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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Students Resolving Conflict: Peer Mediation in Schools will assist individuals at every level of
experience and exposure to peer mediation. Its purpose is to serve as

® A comprehensive introduction to conflict resolution and peer mediation

» A complete technical assistance manual for those involved in the process of implementing a peer
mediation program

m A reference work for those who currently operate peer mediation programs

After discussing the pressures that contribute to the problem of student conflict, the
body of the book is divided into three parts.

Part One: The Fundamentals of Conflict, Conflict Resolution, and Peer Mediation
makes up the theoretical portion of the book. Chapter 1 introduces basic conflict
resolution theory and processes. Chapter 2 discusses conflict in the school setting and
the limitations of the traditional approach to managing student conflicts. Together
these chapters lay the foundation necessary for understanding peer mediation, which is
presented in Chapter 3.

Part Two: Implementing a Peer Mediation Program consists of detailed chapters on
all aspects of the design, implementation, and operation of a student mediation program.
Chapter 4 discusses how to secure initial support. Chapter 5 covers every aspect of pro-
gram design, from selecting a coordinator to determining program policies on confiden-
tiality and voluntariness. Chapter 6 comprises a complete guide to training, with an addi-
tional section on program outreach for after the training is complete. Chapter 7 discusses
everything you need to know about actually mediating cases. And finally, Chapter 8 con-
cerns maintaining a healthy program.

Part Three: Tools includes a number of important sections. Chapter 9 presents com-
plete transcripts of two peer mediation sessions, one from a high school and one from a
middle school. In Chapter 10, a set of twelve conflict resolution lessons and materials will
enable classroom teachers to begin working with their students. Sample peer mediation
forms appears in Chapter 11, followed by a series of appendices including, among other
things, a guide to the legal issues raised by peer mediation and suggestions for organizing
conferences for peer mediators.

If you are new to peer mediation and have never observed a peer mediation session, I
suggest that you read the mediation transcripts early on. This will give you an under-
standing of the mediation process that will enable you to get the most out of this book. If
you are using this book to implement a peer mediation program in your school, read the
entire book before you begin the process. Although the chapters in Part Two are laid out
in rough chronological order, much of the work takes place simultaneously and you will
benefit from having an overview at the start. The Implementation Readiness Survey at
the back of Chapters 4, 5, and 6 will be of special interest to you as well.
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For readers who live and work outside of the United States, remember that the work
described here was formulated in the U.S. educational system and cultural climate.
Although educators around the world have adopted the peer mediation concept, the
transferability of these ideas varies from country to country. Make sure you adapt the
approach described in this book to the unique circumstances in which your students live
and learn.

Please be advised that Students Resolving Conflict is not designed to teach you how to
mediate or how to train students to mediate. No book alone can accomplish this task.
The best way to learn to mediate is to participate in a qualified training program that
includes extensive supervised practice. This book should be used to supplement such a
mediation training program.

Peer mediation has been used primarily with students nine years old and older. The
way peer mediation services are delivered in an elementary school differs markedly from
a middle or high school, however. Although the theory and the general information pre-
sented here will be useful to educators at all levels, this book focuses on the implementa-
tion process typical in middle and high schools.

A couple of notes on the writing format are necessary. I have used the term peer
mediation to refer to what is variously called peer mediation, conflict mediation, school
mediation, and conflict managing. And, when describing mediation sessions, I often refer
to only two parties even though mediation sessions can involve more. This is both
because it is easier to read and because most peer mediation sessions do involve just two
parties.

Finally, I encourage you to consider yourself a pioneer in this work. There are no
“ten easy steps” to follow when implementing a peer mediation program. The variables
are too complex: every school has different resources, needs, personalities, and educa-
tional philosophies. I have attempted to offer the collective wisdom of the people who
have developed this field during its first decade. But in the end, you will have to make
much of this up as you go. Be creative, take calculated risks, share what you learn with
others, and most importantly, enjoy yourself.

Good Luck.
Richard Cohen
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The thing I like
about mediation is
that the students
would be angry at
first, but when they
talk it over, they
seemed to be happier
about their choices
and can learn to face
them.

Middle school mediator

CHAPTER 1

Conflict and Conflict
Resolution

UNDERSTANDING CONFLICT

hen were you last involved in a conflict with anyone in your life: a friend, a
W spouse or partner, a co-worker, a student, a teacher, a neighbor; perhaps a

conflict within yourself? If you are like most people, your answer is probably
“this morning” or “the other day”

Conlflict is a normal and unavoidable part of living, the legitimate outcome of inter-
actions between even the most well-meaning individuals. From our first moments of life
to our last, human beings are continually involved in conflicts. We are the baby crying for
food, the toddler arguing over a ball, the teenager demanding a midnight curfew. Later,
we conflict over a spectrum of issues too large to detail: jobs, parenting, money, religion,
values, politics, careers, responsibilities, ad infinitum. We conflict over mundane inanities
(closing the toothpaste) as well as the most pressing issues of the times (international dis-
putes, AIDS, race relations). No aspect of life is resistant to becoming the focus of human
conflict.

Conlflict is not only a normal part of living, it is also a necessary part. It is through
the friction of forces in opposition that things change. Fields as diverse as political sci-
ence, biology, physics, and religion all view conflict as a source of potentially positive
change and growth. Democracy, intimacy, electricity, fertility, gravity—all are at least in
part born of conflict.

Conflict plays an especially significant role in human psychological development.
The conflicts that we face in our lives shape our characters, our cultures, and our world.
Conflicts can make us stronger and wiser. They can teach us better ways of solving prob-
lems, bring us closer to the people we care about, show us new sides of ourselves, and
enlighten us regarding our place in the world. One of the fundamental goals of all con-
flict resolution work is to help people harness this positive potential of conflict.

But conflicts are not always positive. Ask any group of North Americans to free-
associate with the word “conflict,” and their ideas are decidedly negative: fighting,
sadness, death, violence, pain, divorce, anger, gangs. On an emotional level, people
can feel unloved, angry, and depressed as a result of conflicts. People go to war or are
forced to live under the inhuman conditions attendant to war as a result of conflict.
Certainly, then, conflict can have destructive as well as constructive consequences.

Most broadly defined, conflict is a struggle between two or more opposing forces. As
such, it is not confined to the realm of human behavior. Animals, land masses, even ideas
can be said to be in conflict. Human conflicts operate on one of three levels. They can be
intrapersonal, as when one is deciding whether to accept a job offer or not; interpersonal, as
when one argues with his or her partner regarding how to spend money; and intergroup,
as when neighborhoods, races, and nations dispute. This book is concerned primarily
with interpersonal conflict.
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No two interpersonal conflicts are identical. Every interpersonal conflict throughout
history has been characterized by the unique attributes of the place, the people, and the
issues involved. But interpersonal conflicts, in fact all human conflicts, are defined by
similar characteristics. Once you can recognize and understand these parameters, you
become a more effective facilitator of conflict resolution. The following section will
describe these parameters.

First, though, it is necessary to define a number of terms that will appear in this dis-
cussion. The word conflict will be used to describe an interpersonal dispute in its totality.
The entire series of events that is associated with a dispute—from the first time there is
tension between people to the time when those tensions are resolved—will be referred to
as the conflict. The word party refers to any person or group of people directly involved in
a conflict. And issues are those subjects over which the parties disagree. Anything that one
party wants to change about their relationship with the other party is an issue.

SIX PARAMETERS OF INTERPERSONAL CONFLICT

To illustrate the parameters of interpersonal conflict, let’s look at a typical student dispute,
one that might very well end up in peer mediation.

Roxanne and Amy are fifteen years old. Although they grew up in the same neigh-
borhood and have known each other for most of their lives, they have never been
friends. Roxanne and Amy currently attend Central High School together where
they happen to be in the same English class.

About two months ago, Amy’s boyfriend Sidney suddenly broke up with her.
She was very hurt by this because she cared deeply for Sidney, and she still has diffi-
culty accepting that Sidney is not “hers.” Tiwo weeks after their breakup, Amy dis-
covered that Sidney was dating Roxanne. She immediately assumed that Roxanne
had had an influence upon Sidney’s decision to break up with her. When Amy dis-

cussed this with her friends, they supported her theory. The “discovery” has increased
Amy’s pain about Sidney, and she has quickly grown to despise Roxanne.

For her part, Roxanne had no interest in Sidney until he approached her at a
party six weeks ago. She had no plan to steal Sidney away from Amy; in fact, she
never gave either of them a thought until Sidney asked her out. Sidney has since told
her some nasty things about Amy, however, and as a result Roxanne tries to have
nothing to do with her.

Amy once spoke with her older brother Joe, who knows Sidney, about this situa-
tion. Joe told her that Sidney had been planning on breaking up with her for some
time. He said that it had nothing to do with Roxanne. Amy believed this for a little
while, but not for long.

Although they hardly ever see each other, a tangible level of tension has grown
between the two girls. Their relationship has also taken on a life of its own through
the rumor mill at school. Each girl hears from her friends that the other wants to
fight her. Amy sometimes thinks that she sees Roxanne giving her dirty looks.
Roxanne knows that Amy has been spreading a rumor around school that she is an
alcoholic. They have never confronted each other with these allegations.
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The only time Roxanne and Amy are certain to see each other during the school
day is in the English class that they share. Even there, however, they have managed
to keep each other at arm’s length. One time the teacher assigned them to work
together, and when Amy refused, Roxanne was able to convince him to give them
different partners.

Today in English class, Amy made a presentation in front of the room. When she
looked out, she saw Roxanne laughing, presumably at her. Amy found this extremely
distracting, and as a result she did a poor job on the presentation. She felt embarrassed
and angry. At the end of class, she went up to Roxanne and confronted her:

Amy: Is something wrong?

Roxanne: No, is something wrong with you?
Amy: What’s wrong is that you are a bitch.
Roxanne: What did you say?

In an instant Roxanne jumped up and the two girls threatened and pushed each
other until they were separated by the teacher.

Now let’s return to our parameters.
History

A climactic moment in a conflict is best understood as the outgrowth of the series of
events that precede it. Interpersonal conflicts always have histories: past behaviors, exper-
iences, conversations, and perceptions that, taken together, define them. Like the plot of
a novel, conflicts have a beginning, a middle, and inevitably, an end. Their “storyline”
can span years or only days or hours, but conflicts rarely happen in an instant.

The confrontation between Roxanne and Amy is best understood by referring to
their history. A diagram of this history looks like this:

1. Amy and Roxanne 3. Friends confirm 5. Amy consults 7. Each girl is encour- 9. Amy confronts K ;" |
grow up together but Amy’s hunch that her brother aged by her friends Roxanne and calls 1\ o 7
are not friends. Roxanne “stole” Sidney to fight the other her a name. \‘ \ / ‘L/
| | | | | _~"Amyand Roxanne -
| I | 7 haveafist fight .
A
2. Sidney breaks up 4. Sidney tells Roxanne 6. Rumors fly about 8. Roxanne | 7\ ! Y
with Amy; Roxanne gossip about Amy  alcoholism; dirty looks laughs during VAR
goes out with Sidney are exchanged Amy's presentation P/ \ \;

Typically, interpersonal conflicts come to the attention of outsiders only after they
have been going on for some time. The English teacher here, for example, watched as a
brief and relatively meaningless conversation between two of his students culminated in a
fight. One must review the history to understand why the two girls ended up in a physi-
cal confrontation.

Past events not directly related to the relationship of the parties should be considered
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part of the history of a conflict as well. Perhaps Amy failed a test this morning and was in a
particularly bad mood. Perhaps Roxanne’s father taught her never to back down from a
fight. The private and the shared histories of the parties often propel their conflict forward.

Escalation/Intensity

Interpersonal conflicts are rarely isolated events. They are usually composed of a
series of actions taken by the parties involved. Like a conversation or a tennis match, one
party takes action, the other responds with an action of his or her own, the first party
receives that second action and responds accordingly, and so on. Every action by one
party helps determine the reaction of the other.

As a result, the level of tension or intensity in a conflict is not static. Tensions
between parties escalate or de-escalate during the course of a conflict, sometimes during
the course of a single interaction. When a conflict is escalating, each action taken, each
word uttered, serves to increase the parties’ distress. Conversely, when conflicts de-esca-
late, distress between and within the parties decreases. The chart below illustrates some of
the contrasting characteristics of escalating vs. de-escalating conflicts.

When Conflicts Are Escalating: When Conflicts Are De-escalating:
® Direct communication is difficult ® Direct communication is fluid
and ineffective and effective
® Parties talk more about the other’s " Parties talk more about their own needs
deficiencies ® Dositive emotions become more intense
® Painful emotions become more intense ® Tiust is gradually regained
® Tiust is reduced ® Only people who are part of the conflict
® Extraneous people become involved (and possibly a mediator) are involved

One key aspect of escalation is that parties’ actions often mirror each other. If one
party concedes on one issue (and de-escalates the conflict), the other will be more
inclined to concede on another. But if one party acts in such a way as to escalate the
conflict, it increases the likelihood that the other will do the same. If Roxanne spreads
rumors about Amy, Amy will probably spread rumors about Roxanne. To achieve vic-
tory, Amy might even escalate the conflict by having her friends spread rumors about
Roxanne as well. This spiral of cause and effect puts parties on a path of escalation that is
difficult to alter and that can result in grave consequences.
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Peer mediation gives
our peers a confiden-
tial way of letting
out their true feel-
ings. Anger is used
to cover up many
other emotions. It’s a
way to speak and be
heard. And it’s a
chance to stop the
violence before it
escalates.

High school mediator

Amy and Roxanne’s conflict, like many student conflicts, was on just such an escalat-
ing trajectory. The issue that initiated the conflict was Amy’s distress because Roxanne
allegedly “stole” her ex-boyfriend Sidney. But these boyfriend difficulties were
only the first in a series of events that increased the intensity of their conflict. |

Amy and Roxanne

have a fist fight
A 9. Amy confronts [
Roxanne and calls |
her a name.
8. Roxanne ] N
laughs during P
4. Sidney tells Amy's presentation’ = |
R i 2
oxanne gossip 7. Each girl is 2 & ; ;

bout A
@ ou my encouraged by
their friends to

3. Friends confirm = fight each other |

Amy's hunch that
Roxanne “stole”
Sidney

6. Rumors fly about @?J
alcoholism; dirty 4
looks are exchanged =

Escalation/intensity

2. Sidney breaks =
up with Amy;
Roxanne goes

out with Sidney

€45

5. Amy consults
her brother |

1. Amy and Roxanne
grow up together
but are not friends. ~

History

Conflicts often escalate to a point where the original issues in dispute are forgotten,
obscured, or minimized in comparison to the parties’ concerns over subsequent actions.
Amy might in the end be more angry that Roxanne ruined her presentation than
because she dated Sidney. Roxanne might similarly be more angry that Amy threatened
her in front of the class than because Amy had spread rumors about her. The escalation
process adds discrete, extraneous issues to a conflict that can overshadow what were once
the primary issues in dispute.>

Psychological Need

The third characteristic of interpersonal conflict concerns the separate, inner life of
each party. Specifically, it refers to the degree to which a conflict becomes entangled with
parties’ attempts to meet their personal, psychological needs. This complex, internal dimen-
sion influences the dynamics of an interpersonal conflict as much as events that occur exter-
nally between the parties. To understand this, we must review some simple psychology.

All of us—regardless of age, sex, religion, or cultural background—share basic psy-
chological needs that we strive to fulfill. These include the need to feel safe and secure, to
be loved, to be in control of one’s life, to belong, and to achieve. Meeting these needs is
as essential to psychological health as air, water, and food are to physical health.

5 This dynamic can be clearly discerned in large-group conflicts which, because of their complexity, have a
tremendous potential for escalation. In many wars, the legacy of killings and atrocities motivates the parties as

much as the original issues in dispute.
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Noted psychologist Abraham Maslow called human beings the “wanting” animal
because we are constantly striving to satisfy our needs. Whenever one need is satisfied,
another one always takes its place. Striving to meet evermore sophisticated needs,
Maslow asserted, is the essence of human development. He formulated the hierarchy of
needs diagrammed here.

Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs

Self-Actualization
Truth
Goodness
Beauty
Aliveness
Individuality
Perfection
Necessity

From Motivation and Personality by Abraham H. Maslow (Harper & Row, 1954)
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