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ABSTRACT ’ ‘

This report summarlzes tesearcb il:d:ngt ccrcerning
three tvpes of conflict commcn in schccls: structural conflict, group
conflict, and cognltlve conflict. Strucfnral ccrflict arises out of.
the organizaticnal =tructure. Corwin rcund that as schools tecome
more coumplex, authority probleams and teacher adsinistratcr conflicts

rise. He also found that structures that allow the exprezsion of

-

pinor conflicts minimize major conflicts. Grcuf conflict arises frcum
the frlctlog and cospetition among grctps. Blake ard Mcutcen found s
that loyalty to a group distorts perceptlcnc of another group's. point
of view. Sherif contended that intergroup ccnflict can ke minimized
by introducing gcals that only can be attained by the coope:atlon of
all groups. Coghitive conflict is conflict resulting frcs ccgnltlve
differences or differences in the %ay fpecrle interpret ¢r use
information. Brehmer contended that simple nonraticral ccgritive-
differences can.sometimes develop "intc full-scale conflict. -Haamongd
and others found that reducing cross-cultural ccpflict is difficult
because of differences in past experience, fpsychclcgy, cI sccial
background. These studies suggest that frincipdls mlght reduce
conflict by tolerating expression of -minor ccnflict, mirizizing the
number of administrative subtunits, embracing goals, declred by all
qroup= but not attainable by a single group, ard identifying

_coqnltlve differences that may cause ccnfllcts. (Author/JE)
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R H Managmg Conﬂlct :
The chief delight of a child’s kaleidescope is that each tum of

the tube throws a finite number of bits of colored glass into a
seemmgl. infinite variety of shapes and colors> The sr:ciaphor is
an apt one for the problem of conflicc management in the public
schools. Every turn of the tube provides a different perspectiveon
the problem. ‘ .

- For political scientists, conflict results from cozﬁ;g?fo\t
influence; for economists, conflict results from scarce resources;
for ‘organizational theorists, conflict arises from faulty
management procedures; for psychologists, conflict is fostered by

L : personal motives. As different as they seem, these are all current

approaches to the phenomenon of conflict. ’

For an issue that is of such concern to the school district=2an
issue often discussed in educational journals—surprisingly little
research exists on conflict management. Almost no studies have
been conducted in the public schools. In fact, the notion that the

ambiguous phcnomenon of conflict is- amenable to émpirical
analvsis is fairly recent.
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.- R Conflict is so general a term as to be almost meaningless. It

' describes everything from marital disputes to interpational
warfare. Only when another descriptive term is applied can we
begin to focus on the research that is of most 1mportame to
ruondar\; school principals.

- ' - Of the many types of conflict, and from among the many
different cmpmcal apnroaches we have selected three types of
conflict research that seem most aprlicable to schools: structural .

c conflict, group conflict, and cognitive conflict. These types are

. not exclusive of each othefbut exist simultaneously in all sd;oOIS:

. - Structural Conflict. Even though organizations are intended

: to coordinate functions and reduce tensions, there is reason to
believe, as Corwin (1969) suggests, that “some condlict might be
expected to be related to the organizationa! structure itself.”

e ' In his survey of routine staff conflict in twenty-eight public

schools, Corwin sclected five organizational characteristics to

serve,as his variables: structural differentiation (the number of

administratively distinct but functionally mtcrdependent

. subunits), participation by subordinates in the authority system,

. . L regulating prrocedures (rules, supervision), staff heterogeneity and

’ E.ac_h Resea“,:h “ACIIOH Brl?( reports the stability (fal:xlty age, faculty additions), and interpersonal structure
- fmdm.gs of S'gmf'can,t empmcal res?amh (social contact outside of school, lunching patterns). Corwin
studies on a topic in educational gathered questionnaires and interviews from over seven hundred

management. From these fmqmgsf':g_zhc,a- teachers in three states and computed the correlations between
tions are drawn for the operation o ay's these five variables and ten indices of conflict.

schools, thus serving as a guide for
enlightened administrative action,

The survey’s conclusions reinforce traditionally accepted beliefs
! .o, . . :
about the connéction betwetn organizational complexity and

This Research Action Brief was prepared by conflict. As the school hecomes more structygally differentiated
the ERIC Clearinghouse on' Educational (that is, as it has more administratively distir:tt\Kb:nits), “poth
Management for distribution by the National the rate of authority problems and rate of conflict between
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s does the numbxr -of mingr disputes berween faculey

groups also increase with school populadon.

As teacher partitipation in the authority svstem increasds, <o
o e d

administrators. However, the number of imugjor disputes dcdmn;
leading Corwin o theoriz that regular fadity participation
prevents the aggravation of minor disputes into major ones.
Standardization of procedures and emphasis on rules correlate
predictably with rates of severe disagreement and heated
discussions. . .

Corwin concludes t}xzt the varizbles of size, structural
differentiation, and 'staff heterogeneity contribute
organizational strain, while cohesive peer relatidns and
-participation in the authority system increase conflict onl. if itis
already present.

In a mgre indepth report of his findings, Corwin (1966) draws a
number of conclusions dbout types and distribution of conflict
and some additional factors that influence it.

Nearly half of.all conflict occurred between teachers and
administrators.” Of these conflicts, nearly Ralf (the largest
category) .were described as conflicts over authoritv. Twenty
percent of all conflicts were over scheduling and the distribution
of resources. Conflicts involving values, structural change, and
rewards constituted only 7'percent of the conflicts.

Contrary perhaps to traditional beliefs, the “ratio of conflicts
reported between teachers and administrators diminishes . . - in
schools with more upion members.” However, as in the case with
teacher participation in the authority system in general, the leved
of minor disagreements increases. Apparently the grievance
system operates as a kind of safety valve to prevent the building of
minor tensions into open conflict.

Corwin’s findings dispute anather widely held notion that
conflict arises out of job dissatisfaction and frustration. On the

to

‘contrary, a “person’s career satisfaction increased markedly with
- the total number of conflicts in which he had become involved,

Q
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the number of conflicts with the administration, and open
disputes.” After examining the profiles of two hundred teachers,
Corwin concluded. that the teachers with the greatest
professional orientations “tended to have at least slightly higher
conflict rates than the typical member of the sample.™ He
concluded that "puha'):‘unl\ those_ prople who are already
committed to teaching and satisfied with their carcers and. j(lbs
become concerned enough to participate in conflice.”

Group Conflict. Every organization consists of groups of
people, formally organized or not, with divergenit interests.
Group theory has demonstrated the efficiency of these groups as
problem-solving tools; no madern organization can expect to
perform complicated rasks without relying on them Yet the
group mentality fosters a sense of cohesiveness and t.Umthltl()n
that can act as 4 source of conflict when two groups must
cooperate on a task. Sherif notes that an in-group endows itself
with “positive qualities which tend to he praseworthy, self-,
justifying, and even selfglorifying,” while it projects “hostile
attitudes and unfavorable stereotypes in relation to the out-
group.” :

Blake and Mouton dem()netrate that the first «.:laualty of group

ycomprehensior:
9 p!
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interaction is vobje_.cti‘vit','. In an experiment they gave twenty
groups a policy problem-and told them that their performance
would provide an “indiication of their effectiveness as a problem-
solving unit.” Upon completion of the task, the groups were
paired off and asked to euchange their results and evaluate cach
other’s solutions. “Mdarzcbers were urged to increase their
understanding of e poywrtion of the other group by noting
similarities and.s ‘K\*,.tru.. srasuetween it and their own.”

The results ndiar.« it loyalty o the grodp distorts
"Mlemitfiess. perceive points they share in.
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common with a corhpetitor as Jistir their oan” The

Jetermining factor appears o be lovales 1o the group.

ooty

Sherif contends that intergroup conthict can be migimized by~

the introduction of sgrwrordimze cols, that is, goals that arn
“compellitg and highlv appealing to members of two or mere
groups in conflict bt which cannot be attained b the resources
and energes of the are ips separatedv.” As an experiment, Sherif
created two independens groups with their own noras and
hierarchies. Conflict was produced between the groups by having
them enuare In actvities that allowed onlv one winner. The
unfavorable artirudes and

she

result was the development of

“aterctvpes toward members of opposite group. Afer
instituting \upc-mrdinntc poak, rescarchers noted a decrease in
hostlities. ‘ .

Cognitive: ConﬂncL Theories Jike those discussed  above

presume that conflict is prmarily a conflict of interests. When

sesources are warce or when individuals see ther
threasened, will Conficts of this nature could

\: r:'x\\l.Ld l"’.’ COTFEVING

nterests

they react.

presumably ing wroups or adividuals thae
their interests lie in a mutual reduction ¢ conilict betweers them.,
Inherent in these theories is the belief thar altering nionvation
will eliminate conflict.

Research in cognitive conflict questions these assimptions.
Theorists argue that human judgment s only quasi-rational,
Decisions are made not onlv from objectivé, radonal data, but

. fron the experience of past decisions and past training, &ocial
background. and personal psveholows. Thc decsion-maker will
not alwavs be able to “fullv account for the way he arrived ar his
devion.” Bevause the antecedents of a decision are not alwavs
discernable, persons who Jisagree with the judpment will almose
“simister motives that the
Thus. simple,
cognitive _differences develop into a “tull-scale
. emotional and motivational conflict” (Brehmer).

Cognitive conflict 1s the most difficult to recopnize and deal
with because 1ts sources are hidden. Under even optimum
circumstances—where men and women of goodwill wotk under

inevitably make asumptions about
Jecision maker does not
nonrational,

want to reveal.”

conditions of mutual gain—confiict seems almose inevitable.
Using a complex mathematical model, several investigators
= have probed the phenomenon of cognitive contlict. In these
= experiments subjects are trained to think differently aboue the
samg pro¥fem. The first subject is trained to rely on one approach
1 the pmhlcm&nl\'ir‘w task, while the second subject karns to
rdv on 7 different approach.
After the training séssions, the two_subjects are hmug_ht
wogether and asked to collaborate on a < of problems whose
correct solutian leads to the subjects” mutual gain, The subjects
are not aware they have received ditferent training, nor are they
aware their training was intended to give them only partial
SUCCEss m solving the prohkms When theirirnaal answers differ,
they are asked to make a second, joint dev+ty. After this joint
decision, each subject records his private esinanon of e correct
answer despite the compromise solution”rezsched wirke the other
subject. The model provides opportuniries 1 v#asure the
difference in initial decisions and the incrpg e or 2 Screase in

ERIC - ,. '
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condlict after the joint consultation.

In one cross<ultural experiment using this modei (Hammond,
Bonaiuto, Faucheux, Moscovia, Frolich, Jovee, ard~di Maio)
subjects were asked to predict the future level of democracy using
two variaples: current “level of state control over an individual”
and current Textent to which elections determinz the
government.” However, one <u"“5ects training favored greater
reliance on the first variable, while the secord subject’s rraining
favored the second variable. Although this procedure fails 1o
complex policy situation composed of many
variables, it Joos adequately represent a situation where a' policy-
maker depends primarily on a single fact or idéa that he has come
to trust above others, an idea that is the resulr of past experience,
personal psychology, or social background. ¢, —

- Perhaps the most sobering conclusion of the e)\penment is that
¢onflice reduction is difficult even under ideal circumstanc.s: “the |
reduction of cognitive differences, although defini: -, is very slow
in the case of the Ampericans, and . . . conflict reduction is rapidiy
followed by increased conflicrin the case of the Europeans.”

a'\“roumate a

o

Implications L :

Conlflict is an elusive phenomenon to define, obsene, and
generalize atout. in the instances when. gcnerahzanons are
possible, they offer little comfort to the principal in search of a
consistent policy. Principals can hardly be heid to account for.
organizational characteristics such as size, fevel of bureaucracy, or
level of standardization in their schools that have been shown to
facilirate conflict. .« "

There are, however, some lessons to be leamed As Corwin’s
research makes clear, the expression of a normal level of conflict
in the system must be tolerated. Suppression of conflict may be
comfortable in the short run, but the tranquillity that results is
likely to be false’and maw eventually give rise to-unmanageable
hostilities. The principal must accept, if not encqurage, a level of
conflict that regularly expwoses the school’s problems.

Forums should be provided for the routine expression of minor
grievances. lpvolving teachers on building-level management
teams may be one way to allow such expression. Grievance
commirtees with 'xw representatives ought to be considered a
cooperative rathr than an adversary process. Most important of
all, the principal shust learn to recognize that some conflict arises
out ofa teacher's‘genuine loyalty to, and concern for, the school,
and its students.

Besides accepting conflict philosophically, there are some
practical steps principals can take to prevent it. Where possible,
the number of administrazive subunits should be minimized,
because conflict increases imspropottion to a system's complexity.
Since the greatest numhcr of conflicts concern questions of
authority, the w riting «+ policy statements to clarify areas of -
responsibility ought o e nwouraged, -

Sherif's study sugpestsihant some o the conflict between groups
in schools-could be mudiiad by embs .ing goals that are desired
by both "groupé Tzt bidles iy w\g-rl"‘r actimg alone. One of
Sherif's examples invioltvesdd thesiting | pPene=resources. Since

4
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mand of the conflicts in %fmol:‘ are caused 'b. the Jdivision ot

rfoyrees, divergent groups might be encouraged o share ther

TAST

budgets for unusual expesditures Lke the oneitime purchas: of

spevial equipment. Mones and peraonned mighe be hared Sor
spevial Joint teaching and counseling programs.

Without agreement on even broader goals, howewer,
¢ommunication bwern Jvergene group » Iikedy 1oreturn 1o

the creation of unfaverable sterevtvnes and the ks of chisriviey.

Principals probabhe should avoid fostenine group men
# the groups are engaging in onlv “fricndlv” competition.
Whenever groups Jo meet, they will rave to be prodded to work
toward brovad, allencompassing poals. -

The most paradoxical results emerge from rewearch in cognitne
conflict. One traditional view challenged be thew recarch
findings i~ the aswmption that.all parties to a contlet are
motvated by consious lovalues, Princpals are loval w

management ideology; teacnersdare loval 1o a dassroom weaching |

ideology. Contlict h:t\.urn them is g,«.mr.,.‘. xplainied as a

conflict of 'n(c‘t:'\(: According -to this” explanzion, fadure 1 °

agree s a result of aonvational factors: bad fach, insinceriey,
stubbornaess, or hypoarisy.

But Hammond warns that we may “huve beenr too quick o
4

assign our failure to settle disputes 2o such non<ognitive factors.

as motivaticnal differences.” Conflict wecurs even in situation. of
mutual gain for both parties simply as the result of cognitive

differences, rha is, differences in the wavs pesple mterpret and

utilize information before making decrions, Conflicr ofren occurs
as the result of simply 30t being able o understand what
premises uniderlie another person’s decision. .
Cogm'.ti\'e conflict is difficu’t to Jeal with because its seurces are
hidden. Such conflict may arise as the resule of Fwmuiar ieining
on the part of the decisigg-makers (which G them o view”
the problem differently), The condlice mav oweur as a funetion of
the complexity of the problem. Or it mav vary Mthﬂ{hc'amnum
and tipe of feedback given and received in the problem-solving

. stage. Cognitive conflict is eertanly cesponsible for both minor

Q
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and mijor misunderstandings—from issues of student discipline
or resource dllication o questions of curriculum and educational
philn\i)pl!','. In dealing with all conflices the principal must
everdise careful discernment o idenufy the cognitive factors that
may be present. Learnirg 1o listen to people—encouraging them
1o exprress their feelings and percepuons—may welkbe essential o
the preveniion and diagnosis of confict,

it is probable that these three tvpes of conflict ‘overlap and
share important characteristics. Organizational structurds create
interests and lovalties in the same way 'that groups do. Group
fovalties tn turn may be the result of <similar cognitions on the:

part of many people. A teacher’s perceptions of the world, for

example, may be different from a principal’s view because of
intervening social, political, and cconomic factors, to the extent
that a true cognitive différence is created between them. -
Differences this basic in human perception lead Brehmer and
Hammond to conclude that “special aids™ may be necessary to
help the limited human inteliect cope with conflict. But the aidi
they recommend—éomputer programs—are some time in thie
future. Until ‘then, principals must be content to cope witlh
conflict in less than perfect, human ways,
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