would say if you asked a teacher who lives in the South, that is very much part 

of their world as far as the restrictions that are put on them. I think in the 

Northeast we are very privileged in that we haven’t had a lot, especially in New 

Hampshire. 
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Karen noted that her school board spoke out against the law, “I just feel more supported 

than I would if maybe I was in Texas or something.”  

 In some cases, the influence of the law has impacted other areas of the school 

environment. Three participants mentioned that asking students for their pronouns as a 

way to honor student identity and build teacher-student relationships resulted in 

complaints from parents and students at the beginning of the school year. Danielle 

admitted her hesitancy to confront students in the hallway when they use inappropriate or 

prejudicial language, “And some days I keep walking and I feel like a coward doing that. 

But then I think, what’s going to happen to me if I address that. It’s an us against them 

mentality. And is it worth potentially losing my job over?” David who reported not 

making any changes in curriculum and instruction noted,  

I’ll say that it has sullied my attitude a little bit and made me a little more cynical. 

To me, to claim that [the law] is to protect the rights of people seems 

disingenuous. So, I’m skeptical of it. It does make the profession a little less 

appealing overall. 

One participant compared living under the Right to Freedom law to living in a “police 

state”. Two other participants likened teaching under the Right to Freedom law as 

something out of Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale, and another participant 

referred to New Hampshire as Gilead.  

 However, despite the unease, the fear, the nagging, and dystopian feel, New 

Hampshire English teachers may be a perfect example of a paradox. While most 

participants have felt a tremendous unease around teaching under the parameters and 
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ambiguity of the Right to Freedom law, in many cases these same participants are 

continuing to teach what they believe is best for New Hampshire kids.  

Educational scholars refer to the questioning and challenging of laws in education 

as the ethic of critique. As mentioned in Chapter One, Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) 

asserted the ethic of critique challenges educators to view laws through a critical lens as a 

means to look at such ideas as power, privilege, and justice. On one hand, many of the 

participants in this study expressed fear and hesitation around the law and admitted to 

making some alterations in their curriculum and instruction. On the other hand, 

participants also said they were inspired to add more diversity to the curriculum. One 

participant described this phenomenon this way, “(laughs) It got me more motivated to 

add more in. It does make me nervous. I guess I go back and forth…So, yeah, I refuse to 

change the curriculum unless I am told directly to change it.” A participant described the 

tug of war this way, “It makes me a little scared to do it, but it also makes me feel like I 

should be challenging this law too (laughs). Like there should be some vigilante justice as 

well. Then I think to myself, this would be something to lose my license over.” One 

participant described the pull this way, “So, I guess I would say part of me is like, whoa! 

You told me that I couldn’t do it, now I really want to do it. And the other part of me is 

just exhausted.” Another participant explained, “we have really tried not to make any 

changes based solely on the law.” And another, “I’m more eager to have kids talk about 

race.”  

Some participants described the ways they have been circumventing the law and 

including diverse voices and controversial topics under the law’s radar. One participant 

purposely didn’t post a lesson on redlining in Google Classroom, “I was confident in 
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what I was showing, but I just decided not to have it posted just in case a parent was 

lurking in that way.” Another participant discussed using the language of the law to 

defend adding more diverse texts, “within the guise of this law. You know, so we can’t 

be accused of one area, one particular group, being discriminated against.” One 

participant described using To Kill a Mockingbird as “a Trojan horse” to talk about 

inherent racism and to point out to kids,  

Atticus says in the court of White men’s hearts that all Black men are guilty. You 

know, Tom Robinson was guilty the moment Mayella Ewell opened her mouth 

and screams. There are all of these lines that could push the boundary of the law, 

but it’s also Harper Lee and To Kill a Mockingbird and most of the people who 

complain love that book. 

Following the same line of thinking, another participant used poetry as a way to add more 

diverse representation and controversial discussion topics, “It’s like Shakespeare. No one 

is going to question Shakespeare either. So, if we are doing a poetry unit, people leave 

that alone. And that’s where we can really widen the representation.” 

Participants also noted that students in their schools have shown more interest in 

incorporating more opportunities to discuss social justice and issues around marginalized 

groups. In one North Country high school, students are adding affinity groups such AAPI 

(Asian American and Pacific Islander) and increasing memberships in an LGBTQA+ 

group called the Rainbow Coalition. A high school in the Southwestern region of the 

state recently added a teacher-student club called SAGE (Student Allies/Action for 

Greater Equality) and another high school in the same region added a Model United 

Nations (Model UN) club and their Chinese club membership is increasing. In addition, a 
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Southeast high school has a growing Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion group at the high 

school and middle school.   

Educational Field Impacts 

 The Right to Freedom law in New Hampshire is influencing public high school 

English teachers’ attitudes, curriculum, and instruction. Last summer, lawyers and 

scholars predicted that divisive concepts laws, like the Right to Freedom law, would have 

a chilling effect on instruction and curriculum (Greabe, 2021; Kaplan & Owings, 2021; 

LaCasse, 2021; Pendharkar, 2021; Stitzlein, 2021). The participants’ voices in this study 

confirmed that prediction. However, the impact of the law on New Hampshire English 

teachers is more complex than a straightforward chill around discussions. This study 

brought to light the paradox of emotions and actions English teachers present when they 

are torn between what they have committed their lives to do in education and an 

ambiguous law that threatens them with career-ending consequences.  

It is imperative to note how and why high school English teachers choose the 

texts and assessments they use with their students. Although some members of the public 

may question teachers’ motivations for curricular choices, the participants in this study 

clearly revealed that their curriculum design is motivated by their students’ needs. Their 

choices were based on student interest, student representation, and student academic 

skills. Teaching reading and writing in the 21st Century is a challenge under the best 

circumstances; however, teaching in the midst of a pandemic where many students have 

lost skills and are less engaged than ever before and where books are being used as 

political land mines takes exceptional skill and care. The teachers interviewed in this 

study take great care in their craft when it comes to instruction and building curriculum. 
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However, that same instruction and curriculum has been tainted from the effects of the 

Right to Freedom law. Many of the teachers have been less enthusiastic about presenting 

diverse and multicultural texts. Some have left texts out and some have been hesitant to 

engage with students on the same critical thinking levels they have in the past.  

One of the most disturbing findings from the data is how the law appears to be 

impacting the teaching of critical thinking skills. McCorkle and Jeffries (2021) argued 

that when teachers are hesitant to critically discuss topics with students there is a risk that 

balanced ideas will not be presented and the most extreme voices may become the most 

prevalent. The hesitancy noted in this study where five of the participants admitted to not 

asking probing questions risks the loss of opportunities for students to learn critical 

reading, writing, speaking, and thinking skills. Simply accessing information is not 

enough for students to attain these skills (Stitzlein, 2021).  

Emma no longer plays the devil’s advocate by asking questions to get her students 

to think more critically. Gary admitted to glossing over discussions regarding racism and 

avoiding conversations about sexism in Of Mice and Men. Danielle in one discussion 

about Beloved “awkwardly swerved around the conversation” when a student made a 

“Damn White people” comment. Rather than using that opportunity as a teachable 

moment and asking why the student made the comment, Danielle avoided the topic all 

together by changing the subject. In addition, she cited the consequences of the law for 

her hesitancy to confront students who have made racist comments to one of their peers 

from South America. Jennifer mentioned allowing students to unpack a poem on their 

own even if “they don’t really get it.”  
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Critical thinking needs to be taught. Students are not simply born with critical 

thinking skills. Although teachers shouldn’t teach students what to think, they must teach 

them how to think critically through modeling and practice (Gold, 2017; Stitzlein, 2021). 

It is apparent from the responses from some of the participants in this study that the law 

has directly influenced instruction in at least five cases. Although curriculum was also 

changed in a few cases, the biggest influence, by far, is the change to high school English 

teachers’ attitudes around teaching controversial topics.  

Limitations 

Although this research identified a number of ways the Right to Freedom law is 

problematic for New Hampshire high school public school English teachers, some 

limitations exist. Since time restraints, a narrow participant pool of teachers, and New 

Hampshire’s unique placement in the list of states where divisive concepts laws have 

been passed, the following represent limitations of transferability of the research findings. 

New Hampshire is a unique state in the pool of the ten states where divisive 

concepts laws have been implemented. The majority of the states that have passed 

divisive concepts laws are situated in the South. As noted previously, some states in the 

South have a history of having lower teacher union support systems and a more 

restrictive culture surrounding the teaching of controversial topics as noted in McCorkle 

& Jeffries (2021) study from South Carolina and the Philpott et al. (2011) study from 

Tennessee. Therefore, the transferability from the findings in New Hampshire may not 

have the same cultural background and history that some southern states have 

experienced. It would be beneficial to have data from other states that also recently 

passed divisive concepts laws. 
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Since participants in this study only experienced teaching within the parameters 

of the law for one semester, follow-up research would expand the data around the law’s 

influence on teachers’ attitudes, curriculum, and instruction. Considering one participant 

did not know about the law and another participant was told that the law wouldn’t be 

implemented until 2022, it is likely that other educators and community members also 

were not aware of the law. Therefore, more time might provide richer data around the 

Right to Freedom law’s influence.  

Furthermore, participants in this study came from a narrow sample of educators in 

New Hampshire. Since the Right to Freedom law covers K-12 teachers in all content 

areas, including teachers from different grade levels and other content areas would add a 

more robust story about the impact restrictive laws have on teacher attitudes, curriculum, 

and instruction. 

Recommendations for Unifying New Hampshire Communities for Education 

This study yielded five main recommendations for moving forward.  

1) Community members need to have more open conversations with their schools. Effort 

needs to be made to find ways to reach all parents. Improved engagement in parent-

teacher conferences and open houses will influence the relationships between educators 

and parents in order to better serve students. Improved pathways for teachers to 

communicate with parents will allow parents to have more understanding about what is 

happening in their classrooms. Parents need to read the syllabus or prospectus sent home 

at the beginning of the semester. One participant conveyed a student’s thoughts on the 

Right to Freedom law, “Man, it’s like they keep pitting parents and teachers against one 

another and no one is thinking about what we as the students need and what we want.” 
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When parents have a concern, it is in everyone’s best interest for them to feel comfortable 

reaching out to the teacher, and both parent and teacher need to be willing to participate 

in a dialogue about the curriculum.  

2) Provide mechanisms for local school districts and communities to engage in policy and 

decision making. In addition to some cases of hesitancy around adding diverse 

multicultural texts to the curriculum, the hesitancy on teachers’ parts to engage in 

discussions that promote critical analysis of texts was extremely concerning. The 

participants in this study cited several examples where complaints and concerns were 

dealt with successfully at the local level. In 2017, every school district in the state of New 

Hampshire was required “to adopt a policy allowing an exception to specific course 

material based on a parent’s or legal guardian’s determination that the material is 

objectionable” (RSA 186:11, p. 1). Parents and guardians have had this option since June 

16, 2017 when the law went into effect. This gives parents authority over the material for 

their child without changing curriculum and instruction for all children.  

3) Allow administrators to determine within the scope of their districts, gaps in 

instruction around how controversial topics are presented in their schools. If districts find 

that English teachers need support navigating controversial topics in their classrooms in a 

more balanced way, professional development needs to be offered to support teachers. 

None of the participants reported that professional development had been offered in their 

New Hampshire public school districts around how to teach controversial topics. Nearly 

every teacher who participated in this study discussed ways they have sought professional 

development and higher degrees to improve instruction, add more diversity to their 

curriculum, and find ways to better engage their students.  
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4) Engage students in the decision-making process. Vicky recalled what a student said to 

her about the passing of the Right to Freedom law, “No one is asking us what we think.” 

In the last paragraph of her 2020 high school graduation speech, Manlove (2020) 

contended, “We need to diversify the narrative. We can read literature and watch films by 

and of the non-White experience. We can talk to people with different perspectives, 

listen, and make an effort to understand them.” Teenagers have much to say. They are 

thinking about these issues and they want to talk about how they are feeling and most 

importantly, they want their voices to be heard. Decision makers need to listen to them.  

5) Higher education institutions need to review their teacher preparation programs to 

make sure they are preparing English teachers to navigate controversial topics that 

emerge from texts and writing assignments in the ELA curriculum. Only the first-year 

teacher in this study reported explicit pre-service training in this area. This one finding 

may suggest that programming for education majors is shifting to addressing this need. 

However, this research also supports previous research conducted around the lack of 

preparation pre-service teachers receive in their teacher preparation programs (Philpott et 

al., 2011; Robertson, 2018; Zimmerman & Robertson, 2017). Although the majority of 

past research typically referred to the social studies curriculum, this study revealed a 

similar lack in teacher preparation for English teachers. 

Reflective Summary  

New Hampshire educators, parents, and legislators have work to do around 

understanding the role controversial topics play in high school English curriculum and 

instruction and why they are crucial for teaching New Hampshire students. Before 

legislators reach into the classroom, they need to have conversations with teachers around 
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how curriculum and instruction decisions are made. Controversial topics engage high 

school students, allowing them to experience different perspectives and give them 

opportunities to experience empathy. Further, controversial topics help teachers teach 

critical thinking and media literacy skills while providing students opportunities to 

grapple with the world around them.  

New Hampshire high school English teachers are a hardy bunch of educators. 

They are tenacious, caring, industrious, and indefatigable. Although this law has scared 

them, made them feel uneasy, and underappreciated, the law has challenged their 

thinking about why they do what they do, and in many cases, only reaffirmed the changes 

they have made in their curriculum over the last several years regarding representation, 

engagement, and critical thinking skills. Although some participants admitted they 

worried about the future of the profession they chose, not one of the 18 participants 

shared their plans to leave education.   

The stories told by these 18 New Hampshire high school English teachers were 

inspirational. No matter if the reins are tightened or loosened around the Right to 

Freedom law, it may be comforting to know that the English teachers in this study will 

continue to figure out ways, even with the help of a Trojan horse, to teach students how 

to be empathetic, open-minded, critical thinkers. What else could one expect from a 

teacher in the Live Free or Die state?  

However, many New Hampshire teachers are experiencing a paradox where they 

are pulled in two different directions. At the time this final chapter was written, people in 

New Hampshire were waiting to see what would come from the two lawsuits against the 

Right to Freedom law. The two senate bills proposed to repeal the Right to Freedom law 
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had just been voted down, at the end of February 2022, and other proposed bills to 

expand the Right to Freedom law to New Hampshire colleges and universities and to add 

to the list of restrictions around what teachers can teach had not yet been decided. At the 

same time, English teachers from around the state are teaching teenagers in the 

unprecedented conditions that come from teaching in a pandemic while continuing to 

teach literacy skills, critical thinking skills, and empathy. Alexandra, the first participant 

interviewed in this study, ended her interview with her concerns for the future. Her words 

mirror what many New Hampshire public teachers might be wondering this year: “I 

never thought that this could happen in New Hampshire. I think a lot of people feel that 

way, and they are concerned about the future of education and what this is going to do. 

And I think they are also worried about what’s next. If this doesn’t go away, what’s 

next?”   
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Appendix A 

Right to Freedom from Discrimination in Public Workplaces and Education Law 
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Appendix B 

Frequently Asked Questions: New discriminatory practice prohibitions applicable to k-12 

educational programs 

 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 169    

 

 

 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 170    

 

 

 

 

 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 171    

Appendix C 

Publication Education Intake Questionnaire For RSA.354-A:29-34 (Right to Freedom 

from Discrimination in Workplaces and Education 

 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 172    

 

 

 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 173    

Appendix D 

An Act Relative to Anti-Discrimination Protection for Students in Public Schools 
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Appendix E 

An Act Relative to Holocaust and Genocide Studies Legislation 

 

 

 

 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 175    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL TOPICS                                                                 176    

Appendix F 

State of New Hampshire SAUs with DOE Service Areas (by region) 
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Appendix G 

Recruitment Letter to Participate in Study 

January XX, 2022 
 
Dear English Language Arts Teacher, 
 
My name is Heather Gigliello. I am a doctoral candidate in the Education program at 
Plymouth State University. This year, I am writing my dissertation titled, Navigating 
Controversial Topics: A Qualitative Study of High School ELA Teachers in the Live Free 
or Die State. This is also my 29th year of teaching high school ELA in New Hampshire 
public schools.  
 
I am writing to ask for your participation in my research study for my dissertation. This 
study aims to present high school ELA teachers’ perspectives on instruction and 
curricular decision-making around controversial topics included in the (HB2) Right to 
Freedom from Discrimination in the Workplace and Education (Right to Freedom) law: 
age, sex, gender identity, sexual orientation, race, creed, color, marital status, familial 
status, mental or physical disability, religion, or national origin. 
 
I am recruiting high school ELA teachers across the state of New Hampshire from the 
five regions as organized by the Department of Education: Lakes Region, North Country, 
South Central, South East, and South West. I am identifying teachers in these areas 
through recommendations by other New Hampshire ELA teachers.  
 
Your participation in this study will require a 45-minute interview through the video 
conferencing platform, Zoom. I will create a Zoom link specifically for each participant 
and will not share the link with others. The link will be sent via email ahead of time and 
you would join me at an agreed upon meeting time. Although we will use Zoom video to 
meet, I will not use the video recording tool. Instead, I will use a separate digital audio 
recording device. After I transcribe your interview, I will delete the audio recording.  
 
In order to ensure your privacy and anonymity, I will use pseudonyms for your name, 
your school/district, and town or city. I will only use your region of the state (see above) 
as an identifier for your location. You may choose to withdraw from this study at any 
time and for any reason. If you choose to drop out of the study, you may contact me and 
your research records will be destroyed. 
 
There may be no direct benefits of participating in this study; however, the knowledge 
received may be of value to the stakeholders in New Hampshire ELA departments, high 
schools, teacher educators, and Department of Education about the impact the Right to 
Freedom law has on ELA instruction and curriculum. 
 
If you are willing to participate in my study, please let me know by responding to this 
email and returning the completed consent form I have attached. My email address is 
hgigliello@plymouth.edu.  
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Thank you for your consideration. I look forward to hearing from you soon. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Heather A. Gigliello, MS, MA 
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Appendix H 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM   

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE  

VOLUNTARILY IN A RESEARCH INVESTIGATION  

PLYMOUTH STATE UNIVERSITY  

INVESTIGATOR(S) NAME: Heather A. Gigliello 

STUDY TITLE: Navigating Controversial Topics: A Qualitative Study of High School 
ELA Teachers in the Live Free or Die State  
 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY  
The purpose of this research study is to understand high school ELA teachers’ attitudes 
perceptions around teaching controversial topics and identify to what extent teachers 
alter instruction and curricula in response to the Right to Freedom from Discrimination in 
the Workplace and Education law. You are being asked to be a participant in the study 
because hearing from ELA teachers will be crucial to understanding how this law 
impacts ELA education in New Hampshire.  

DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY  
This study aims to present high school ELA teachers’ perspectives on instruction and 
curricular decision-making around controversial topics included in the Right to Freedom 
law: age, sex, gender identity, sexual orientation, race, creed, color, marital status, 
familial status, mental or physical disability, religion, or national origin. Participants in 
this study are expected to partake in an individual interview with the interviewer via the 
video conferencing platform, Zoom. The interviewer will ask demographic questions 
followed by ten questions. Although video and audio will be used to conduct the 
interview, only audio recording will be used. The amount of time required to participate 
in the study is 45 minutes. There will be no cost to the participants.  

RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS   
As a participant in this study, you may experience some discomfort around answering 
questions that ask you to reveal your level of preparation to teach controversial topics, 
the guidance you received from your school district around the Right to Freedom law, 
and any complaints or recommendations you may have received from your school or 
community around teaching controversial topics. 

BENEFITS   
There may be no direct benefits of participating in this study; however, the 
knowledge received may be of value to the stakeholders in New Hampshire ELA 
departments, New Hampshire high schools, teacher educators, and the NHDOE 
about the impact the Right to Freedom law has on ELA instruction and 
curriculum.  
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ALTERNATIVE PROCEDURES  
The alternative would be not to participate in this study. 

CONFIDENTIALITY  
All documents and information pertaining to this research study will be kept confidential 
in accordance with all applicable federal, state, and local laws and regulations. The data 
generated by the study may be reviewed by Plymouth State University's Institutional 
Review Board, which is the committee responsible for ensuring your welfare and rights 
as a research participant, to assure proper conduct of the study and compliance with 
university regulations. If any presentations or publications result from this research, you 
will not be identified by name. As per federal guidelines, the information collected 
during your participation in this study will be kept for a minimum of three years.  
 
I plan to maintain the confidentiality of all data and records associated with your 
participation in this research. There are, however, rare instances when I may be required 
to share individually identifiable information with the following:  
● Officials at Plymouth State University (PSU),  
● Regulatory and oversight government agencies  

To help protect the confidentiality of your information, your name, your school and 
school district’s name, and your town/city will remain confidential and pseudonyms will 
be used in their places. In addition, I will be the only person who has access to your 
confidential information. I will do the transcriptions by hand and the audio will only be 
heard through earphones. When software is used to code information from the 
transcripts, the pseudonyms will already be embedded in the transcripts. Data, once de-
identified, may be used for future studies. The audio recordings from the interviews will 
be stored on my personal computer which is only accessible by me. Once the audio 
recordings have been transcribed, I will permanently delete them. I will report the data 
using pseudonyms. The results may be used in reports, presentations and publications I 
may write or present in the future.  

TERMINATION OF PARTICIPATION   
You may choose to withdraw from this study at any time and for any reason. If you 
choose to drop out of the study, you may contact the investigator and your research 
records will be destroyed. 
 
COMPENSATION  
You will not receive payment for being in this study. Participation in this study is 
strictly voluntary. There will be no cost to you for participating in this research.  

INJURY COMPENSATION  
Neither Plymouth State University nor any government or other agency funding this 
research project will provide special services, free care, or compensation for any injuries 
resulting from this research. The treatment for such injuries will be at your expense and/or 
paid through your medical plan. 
 
QUESTIONS   
If you have further questions about this study, you may contact Heather Gigliello 
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(principle investigator) at 603-249-6798, hgigliello@plymouth.edu or Dr. Suzanne 
Gaulocher (faculty supervisor) 603-535-3112, smgaulocher@plymouth.edu. If you have 
any questions about the rights of research participants, you may call the Chairperson 
Dr. Clarissa Uttley of the Plymouth State University’s Institutional Review Board at 
603- 535-2915(Valid until July 2024).  

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION  
You understand that your participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and that 
refusal to participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits. You are free to 
withdraw or refuse consent, or to discontinue your participation in this study at any time 
without penalty or consequence.   

You voluntarily give your consent to participate in this research study. You will be given 
a copy of this consent form.  

Signatures:  

________________________  
Participant’s Name (Print)   

________________________   ____________  
Participant ’s Signature    Date  

I, the undersigned, certify that to the best of my knowledge, the subject signing this 
consent form has had the study fully and carefully explained by me and have been 
given an opportunity to ask any questions regarding the nature, risks, and benefits of 
participation in this research study.   

Heather A. Gigliello 
Investigator’s Name (Print)   

  January 10, 2022 
Investigator’s Signature   Date  

Plymouth State University’s IRB has approved the solicitation of participants for the 
study until December 16, 2022. 
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Appendix I 

Interview Questions: 
Navigating Controversial Topics: A Qualitative Study of High School English Teachers 

in the Live Free or Die State 
 
Demographic Information  

1. Name 
2. Age 
3. Gender Identity 
4. Race 
5. How many years have you taught at this school? 
6. How many years have you taught in NH? 
7. How many years have you taught overall? 
8. What grades are you teaching this year? 
9. What degree(s) do you have? 
10. What college/university did you attend for undergraduate work? Graduate work? 
11. Are you a member of the teacher’s union? 

 
 
Interview Questions 

1. What strategies do you use to engage students in reading and writing? 
2. What topics, texts, and assignments seem to be the most interesting to students? 

Why do you think those selections and assignments pique their interest? 
3. What criteria are used to determine the books you teach each year? 
4. What sort of pre-service or in-service training have you received around the 

teaching of controversial topics in the ELA curriculum? How well did the training 
prepare you to teach controversial topics? 

5. What controversial topics do you presently engage with? 
6. What guidance did your district give you around the NH Right to Freedom from 

Discrimination in Public Workplaces and Education law? 
7. If guidance has not been provided through your district, or if the guidance was not 

adequate, where have you turned for information? 
8. How has the new law and/or nationwide climate around divisive concepts 

influenced the books and topics you use in your curriculum? 
9. How has the new law or nationwide climate around divisive concepts impacted 

your attitudes around teaching controversial topics in your classes? 
10. What, if any, complaints or recommendations have you received from students, 

parents, community members, school board members, and/or administrators 
connected to the new law this year? How were they resolved? 
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Appendix J 
 

Transcript Confirmation Letter 
 

Month XX, 2022 
 
Dear 
 
Thank you again for participating in my study. Please find the attached interview 
transcript. At your convenience, please look it over and let me know if there is anything 
you would like me to change. Please note the following information: 
 

1. I tried to include all pauses, inflections, and filler words for accuracy. 
2. I did not pay attention to punctuation during my transcription. If I include a quote 

in my findings, I will clean up the punctuation. 
3. If you mentioned a town, a parent, child, or specific identifying information that 

would be easily traced back to you, I will scrub it from my findings chapter and/or 
use a pseudonym.  

 
Please let me know if you have any questions going forward. If I do not hear back from 
you within a week, I will assume there are no changes you would like me to make; 
however, I would prefer a quick email confirmation.  
 
Sincerely, 
Heather Gigliello 
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Appendix K 
 

Emma Manlove 2020 Valedictorian Speech 
 

Congratulations Class of 2020! 
 

Sophomore year, I wrote a research paper on multiculturalism and the importance 
of exposure to experiences not like our own. I wanted to learn more about my inclination 
towards the benefits of diversity in all aspects of life. I believe it stemmed from my 
personal observations of my place in the classroom. My identity as a person of color – 
half-Korean and half-Caucasian – was made even more noticeable through both my peers' 
and teachers’ actions.  

 
Most of you walk into a room full of people who look like you. You are handed 

the correct ID card and not blatantly asked “which one are you” when faced with the 
picture of yourself alongside the other half-Asian student. We do not look alike yet we 
are continuously mistaken for one another.  

 
I lack representation in my textbooks, literature, and curriculum. I feel the 

frustration of having to negate the seemingly innocent racial stereotypes I am all too 
familiar with. I am aware of the comparisons to a culture I have no connection to except 
for how I look.  

 
I do not say this looking for attention or pity. I am thankful for my time spent in 

the halls of Monadnock. I am better because of it. I am learning to navigate the rough 
waters of the current conversations of race occurring on a global scale that are far 
different from those in this corner of New Hampshire. The education of white privilege 
and the workings of systemic racism on a national scale is so necessary, now more than 
ever. I do not expect you to feel the same conviction that I do but I encourage you to 
reflect on your time at Monadnock.  

 
We are personally responsible for becoming more ethical than the society we 

grew up in. I am trying to keep in mind what it was like to learn in a predominately white 
space and use it to reevaluate and grow in my relationships with others after high school. 
We can become more aware of the experiences of BIPOC and talk about what’s being 
learned. We shouldn’t just post a black square on Instagram and then let our feeds return 
to normal. We need to diversify the narrative. We can read about White privilege and 
acknowledge it as much as those most affected by it do. We can talk to people with 
different perspectives, listen, and make an effort to understand them. We can read 
literature and watch films by and of the non-white experience. We can have the difficult 
conversations with family and friends. We can register to vote, research our candidates, 
sign petitions, and show up at protests and marches. We can apologize when we are 
wrong and correct ourselves gracefully. To show up imperfectly but willing to learn is 
better than to not show up at all. I see my four years here as a stepping stone for my 
personal growth and I am learning from my experiences here. I hope you are too.  
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Appendix L 

Requirement for School Districts to Implement Objectionable Course Material Policy 

 

 

 

 

 

 


