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Abstract

This paper addresses the use of conflict resolution themed content based
materials in university level English as a Second Language (ESL) classrooms and
overall curriculum. Teaching English as a second language to adults is
considerably different from teaching young, first language learners. Adults are
capable of higher level reasoning and perhaps due to this, can find language
learning by grammar alone to be slightly lacking in stimuli. Using theme based
content in class allows for the teacher to cover all of the necessary points on the
curriculum, and give the students additional skills to use together with increased
English language ability. The question to be reviewed by this paper is if it is
appropriate, and beneficial for students to be learning conflict resolution content

alongside their English language skills.

Keywords: Conflict Resolution Education, CRE, Cooperative Learning, Content
Based Learning, CBL, ESL, Constructive Controversy, Global

Learning
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An unfortunate aspect of the conflict resolution skill set is that these skills are very
difficult to quantitatively analyze. Determining if an individual has undergone a significant
transformation in their attitude and way in which they respond to real conflict is
considerably challenging, if not impossible. With this in mind, the focus of this paper will
be on establishing if the use of conflict resolution content in ESL classrooms has a negative
effect on the quality of English language education. The main components of the program
will draw from studies in conflict resolution education (CRE), content based learning (CBL),
and cooperative learning in ESL environments.

There seems to be considerable anecdotal evidence that shows the positive influence of
conflict resolution skill holders in society, both academic and professional. It is determined
that conflict resolution content does not in fact have a negative influence on English
language learning. So, even if in the worst case, the conflict resolution skills have a neutral
effect upon the students and the classroom environment, there would be no academic harm

in introducing this content to the ESL classroom.

The field of conflict resolution is deep and diverse and is becoming more so with every
passing year. The variety of training programs and the appropriateness of conflict resolution
training is developing and being constantly tested. Despite these general advancements in
the field, it seems that conflict resolution training in the ESL (English as a Second
Language) world has yet have attained large scale support. This could in part be due to the
apparent lack of empirical studies of the efficacy of conflict resolution training in ESL
programs.

In this review I will outline the available literature in the fields of conflict resolution
training, content-based ESL training, and cooperative learning in an ESL classroom. It
seems that although there has been considerable study of cooperative learning and global
education in the ESL classroom, there has yet to be any studies written that focus on conflict
resolution programs in the ESL environment.

The primary search engine used for the review was Google Scholar. Wiley Online,
EBSCO, ERIC, Academic Search Premier, and JSTOR were used as well, but Google
Scholar seemed to provide the most fully-accessible articles. When conducting my search 1
used the following key words and phrases: ESL, conflict resolution, dispute resolution,
education, CRE, TESOL, language, ADR, English as a second language, and constructive

controversy. As is to be expected, I found the best results for conflict resolution training
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when I used “conflict resolution” and “education” as search words. My searches for
information on the use of conflict resolution in ESL environments were most productive
2 (13

with “tesol” or “esl” and “constructive controversy”, “global learning”, or “conflict

resolution”.

Conflict Resolution Education (CRE)

Stevahn, Johnson, Johnson, Green & Laginski (1997) wrote a paper outlining the
evaluation of a conflict resolution training program that was integrated into a Canadian high
school literature course. The authors argue that since levels of conflict, both physical and
emotional, are increasing in the educational environment, it is beneficial to introduce
conflict resolution training into the school curriculum. At the time of this research, there had
been little empirical research on the effectiveness of conflict resolution programs being
implemented in schools and there had been no connection of these programs to conflict
resolution theory and research. Without the research and proof of increased educational
achievement, special conflict resolution programs were not being widely adopted or
maintained. “Conflict-resolution training, therefore, may never be permanently integrated
into school life unless it is incorporated into academic subjects in ways that increase
academic achievement” (Stevahn, Johnson, Johnson, Green & Laginski, 1997, p.86). The
authors chose to study 40 ninth grade English class students in Ontario, Canada. Nine
students from one class and 11 students from another class were randomly chosen to receive
the experimental conflict resolution training. A pre-post/experimental design was used to
determine the influence of integrative negotiation, and perspective reversal procedures being
taught to the experimental group. This training involved the identification and use of a six-
step process for conflict resolution. Students stated desires, feelings, reasons for desires and
feelings, understanding of the other person’s desires and feelings, three optional agreements
for mutual benefit, and finally a mutually accepted agreement. The students’ overall
achievement was measured through four indicators. The first was academic achievement,
the second was mastery of the negotiation procedure, the third was the long term retention
of the negotiation procedure, and finally, the fourth was the students’ ability to apply the
negotiation procedures to conflicts. Students in the conflict resolution experimental group
worked in pairs for the first six classes of the study, and then in triads for the remaining two

periods. The results of the study indicated that the members of the experimental conflict
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resolution group had higher levels of academic achievement, better mastery and retention of
the negotiation procedures, and were better able to apply these techniques in future conflicts.
The authors concluded that, “integrating conflict resolution into academic lessons is as
effective as teaching conflict resolution as a separate subject” (Stevahn, Johnson, Johnson,
Green & Laginski, 1997, p.86).

In their chapter on constructive controversy, Johnson, Johnson & Tjosvold (2006)
argue that conflict should not be avoided in the academic environment, and that the process
of constructive controversy “results in significant increases in the quality of decision making
and problem solving, the quality of relationships, and improvements in psychological
health” (p.90). Of course, creating controversy alone will only cause trouble, but how the
controversy is framed and handled dictates whether or not the controversy will create a
positive or negative result. If controversy is used to seek improved ideas, originality, and
creativity, then the results will quite likely be positive, in particular in an academic
environment. Using inductive and deductive logic to generate ideas, collect relevant
information and find tentative conclusions from rational arguments, students gain thinking
skills that are beneficial to any communication environment (Johnson, Johnson & Tjosvold,
2006). Considering the primary goal of many ESL classes is communication, then it seems
that the process of constructive controversy and the accompanying rational argumentation is
almost perfectly suited to promote both oral and verbal communication. The concurrence
seeking when group members limit discussion due to a desire to avoid confrontation and
stay within the accepted parameters of the group is one of the greatest challenges for
teachers in communication classes (Johnson, Johnson & Tjosvold, 2006).

With their chapter on “Teaching conflict resolution skills in a workshop”, Raider,
Coleman and Gerson (2006) outline their tested and widely used workshop for three and
six-day sessions. As a framework for developing future programs and avoiding pitfalls, this
chapter supplies very useful guidelines. The authors review their insights from
implementing the workshop, provide an overview of the workshop design including their
objectives and pedagogy, and in the postscript add their observations from the extensive
international use of the workshop in the years after the original chapter was written. The
chapter covers the seven modules of the workshop. The modules are: conflict overview,
elements of negotiation, communication behaviors, stages of negotiation, culture and
conflict, dealing with anger and emotions, and an introduction to mediation (Raider,

Coleman & Gerson, 2006). Throughout the chapter the authors stress that although their
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three and six-day workshops have received very positive support, they feel that despite this
their workshops only represent the beginning of the learning process and much more work
is needed to establish an effective collaborative process for mixed-motive conflicts (Raider,
Coleman & Gerson, 2006). In the postscript they repeat the recommendation that any
workshop or program that introduces these conflict resolution strategies should be supported

by follow-up classes and access to research materials if possible.

Content-based ESL Training

In their article on the effectiveness of innovative learner centered pedagogy, Vega and
Tayler (2005) consider the merits of adapting teaching/learning practices that are more
learner centered than the traditional teacher centered style. Vega and Tayler (2005) surveyed
127 educators from the Leadership Associate program at Mont Clair State University. The
study focused on three aspects of learner centered pedagogy; peer evaluation, small group
learning practices, and community of enquiry. Of the 127 participants that were surveyed
between 1995-2001, 30 were determined to have programs that were sufficiently complete
to warrant inclusion in the study. Vega and Tayler found that over 80% of the students in the
learner centered programs run by the Leadership Associates’ 30 educators showed greater
participation, greater student-to-student interaction, and more student initiative than the
students who did not join the learner-centered class. In 50-67% of the participants the
authors reported more student creativity, better knowledge retention, and fewer failures.
Interestingly, the authors also found that “a less significant relationship was found between
the innovative teaching/learning practice and performance tests” (Vega & Tayler, 2005,
p.84). It seems that this lack of dramatically positive test results with content based
educational programs could make the programs even more challenging to implement in a
traditional educational environment.

Jacobs and Cates (2004) discuss the positive role of global education in second
language learning with a particular focus on peace education and environmental education.
Peace education with the goal of a reduction of violence and the resolution of conflict, and
although it is not conflict resolution per se, it does share a number of the same goals. The
authors wrote that many of the teaching methods used in peace education are also very
commonly used in the ESL classroom and encourage students to imagine themselves as

different people in different situations (Jacobs & Cates, 2004). These methods include role
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plays, simulations, projects, and cooperative learning. “The very act of learning a second
language plays an important role in bringing about peace, because knowing other people’s
language opens paths toward better understanding and communication”(Jacobs & Cates,
2004, p.45). The authors stress that the prevalent communicative approach to second
language instruction shifts the focus of ESL away from a study of grammar and vocabulary
and more toward the use of language to communicate meaning (Jacobs & Cates, 2004).

In his argument against the use of content-based materials in the ESL classroom, Silva
(1997) advocates simply focusing on the mechanics of English language production. The
author lists four necessary points for the ethical treatment of ESL writers. The first is the
need to understand that ESL writers are not native English writers and will quite likely not
have access to the same vocabulary, linguistic background, culture, and learning strategies.
Silva argues that the ESL teacher must allow the student more time and effort to complete
writing assignments. His second point is that ESL students should be exposed to as many
instructional contexts as possible. ESL learners are likely coming from varied educational
and cultural backgrounds, and because of this it is essential to supply a varied program that
could address the educational needs of learners more accurately. A third point for the ethical
treatment of ESL students is to create an evaluation system that fairly takes into account the
students’ varied backgrounds and abilities. Silva’s final point is the one that is most
applicable to the creation of a conflict resolution component within an ESL class. He argues
that students should not be treated as “blank slates for teachers to inscribe their opinions on
nor as buckets to be filled with their teachers’ worldly wisdom” (Silva, 1997, p.361). The
author comments that although the global issues are very important to society, they have no
place in the English as a second language classroom. When students sign up for a
composition or writing class, they should be taught only the mechanics of grammar and then
use their own experience and interests to provide themes and information for their writing
exercises (Silva, 1997).

A year after Silva published his rules for the ethical treatment of ESL writers, Nathan
Jones (1998), wrote an article in response, and defended the use of themes and topics to
teach ESL writing. Jones argues that the ability to write on a specific topic is a critical aspect
of writing academic papers. The author observes that although some freedom of topic choice
can be beneficial, too much freedom can be paralyzing for the student because they have too
many topics to choose from. By focusing the themes on a particular topic teachers are

greatly assisting ESL students in making the first steps to begin a writing assignment.

— 137 —



THKE SiEL{b No. 36

Cooperative Learning in ESL Environments

In a study by Ghaith and Yaghi (1998), the goal was to examine the influence of
cooperative learning on the acquisition of ESL rules and mechanics. This research not only
questioned the efficacy of cooperative learning in an ESL environment, but also attempted
to identify any differences in knowledge acquisition between both high and low-achieving
students. The study aimed to determine the general effect of the program on students’
acquisition of ESL rules and mechanics, if in acquisition of ESL rules and mechanics
cooperative learning is more effective than individualistic learning, and if low-achieving
ESL learners benefit more from cooperative learning than high-achieving students. There
was a total of 318 Middle Eastern junior high school grades 4, 5, and 6 ESL students
involved in the study. Twelve classes were divided into two groups of six classes, with each
group being randomly assigned control or experimental cooperative learning conditions.
Results were measured using both pre- and post-tests. Teachers trained in the Student Teams
Achievement Division (STAD) method taught one control and one experimental class over
a period of six weeks. It was found that when comparing the results of individualistic
learning to cooperative learning, the cooperative learners were at least equal to the
individualist learning control group. The authors note that although the high-achievers did
not improve significantly, the cooperative learning program was beneficial for the low-
achieving students (Ghaith & Yaghi, 1998). In conclusion, the authors determined that the
use of cooperative learning methods in a second language classroom were beneficial, in
particular for low achieving ESL students (Ghaith & Yaghi, 1998).

Writing on the theoretical relevance and efficacy of using cooperative learning in the
ESL/EFL classroom, Shaaban and Ghaith (2005) provide a summary of research involving
various forms of cooperative learning in ESL learning environments. The authors summarize
a number of cooperative learning methods, and identify if and how these methods might be
effective in an ESL classroom situation. Of particular interest to the creation of ESL conflict
resolution materials are learning together, group investigation, constructive controversy,
complex instruction, cooperative learning structures, and curriculum packages. Due to the
collaborative aspect of these education methods, students are inspired to work together to
master important concepts and achieve shared goals. The repeated review of materials first
through teacher presentation and then again through student-led team work, core ideas are

reinforced and mastered. The authors found that lessons on language rules and mechanics as
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well as language skills class both benefitted from opportunities to use authentic language
(Shaaban & Ghaith, 2005).

Nejadghanbar and Mohammadpour (2012) introduced Interest-Oriented Student Team
Achievement Divisions (IOSTAD) as an improvement upon the commonly used STAD
technique of cooperative learning. The authors believe that grouping students based on
shared interest would improve their energy and responsibility to the in the materials being
presented in class (Nejadghanbar & Mohammadpour, 2012). The study involved 25 high
school boys from Iran who were studying at the intermediate level on the Oxford Placement
test. The students were assigned to two groups, a STAD control group with 12 members,
and an experimental IOSTAD group with 13 members. The IOSTAD group members were
grouped according to their appreciation of a particular football team. The authors
hypothesized that being in a group with shared interests would further enhance the level of
support that the group members gave each other. The classes were all taught by the first
author of the paper, and were evaluated using ten standardized mid-intermediate reading
comprehension tests. The results of the study show that before the IOSTAD process was
used, there was not a significant difference in student performance, but after the IOSTAD
process had been administered the experimental group showed a significant performance
increase over the control group. The authors believe that by pinpointing the learners’
interests and grouping them accordingly in cooperative learning environments, there can be

significant increases in academic achievement (Nejadghanbar and Mohammadpour (2012).

SATISFACTORY SOLUTION DISCUSSION

Reviewing the literature that is available on the integration of content into university
level ESL programs, it is apparent that despite the success and widespread adoption in many
educational environments in the United States, conflict resolution content has yet to be used
in an ESL environment on a large scale. If there are in fact programs in place, there doesn’t
seem to have been a lot of research conducted on them.

There are number of possibilities as to why conflict resolution content has not made
any significant inroads into the ESL teaching community. The first and most obvious
consideration is that as conflict resolution as a field is relatively new, and teaching of
English as a second language is a very robust field on its own, so there is a possibility that

ESL teachers simply haven’t been adequately exposed to these new ideas, or haven’t had the
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time, energy, or training to be able to integrate conflict resolution content into their courses

or curriculum.

Cultural Considerations

In any discussion of ESL teaching and learning environments, one must always
consider the influence of differing cultures and linguistic backgrounds. The conflict
resolution strategies and vocabulary that was used in my American graduate program of
Negotiation, Conflict Resolution, and Peacebuilding program seem to be very English
language oriented, with a strong North American culture and content bias. Perhaps it is this
format that makes it more difficult to successfully integrate our conflict resolution strategies
into an ESL program, which is by its very nature catering to students whose first language
and culture are different from that of English speaking North America.

I believe that when teaching ESL using conflict resolution content, it will be necessary
to spend much more time than usual when introducing new vocabulary and concepts
because a large amount of the language used in the conflict resolution field is unique, or at
the very least has a unique meaning or interpretation. This increased focus on description
and interpretation could also have the unintended consequence of introducing teachers’
biases and personal interpretations which may or may not agree with the social parameters
of the society, or the social norms of the school in which the training occurs. This could not
only create an unreceptive environment for the conflict resolution based program, but for the

teacher or teachers administering the program as well.

Integration of Conflict Resolution Content

As indicated previously, the literature available for this topic is limited at best. Without
widespread adoption of conflict resolution content based ESL programs, there will not be
enough cases to support research, and ironically, without the research it may prove very
challenging to implement conflict resolution content into ESL programs. This dilemma leads
to the next logical question which is how can conflict resolution content be packaged in such
a way as to be readily accepted by teaching professionals and administrators alike?

The simple answer to the question of content distribution in ESL teaching environments

is teaching materials. Writing an ESL textbook which uses conflict resolution content would
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be the easiest way to get the content into the hands of many teachers. Although, when
writing a textbook another very important consideration would have to be marketability. The
writer and the publishing company would have to determine if using “conflict resolution” or
something similar in the title would increase or decrease marketability.

It seems that many of the content-based ESL textbooks that are available rely heavily
on the content and not enough on ESL education, so the most important consideration for
material or textbooks would be that they are firmly grounded in English as a second
language pedagogy, and the conflict resolution aspect would be secondary. As much of the
literature indicates, the most successful way to introduce conflict resolution materials into
an educational environment is by integrating them with mandatory courses and not trying to
force the content to stand alone. Perhaps when the concepts of conflict resolution become
mainstream and accepted as beneficial to society, it will not be necessary for the content to
take a backseat. For now, conflict resolution content is still on the fringe, and creating easy
to use, adaptable content that is very teacher friendly is the best possible way to introduce

the ideas to as many students as possible.

Conflict Resolution Content

Considering the content that would be appropriate for university level ESL courses, I
think that following a simplified and extended version of the workshop outlined by Raider,
Coleman and Gerson (2006) in chapter thirty-one of “The handbook of conflict resolution”,
would be a very good starting point. The overview of conflict would have to be far more
extensive and include a variety of vocabulary building and comprehension exercises. These
fundamentals of conflict resolution would have to be mastered before any other topics could
be tackled. Different conflict resolution models, such as the dual-concern model could be
introduced, and case studies that use both competitive and cooperative conflict approaches
could be role-played and developed. The goal of the first segment of course would be to
demonstrate to the students the many positive possibilities for conflict resolution. These
possibilities could in turn become stimulus for increased English language acquisition.

The following units of negotiation basics and communication would not be as extensive
as the first overview of conflict because the vocabulary would already be in place and the
focus of the classroom activities would be on the theory underlying the process. Time would

be spent on reframing and identifying the differences between needs and interests; as well as
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defining and identifying the five different communication behaviors. English language
activities could be constructed to compare the different vocabulary and syntax used when
attacking, evading, informing, opening, and uniting.

When creating the negotiation materials, role playing with partners would make a very
productive communication element to the course. Sharing stories and identifying issues
would expand descriptive language, and reframing is a very useful exercise for confirming
true comprehension. I believe that the most challenging aspect of the negotiation role-plays
would be creating culturally appropriate cases for the students to work with. Hopefully by
the end of the program it might be possible to ask the students to create a role-play story as
a writing assignment. | feel that this would be one of the better ways to establish that the
students have fully grasped the materials that are presented to them in the program, and it
would also have the added benefit of giving the course creators a more realistic idea of the
challenges and conflicts that the students believe are relevant.

Introducing culture based conflict to a non-English speaking ESL class should be one
of the easier aspects of this course development because the students in ESL classes are
likely already very aware of the existence of many other cultures and languages. Once
again, role-plays of culturally difficult or sensitive situations would provide a good
framework for discussion and creative speaking. Considering that at this point the students
will have been exposed to the basic conflict resolution language and theory, approaching
potentially volatile cultural points will, if the training has been successful to this point,
result in far less difficult or dangerous conflict than if the students had had no training at all.

It is at this point that materials created to garner an understanding of emotions and the
possible negative reactions, such as the defend-attack spirals, will truly become useful and
instructive. Having learned the vocabulary and possessing the conflict resolution basic
toolkit, the students will be able to share information, identify underlying interests, establish
shared interests, and change the atmosphere of conflicts from competitive to cooperative.
Although it will be difficult to quantify these positive traits in a staged case-study
environment, it will nevertheless represent a very good conflict resolution foundation that
could improve students’ social competence and could very easily be reinforced and built
upon in the future. All of this could be achieved while mastering new vocabulary, practicing
creative speaking and role-playing within a structured environment. This in turn should
satisfy many of the university ESL curriculum requirements.

As in almost any modern educational environment, an online component would be
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necessary to distribute materials that could prepare or reinforce learning for students in the
program, students considering the program, or even those who have already graduated from
the problem. Another benefit of online materials is that they can be easily modified to
account for cultural or social issues, as well as be designed with specific curriculum goals in

mind.

FUTURE ESL CONFLICT RESOLUTION PROGRAMS

The introduction of conflict resolution training to ESL programs in the university or
corporate system receives a range of support spanning from serious interest and adoption to
disregard and avoidance. Attempting to create a course that could satisfy all time, financial,
and bureaucratic needs and interests would be immensely challenging, if not impossible. I
have chosen instead to focus on a program that can be scaled in both English instruction
level and student contact time.

The program will initially be run by a teacher trained in conflict resolution and theory,
but with the aim of creating a system that has enough support and a framework that could be
administered by any ESL teacher, with or without a conflict resolution background.

Course Outline

The proposed program will be designed with flexibility in mind. The number of conflict
resolution elements and the time that is needed to implement them can be adjusted according
to the educator and curriculum needs. Initially the program will be introduced into a
Japanese university ESL course. The typical Japanese university semester consists of 15
classes of 90 minutes each, and a final exam. The program will begin with a two and five
class option, and as the program develops it will expand to seven classes, and then 15
classes.

The course will be composed of two different English levels which cover the same
topics in all classes. As the content itself is rather advanced, this course would only be
available to intermediate and advanced English learners. Using a program with two
interchangeable English levels will allow educators to switch English levels throughout the
semester, and in doing so work with the level that best matches their ESL curriculum goals,
or their students’ ability.

The focus of the program will be on self-awareness/mindfulness, constructive

controversy, conflict transformation, and integrated bargaining. In the two-class and five-
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class programs the method of instruction will be guidance and not lecturing. Students will
be presented with games, thinking problems, and case studies which will be solved in a
cooperative learning environment. The seven and 15-class programs will begin in the same
style of cooperative learning through case study and thinking problems, and then in the
second half of the semester, students will be presented with multi-variable, complex case
studies, role-play exercises, and be introduced to the theoretical background for the practical
skills that they learned in the beginning of the program.

Program requirements

There are no specific funding or facility requirements for this program to be
implemented, although it will be necessary to have willing educators who are working

within a system that has the flexibility necessary to implement the program.

Impact on subjects

In this program, the subjects would be students. If the conflict resolution aspects are
successfully integrated into a previously established ESL curriculum, then I believe that
there would be no negative effect on the students. Due to the flexibility of the program
elements, educators could choose the extent of integration that best suits their individual
program. In fact, the program could either be extended or reduced depending on how the
initial elements are received.

As the program would have to be administered by the teacher/educator, they would
need to review the materials prior to class, and manage class time to accommodate the
conflict resolution elements. These requirements could place an increased burden upon the

individuals who are tasked to implement the program.

Program Goals

The goal of the program is not only to introduce conflict resolution in theory and in
practice, but through the cooperative analysis of case studies and constructive controversy
exercises students will develop their critical thinking, research, and logic skills. Although it
is difficult to measure the efficacy of conflict resolution training as a content element of an
ESL class, it is the author’s view that provided the English language training does not suffer

academically, learning such skills as critical thinking and constructive controversy will
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result in long-term benefits in both social and academic forums.
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