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PITP Reflection #1

Put it to Practice Activity:  

Two teachers worked with high school students to learn how to better manage conflicts that arise during group work.  Student focus groups brainstormed about how conflicts arise during group work and recorded scenarios that mirrored actual conflicts they had experienced.  Students plan to perform these scenarios for whole classes that will then work to analyze why conflicts arise and how they can be resolved.  Teachers will then work with students to teach conflict resolution and mediation techniques with the hope that it will allow all student voices to be heard and students will be able manage conflicts productively.  Planning materials and student scenarios are included, along with PowerPoint slides reflecting conflict resolution and mediation techniques to be explored in the future.  Below is a brief analysis of the project.
Introduction:
Many skilled teachers can access student voice when leading a class or facilitating a discussion.  Teachers can purposefully group students, offer motivating or controversial material, provide sentence starters, provide multiple formats in which students can express themselves, and many other strategies in their classrooms.  But what about when students are outside of their classrooms, and not subject to these strategies and structures?  Does accessing student voice simply mean hearing from students while they are in a course or in school?  Or does it mean helping students to find their own voices and know themselves better?  If a particularly charismatic or skilled teacher is able to create an environment in his or her classroom where students are heard and feel comfortable sharing and participating that is wonderful.  One would hope that students would have a greater understanding of the power of their own voices from being in such a class and apply this lesson elsewhere.  But what about when students are not in class or in school?  What happens when students find themselves not only outside of the supportive environments that encouraged their voices, but in environments that are averse to hearing their voices?  If we are to encourage student voice, we must do so in ways that they will be able to apply long after leaving our classrooms.  We must encourage not just a sharing of opinions, but a deeper understanding of how to share oneself with others, even if others don’t want to listen.
Conflict Resolution:
In brainstorming ways that we might be able to encourage such behavior, my colleague and I thought that teaching conflict resolution and mediation techniques would be a way to build student capacity in managing conflicts in or out of the classroom.  Project-based learning schools attempt to mirror real world working conditions in which one often must work with a group or team of people and in which students must guide their own learning.  When consistently working in groups, conflicts regarding process and product naturally arise amongst a diverse group of learners.  Such conflicts can lead to particular groups of student voices being silenced.  Thus, learning how to collaborate and ensure all voices are being heard is a central goal of teaming.  Understanding the process of conflict resolution and mediation teaches techniques that support collaboration, allowing all voices to be heard and often enhancing products the group is able to produce.  Kressel writes that advocates of conflict resolution and the mediation process believe mediation “should provide superior outcomes [when conflicts arise] because it is based on a model of cooperative conflict, rather than the win-lose orientation of the adversarial legal system, and because it involves the parties directly and actively in searching for solutions to their differences, rather than imposing a solution on them.  This intensive participation, it is argued, should lead to psychological commitment to whatever agreements are reached…” (Kressel, p.727).  The “psychological commitment” discussed above comes from experiencing “directly and actively” the process of understanding one’s own needs and the needs of others.  The more a student is subject to a “win-lose” outcome imposed by a third party, the harder it will be for that student to ever understand conflict and conflict resolution based on needs.  The students will become wed to the ideals of positional bargaining and will find it more difficult to resolve future conflicts.  
Common Language:
Part of being able to participate in a collaborative process comes from students being able to speak a common language about a conflict situation.  Understanding the language on conflict resolution, including positions, needs, reframing and alternatives will be key in student’s ability to understand each other.  Students will also learn techniques for listening, probing and paraphrasing that will allow them to communicate more effectively and mediate conflicts between others.  Understanding the ideas behind this language and practicing its use will occur during authentic role-playing scenarios.  Students produced these scenarios based on real conflict situations to encourage authenticity when practicing with unfamiliar language and concepts.

Role-Playing:
Students role-playing scenarios that they generated themselves is a first step in analyzing authentic conflicts.  An important part of the process of role-playing conflict scenarios will be the need for students to take on multiple roles within the conflict.  Being required to take on multiple roles encourages collaboration, rather than competition, when conflicts arise.  By making kids take on both sides of a dispute, collaboration seems the only viable option, because a competitive impulse cannot be maintained for two opposing sides simultaneously.  Johnson and Johnson discuss this phenomenon in terms of “freezing the epistemic process” and the shift to “epistemic curiosity” (Johnson and Johnson, 2005).  When initially confronted with an issue, individuals draw a “conclusion based on categorizing and organizing incomplete information, their limited experiences, and their specific perspective” (Johnson and Johnson, 2005).  Arguing one’s initial conclusion only serves to enhance this freezing process.  By requiring students to take multiple roles in a conflict scenario, the necessity of arguing the opposing point of view stipulates the unfreezing of views and results in “epistemic curiosity” (Johnson and Johnson, 2005).  The curiosity to find a solution based on all the available information and competing points of view leads directly to a collaborative and cooperative process.

Conclusion:
The process of teaching these skills is one that is ongoing with students and faculty alike.  Understanding and managing conflicts is as much a process of self-discovery as it is one of understanding someone else.  In working with students to understand these skills, it is our hope that students will not only understand other perspectives, but gain a greater sense of self-awareness and greater confidence in sharing their own, as well as listening to other perspectives.
