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SYLLABUS version 1.1  {1-8-15} 

CONFLICT TRANSFORMATION  FROM  THE INSIDE OUT 
NCLC 475    Spring 2015 

 
Instructor:  Mark Thurston, Ph.D.  Email:  mthursto@gmu.edu  
Office: 118 Northern Neck    
Office phone: 703.993.1352     
Office hours: Tuesdays, 10:30 to Noon  and by appointment  

 
 
Content Summary 

 
Conflict transformation skills are invaluable to leadership – whether the leader’s role is dealing 
with the inevitable discord that arises in organizational life, or if that role is taking leadership as 
a third party to be a mediator or peacemaker.  Whereas conflict resolution seeks to find 
common ground and to end hostilities, conflict transformation views the tension as an 
opportunity to fundamentally change the roots of the conflict.  That means a process of working 
with relationships, attitudes, interests, worldviews, and narratives of the disputants.  Conflict 
transformation has the potential to promote sustainable well-being – within a small group, an 
organization, or even the international community.  
 
The challenge, however, for someone who aspires to such transformational leadership in 
dealing with conflict is to understand his or her own subjective states and recognize the 
importance of self-awareness in regard to biases, worldview, assumptions, and personal 
conflicts.  We need to be aware of the roles played by our own values, emotions, and states of 
consciousness in the peacemaking process.  As George Mason University associate professor 
Susan Allen Nan writes in her paper “Consciousness and Conflict” (Conflict Resolution 
Quarterly, 28 [3] 2011), “Increased awareness leads to more freedom to choose constructive 
conflict engagement.” 
 
Without this kind of mindful self-awareness and clarity, there is little hope for us to be a 
catalyst for conflict transformation.  Developing competency with mindfulness practices can 
make the conflict transformation leader more objective, insightful, and emotionally intelligent. 
 
This course examines the scholarly literature about the nature of “conflict transformation” itself.  
Alongside this study is a parallel exploration of the science and practices of mindfulness – 
including personal exploration of practices with which the student can experiment in shaping his 
or her chosen methods for becoming more mindful.  The course will then examine methods for 
being a conflict transformation leader in a variety of practical life situations.  
 

Learning Objectives 
By the end of this course, the student will be able to: 

• Critically assess scholarly literature concerning conflict transformation and the role 
played by the peacemaker’s consciousness, emotional intelligence, and capacity for 
deep listening and mindfulness. 

• Describe theories and documented reports of conflict transformation practices that 
actively engage mindfulness, values, emotional intelligence, and other “inside-out” 
approaches to peacemaking.         
    



 2 

• Describe research evidence concerning the efficacy of mindfulness practices in regard to 
capacity-building for qualities likely to enhance the effectiveness of conflict resolvers and 
peacemakers – qualities such as resilience, emotional regulation, and enhanced 
executive functioning of the mind (e.g., the capacity to sustain attention).   
  

• Create a personal statement of core values and intentionality applicable to personal and 
professional development.         
  

• Practice a variety of methods of mindfulness, and create an approach that is personally 
meaningful for enhancing self-awareness and well-being.     
       

• Recognize and demonstrate self-reflective awareness about how one’s own worldview 
and values could potentially impact one’s efforts to be an objective, unbiased leader in 
helping to transform an external-world conflict. 

 
 
Required Readings: 
 
Ia.  Primary Textbooks  
 
Berghof Handbook for Conflict Transformation (2nd edition, 2012).   Open-access scholarly 
textbook.  http://www.berghof-handbook.net/all/    This compilation of scholarly articles on 
conflict transformation will serve as one primary textbook for our examination of the nature of 
conflict transformation.  Many of its chapters are also instructive in regard to training and 
capacity-building for practitioners.  This text is online and you do not need to purchase it. 
 
Shapiro, S. and Carlson, L.  (2009) The Art and Science of Mindfulness.  Washington D.C.: The 
American Psychology Association.   This ground-breaking publication from APA addresses the 
science of mindfulness, as well as its direct applicability to leaders and those in the helping 
professions.  It will serve as another primary textbook for our course, and you will need to buy 
this book. 
 
Ib.  Secondary Books 
 
Rosenberg, Marshall B. (2005)  Speak Peace in a World of Conflict.  Encinitas, CA: 
Puddledancer Press.      (This book’s full text is available electronically via the Mason online 
library.)  Rosenberg proposes a method he calls Nonviolent Communications (NVC) which is 
applied in communications we have within ourselves (that is, “speaking peace” in our self-
perceptions and inner dialogue) and communications we have with others in order to transform 
conflict and build high quality connections.  Rosenberg brings more than 40 years’ experience 
as a mediator and peacemaker in conflict situations throughout the world. 
 
Gimian, J. & Boyce, B. (2008)  The Rules of Victory: How to Transform Chaos and Conflict.  
Boston: Shambhala Press.   This is a more popular book, and yet it provides valuable insights 
for our academic study of leadership for conflict transformation.  Gimian and Boyce draw upon 
principles from the 2,000 year old text The Art of War.  The authors describe how we can learn 
to perceive the underlying dynamics of conflict situations, and we can learn to work with those 
factors in order to transform the conflict.  You will need to buy this book. 
 
 
II.  Articles and short book excerpts (all will be available online)   
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Cobb, Sara (2001)  “Dialogue and the practice of law and spiritual values: creating sacred 
space: toward a second-generation dispute resolution practice.”  The Fordham Urban Law 
Journal (28)  p. 1017 – 1027.   (Available electronically via the Mason online library.) 
 
Furman, F.K. (2010)  “Compassionate listening as a path to conflict resolution.”   Journal for the 
Study of Peace and Conflict.  2009/2010: pp. 24-38.  (Available electronically via the Mason 
online library.) 
 
Issacs, William (1999)  "Kantor's 4-Player System" in Dialogue: The Art of Thinking Together. 
New York: Doubleday, pages 192-202.   (Available via books.google.com) 
 
Little, Adrian (2012) “Disjunctured narratives: rethinking reconciliation and conflict 
transformation.”  International Political Science Review (33) p. 82-98.  (Available electronically 
via the Mason online library.) 
 
McGuigan, R. (2009)  “Shadows, conflict, and the mediator.”  Conflict Resolution Quarterly (26)  
349-364.  (Available electronically via the Mason online library.) 
 
Nan, S. A. (2011) “Consciousness in culture-based conflict and conflict resolution.”  Conflict 
Resolution Quarterly (28)  239-262.    (Available electronically via the Mason online library.) 
 
Nhat Hanh, Thich. (2006).  “We have the compassion and understanding necessary to heal the 
world,”  in Mindful Politics,  ed. Melvin McLeod. Somerville, Massachusetts: Wisdom 
Publications. pp. 128-138.  (Posted online at our course Blackboard site.) 
 
Riskin, L. (2004) “Mindfulness:  foundational training for dispute resolution.”  Journal of Legal 
Education (54)  79-91.  (Available electronically via the Mason online library.) 
 
 
Evaluation and Grading (based on 1,000 possible points): 
 
25% Participation (classroom sessions and online discussion boards).  250 points possible. 
 
10% Individual application of well-being and other “inside-out” practices.  Students will  
 personally select a set of practices to apply during the semester and will keep a journal  
 of completion and associated experiences.    100 points possible. 
 
15% Reflection paper due mid-semester which deals with personal application of mindfulness  
 perspectives related to conflict transformation.  The student will be expected to include  
 language that integrates the scholarly literature we have been studying with reflections  
 and reports on personal application.     150 points possible. 
 
10% Mid-term exam.  Between classroom session 7 and 8, students will complete an online  
 mid-term exam.  The exam will require approximately two hours and involve short essay  

responses.  It will be open note and open book. The purpose of the exam is for the 
student to demonstrate critical thinking, insightful analysis, and command of theoretical 
concepts and their application regarding a wide variety of topics from the course 
readings and classroom sessions.     100 points possible. 
 

30% Individual Research Paper.  Making use of required readings for the course, plus at least  
 six additional research sources, students will submit a final paper by the end of the  
 semester.  Students will select from a set of possible topics.  (There is also the option to  
 focus on a topic of one’s own choosing, subject to instructor approval.)   300 points  
 possible.  



 4 

 
10% Small group presentation.  In groups of three or four, students will work during the  
 second half of the semester on a contemporary conflict issue and explore how  
 mindfulness perspectives could be applicable.  A classroom presentation of  
 approximately 25 minutes will summarize the group’s findings.  All members of the group  
 should be involved in the presentation.  Each group will receive a grade that will be  
 applied to the individual student’s score.  100 points possible. 
 
FINAL	  GRADE	  ASSIGNMENTS	  WILL	  FOLLOW	  THIS	  FORMULA:	  
	  
A+	  	  	   (980	  –	  1,000	  points)	  
A	  	  	  	  	   (920-‐979)	  
A-‐	   (900-‐919)	  
B+	   (880-‐899)	  
B	   (820-‐879)	  
B-‐	   (800-‐819)	  
C+	  	  	  	   (780-‐799)	  
C	   (720-‐779)	  
C-‐	   (700-‐719)	  
D	   (600-‐699)	  
F	   less	  than	  600	  points	  
 
IMPORTANT NOTE IN REGARD TO “INCOMPLETE” GRADE.   In most cases a grade of “IN” 
or “incomplete” is not available.  Work that does not get submitted will earn no points, and that 
will be reflected in the point tabulation by the instructor after the last class session of the 
semester.  Please do not move through the semester with an expectation that you can simply 
“take an incomplete” if you cannot get everything done by the end of the semester.  A grade of 
incomplete is possible in cases of illness or other severe circumstances, but only if you have 
stayed in communication with the instructor and have negotiated an extension on specific 
assignments. 
 
THE COURSE WEB SITE 

We will be using Blackboard for our course web site.  Weekly homework assignments will be 
posted on Blackboard, and it will also serve as a storehouse of documents related to the course.  
Our online communications – e.g., all-class Blogs – will also be done on Blackboard. 
 
Please visit the site and post your self-introduction some time before the first classroom 
session.  Note:  There are some things to do before you show up for the first day of class.   
Find the navigation bar labeled “Prep for Session 1: January 21” on the left-hand side of the 
home page of our Blackboard site.   
 
 
COMPETENCIES FOR THIS LEARNING COMMUNITY 

Using active and collaborative learning strategies and reflective practice, we shall address 
several of the eight NCC competency areas.  Most prominent among the learning community 
competencies are: 
 

• Communication: We will depend significantly on effective classroom oral discussions to 
shape our evolving understanding of conflict transformation and the role that 
mindfulness can play in building capacity for peacemaking.  Equally important to this 
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course is effective writing. We will practice skills of writing to various audiences – 
academic as well as general audiences. 

• Well-being:  There is a growing body of evidence that mindfulness practice enhances 
personal health, builds capacity for emotional regulation, and enhances subjective well-
being.   We will study some of the scientific studies that support these ideas, and 
students will have the chance to experiment with personal application of various 
mindfulness approaches. 

• Critical thinking: This course emphasizes the importance of comparative studies about 
the nature of conflict and methods for building capacity to transform conflict.  In both 
classroom discussions and written assignments, students will be asked to demonstrate 
critical analysis of the materials we are studying. 

 
 
E-MAIL AND WEB-BASED COMMUNICATIONS 

As faculty, we are allowed to communicate with you only via your GMU e-mail account. This is a 
means of protecting your privacy and academic confidentiality. If you wish to automatically 
forward mail from your GMU mail account to another account (e.g., cox, aol, yahoo, gmail, etc.) 
see the Mason Online Student Technology Guide. 
 
ATTENDANCE  AND  IN-CLASS  POLICIES 
This course is a New Century College “learning community” and classroom attendance and 
participation is vital to your learning and your grade.  You are expected to be present (both body 
and mind) at all classes and actively participate in discussion and other activities.  This includes 
not only speaking, but also listening carefully to others’ opinions and experiences with an open 
mind.  You do not need to adopt another’s viewpoint, but you do need to extend to them the 
courtesy of trying to hear what they have to say.  The more you can, through your comments 
and in-class writing, show that you have carefully read the assigned material, the higher your 
participation grade will be.  
 
Please plan to have computers, cell phones, Blackberries, iPhones, etc. turned off during 
class. We will be taking breaks, and you can check for messages then.   You will not need to 
have a laptop computer in class.  This is a course about consciousness, and we are going to be 
using each class session to explore what it means to be present to each other in the learning 
community.      
 
Much of the value you will receive from this course will come from your reactions to course 
materials and your interactions with your fellow students.  Although there will be classroom 
lectures and video presentations, the class will be built around your reading, thinking, 
questioning, and exploration of course materials.  As already mentioned in this syllabus, your 
attendance and participation is extremely important to the class and your learning process.  You 
are expected to read assigned materials on time, to think critically about the readings, and to 
arrive on time to class, prepared to discuss and work with the topics.   
 
 
 

ACADEMIC POLICIES AND INFORMATION 
 
LEARNING DIFFERENCES 
If you have a learning or physical difference that may affect your academic work, you will need 
to furnish appropriate documentation to the Disability Resource Center. If you qualify for 
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accommodation, the DRC staff will give you a form detailing appropriate accommodations for 
your instructor. 

In addition to providing your professor with the appropriate form, please take the initiative to 
discuss accommodation with him at the beginning of the semester and as needed during the 
term. Because of the range of learning differences, faculty members need to learn from you the 
most effective ways to assist you. If you have contacted the Disability Resource Center and are 
waiting to hear from a counselor, please tell your instructor. 
 
POLICY FOR LATE AND MISSING ASSIGNMENTS 
You are responsible for completing assignments on time.  This includes assigned postings on 
the course web site.   Assignments are due on the dates listed on rubric and must be submitted 
electronically.  Late assignments may be marked down at the instructor’s discretion.  Unless 
arrangements are made otherwise with the instructor, no assignments will be accepted more 
than one week after the original due date.    
 
 
FORMAT FOR ASSIGNMENT SUBMISSION 
For all written assignments in the course, word processing files are to be saved as a “doc,” or 
“docx” or “rtf” file and submitted electronically via Blackboard to the instructor.  Please do not 
submit in any other file format, such as “wps” files.  The file name should BEGIN WITH your 
own last name – for example,  Smith-essay1.docx  
 
Please use an 11- or 12-point standard font, and one-inch margins.  Either  single and double 
spacing will be fine.  All papers should include a title, your name and course number.   Accurate 
spelling, clarity, and correct use of grammar and punctuation are expected and their absence 
can negatively affect your grade.  
 
Writing assignments will have specific guidelines in regard to whether or not you need to include 
references or citations.  You are responsible for keeping a copy of all major papers you hand in. 
Please save your work in multiple places. 
 
ACADEMIC HONESTY AND COLLABORATION 
The integrity of the University community is affected by the individual choices made by each of 
us.  According to the University catalog, plagiarism includes the following: 

• Presenting as one's own the words, the work, or the opinions of someone else without 
proper acknowledgment. 

• Borrowing the sequence of ideas, the arrangement of material, or the pattern of thought 
of someone else without proper acknowledgment. 

Be particularly careful to credit work through citations or appropriate means of attribution. In 
addition to direct quotations, you must also provide an in-text citation and an entry in your list of 
works cited for paraphrases and summaries of opinions or factual information not formerly 
known to the writer. If you decide to use another person's ideas you must either quote the idea 
verbatim or completely rephrase the ideas in your own words and voice. Even when you 
paraphrase information, you still must cite the original source of the information.  Please give 
credit where credit is due, even in our class discussions. For example, if you have had an 
interesting conversation about a text or your learning with a friend, family, or group member, 
then acknowledge their contribution to your learning. 
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Each essay writing assignment will have a specific rubric that includes directions regarding the 
audience you are writing for, as well as the way you will handle references to sources.  Unless 
otherwise indicated, follow the principle that in academic work you should follow a standardized 
format for your in-text citations and lists of works cited (for example, the formats created by the 
Modern Language Association [MLA] or the American Psychological Association [APA]).  

Assignments for this particular course are designed to be undertaken independently. You may 
discuss your ideas with others and confer with peers or the Writing Center staff on drafts of the 
work (e.g., getting feedback and critique on clarity, spelling and grammar); however, it is not 
appropriate to give your paper to someone else to revise. You are responsible for making 
certain that there is no question that the work you hand in is your own. If your name appears on 
an assignment, the instructor expects that you have done the work yourself.  Remember to 
carefully read the University's Honor Policy. It is your responsibility to understand it and 
abide by its provisions. 

 

 
 STUDENT LEARNING RESOURCES 

 
WRITING RESOURCES 
Writing is an important component of this learning community and represents one facet of 
effective communication. You may wish to use the Writing Center to assist you with an 
assignment. Tutors at the Writing Center can help you brainstorm, structure, and revise your 
written work. The Writing Center has multiple locations on campus.  See 
http://writingcenter.gmu.edu  or call 703-993-1200. 
 
DISABILITY RESOURCE CENTER 
The staff members of the DRC assist students with learning differences or any other conditions 
that may impact academic performance. DRC is located in SUB I, Room 2500; 703-993-2474; 
http://ods.gmu.edu/  
 
COUNSELING SERVICES 
Professional counselors provide individual and group sessions for personal development and 
assistance with a range of emotional and relational issues. Counseling Services are located in 
SUB I, Room 3129; 703-993-2380; http://caps.gmu.edu/   Also, the Learning Services Program 
(703-993-2999) offers academic skill-building workshops as well as a tutor referral service.     
 


