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Emotions
Many instructors avoid conversations about controversial subjects, which 
can be emotionally charged (Stone et al., 2010), because they fear that they 
will lose control of the class (Hughes et al., 2010; Sue et al., 2009). Some 
topics are personal to students and could bring to mind negative and poten-
tially traumatic experiences with prejudice and sexual assault (Bertram & 
Crowley, 2012; James, 2014; Thakur, 2014). Moreover, difficult dialogues 
may give rise to microaggressions and prejudice, which can arouse negative 
emotions amongst targets of bias and allies (Sue et al., 2009; Watt, 2007). As 
outlined previously, these conversations may also cause one to call aspects of 
their identity into question; the process of reconsidering views about the self 
and the world can be inherently emotionally challenging. Finally, students 
with privileged or majority- group identities can feel threatened, become 
defensive, and experience intensified emotions and tension during difficult 
dialogues (Knowles et al., 2014; Watt, 2007). For instance, men might feel 
targeted during a classroom discussion on sexual assault as women report 
negative experiences with harassment and/or assault perpetrated by men 
(Thakur, 2014). Similarly, White students often get defensive when it is sug-
gested they harbor racism (Howell et al., 2015).

If students do begin to show signs of “counterproductive” emotions 
during a discussion (e.g., defensiveness, hostility), take action. You can 

TABLE 5.3 
Worksheet: Challenges Approaching Difficult Dialogues

Describe sensitive, difficult, or politically charged 
topics you currently discuss in class.

What challenges do you face?
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