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Emotional Maturity in the Digital Context 
 

Module:  Health and well-being 
Topic: Emotional maturity in the digital context 
Title: Spoken vs. written language: Does it make a difference? 
Target group: Middle school  
Starting Point: Students are often unaware that written language lacks facial 

expressions, gestures and tone of voice, and that this can quickly lead 
to misunderstandings. In addition, the wording of written language is 
usually harsher, more unfiltered and more impulsive than that of 
spoken language. In conflict situations this can quickly escalate and 
become hurtful.  

Aim: Students know the difference between the written and spoken word 
and how to communicate constructively in both. 

Implementation: This interactive exercise is designed for classroom use. 
Estimated Duration: 1 lesson 

 
More detailed content and instructions:  
 
In this exercise, students are given a conflict scenario and have to solve it either in spoken form 
or in writing (via chat). 
 
The teacher presents the students with a conflict situation, which could be, for example, as 
follows: 
 
Alternative 1: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Alternative 2: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Your best friend confesses to you that they had a sleepover party with mutual friends 
yesterday and you didn't know about it. This makes you sad and angry at the same time.  
Now you want to respond to this message to resolve the conflict.  
How do you react? 

Friends of yours text you asking if you want to play tennis with them every Wednesday this 
year. You say no because you already have practice several times a week and you are also 
learning an instrument. Your friends are now angry with you because you do not want to do 
this activity with them.  
How do you react?  
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1. Now the class is divided into several groups; some groups are to solve the conflict in 

written form, other groups in spoken form. The roles can be divided as follows:  
Alternative 1: several people are the ones who were invited; 1-2 people were not invited  
Alternative 2: several people are the ones going to play tennis; 1-2 people cancelled 

2. The groups have a maximum of 10 minutes in total to discuss the conflict. It is important 
that the ‘written’ groups do not speak. For communication, either a piece of paper can be 
passed back and forth, or it can be communicated via mobile phone in a chat.  

3. If possible, the written and spoken groups can be separated spatially and each group is 
not told what task the others have been given. 

4. Afterwards, all solutions are presented and compared. 
5. Does anything stand out? Did the groups that used the same form of communication 

respond similarly? Could the conflict be resolved or did it end in an argument? Which type 
of communication was easier? Let the students reflect on this.  

 
 
TO BE TAKEN INTO ACCOUNT:  
 

• The spoken task is probably completed faster than the written one. In order for these 
students not to disturb the others, they may have to be occupied with another task while 
waiting.  

• ALTERNATIVE: Instead of groups, the task can also be done in pairs. Then the results are 
discussed in plenary. 

• ALTERNATIVE: Instead of simultaneously, the spoken and written solution can be done 
one after the other. This way, the students cannot guess the meaning of the exercise at 
the beginning and cannot adapt their answers accordingly.  
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Background information for teachers 
 
Communication square by Schulz von Thun 
 
The communication square, also called the four-ears model, describes that every message has 
four levels of communication. Each level conveys a different message. Every sender therefore 
conveys four possible messages through language (spoken or written):  
 
Example: Co-driver says to the driver: "The traffic light is green!". 
 
1. Factual level 

• Here the sender passes on factual information to the conversation partner. 
• Here the sender should try to communicate as factually as possible. 
• The content is assessed on the basis of three criteria: 

o True vs. untrue 
o Relevant vs. irrelevant 
o Sufficiently informed vs. not sufficiently informed 

• The factual ear tries to evaluate the content on the basis of these criteria. 
• Factual level in the example: The traffic light is green. 

 
2. Self-disclosure 

• Personal feelings, evaluations, needs, idiosyncrasies and views always resonate within 
every message. 

• This means that through language you also represent yourself. 
• This can be either explicit (I -messages) or implicit (‘between the lines’). 
• This is how the receiver forms his/her opinion. 
• The self-disclosing ear therefore forms an opinion about the sender. 
• Self-disclosure in the example: I am impatient. 

 
3. Relationship level 

• Communication also shows how one feels about the other person. 
• This can come from direct speech (tone of voice), gestures and facial expressions. 
• Through the relationship ear, the other person tries to interpret how the sender feels 

about him/her. 
• Relationship level in the example: You don't have as good an overview of the traffic as I 

do.  
 
4. Appeal (Wish / Want) 

• Communication is often there to make something happen, like a concrete action or 
reaction. 

• This can either be done openly (direct appeal) or covertly. 
• A covert appeal can also become manipulative. 
• The appeal ear detects what the receiver should (not) do, think or feel.  
• Appeal in the example: Go!  
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The bottom line? 
 
It is the exception rather than the rule that both sides interpret the respective message on the 
same level. Often the sender and receiver interpret the messages differently, which can lead to 
misunderstandings and conflicts. 
Therefore, it is important to understand that the other person does not always receive messages 
the way they were sent.  
 
This is also very important in the digital context, because some of the levels cannot be 
communicated as easily as in person. Since tone of voice, gestures and facial expressions are 
often missing in the digital context, it can happen very quickly that messages are misunderstood 
by the recipient. Even when using smileys and similar methods in messages to convey feelings 
(self-disclosure) and facial expressions (relationship level), this can easily be interpreted 
differently by the other person than it may have been intended.  
 
 
 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sources:  
 
Schulz von Thun Institut für Kommunikation (2023). Das Kommunikationsquadrat. 

https://www.schulz-von-thun.de/die-modelle/das-kommunikationsquadrat 
 
Studyflix (2023). 4 Ohren Modell. https://studyflix.de/biologie/4-ohren-modell-2696 
 

 

What the sender means: What the receiver understands: 

Factual level 

Self-disclosure 

Relationship level 

Appeal 

What am I informing you about? 

What am I revealing about myself? 

What do I want from you? 

How do I feel about you? 

What are you talking about? 

What are you revealing about yourself? 

What do you want from me? 

How do you feel about me? 

The 4 sides of a message 


