Opinion Continuum

Adapted by John Zola

This activity can be found in any number of “values clarification” books.  It is intended to have students physically move to a specific part of the room to show their position on controversial topics. 

1.
Identify issues of controversy in your curriculum and/or lesson.  These might be questions of science and ethics, actions of characters in literature, or questions of civic or historical controversy.  Frame each as a clear, one sentence statement with which students will be asked to agree or disagree.  

2.
In advance, post one sign stating “STRONGLY AGREE” and one sign stating “STRONGLY DISAGREE” on opposite walls or corners of the room. Put another sign stating “THE MIDDLE” on the floor between them.
3.
Explain to the class that you will read a statement.  They are to think about their position on that statement and then locate themselves along a continuum from one side or corner of the room to the other from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree.”  Explain that relative location is important; i.e. being either farther to the extreme or closer to the midpoint is a physical way of stating the degree to which they think/feel about the issue. Students can decide to go to “the middle,” but then their responsibility is to work together to frame questions to ask each side that would help them move in one direction or the other. They should ask their questions and engage in discussion with those from both sides near the middle to help move one way or the other. This makes “undecided” hard work instead of a cop out!
4.
Once located, direct students to begin explaining to those standing near them why they placed themselves as they did.  Students should explain their reasoning and evidence for their location AND they should be re-calibrating with each other.  This is the process of listening to other students near them and determining whether they really are more or less extreme in their thoughts/feelings on the topic.  Encourage students to move as necessary to accurately represent the continuum of opinion in the classroom.

5.
Move to a large group discussion where students explain to the class the reasons for their position.  They can share reasons that you post on the board or be more of a debate where students are encouraged to try and compel their classmates to move toward their location.  In either case, moderate the discussion in such a way that students are required to back up opinions with information and students listen carefully to each other.  Model and encourage respectful listening skills.
6.
Conclude the discussion by asking students on both sides of the issue to identify what they believe to be the strongest arguments/reasons they heard from the OPPOSING side.  Ask those in the middle to explain which direction they are more compelled to move and why. Explore what values or solutions BOTH sides might agree upon.  Where is there common ground between the two opposing viewpoints upon which a solution might be crafted?  Either direct students to return to their seats or provide a new controversial statement and repeat the process.

This is a good activity to use at the beginning of a unit where you want to sample student opinions and knowledge on topics you will be covering. In that case, it can be interesting to take a piece of poster paper at the end of the discussion, draw a continuum on it, and have each student sign where they now sit on that line.  After the unit of study, bring the poster paper back out and see whether and to what degree students have changed or modified their original positions.

This can also be a good get acquainted activity at the start of the term.  In that situation, statements can be a mix of general opinion questions and statements drawn from future course content.

