
A year ago I taught a course that dealt with con-
troversial topics, including immigration and 

racism. Because topics like the latter can produce 
strong emotions, I employed a pedagogical strat-
egy that was effective for creating a collaborative 
learning community. 
 
At the outset of the semester, I asked the students 
in my class (called “Border Cultures and Shifting 
Frontiers”) to propose a set of ground rules for cre-
ating and maintaining a productive and safe learn-
ing environment. All of the students participated in 
the activity. Collaboratively, they came up with an 
excellent set of guidelines for a cooperative learn-
ing environment. Both the activity and the resulting 
guidelines set a constructive tone for the rest of the 
semester. It was clear that the students felt invest-
ed in the guidelines that they had themselves pro-
duced, which made them committed to following 
them in our discussions. The results included many 
superbly collaborative discussions, which contribut-
ed to a meaningful learning experience for every-
one. 

Below are the steps I took. Modify where needed. 

1. On the first day of class, state that rather than 
giving the students a set of “rules” for the class, 
everyone in the class shall participate in creating 
guidelines for the behavior or discussion etiquette 
that everyone expects from one another. 

2. During the first day of class, you (the instructor) 
shall show them where to find the Google document 
that you created so that everyone can contribute to 
the draft. Give the document a title that makes the 
purpose of the activity clear, for example: “Class 
discussion guidelines” (or something to that effect). 

3. Instruct the students to write 1-2 guidelines, in 
complete sentences. Ask them to submit their sug-
gestions within 1-2 days. For example, if the class 
starts on Wednesday, give them until Thursday or 
even Friday. Go over the document over the week-
end and discuss it with the students on Monday.

4. After you have read through all of the contribu-
tions in the shared document, compile a list. Include 
everyone’s contribution, but avoid having repeats of 
the same suggestions. 

5. Once you’ve compiled the list, create a separate 
document and, in class, give everyone access to it 
and project it on the screen. 

6. Don’t rush through this activity, as it will be one 
of the major pieces in the foundation you and the 
students are creating for cultivating a learning com-
munity. You are building this foundation with them. 
I would dedicate most of the class period for this 
activity. Go over each item with the students, fa-
cilitating the discussion and collectively deciding 
which suggestions will make the final version. If a 
revision needs to be made, do it on the spot, with 
everyone’s consent. 

7. Because this is a collaborative activity, it’s import-
ant for everyone to feel welcomed and encouraged 
to participate. (For example, I would avoid placing 
the name of a student beside his/her suggestion so 
that the suggestions can be discussed without any-
one feeling like they have to defend themselves.)

8. Another approach might be to divide the stu-
dents into breakout rooms, giving them time to go 
over the list in small groups. After about 7 minutes, 

the class reconvenes, and the discussion moves at 
a faster pace. 

9. Once you have the final version, publish it 
where everyone can see it. If a guideline should be 
breached in the future, then it would be the right 
time to review the sheet and, as a class, ask whether 
there are areas in need of improvement for main-
taining a safe and productive learning environment. 

I used this activity in a course that I taught in English 
and I believe that with proper modeling of the gram-
mar structures an instructor might wish to review or 
introduce, it could be implemented in intermediate 
and advanced language course. One advantage of 
this exercise is that it creates a “real-life” situation 
in which students are compelled to use the target 
language for meaningful communication. ❁ 
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Ground Rules for Creating a Safe and Productive Classroom Environment 
By the members of this class 

 
Everyone agrees that it is important to treat others with respect. Many people agree that being open 
minded is important. Below are many of the points students in the class made for practical ways in 
which we can all insure that we create a good learning environment.  

 
Behavior / Practical Action in Class 

• Do not attack anyone or get defensive about something you don't agree with. 
• Learn how to respect each other's opinions and be able to dispute the views of our peers in a 

polite manner. 
• Avoid condescending phrases or words that make others feel like their opinion is irrelevant. 
• Avoid raising our voices, especially when directing statements at other students, or professors. 
• Avoid using harsh language or swear words, especially ones directed at peers. 
• Try to keep an open mind. You might learn something that you never thought of before and 

could possibly change your opinion on a specific topic. 
• Avoid talking over others or cutting other people off mid-sentence. 
• Avoid negative body language such as eye rolling or arm crossing. This could give off the 

impression of annoyance. 
• Do not talk over someone else, let everyone have a chance to voice their opinion  
• "Agree to disagree" Don't try to force someone to agree with your opinion  
• Don't be afraid to be passionate about a subject, but still be respectful  
• No scoffing, scowling, or snide remarks at other's comments  
• Acknowledge that people think differently and have different opinions  
• Showing respect and being open minded when learning about cultures and listening to different 

opinions  
• No judgements when peers participate  
• Try having an unbiased point of view 
• Reserve others (as well as yourself) the right to change their minds. We are all here to learn 

from one another and see things from different perspectives  
• Keep the discussion and comments on the topic and not on a person because we are not always 

going to agree completely, and that is completely okay. 
• Learning is about sharing different opinions and active listening, so we have to make sure that 

we are good listeners! 
• Refrain from sarcasm, verbal attacks and most important of all, let´s be open minded! 
• When peers are speaking, it is important to wait to reply, even if you disagree with their point 
• Stay away from slurs in any discussion 
• Avoid generalization 
• Do not make broad statements without any evidence to support your opinion 
• Avoid making brash generalizations, or (on the flip side) assuming another person's statement is 

meant as a generalization for an entire group of people.  
• No slurs, derogatory vocabulary, or relying on stereotypes.  
• If we are about to discuss or engage with media involving something disturbing, give other 

people in the room fair warning.  
• Hear the person out/let them finish talking before you interject with your opinion, 

disagreement, or counterpoint. 
• I believe that one of the most important nuances of debate in a safe environment is validation. 

Although opposing viewpoints (sometimes even polarized) may present themselves, striving to 
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see the merit in another person's views and concerns is important in order to have a productive 
conversation. Prefacing an argument with a phrase like, "I understand why you feel that way," or 
acknowledging a good point before responding can help others be more receptive to new ideas 
and insight. 

• This respectful attitude can be further reinforced by refraining from interrupting others while 
they are speaking, and raising one's hand before making a point. By carrying oneself respectfully 
in a debate, hopefully other participants will follow and this can lead to healthy, constructive, 
and productive conversation. 

 
Thoughts on the Purposes of Discussions and their Possible Orientations 
“I believe that discussions are meant so that you can learn from others, as well for others to learn from 
your contribution to the discussion.” 
 
“I think it could be beneficial to not just learn to dissect and explain the phenomena but to also 
empathize with the people living and going through the circumstances, putting ourselves in their shoes 
and maybe think of ways in which these situations can be changed.”   
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