
 

Vinal Vernacular  Term of the Week 

A Conflict Resolution Protocol for Elementary Classrooms 
 
A basic belief underlying The Responsive Classroom  approach to teaching is that how  children learn to treat one another 
is as important as what  they learn in reading, writing, and arithmetic. We believe that social skills such as cooperation, 
assertion, responsibility, empathy, and self-control are essential to children’s academic and social success and we 
emphasize the teaching of these skills, along with academics, throughout the school day. 
 
There are many strategies we use to teach these social skills at the elementary level (K–6), one of which is teaching a 
protocol for conflict resolution. Many good conflict resolution procedures have been developed and articulated in recent 
years. Below we outline one that has worked well in our classrooms. 

The Steps 

We usually introduce a conflict resolution protocol around the fourth or fifth week of school, once children are familiar with 
basic rules and routines and a sense of trust and community has been established in the classroom. As with most conflict 
resolution protocols, ours involves teaching children the following steps: 
1. Calming down (walk away, count to ten, etc.) 
2. Explanation of the upset 
3. Discussion and resolution 
4. Some kind of acknowledgment (handshake, for example) 

The I-Statement 

Before teaching these steps, however, we teach students to deliver emotion-laden information as I-statements, using the 
formula, "When you _________, I feel __________, because ________, so what I would like is ___________________." 
When a child wants to meet with a classmate for conflict resolution, we require that she/he first compose an I-statement 
before arranging a time and a place for the meeting. 
 
We display the I-statement formula and practice as a class, first, with positive, fun statements, such as "When you giggle, I 
feel happy, because it makes me giggle too, so what I would like is for you to keep on giggling." Next, we practice with 
statements containing more difficult emotions, working with examples removed from direct personal experience. For 
example, we might use a situation from a book we are reading: "In Charlotte’s Web,  when Wilbur heard he would get 
eaten, he felt scared, because he didn’t want to die, so what he would like is to be allowed to keep living." 
 
We also generate a list of words, from literature as well as from our own experience, to expand our vocabulary for 
describing feelings—words such as scared, sorry, sad, angry, frustrated, nervous, irritated. We display this list prominently 
in the room and children will often glance at it when composing I-statements 
 
The Meeting 
In a conflict resolution meeting, the first child begins by making an I-statement, and the second child listens, then repeats 
back his/her understanding of what was said. Once the first child agrees that the second has heard correctly, the second 
child may make an I-statement. The routine continues in which one child makes an I-statement, then the other repeats 
back what she/he heard (a simple form of active listening), until both (or all) parties feel satisfied that an understanding has 
been reached and peace has been made. 
 
In the early weeks, a teacher always attends conflict resolution meetings as a "fair witness" to ensure safety and protocol, 
but speaks as little as possible. As children become more adept with the process, the teacher asks if either one would like 
a teacher’s presence. If not, we leave them alone. We know that this approach to conflict resolution has become a part of 
our classroom culture when a student comes to a teacher and says, "Can we meet? I have an I-statement for you." 
 

 


