
 TEACHING GUIDELINES FOR LEADING CLASS DISCUSSIONS  
IN RESPONSE TO THE RECENT TRAGEDIES AND LOSSES 

 
As the leader of the class and the person facilitating the discussion, it is important for you to maintain 
your authority over the classroom environment in order to guide the discussion appropriately. Some 
suggestions to help you prepare and facilitate these discussions:  
 
1. Think through supportive ways to introduce and close the session.  
 
2. Ask the class to establish ground rules for the discussion. Some ideas you might want to propose to 
students before they begin discussion include:  
 
• Avoid blame and speculation.  

 
• Respect each other's views and avoid inflammatory language.  

 
• It is okay to share personal stories and feelings. (Be prepared for students to be emotional, and try 

to support and comfort them.)  
 

• It is okay to express anger and frustration within limits. (While it is important for students to 
express themselves, it is also vital to control the class and maintain an environment that feels safe 
for all students.)  

 
• Be prepared for the fact that, sometimes, in the wake of these tragedies, when a particular group 

gets blamed by the media or others, there is a backlash against people who share an 
ethnic/cultural/religious heritage with those accused. It is important that students not be doubly 
hurt by this tragedy -- first by the horrific news that has shaken us all and second by misguided 
generalizations.  

 
• Be mindful that when someone compares the severity of this event to historical or other events, it 

might offend or estrange those who see themselves in different relationship to the examples 
given. There are many reasons why students may have a different relationship with the examples, 
e.g., personal history or age, differing past experience of violence or tragedy, group membership, 
or different geographical or cultural origins or reference points.  

 
• Create a framework for the discussion. Possible discussion topics include:  

o What hopes and fears do you have about this discussion?  
o In what ways are you personally affected by these events?  
o How might these events affect your/our future?  
o What positive actions can individuals take in response to this tragedy (e.g., give blood, 

support students new to campus or far from home)?  
 

• Allow everyone a chance to talk (when possible), but don't force students to participate. Ways to 
accomplish this include:  

o Use a "round" (give each student a chance to speak in response to a guiding question 
without interruption or discussion, allowing students to pass if they desire). 
Following the round, open the discussion for general response.  

o Divide students into discussion partners or groups.  
o Give students a chance to write before speaking.  

 



• Other ideas for instructors to consider:  
 

• Join sections together to have more than one leader. In large classes, consider breaking students 
into small groups with discussion leaders.  

 
• Where you can, explore links to the content of your class or discipline.  

 
• Try to balance emotional with intellectual approaches.  

 
• Ask students to do some writing when discussion seems to be getting out of hand.  

 
• Exchange ideas and strategies with other instructors, including debriefing the class discussion.  

 
• Don't feel compelled to lead a discussion if your own emotions or reactions make you feel unable 

to do so. Give a simple statement to the class to this effect and move on into class work. Outside 
of class, be sure to seek appropriate support for yourself.  

 
• Discuss with colleagues the issues you face in the classroom as a result of the tragedy we all have 

experienced. There are no right answers or approaches, so we all need to learn from each other.  
 

 
Resources available to student and faculty:  
 
For Students  
The Center  for Counseling and Consultation, can provide support for students and consultation and 
referrals to faculty, staff, and parents. 

Queens Campus 
Marillac Hall, Room 130 
Tel: 718-990-6384 

Staten Island Campus 
Spellman Hall, Room 101 
Tel: 718-390-4447 

 

For Faculty and Staff: 

Faculty and Staff can obtain assistance through the Employee Assistance Program,– E4 Health 
E4 Health is a free, confidential benefit designed to help faculty, administrators and staff and their 
household or family members handle life’s challenges successfully – from routine concerns to major 
crises. Professional counselors are available 24 hours a day, 365 days a year to offer support and 
resources, simply by calling the confidential helpline.  The Helpline: 1 (800) 227-2195.   The Member 
Web Site: www.HelloE4.com (username: sju; password: guest) 

http://www.helloe4.com/


 

HOTLINES 

 

Samaritans of New York 24-Hour Hotline 
This hotline provides those in crisis (and those who care for them) with a 24-hour 
safety net that can be used to fill-in service gaps, bridge between appointments and 
act as a source of on-going emotional maintenance for those with chronic emotional 
issues. 
1-212-673-3000 

 

 
Lifenet        
Lifenet provides multilingual helpline for crisis intervention, mobile crisis team, and 
mental health referrals.  www.lifenet.nyc 
English: 1-800-LIFENET  
Spanish: 1-877-AYUDESE  
Korean and Chinese: 1-877-990-8585 
 

 

National Suicide Prevention Lifeline 
No matter what problems you are dealing with, we want to help you find a reason to 
keep living. You will be connected to a skilled, trained counselor at a crisis center in 
your area, anytime 24/7 and online at www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org. 
1-800-273-TALK 
 

 

  SAMHSA's National Helpline 
A confidential, free, 24-hour-a-day, 365-day-a-year service 
(findtreatment.samhsa.gov) in English and Spanish for individuals and family 
members facing mental health and/or substance use disorders. This service provides 
referrals to local treatment facilities, support groups, and community-based 
organizations. 
1-800-662-HELP 
 

 

Disaster Distress Helpline 
A national hotline dedicated to providing year-round immediate crisis counseling for 
people who are experiencing emotional distress related to any natural or human-
caused disaster. This toll-free, multilingual, and confidential crisis support service is 
available to all residents in the United States and its territories. Stress, anxiety, and 
other depression-like symptoms are common reactions after a disaster. Call 1-800-
985-5990 or text TalkWithUs to 66746 to connect with a trained crisis counselor. 
1-800-985-5990 
 

 

Veterans Crisis Line 
The Veterans Crisis Line connects Veterans in crisis and their families and friends 
with qualified, caring Department of Veterans Affairs responders through a 
confidential toll-free hotline. 
1-800-273-8255 
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