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The current polarized climate makes civil discourse on campus challenging, and intentional community-building is needed to prevent class discussions from becoming unproductive or divisive (Allen et al., 2024). Early-semester interactions are crucial: research shows that students form lasting impressions of the instructor within the first one or two weeks, which can shape their engagement and evaluations (Buchert, Laws, Apperson, & Bregman, 2008; Dartmouth Center for the Advancement of Learning (n.d.)). In other words, investing time in Weeks 1–2 to build trust, inclusion, and mutual respect can pay off in more open and effective dialogues throughout the course (Buchert, Laws, Apperson, & Bregman, 2008). If educators desire civil discourse and an open engagement of difference, they are better served preparing students on day one than waiting until the potentially charged topic appears on the syllabus.
By implementing community- and trust-building activities in Weeks 1-2, instructors lay the groundwork for constructive dialogue and inclusive pedagogy throughout the term. Early trust-building moves (learning names, sharing stories, establishing norms) show students that their voices are valued and set a tone of mutual respect (Dartmouth Center for the Advancement of Learning (n.d.); Chicago Center for Teaching and Learning (n.d.)). In turn, students – especially those from marginalized backgrounds – are more likely to feel a sense of belonging and engage in class discussions (Chicago Center for Teaching and Learning (n.d.)). With that community in place, the Week 2 activities explicitly connect to engaging different perspectives: students practice listening, learn how to disagree respectfully, and appreciate complexity. This two-week initiation aligns with recommendations in the literature that front-loading climate-building can yield more meaningful and civil discourse when controversial or difficult topics emerge (Cornell CTI (n.d.; 2023). In sum, investing a small amount of class time early on to build an inclusive community is an evidence-based strategy to empower all students to engage thoughtfully with each other and with challenging ideas throughout the course.
About This Guide
Below is a two-week guide of evidence-based, time-efficient activities to foster a sense of belonging and trust among students and their instructor(s) (Week 1) and then leverage that community to introduce perspective-taking and civil discourse skills (Week 2). Each activity is drawn from research studies, academic articles, or proven strategies from teaching centers, and includes context notes (applicable class sizes, formats, student levels) and sources.
To support this early trust- and community-building work, educators can incorporate both face-to-face strategies and thoughtfully chosen digital tools that lower participation barriers and foster respectful engagement from day one. Digital tools—from collaborative platforms to interactive apps—can help create more equitable, engaging learning environments where all students feel heard (Navas-Bonilla et al., 2025). Research highlights how platforms like Perusall support inclusive dialogue by lowering participation barriers and capturing discussions for reflection (Muyang, 2024). Similarly, structured debate platforms such as Kialo Edu, which offer digital environments to practice civil discourse, emphasize logical reasoning, perspective-taking, and civility (Richardson, 2008; Navas-Bonilla et al., 2025). Audience response systems like Poll Everywhere facilitate anonymous participation, ensuring diverse voices are included without social pressure (Sathy & Hogan, 2018). Research-backed programs like the Constructive Dialogue Institute’s Perspectives modules provide guided, low-risk practice in collaborative conversation, enhancing students’ skills in navigating disagreements respectfully (Constructive Dialogue Institute, 2025). Additionally, VR and gamified discussion formats have shown promise in building empathy and deeper engagement around challenging topics (Herrera et al., 2018). Evidence suggests that when intentionally deployed, these technologies support inclusive pedagogy by helping students rehearse civil discourse skills and engage critically across differences (Navas-Bonilla et al., 2025). Introducing these platforms in the first two weeks not only normalizes equitable participation but also allows students to practice civil discourse skills in low-stakes settings before higher-stakes topics arise.
The following guide blends digital and face-to-face strategies to build early trust, inclusion, and mutual respect while giving students opportunities to practice civil discourse skills. Below is a two-week guide of evidence-based, time-efficient activities to foster a sense of belonging and trust among students and their instructor(s) (Week 1) and then leverage that community to introduce perspective-taking and civil discourse skills (Week 2). Each activity is drawn from research studies, academic articles, or proven strategies from teaching centers, and includes context notes (applicable class sizes, formats, student levels) and sources. Rather than thinking of the below as a literal schedule, the weeks can be thought of as a heuristic: first try an activity from week 1, and then follow it up with an activity from week 2. The overall goal is to recommend a scaffolded process for creating a community foundation for engagement with course content that requires civil discourse.

WEEK 1: Building Trust, Belonging, and Social Connection
	Week 1 Activity
	Description & Implementation

	“Common Ground” Icebreaker
Goal: Warm up and reduce barriers.
	What: A fun, low-stakes icebreaker that gets everyone talking and discovering similarities. For example, put students in small groups (3–5) and task them to find one thing they all have in common and one thing none of them have in common. 
Why: Icebreakers help strangers become a group: they lower anxiety and get students comfortable hearing their own voices in class. This early participation makes students more likely to engage in later discussions. It also builds initial camaraderie as students realize shared interests/experiences. 
Context: Scales to any class size (in large lectures, have students turn to neighbors or use breakout rooms online). Ensure participation is voluntary and allows choice in what to share so everyone feels at ease. 
Source: Abdoo (2020).

	Pairs Introductions with Course Connection
Goal: Build interpersonal connections and link to content.
	What: Have students pair up to interview each other and then introduce their partner to the class (or to another pair). Provide a guiding prompt that ties to the course, e.g., “What is your experience or a question you have about [course topic]?” Each student shares their partner’s name and one interesting response. 
Why: Sharing personal backgrounds and prior knowledge signals that every student’s experiences are valued. Tying the introduction to course content sparks curiosity and shows diverse perspectives on the subject from day one. Research finds that first-day activities which highlight course relevance and instructor caring boost student motivation and interest. 
Context: Effective in seminars and mid-size classes; in very large classes, you can do this within discussion sections or via an online discussion board. In online courses, students can post a short intro with a course-related fun fact on a forum and reply to peers. 
Sources: Felten & Lambert (2023); Northeastern CATLR (n.d.).

	Learn & Use Students’ Names and Pronouns
Goal: Foster belonging and respect.
	What: Dedicate time in the first class to learn students’ preferred names (and pronunciations) and pronouns. For example, use quick name-learning strategies: have students say their names in an introduction round, use name tents or badges, or play a name game (like sharing the story or meaning of their name). The instructor should model by introducing themselves and then consistently address students by name in discussions and feedback. 
Why: Knowing names is a simple but powerful inclusive practice – addressing a student by name helps them feel seen and that they belong in the class. Studies have found that when teachers quickly learn and use student names, it creates a positive first impression and stronger student–teacher relationships. It also encourages students to learn each other’s names, humanizing peers which can reduce anonymity in large classes. 
Context: Works for all class sizes, though larger classes may require extra tools (e.g., photos on a learning management system, index cards). Online, consider an introduction video or profile activity. This practice benefits first-year students in particular, who may be anxious about feeling invisible in a new environment. 
Sources: Cornell CTI (2023); Felten & Lambert (2023); Miller (2024).

	Co-Creating Classroom Norms (“Community Agreement”)
Goal: Establish an inclusive discussion climate.
	What: Engage the class in setting ground rules for discussions and conduct. In the first or second session, prompt students (in small groups or as a whole, depending on size) to brainstorm what a respectful, productive learning environment looks like. Guide them with questions: “How should we communicate and listen? How do we handle disagreement or ‘hot’ moments?” Consolidate their ideas into a written list of community norms (e.g., “critique ideas, not people,” “assume good intent, but own impact”) and get everyone’s agreement. Include these norms in the syllabus or post online for reference. 
Why: Establishing norms early sets the tone and provides clear expectations for civil interaction. Students are more willing to participate when they feel the classroom has been set up to be a productive space for expressing ideas without attack. Importantly, if conflict arises later, the class can refer back to the norms everyone agreed upon. Research on inclusive teaching emphasizes that creating such “brave” spaces for dialogue is critical in diverse groups. 
Context: Applicable in any modality. In small in-person classes, you might generate norms via open discussion; in large classes or online, you can collect input via polls or discussion boards and then synthesize. Be sure to revisit these norms periodically so they remain a living part of the class culture (especially before anticipated tough topics). 
Sources: Brookfield & Preskill (2005); Cornell CTI (2023); Michigan CRLT (n.d.).

	Graffiti Needs Assessment
Goal: Give students voice in class climate and show instructor openness.
	What: The instructor posts 2–3 prompts asking students to share concerns or aspirations about a new course. These can include what students hope to get out of the class, what they bring to the class, or what they might be concerned about. Students anonymously write responses on shared poster paper or a digital board. They can do this with post it notes, markers, stickers, etc. Then discuss as a class: What patterns do we see? How can we as a group promote the helps and minimize the hindrances? The instructor can briefly address feasible suggestions or misconceptions. 
Why: This activity serves as an informal needs assessment and signals to students that their experiences matter in shaping the course. It surfaces students’ self-concerns (“Who is in this class with me?”), task concerns (“How will we learn?”), and impact concerns (“Why does this matter?”). Discussing these on day one helps build trust: students see the instructor as receptive and committed to a positive learning environment. Research shows that when students perceive the instructor cares about their learning, their motivation and engagement increase. 
Context: Works in medium to large classes (anonymity can encourage honesty). In a small seminar, students could voice concerns aloud if comfortable. In hybrid or asynchronous online classes, a survey or discussion board can collect responses before the first live session. This activity only takes about 10–15 minutes and can replace a purely lecture-style syllabus review with an interactive, inclusive tone. 
Sources: Goza (1993); Northeastern CATLR (n.d.).

	Online Welcome & Introduction Forum
Goal: Build community in online or large classes from the start.
	What: Before or during Week 1, set up an online space for introductions and informal Q&A. For example, an Introduce Yourself discussion where each student posts a short bio (could include fun prompts like a favorite book or why they chose the course) and responds to a couple of peers. The instructor should welcome everyone with a personal introduction video or post. Additionally, a “Have a Question?” forum can be opened for students to ask about the course. 
Why: In any course, but especially online or lecture-heavy ones, students can feel anonymous. Creating a dedicated channel for personal sharing and questions fosters a sense of community and belonging from day one. It shows that student voices are welcome not just in class, but in the course environment at large. This strategy also addresses students’ “self-concerns” by allowing them to see who their classmates are and begin social connection early. 
Context: Ideal for online courses (asynchronous or synchronous) and large classes where not everyone can speak in the first meeting. It’s inclusive of diverse personalities: more reserved students may find it easier to introduce themselves in writing. Ensure the instructor or TAs interact in the forum (e.g., replying to each intro or summarizing common themes) to affirm each student’s presence. 
Source: Northeastern CATLR (n.d.).

	Digital Icebreaker with Course Connection
Goal: Build interpersonal connections while introducing collaborative digital tools and course content.
	What: Use a social annotation platform like Perusall, Hypothesis, or VoiceThread to have students collaboratively annotate a brief, engaging course-related text or video. Alternatively, use collaborative platforms like Padlet or Miro where students can post responses to course-related prompts and comment on peers' contributions. Provide guiding prompts such as "What questions does this raise for you?" or "Share a connection to your own experience." Students can see each other's comments, respond to peers, and build on ideas. Follow up in class by discussing patterns in their responses and highlighting diverse perspectives that emerged.
Why: Collaborative annotation removes barriers for students who might hesitate to speak up immediately, while creating a shared intellectual experience from day one. Research shows these platforms engage diverse learners in low-stakes discussion before class, building community around course content rather than just personal introductions. The digital format allows quieter students to participate meaningfully while creating a foundation for respectful dialogue.
Context: Works for any class size and modality. Online classes can use this asynchronously before the first synchronous meeting. Ensure students receive clear instructions on using the platform and that participation guidelines emphasize respectful engagement with others' ideas.
Sources: Muyang (2024); Northeastern CATLR (n.d.).

	Anonymous Needs Assessment Polling
Goal: Give all students voice in shaping class climate while modeling inclusive participation.
	What: Use an audience response system like Poll Everywhere, Mentimeter, Kahoot, or built-in LMS polling tools for real-time anonymous input on course expectations, concerns, and goals. Include both multiple-choice questions ("What's your biggest concern about class discussions?") and open-ended prompts ("One thing you hope to gain from this course is..."). Display aggregated results and discuss patterns as a class, addressing common concerns and celebrating diverse motivations. Include both multiple-choice questions ("What's your biggest concern about class discussions?") and open-ended prompts ("One thing you hope to gain from this course is..."). Display aggregated results and discuss patterns as a class, addressing common concerns and celebrating diverse motivations.
Why: Anonymous polling ensures every student can contribute regardless of personality type or social anxiety. Research demonstrates that such tools create more equitable participation by removing social barriers that typically limit who speaks up in traditional discussions. The real-time visual feedback helps students see they're not alone in their concerns or interests.
Context: Effective in all class sizes, particularly valuable for large lectures where individual voices might otherwise be lost. Online classes can use polling during synchronous sessions or via asynchronous surveys. Ensure students know responses are anonymous and that you'll address common themes.
Sources: Sathy & Hogan (2018); Northeastern CATLR (n.d.).



WEEK 2: Connecting Community to Perspective-Taking and Civil Discourse
	Week 2 Activity
	Description & Implementation

	Revisit Norms with a “What If” Scenario
Goal: Reinforce accountability to discussion norms as content gets deeper.
	What: At the start of Week 2, bring the class norms (from Week 1) back into focus. One engaging method is to pose a hypothetical “What if…” scenario relevant to your class. For instance: “What if during a debate in this class, two students strongly disagree and voices get loud – how should we handle it based on our norms?” Students can discuss in pairs or groups how they’d apply the agreed rules (like using “I” statements, listening fully before responding, etc.) and then share ideas. The instructor can then reaffirm the key norms. 
Why: This activity connects the abstract norms to real behavior, increasing student buy-in. By play-acting a conflict scenario in a low-stakes way, students collectively see how the norms function and commit to them. Research on academic freedom and discourse suggests that explicitly reminding students of norms can prevent incivility and keep dialogue productive. 
Context: Suitable for all class formats. In a small class, a whole-group conversation or a quick role-play can work. In larger classes, consider using clicker or poll questions about “Which norm is most important if X happens?” to prompt thought, then discuss answers. Online, you might post a scenario in a discussion thread and have students reply with how to uphold norms, then summarize the consensus. 
Sources: Brookfield & Preskill (2005); Duke Learning Innovation (2023).

	Active Listening Exercise
Goal: Practice listening and empathy as foundations for civil discourse.
	What: Pair students and have them practice active listening on a mild difference of opinion. For example, provide a light prompt (unrelated to core controversies) like “What’s the best way to study for exams?” or a course-relevant opinion question with no single answer. Student A speaks for 1–2 minutes responding to the prompt while Student B listens silently and does not interrupt or interject. Then Student B must summarize back to A what they heard. Then they switch roles. Afterwards, lead a debrief. 
Why: Civil discourse starts with genuine listening. This exercise directly builds the skill of listening to understand, not to rebut. It can reveal how often we formulate responses before someone finishes speaking. By requiring students to articulate the other person’s perspective, it fosters empathy and more nuanced thinking. 
Context: Works in any class size (even large lectures can do this in pairs scattered in the room; in Zoom, use breakout room pairs). For online asynchronous classes, you could adapt this to a written format: one student posts their thoughts, another must reply by paraphrasing that post before offering their own view. 
Source: Felten & Lambert (2023).

	Conversational “Moves” Workshop
Goal: Build skills for respectful dialogue (agreeing, disagreeing, adding on).
	What: Introduce students to specific discussion moves or sentence stems that facilitate productive conversation. For example, provide a handout or slide with phrases: “I hear you saying…”, “Building on your point, …”, “I respectfully disagree because…”, “Can you clarify what you meant by…?” Briefly discuss why these are useful. Then, practice: give the class a simple discussion topic or a short reading to react to. Divide into small groups and challenge them to have a 5-minute discussion where each person must use at least one of the provided phrases. Debrief afterward. 
Why: Many students (especially newer ones) have never been taught how to discuss constructively. Making the implicit rules of civil discourse explicit empowers all students to participate. Modeling and practicing “conversational moves” help avoid discussions where only a few voices dominate or where disagreements turn personal. 
Context: Great for mid-size classes and discussion-based courses. In large lectures, you might do a written version (e.g., an online forum where students must incorporate one appreciative or probing response to a classmate). In courses with international or first-generation students, this demystifies academic discussion norms. 
Sources: Brookfield & Preskill (2005); Cornell CTI (2023).

	Structured Academic Controversy (Switch-Sides Debate)
Goal: Encourage examining an issue from multiple perspectives and basing arguments on evidence.
	What: Implement a Structured Academic Controversy (SAC) style debate in a single class period. Choose a course-relevant question that has two or more clear sides. Divide students into small groups of 4 and split each group into Pair A and Pair B. Assign or have each pair choose opposite positions on the question. 
• Phase 1: Pairs prepare arguments. 
• Phase 2: Present arguments. 
• Phase 3: Switch sides and argue the opposite. 
• Phase 4: Drop roles and work toward consensus. 
Why: This structured debate model requires students to understand both sides of an argument and emphasizes critical thinking over “winning.” Students practice backing up claims with credible evidence and learn the importance of listening to the opposing side. 
Context: Best in classes up to ~40 students or in breakout sections for large lectures. Can be done in synchronous or asynchronous formats. Works well when grounded in readings or data. 
Sources: Center for History (n.d.)

	“Barometer” Stance-Taking Activity
Goal: Expose students to the spectrum of opinions in the room in a non-confrontational way.
	What: Identify a few provocative or open-ended statements related to the course. Label one side of the classroom as “Strongly Agree” and the opposite as “Strongly Disagree,” with gradations in between. Read the statement and have students physically position themselves according to their stance. Ask volunteers from different points to briefly explain their reasoning. Repeat with other prompts. 
Why: This activity helps students visualize the diversity of perspectives among their peers. It moves beyond binary “for or against” by showing a range of stances. Students practice articulating their views and hearing others’ reasoning without it turning into a heated debate. 
Context: Best in classrooms with space to move, or online using polls, annotation tools, or discussion boards. Choose discussion statements that are appropriate for the group’s maturity and tie into course material. 
Source: Facing History and Ourselves (2020).

	Role-Playing Diverse Perspectives
Goal: Encourage empathy by debating issues from assigned viewpoints or personas.
	What: Create a role-play scenario related to your discipline with multiple stakeholders. For example, in an environmental studies class, roles might include a resident, business owner, activist, and policy maker. Each student adopts one role, researches that perspective, and engages in a discussion or negotiation. After the role-play, students debrief out of character. 
Why: Role-playing can illuminate how values and assumptions differ across perspectives and pushes students to argue a position they might not personally hold – a great exercise in intellectual empathy. It also brings in the human dimension, helping reduce stereotypes. 
Context: Best for smaller classes or online discussions. Roles should be respectful and not require students to perform identities that are personally sensitive. Provide scaffolding so students feel confident stepping into their character. 
Sources: Brookfield & Preskill (2005); Illinois CITL (2022).

	Digital Argument Mapping Practice
Goal: Practice logical reasoning and structured debate on course-relevant topics.
	What: Create visual argument maps using collaborative platforms such as Padlet (for card-based organization), Miro or Mural (for sophisticated visual mapping), Microsoft Whiteboard (for simple visual organization), or structured discussion forums with threading capabilities. Students build evidence-based arguments for and against positions on a moderately controversial course topic, organize them visually into pro/con structures, and respond to others' points with counterevidence. Use the platform's commenting or connection features to identify areas of logical strength or weakness. Conclude with reflection on how the format affected their thinking.
Why: Structured argumentation helps students separate ideas from individuals, encouraging critique of arguments rather than people. Research on discussion pedagogy shows that visual, organized formats foster deeper critical thinking while building confidence in respectful debate, particularly for students uncomfortable with spontaneous verbal disagreement. The written format creates space for thoughtful reflection before responding.
Context: Works best with classes up to 40 students or in breakout sections. Online classes can use this asynchronously with periodic instructor feedback. Choose topics with clear evidence bases rather than purely opinion-based questions. Provide templates or examples of argument structure before the activity.
Sources: Richardson (2008); Brookfield & Preskill (2005).

	Online Perspective-Taking Discussion
Goal: Build empathy and dialogue skills through role-based online exchanges.
	What: Assign students different stakeholder roles related to a course topic and have them engage in structured online discussions from those perspectives using discussion forums (Canvas, Blackboard, Google Classroom), collaborative documents (Google Docs with commenting), or asynchronous video discussion tools like VoiceThread. Students first post from their assigned viewpoint, then respond constructively to others' perspectives before revealing their own opinions. To deepen the engagement, students then receive different stakeholder roles and repeat the process.
Why: Role-based discussions allow students to practice civil discourse skills while exploring multiple viewpoints in a lower-stakes environment than face-to-face debate. The asynchronous format gives students time to craft thoughtful responses and practice perspective-taking without the pressure of immediate verbal response. Research shows this approach builds empathy and reduces us-versus-them thinking.
Context: Suitable for any class size and modality. Can be done over several days to allow for reflection. Ensure roles are respectful and that students understand the educational purpose. Provide clear guidelines for constructive engagement and model appropriate responses.
Sources: Illinois CITL (2022); Brookfield & Preskill (2005).

	Reflective Digital Dialogue Analysis
Goal: Use the permanent record of online discussions to improve civil discourse skills.

	What: After any online discussion activity (forum posts, collaborative annotations, shared documents, etc.), have students review the digital conversation record using screenshots, discussion thread exports, or collaborative review in shared documents. Students identify examples of effective civil discourse moves: active listening, respectful disagreement, building on others' ideas, or asking clarifying questions. They can quote specific examples and explain why they worked well using reflection tools like individual Google Docs, discussion forum posts, or collaborative analysis in Padlet. Compile exemplary instances to share with the class.
Why: The digital record of online interactions provides unique opportunities for reflection and learning that ephemeral face-to-face conversations cannot offer. Research shows this reflective component helps students internalize norms of respectful communication by analyzing what made certain exchanges productive. Students develop metacognitive awareness of their own discussion skills.
Context: Follow any online discussion activity in any modality. Can be done individually via reflection journals or collaboratively through peer analysis. Ensure students understand they're analyzing communication patterns, not judging content opinions.
Sources: Richardson (2008); Brookfield & Preskill (2005).
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