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Communities Divided:
How to Navigate Polarizing Debates

Chris Horan
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#MASCMASS23

MASC / MASS Joint Conference
Hyannis, MA
November 9, 2023
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“Eighty-eight percent of respondents cited ‘the 
intrusion of political issues and opinions into 
schooling’ as a source of stress in their job, the 
highest percentage for the stressors cited. The 
percentage of superintendents reporting politics 
as a stressor was highest among leaders in 
urban districts (98%).”
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“Our children deserve far 
better from their education 
than to be told what to think.”

12

13



11/9/23

7

14

15



11/9/23

8

16

School Committee Meetings
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Social Media
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https://bit.ly/3ZqV2jb

“In January 2023, we asked 1,439 teachers if their 
school system leaders had directed them to limit 
discussions about political or social issues in class. 
One-quarter of teachers said their school system 
leaders had done so—the same percentage as the 
school year before. However, a striking 65% of 
teachers said that they decided on their own to 
limit discussions about political or social issues.” 
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https://bit.ly/3ZqV2jb
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Why did you decide (on your own) to limit discussions 
about political and social issues in class?
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Brookings Institute (August 10, 2023)

“Our national surveys of educators reveal 
points of tension between families and 
schools. However, these same surveys 
underscore the influence of parents and 
the importance of building trusting 
relationships with families to head off 
potential conflict early.”
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Brookings Institute (August 10, 2023)

Districts should take a two-pronged approach:

PROACTIVE STRATEGY

to build trust and engage 
parents in conversations 

about their children’s 
learning

REACTIVE STRATEGY

to manage conflict when it 
does occur to reduce the 

burden on educators
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Effective communication is a two-way street.
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Beyond the School Committee meeting:
Other opportunities to listen and engage
• Community Forums

• Focus Groups

• Surveys / Polls / Questionnaires

• Listening Sessions / Coffee Hours

• Local Events and Activities
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Reporting back what you’ve heard
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Process matters.

The more controversial the topic, the more 
important it is to:
• design
• communicate
• implement
• and document
a thorough vetting and decision-making process.
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How to navigate polarizing debates

Maintain your composure. Know when not to respond.

Don’t go it alone. Get cover.3

2

Refer back to core values.1
YOUR OWN

THE DISTRICT’S
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How to navigate polarizing debates

Don’t retreat on important work just to avoid backlash.

5

Focus on the issues, not the players.4

6

Don’t be dismissive of opposing viewpoints. 

Strengthen relationships and trust with families across 
the ideological spectrum.
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TODAY: 11:15 am – 12:15 pm
Hyannisport West

Stay on Message:
Keeping Your Strategic Plan at the Forefront
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Questions & Comments
Chris Horan
617-852-1340
horancommunications.com

@chrishorancomm
#MASCMASS23

The content of this presentation is copyrighted material. No reprints, reuse,
or distribution without written permission from Horan Communications.
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