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Students examine a variety of international and 
intra-national conflicts through a role-playing 
activity. They learn to identify the roots of 
conflict, how to separate positions from interests 
in a conflict, and experience mediating a conflict.

OVERVIEW

• What are the sources of conflict?
• How are these sources of conflict connected 

to global issues?
• How can outsiders (e.g. mediators) help 

resolve conflicts?

INQUIRY/CRITICAL 
THINKING QUESTIONS

OBJECTIVES
Students will:
• Understand the roots of conflict
• Learn to separate positions from interests
• Analyze conflicts from multiple perspectives

• Social Studies (World History, 
 World Cultures, Geography, Economics, 

Civics/Government, Global Studies, 
Contemporary World Problems)

• Science (Environmental)

SUBJECT AREAS

GRADE LEVEL: 9–12

NATIONAL STANDARDS 
CONSISTENCY
• NCSS: 1, 3, 5, 6, 7, 9, 10
• NSES: F

• International and 
 intra-national conflict
• Scarcity
• Positions and interests
• Conflict mediation

KEY ISSUES/CONCEPTS

TIME REQUIRED: 1 hour 

FTF Related Reading
• Intermediate: Chapter 7 from   

Global Issues and Sustainable Solutions
• Advanced: Unit 6, Chapter 8 
 from It’s All Connected

Materials/Preparation
• Handout: Conflict Scenarios, 3 copies per 

15 students (scenarios for each group are 
arranged in strips of 3, so each student in a 
group will get 1 strip)

• Handout: Conflict Resolution Worksheet, 
2 copies per student (copy the handout on 
both sides of a single sheet of paper)

Activity
Introduction

1. Ask students to think of a conflict situation 
they have experienced recently. It could be a 
disagreement with family, friends, teachers, etc. 
Take a few minutes to have the students think of 
(or write about) 1 or more conflicts they have had.

2. Ask for a volunteer to share his/her conflict 
situation with the class.

3. While they are explaining the conflict, 
write the basic elements of it on the board 
or overhead, breaking out the conflict as 
follows:
• Who were the parties involved in the 

conflict?
• Why did the student think he/she was 

right?  This is their Position.  Explain 
how to identify a position by writing the 
following terms common to position 
statements on the board: “It’s my right to 
...”, “I’ve always done it this way”, “It’s my 
responsibility/job to...”, “My beliefs teach 
me that ...”.

• What was the conflict about? This is the 
student’s Interest. Did the student want 
something he/she could not have; was it 
an argument based on different values, 
etc.
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4. Tell the class they are going to role-play 

conflicts that take place around the world.  
Some of these conflicts arise from people 
competing for a scarce resource, and others 
from differences in culture, religion, and 
ethnic identity.

Steps

1. Read aloud 1 conflict scenario from the 

Conflict Scenarios handout and then walk 

students through the Conflict Resolution 

Worksheet, having them identify the parties 

involved, each party’s position (why they 

think they’re right), and each party’s interests 

(what they want).

2. Lead the class in brainstorming how the 

conflict might be resolved, focusing on the 

interests they identified for each party.

3. Tell the class they are going to repeat this 

process in small groups. Explain that each 

group will work on 3 scenarios. For each 

scenario, 2 students will take opposing sides 

in the conflict, and 1 student will act as a 

mediator. The mediator will keep track of 

time during the exercise, and can suggest 

resolutions to the conflict if the 2 sides 

reach an impasse during negotiations. The 

mediator’s job is to objectively help both 

sides reach a resolution through empathy 

and compromise – without giving up their 

vital interests.

4. Explain that for each scenario, the 2 students 

taking opposing sides in the conflict will have 

2 minutes to read their scenario and fill out 

their Conflict Resolution Worksheet. They 

will have 3 minutes to present their positions 

and interests to the other side and try to 

reach an agreement. Be sure to emphasize 

that students will not be graded based on 

reaching an agreement. Some scenarios 

may not have resolutions. Students should 

keep in mind that they are representing an 

entire group or country in this negotiation, 

and that it is the student’s duty to represent 

his/her best interests.  Therefore, they should 

think carefully before agreeing to a solution.

5. Arrange the class into groups of 3 and give 

each group 3 strips with the same 3 conflict 

scenarios. Give each student 2 (or 1 double-

sided copy) Conflict Resolution Worksheets. 

6. Have each student number off from 1-3. 

Number 1 will mediate scenario 1, number 

2 will mediate scenario 2, and number 3 will 

mediate scenario 3. For each scenario, the 

mediator will assign the other 2 students to a 

side.

7. Have students begin role-playing each of 

their conflict scenarios, starting with scenario 

1 and continuing until they finish the third 

scenario on their strip. Circulate around the 

room listening and helping as students work 

through their scenarios.

8. After each group has completed its 3 

scenarios (approximately 20 minutes), 

bring the class back together for reflection 

questions.

Assessment 
Reflection Questions
For Intermediate and Advanced Students

• How many of you reached a solution to at 
least one of the scenarios you role-played? (If 
time permits, have students briefly summarize 
one of their scenarios). 

• Did you have to give up something you 
wanted in order to reach a solution, or did you 
find a solution that gave both sides everything 
they wanted (met everyone’s interests)?
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who were not directly represented? 

• Which scenarios did you find more difficult to 
solve: conflicts over resources or conflicts over 
values, religion, and ethnicity?  Were you willing 
to give up some of your values for a solution? 

Conflicts over core values 
and identity issues are 

often intractable.  
It is often 

impossible 
to move beyond 

discussing positions to 
discussing interests, since any 

concession is perceived as a renouncement of 
your core values and a “win” for an enemy.

• How does conflict resolution differ between 
international and intra-national issues?   

Writing and Media Connections
• Watch a film in class that explores the roots and 

human impacts of conflicts. During the movie, 
have the class write down the positions and 
interests they hear identified in the film.  Several 
good film recommendations can be found at 
http://www.mediate.org/resources.htm, 
which includes listings that focus on disputes 
over resources, land use, and other global 
issues.

• Did you think the mediator in your group was 
fair, or did you feel the mediator was favoring 
the other side?  Did you trust the mediator?

• Do you think the solutions you reached 
are sustainable (i.e. meet present human, 
economic and environmental 
needs without 
compromising 
the 

ability 
of future 
generations to 
meet these needs) or do you 
think there will be another conflict around the 
same issue in the future?

For Advanced Students

• What are some solutions that could be more 
sustainable? Do you think these sustainable 
solutions can happen without help from 
an outside party or entity? If you think a 
sustainable solution requires outside help, who 
should provide it?  

• Do you think the solution you arrived at might 
cause new issues to arise, such as making a 
resource scarcer, or alienating some people 
you either represented in negotiations or others 
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• Have students identify a conflict situation in 

the news, research the roots of that conflict, 
and write an essay outlining the history of the 
conflict, the positions and interests, and one 
potential sustainable solution to the conflict.

Drama Connection
• Have each group of 3 students choose 1 

conflict from the scenarios they discussed.  
Then ask them to prepare a skit in which they 
act out the different sides of the conflict and 
express the opposing positions and interests 
to the class. Afterwards, have the class 
brainstorm ways to help solve the group’s 
conflict.

Action Projects
•  Have students find and join their nearest 

PeaceJam affiliate, an international 
organization that connects students with 
the inspiring stories and personalities of 
leading Nobel Peace Laureates. Through 
the program, students create a PeacePlan 
to engage with their local community. For 
a detailed description of this and other 
service learning projects, visit www.
facingthefuture.org and click on Take 
Action, then Service Learning Projects.

• Plan activities and events in support of the 
UN’s International Peace Day (September 
21st). The Jane Goodall Institute provides 
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The story of an American woman’s journey 
to find the place her husband was killed in 
Vietnam becomes interwoven with that of her 
translator and guide, a war survivor with her 
own story.

• Voices in War Time, Rick King, 2005, 74 
minutes. A feature-length documentary that 
delves into the experience of war through 
powerful images and the words of poets, both 
unknown and world-renowned. 

Books

• All Quiet on the Western Front, Erich Maria 
Remarque, Little, Brown, and Company, 
1929. Remarque’s novel, set in World War I, 
centers around the changes wrought by the 
war on one young German soldier.

• Earth and Ashes, Atiq Rahimi, Harcourt 
Inc., 2000 (English translation 2002). Set in 
Afghanistan, this short, lyrical novel tells the 
story of loss and human perseverance during 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. 

• Things Fall Apart, Chinua Achebe, 1958. 
Achebe’s novel portrays Nigerian tribal life 
before and after the coming of colonialism.

Websites

• www.v4.crinfo.org – The Conflict 
Resolution Information Source.

• www.beyondintractability.org
Information on interest-based negotiation.

instructions on making Peace Doves for the 
occasion, sending out press releases, and 
much more.  To learn how, visit 
www.janegoodall.org

• Have students create skits to perform at a 
school-wide assembly or for other schools 
in the community in which they role-play 
peer mediation techniques for common 
disagreements at school. 

• For more information and action 
 opportunities on peace and conflict, visit 

www.facingthefuture.org, click on Take 
Action, then Fast Facts Quick Actions. 

Additional Resources
Films

• Long Night’s Journey Into Day: South 
Africa’s Search for Truth and Reconciliation, 
Frances Reid and Deborah Hoffman, 2000, 
94 minutes. The film looks at South Africa’s 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission, which 
examined crimes perpetrated during the 
apartheid era.

• Prelude to Kosovo, John Michalczyk, 1999, 
52 minutes. Shot on location in Serbia, 
Croatia, and Bosnia, this documentary 
film investigates the ideology of “ethnic 
cleansing” and the massacres resulting from 
a nationalist quest for political, cultural, and 
religious domination.

• Peace of Mind, Mark Landsman, 1999, 56 
minutes. A portrait of the Middle East conflict 
as seen by Palestinian and Israeli teenagers 
who meet at a peace camp in Maine and are 
then asked to document their experiences 
after they return to their homes.

• Regret to Inform: A Journey in Search of 
Truth, Barbara Sonneborn, 1998, 72 minutes. 
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(Note: Each group of 3 students will need 3 strips with the same 3 scenarios. There are 5 strips, 

enough for 15 students. If you have more than 15 students, repeat the scenarios in different groups.)

Scenario 1: Grazing vs. Farming
Sides: Farmers and Ranchers

Soyland is a small country with a growing population.  There is very little land left that 
is suitable for growing crops by Farmers.  That same small amount of land is also 
used by Ranchers to graze their cows. The cows use a lot of land, but they can be 
sold for more money than the crops can be sold for. The people of Soyland rely on 
the crops grown by Farmers for food, and the Farmers rely on selling crops to support 
themselves.

Scenario 2: International Water Rights
Sides: Electra and Foodville

A large river runs through two countries.  In the past, the two countries have taken 
the same amount of water from the river.  Now, Electra needs electricity and wants 
to build a dam on the river.  Farmers in Foodville depend on water from the river to 
grow crops.  If the dam is built, Foodville will have less water than before, and some 
farmers may not be able to produce as many crops.

Scenario 3: Forced Co-existence
Sides: Corats and Lemaks

The people of the country of Bursia are divided into two ethnic groups: Corats and 
Lemaks. For many years, a much larger country strictly controlled Bursia and kept the 
Corats and Lemaks from fi ghting.  Recently, the larger country collapsed.  Now the 
Corats want to rule all of Bursia, since they believe it has always belonged to them. 
The Lemaks want to split Bursia in half and form their own country without Corats 
living there. The Corats do not want this, because most of the natural resources are in 
the area of Bursia that Lemaks want for their new country.
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(Note: Each group of 3 students will need 3 strips with the same 3 scenarios. There are 5 strips, 

enough for 15 students. If you have more than 15 students, repeat the scenarios in different groups.)

Scenario 1: Not in My Backyard!
Sides: Capital City and Smithville 

Capital City is a growing metropolis that produces tons of garbage every week.  Capital City is a growing metropolis that produces tons of garbage every week.  Capital City
Recently their landfi ll used for their garbage became full, and city offi cials began 
searching for a new site to put the garbage. The effi cient option was to dump garbage 
in an area near the small community of Smithville.  Other options exist, but they 
will cost much more and may result in more taxes – slowing Capital City’s growth.  
Smithville doesn’t want to take Capital City’s garbage.  Capital City is prepared to 
compensate residents of Smithville for having the garbage dump located near their 
community.

Scenario 2: Water for Peace
Sides: Drylandia and Dustytown

Drylandia and Dustytown have been at war for many years.  Drylandia captured and 
has controlled a piece of Dustytown’s territory for a long part of the war.  In recent 
peace negotiations, Dustytown has offered to stop fi ghting if Drylandia will give back 
the piece of Dustytown’s territory it controls.  Drylandia would like to stop fi ghting, but 
the piece of territory it controls contains a large aquifer, which Drylandia relies on to 
provide its country with fresh water.  The region the two countries are located in is 
very dry, and fresh water is scarce.  

Scenario 3: Family Planning 
Sides: Government and Elders

The population of the country of Alagura has grown rapidly for the past 50 years, and 
this has put a huge strain on Alagura’s limited resources. Recently, the Government
of Alagura decided to offer free family planning services, in the hope of slowing 
population growth. The plan immediately met resistance from a group of powerful 
Elders, who believe it is against the deepest values of Alagurans to prevent people 
from bringing more life into the world.  Many Alagurans look to the Elders for moral 
and ethical guidance, and many also rely on the Elders for help with food and 
education for their children when times are tough.
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Scenario 1: Right to Nuclear Power?
Sides: Ralcun and Celari

Ralcun and Celari share a border and have a history of fi ghting. The two countries 
have not fought a war for many years, but a recent announcement by Ralcun has 
raised tensions.  Ralcun announced it intends to build a nuclear power plant for 
producing energy. Ralcun claims it has the right to build a nuclear power plant for 
peaceful purposes. Celari fears that Ralcun intends to use the plant to produce 
weapons. Celari has threatened to go to war with Ralcun if it continues with its plans 
to build a nuclear power plant.

Scenario 2: The Forest
Sides: Villagers and Tourism Company

In the country of Tropicio, there is a forest the Villagers depend on for fuel to cook 
their food and heat their homes. The local Tourism Company leads trips into the Tourism Company leads trips into the Tourism Company
forest, where visitors come to see the rare trees and animals that live there. As the 
population of the village grows and people collect more and more wood for fuel, the 
forest is disappearing at a rapid rate. The Tourism Company is worried that the forest 
will soon be destroyed.

Scenario 3: Ethnicity and Power
Sides: Thalas and Zalas

The country of Izkara is populated by two ethnic groups:  Thalas (the minority) and 
Zalas (the majority). Izkara has been ruled by its military for many years. Nearly 
all members of the military are from the minority Thalas ethnic group. Recently, the 
majority Zalas ethnic group has pressured the military government to step down, 
and asked for elections to be held. If fair elections are held, the Zalas will almost 
certainly come to power, since they are the majority. The Zalas have made it clear that 
if elections are not held soon, they will take up arms and fi ght a civil war against the 
military.
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Scenario 1: Who Controls the Oil?
Sides:  Residents and Government

Oil was recently discovered in a poor area of the country of Garanga. The Residents
of the poor area were excited at fi rst, since they expected money from the oil to help 
them achieve better lives. But after months went by, the Residents discovered that the 
money was going to the Garangan Government, which was not spending any of it 
on improving the lives of the Residents. Instead, the Government invested the money 
in Garanga’s more wealthy areas in the city. Additionally, since the oil drilling began, 
water and air in the poor area have become more polluted. The Residents have 
threatened to start attacking the oil operations if they are not given money from the oil 
sales.

Scenario 2: Growing Pains
Sides: Burbists and Densers

More and more people have moved to Capital City looking for jobs, and soon 
there will not be enough housing for everyone to live there.  Burbists want to build 
homes outside of Capital City, which they think is too noisy and dangerous.  Many 
landowners are willing to sell their land to them to build on. Densers want to build 
taller apartment buildings within Capital City, and keep the land outside in its natural 
state. The Burbists, who give large amounts of money to provide services to the 
people of Capital City, recently threatened to move to another state if they are not 
allowed to build their homes where they want.

Scenario 3: A Holy Site
Sides: Plantians and Journeyans

The Temple of the Saint is located on top of a hill in a city holy to two religions. The 
Plantians believe that this site is where their prophet rested before walking up a 
stairway to heaven.  The Journeyans believe this same site is where their ancient 
king saw a wheel in the sky that kept burning. The Plantians control the holy city but 
many Journeyans live there. Over the years, relations between the two religions have 
grown increasingly hostile. It is now so bad that both religions believe it is an insult 
to their values if the other side even sets foot in the Temple of the Saint. This tension 
recently led to violence when worshippers from the Journeyans and Plantians tried to 
enter the Temple at the same time.
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enough for 15 students. If you have more than 15 students, repeat the scenarios in different groups.)

Scenario 1: Who Owns the Forest?
Sides: Tribespeople and Government

The Tribespeople of Arborlandia have lived in the Big Forest for hundreds of years. 
Arborlandia is a poor country, and recently the Government decided that in order to Government decided that in order to Government
raise money, it would start heavy logging in the Big Forest and sell the wood to people 
in the North. The Tribespeople have refused to leave the Big Forest, since it is their 
home and they do not believe the Government has the right to make them leave. The 
Government believes that selling wood from the Big Forest will bring in much needed 
income, which it will use to pay off debts and provide services to thousands of people 
in Arborlandia. The Government is willing to pay the Tribespeople some money to 
move out of the Big Forest.

Scenario 2: Intra-national Water Rights
Sides: Farmers and Fisherfolk

Farmers in the Country of Aguaville depend heavily on the Blue River for water for 
their crops, which they sell to support their families. Fisherfolk in Aguaville also Fisherfolk in Aguaville also Fisherfolk
depend on the Blue River for fi sh, which they sell to support their families.  Due to 
a long period of dry weather, there is increasingly less water in the Blue River. With 
the Blue River running low, the Aguaville Fisherfolk worry there will be less fi sh if the 
farmers continue to use the same amount of water for their crops.

Scenario 3: Oil and Ethnicity
Sides: Bogians and Birdians

Augustus is a country split between a Bogian population in the North and a Birdian
population in the South. The two populations have been fi ghting a civil war for many 
years over religious differences and competition for scarce farming land. Recently, a 
small reserve of oil was discovered in the middle of the country. Completely controlling 
the oil reserve would provide enough income for either side to win the civil war. 
Alternatively, the oil could also provide income to help rebuild the country if both sides 
could share, but there would need to be peace for this to happen. Many people on 
both sides believe that ending the war would mean admitting the other side had won.  
Finally, devoting land to drilling for oil will reduce the amount of already scarce farming 
land available to both Bogians and Birdians.
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Group Member Names: 

Directions:
• In your group of 3, count off 1-3. Number 1 will mediate scenario 1, number 2 will mediate 

scenario 2, and number 3 will mediate scenario 3.
• The mediator will assign sides to the 2 other students. 
• Each side will read, discuss, negotiate, and fill out 1 worksheet for each of the 3 scenarios. 

The mediator’s job is to objectively help both sides reach a resolution through empathy and 
compromise – without giving up their vital interests.

1. Read your assigned scenario and write answers to the following questions:

I am (the Side you are representing):

My Position is (why you think you are right): 

My Interests are (what you want/need to get out of this negotiation):

The Interest(s) I absolutely can’t give up during negotiations are: 

I think the other side’s Interests are (what you think the other side wants/needs): 

2. Discuss the conflict. Tell the other side what your positions and interests are. The mediator 
should assist with the discussion, urging sides to practice empathyempathy (trying to understand the 
other side’s position and interests) and compromisecompromise (giving up non-essential interests) to 
reach a resolution.

3. After your discussion and negotiation, briefly explain the resolution you reached (if any): 

              

              

Lesson 35 Handout: 
To Fight or Not to Fight? Confl ict Resolution Worksheet 


