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FROM THE DESK OF THE EDITOR-IN CHIEF

g&igt};(ﬂeu(s.;JIlE.eCtlgEr;res'[?ln‘t to you the Muigien Edition of Journal of Early Childhood and Primary
i - this Journal provides qualitative and quantitative research in early

childhood and primary Edt_lcation. bridging cross-disciplinary areas, and applying theory and
research _“{‘th'“ the professional community. This reflects the world-wide growth ian theoretical
and empirical research on learning and development in early childhood and primary education.
The journal publishes peer-reviewed articles covering curriculum, child care programmes,
administration, staff development, family-school relationships, equity issues, child development,

advogacy_ and more. The journal has particular relevance to policymakers and practitioners
working in fields related to early childhood.

I hcreb_y present to you all the articles in this our maiden edition in affirming our claim for
professionalization of early childhood education in KWASU, Nigeria. I hope you enjoy reading
them and that they challenge you to think about the issues raised. I also hope that many of you
will work to share your research over the coming months and years ahead. It is so important that
your experience and voice are heard in this academic arena as we work together to increase the
profile of early childhood education. I wish you all the best and I look forward to another
challenging year in 2013. “Onward Early Childhood Educators/Practitioners”

Professor Olaiya E. Aina

Professor/Consultant, Early Childhood Education, Califonia State University, Los Angeles, USA-
Former Provost/Visiting Professor College of Education - Kwara State University (KWASU),
Malete, llorin, Nigeria. EMAIL: oaina@calstatela.edu OR olaiya.aina@kwasu.edu.ng
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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to explore the ways educators can teach problem-solving skills in early
childhood settings by helping the children implement effective conflict resolution strategies when
conflicts arise. Little attention has been given to conflict resolution in preschools. This paper
explores the types of conflict resolution strategies used and thought were effective in early childhood
classrooms. This paper provides schools and parents with information, suggestions, and activities
that can increase awareness of the nature of conflicts, conflict-resolution strategies, and
management of conflict and crisis situations. It focuses on developing a positive school climate that
enhances intergroup relationships, encourages proactive recognition of potential problems, and
provides suggestions for management of conflicts among children. '

Introduction

Conflicts are born out of caring. People do not fight about issues they don’t care about.... Conflict is
a force that potentially unleashes people’s imagination. Inherently, conflict is neither good nor bad;
rather the outcomes of conflict can be good or bad, functional or harmful, positive or negative....
Conflict is a process to be managed, not eliminated. W. Allen Randolph

Conlflict is variously defined as a direct disagreement of ideas or interests, a battle or struggle,
antagonism or opposition, and incompatibility and interference. Our interest was to analyze different
areas of conflict resolution in early childhood classroom settings. We would like to explore all
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objective differences between the participants and (2) the en'lotlons and p ([1) . nt t? the
conflict. It is essential that both aspects of conflict be recognized an(‘i addressed, c'ause. Grfiftmg a
solution to the dispute without allowing for some degree of emotional releas? will not ultimately
resolve the conflict. Similarly, attending exclusively to feelings of aggravatlor?, hurt, and anger
without moving to a satisfactory outcome is an ineffective resolution. Related to this, Umbreit (1995)
noted that communication breakdowns often create or contribute to conflictual situations,
Misinterpreting one's message and meaning, failing to actively listen to both the content and feeling

elements of a message, and not devoting full attention to the speaker can all affect the escalation of a
conflict or the inability to address it.

Emerging from the conflicts themselves are the interests of the participants that must be satisfied if

the disagreement is to be successfully resolved. Interests may be instrumental or intrinsic in nature.

Instrumental interests focus on the longer-term consequences of the current areas of dispute. For
example, these interests may be concerned

mple, with setting precedents or affecting future relationships.
Intrinsic interests, on the other hand. are focused on the advantages or disadvantages of a proposal in
and of itself.

Principles and Practices of Conflict Resolution

g ("I leave and you win"), (2)
in some and lose some"), (4)
ollaborating ("We both win"). Umbreit (1995) noted that
el g¢s, and each has its appropriate use, depending on the
|nd|.v iduals adopt one Style over the others as their dominant
Vel outcome if the willingness and resources exist to pursué

NG "), promising ("We both
competing ("I win and you lose"), and (5) ¢ y

each style has advantages and disadvanta
nature of the conflict. Typically,
approach, although collaboration is
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it T
. he advantage in the collaborative approach is that it is the one most likely to preserve the
elationship between the parties as well as achieve an acceptable substantive outcome.

Exp
t: loring what research studies say about resolving conflicts in early childhood classroom
settings

Over the years, there have been a few research studies that examined the i issues of conflict resolution
among young children. There are several misconceptions about conflict. Chen (2001) stated that
conflict often has a negative connotation associated with the word. Sometimes it implies tension and
negative emotion or confrontation. This common misconception can be detrimental to the learning
experiences of young children. Children will inevitably experience conflict and therefore it would be
best to letam to work it out in a manner that benefits both parties. Conflict can be destructive or
constructive. Participants in conflict can choose to resolve it by acting aggressively or cooperatively
or‘through accommodation (Howe, Rinaldi, Jennings, and Petrakos, 2002). According to research,
children use several methods for resolving conflict (Chen, 2003). These strategies include telling the
teacher, withdrawing, simply saying no, reasoning with others involved, evading, making threats,
and describing social norms suchras taking turns. Children tend to use a variety of tactics in dealing
.with situations of conflict. Conflict can be a positive experience that can help children in future
interactions with others. In this study, it is important to note the role of the teacher as a model in
situations of conflict. According to social learning theory, children look to their teachers for cues in
how to act during times of conflict. Teachers can have attitudes that promote the idea that the needs
of the self and the other can be balanced. When interacting with other adults in the classroom,
teachers can use approaches that benefit solely themselves or the other, or they can find a
compromise that benefits both parties involved.

Social Sensitivity in conflict

Rourke, Wozniak, and Cassidy (1999) studied the social sensitivity of preschoolers in conflict. They
looked at three resolution strategies: negotiation (explanations, justifications, reasoning), power
assertion (insisting, negating, grabbing, physical and verbal aggression), and disengagement
(ignoring, changing topic/activity, diverting attention) (as cited in Rourke et. al, p. 212). Adult
intervention was also a possible resolution approach.

This study consisted of 56 preschool students either attending a preschool lab at a university or a
nearby day care center (Rourke et. al, 1999, p. 213). They ranged from 3 years to 6 years of age.
Most of the students were White middle- to high- SES. They were observed for four 15 mmute
sessions for the course of four weeks. The sessions were recorded with video cameras.

The evidence in this study was consistent with the hypothesns that children’s way of behaving in and
resolving conflicts are influenced by interactions with specific peers. It appears that children’s social
awareness as well as individual development and behavior styles play a role in how children resolve
conflicts. It was found that almost half of the conflicts were due to disputes over objecf& and the
other half were due to behavioral and interpersonal problems such as physical space or rtule
violations. There were frequent conflicts but they occurred for a short period and.the children

ol

\

& ia

resolved most of the issues without adult intervention. Negotiation and power assertions were used * -

more often than disengagements.
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Influences of Variables in Conflict Resolution

. : ¢ types of conflicts that occyy
Killen and Turiel investigated how different variables influence the typ

' in naturalistic and sem;.
among preschool age children and how young children resolve Squh l:::z:g”(]from physical harm 1o
naturalistic settings (1991, p. 241). They looked at the sources O c;) i;lsliazltor e % s
social order), the outcomes of the conflicts (from positive response rom ; ;’
intervention), and the methods of resolution (from bargaining to reconciliation).

Participants consisted of 69 children ages 2 ¥ to 5 years from three prcs?:\lootl)ss C(r]j;l(llczu‘rgi‘n'rt;lch
1991, p. 243). These children came from middle class families. They .wcrc d. (o] o ecr_g " e-
play. Eighteen children from the first preschool also participated in semi-structured peer-group
sessions in groups of three.

Naturally, it appears that young children are capable of resolving conflicts on [h.c” o.wn without any
adult intervention. Although children tend to resolve more of their own conflicts in a peCf'ETOUP
setting than did during free-play. At any rate, children’s conflicts are not always aggressive nor ar'c
they selfish disputes. Children are able to accommodate and respond in a mature Wf.l)’ toward their
peers by way of negotiation. In addition, “children’s social interactions and their social contexts are

multi-dimensional” (Killen and Turiel, 1991, 254). They can respond in many ways from one
situation to another.

Preferences in Conflict Resolution Strategies

Iskandar, Laursen, Finkelstein, and Fredrickson (1995) investigated young children’s preferences in

conflict resolution strategjes by using hypothetical disputes (p. 361). They wanted to examine how
children look at and understand the processes of conflict resolution.

Forty-eight children ages 31 to 72 months enrolled in 5 half-
schools participated (Iskandar et al.,
except for 3. The children were inte

day university laboratory nursery
1995, pp. 361-362). All participants were Anglo-Americans

rviewed twice individually. The first interview was to find the
friendship status of each child. The second interview were puppet shows depicting hypothetical

conflicts. They covered three types of resolution strategies: negotiation (equivalent outcomes), power
assertion (unequal outcomes), and disengagement (withdrawal).

It appears that children knew of the different types of resolution strate
over power assertion and disengagement. Additionally,
of power assertion. These suggestions indicated tha

conflicts in a mature manner, but it partly depends o
interaction.

gies and preferred negotiation
most of the children usually avoided the use
L young children are capable of resolving
n how much exposure they had with social

Issues in Conflict Resolution

Chen, Fein, Killen, and Tam analyzed issues and resolution str
conflict among 2 to 4 year olds (2001, p- 525). A total of 400 chi
this study. The ethnic backgrounds were Caucasian, African-A
others. The majority were from middle-class families.

ategies in preschool children’s peer
Idren and 67 teachers participated in
merican, Asian, Middle-Easter, and
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The procedure involved videotaping children in a naturalistic classroom setting during free play or
center time (Chen et al., 2001, p. 531). A priori comparisons for tests of homogeneity was used to
test conflict issues and child resolution strategies among the three age groups.

The researchers found that most of the conflicts were in fact not a.ggrcssive, which supports their
assumpli(.)n that children’s conflicts become more positively social as they get older because their
constant interaction with others fosters a more friendly interaction. It appears that the older the
children, by age 4, the more likely negotiations were the method of choice in resolving conflicts. The
younger children around age 2 used more assertive methods of conflict resolution.

Teacher Training in Conflict Resolution

Vestal and Jones examined whether training preschool teachers in conflict resolution promotes more

conflict resolution strategies prosocial interactions in young_children (2004, p. 133). The study
. : 3 v : :

consisted of 64 children attending Head Start programs from families of low SES. Children were

between the ages of 3 and 5 years. ¢

Six teachers were trained in conflict resolution and 5 teachers participated in the control group
(Vestal & Jones, 2004, pp. 133-134). The teacher training involved a 40-hour course that was
considered college credit. The teachers were administered pre-post test interviews for 40 minutes
each and the children were only given the posttest because the researchers considered other research
that stated children had little to no experience with conflict resolution training.

This study suggests children who were exposed to conflict resolution strategies taught or discussed
by their teachers resolved significantly more conflicts than those ckildren who were not exposed to
teachers who were trained in the area of conflict resolution. In addition, children who were in the
trained group were better able to come up with more mature methods than those in the control group.

Gender Differences in Conflict Resolution

Holmes-Lonergan did an investigation on gender differences in conflict resolution skills in preschool
children among mixed-sex and same-sex dyads (2003, p. 505). Sixty children between the ages of 3
and 5 years from northwest Florida participated in the study. The children came from middle- to
upper middle-class families. The sample consisted of 2 African Americans, 2 Asian Americans, and

56 European Americans.

The procedure involved video recordings of one testing session that lasted about 20 minutes each,
two structured problem solving tasks, and one less structured task (Holmes-Lonergan, 2003, p. 508).
The study was measured based on verbal interactions, nonverbal interactions, and task success.
Verbal interactions consisted of behaviors of control, mitigation, information, miscellaneous,
counter, ag;eement, reason, and experimenter. Nonverbal interactions consisted of behavio;s of

Y

control, mitigation, indecision, and gestures.

Results indicated that girls used more mitigating behaviors than boys, but was not consistent with
other research in that boys used more controlling behaviors than girls. Further, children in mixed-sex
dyads use of controlling nonverbal behaviors almost doubled compared to children in same-sex
dyads. The point is, children as young as 3 years of age are capable of interacting with others in a

5
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‘ f relationship, genda
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d with snbllfégi;]s rpanicipated in the study. There were 3¢
to Oy up Majority of the children were from

| child
Vespo and Pedersen studied the nature of preschoo

study was done with peers and the. secon 1:/1
and age, and situational factors. Children ag.es i
children in the peer group and 32 children m. Fhe si

middle- to upper-middle-class Caucasian families

peer dyads and the sibling dyads (Vespq

. in both the 23 o
Video recordings of the observations were made 7 - in a laboratory playroom and the sibling

& Pedersen, 1995, p. 192). The peer dyads were 9bserved ther or father.
dyads were observed in the laboratory playroom with the mo

.o mixed-sex dyads. Preschooler
It appears that there were more conflicts in same-sex dyads than mlm'l[xhiiesz(er ey 5o Biaross :
used both verbal and gestures to resolve conflicts, but mostly ve'rb'a . he' older sibling w
how often conflicts occurfed between peers or siblings but in sxblmg dyads, the e g was
more likely to protest. In general, conflicts were brief and the interactions betw?en t f: chi f;t‘:nt were
peaceful. This study is also consistent with other research in that young children’s conflicts are
usually not aggressive.

Gender Segregation in Conflict Resolution

Sims, Hutchins, and Taylor examined gender-segregated behaviour of 50 3-year-old ch.ildren
attending child care centres in Perth (1998, p. 1). All the children were videotaped for 20 minutes

each during free play indoor and outdoor. Microphones were attached to each child in a traveller’s
pouch that each wore.

The researchers categorized the outcomes into three groups: if the children interacted after the

conflict, if the children continued playing parallel after the conflict, and if the children separated
after the conflict (Sims et al., 1998, p- 6).

Most of the conflicts occurred because of a behaviour and not over an object. When boys faced a
conflicted situation, they were more likely to either resolve the conflict or continue to play together

or just break the relationship and stopped playing with or around each other. Girls, on the other hand,
~were more likely to play parallel with each other after a conflict.

Effects of Emotion in Conflict Resolution

Dunn, Slomkowski, Donelan, and Herrera examined how children’s emotional state affected how

they resolved their conflicts with different relationships at different age levels (1995, p. 307). The
participants consisted of 50 second-born Caucasian children from central Pennsylvania. They ranged
from 16 months to 73 months of age. )

The children were observed with their mothers, si

blings, and peers at 33, 40, and 47 months old
(Dunn et al., 1995, p. 307). The observations were done at each family's home. The observations
were tape recorded twice for 1 hour and 15 minutes each.

6
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The results suggest that children are less likel
they are in distress. This is especially so at 33
more experienced they grew, the more likel
whether or not they were upset.

y to use reasonable conflict resolution strategies when
months but at 47 months, it appears that the older and
y they would use reasonable methods of resolution

Types of Conflict Resolution

.Caplan, Vespo, Pedersen, and Hay examined whether 1 or 2 year olds’ conflicts were more
instrumental or social and how they resolved their conflicts (1991, p. 1514). Ninety-six 1 to 2 year
old§ from middle-class families participated. The observations were videotaped for 25 minutes each
during free play while the parents were in the room (Caplan et al., 1991, p. 1515). The resolutions
were coded as either yielding (release of toy to peer) or prosocial (offer toy or affection to peer)

It appears that 1 year olds tend to use more force that is instrumental but there were more conflicts

betwee.n the 2 year olds than the 1-year-old children. In addition, the older the children the more
prosocial method of conflict resolution were observed.

In summary, the studies indicate that as often as conlflicts occur in early childhood, they are not
predominantly aggressive. Children as young as 1 to 6 years of age are capable of displaying certain
resolution strategies in different settings with different peers, siblings, or adults.

Social-Emotional Development Versus Academics

The need to teach academic skills often takes precedence for teachers over the desire to teach conflict
resolution procedures. Harris (2002) asserted that teachers of young children are urged to focus their
efforts on developing children’s academic skills over social ones. Harris and other researchers
(Adams & Sasse Wittmer, 2001; Arcaro-McPhee, Doppler, & Harkins, 2002; Chen, 2003) have
recognized that peace and character education are a part of our society’s foundation; however,
academic achievement has begun to take precedence over this foundation. The problem that many
educators and administrators have regarding teaching conflict resolution skills is that it takes time
away from academic readiness skills; test scores in subject areas such as mathematical and reading
skills are important. This causes teachers to engage in a deficit mentality—the idea that if time is
given to one subject it must be taken away from another. They do not consider the idea that conflict
resolution skills can actually be embedded in the daily curriculum. Fagan and Mihalic (2003)
confirmed this in a study involving a three-year program implemented by the Center for the Study
and Prevention of Violence involving giving life skills training in middle and junior high schools.
Fagan and Mihalic (2003) stated that teachers did not want to take away from the more academic
courses. It was further noted that when the Prevention of Violence program was implemented,
teachers and administrators tended to lack follow-through. They ended conflict resolution training
practices because they were not convinced that the program was producing results.

Responses to Conflict

In this study, three general responses to conflict were studied: avoidance, competition, and
cooperation. With regard to avoidance, it has been observed in several studies that educators
frequently end conflict episodes quickly in order to reestablish peace (Arcaro-McPhee, Doppler,
and Harkins, 2002; Chen,2003). Sometimes educators wish so badly to have peace that they

7 :
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as Bandura (1969) have noted that by modeling desirable methods of resolving conflict, teachers

enable children to learn effective strategies for future interactions (cited in Stanulis and Manning,
2002).

Educators’Attitudes to Conflict

Research has indicated that teachers are ‘often not comfortable with the conflict resolution
strategies they use in their classrooms (Girard and Koch, 1996; Martin, Linfoot, and Stephenson,
1999). Many teachers feel unprepared to _de_iz}I with conflict. Faced with conflict in their
classrooms, teachers uncomfortable with conflict commonly respond with avoidance
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discovered that teachers tended to view conflict as a negative concept instead of an opportunity
for leaming and growth.

Theoretical Constructs

Two primary theories are relevant to the strategies of conflict resolution used by early childhood

educators. Behaviorist theory is frequently used because it is effective. The practices of positive

and negative reinforg:cmcnt are the most well known among educators. A child will often act in

order to achieve a desirable outcome. Another theory that has roots in behaviorism is social

learning theory, which suggests that people learn on the strength of social reinforcers and

influences. Behaviorism assumes that there is a heavy influence of the environment on the

development of the individual (Skinner, 1974). Behaviorist theory is an approach that is

commonly used in conflict resolution with young children thanks to its efficiency and popularity.

Behaviorist strategies are often so effective in early childhood settings that they are accepted

instead of critically examined. Teachers often resort to behaviorist practices because they are
effective, not because they promote the child’s ability to solve conflict in the future. When
educators engage in practices that require reinforcements, often only short-term results are
produced. If the reinforcements are no longer forthcoming, the desired behaviors are often
extinguished (Skinner, 1974). Social learning theory is also relevant to the early childhood
educator in situations of conflict, except according to this theory emphasis is placed on the role
of the educator as a model for the child. When children observe the significant adults in their
lives engage in positive conflict resolution, involving defining the problem and recognizing the
needs of others, they are affected in dealing with their own future conflict (Kreidler, 1984).
Social learning theory also addresses issues involved in intrinsic versus extrinsic motivation.
According to social learning theory, by engaging in a socially reinforced or expected behavior
one begins developing certain attitudes that are then internalized. Self-reinforcement can then
occur (Bandura, 1969).

Practical Strategies to Foster Conflict Resolution Skills in Early Childhood Settings

Many disagreements that occur in the classroom can be resolved amongst the children themselves, if
they have the necessary vocabulary and communication skills, and if they are ‘encouraged to be
responsible for working out interpersonal conflicts by talking to each other. It is important to clarify
to children the occasions when it is imperative that they seek adult intervention. Frequently, instead
of speaking directly to one another about an issue, young children leamn to just say, "I'm telling", and
expect adults to resolve the conflict for them. In order for children to further develop social
competencies, it's important to assist them in acquiring the skills that can facilitate conflict
resolution. The focus is on expressing feelings and finding a solution, rather than on blaming
someone for the problem. Educators must model the appropriate language and behaviours in their

interactions with children and adults.

Once children have developed the necessary vocabulary and communication skills, they can become
"peacekeepers" and act as peer mediators, assisting other children in resolving social disputes by

using Active Listening skills and communicating "I-Messages".
/
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"So you're feeling (emotion) because
(event)? Yes, sometimes people feel when that kind of thing occyrs.
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the people involved) ’

Activity:

In groups of two or three, each person shares
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g how they feel under the
than "You"
they want to happen. Finally,
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Sample "I-Messages"

Three Part I-Message Format;

L.) Ifeel:

2.) I want:
. \
3) I will:

Scenario:
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Peacekeepers: The Director, Teachers, and designated children are Peacekeepers.

Peacekeepers can assist in resolving the dispute in the location that it occurs, or lf;cy can invite the
children in the disagreement to come to the designated Peace Table to discuss the matter.

Peacekeeper encourages the children in the dispute to tell what happened and utilizes active listening

skills. Peacekeeper then encourages the children to talk to each other, using I-Messages in the 3 part
format:

1.) First, each person states their feelings under the circumstances:
Johnny: "I feel upset when people take my things."

Sally: "I feel mad when people hit me."

2.) Next, each person states what change they want to take place:

Johnny: "I want you to ask me if you can have the book when I'm finished, instead of grabbing it
from me.".

Sally: "I want you to talk to me instead of hitting me."

3.) Finally, each person says what they will do differently to resolve the problem now (and if it
arises again in the future) by restating above.

Johnny: "I will talk to you instead of hitting you when I'm feeling upset.”
Sally: "I will ask you to share the book when you're finished."

Apologies and forgiveness are modeled and suggested ("I'm sorry” and "I forgive you" or "It's
okay”), if it seems that they're in order, but they should not be forced, since that would encourage

insincerity.
Activity:

I-Messages and Active Listening can be used to diffuse emotionally charged situations and
resolve conflicts among children, as well as with adults, such as parents and staff.

In pairs, one person assumes the role of a parent. The parent is upset and vents her concern to the

director. She is disturbed because her child's teacher only tells her about the child's inappropriate

behaviors. She feels that the teacher never has anything good to say about the little boy. The other
. person assumes the role of the director and discusses the matter with the parent.

Next, the person who was the director plays the role of the teacher. The person who was the parent
becomes the director and discusses the issue with the teacher.

Make a conscious effort to utilize I-Messages and Active Listening during these conversations.
Benefits and challenges confronting conflict resolution skills in early childhood classrooms.

11
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One major disadvantage of implementing such a conflict resolution approach in a classroom jg the

time investment needed to introduce the appropriate problem-solving strafegles t.o students. 5
teacher should plan to invest a great deal of time and effort t.o create a conducive e.nv1ronment that jg
open and trusting, where children feel free to share their thoughts a.nd emotlops, bc:cause'lhe
resolution of any conflict is dependent upon such a climate. Although it may be time cqnsummg,
over the long run, implementing such a process actually saves time later because fewer disruptiong
occur. One teacher at another school in the county agreed that implementing a conflict resolutiop
strategy takes a great deal of time initially, but felt the time necessary for implementation was worth
utilizing such an approach. It costs more instructional time at the beginning, but later it saves you
time. Time should not be the determining factor as to whether or not teachers choose to implement
such strategies in their classrooms. There are programs that help teachers minimize preparation time
needed for the development and implementation of conflict resolution strategies.

Summary and conclusion.

Conflict is a situation in which the people involved are frustrated because they feel unable to
satisfy some of their need. The needs and wants of each person or group are incompatible with
those of the others involved in the conflict.. Children have many needs, such as the need for
friendship, power, and self-esteem. In any classroom environment, there are bound to be

effort to turn classroom conflicts into learning experiences, the students benefit and the
likelihood that the same conflicts will reoccur is reduced (Kredler 1984)
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allow for interruption by either party involved. After the students talk about the problem, the teacher
summarizes what he or she thinks the students are saying to ensure that the students know how the
other parties involved perceive the problem. Next, the teacher asks the students to explain to one
another how they feel and then he or she points out areas of agreement. Then, the teacher asks the

students to offer solutions to the problem and helps them to evaluate these solutions. Finally, the
teacher helps the students reach a fair agreement .

Initially, teachers may find it beneficial to give students several conflict scenarios and ask them how
they would respond if the problems involved them. Children need to have a great deal of practice
with solving conflicts before they can begin to internalize the behaviors associated with a conflict
resolution process. In order for students to learn to express their needs, rights, and feelings in a way
that is direct and honest, and non-threatening, it will take practice.
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