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Background: Supporting Teachers in Turbulent Times

• Difficult topics/issues have long been part of curricula AND educational 
practice

• Teaching as political: ongoing "curriculum wars" over teaching of difficult, 
divisive, and controversial issues

• Policy moves that chill classroom discourse (local, state, national)
• Book banning and scrutiny over school/classroom libraries

• School board policies adopted/considered across PA

• State policies adopted/considered in multiple states



Background: Holocaust, Genocide and 
Human Rights Initiative
• Founded in response to Act 70

• Evolved over time to become an Initiative focused on teacher professional learning 

• We provide support to educators through practitioner inquiry communities as they 

navigate difficult contemporary and historical issues in their curriculum and 

contexts.



Our (Evolving) Research Question

How can we build inquiry communities that support K-12 

educators as they learn to teach and engage with difficult 

topics in their classrooms and school communities?



Our Approach



Study Context

• Southern York County, PA
• 8 municipalities; 144 sq. mi.
• 5,000 students
• Semi-rural

• Personalized professional learning
• Professional Growth Plans
• In-house learning experiences

• Identified need for support with difficult 
topics in curriculum and community



Method: Adapting Our Approach 



Method: In-Progress Case Study

• Case study of an inquiry community of 20 educators
• Multiple data sources: meeting notes, meeting artifacts, semi-

structured interviews, ethnographic field notes, 
reflections/jottings from driving and walking in the community
• Inductive thematic analysis (in process)
• Shared reflections on analytic memos and initial reading of data --

-> preliminary insights shared with teachers



Method: Shared and Individual Wonderings

Educator Role Identity Wondering for Practitioner Inquiry

7th Grade ELA Teacher How can I engage my students in discussions of difficult topics 
with people who have different opinions?

4th Grade Teacher How can we assess and own where we stand on issues of equity 
and inclusion without scaring stakeholders away?

6th Grade Writing & 
Science Teacher

How can I address difficult topics with a trauma-informed 
lens?

Kindergarten Teacher How can I foster responsible independence while increasing 
accountability?

Secondary School 
Administrator

How can we reduce class cuts and office referrals in our building?

How can we, in our roles, help create a culture of respect in which students and the school 
community feel safe, supported, connected and valued across differing experiences and 

perspectives?



Preliminary Insights In Our RQ

• Process of planning for a supportive community
• Negotiating the framing and meaning of the community
• Teaching the inquiry process; assisting with "remodeling" 

that process across contexts
• Using structured professional talk with a constructivist 

facilitation stance to create space for meaning-making across diverse 
experiences and perspectives



Early Evidence of Impacts

• Teaching the Civil War: Shifting from "just the facts" to meaning-
making and connections to contemporary issues
• Office referrals: Changing policy to reduce racially biased 

exclusionary discipline
• Supporting New Americans: shifting from "language police" to 

"How can we negotiate the impact of our language?"
• Rejuvenation of veteran teachers: feeling less "burned out"



Potential Implications

• Shared context with regular meetings
• Building a community of professionals at a time when teachers are 

feeling unsupported
• Intentionally creating space for "multiple perspectives" without 

allowing harm (facilitator stance) - "open grappling"
• Need for teacher educators who understand the professional contexts 

of teachers



Thank you!

Danielle Butville (drz5018@psu.edu)
Logan Rutten (rutten@psu.edu)

Holocaust, Genocide and Human Rights Education Initiative Website

mailto:drz5018@psu.edu
mailto:rutten@psu.edu
https://www.bellisario.psu.edu/research/centers/holocaust-genocide-and-human-rights-education-initiative-at-penn-state
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