Take a Position

Exploring Ideologies

I use this exercise in my ENG112 class as a kick-off for argument and debate. This is a final segment of the class (the last five-six weeks), so there is a certain comfort level among the group by this time. This activity can take up to 40 minutes to complete.

The Physical Activity

On the board, I write the following: Strongly Disagree; Disagree; Neutral; Agree; Strongly Agree.

I write these at the top of the board with space in between each one so that it spans the wall of the room, or even around the corner if there are two boards in the room.

The space in front of the boards is completely cleared away.

I instruct the students that after I give these directions, they will stand up and come to the front of the room to the board(s).

Directions: I am going to be reading a list of statements. I will read each statement twice. Once you hear the statement, you must physically move to stand at or near one of the positions labeled on the board. You must choose a position in response to each statement. Neutral may be used if you have no opinion on the issue or you might not even know what the issue is. You may only stand under Neutral once. I will not explain any of the statements. You may not ask any questions about them. There is to be no discussion during the exercise. (It never fails that comments come out, some laughter and other sounds they’ll make – this is okay. However, if I start to hear more explaining, defending, questioning, I remind them there is to be no talking.) Now, stand up and come up to the front of the room.

I sit/stand at the back of the room.

The statements are as follows:

The drinking age should be lowered to 18.

You should always do what a police officer tells you.

It’s okay to physically punish a child.

School athletics deserve to be funded at the cost of other programs.

Sex education should be taught in public schools.

Children of one race should not be adopted into families of a different race.

It’s okay to drink and drive.

A woman president? Not in my lifetime!

College classes need to have mandatory attendance policies.

Marijuana should be legalized.

Jobs first, environmental concerns second.

Children need to be raised by a mother and a father.

Stealing isn’t always stealing. It depends on what and from whom.

Full-time students should have reserved parking on campus.

It’s alright to take someone else’s prescription drugs.

Boys will be boys.

Public schools should be year-round.

The majority of these statements came from students in previous classes. They can be changed to fit current social issues (woman president may need to be changed!). I would advise against using any issues that WILL be discussed in class so that students do not feel their opinions had been unfairly “outed” in front of others. I also try not to make direct statements on highly volatile issues. For example, I do not have the statement “Gay marriage should be banned” or “Gay people should not be allowed to adopt children.” Instead, I have the statement, “Children need to be raised by a mother and a father.” During the later discussion, students will raise many issues that this one statement could include in response to why they chose their position. Teachers should create their own statements based on their comfort levels and the needs/focus of the class.

I read the statements quickly, twice each, instruct students to move quickly and go through the list. Once done, I ask them to take their seats.

Accommodations: I have had students with disabilities in the classroom for whom this was an accessible exercise given the space. If space might not allow a student with a wheelchair or other apparatus to move at the board, writing the labels on a large sheet of paper, or several of them, and having the student move his/her hand to the position or say the position out loud to the teacher or aid could be incorporated. The students should, in some way, be made to make an outward expression of their position, not just “think it” to themselves.

Writing to Learn and Discussion Follow-up

I ask the students to write about the experience with the following prompts:

What did they think of it?

Was there any part of the exercise that made them feel uncomfortable?

How did they feel moving around to take a position?

Were they honest about where they stood? If not, why not?

How did they feel seeing where some of their peers stood on issues?

How did it feel to see someone standing alone (it has always happened!)?

How did they feel to be the person standing alone?

I give them about 5-10 minutes to write about this, then open the class up for discussion about the experience. I try to steer away from getting into arguments or discussions about the issues, since that’s not the point of the exercise, though this often happens. I redirect the argument by pointing out that our need to want to explore these issues further than just taking a stand on them is exactly what argument and debate allows us to do.

There is sometimes discussion about the statements themselves – how the phrasing is ambiguous – which lends to exploration of rhetoric.

Rationale

The point of the exercise is to introduce the concept of ideology – what we believe and why we believe what we do – and how we can’t always know, nor ask, why someone believes what they do. We may see them act on their beliefs (take a position), but unless we engage with them or unless we take it upon ourselves to explore a deeper understanding, we can never know why they hold that position, nor can we share our own explanation. Thus, in entering into argument, it is important not only to know our own ideologies and understand why we believe what we do, but also to try to understand those with differing beliefs so that we might better engage with them in discussion and action for change, not just against them because our beliefs are different. Learning argument gives us an approach for these discussions.

As we move forward into study of classical argument and collaborative negotiations in the class, I refer back to this exercise time and again as a reminder of the need to work to understand and respect ideologies.

