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1. Introduction and general perspective1 

The ability of managing a healthy communication, which implies both correct 

reasoning and effective expression, is therefore meant to match with the ability of 

creating and managing a situation of communicative reciprocity, which is strongly 

connected to the issue of preventing and transforming conflict2. Lacking or incorrect 

communication plays a role in the development and escalation of conflict, while, on 

the opposite side, the ability of managing correct interpersonal relationships through 

communication is a key-factor for preventing conflict and, in case of its occurrence, for 

preventing its escalation and promoting relational paths for transforming its destructive 

potential into a constructive interpersonal confrontation3.  

For this reason one of the main goals of a contemporary educational system is the 

education to dialogue, meant both in its ethical-behavioural aspects, in which 

dialogue is seen and promoted as an expression of respectful and healthy 

interconnectedness between persons, and in its logical-argumentative character, as 

dialogue is an instrument of communication4. We can therefore state that dialogue – 

even more than mere communication – is a key factor in the promotion and protection 

of non-violent, inclusive and participative societies.  

Educators are called to teach the concept and art of dialogue and provide students 

with perspectives and instruments that help young generations develop a dialogical 

attitude, supported by those relational, communicational and argumentative 

competences and skills that are jointly required.  

In this paper we intend to draw a few perspectives and methodologies from disciplines 

directly involved in a ‘promoting dialogue’ as a tool for preventing and solving conflict 

– as Conflict Mediation5 (CM) and Educational Transactional Analysis (ETA)6 – and 

outline some conceptual coordinates as signposts for an education that assumes, 

among its goals, the task of an education to dialogue7. 

The above-mentioned connection between the behavioural and communicative 

components that dialogue itself embodies explains why this work has developed, 

since its initial conception, within a transkills framework, whose common roots can be 

found in the notion of maieutic to dialogue, which will be later furtherly outlined.  

                                                           
1 Authors: Federico Reggio and Marina Sartor Hoffer 
2 See, e.g.: (Walton & Krabbe 1995); (Stewart & Milt 1995); (Lederach 2003); (Galtung 1996) 
3 See (Schirch & Campt 2007); (Kraybill & Wright 2006); (Lederach 2005); (Mayer 2000); (Winslade & Monk 2001); 
(Cooley 1993) 
4 An exhaustive bibliography on such a vast and multi-dimensioned argument is out of range for this writing. We 
would like, nevertheless, to briefly refer to works which have played a vital role in the definition of the conceptual 
basis of this presentation. On the connection between the logical, argumentative and ethical aspects of the notion 
of dialogue see, e.g.: (Habermas 1986); (Habermas 2007); (Cavalla 1990); (Cavalla 2017); Wouther Slob, 
Dialogical Rhetoric. An Essay on Truth and Normativity After Postmodernism. (Dordrecht-Utrecht: Springer, 2002).; 
(Vendemiati 2007); (Calogero 1977); (Buber 1947) – (Berne 1972), (Barrow, Newton 2016); (Harris 2000) (Schulz 
von Thun 1981); (Bobbio 2012); (Romanini 2008); (Bruzzone 2007); (Temple 2007) 
5 Conflict Mediation will be abbreviate with “CM” 
6 Educational Transactional Analysis will be abbreviate with “ETA” 
7 On an approach to mediation strongly connected with the notion of dialogue in its argumentative character, see: 
(Cooley 1994); (Kraybill et al. 2000); (Greco Morasso 2011); (Reggio 2017) On Eric Berne’s TA, see, for a 
complete bibliography, www.ericberne.com/eric_berne_bibliography; see, as particularly meaningful examples: 
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2. Conflict, dialogue and mediation8.  

Dialogue is challenged by the occurrence of conflict. Conflict challenges relationships: 

it occurs within relationships and impacts on them.  

In facing such phenomenon, legal systems include a variety of instruments designed 

to offer processes through which parties are called to confront themselves in order to 

habilitate a legal decision. The legal process – in the form of a fair trial – requires an 

adversarial debate, with a highly legal-technical feature, whose outcome results in a 

decision given from a third subject, and therefore operates within a win/lose, 

adjudicative logic. Dialogue takes place in a highly formalized way, in which dialectics, 

on one hand, and legal warranties on the other, provide a rigid frame: here, the direct 

participation and role of the parties involved in the conflict is not central. While the 

legal trial cannot be fully replaced by other tools, the contemporary debate – most 

explicitly the one on Alternative Dispute Resolutions – has revealed a widespread 

discomfort towards the traditional approach to interpersonal conflict that legal systems 

tend to offer9. On a parallel side, such growing awareness has also witnessed an 

increased proposal of legal tools and methodologies meant to offer more participative 

and person-centred approaches to conflict resolution.  

Within such a flow, Conflict Mediation, in particular, offers an alternative to the trial, 

designed in a way that parties are directly involved to actively participate in a dialogue 

and to negotiate, with the help of a mediator, a decision that results suitable to their 

interests and needs. Mediation, therefore, aims at an autonomous, voluntary 

cooperation directed to researching a sustainable agreement between the parties 

themselves, whose consensus is a key-factor in the whole process: it is required for 

the confrontation to begin and develop, and it is necessary in order to achieve an 

agreement, within a non-adjudicative but rather cooperative logic, and with the ideal 

goal of outlining a win/win solution10.  

Although consensus and negotiation are important factors, different approaches to 

mediation tend to put the accent on different key-ingredients, varying from the role of 

emotions to the role of empowerment and recognition, to the importance of the 

narratives that parties construct and de-construct with the help of a mediator. Despite 

the above-mentioned differences, a common factor that all these approaches do not 

deny is the fact that mediation requires a communicative situation between the parties 

and among all participants, including the mediator and, eventually, the lawyers: it 

occurs through a dialogue, enabled by the personal participation of the parties, and by 

some ground rules of interaction that are necessary to help such confrontation 

develop in a respectful, constructive and reasonable way11.  

                                                           
8 Author: Federico Reggio. 
9 It is not possible to fully acknowledge such a wide debate. Some of its most remarkable examles, nevertheless 
can be found in: (with specific reference to criminal justice) (Christie 1977); (Hagel & Barnett 1977); (Zehr 1990); 
(Wright 1991); (Cornwell et al. 2013) With reference to civil justice: (Abel 1982); (Auerbach 1983); (Sander 1979); 
(Association 2006); (Smith 1996) 
10 See: (Reggio 2017) 
11 See: (Maiese 2004) 
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Some scholars have, therefore, put a strong accent on the fact that at the core of 

mediation there is a notion (and a practice) of reasoned dialogue, that is better 

understood if read through the categories of argumentation 12 . According to this 

approach, mediation is not only based on a simple, spontaneous ‘communication’: it 

requires, instead, the attempt of matching emotions, behaviours and reasons in light 

of a rationally controlled exercise of argumentation.  

Drawing from John William Cooley’s proposal, communication in mediation is some 

sort of meeting place, where pathos (emotions) and ethos (behaviour) are connected 

and shaped into rationally-understandable and communicative forms by logos 

(reason)13. Such synthesis enables a true (and reasonable) dialogue, and not a mere 

exchange of opinions, as a sound consensus emerges when parties succeed in 

rationally supporting and testing the sustainability of their assertions through 

argumentations14. This way, consensus is not a mere meeting of wills, but rather an 

encounter of reasons and the outcome of a search for common grounds and outputs. 

The American author re-read the classical notion of rhetoric, mainly by rediscovering 

the heritage of Plato and Aristotle, and suggested that the mediator can be better 

understood in light of the Socratic notion of ‘maieutic’: the mediator itself is seen as a 

‘maia’, a nurse who helps dialogue be born and developed correctly. According to 

such perspective, mediation is not shrunk within the idea of a facilitated negotiation, 

but is rather constructed around a dialogue that requires an attitude and a practice of 

active listening, a respectful explanation of each other’s viewpoints on the problem, as 

well as an exploration of differences and commonalities in order to commonly search 

for the possibility of an agreed-upon solution, taylor-made around the specificities that 

the case has revealed during – and through – the dialogical confrontation of the 

parties.  

In a sense, mediation can be a practiced process meant to “educate” conflicting 

parties to face the challenge of a dialogue based on mutual respect and recognition, 

and animated by an openness to expressing reasons, emotions, needs and 

viewpoints, and listen to those of other people with whom there’s an ongoing conflict 

of some sort.  

Developing capabilities and skills that enable to recur to dialogue rather than to 

expressions of force and self-affirmation turns to be a key objective for any society 

that intends to foster inclusive and non-violent relationships, and to avoid the 

destructive potentials of conflict, either by preventing its rooting or by transforming its 

momentum into a positive shift towards a constructive change.  

This is why the possibility of offering to students – at different stages of their 

educational path – at least an embryonic introduction into some of the notions and 

abilities that embody the correct training of a mediator could actually be seen also as 

a key educational goal in our contemporary societies, in which young generations are 

                                                           
12 See: (Cooley 2006); (Greco Morasso 2012); (Reggio 2017). 
13 See: (Cooley 1993); (Cooley 1994). 
14 On reasonableness in mediation see: (Greco Morasso 2011) 
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constantly challenged by the difficulty of developing correct social and relational skills, 

meant to prevent the eventuality of violence and prevarication at different levels.  

If we agree on this perspective, then also educators should be provided with 

perspectives, notions, methodologies and skills that allow them to perform their role of 

educators to dialogue.  

 

3. Conflict, Dialogue and Educational Transactional Analysis15. 

Mainly well-known for its use in psychotherapy and counselling, Eric Berne’s 

Transactional Analysis (TA) offers a wider range of perspectives and methodologies, 

whose utility has been extended to other fields. For instance, thanks to the proposals 

of practitioners such as Giles Barrow and Trudy Newton16 and Susannah Temple17, 

TA has been developed, in recent decades, also an educational thread. On a parallel 

stream, TA has witnessed developments related to the field of conflict prevention and 

management, including, for example, situations of impasse or conflict in the 

workplace. Such flexibility depends on the fact that TA matches a rather simple and 

adaptable structure, supported by a theoretical background that allows practices to be 

grounded on a general philosophy.  

Maria Teresa Romanini 18  poignantly defined TA as a philosophy originating from 

Personalism and at the same time as a Personality Theory. Designed by Eric Berne 

(1910-1970) 19 , TA considers the person as inseparable from his network of 

relationships, and aims to analyze human behavior in its aspect of communication. 

The milestone of his perspective is that behaviors and decisions are not deterministic 

but can rather be changed.  

At the core of Eric Berne’s proposal we can find the Structural Diagram20. Through the 

image of three overlapping circles called Ego-States, Berne mapped the three 

instances of the personality (Adult, Parent, Child-Ego State) that activate in each 

Transaction (smallest unit of relationship between persons, which translates into 

repetitive and easily recognizable behaviors). The Ego-States represent, respectively: 

the elaboration of the facts that the person directly experiences (A); the behaviors and 

thoughts copied by the parents (P), and the feelings experienced during childhood and 

relived in the present (C). The optimal transaction in a communication between two 

persons is between each other’s A-Ego State; in the alternative, however, it is 

desirable between parallel instances. If the transaction is crossed (between different 

instances) the communication stops, giving rise to misunderstandings and quarrels. 

The Adult Ego-state, called "Integrated Adult", listens and verifies the data coming 

                                                           
15 Author: Marina Sartor Hoffer. 
16 Giles Barrow and Trudi Newton, 2016  
17 Temple S., 1998b,  
18 Romanini, 1999, Costruirsi Persona, Various articles in which the Author considers TA as a Philosophy of 
Personalism 
19 For the complete bibliography of Eric Berne, see: (2013) www.ericberne.com  
20 see, between many others,:Steward, I. & Joines V., (2000) 
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from the other Ego-States and examines whether the information is consistent with 

reality, and then it decides the consequent behavior. 

If a subject reaches the awareness of its own transactions and those of the people 

with whom it communicates, it recognizes the dynamics of a possible discomfort and 

can freely decide to disable transactions that give rise to unproductive behavior. In 

Educational Transactional Analysis, the purpose of an educator is not to diagnose or 

treat diseases related to "contaminations" of the Ego-States, but in promoting 

awareness through the activation of the “Integrated Adult”, which is the instance of the 

personality that knows how to act effectively on the present integrating both the 

teachings of the Parent and the needs of the Child Ego-States.  

Eric Berne realized that each person carries out a plan of life decisional Life-Plan, 

which he defined as a Script: "Life script is an unconscious life-plan, made in 

childhood, reinforced by parents, justified by subsequent events, and culminating in a 

chosen alternative"21. The origin of it is placed in a survival strategy. At the basis of 

the Script (whose analysis and therapy does not concern the educational 

environment) are the Existential Positions, called Ok-Corral: they are basic ideas 

about themselves and others, useful to motivate choices and behaviors that are based 

on essential and obvious values and can easily be gained to our awareness22. The 

existential positions are four, and describe how a person sees himself and the others. 

(The + and-signs indicate a positive or negative assertion related to the existential 

position): 

• Optimal status = I am OK; You are OK: + + (healthy existential position, which 

induces assertive behavior) 

• Aggressive state = I am OK; You're not OK: +-(rabid behavior, frustration, sense 

of superiority) 

• Inadequacy status = I am not OK; You are OK:-+ (passive behavior, serval; 

depression) 

• Status of nihilism = I am not OK; You are not OK:--(destructive behavior, 

hopeless, sense of impotence) 

Even the Strokes (acknowledgments), identified by Berne as the basic needs of the 

person, are grounded on our existential position, and that is why it is important for 

each person to be aware of her own level of OK-ness. Berne coined the term "stroke" 

to describe our "Hunger for Recognition"; the term is also translated with “caresses”, 

and indicates an interrelational message that, if it has a response, triggers a 

transaction. A negative, positive or conditioned stroke makes an acknowledgment of 

the person of the other: or confirms its state of underestimation, or recognizes it for 

what it is (making possible unconditional acceptance and activating in this way parallel 

transactions), or expresses a conditional acceptance, in which the person does not 

apply for what it is, but for what it does. 

                                                           
21 E. Berne,1972, page.446 
22 See: Thomas, A. Harris, (2000)  
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The possibility of offering to students and to their teachers – at different stages of their 

educational path – at least a first introduction into some of the above mentioned 

notions and tools could play a vital role in understanding the underlying relational 

dynamics, with a subsequent positive rebound in enhancing their communicational 

skills. 

 

4. CM and ETA: outlining common grounds and purposes23. 

This first brief outline allows us to argue that CM and TA can be connected and worthy 

combined, as they share both some conceptual premises and goals.  

As for the sheer premises, some of the most remarkable are: (1) people and 

relationships are central; (2) behavioral problems – including those related to 

interpersonal conflict – are analyzed and dealt with through communicational 

interactions between the stakeholders; (3) in facing conflict and the issue of its 

solution, the direct and personal contribution of the people involved are a key 

factor; (4) the solution to a conflict is not seen as an application of pre-determined 

rules, but rather as a personalized, context-sensitive outcome; (5) conflict is 

managed through processes oriented to transformative outcomes, meant to enable a 

constructive change on how conflict, its solution, and the relationships involved, are 

viewed and experienced.  

Points 3,4 and 5 outline also goals that both CM and ETA seek to pursue, and this 

helps tracing a further commonality, as one of the highlights of both these approaches 

is their characteristic of (6) being future-oriented: mediation, on one hand, differs 

from the legal process since it is not meant to offer adjudicative solutions that “close 

the case” in a Win/Lose way but rather aims at Win/Win, consensus-based solutions; 

ETA, on the other hand, differs from classical psychotherapeutic approaches since it 

does not deal with detecting the causes of a certain behavior, but rather offers 

techniques for addressing it with consciousness and in a way that is transformative – 

as it likely happens also when mediation fully succeeds.  

The aspect of ETA that mostly matches with the aims of this presentation consists in 

its usefulness in the analysis of communicative interactions (transactions) as well as in 

its potential in promoting positive changes within their participants. This is, 

nevertheless, another commonality with CM, mostly when it is considered through the 

lens of an argumentative approach, that emphasizes the communicative interaction as 

a core element of conflict resolution.  

  

                                                           
23 Authors: Federico Reggio and Marina Sartor Hoffer. 
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5. Strategies and methodologies in the educational field: 
developing perspectives and skills for a correct interpersonal 
interaction24. 

The knowledge and management of the Structural Model and the Functional one can 

be the key to solving thorny situations and improving communication25. With a brief 

training, the use of this model is easy and smooth26. Often the problems, if faced in a 

parallel transaction from A to A – Ego-state, they find solution: the awareness of 

dysfunctional models emerged from our experience of life and that gives rise to cross-

transactions, can lead us to decide to change strategy and build a new personal and 

relational story.  

A further strategy by mean of which ETA promotes constructive existential positions 

consists in the Permissions27. With them, the educator plays a very important role in 

promoting an education to dialogue. If we have had Restrictive Injunctions (our 

parents and educators have addressed negative and devaluing messages from their 

existential positions), the educator can depotentiate them with an antidote: 

"Permissions" instead of "Bans". A person may have been "forbidden" to exist, to be 

himself, to have satisfaction from a well-done job, to have good social relations, and 

so on. "Bans" can be of any kind, here we have appointed only a few. Often a 

permission granted by an educator – when it is sincere and accompanied by the right 

tone of voice and the right posture – changes the life of a pupil, or benefits the 

relations between colleagues. The granting of "permits" can also be learned by an 

educator through a brief training, as well as all the techniques made available by ETA. 

These brief examples taken from the methodology of ETA show how a trained 

educator can positively interact with students, thereby promoting their own acquisition 

of healthy and conscious communicative habits. The core-issue deals with 

understanding communicative dynamics and operating within them in a way that 

promotes personal autonomy, responsibility and that habilitates the ability of 

personally solving a specific, contextual problem.  

  

6. Some methodologies for a maieutic of dialogue: from mediation to 
good communication28 

A well-trained mediator is expected to help creating an environment of reciprocal 

listening and respectful interaction in which conflicting parties are invited to share 

viewpoints, experiences, ideas, emotions, and to jointly engage in a confrontation that 

aims at stretching the issue at stake with the purpose of searching for a common 

                                                           
24 Author: Marina Sartor Hoffer. 
25 see Paolo Torresan, (2015)Academia 
26 Mara Gerich, Simone Bruder, Silke Hertel, Monika Trittel, and Bernhard Schmitz, (2015) 
27 Padeborn (1999) 
 
28 Author: Federico Reggio 
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solution29. His communicative moves – and the style through which they are delivered 

–  are vital in providing a “first impulse” and an example of how a correct dialogical 

attitude can be embodied30. One first, key element for this, is his ability of offering an 

active listening, in which careful listening, note-taking and paraphrasing – as well a 

trained art of asking questions – are directed to help the mediator and the parties to: 

(1) access the problem, (2) understand its different components and their character, 

(3) work on shaping a common language and, possibly, at least a (4) basic common 

understanding (which does not mean, of course, neither having common feelings and 

opinions, nor necessarily reaching an agreement)31.  

In training such capabilities and skills, a mediator is called to understand how each 

conflict is a multi-layered structure, made by a variety of “ingredients” that differ from 

person to person, and from conflict to conflict32. This implies, for instance, learning: (1) 

to understand and detect the difference between a formalized position and its 

underlying interests and needs33; (2) to recognize and name feelings and emotions34; 

(3) to deal with the structural vagueness of language and to help creating common 

meanings and narratives35; (4) to recognize and help parties understand the difference 

between different types of “opposition” (not all opposed theses are incompatible) and 

to focus on both differences and commonalities36.  

The training of a mediator seeks to help develop a multi-faceted sensitivity to the three 

elements that – according to our perspective – concur to shape relationships, and 

which are also vital in dealing with conflict: the logos (the rational side), the ethos (the 

behavioral side) the pathos (the emotional side) 37 . It also helps avoiding pre-

determined schemes and narratives of meaning, and to develop an open-mindedness 

and a curiosity (that, to quote John Paul Lederach, is para-doxal, to say that it is open 

to move beyond appearance, sheer opinions and commonplaces)38. This does not 

turn the mediator into a psychologist, as his role – despite different nuances according 

to the different “schools” of mediation – remains mostly facilitative, and limited to an 

external point of view on the conflict and the issue of its solution39. The outcome that a 

mediation process seeks to achieve is an informed and sound agreement, sustained 

                                                           
29 See, for a first overview: (Moore 1996); (Morineau 1998); (Cooley 2006). The elements of empowerment and 
recognition are key-factors of a mediation process according to a transformative approach. See, on this point: 
(Bush & Folger 1994). 
30 See (Mckinney et al. 1992) 
31 (Irvine & Farrington s.d.); (Stewart & Milt 1995); (Jacobs & Aakhus 2002). On the vital role of asking questions 
see: (Reggio 2017); (Hochmann 2006). 
32 I draw this notion from: (Lederach 2003).  
33 This is a central methodological point. See, for a first overview: (Fisher et al. 1991). 
34 (Irvine & Farrington s.d.). 
35 See: (Cooley 1994); (Greco Morasso 2012); (Reggio 2016). On a narrative approach to mediation, see, for 
instance: (Winslade & Monk 2001). 
36 See, on this point, my own model of argumentative conflict analysis: (Reggio 2017, chapter IV) 
37 I take these suggestions from (Cooley 1993).  
38 See, on paradoxal curiosity as one of the qualities that a peacebuilder should develop: (Lederach 2005). 
39 See: (Stulberg 1997); (Poirer-Elliot 1998).  
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by the consensus of the stakeholders, and shaped around their interest, needs, and 

the solutions that they eventually came up with40.  

It is not infrequent that, as a mediation proceeds, its objects varies, as the way the 

issue is perceived and dealt with evolves according to the understanding of the parties 

and to how the mediator helps them develop strategies for effectively solving the 

problem: it occurs, therefore, that the overall understanding and qualification of the 

object changes, and so it does the perspective of the parties. This requires, from the 

mediator, the ability of promoting a reframing, thanks to which the conflict remains in 

all its richness and complexity but is envisioned in a different, often more constructive 

and future-oriented way41.  

Argumentation offers both a common ground and a necessary toolkit for a mediator, 

as the above-mentioned methodologies require communicative capabilities that 

synthesize both logical skills (which also help maintaining impartiality), empathy and 

sensitivity, and the ability of working with language and narratives. This is vital at all 

stages of a mediation process, from its beginning to its conclusion, in which the ability 

of fostering common and sound agreements results a key-factor for the success of the 

process. In his maieutic role, then, the mediator is also a rhetor, and a good rhetor, 

according to a classical approach, is not focused on pursuing persuasion as a 

psychological fact, but rather as a result of a (mostly rational) process that is meant to 

check also the soundness and sustainability of a consensus42. This is vital in CM, as 

its outcome, for being truly constructive and capable of promoting durable effects, 

cannot be ephemeral but ought to undergo a verification of its soundness and 

sustainability.  

The elements that concur to shaping a good mediator are the result of soft and hard 

skills, of a theoretical and practical training, and they consolidate through experience43. 

Nevertheless, some of the elements that belong to the methodology of mediation are 

quite useful in educating each person to facing dialogue correctly, and to deal with 

conflict in a non-destructive way: therefore, in the path of education, some of these 

“ingredients” could result quite useful in shaping participative citizens, provided with 

ground-notions and skills on how to deal with communication as a means for 

preventing and constructively solving conflict.  

A program of education to dialogue through mediation could include a basic 

introduction to the above-mentioned methodologies (e.g. active listening; 

understanding and analyzing conflict; techniques of dialogue facilitation), with 

argumentation as a fil-rouge. In a training program for schools, some basic-notions of 

mediation methodologies could be easily matched with other existing educational 

                                                           
40 I argued that in reaching and writing their agreement, parties and the mediator concur to formulating “the rules of 
the case”, or, “the norm of the case”, acting as self-legislators. See: (Reggio 2012).  
41 See: (Kinsey et al. 1993). 
42 See, on mediation: (Cooley 1993); (Greco Morasso 2011). See, more generally, on such an approach to 
argumentation: (Cavalla 2004).  
43 See: (Kraybill 1988). 
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projects focused on communicational skills, such as those, for instance, that are 

directed to introduce students into public speaking or public debate. 

 

7. Contracting for changing. Agreement on dialogue as a first 
common ground for dealing with conflict in a non-violent way44.  

If dialogue is seen both as a means and as a goal of a non-violent approach to 

preventing and solving conflicts, parties must agree, at some level, that they intend to 

interact in a way that does not prevent correct communicative interactions, in some 

cases, with the help of a facilitator. This means that, first of all parties should develop 

some basic common notions and basic common rules and accept to respect them, in 

order to reciprocally grant that they intend to solve their issue through dialogue.  

This happens in mediation, for instance, when the mediator explains the notion and 

the goals of the process and its ground rules, and seeks to verify the understanding 

and the agreement of the parties on them.  

On a parallel side, one of the most famous methodologies derived from Berne’s 

doctrine is the “Contractual Approach”. (TA is, by definition, already characterized by 

the contractual approach, being a "psychological and social theory characterized by a 

bilateral contract of growth and Change")45. 

The "Contract" (understood as "an explicit bilateral commitment to a well-defined 

course of action" (Berne, 1967) is the main instrument that TA offers in order to 

promote change, and it is a strategy that can be adopted in education as well46. 

Berne, which had been formed as psychoanalyst, soon understood that the change 

should not be linked to a psychiatric diagnosis, as to a matching contract that aims to 

support the resources of a person left inactive. This promotes self-confidence, while in 

psychoanalysis is promoted the trust in the therapist. The Transaction is the center of 

Berne’s perspective, and not the person of the psychotherapist. Self-awareness 

comes from the analysis of the Ego-states, and the “contractors” are only supposed to 

promote it. It is a precise commitment of the person towards the realization of its 

objectives and, at the same time, it borders the boundaries within which the 

"contractors" relate. It also prevents drop-outs, by helping a correct timing of 

objectives.  

Contracts defined as "Social control-contracts" or "II level-contracts" are very 

remarkable in the field of education. Their objective is a behavioral change and its 

maintenance over time. They deal with a temporary imbalance and aim to solve the 

problem by energizing the Adult Ego-State. A contract can be activated between a 

teacher and a class; between the teacher and a pupil (and not only for the "resolving" 

purposes of some problems, but also for "evolutionary" purposes, where it is possible 

                                                           
44 Authors: Federico Reggio and Marina Sartor Hoffer. 
45 Mastromarino, Scoliere, (1999) 
46 Loomis M. (1990)  
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to enhance situations not necessarily problematic); between the teacher and the 

pupil's family; among the three subjects. 

The teacher plays the role of what we call “Developmental Counselor”, which means 

being promoter of the development of good relational skills, believing that this 

constitutes pre-requisite for any learning. The teacher is placed in the contract as 

"Mediator of existential competences": he actively listens to the subjects involved, 

allowing him to focus on the needs. This facilitates the identification of strategies to 

achieve the goals, (which must be identified by the person involved, not by the 

educator, in order to promote the autonomy of the Adult Ego-State); it also guarantees 

the progress of the process through the periodic verification of the established 

objectives. 

The educator, through the structural and functional mapping of the parent/child 

relationship, may, among the possible contracts, promote a reflection on the parental 

function C-P and N-P, to check which of the two instances tends to prevail. There is 

evidence that even by illustrating the Functional Diagram that emerges from this 

reflection, the analysis can be placed autonomously by the parents, who can easily 

recognize themselves in one description or another and decide for a change. 

As far as Active Listening is concerned, there are many models47 in the practice of 

TA and counselling48, often taken from methods related to other theories. Along with 

the well-known method developed by Carl Rogers49, the model of Schulz von Thun50 

represents valid proposals for teachers at present times. 

However, in the ETA’s perspective all the listening strategies require the premise of 

clarifying the existential positions of the subjects in play. No active listening, no 

contract may be placed if a priori the contractor who places himself as "facilitator", or 

"mediator" of the change (we prefer to define it "developmental counselor") does not 

have a healthy and effective existential position. In case one tried to simulate an 

existential position that does not match with his own actual situation, the body and the 

voice would betray this attempt, by revealing the real existential position. A very 

famous study by Mehrabian & Ferris51  has later proven the intuition of Berne about 

the language of the body, as only 7% of the content of the communication is verbal 

(verbal), while the facial expression (visual) is responsible for 55% and the way words 

are expressed (vocal) (intonation, accents, etc.) reflects the 38%. 

Berne had made this intuition already in the article, published 1953 in The Psychiatric 

Quarterly52, entitled “The Nature of the communication”, and had pointed out that if the 

                                                           
47 see Weber W., (2005) 
48 G. Aich; M. Behr, (2015) 
49 Rogers, Carl, (1951) 
50 Schulz von Thun, (1981) 
51 Mehrabian, A., & Ferris, S. R. (1967) 
52 E. Berne, (1953) 
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report is betrayed by the non-verbal, it gives rise to an inconsistency. The 

Developmental Counsellor must pay attention to how words are spoken, to their tone 

and volume, and to the language of the face and body that accompanies them. Also 

clarifying, paraphrasing, summarizing reflecting are further dialogue techniques that 

promote relationship with each other and create empathy. With them the actor can 

prove to have listened and understood and the interlocutor feels induced to continue 

the communication. 

The latter examples show how some communicative methodologies that ETA 

suggests are common to also CM approaches, thereby confirming the sheer 

usefulness of those approaches in promoting correct relational and communicative 

interactions, as the purpose of this paper seeks to underline.  

In this paragraph we have also highlighted the role that "contract" and "permissions" 

could play for the above-mentioned purposes, as well as the analysis of the structural 

and functional diagram, which leads to the focus on transactions, offering a formidable 

model for analysis and self-analysis of communication. 

As a final remark, without a previous control through the formula of the OK-ness as a 

necessary practical premise, these strategies could take place correctly: on the 

contrary, the attempt to use of ETA methodologies to solve concrete problems would 

be doomed to failure. 

 

       8. Conclusion: dia-logos. Connecting differences and commonalities 
within relationships. 

In moving towards the conclusions of this writing, we can ask ourselves why we 

connected the issue of a healthy and correct communicative relationship among 

people with the purpose of preventing and transforming conflict, and also why we 

considered such goals central in the field of education.  

Conflict happens. It is unavoidable. What we can choose is how to deal with it: 

whether we want to let it express its destructive potential, or to try to turn it into a 

challenge for human diversity and human commonality, and, therefore, as a chance 

for positive change53. Conflict challenges diversity, as it often stems from different 

understandings, views, interest, needs, goals and values: but it also challenges 

commonality, as being involved in a conflict is a common problem, and engaging into 

the process of seeking a solution is a common challenge and requires a common 

commitment and a common communicative ground. This challenge is complex and 

requires a process of gradual connections that is better understood and achieved 

through the intersection of different disciplines and approaches: this explains why the 

signposts that this paper has outlined stem from a transkills approach, thanks to which 

                                                           
53 This is a core-concept of a transformative approach to conflict. See, for an overview: (Lederach 2003); (Lederach 
2005). 
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the disciplines involved needed to narrow and fine-tune their object in search for a 

common ground.  

At the beginning of this writing we suggested that dialogue is a core-concept, by 

qualifying it as the alternative to violence and prevarication, acting both as a value to 

preserve (so, a goal), and as a means for enabling a non-violent process. A brief 

reminder of the origin of this word could be useful, in conclusion of this overview: the 

greek work “dialogos” is the combination of dia (expressing interconnectedness, but 

also distinction and difference) and logos (reason, a reason that acts as connection, 

as well as a discourse – another meaning of logos – is a meaningful connection of 

elements)54. Dialogos requires that we recognize relational textures in their richness 

and complexity and face the challenge of dealing with them as actors that are part of 

such a web of interconnections, and which are therefore called, at every stage and 

moment of our experience, to dialogically interact with other beings.  

As we underlined, both CM and ETA consider dialogue at the center of 

methodologies, and as they both tend to put persons and interpersonal relationships 

at the center of their attention within the framework of communication This is the 

reason why, in a world that is daily dealing with the challenge of complexity – and with 

its potential in generating conflict – educating to dialogue is a realistic and adequate 

goal that each educational system is invited to urgently pursue. If this paper has 

helped showing that CM and ETA could positively concur to this, by offering 

perspectives, methodologies and tools that enrich educators and all the people who 

are involved in the educational path, then the goal of this writing has been achieved.   
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