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Abstract 

The emergence of conflict in any set-up is not as important as the way it is 
handled. This is because conflict is a crucial factor that determines the 
success or failure of the administration of educational institutions and it is 
inevitable in any organization that deals with human beings. This paper 
therefore focuses on conflict resolution in the educational institutions so as to 
have peaceful and healthy learning environment for better academic 
performance. The paper defines conflict and examines various types of it in 
the school system. It also discusses some of the levels of conflict in the 
educational institutions. Attempt is also made to highlight the causes, 
advantages and disadvantages of conflict in the school system. Finally, the 
paper recommends some of the methods of managing or resolving conflict in 
schools to ensure healthy and peaceful learning atmosphere.  

 
 One major factor that distinguishes an organization from any other set-up is the 
existence of people. People are indispensable factor in any living and growing 
organization. Without people an organization cannot stand and its purpose cannot be 
achieved. Therefore, any other factor that relates to people in an organization, 
especially that which relates to their actions and inaction, performance or non-
performance is worthy of consideration. A person does not just join an organization for 
the fun of it. Different people become part of an organization for diverse reasons which 
range from physical to safety, social, esteem and self-actualization (Maslow, 1954). 
Whatever any body does in an organization therefore is to meet these various needs. 
The moment the organizational climate or objective does not lead to the achievement of 
any of these needs, there will be a conflict. Conflict is a major factor that determines 
whether an organization progresses or not. The absence of conflict in an organization 
guarantees a peaceful atmosphere and consequently progressive achievement of 
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purpose, whereas, the presence of conflict portends danger in the organization. The 
school system is one that deals essentially with people who have all the characteristics 
of the needs mentioned above, therefore it is not excluded from the chances of conflict 
existence. Categorically stated, where people of diverse background and interest gather, 
the chances of conflict existence is very high. It is however important to state here that 
the emergence of conflict in a school set-up is not as important as the way conflict is 
handled. This is where the skill for conflict resolution is not only desirable but also 
highly solicited for. This paper is therefore interested in exploring the concept of 
conflict, its type and causes in the school set-up and possibly, suggests ways by which 
conflict could be effectively managed for the progress of the school administration. 
 
Concept of Conflict 
 Hornby (1974) defined conflict as an opposition or disagreement with one 
another which could be manifested in the form of fighting, struggle, or quarrel between 
those involved. This could be as a result of differences in opinions, desires, aspirations 
or interest between employers and employees. Appleby (1975) tried not to give a 
specific definition to conflict but gave a necessary logical situation that can bring about 
conflict when he asserted that human resources have, as individual as well as corporate 
organization, certain goals and aspiration which can cause conflict. He further 
expatiated that some organizations have full commitment to their goals, which could 
lead to personality conflict.  
 

Moreover, according to Ovwigho (2004), conflict is a struggle between status 
quo and force of changeover values, status, power, resources, ideas, wishes, and so on. 
Such struggle occurs when conditions created affect perception and motivation of 
members in a way that anxiety and dissatisfaction are generated. This happens within a 
social system where each individual has a personality and need disposition, which 
affect his behavior. For instance, when an incumbent of a position does not behave 
according to role expectation, this could lead to conflict. Therefore dissatisfaction and 
anxiety among members due to frustrations and exhibitions of behaviors contrary to 
role expectation are signs of conflicts.  
 

Kapyoff (1965) defined conflict as breaches of normally expected behaviors 
that lead to dialogue recognized as exchange of opposition. However, conflict is often 
more than breaches of expected behaviors. Soroki (1937) in Ovwigho (2004) sees 
conflict to represent the process of internal disturbance, which begins with the 
breakdown of cherished or crystallized system of relationships and moves to outburst 
of confusion and violence. Afolayan (1982) asserted that conflict is said to exist 
between two or more individuals when there is a fundamental incompatibility in values, 
goals motives, beliefs, and intentions such that if one person gets what he wants, the 
other cannot at the same time have his ways. This means that conflict occurs if there is 
a recognizable difference between two parties. Ukeje and Ethiametalor (1998) defined 
conflict as a situation of abnormality resulting in inability of organization to realize its 
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goals.Instead of defining conflict McCollough (1991) gave the characteristics of 
conflict as indirect communication, personal animosity, and polarization. 
 

From the above definitions, conflicts could be defined as a struggle or 
disagreement over scarce resources, ideas, values, interests, wishes and needs. For 
whatever reason, conflict is inevitable in any organization or society. Perhaps, this is 
the reason why Otu and Afolayan (1989) stated that there is no organization without 
conflict. The inevitability of conflict in an organization is due to uniqueness in each 
organization, its members, policies and competition in performance of duties and so on.
  
 From the foregoing, it is clear that when one  considers school organization and 
administration where people with different background, desires, aspirations and 
experiences are gathered to accomplish the same goal of producing students of high 
caliber that will impact positively to the society, conflict cannot but occur because of 
varied perspectives, belief system, values, objectives and interests. While those at the 
higher level of the school administration may be more interested in the achievement of 
the school goals and objectives, other staff may be more interested in the good pay, 
status, good domestic and social life, promotion and job satisfaction. Also, good as 
promotion may be, for instance, relocation to another place as a result of promotion 
may conflict with the desire for a settled family life in certain area. 
 
Types of Conflict 
 Conflict could be classified into latent (exists but not expressed) and overt 
(expressed through actions and words). Siegel (1966) In Ovwigho (2004) classified 
conflict into four. These are Pseudo-conflict; disruptive conflict; normal conflict; and 
unusual conflict. Pseudo-conflict occurs when behaviors or activities are non-disruptive 
and considered beneficial to the organization. For instance, when a dean regularly 
quarrels with Bursar for payment of impress to enable him buy requirements of his 
office. 
 
 Disruptive conflict occurs when members take action to make it impossible to 
conduct routine work. For instance, when staff refuse to work and block the entrance to 
the institution to press home their demands. 
 
 Normal conflict occurs when issues are amenable to normal process of 
arbitration and are relatively non-disruptive. For example, when a driver is aggrieved 
that his workload is too much and demands for a reduction in hours. 
 
 Unusual conflict is where issues become difficult to resolve which lead to 
disruptive activities in the organization. For instance, when staff, due to the increase in 
fuel price demand for increase in their pay by 50 percent or no work. 
 
 Other types of conflict are those that arise from role. Three sources of conflict 
has been identified arising as a result of role (Ovwigho, 2004). These are intra-role 
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conflict; inter-role conflict and role ambiguity. Intra-role conflict occurs when the role 
or the position an individual occupies is conflicting with another role he is occupying. 
For instance, somebody’s role as discipline master of a school may be conflicting with 
his role as a subject teacher. Therefore when he disciplines a student in his class for an 
offence committed on the playground, one may not be able to state whether such 
punishment is justified or not. 
 

Another source of role conflict is the inter-role conflict, which occurs when the 
role of one conflicts with the role of another person. For instance, when an individual 
as the school principal decides to distribute stationery which is the work of a store 
officer. 
 

Conflict as a result of role ambiguity occurs when there is a wide variation 
among people about their expectations concerning a role from how the incumbent 
performs such role. This manifest in the leadership style of an administrator, which 
may not be the way others feel the school, should be administered. 
 
Levels of Conflicts 

In an organization like that of a school, conflict can occur at any time 
according to Afolayan (1982) at the following levels. 
 Inter-personal level – this conflict occurs between two people or persons, e.g. 

between one student and another or a student and a teacher. 
 Inter-group conflict – This occurs between two groups of people e.g. between 

departments or between informal group and another. 
 Inter-organizational conflict – this occurs between one organization and another as 

it happens one school and another during inter house sporting competition. 
 Intra-group/intra organization conflict – This occurs among the members within 

the same organization. This is particularly the case when there is divergent 
opinion on how a policy should be implemented. 

 
Causes of Conflict 

Apart from the types and levels of conflict enumerated above, conflict could be 
caused as a result of several factors in the school system. These are enumerated below: 
 
Policy Change: Policy, according to Adepoju (1997) is a guiding principle or a cause 
of action considered being expedient, prudent or advantageous. Lasswell and Kaplan 
(1970) see it as a projected progression of good values and practices essential for the 
country and educational system as a basic statement of aims and ideas to guide action 
of the entire system. Policy is therefore fundamental to the smooth running of a school 
organization. This policy when properly designed and put in place, becomes 
internalized by staff so much that it becomes part of their lives. They sleep, wake and 
walk about having the consciousness of the policy of the organization with them. It is 
therefore not surprising that a teacher can tell you how things are done or not done in 
the school without consultation with any book when asked. These policies become their 
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guiding principles on virtually everything that takes place in the school. Areas such as 
punctuality, dress code, discipline, admission, promotion of teachers and students from 
one level to the other etc. are all guided by the school’s policy statement, which are 
already known to the staff and students of the school. If any change occurs in policy to 
any or all of this area without proper handling, this may result in conflict because it will 
bring about change and a re-adjustment and many adaptations which may not readily 
go down well with the staff. McNeil opined that as a result of daily interactions, the 
interest of some individuals or groups clash with those of others. This is more 
pronounced during the period of frequent changes. People resist changes especially 
frequent one which generates fear, increase tensions and aggression. 
 
Ethnic Grouping: Another factor that could generate conflict in a school is ethnic 
grouping. It is a basic fact that every organization is made up of people from diverse 
ethnic backgrounds. The grouping of tribes in an organization, if not properly managed, 
could result to conflict particularly if the style of administration seems to be favorable 
to one ethnic group over the other. This is usually the case when the head of 
Administration does not feel secure and want to gain the support of his or her ethnic 
group to fight against perceived enemy 
 
Political or Religious Affiliation: The school is an organization that brings other 
people of diverse interest including political and religious affiliations. People cannot 
but participate in the political and religious activities of the society. However, if this is 
brought into the school system and allowed to be the basis of administrative style, it 
could result into conflict of political or religious interest, because it is not possible for 
the entire teacher in the school to belong to the same religious or political party. Also, 
religious and political instability in the school system and the nation at large could 
result to conflict. 
 
Favoritism: One other important factor that could result to conflict in the school set-up 
is favoritism. Favoritism is an act of giving undue favor to somebody far above another 
person of equal or less qualification. This act has been known to tear school system 
apart and brought about a serious case of ganging up against authority. Favoritism 
could reflect in cases like promotion, job placement, and administration of discipline 
which could lead to conflicts. 
 
Job Placement: Job placement and allocation of responsibilities in the school is also a 
vital factor that could generate conflict in a school environment. There are so many 
responsibilities to be given out to teachers in the school. If a teacher is given an area 
where he is not competent when there is a more competent person on the ground, this 
may result to conflict. Also if the role of one person is interfering with the role of 
another, this may result to conflict. It is also possible that the role of one person is 
being over-monitored, which may anger the incumbent and therefore result into 
conflict. 
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Environmental Factors: Many a times, the community where a school is situated 
could determine the success or failure of the school system. Cases of hostile 
community to a school has been recorded either because of norms or otherwise of the 
school which does not go down well with the community. Where this is the case, 
conflict of interest between the school and the community cannot but arise. Other issues 
that may bring about conflict between school and the community are, religious belief, 
cultural values, non-involvement of the community in the school’s scheme of things 
like consideration for employment where they are qualified or total lack of benefit of 
the school to the community. 
 
Frequent Societal Changes: Frequent social changes in the name of modernization 
can cause conflict. Technological advancement resulted in introduction of television, 
radio, satellite, and internet all of which affect the behavior, commitment and 
orientation of people. Staff and students are quickly exposed to foreign events and 
culture which change their mode of dress and value orientation. Sanctity of life as 
ordained by God, respect for elders and constituted authority, virtues of dedication to 
duty, honesty, fruitfulness, mutual trust, moral rectitude are rapidly being discarded in 
the name of modernization. 
 

Simel (1964) in Ovwigho (2004) argued that the type of structure and pattern 
of social mobility and method of ascribing and achieving status in organization 
provokes conflicts. The way, the head allocates power and resources to members are a 
serious source of conflict. The problem is compounded by the heterogeneous nature of 
the institutions, which are given tribal, religious and extraneous interpretations. 
 
Communication Barriers: Another cause of conflict is communication barriers, which 
result in incomplete sharing of information. Also, where students are not fully involved 
in administration of the institution, but emphasis is mainly on rules and regulations, 
feeling of alienation, dissatisfaction, frustration and resentment may lead to conflict. 
 
Competition: Competition in the school system stimulates hard work, discovers new 
sources of energy and talent, and promotes group loyalty and solidarity. However, it 
generates a feeling of inferiority or inadequacy in the minds of the people adjudged to 
be worse, and this may lead to conflict. Competition is also introduced with evaluation 
– promotion system which leads to conflict (Otu and Afolayan, 1989). 
 
Inadequate Funding 

Inadequate funding and provision of facilities are sources of conflict. Ovwigho 
(1985) discovered that inadequate classrooms and teaching materials, poor 
accommodation, poor quality and quantity of food and materials are some of the 
reasons for students’ conflict. Other causes of conflict in the school organization are 
lack of participation in decision making and problem solving; and poor staff-student 
relationship; among several other factors  
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Desirability of Conflict 
Sociologists differ among themselves in their views on the issue of conflict. 

Some see conflict as a negative force in the organization while others posit that 
conflicts are capable of achieving positive result for the organization. They further 
argue that absence of conflict can lead to unnecessary complacence, and lack of 
progress, whereas the presence of conflicts sharpens people’s awareness of the 
weakness and strength of a social unit. According to Afolayan (1982), in certain 
circumstances, conflict is desirable in an organization on the condition that it is directed 
towards purposeful ends as follows: 
 Conflict enriches experience through learning from opinions expressed  
 Conflict, if expressed, may help people who are involved in solving a mutual 

problem to understand and appreciate each other’s point of view. 
 It helps each party to be considerate toward the other. 
 It assists a person to develop an insight into himself in the process of analysis 
 Conflict helps to bring about changes in the right direction 
 Conflict could facilitate cooperation and foster goal attainment if properly 

handled. 
 

Negative Consequences of Conflict 
Conflicts are capable of impeding the progress of an organization, thereby 

preventing it from effectively accomplishing its goals through the following: 
 Conflict can make it difficult, if not impossible, for people to embark on 

constructive thinking which might be beneficial to them and their organization. 
 When there is a serious conflict resulting from or causing intense competition, 

efforts and time which could have been expended on the tasks of the organization 
will be spent on outwitting rivals or attempting to destroy their professional 
image. 

 Conflicts unattended to pile up to produce crisis and confrontation, causing 
emotional upset and demoralization. 

 Severe conflicts impede cooperation. This means that people in conflict may work 
under coercion or merely for the sake of peaceful co-existence, but there will be 
no sense of commitment and productive cooperation. 

 It makes people become permanent enemies if not resolved. 
 Conflicts among staff, students, between the institution and the community, if not 

well managed could lead to irreparable loss of lives, destruction of property and 
disruption of normal activities. 

 
Methods of Resolving Conflict 

Conflict in an organization like school is inevitable because the school deals 
with human beings. The knowledge of this fact should put a school administrator in a 
better place to, as a matter of urgency; equip himself with conflict resolution and 
management skill so as to withstand it when it surfaces. Many school administrators 
employ strategy of inaction and delay in resolving conflict. The danger here is that 
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inaction and delay may become more complicated which may require more physical 
and mental energy to resolve. Some of the method that could be employed in managing 
conflict or resolving it are: 
 
Participative Style of Leadership 

 Leadership style is a strong factor in preventing conflict in the school system. 
The various style of leadership, which comprise of autocratic, democratic, laissez-faire 
and servant-leadership types all have their merits and demerits. It is the consensus of 
administrators that participative style of leadership is best employed to prevent or 
minimize conflict in the school system. This will give room to every staff to speak their 
minds on issues. Staff will also be free to access the leader without unnecessary 
bureaucracy. The school administrator should therefore, encourage friendly 
atmosphere, among his members of staff and students. In other words, a healthy school 
climate should be maintained by the school administrators to ensure conducive learning 
environment 
 
Sound Communication Network: Dare (2009) sees communication as involving the 
transmission of information, directions, ideas, feelings, attitudes and understanding. It 
is the means of interacting among the personnel in any organization including the 
school system. If there must be understanding of purpose and intentions, which are the 
bedrock of organizational interactions, there must be a sound communication network. 
Where this is not in place, there will be misunderstanding and misinterpretation of 
purpose and intentions.. Bu twhen communication network is well established, 
intentions will be better known, purposes will be understood and grievances will be 
better channeled and conflict arising from poor communication will be minimized. 
 
Scientific Method: According to Ovwigho (2004) in this approach, experiment in 
conflict situation is conducted. The individual acquires relevant data on causes, 
identify, analyze and adopt most appropriate measures. The advantage of this is that it 
minimizes bias and ensures that rational decisions are taken. The disadvantages are that 
it is time and energy consuming on the process of data gathering. One may not also 
have time and be in right disposition to gather data, weigh alternatives in most rational 
way before action when faced with spontaneous crisis. 
 
Legal Mechanism: Here, law courts are used when serious legal issues are involved 
and other methods applied are unsuccessful. Police is also used here to maintain law 
and order when conflict results in crisis. This method exposes the institution to 
unhealthy external influence and manipulations. It also gives an impression that 
leadership has lost control of affairs and is also time consuming. 
 
The use of Committees: In this method, the institution sets up committees to handle 
problems and conflicts and provide report and recommendations. The committee could 
be standing committee such as the disciplinary committee; student’s council or Adhoc 
committee to probe into specific issues within a given period after which it ceases to 
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exist. This reduces work of leadership and allows people with relevant knowledge to be 
used. It is time consuming and there may be interference in the committee’s affairs. 
There may be non-implementation of reports, alteration and lack of faith in the 
committee. 
 
Collection Bargaining/Dialogue: Here parties or representatives sit at a round table to 
present their views and reach agreement. This allows reality of situation to be presented 
and allows participation of parties involved to reach agreement. This strategy is more 
useful for conflicts between employers and unionized employees. It is technical and 
requires knowledge of the problem which some people may not have the skills or 
exposure. 
 
Withdrawal Method: MacFarland (1974) in Ovwigho (2004) observed that with this 
method, either of the parties withdraws and conflict terminated. Withdrawal brings 
about prevalence of peace. However, resolution made in this method may be superficial 
or temporary because there may not be sincere withdrawal. Afolayan (1982) asserted 
that for conflict to be resolved, a meeting should be held to assist the opposing parties 
in bridging the communication gap and to help each side to appreciate the view of the 
other. As much as possible, the head should avoid inaction and procrastination, but 
tackle conflicts as they arise. Furthermore, for conflict to be resolved, the mediator has 
to proceed systematically in the approach, starting with a genuine attempt to understand 
the nature of the conflict, analyses the causes and search for solution. 
 
Conclusions  

Conflict is a crucial issue that often determines the success or failure of any 
organization. Even when a school organization uses strategies as suggested in the 
conflict resolution, it is still not free from conflict. According to Likert (1970), conflict 
and differences of opinion always exist in a healthy, virile organization because it is 
from such differences that new and better objectives and methods emerge. Differences 
are essential to progress but bitter and unresolved differences can immobilize an 
organization. Every coherent group of human beings experiences social conflict 
resulting from differences rooted in personality, culture, religion and linguistic 
differences. In particular, a multi-ethnic society, which is further complicated by 
religious variations, has considerable build-in potentials for conflicts (Afolayan, 1982). 
As educational institutions are collection of individuals and products of the society, 
conflicts cannot but manifest. Therefore, it is wise for school heads to recognize and 
acknowledge the existence of conflicts in their institutions and deliberately make 
efforts to develop ways or methods with which to deal with them with a view to 
making them productive rather than destructive to the system. They should develop 
sensitivity to symptoms of conflict during meetings and should also be consistent, 
reliable and impartial so that his staff can repose trust in them. 
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