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N 
ot all talk can be stress-reducing, pleasant, or fun. Ideally, the purpose of serious verbal 
interaction is to communicate effectively—that is, to create the basis for human connections, 
cooperation, and productivity. On the other hand, every person is unique. We’re all   
different in how we view the world. And because  everyone wants to be “right” at least                     

some of the time, verbal conflicts—confrontations, disputes, heated discussions, and the like—arise.  

In these situations, the key to successful communication is to accept differences of opinion as  natural                  
and necessary rather than as opportunities to “win arguments.” If we want to get a point across,                          
come to an acceptable decision or compromise, or repair or strengthen a relationship, we need to                      
make sure that no one in a dispute feels that he or she is the “loser.” How can we keep exchanges 
among family members, friends, colleagues, acquaintances, or strangers from deteriorating into 
destructive or even physical fights? On the next page are some tips from the “experts.”   
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1. Never make it your goal to “win” a dispute by overpowering your “opponents”—with force, your 
voice, your “superior intellect,” or even your “perfect” logic or reasoning. If a conflict becomes a 
battle of wills or egos, the old saying, “Nobody ever wins an argument,” become true.  That’s 
because no one wants to appear foolish, and protection of the ego is as important to most people as 
survival of the body. Never attack other people in a dispute—either physically or verbally. 

2. If you want others to hear  your point of view, listen first—and honestly—to their feelings and 
opinions. If people feel strongly about an issue, they usually need to “get it off their chests” before 
they become mentally and emotionally able to let in other information or opinions. With an open 
mind, pay close attention to your discussion partners’ points of view, and let them them “state their 
cases” without interruption. Then ask for repetition or clarification of their main points. Show that 
you understand by paraphrasing (restating the important ideas in your own words). Finally, let 
them know which of their points you agree with—at least partially. Here are some phrases that are 
common in “acknowledgment” of another person’s views:  

I can see how you might feel that way.   I agree (wholeheartedly) that...  

Hmmm....you may have a point there...  You’re right on that point!  

That seems like it might make some sense...(sort of)....  That’s (certainly) reasonable.   

One of your arguments is (kind of) starting to make sense.   That (sure) sounds right (to me).  

Well, that’s a possibility....perhaps....  I feel (exactly) the same way.  

WEAKER                                                                                                   STRONGER  

3. Pause before answering another person’s argument. If you disagree immediately—if you seem to                         
have a prepared answer ready—your discussion partners may feel that you are “dismissing” their 
ideas without serious consideration.  

Of course, don’t wait too long before responding, and don’t change the subject. Both of these 
behaviors can give  the impression that you’re evading the argument. You may look like you are 
“running away” from the truth. 

4. State your own case directly, accurately, moderately, and briefly. Don’t “beat around the bush”                
by just hinting  at what you want, feel, or believe. Instead, express yourself simply and openly.  

Second, don’t appear arrogant or overly-confident. In fact, if you admit that you might be                        
mistaken in your views, your discussion partners will probably listen more closely to your                             
side of the issue.  They may even try to convince you that you are right after all.  

Third, speak gently. According to psychological research,  people are much more easily                        
convinced by moderate, low-pressure presentations of facts and opinions than by loud,                    
exaggerated monologues or emotional harangues.  

Lastly, don’t go on and on and on—just to “hear yourself talk.” Instead, get to the point by                            
telling only the relevant facts and opinions. Also, it sometimes helps to say what you have                              
read or heard from other people who know about the subject.  

5. Help others to “save face” in ending the dispute. Did you present reasonable arguments in                                 
a kind, gentle way? Then your discussion partners may want to agree with you but be afraid                             
to appear foolish or wrong. Skillful persuaders know how to leave other people an “out” to                     
escape  from their previous positions. For example, you can say something like “I guess I                          
would have thought (or done) the same thing in your place” or “Well, I used to feel that                                 
way—until I realized . . . .”   
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B 
ecause disagreements among friends and family are more common than disputes among 
enemies, many psychologists and therapists have worked out methods for constructive                
“conflict resolution.” For example, Dr. Harville Hendrix, an educator and relationship 
counselor, offers these communication techniques for conflicts: 

1. First, “mirror” what your partner says. “Mirroring” means retelling someone’s message, one                     
point at a time, as you understand it. Even if you feel uncomfortable or angry, don’t respond yet.               
(And don’t argue!) “Contain” your reaction—at least for a while. Just repeat what the other                      
person has said in his or her—and your own—words. Ask “Is that what you mean to say?” or                          
“Is that right?” Keep mirroring and checking your understanding until the other person knows                   
that you’ve understood correctly. 

2. Keep asking for more information about the situation or dispute—with questions like “Can                               
you tell me more about that?” or “Is there anything else?” Each time your partner says something        
new or different,  mirror it. Don’t end this process until the other person can say honestly “That’s it” 
or “That’s all I have to say about this subject right now.”  

3. When your partner has finished presenting his or her “case,” “validate” his or her feelings or 
thoughts. Say things like “I can see how you would feel that way” or “That makes sense to me.”                    
Let the other person know that you truly accept what he or she has said—even if you have                                       
a different opinion or feel differently.  

4. Ask what you can do to help solve the problem—if there is one—or end the conflict. If you can                    
satisfy the other person’s request, agree to do so—or ask if some other action or behavior would help. 
If you can, begin to make offers or suggest solutions.  

5. Ask for what you want (if anything) in this situation. Or—if you have a situation of your own, ask 
your partner to mirror and validate what you have to say.  

If there’s still a problem after we have used these 
techniques, we may have to “negotiate” an agreement. 
To negotiate successfully, we have to focus on outcomes 
(results)—not on our anger toward the other participants 
in the dispute. In other words, we need to separate the 
people from the problem. It helps to talk about interests 
(wants and needs) instead of positions. It helps to avoid 
having a “bottom line.” It’s also best to work together 
creatively to come up with various possible solutions—
and then to choose from among them.  

Of course, if 
nothing else works 
in a conflict—
neither 
communicating nor 
negotiating—we 
may choose to make 
use of local law and 
the legal system. 
We may have to go 
to court and rely on 
the opinion of an 
arbitrator or the 
verdict of a judge.   

Where can we hear 
examples of arguments 
and conflict resolution?  

EVERYDAY LIFE: Arguments or 
conflicts among family members, 
friends, neighbors, businesspeople, 
politicians, media figures, etc. 

LEGAL OFFICES AND COURTS OF LAW: 
Discussions with attorneys, 
arbitration sessions, civil trials   

TELEVISION: The “Court TV” 
network; dramas about crime,                   
law, and justice; real cases on 
episodes of shows like “the   
People’s Court” or “Judge Judy;” 
news coverage of trials; fictional           
or simulated dramas with “Law”                 
or “Legal” in the series titles.  

RADIO: Hosted talk shows;                     
call-in shows on local and wider 
current issues There’s always a better way                          

  

to resolve a conflict . . . . 
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I NSTRUCTIONS: Disagreements—or at least differences of opinion—occur in all 
areas of life—at school, at work, in the neighborhood or community, and at home. 

On the next three pages are descriptions of some typical situations that could lead to 
confrontations or heated disputes if they are not handled gracefully.1 To practice 
giving your opinions and hearing the views of others, follow these steps: 

1. Divide the class into groups of equal size. Each group chooses a different one of the 
following situations to discuss2. One of the group participants reads aloud the description 
of the circumstances. Others read the Choices a-d aloud. 

2. In turn, each group member tells his or her answer to the question about the situation or 
issue. He/She may choose any of the Options a-d or tell his/her own opinion (Choice e). 
He/She must give at least two good reasons for his/her conclusion. Then all of the other 
group members react to what they have heard—by agreeing or disagreeing (and telling 
why), making a comment, asking further questions, etc.2  

3. As soon as everyone has had a chance to tell his or her 
opinion, continue the interaction. Try to reach agreement 
on the best option for the situation or issue. If you  
can’t agree, then “agree to disagree.” In other words, 
end the interchange gracefully, allowing all group 
members to believe whatever they want to believe—                 
or to feel however they wish to feel.    

4. Finally, choose one group member to summarize                     
the exchange for the whole class. That speaker 
should tell what your group agreed on and what 
you disagreed about—and why.  

ORAL  PRACTICE  4-A 
FORM:  Small Group Discussion 

TOPICS:  Common Subjects of Disagreement 
No need to get excited 

in a conflict . . . . 

NOTES: 1 For more conflicts to talk about, use a deck of “Situation Cards” —or you can think up 
your own real or imaginary issues. Look up examples of “Controversial Issues” online.  

2 Would you like even more practice in constructive agreement and disagreement in group interaction? 
Then as you talk about your group’s situation or issue, refer to the Phrase Chart (“Discussing a 
Controversial Issue”) on page 38. When you participate in the interchange, try to use as many of 
the listed phrases as you can. Check (4) each phrase as you use it appropriately. Perhaps the 
participant that uses the largest number of different phrases correctly will get a prize or reward. 

Just follow the “Rules for Constructive                               
Disagreement” in group discussion. 
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PLACE: School 

CONFLICT SITUATION 3: Everyone in your 

group will receive the same grade on a 

“cooperative learning” assignment. However, 

the members of your group don’t know any of 

the answers and don’t want to do any work. 

What is the best thing to do? 

a. Don’t say anything to anybody. Just 

change groups quietly.  

b. Tell the group what you know and let 

everyone else write down your answers. 

c. Do the assignment on your own and 

hand it in with only your name on it 

(not anyone else’s). 

d. Tell the other group members what they 

are supposed to do. 

e. Another solution . . . . 

  CONTEXT: School 

CONFLICT SITUATION 4: When people give speeches, everyone in the audience is responsible for getting the point. But                  some speakers are hard to understand.                  What should listeners do when they speak? 
a. Skip class on the days when they’re  

going to give talks.  
b. Ask some classmates what they 

understood—or copy their notes on 
those speeches.  

c. As soon as these students begin 
speaking, tell them that you can’t 
understand them.  

d. Listen politely. But after they have 
finished talking, ask them to repeat 
their main points. 

e. Another solution . . . . 

CONTROVERSIAL SITUATIONS (ISSUES) FOR SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION  

PLACE: School 

CONFLICT SITUATION 1: On the day of an 
exam, you and some friends are twenty 
minutes late to class because you were 
having coffee. The test has already begun. 
What should you all do? 

a. Go to the teacher, apologize for being 
late, and ask what to do next. 

b. Ask to be excused from taking the test 
because you are late and won’t have 
enough time to finish. 

c. Take a copy of the test and do the best 
you can in the time that is left.  

d. Skip class that day. (Not enter the 
classroom.) 

e. Another solution . . . .  

PLACE: School 

CONFLICT SITUATION 2: All the students have 

come to class to give and hear speeches, but 

the teacher hasn't arrived. Fifteen minutes 

have passed. What should the class do? 

a. Leave—and be happy that you don’t 

have to give a speech today.   

b. Give your speeches anyway—and give 

other speakers feedback on their 

speeches.   

c. Have a class discussion about how to 

improve the usefulness of the class.  

d. Go to the main office to ask if there’s                

a problem or what to do.   

e. Another solution . . . . 
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PLACE: Work 

CONFLICT SITUATION 5: During your first 
week on a new job, you don’t know what 
to do. Also, you’re afraid of making 
mistakes and getting fired. What’s                     
the best possible solution?  

a. Quit your job—because you are 
obviously not qualified for it. 

b. Ask your supervisor to tell you—
again and again if necessary—what 
you’re supposed to do. 

c. Offer to help your co-workers do   
their jobs. 

d. Do nothing. Just sit and wait until 
someone tells you what to do. 

e. Another solution . . . . 

PLACE: Work 

CONFLICT SITUATION 6: You’re having trouble 

getting along with most of your co-workers. 

You don’t like them and you don’t think they 

like you. You feel ill at ease and lonely at 

work. What’s the right thing to do? 

a. Ask them why they don’t like you and 

discuss their reasons. 

b. Ignore them. Just do your job as well               

as you can without their help. 

c. Complain to your supervisor that your  

co-workers are mean to you.  

d. Quit your job. You’ll never be happy 

there.  

e. Another solution . . . . 

PLACE: Work 

CONFLICT SITUATION 7: None of the workers 

in your department can stand the supervisor 

because he’s so mean. He doesn’t give clear 

instructions. Then he gets angry when people 

make mistakes. What can the employees do 

or say?  

a. Nothing—because he’s the boss.                    

Just do whatever he says.  

b. Refuse to work for him. Go “on                  

strike” while you complain to the 

president of the company. 

c. Call a meeting with him and tell                        

him all your complaints together. 

d. Ask him what his problem is. Get him  

to talk about himself and then help    

him to change his personality. 

e. Another solution . . . . 

PLACE: Work 

CONFLICT SITUATION 8: You have a very 
stressful position at work and often feel                  sick or exhausted. You also have many 
pressures and responsibilities at home. 
What’s the best thing to do? 

a. Just do the best you can at work                   and    home. If you get fired or if                     your spouse divorces you, accept                     the situation. 
b. Ask your supervisor for a 

“demotion”—a move to a less 
stressful and lower-paying position. 

c.  Quit your job and stay home with                  the children. Get your mate to                  
support the family. 

d. Get others to take over some of your 
responsibilities at work or home. 

e. Another solution . . . . 
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PLACE: At Home  

CONFLICT SITUATION 11: Everyone in your 

family likes to watch TV in the evening. 

However, you have only one set, and no one 

likes the same programs. How can you 

resolve this conflict?  

a. Buy more TV sets—one for each   

family member’s room. 

b. Every week, have a family meeting to 

decide what TV programs you are 

going to watch. 

c. Let one person choose all the programs 

on Monday, another on Tuesday, and 

so on.  

d. Get rid of the TV set. Listen to the 

radio instead.  

e. Another solution . . . . 

CONTEXT: At Home 

CONFLICT SITUATION 12: Everyone in your 
household is very busy with work or school, 
and no one wants to clean, cook, or do other 
necessary chores. What’s the best solution? 

a. Make a schedule for household chores.     
If someone doesn’t do his or her part, 
make that person move out. 

b. Hire a cook and a maid—no matter                 
how much it costs. 

c. The people with the most free time 
should do all the work. 

d. Don’t do housework. Live in a dirty 
house and eat all your meals in 
restaurants.  

e. Another solution . . . . 

PLACE: The Community  

CONFLICT SITUATION 10: Next to your house  
is a church where people attend events 
almost every evening and weekend. They fill 
up all the parking spaces on the street and 
sometimes even block your driveway. It’s  
never quiet on your street. What solution 
would be effective—and fair?  

a. Join that church so you can be part of 
the activities. 

b. Complain to the church leaders—                    
and if they won’t listen, to city hall. 

c. Live with the situation. Sit on your  
porch and watch the people. 

d. Leave notes on the cars in front of your 
house asking the drivers not to park 
there anymore.  

e. Another solution . . . . 

PLACE: The Neighborhood  

CONFLICT SITUATION 9: Your neighbors often 
play music so loud that your family can hardly 
converse, study, or sleep. There are several 
tough-looking guys living in that apartment, 
so you’re afraid to say anything to them. 
What’s the solution?   

a. Call the neighbors on the phone. When 
they answer, shout “Turn down the 
music!” Then hang up. 

b. The next time you see them outside,        
get up your nerve and tell them that      
the music disturbs you. 

c. When they play music too loud, call                 
the police and demand that they do 
something.  

d. Move to another place.  

e. Another solution . . . . 
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PHRASE CHART: Discussing a Controversial Issue1 
 

Beginning a Discussion  Presenting the Issue  

 There’s an issue I’d like to discuss with you,                    
if I may . . . . 

 I have something on my mind that I’d like                
to talk about . . . . 

 Something is bothering me. Is this a good time 
to bring it up? 

 Can I have a word with you? 

 Can we get together to talk out a problem?  

 If I’m not mistaken, the issue is that . . . . 
 It seems to me that the problem is . . . . 
 To my way of thinking, the question is . . . .  
 As I see it, the real dilemma is . . . . 
 What I’m not sure about is if . . . . 
 To get to the point, we have to decide . . . . 
 I’d say that the real controversy is . . . . 
 Don’t you think that the issue is really....?  

Expressing a Feeling or an Opinion                     
or Making a Point  

Agreeing with a Point                              
or Acknowledging  

 Well, the way I see it is . . . . 

 In my opinion,  . . . . 

 If you ask me,  . . . . 

 It (really) seems to me . . . . 

 From my point of view,  . . . . 

 I think (or believe or feel or. . .) that. . .  

 I’m (fairly) sure (or certain or. . .) that. . . . 

 I suspect (OR guess OR have a feeling) that. . . . 

 I (strongly) agree with you on that point. 

 From my point of view, that’s right. 

 That (certainly) sounds right to me. 

 I couldn’t agree with you more. 

 Uh huh. That (sure) makes sense (to me). 

 I feel (exactly) the same way. 

 Right on! That’s for sure. Absolutely!  

 You can say that again. (You’re telling me.)  

Disagreeing (Constructively)  
with a Point  

Moving Toward a Resolution                 
(Solution) or a Close  

 I think I understand what you mean, but on               
the other hand, . . . . 

 Correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t it also                              
true that. . . ? 

 I see your point of view, but also. . . . 

 That (certainly) seems to make sense. And                  
don’t we also have to consider that. . . ? 

 I hear what you’re saying, but I’m afraid I     
have to disagree (with you) on that. . . . 

 There may be some truth to that, but we 
shouldn’t forget that. . . . 

 Uh . . . I have a (somewhat) different point                   
of view . . . .   

 To get back to the point we were discussing, 
don’t you think that . . . ? 

 To move the discussion along, how about if     
we. . . .? 

 I’m glad we can agree on that. As for the                 
areas of disagreement, can we say that. . . ? 

 So to summarize, we are (both or all) in 
agreement that. . .  

 We’re not going to see eye to eye on that                
point, so let’s agree to disagree.  

 To sum up, we have different opinions                 
on . . . , so let’s just say that . . . . 

 So what we have decided on is that . . . .  

NOTES: 1Of course you can change some or all these phrases to express your point of view or 
feelings more accurately. In addition, for more effective practice, you might want to check (4)     
off each phrase as you use it in your group discussion. And online, you can search for more 
phrases that fulfill the purposes in the six categories listed above.  


