5. Psychological Aspects

5.1. Coexistence and problem-prevention

About school conflicts


The school activity is in the interaction between adults working with the school and the children. The series of interaction is at the same time a series of more or less serious conflicts. The conflicts between the children and the educators mean a special pedagogical and educational situation as far as the personality and the social abilities are concerned.


For the children the most important generative power is the human environment, system of relations in which they live and are emotionally attached to.


The way adults – especially those who play an important role in children’s life – interact with children has a long-distance effect on the development and maturation of the children’s personality.


Handling the different conflict that come up in the school is insecure from the point of view of the teacher’s professional socialization. The capability of the formation of the relationship and interaction between students and teachers is the basis of the successful and effective educative work, as well as the source of the teacher’s cheerfulness.

The frame of the interpretation of school conflicts


According to the systems approach concepts of the organizations the school is a complex social system, in which each question, which come up in connection with the behavior of the people that form the school, should be viewed from the point of view of the complete social system. We can only interpret, develop or correct the behavior of each person, if we examine and interpret that together with its connections with the whole system.


One’s behavior in the conflicts (and every other situation) can only be interpreted if the different systems are viewed together. The intrinsic development of personality, the advancement and nature of the I-structure (self-image, self-evaluation, autognosis, etc.) that controls the integration of the personality, the life and experience of the personality is one of the most determinative subsystem. The family, in which one grows up and lives, with its correlations between the roles, communication style, connection net, the level of the quenching of the needs is the other determinative power regarding the emergence of conflicts and the interpretation and treatment of those. The third important determinative factor of the school conflicts is the school itself; its history, role-correlations, requirements, rules, its attitude toward the family, parents and children, its concepts of the child-role, parent-role and teacher-role.


The prevention of school conflicts cannot be independent from the school system, in which the participants of the conflict live and work together.


The school, just like every organizations, has multiple aims. The primary aim of the school is to convey knowledge, transfer values, form personality, and everything else why each society establishes its own schools. Its secondary aim is to give the members of the school a chance of establishing ties of friendship and the quenching of basic needs such as acceptance, security, appreciation and self-esteem.


The organization-psychological research has proved that the organizations – the school as well – can only accomplish their primary aims, if they satisfy the psychological needs of the members of the organization, if they provide the accomplishment of the secondary aims.


The individual in his/her relationship with the organization integrates into different groups within the organization, these groups have different relationships as far as their nature and quality are concerned: rivalrous, cooperative, neutral. The nature of these relations affects the nature, frequency and handling of the conflicts between the groups and the members integrated into the groups. From the point of view of handling school conflicts, the students’ and teachers’ relation, the quality and intensity of belonging to the school are not at all indifferent.


They can be strangers (alienative relation), when the individual is bound to the organization by psychologically not cooperative, extrinsic drives; they can be calculating (calculative relation, when the school is only the source of money or other benefits). Finally the moral level, at which the teacher (and the child) identifies with the aims of the school, feels bound to accomplish them, feels responsibility for his/her school work. At this level the identification with the school’s aims puts a bigger amount of the motivation resource of the personality on the work. At this level individuals can offer more as a sacrifice, and they can even subordinate their personal interests to the accomplishment of the aims of the school. It is easy to see that at this level the tension is bigger, the chance of emergence of conflicts is more possible, but the need of solving these conflicts is much more explicit as well. The good school atmosphere depends on the relationship between the morally committed educators, formed by tensions, conflicts and successful solutions.

5.2. Coexistence and problem-recognition

The reasons and sources of school conflicts

Conflicts of interest, need and aim


Clashes of interest are more important as a source of conflict in the relationship between educators, it is less important in the relations of students and hardly characteristic in the conflicts between educators and students.


The different kinds of needs and the different levels how the needs are quenched are peculiar reasons for conflicts between children, but also affects the conflicts between educators. Looking at the need-bundles of the Naslow hierarchy of needs, which is frequently cited and used in psychological literature as an explanative principle, it seems to be quite obvious that the conflicts of interest and the conflicts of need are interwoven. The quenching of the needs which are at the lower levels of the hierarchy is among the greatest interests of the individuals. For creating a home, providing food for the family and the quenching of the most basic needs one needs money, financial possessions. Money can be the source of power and appreciation as well. One can establish security with the help of financial possessions. The differences in the assortment of financial possessions carry the differences of appreciation as well. We have to discuss needs, because one of the bases of the development of personality is the quenched needs, built upon each other. The behavior of a horror-stricken child, who lacks trust and security (aggression, regression, malignancy) is a source of conflicts in the teacher-student relations, as well as in the student-student relations.


One’s behavior is at least as defined by the aim to be accomplished by the behavior as the reasons that causes the behavior.


The teacher’s behavior in the class is determined by multiple aims. A distant aim, but it impregnates the whole education, is the formation of the human image, which can be defined as the aim of schooling. To help students to become an autonomic, responsible adult who is able to solve life’s problems and accomplish his/her abilities. The distant aims are accomplished through small steps, through short-distance aims: memory-training, the improvement of autonomic thinking, self-reliant decisions.


Most teachers think that their aims and the students’ aims are the same, but in several cases it is not so. Long-distance aims does not mean aims for the children, and short-distance aims may collide with their temporary needs and aims.

Structural conflicts


The unclearedness of power, scope of activities, assignments, roles, the smothered competency-frontiers endangers not only the operation of the organization, but decays the general condition, content, efficiency of the people belonging to the organization.


The inflexible rules which cannot be complied because of their great number mean several sources of conflict. While rational, acceptable rules based on common agreement decrease the chance of the emergence of conflicts and are also important from the point of view of the development of children’s personality. Rules may mean security and at the same time it helps the intrinsically regulated development of the children’s norm-following behavior.


In a high school students complained that the were not allowed to leave the area of the school during the school time. When they do not have a class they are not allowed to talk in the corridors because it disturbs the other classes. So students do not have the chance of spending their free time in a pleasurable way.

Conflicts of values


In the school and at other workplaces people having different value structure can work together well (without the emergence of decaying conflicts), if the values regarding their roles are similar or the same. The elucidation of the value content of the teacher’s role may decrease the frequency of conflicts between educators and increase the opportunity of effective conflict solving.


The possibility of the emergence of a conflict is greater when certain individuals or groups their primary values of their own personal sphere – which has nothing to do with the educative aims of the school – try to force on other people. Another source of conflicts is when it is not possible to express basic personal values.


From the point of view of the development of children’s personality, it is essential to treat those conflicts that emerge between children from different ethnic groups, or between educator and students. Becoming an autonomic adult – who is able to make his/her own decisions and has responsible freedom, takes care of and appreciates others – is up to the match of the primary values of the three basic socialization fields (family, school, peers). It is quite obvious that creating harmony between the different socialization fields is the primary duty and possibility of the school. Today’s school strengthens the values of majority culture, recompenses the behavior norms of the majority culture. It is not necessarily a problem. The source of the conflict and at the same time the source of ineffective education is the fact that it is “blind” to see the values of minority cultures, subcultures. In fact it does not promote coexistence, but helps the engrossment of the differences. The gradually intensifying misunderstanding, failures at school, difficulties in conformity, the unquenched needs for appreciation and psychological security strengthens the separatism mechanism and prejudices toward majority groups in the children from the minority groups.

Conflicts emerged from relation disorders, conflicts of correlation


The development of a human being is not possible without relationships. One can only quench his/her basic needs in human relationships. All of the age groups have their own most important relationship, the disorders shown in them may decay the process of development on the long run, but can motivate and improve as well. Small children’s most important relationship is that of mother and child. It is considered to be the archetype of every later relationship.


Later relations with the peers and the student-teacher relations emerge from the dense relation-net of the pupils. Then friendship, love and marriage become the forms of relation, which determinate one’s content, general condition and mental health.


In Hungary the divorce rate is high, about one-third of the country’s population lives alone. If we are trying to find the reasons, these people must have been misfit, unable to form connections with other people at their early age. According to senior educators one cannot be surprised at the breaking-up of a relationship, because these individuals were not able to cooperate on the long run in there childhood, either.


Various dimensions can be used to describe a relationship. A relationship can be shallow, intensive, friendly, neutral, hostile, they can be duty-centered and emotionally charged, equal or unequal, contestant or cooperative.


Several schools complained about the increasing extent of children’s separation. There are very few friendships, and these friendships are sometimes shallow. Nowadays students do not help each other at their studies, they study separately.


The preferable behavior in the relationships is appointed, expected, forbidden by various rules: judicial, moral rules, etiquette, traditions and rules formed during the emergence of the relationship, which are only applicable to that specific relationship.


Important relationships gradually develop, change. In there emergence conscious and unconscious spheres take part together.


The children at the school and adults who teach and work at the school have various relationships with each other. The difference is in the way they conceit the nature of their relationships and the knowledge and acceptance of the rules attached to these relationships.


They have different experiences, expectations in the different relationships, they interpret the situations and the modes of behavior differently.


In the case of small pupils, parents define with whom their children can make friends. This way the emergence of spontaneous connections is not possible.


The conflicts between teachers and students are usually due to the different interpretation, lack of knowledge of the rules, or simply rules are not kept to.


The value system, thinking and behavior of the small pupils are highly determined by the cultural area in which he/she was born into. Culture in this context does not only mean literacy, but the modes of eating, greeting and turning to other people and the modes of behavior in connection with biological and social roles.


The relationships between people from different cultures with different values, behavior, beliefs, expectations, knowledge of rules may be the source of a number of conflicts.


In Hungary the problem of poverty is increasing, at the same time there are more and more rich people, and the difference between the poor and the rich is gradually intensifying. So children come to school with different values, financial backgrounds. Their modes of behavior, possibilities are also different, which might lead to the emergence of conflicts.


Those conflicts in which the identity or self-esteem of an individual or a group is at stake can be categorized as conflicts of correlation. These conflicts are emotionally charged, contain the need for trust, acceptance and security. But they can be connected to the modes of treatment of interpersonal relationships, the ways of approach or reaction in a peer-to-peer connection as well. Injustice, not-counteracted or illicit or illicit-famed offence, the contravention of self-evaluation can mobilize hostile feelings. It is often accompanied by hatred, revengefulness, or anger. Anger and negative feelings alienate and helps to amplify and intensify the differences between individuals or groups.

Disorders in communication as sources of conflicts


Literature does not consider the disorders in communication to be a separate conflict-source category. The participants do not consider the disorder of communication to be the source of the conflict, but the differences of needs, values, aims which they perceive and interpret.


Individuals only take a part of the information coming from the external world into consideration. The information-receiving, information-processing ability of a human being is limited, while the world, in which we live, is complex, offers a great amount of information. There are great differences between individuals as far as the quality and quantity they accept from the information is concerned and the ways the interpret and arrange the received information. The selection, acceptance and arrangement of the received set of information is greatly determined by the knowledge of the world, the independently received and arranged knowledge of the environment.


There are individual differences not only in the receiving, interpretation of information and other people’s communication, but in the expressing of thoughts, feelings and opinions. The richness of vocabulary, the appropriateness of the sentences, gestures and mimics show great individual variations. The intrinsic image of the situation, the partner, the partner’s intentions highly affect the behavior of the partners.

The connection between power and conflict


Power is basically important for everybody. Solving problems that come up in life and duties of life is not possible without a certain amount of power. Power involves strength and knowledge. Power is an ability of the individual to affect the behavior of the people he/she has connections with. But it is also an ability that allows the individual to self-govern his/her intrinsic psychological processes and control his/her motions and aggressive intentions.


Human relations can be distinguished from the point of view of the possession of power. There are differences of power in several relationships: parents-children, employers-employees, teacher-student, but in coordinative connections as well, just like peer-to-peer connections or marriage. The quality of the relationship is determined by differences of power or the intention to get power above other people. The use of power is especially important in those relationships, where the power above the other individual is socially expressed, just like parent-child, educator-child relationships.


Society places great power in the hands of the educator. The power of the educator is partly institutionalized, but partly his/her personal characteristic features, abilities, knowledge, competence carry it. Differences between power is a continuous source of conflict, because the individual that possesses smaller amount of power tries to increase his/her ability of influence.


Differences between power, however, are only destructive, if the possessor of the higher amount of power strains his/her power. He/she tries to overwhelm or manipulate the individuals he/she has relationship with. In the process of manipulation the result of the influence is preferable for the manipulator, but is often disadvantageous for the manipulated. For the advantageous result he/she detains all of the information which does not support the aim.


It is the optimal situation if the use of influence is fruitful primarily for the influenced. In this process the influencer takes the needs and interests of the influenced into consideration, and the freedom of decision of the influenced emerges as an aim.


There is not a clear-cut boundary between influence and manipulation. Between these two extreme edges there are several situations, in which elements of influence and manipulation blend. The dividing line between these two extremities is the respect for other people, which is the determining element of the influence process, while manipulation lacks it.


Deliberate deception, manipulation because of self-interest is not only a source of hostile affairs and decays relationships, but hinders from the solution of the conflicts.

The effect of stress on the emergence and the solution of conflicts


After Selye’s significant exploration researchers of education became interested in the issues of stress. In the past few decades lots of researchers examined the sources, frequency, intensity and effects of the stress experienced in the school.


A certain amount of stress is natural and necessary for the effective work. But high intensity and frequently experienced stress has negative effects on emotional life and mental health. In these cases stress is an unpleasant emotional feeling, which is built up from the feelings of anxiety, anger, depression and inertness. Early research has discovered a wide scale of the effects of stress. The rapidity and accuracy of perception, the level of expressing thoughts, the verbal coordination are decreased. After experiencing stress people are less able to cope with activities which require frustration tolerance, receptivity toward other people’s problems and listening to others.


In several cases conflict and stress form an integral part of each other. The negative emotional condition, the weakening of cognitive and communicative abilities after stress makes the individual more sensible to the reactions of people he/she interacts with. They consider immaterial happenings to be conflicts, innocent comments may become dangerous events as far as the self-evaluation is concerned. The decreasing of the ability of listening to other people and the weakening of the accuracy of perception may cause disorder in communication: misunderstandings and distortions of information may become sources of new conflicts.


At the same time conflicts themselves mean sources of stress. Unsolved conflicts, conflicts disturbing self-evaluation and decaying relationships are intensive sources of stress, and sources of new conflicts.


As the individual attempts to solve his/her intrinsic and extrinsic conflicts, he/she tries to cope with the effects of stress. The strategies show many similarities to the conflict solving strategies. The problem-centered solution can be compared to the troubleshooting strategy, the emphasis is on the solution of the problem in both cases. The aim of the emotion-centered solution is to decrease negative emotions, to block their dominance. The avoiding compromise-seeking, adaptive conflict-solving strategy consists of many elements of the cope.

The conditions of the emergence of school conflicts


There are numerous conflicts in the classroom, in the corridor, in the staff room day by day. Analyzing school conflicts researchers have realized that a part of these conflicts is the symptom of some deeper problem. The roots of the problems may be found in the autocratic style of the form-teacher, the deficiency of the curriculum, the behavior of the children determined by their culture, life, experiences.

a./ Rivalrous atmosphere, the weakness of cooperation


Rivalry is a strong motivation for people living in the western culture. People continuously match their abilities, knowledge, efficiency. Most of the adults’ and children’s games are built upon rivalry between individuals or groups. But rivalry might as well have negative effects, when for example the losers lose face, or when somebody is always the winner and some others are always losers in a class. Rivalry may be accompanied by anger and frustration, the participants might become enemies from opponents.


Through cooperation, proximity, common experiences, mutualism result in self-revealing and trust. The quantity of taking care of each other and knowing of each other is increasing.

b./ Unfriendly and distrustful atmosphere


Lack of trust, the weakness of solidarity between each other result in separation, emergence of cliques and witch-hunt. Individuals drift apart, become enemies, envy each other.

c./ The possibility of expressing emotions


Each and every conflict has some emotional element, the aggressive way of expressing emotions results in the deepening and expansion of the conflicts, while expressing controlled anger decreases the possibility of the emergence of newer conflicts. The disallowance of expressing emotions carries the danger of accumulation of tensions and the risk of the emergence of newer conflicts.

d./ The weakness of conflict-solving abilities


For children parents and educators are the most important models considering even the ways of conflict solving. Parents quite often solve their conflicts in an aggressive way, besides they recompense children’s violent solutions. The educators’ autocratic, disciplinary solution for conflict situations is also drives children toward the aggressive, punitive solutions.

e./ The misuse of teacher’s power


Overriding teacher’s commission, or the loss of the power, the ability of manipulation is because of the fact that sometimes power becomes the synonym of autocracy. The strict, unquestionable rules, the quantity of unapprehended rules, the demand for blind obedience, the direct use of the means of penalty and rewarding are the sources of such tensions, which might be the forerunners of emotionally charged conflicts sometimes independently from the efficient causes.


But the lack of the use of power, the lack of learning conditions and order and rational rule following are also sources of conflicts.

f./ The weakness of communicative skills, the inadequate, enervate communication are the source of misunderstanding and misinterpretations. Emotions that are not expressed in an appropriate way, needs, wishes, the lack or weakness of listening to each other helps the emergence of unnecessary conflicts.

5.3. Coexistence and problem handling

Handling conflicts


The human being’s behavior in conflict situations depends on several elements. The most important behavior-determining factors are:

· The dispositions and attitudes of personality, the level of self-evaluation and self-knowledge, actual emotional state

· The organizational atmosphere, in which the conflict appears: rivalrous or cooperative, acceptor, tolerant or adjudicative; can emotions, annoyance be expressed? Can problems, difficulties be admitted without the risk of adjudication?

· The characteristic features of the situation: where and when the conflict takes place, what causes generated it, is it a private or a public situation?

· Is the nature of the relationship between the participants in the conflict shallow or intensive, hostile or friendly, subordinate or coordinative, a new relationship or an old one?

· Perception of the conflict-partner’s intensions, motivation, harmful intentions, the ability of cooperation, the sign of weakness, etc.

Experiences show that the properties of the personality play a more important role in unexpected, original, unstructured situations, while the behavior’s dependence on the situation is higher in those cases when the participants’ roles in the interaction is clearly defined, trimmed.


Emphasizing the characteristic features of the personality, Filley (1975) offers to highlight two dimensions of the personality to be able to understand and explain the behavior shown in conflicts. According to him a human being’s behavior can be described in the result-oriented, relationship-oriented dimensions.


The behavior, through which a certain person behaves in a way to accomplish his/her concepts in accordance with his/her interests and to quench his/her needs, is called self-vindication. At the same time he/she pay little attention to other people’s interests and intentions. The self-subordinate personality helps the achievement of other people’s endeavors, intentions, and at the same time he/she renounces the quenching of his/her own pretences, needs. Being result-oriented is a great force of motivation, it stimulates the man to try and achieve success, good performance. The relationship-oriented behavior is motivated by the need for good relations with other people; the person who pays attention to the importance of the relationship is able to renounce his/her own interests, accepts other people’s points of view, the priority of other people’s needs.


On the basis of the above mentioned personality dimensions we can talk about five conflict-solving strategies. Most people apply all of them allowing for certain behavior-determining factors shown in conflict situations, but in most of the cases the choice and frequency of the strategies applied is characteristic to every person.

Conflict solving strategies

1. Winner/loser strategy


Those who apply the winner/loser strategy try to accomplish their intentions and concepts sometimes in an aggressive way. They interpret conflict situations as a striving for power, they intend to defeat others to achieve triumph. The pretence of victory can be motivated by various factors. In some cultures losing is a sign of weakness. In hostile relationships the intention of defeating the other is such a great motivation that it may de-emphasize the pretence of accomplishing the individual’s own interests. Due to the anger, hostile feelings and intentions evolving during the conflict, the participants of the conflict become enemies, they try to defeat each other.


In situations requiring fast action and prevention of danger, experience and information surplus it is often necessary to employ the winner/loser strategy. But in the case of common everyday conflicts the deficiencies of this strategy is quite obvious. The fast and effectual problem solving can be considered as an affirmation, and winners tend to apply it in situations in which it is unnecessary and sometimes harmful.


Another disadvantage of this strategy is the fact that there is always a loser beside the winner. In unequal relationships – such as the educator-child relationship -  it is usually the participant who has less power becomes the loser. Being a loser, the sense of being defeated is accompanied by tensions, decays self-evaluation and because of these it provokes the emergence of further unnecessary conflict situations.


The winner/loser strategy is the frequent conflict solving strategy of autocratic pedagogy. In the pedagogic situation that can be qualified as a striving for power, the educator often employs his/her institutionalized power to defeat the child instead of solving the problem. From the winning-position he/she pays less attention to the interests of the children, the development of their personality, and the mutinous, hostile behavior of the children – who are in losing-position – asserts the teacher about the adequacy of the employment of the winner/loser strategy.

2. Adaptive conflict-solving strategy


The individual who chooses the adaptive conflict-solving strategy helps the achievement of his/her partner’s aims and conceptions because of fear, constraint or sometimes considerate decision. Its role in education depends on the reason or aim for which it is applied; the teacher may apply it with considerate decision to accomplish some pedagogical aim or the child may apply it because of reluctant allegiance, fear. In the first case the educator creates the possibility for the children to learn their own bad decisions and correct their behavior themselves. Reluctant adaptation, however, endangers harmonic personality development, and the tensions accompanying sub-ordinate status might evoke irrationally strong affective reactions in relationships with other people.


Adapting by any means is a dangerous strategy. As a result of this the intrinsic power, that is essential in the solution of everyday conflicts, does not develop in the way it should. According to Keleman (1975) if a person wishes to preserve his/her individuality, the integrity of his/her personality, he/she must accept the joy and pain of the risk of loneliness and separation. Individuals who apply the adaptive conflict-solving strategy – being afraid of the possibility of losing the relationship – not taking the risk of loneliness, they risk the individualism and integrity of their personalities.

3. Avoiding conflict-solving strategy


Avoiding conflict is a frequently used conflict handling strategy. Those who apply this strategy may be influenced by the interpretation of the situation (too dangerous, complex, insignificant), the rating of the relationship (important, not at all important), or the possibilities of winning.


Autocratic schools try to teach the children (with a hidden curriculum of course), that it is not reasonable to defend their verity even if they are quite sure about it (Varga Zoltán 1974). Educators apply this strategy when they are not sure about the situation, or lacking the effective means they postpone the solution in the hope of the spontaneous dissolution of the problem. In more serious life situations, in the case of conflicts emerging as symptoms of psychic off-balance, avoiding confrontation and the adequate way of helping is the appropriate solution. In other cases avoiding the conflict may be dangerous as well, since the educator may lose the information surplus from the conflict and the possibility of conscious education.

4. Compromise-seeking conflict-solving strategy


In the case of compromise-seeking conflict-solving strategy the aim of the participants of the conflict is to find a compromise that is acceptable for all of the participants. It is the frequent solution method of conflicts evolving in coordinate relationships. It gives time and possibility for finding better solutions and does not decay the relationship. But compromise often results in a short, fragile balance. With the change of power, the one possessing greater power attempts to apply winner/loser strategy or to defeat the other participant.

5. Problem-solving winner/winner strategy


In the case of this strategy the participants try to find a solution for the problem, in which the interests, needs, intentions, concepts of both participants are considered. They mutually assure the self-vindication of the other participant, taking the risk of being self-subordinate.


This strategy requires cooperation, assumes empathy and tolerance. Both participants are engaged for the search for a solution based on mutual agreement. The relationship can be deepened through deeper knowing of each other, the discovery of intentions, needs, conceptions, and there is a possibility for the exploration of so far undiscovered  values of each other.


To apply the winner/winner strategy the intention of conflict-solving is essential. Anger, resentfulness accompanying conflicts estrange the individual from the other. The participants very often brood over the problems, conjure them up again and again, and doing so they assist the deepening of the problem.


Anger encourages the emphasis of the differences between the participants, people being angry with each other may maintain a hostile relationship for a long time. Anger prevents the usage of problem-solving strategies. During conflicts – frequently during conflicts of value or correlation – the self-evaluation of one or both participants is hurt, the lack of correctness experienced in the conflict, resentfulness and being sure that “I am right” can be an obstacle in the way of employing problem-solving strategies even in important relationships.


Working up anger, considering the other participant’s aims, motivation, needs, recognizing his/her values that are independent from the context lead to understanding and forgiving, which may open the gate to apply problem-solving strategies.


The problem-solving strategy requires cooperation. Cooperation is based on cognitive processes, the ability of cooperation depends on the development of ability of connecting the interaction of the participants’ behavior. It also depends on the developmental level of the cognitive skill which enables the consideration of other participants’ points of view. Righteousness, the concept of equitableness emerge about the age of 9-12, and after the child is able to form his reactions according to these concepts toward the behavior of his/her peers and teachers.

Conflict-solving in the school (teacher-student conflicts)


School conflicts between teacher and student create an educative and self-educative situation: they give the opportunity for the growth of self-knowledge and a more detailed knowledge of the students. They may survey essential information for the teacher about the background of his/her own reactions, define aims, values, needs, fears. They may call attention to the teacher’s deficiencies or blunders of education. But they may also discover essential information about the reasons, intentions, maturity, moral development, significant life-details of the child.


The educative situation requires an effective, conscious pedagogical behavior in favor of the child. Consciousness in this context means that the educator not only reacts in the situation, but answers to the situation considering the child’s long-distance interests. The participants in conflict situations are usually emotionally affected. Anger and being offended are strong motivation forces for immediate emotional reactions. The considerate answer requires self-control and the knowledge of pedagogical methods from the educators.


From now on the employment of the above expounded strategies will be shown in imaginative conflict situations. The situations and solutions were taken from the material of a 1990 research (Horváth-Szabó, 1990).

1st situation:
“I hand out the corrected and graded tests. One of the students come to my desk in a couple of minutes to complain that he has received a worse grade than he would have deserved. I look through his work one more time and notice that he has erased my red corrections and provided the good solution with his own pencil. I say to him…”

2nd situation:
“I’m traveling on a bus. A students is standing next to me. We know each other, but he’s not looking at me, he’s staring out of the window. I don’t think that he hasn’t noticed me. We’re traveling to the next bus-stop like this. The next day we’re meeting in the corridor. I say to him…”

It was not difficult to find examples of winner/loser strategies from the answers given to the first situation. 69% of the educators taking part in the research applied this strategy in favor of the desired result in defense of their pedagogical prestige. For example: “I am very happy when somebody calls my attention to my mistakes, but I do believe that what you have done is a hideous, despicable thing. You have lost my trust, which in my opinion is worth more than a four(.”

The child’s behavior described in the situation was interpreted as a most serious violation of the norm by the majority of the educators, their reactions were in most of the cases were driven by their anger and they sometimes aligned themselves with the behavior of their own teachers in such situations. In this situation there is a complex conflict of value, need and correlation. On one hand honesty, responsibility for one’s deeds, the respect of other people’s work appear as important values, on the other hand the by-pass of the above mentioned values and the pretence of good grades, awards and the avoidance of punishment come up. But is the immediate serious punishment the most efficient solution?

The conflict in the second situation is due to the different interpretation, ignorance or conscious violation of the behavior regarding teacher-student relationship, or the rule following is hindered by some intrinsic obstacle, for example: “You should recognize your teacher even if he is not wearing a white gown. However, I do not come upon your greeting.”

Did the educator take the fact into consideration, that the anger, bitterness, shame may affect the development of the child’s norm-following behavior?

Applying the adaptive strategy in the first situation would probably be a serious pedagogical mistake, it would indicate the teacher’s inability, lack of professional knowledge. The acceptance of the child’s temporary needs, short-distance interests may mean the fossilization of harmful modes of behavior from the point of view of the child’s development of personality and social coexistence. No educators in the research answered this way.

For the sake of example the adaptive strategy would be the following in this situation: “let’s see how you’ve solved the exercise, perhaps I have made a mistake. No, I haven’t. But if you wanted to have a better grade, I’ll give you a better grade.”

The second situation gave more opportunity to the usage of adaptive strategy: “I won’t do anything, perhaps he is embarrassed because he didn’t greet me at once when he saw me: the next day I will not show any sign of our incidence, I’ll return his greeting kindly, or greet him before he does.”

The educator who answers this way, hopes that the child due to the experienced embarrassment, negative feelings, shame will not intend to repeat this situation. The teacher creates the opportunity for the student to learn from his mistake; it can be an efficient pedagogical means, and for this reason satisfactory for the educator.

The avoiding strategy in the first situation would mean, that the teacher does not react to the violation of norm in the situation. Non-reacting, non-observance of norm-violation carries an important message for the child: cheating is an accepted, dispunishable deed.

Employing avoiding strategy in case of the second situation, the teacher implicitly expresses the concept, that it is only compulsory for the teachers to educate the students in the school. After the careful examination of the examples one may ask with good reason: What is the difference between adaptive and avoiding strategies? In open behavior no differences may be seen. The educator’s opinion, intentions, feelings are, however, different. Employing the avoiding strategy is motivated by disinterest, the concept according to which the child’s behavior is immaterial, fear, inability, the lack of means. This latter case means a serious source of tension for the teacher and can prevent the conscious reaction in further similar situations.

The compromise-seeking strategy is a frequent choice in case of pedagogical situations containing a lot of unknown elements for the purpose of demurral. In case of complex conflicts of value or correlation, the compromise-seeking solution creates the opportunity of finding and applying the problem-solving strategy. A characteristic answer for instance: “It must be very displeasing for you to have gotten a bad grade, you will probably be told off. I understand your concerns, but you must be honest, no matter what. This time I’m not giving you a grade, but we’re going to talk about it later.”

In the second situation a compromise-seeking solution could be the following: the teacher does not show any sign of having noticed the student neither on the bus nor in the school. But in a class with the form-teacher or any other class the teacher creates the opportunity for the students to talk about the functions of greeting and other rules of behavior.

The problem-solving or winner/winner strategy requires consciousness, self-control, trend to the future and consideration. When the teacher reacts to the situation, it is very important for him/her to take the following things into consideration:

· Whether the situation requires immediate or moratory reaction

· Whether the available time is sufficient

· How great was the intensity of feelings of the participants, is there any need to decrease tension, the cooling of emotions

· Whether the conflict requires individual solution or the peers should be involved

The majority of teacher-student conflicts takes place publicly in the class, even if the problem is seemingly hidden from the eyes of the public. Children know about it, consider its aspects, argue about it and it affects them. It is like a stone that has been thrown into the water: it affects only a small area, but the forced waves can reach distant areas.

The steps of problem-solving:

1. Defining the problem


The behavior described in the first situation can be the symptom of problem that is hidden from the teacher: the exaggerated expectations of the parents regarding the child’s performance, irrationally serious punishment for the weaker performance, fear of losing a desired present, getting used to stealing a march with the help of cheating, wangling, etc.


In the background of the second situation there may be more than one problems: lack of knowledge, weakness of social skills, embarrassment felt upon the wasting of the favorable opportunity, but can also be the expression of negative, hostile feelings toward teachers or toward the teacher taking part in the situation, etc.

2. Defining the people who are involved in the conflict: parents, classmates, schoolmates, etc.


It is important to take the emotional effects of the situation on the people involved in the conflict into consideration, what needs, desires, expectations, values motivate the behavior of the people involved.

3. Gathering and weighing the workable, efficient solutions


Since it is a pedagogical situation, the solution must serve the long-distance interests of the child, children involved. In the first situation it is necessary to find solutions which put an and to norm-violating behavior and at the same time provide help to achieve the desired aim in a correct way. (Private tutoring, the organization of the help of peers, giving the opportunity of getting better grades, providing an example of the solution of a difficult situation in the second situation.)

4. Implementing the solution


The complex conflicts of value and correlation usually require the involving of several people, not only for elucidating the problem, but for implementing the solution as well. For example: “I see it is very displeasing for you to have gotten a bad grade, but it is righteous if everybody gets their grade based on their performance. I would like to talk to you about what happened. What about talking about it after class tomorrow?”


Elucidating the reasons, aims, needs during a conversation at the right time and right place it is possible to find appropriate solutions for the real problem.


The second situation is an easier conflict. The solution does not require long weighing. For instance: “I spoke to him on the coach: Do you usually travel on this bus?… Do you live in this part of the city?, etc.”


In this solution one can observe the knowledge of the teacher, who is familiar with the fact that the behavior samples of the adult plays the most important role in creating the children’s norm-following behavior.

5. Learning and teaching effective conflict handling


Conflict solving is practically problem solving. The efficiency of problem solving depends on the quality of self-evaluation, the level of self-knowledge, the developmental level of communication and cooperative skills. Analyzing problems, the discovery and recognition and interpretation of needs, values, interests require the certain advancement of intellectual skills. The development of these skills, the formation and strengthening of these features of the personality are among the duties of the school, to a certain extent it is in practice in the schools, but in most of the cases it is not a conscious activity. During classroom or free time activities the programs try to develop skills, self-knowledge sensitivity, social skills, as well as the integration and maturity of personality with the help of enrichment of relationships between classmates.


Only that teacher is able to develop efficient problem/conflict solving abilities, who on one hand possesses these kinds of abilities, on the other hand is familiar with the nature and dynamics of the psychological processes, with the help of which the desired characteristic features develop, strengthen. Besides he/she knows and is able to employ in practice the methods and means, which these skills can be developed with.


Programs organized for teachers to develop conflict-solving skills are usually implemented in the forms of trainings. Training – however it is known by many people – is unfamiliar for the majority of teachers. Training is a form of continuative education.


The modernity of this kind of learning is based on the fact that it does not primarily focus on the accumulation of knowledge, but change, the promotion of change is its most important aim. Knowledge gathered abut the nature of the skills to be developed during the training is not neglectable, but the majority of the participants usually have it. During the training the already possessed store of learning is organized according to new points of view, placed into new contexts.


In the training groups participants use experimental learning. The recollection of experiences, deepening very often arouses pretence toward change, learning new modes of behavior. Training speeds up the changing processes, that would occur unplanned and unperceived during people’s everyday life. During the training dysfunctional modes of behavior become perceptible for the eye of the beholder, and conscious, analyzable – for this reason changeable – for the doer of the action; consciousness and analysis might fossilize efficient modes of behavior.


Training provides an emotionally charged social collective, which decreases the necessity for defensive modes of behavior, and through which the participants can freely experiment with trying out new modes of behavior. Atmosphere contributes to the participants’ openness regarding self-examination and self-discovery.


Training employs the concept of experimental learning, builds upon the participants’ personal experiences, knowledge, ideas. Integration of the new, up-to-date store of learning conveyed through conversation and previously possessed knowledge enhances the participants’ pedagogical consciousness and enriches their methodological inventory.


At training which develop conflict handling the following topics can be placed on the agenda: (the duration of the training, the experiences, previous knowledge, needs of the participants, etc. may influence the content of the training program)

· The source, dynamics, handling of the conflict

· The conditions of the development of self-knowledge, self-evaluation, means, methods of their development, the levels, types, means, employment of efficient communication in different situations

· The effects of emotions on human behavior, the means of the conscious control of feelings, expressing feelings, the recognition and interpretation of other people’s feelings

· Learning, the lawfulnesses of behavior changes, the means of the help of change

As a summary one can claim that conflict handling trainings integrate relevant knowledge, experimental and didactic elements, offer new teaching and developmental methods, but help the strengthening of already applied methods as well.

The aims of programs organized for educators is dual: they strengthen and develop teachers’ conflict handling skills and prepares for the development of children’s conflict handling abilities.

( In Hungary students are given grades from 1 to 5, where five is the best and one is a fail-grade. (The translator)
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