
 
Teach.ConflictResolution.gmu.edu    
Creative Commons Copyright: Attribution-Noncommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) 
You are free to share and adapt this resource under the following terms. You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the 
license, and indicate if changes were made. You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests the 
licensor endorses you or your use. You may not use the material for commercial purposes. You may not apply legal terms 
or technological measures that legally restrict others from doing anything the license permits.  
 

 

 

 

Exercise: Contributing to a Connected Conversation 

Jeffrey Helsing 

 

Overview: This exercise prompts students to practice ways of engaging in conversation over challenging 

topics. With practice, students can learn skills for being active participants in conversations with people 

of different perspectives and viewpoints. 

 

Learning Outcomes: 

• Are prepared to discuss complex issues and ideas with people of different views, learning to 

speak with clarity and respectfulness. 
 

• Build oral communication skills to listen and participate in respectful discourse. 

 

Instructions: 

Take a controversial issue of interest to the group.  

Discuss a simple declaratory proposition about that topic. For example, “War is never justified”, or “I 

have the right to disobey a bad law”. Then have students talk about the issue with the following 

questions in mind. As they talk, they should keep these things in mind:  

• Have you heard something that stirred fresh thoughts (or feelings)? (Learning) 

• Has an interesting theme or idea emerged that you would like to add to? (Extending a thread) 

• Have you heard something you disagree with? If so, check to see you understood it correctly. 

Then say what was unsettling or disagreeable to you and why. (Clarifying differences) 

• Did you hear something you would like to understand better? Ask a question that reflects 

curiosity and elicits information or a new or different perspective, not a challenge in disguise. 

(Questioning) 

A debrief of the activity may be necessary to ensure that students were actively practicing a new frame 

of approaching conversation. Instructors might also choose to slow down the discussion by inserting a 

15 second “pause” after each statement for students to process and reflect before speaking. 

Applications: This exercise can work in any subject area including contemporary issues, history, 

government, economics, geography, language arts, environmental science, etc. It can also be used in a 

homeroom class to wake students up for a day of learning! 
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