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Abstract

This article delves into the nuanced landscape of
conflict management within Romanian school com-
munities, with a specific focus on administrators,
teachers, students, and parents. This study con-
ducted comprehensive research involving four high
schools in Cluj-Napoca, employing a multifaceted
approach incorporating focus groups and surveys.
The findings of this investigation reveal a prominent
trend in conflict resolution within these school com-
munities: conflicts are primarily resolved through ad-
ministrative decisions and sanctions. This predomi-
nant reliance on hierarchical authority structures to
address disputes emerges as a dominant theme,
while awareness and utilization of Alternative Dis-
pute Resolution (ADR) methods are notably absent.
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1. Introduction

The present article investigates how conflicts occurring within school communities in
Romania are dealt with and explores potential venues to improve the results of the meth-
ods currently used. We defined a school community as a network of individuals connected
to a particular school. It represents the group of people who contribute to and are affected
by the school’s educational environment and activities.

As key components of a school community, we considered the following: (i) students,
who are the primary reason for a school’s existence, as learners and beneficiaries of the
educational programs and services offered by the school; (ii) teachers and educators who
facilitate learning and create lesson plans and provide instruction to students; (iii) admin-
istrators and school leaders who oversee the overall management of the institution, set pol-
icies, and make important decisions regarding the school’s functioning; and (iv) parents,
the individuals responsible for the well-being and education of the students, who play an
essential role in supporting their children.

Our research was divided into three major themes, each based on a specific research
question:

a. The first theme was the existence of conflicts between the stakeholders mentioned
above, the types of conflicts that occurred, and their sources. In this case, our re-
search question was: what types of conflicts emerge within school communities in
Cluj-Napoca, Romania, and what are their causes? In addition to the fact that we
wanted to determine the typology and sources of school conflicts, we wanted to deter-
mine how all these stakeholders perceive these situations because there is a strong link
between the way we perceive a conflict and the way we intervene to solve it.

b. The second theme of the study is conflict solving and procedures, and the research
question is: What are the procedures (formal and informal) used by school communi-
ties to solve conflicts that emerge between stakeholders? This research question aims
to determine the formal and informal procedures used by school stakeholders to solve
or manage conflictual situations inside their schools. In this regard, we are interested
in both official and informal procedures, but also in the way each group of stakehold-
ers perceives their efficiency in dealing with conflict.

¢. The final theme of this study is third-party intervention, which is based on the fol-
lowing research question: Is a third-party intervention mechanism involved in solving
conflicts within school communities? We wanted to find out, first, if there is such a
procedure inside the school communities that we study, and second, if there is a need
for that. In addition, we wanted to see how school stakeholders perceived this in terms
of efficiency in solving their conflicts.

To address these three research questions, we employed a mixed methods approach that
combined qualitative and quantitative techniques (content analysis, focus groups, and an
online survey) in four high schools in Cluj-Napoca, Romania. Our findings indicate the
necessity of incorporating ADR mechanisms into existing formal procedures, which most
school stakeholders perceive as ineffective in managing school conflicts. The results also
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emphasize the need for school administrators to modify their management procedures by
focusing on the core concepts of adaptive management, namely efficiency, and flexibility,
to better meet the needs and interests of the school community in conflict resolution.

This article comprises the following sections: a literature review that establishes the
theoretical foundation of our study, focusing on adaptive management/governance and
Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR), and a theoretical discussion on the typology of
school conflicts. The methodology section outlines the research methods employed to ad-
dress the three research questions, detailing the application of the methods, stakeholder
characteristics, and their limitations. The study’s main part consists of presenting the main
results, discussing the findings, and critically analyzing them. The final part of the article
concludes with the main findings.

2. Literature review

2.1. Adaptive management/governance

Governance refers to institutional arrangements that shape actors’ decisions and behav-
ior, including the exercise of authority within groups or organizations (Hatfield-Dodds,
Nelson and Cook, 2007, p. 3). According to Ostrom (2005), institutions and institution-
al arrangements consist of rules and norms with formal enforceable principles backed by
legal sanctions, shared values, and cultural traditions maintained by positive and negative
rewards. This suggests that governance operates at multiple levels, and draws on various
sources of authority. Specifically, institutions are governed by state laws, while individuals’
behavior within an institution is influenced by its culture, norms, formal company poli-
cies, external laws, and broader social attitudes.

Management, on the other hand, refers to the processes of decision-making and coordi-
nation within a given institutional setting that involves identifying desired strategies and im-
plementing these through physical activities and technologies (Burris, Drahos and Shearing,
2005). Management is expected to observe changing environments, translate these changes
into decision premises for the organization, and steer new courses (Seidl, 2007).

Adaptive management/governance is a concept that focuses on the evolution of for-
mal and informal institutions for the management and use of shared assets that promote
the satisfaction of underlying human needs and preferences given changes in understand-
ing, objectives, and the social, economic, and environmental context and it is based on the
concepts of ‘efficiency’ and ‘adoptability’ of potential institutional arrangements (Bowles,
2003; Hatfield-Dodds, Nelson and Cook, 2007; Ostrom, 2005).

Improving institutional arrangements requires developing collective action strategies
that are both ‘efficiency enhancing’ and ‘adoptable’, providing net welfare gains and being
politically attractive within relevant decision structures and timeframes. In the context of
conflict management in schools, school administrators must find efficient ways to solve
conflicts within their school communities while improving relationships among the four
stakeholders. These solutions must go beyond the traditional formal sanction system and
be adapted to each specific situation involving each stakeholder in the decision-making
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and implementation process. Adaptive management acts as a mediator between central-
ized expert management and decentralized resource management systems, recognizing that
different types and sources of knowledge add value to decisions. Instead of rigid, central-
ized management, or informal management based on tradition, we can adapt and use both
systems for different problems based on their efficiency in each specific case.

The sources and typology of school conflicts regarding school community conflicts
include disagreements, tensions, or disputes (that can even turn violent at times) that arise
among the four key stakeholders. If we look at the parties involved, we can identify the
following types of school-community conflicts:

a. Parent—teacher conflicts: differences in opinion between parents and teachers regard-
ing a student’s academic performance, behavior, or educational needs.

b. Student—teacher conflicts: tensions between students and teachers over classroom
rules, assignments, grading, or disciplinary actions. This type of conflict is the most
common and usually constitutes the primary cause of the parent-teacher type of con-
flict.

¢. Teacher—administrator conflicts: disagreements between teachers and school admin-
istrators concerning policies, curriculum decisions, or professional issues.

d. Teacher—teacher conflicts: disputes arising from competition for positions, resources,
personal or professional values.

e. Parent-administrator conflicts: differences in opinion between parents and school
administrators regarding school policies, disciplinary actions, or educational practices.

f. Student—student conflicts: conflicts between students, such as bullying, peer pres-
sure, social cliques, or disputes over personal matters.

If we consider the issues at stake, school community conflicts might refer to the fol-
lowing:

a. Community—school conflicts: disagreements between the school and the local com-
munity regarding issues such as school zoning, funding, or the use of school facilities;

b. Cultural or value conflicts: conflicts arising from cultural differences, religious be-
liefs, or differing values within the school community;

¢. Budget and resource allocation conflicts: disagreements over how limited resources,
such as funding, technology, or educational materials, should be distributed among
different programs or departments;

d. Curriculum and educational philosophy conflicts: disputes over the content, ap-
proach, or emphasis of the school’s curriculum and educational methods;

e. Policy implementation conflicts: tensions arise when stakeholders disagree on the im-
plementation of specific school policies or initiatives.

These conflicts can arise because of differing opinions, interests, priorities, or values
among the individuals involved. Rahim (2001) summarizes the sources of school com-
munity conflicts in five categories: a. communication problems; b. role ambiguity; c. goal
incompatibility or conflicts among the stakeholders of the school community; d. conflicts
of interest or over resources; and e. differences in values.
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2.2. Conflict management

In his seminal book, “The Conflict-Positive Organization: Stimulate Diversity and
Create Unity’, Dean Tjosvold (1991) focuses on the idea of fostering positive conflict
management within organizations, aiming to utilize conflicts as opportunities for growth,
creativity, and increased collaboration. Tjosvold suggests that, instead of viewing conflicts
as negative or disruptive, organizations can create an environment that encourages open
dialogue, diverse perspectives, and constructive conflict resolution.

The same ideas are vehiculated in other publications by Louis Kriesberg (1998), Bernard
Mayer (2012), Cloke and Goldsmith (2011), Stephen Robbins (1998) and Deutsch (1973).
For all of them, conflict is an inherent part of life that cannot be avoided or eliminated. It
serves as a necessary engine for evolution, improvement, and combating evil and unaccept-
able behavior at both individual and social levels. However, the way conflict is approached
and managed determines whether it becomes destructive or positive. A confrontational
zero-sum game approach can lead to negative and catastrophic consequences, whereas a
collaborative approach that seeks inclusive and imaginative solutions can lead to positive
change, improved relations, and stronger organizations and communities. Therefore, con-
flict is not inherently good or bad, but its nature depends on how it is handled.

Johnson and Johnson (1996) believe that conflicts are resolved constructively when
they result in an outcome that satisfies all parties involved, improves the relationship be-
tween the disputing parties, and enhances the ability of the disputants to resolve future
conflicts constructively. Adopting a collaborative approach to conflict resolution can of-
fer numerous benefits to individuals, such as improved communication skills, enhanced
problem-solving abilities, preserved relationships, reduced stress, and a sense of empower-
ment. It can also foster trust, develop leadership skills, and provide flexibility and adapt-
ability.

2.3. Conflict management in schools

Valente, Lourengo and Németh (2020) view schools as a microcosm of society, where
diverse perspectives and ways of being, thinking, and living are brought together, leading
to daily conflicts. They argued that handling such situations requires learning, emphasiz-
ing the need for teachers to receive training in conflict management to effectively manage
classroom conflicts and teach students to view and manage conflicts constructively.

Schools, as both communities of individuals and organizations, can benefit massively
from implementing collaborative procedures to resolve conflicts that occur within their
framework. As we have seen, conflicts are a natural part of the lives of individuals and or-
ganizations. However, when they occur in schools, they can be disruptive and cause prob-
lems for everyone who is part of the school community. Therefore, a better understand-
ing of the possible venues for resolving contflicts in schools is extremely important for the
schools themselves and the larger society.

Christopher Moore’s masterpiece, “The Mediation Process’, illustrates the venues
well across several editions (see Table 1). These venues are part of the conflict resolution
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continuum, a sequence of conflict resolution methods that occur naturally, starting with
private decisions by the parties involved, then involving a superior authority for workable
solutions (Moore’s third-party private decisions), and finally, more structured processes
such as courts or law-making institutions (third-party public decisions). It all else fails, par-
ties may resort to direct non-violent or violent actions, which Moore refers to as decisions
imposed through extra-legal coercion.

Table 1: Conflict Resolution Continuum

Decisions
Private decisions Third-party Third-party .
.. . L . L. imposed through
of the parties involved private decisions public decisions .
extra-legal coercion
I o Direct Violence
. - I ... |Administrative| . Court |Legislative )
avoidance | negotiation | conciliation| mediation - Arbitration| ~|non-violent|  or threat
decision decision| decision . .
action | to use violence

Source: Adapted from Moore (2003)

The methods can be grouped into categories based on the amount of control the par-
ties have over the decisions regarding the resolution of their conflict (from maximum con-
trol, as in private decisions such as avoidance or negotiation, to minimum to no control as
in courts or lawmakers’ decisions) or based on a dichotomy between amiable/collaborative
and adversarial/confrontational, where avoidance, negotiation, conciliation, and media-
tion are seen as amiable, and the rest as confrontational.

What is important for our study is the identification of the venues that are commonly
used in our school communities and how effective they seem to be. Anticipating the re-
sults of our research, it appears that most conflicts within school communities in Romania
tend to be addressed using two of the methods described in the continuum: avoidance and
administrative decisions. Therefore, we strive to define them more granularly.

Avoidance is a strategy for resolving conflicts in which individuals or parties choose to
ignore or sidestep the issue rather than address it directly. This approach involves evading
conflict, hoping that it will resolve itself or that time will lessen its intensity. Although
avoidance may seem to be a convenient solution in certain situations, it is important to
understand its potential advantages and disadvantages. On the one hand, avoidance can
provide immediate relief from the stress of confronting conflict and allows individuals to
distance themselves emotionally from the issue temporarily. However, this can lead to the
persistence of the problem, potentially making it more significant when it resurfaces. Al-
though avoidance can be a short-term strategy to manage immediate discomfort, it often
leads to issues that remain unresolved and missed opportunities for growth and under-
standing. It can also be the cause of the intensification of conflict followed by violent erup-
tions, which can make the conflict extremely difficult to solve effectively and sustainably.

Using administrative decisions as a conflict resolution strategy involves relying on a
higher authority or management to make a final decision. This approach can be useful
when negotiation or other methods fail and time pressure is involved. One advantage is
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that it draws upon authority and hierarchy within an organization or institution. A high-
er-level individual, such as a manager or administrator, is empowered to make a final de-
cision that is considered final and binding. However, this method may not allow for the
same level of creative problem-solving as direct negotiations, and parties may not fully ac-
cept the decision if they feel that their perspectives are not adequately considered.

Effective communication is key to ensuring that the decision is well understood by all
parties and that they are informed of the rationale behind it. Administrative decisions are
most suitable for conflicts where clear guidelines, regulations, or policies exist, and can
guide the resolution process. It must be said that using administrative decisions as a con-
flict resolution strategy might not be suitable in situations in which parties’ involvement
and collaboration are important for maintaining ongoing relationships or achieving cre-
ative solutions.

We cannot finish our discussion without referring to punishment, a ubiquitous and
essential tool in the arsenal of hierarchical organizations such as schools. Punishment is a
disciplinary approach often used in schools to address misbehavior, maintain order, and
deter students from engaging in undesirable actions. While punishment aims to correct
misbehavior, it differs from conflict resolution. The latter seeks to resolve issues, restore
relationships, and prevent future conflicts. In contrast, punishment focuses on imposing
consequences for rule violations, with the main objective being to deter disruptive behav-
ior. Punishment is often authoritative and one-sided, with the school administration or
educators making decisions on the consequences.

While punishment can maintain order, it should be combined with effective con-
flict-resolution strategies. Conflict resolution helps community members understand the
causes of conflicts, take responsibility for their actions, and learn how to resolve disputes.
By integrating both approaches, schools can create a balanced environment that addresses
immediate behavioral concerns and promotes conflict-resolution skills and positive rela-
tionships.

3. Methodology

As mentioned in the introduction of this article, our research was divided into three
major themes, each based on a specific research question: (1) the existence of conflicts
between the four stakeholders and the types of conflicts that occurred and their sources;
(2) conflict solving and procedures; and (3) third-party intervention. Each theme was
based on a specific research question, as follows:

1. What types of conflicts emerge within school communities in Cluj-Napoca, Romania,
and what are their causes? In addition to the fact that we wanted to determine the
typology and sources of school conflicts, we wanted to determine how all these stake-
holders perceive these situations because there is a strong link between the way we
perceive a conflict and the way we intervene to solve it.

2. What are the procedures (formal and informal) used by school communities to solve
conflicts that emerge between stakeholders? This study examined the formal and
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informal conflict resolution methods employed by school stakeholders. We are inter-
ested in both official and informal procedures, as well as the efficacy of these methods,
as perceived by each stakeholder group.

3. Is a third-party intervention mechanism involved in solving conflicts within school
communities? With this question, we wanted to find out, first, if there is such a pro-
cedure inside the school communities that we study, and second, if there is a need for
that. In addition, we wanted to see how school stakeholders perceived this in terms of
efficiency in solving their conflicts.

To respond to these three research questions, we used a mixed methods approach,
which included qualitative and quantitative methods (content analysis, focus groups, and
survey).

Our study involved four school communities from the city of Cluj-Napoca, those
formed around the ‘Nicolae Bilcescu’, ‘Lucian Blaga’, ‘Onisifor Ghibu’ and ‘Eugen Pora’
High Schools. They are all public schools that are funded entirely by the government. Ow-
ing to the centralized nature of the Romanian education system, there are minimal difter-
ences between schools of the same level in terms of curriculum, funding, human resource
policies, hiring practices, administrative structures, and regulations. Therefore, any varia-
tions are primarily influenced by the quality of human resources rather than structural or
geographical factors. As a result, our sample of schools is still relevant to this study, and the
tindings can be generalized to the entire country. Any differences observed are attributed
to the individual skills of community members in implementing conflict-resolution proce-
dures rather than differences in institutionalization or regulations.

We used a qualitative approach to our research, consisting of two research methods:
content analysis and focus groups.

Content analysis is a research technique used to identify specific words, themes, or
concepts within qualitative data. Using content analysis, researchers can quantify and an-
alyze the presence, meanings, and relationships of words, themes, or concepts (Columbia
University, n.d.). In this study, we examined the conflict management procedures of four
high schools by searching their websites. The results of our analysis are presented in the
results section.

Focus groups provide a means of gaining insight into people’s thoughts and experienc-
es. They allow us to understand not only what people think but also how and why they
think that way. In a focus group, participants can contradict, support, or complete each
other’s opinions, making it an effective method for group discussion.

At this stage of our research, we left out the parents because we wanted to focus, for the
moment, only on the conflicts between administrators, teachers, and students, restricting
our study only to the physical perimeter of the schools. Also, although a very important
part of the school communities, parents are somehow ‘outsiders’ (Romanian regulations
don’t even allow the parents to enter freely the school space—facilities and courtyard—
without proper and prior permission from the administration or by being summoned by
it) and we wanted to concentrate on what methods of conflict resolution are used inside
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the schools and how aware were administrators, teachers and students of possible alterna-
tives to what is currently in use.

For our research, we had nine focus groups, three for each high school (Nicolae
Bilcescu, Lucian Blaga, Onisifor Ghibu), with the following composition:

a. Administrators: In each high school, we met with the principal, the vice-principal,
the coordinator of the Students Council, the coordinator for the formal and extra-
curricular educational activities, the school psychologist, and three members of the
Professorial Council.

b. Professors: There were between 8 and 40 participants, all professors without any ad-
ministrative responsibilities.

¢. Students: In each case, we met with 12 students who were part of the Students’
Council and were also the representatives of their classes.

For every meeting, we divided the discussion into three major themes with their related
questions: (1) existence of conflict; (2) conflict solving and procedures; and (3) third-party
intervention.

Beyond the content analysis and focus groups, we also conducted an online survey ded-
icated only to students, a survey based on a semi-structured questionnaire consisting of
12 questions, using a Likert scale to measure responses. The questionnaire was answered
by 112 students from all four high schools. The survey measured the existence of a formal
or administrative method of solving conflicts in schools and whether it is efficient, if the
students have ever been informed about alternative methods of solving conflicts, and, if so,
we questioned their utility and efficiency. The two alternative methods mentioned in the
survey were mediation and peer mediation, and, in the end, we measured the need for such
alternative methods.

As in the case of the focus group, we organized the questions into three major themes:

1. Existence and efficiency of the formal/administrative method of solving conflicts in
schools;

2. Knowledge of the use and efficiency of alternative methods for solving conflicts in
schools; and

3. The need for alternative methods to solving conflicts in schools

4. Results and discussions

4.1. Content analysis — institutions and procedures

Romanian schools mainly use administrative decisions to deal with conflicts if we are
to read their official Internal and Student Regulations. We can illustrate this by looking
at two schools from the city of Cluj-Napoca: ‘Lucian Blaga’ Theoretical High School
and ‘Nicolae Bélcescu’ Theoretical High School. They have multiple regulations open to
the public. While analyzing them, it is clear that there is no alternative conflict resolution
method for administrative decisions. In the case of ‘Nicolae Bilcescu’ Theoretical High
School, there are few mentions of the management of conflicts, beginning with some of
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the attributions of the teacher on duty:

‘The teacher on duty is a temporary member of the planning committee
school service and has the following responsibilities: the teacher who finishes
the service, together with the one who starts the service, ensures student safety
during breaks in the sector, checks the order and discipline during breaks, and
takes measures to mitigate conflicts in school and inform school management’.

The last one may seem like there can be some methods of conflict de-escalation, but
there is no mention of that, so it can only be assumed.

There is also a Commission for the Prevention and Elimination of Violence, Corruption,
and Discrimination in the School Environment and the Promotion of Interculturality, but
we could not find a list of its responsibilities in the regulations.

In cases of conflict between students, bullying, absenteeism, use of drugs, alcohol,
etc., the most commonly used method is punishment. The students from the ‘Nicolae
Bilcescu’ Theoretical High School, who commit deeds that violate the legal provisions
in force, including school regulations, will be sanctioned according to their severity. The
sanctions that can be gradually applied to students are as follows:

a. individual observation;

b. written reprimand;

¢. temporary or permanent withdrawal of merit scholarship, social scholarship, or pro-
fessional scholarship;

d. disciplinary transfer to a parallel class in the same educational unit;

e. notice of expulsion; and

f. expulsion.

In most cases, sanctions can be doubled by decreasing the behavior grade. The sanc-
tions can be contested within five working days, except in cases in which the student is
expelled from all schools without the right to re-register for a while.

‘Lucian Blaga’ Theoretical High School also has a Commission for the Prevention and
Elimination of Violence, Corruption, and Discrimination in the School Environment and
the Promotion of Interculturality. The main responsibilities for preventing and combat-
ing discrimination and promoting interculturality are as follows:

a. to collaborate with the local public administration authorities, and with the represen-
tatives of the police to increase security in the Theoretical High School ‘Lucian Blaga’
in Cluj-Napoca.

b. to elaborate reports regarding the safety of preschoolers/students from the Theoretical
High School ‘Lucian Blaga’ from Cluj-Napoca;

¢. to propose to the management of the Theoretical High School ‘Lucian Blaga’ from
Cluj-Napoca specific measures, results after the analysis of the risk factors and of the
specific situation, which will have as a consequence increasing the safety of preschool-
ers/students and staff in the unit and prevention of juvenile delinquency on the prem-
ises and in the areas adjacent to the high school.
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d. to promote the principles of an inclusive school. Prevention and elimination of the
phenomenon of school segregation, which is a serious form of discrimination, is im-
perative for the implementation of the principles of an inclusive school.

e. to prevent and mediate conflicts arising as a result of the application of measures
aimed at observance of the principles of an inclusive school, even though mediation
only appears once in these regulations, there may be talking inside the school about
some other methods in solving conflict, other than the administrative one.

At ‘Lucian Blaga’ Theoretical High School we find the same sanctions. The sanctions
applied to students are as follows:

a. individual observation;

b. written reprimand handed to the legal guardian or the person (over 18 years old) un-
der signature; the sanction is recorded in the report of the class council presented to
the teaching council at the end of the semester or school year; the document number
is entered in the catalog; it can be accompanied by a decrease in the grade for behavior;

¢. temporary or permanent withdrawal of the merit scholarship, of the social scholar-
ship: it is followed by a decrease in the grade for behavior;

d. disciplinary transfer to a parallel class is followed by a decrease in grade for behavior;

e. notice of expulsion; and

f. expulsion.

Some other sanctions that are related to conflict and that are in more detail are the
trivial language towards the school staft is sanctioned according to the decision of the class
council, respectively the Teachers” Council of the school. Aggression is sanctioned by low-
ering the grade for behavior by up to 4 points, depending on the gravity of the deed. Stu-
dents responsible for bullying should work for the benefit of the community by cleaning
their classrooms and the schoolyard.

All of the above sanctions are meant to discourage deviant behavior; however, as
Shahmohammadi (2014) noted, all of them provoke negative feelings and, later, will gener-
ate new negative behaviors because they are applied without taking into account the needs,
and personal conflicts, problems, and students’ expectations.

Because the students in our focus group are a part of the Students’ Council in their
schools and Students” Advocate appears frequently in this paper, these two and their attri-
butions will be defined next.

4.1.1. The Students’ Council

The main purpose of a Students’ Council is to provide students with a platform to ex-
press their opinions and implement their ideas. The establishment of a students’ board was
a requirement when Romania joined the European Union. Students require a structure
in which they can charge and organize themselves. The responsibilities of the Students’
Council include representing and defending student interests and rights, facilitating com-
munication between students and teachers, discussing students’ proposals and planning
future projects, motivating students to participate in extracurricular activities, identifying
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and addressing problems faced by students, improving the disciplinary situation in the
school, ensuring compliance with school regulations, and organizing community actions,
such as fundraising and environmental initiatives.

4.1.2. The Students’ Advocate

The primary goal of this department is to protect students’ rights and mediate stu-
dent problems. It operates independently and is accountable only to the Students’ School
Council plenary and/or Board of Directors. The department’s objectives include uphold-
ing human and student rights, respecting diversity from ethnic, religious, cultural, and
gender perspectives, ensuring equal opportunities for all students, promoting cooperation
and support between students, and fostering a stable cooperation system with the family
and community.

This department is one that, by law, should be responsible for mediating conflicts, al-
though not many students know about it, and it is not used as much as we are about to see
from our focus group discussions.

The following conclusions can be drawn from the regulations and the Student Council
and Students Advocate responsibilities:

a. no regulation implies mediation beforehand of the sanctions, so there is no trying to
have a discussion;

b. all conflicts are taken as facts, and one or both parties are sanctioned accordingly; and

¢. the Student Council and Students Advocate are trying to implicate themselves more
in the student’s life so that they can help minimize violence and maximize discussion
before any other action is taken.

4.2, Focus groups
4.2.1. Existence of conflict

The results of our focus groups on this topic are not uniform and the reason can be, as
mentioned in the introductory section, the differences between the managerial and indi-
vidual skills of each individual who took part in this study, the social desirability aspect, or
the lack of information about these types of situations.

a. Administrators

After the introduction of all the participants, we asked them a general question: ‘How
do you see conflicts, and what conflicts appear in your daily activities at school?” In two
of the cases, the administrators rushed to tell us that in their schools there is no conflict or
small isolated incidents, at most, and that everything is done in a very professional way:

“There is no conflict in our school because everyone fulfills their duties and
responsibilities, and communication between us is great. We have very good stu-
dents who want to study and do not have trouble.’

“There is no conflict in our school because the teachers and administrators
act by clear rules, so everyone knows what his colleague or superior wants to do.

55



There are also no conflicts with the students; they quarrel sometimes, as all chil-
dren do, but we did not have serious conflicts between them. We try to listen
to them, and we also have a permanent link with the parents via our WhatsApp

group.’
In the third case, however, the situation turned 180 degrees; the principal and the rest

of the participants admitted that the situation was bad and that they needed all the help to
educate everyone about how conflicts can be solved efficiently.

“Thank you for taking this initiative - the situation is bad, there are many con-
flicts at each level, and we, as managers, instead of concentrating on our orga-
nizational responsibilities, have our schedules full of this kind of situation. We
need someone to teach us about conflict management, and we are willing to do
anything that is needed for that.”

b. Teachers

In the case of teachers talking about the types of conflicts occurring in their schools,
all of the participants admitted that there are conflicts between themselves, between them
and the administration, between them and their students, and between students, and the
phenomenon is not as isolated as the administrators mentioned in their focus groups.

Yes, there are conflicts, of course. Some of our colleagues are favored by the
management, there are differences between generations of teachers, there is a lack
of resources with some favoring obtaining what they want, and the rest are left
to manage on their own. We have students who talk bad to us, come to the class,
ignore us, bully, yes, we have a lot.”

c. Students

After the introduction of all the participants, we asked them a general question ‘How
do you see conflicts, and what conflicts appear in your daily activities at school?’. They
immediately told us that there are many conflicting situations between themselves and be-
tween themselves and their professors and that the atmosphere during classes is very tense
because of them:

‘T don’t think you have the time to listen to us about all that is happening
here. Every day, it seems it gets worse, we fight a lot, and some colleagues talk
badly to the professors; in turn, they give us low grades for nothing, and the prin-
cipal is taking sides with the professors and completely ignores us. The situation
is so bad that we don’t even have the right to go outside the courtyard because the
guardian has strict responsibilities to control us.’

Another student from a different high school told us about the existence of the same
problems in her classroom:

‘Oh, we can tell you stories (everyone laughs)... we have bullying, every day,
we have teachers who don’t respect us and we talk bad in front of them, and now
we have a situation with the grades, we were told that the grades we receive for
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the BAC simulation will not be mentioned in our semestrial grades but one of
our professors didn’t keep his word and now some of us fail to pass the class, no
one is communicating with us, it’s like we don’t even exist unless it is something
that generates good publicity for the school. Like extracurricular activities, every-
one asks for our opinion.’

The same person who gave us the last quote immediately started telling us about a re-
cent conflict that her class witnessed between one of their colleagues and one of their pro-
fessors, and that they were unanimously disappointed with how their colleague reacted,
saying that they did not get the chance to share their opinions as members of the Students’
Council, which is a daily problem for them—the lack of voice that is given to this organism
in numerous conflicts.

“Why do we even have this Council? Just to look good and respect, in theory,
the student’s opinion? We wanted to bring a certain situation in front of the
Teachers’ Council about a shameful situation between a colleague and a profes-
sor and to talk about what needed to be done (the punishment) and all it was in
vain, no one heard us. It is the same with the Students’ Advocate, he has a respon-
sibility but only in theory, and no one is asking him to participate in any decision
made about the punishment of a student.’

During a conversation with one of the groups, they mentioned a conflict involving a
high school student who had allegedly consumed alcohol before class. The student’s behav-
ior grade decreased by four points, and all students were prohibited from entering school
grounds during school hours. We inquired about their involvement in the situation and
whether they were consulted. The group agreed that they should have been consulted and
offered their assistance, but their opinions were not requested, not even by the Students’
Advocate. They believed that the punishment was unfair, as all students were punished for
one person’s mistake, and the administration should have consulted the Students” Council
and the Students’ Advocate for the case and punishment.

All three groups agreed that bullying is the most common form of conflict between
their colleagues and that there are some cases when things get physical, mostly when it
comes to doing certain activities altogether, like projects; some of them would refuse, and
sometimes raise conflicts, and their concern is the fact that they do not have the skills to
manage (themselves or their professors) this type of situation:

‘Bullying? Every day, not even every day, every break. There are 3—4 in each
class that are doing this, the professors know them, and the principal also but
they intervene only in the worst-case scenario if the physical abuse is so bad that
the beaten one needs medical assistance. The truth is that no one knows how
to handle them. I'm a girl, what can I do to stop them? The administration has
the means to manage them, but they intervene too late and with the same pun-
ishment, decreasing their behavioral grade or asking for the parents to come to
school, which is not efficient.’
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4.2.2. Conflict-solving and procedures

The second proposed topic for the participants was the formal procedure for solving
conflicts in each high school. As in the case of the first topic, we still have differences be-
tween the three groups regarding the formal procedure, even if, as we presented earlier,
there are clear regulations regarding it.

a. Administrators

The management of each high school informed us about their responsibilities in de-
signing procedures for managing conflicts within their organization. The majority of them
are the same as those at the national level, but each high school can have its own rules and
procedures, the only condition being that they will not contradict national laws.

‘As I told you, luckily, we don’t have conflicts here, but there is the Inter-
nal Code of Conduct that is posted on our website and everyone can consult it.
There are a couple of instances here. First, each professor is responsible for his
class so he is the one who must manage the conflict if we speak about a conflict
with a student. If things are very serious or there is a conflict between the teach-
ers, the situation is brought to me and, if it is something minor or I have all the
information about it, I make a decision based on the gravity, or, I call for the
Teachers” Council where we decide.’

The manager of another high school also mentioned the procedure at her institution:

‘In our case, we encourage everyone to be open to this situation. The conflict
is brought in front of us and the principal and the Teachers’ Council have the
final word. In most of the cases, we have a punishment according to our Code
of Conduct.’

According to our participants, the principal is informed about a conflict and makes
the final decision either directly or through the Teachers Council. However, none of the
administrators mentioned the internal Commission for the Prevention and Elimination of
Violence, Corruption, and Discrimination or the Antibulling Commission, which should
be part of the formal conflict management procedures. The Students’ Council and Stu-
dents’ Advocate are mentioned only as consultants without any decision-making power.

‘Well, yes, they exist and function and we call for their opinion mostly for the
extracurricular activities. We didn’t need the Students’ Advocate so much be-
cause we didn’t have conflicts, he was there to help his colleague ‘defend’ himself
for the wrong he did, and, as I told you, we make a decision based on the deed.’

b. Teachers

The participants from this group confirmed what the management had already told us,
and the decision was made by the principal or inside the Teachers’ Council, based on the
gravity of the situation and the internal rules of the school.
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c. Students

The procedure, explained by the students, looks like this: the conflict is first brought
to the attention of the head teacher, the Students” Advocate should be at this time present
and see what he can do to defend the students’ rights and if he can help in other ways. If the
conflict persists, or if the situation is of immediate importance, the conflict is brought up
to the principal, where it can go in two directions: the principal writes up a report or calls
the Teachers’ Council to decide what should be done.

The majority of our focus group participants believed that the Students’ Advocate
should compile a report that includes the student’s perspective, their rights, and any viola-
tions they have experienced. This report should be presented to the principal, and if there
is a Teachers’ Council, the Students’ Advocate should participate and present the case to
all the teachers. Many teachers do not seem to take student concerns seriously, leading to
a lack of trust. Students also feel that they are not informed about conflicts and are only
sought after when their help is beneficial to the school.

4.2.3. Third-party involvement

Another important aspect that we were interested in was the involvement of or need
for third-party intervention in their conflicts. We started with a question regarding pos-
sible help from the Parents’ Council and the school psychologist, or if the three groups
ever requested help from them. Based on all three focus groups, we understood that some-
times the parents do interfere in conflicts, but the Parents’ Council is rather passive when
it comes to conflict resolution.

a. Administrators

First, administrators seek input from parents on financial matters, extracurricular
events, and preparation for the final exams. Second, they view the Parents’ Council as a
source of information rather than as a partner in day-to-day management, including con-
flict resolution. Teachers primarily focus on academic responsibilities rather than on man-
agement. School psychologists are valued for their support but are not seen as mediators
or conflict managers.

b. Teachers

Most teachers consider that parents are important in the management of conflicts, but
they find them heavily biased in favor of their children and, therefore, are not well placed
to play the role of a third party who is supposed to be neutral and impartial. They ex-
pressed interest in having external help, such as professional mediators or facilitators, but
confessed that they did not know much about these procedures and how effective they
would be. Teachers told us that they were interested in learning more about ADR meth-
ods and how they could become more prepared to deal effectively with conflicts in their
schools.

c. Students
When we asked the students if they would like the parents to be more active, they
did not consider it necessary, but they did consider it necessary that the head teacher get
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involved more in the conflicts, and if they think it is right, they can call upon the Parents
Council to step in. They perceive the head teacher as the manager of their class and one of
the first teachers responsible for guiding them and solving their conflicts. Unfortunately,
most students consider the head teacher passive, and, more importantly, they do not trust
him when a colleague must be defended in front of the principal.

The students had a mixed reaction to the school psychologist. While they recognized
his role in resolving conflicts and wanted to have a close relationship with him, they were
also disappointed by his lack of involvement in solving or mediating conflicts. Some stu-
dents and their colleagues face family issues that affect their school performance, and they
believe that psychologists can help them overcome these situations. They consider him an
ally to mediate conflicts caused by teachers who neglect students’ problems. However, the
students were disappointed that the psychologist was not more proactive in dealing with
conflicting situations and was reluctant to intervene in administrative decisions.

Lastly, we asked the students what they would think about bringing a school mediator,
a trained person who is in contact with everybody, and an impartial and neutral person
who helps solve the school conflicts; this idea was received with great interest; they would
very much like the presence of a mediator if that person is open to everybody, especially
students, and that can even repair the student-teacher relationship because this is a very
important message that the students shared with us, as long as the student-teacher relation-
ship is a good one, conflicts will lower in intensity and impact.

4.3. The Survey*

As in the case of the focus group, we organized the questions into three major themes:
a. the existence and efficiency of the formal/administrative method for solving conflicts
in schools;
b. knowledge of the use and efficiency of alternative methods for solving conflicts in
schools; and
c. the need for alternative methods to solving conflicts in schools.

4.3.1. Existence and efficiency of the formal/administrative method
of solving conflicts in schools

First, we wanted to know whether the students knew about the formal procedures of
conflict resolution used in their high school and what they felt about their efficiency.

The first question in the survey referred to the existence of such a procedure. The re-
sults are not surprising, as there is no significant extreme, but that is not something that
we expected since a quarter of our respondents do not see formal procedures as an actual
method of solving conflicts, with 27.7% responding that there is no formal procedure for
solving conflicts in their school. Almost the same percentage (24.1%) were in the neutral

* The survey was designed and managed by MA student Dora Gabrian under the supervision of the
authors, and it was part of her dissertation. She kindly allowed us to use it in this article.
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zone (neither agreeing nor disagreeing), a result that may be due to the lack of communica-
tion between the administrators and students regarding these procedures or the student’s
lack of interest in them. On the other hand, almost half of the respondents knew about
the existence of a formal procedure for solving conflicts, with 19.6% agreeing and 28.6%
strongly agreeing.

These results depict more than two possible ideas: the lack of information that the
students have when it comes to schools’ regulations (both because of the way the school
communicates them via the website of each school and the lack of interest of the students
regarding them) or the fact that, as noted previously, students do not see these administra-
tive methods as having an impact on solving the conflict.

The second question was related to the efficiency and utility of formal procedures. In
this case, we can see a greater difference between the responses that solidify our previous
findings from the focus group regarding formal methods not being efticient. The majority
(63.4%) disagreed or completely disagreed with the efficiency and utility of the formal pro-
cedures, 11.5% were neutral to this situation (neither agreeing nor disagreeing), and 25.1%
agreed and strongly agreed, meaning that some students appreciated the formal method or
that they were not aware of any alternative methods, so they see the formal one as useful
and efficient because it is the only one available.

4.3.2. Knowledge of the use and efficiency of alternative methods
for solving conflicts in schools

After asking questions about the existence, usefulness, and efficiency of the formal
method, we moved on to determine if the students had been exposed to alternative meth-
ods of conflict resolution, in general, and to mediation and peer mediation, in particular.

Regarding the existence of an alternative method to the administrative one, 64.3% of
the students said they disagreed or strongly disagreed, and no members of the school pre-
sented them with any alternative methods. We also had 17% neutral responders, but 18.9%
of the students agreed or strongly agreed that they had been exposed to such methods. As
can be seen, 61 of the 112 students never met with alternative methods of solving conflicts.

Going further, we took two examples of alternative methods to solve conflicts that were
used in schools in other countries and obtained significant results. We started by asking if
the students knew about the existence of mediation while giving them a short definition of
this method. With 59% of students not being exposed to this method, it is very clear that
mediation is not a subject much discussed in schools. Neutral responders accounted for
17% while 24,1% of the students agreed or completely agreed.

As some students were exposed to mediation, we expected that we would have very
similar percentages regarding the use of mediation in their schools. Here, it is interesting
to note the high percentage of neutral answers; there are many cases where respondents
are not sure about their answers, so they use neutrality as a safe zone for answering. The
percentage of neutral answers was 28%; students likely heard about mediation in courses
such as Civics or History, but they did not know if it was being used in school as a method.
Students who said they agree with mediation being currently used in schools are 20.5%,
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which can be from the heads of each class or members of the Students’ Council who are
often put in the situation to conciliate other colleagues.

The third question related to mediation in schools is about its efficiency: If mediation
is used, did it indeed work efficiently? Here, we have a large percentage when it comes to
disagreeing and strongly disagreeing (54.5%). This could be partly because even people
who were not exposed to mediation in school answered, which may have contributed to
the high percentage. We have 24.1% neutral answers, meaning that either the mediation
may have worked at the time but was not efficient in the long run, or they did not feel like
it worked but did not feel like it was a total failure. Although there was a high percentage of
extreme disagreement, 21.4% of the students felt that the mediation method was efficient
and helpful in solving their conflicts.

The second example of an alternative method that can be used to solve conflicts in
schools is peer mediation. We wanted to see if this is a method that the students know of if it
is used in schools, and if so, if it is efficient. As for the questions before, we gave a short defi-
nition of peer mediation, in general, so that the students could understand what it entails,
and we asked if this is a method that they have been exposed to in the school environment.

It is clear to us that peer mediation is even less known than mediation, and that is
shown in our results: 74.1% of students have never been exposed to this method, so it is
not discussed in schools. We had 14 neutral respondents, a percentage of 12.5%. We can
see from the neutral answers that some students are unsure if they have been or have not
been exposed to such methods. Only 13.4% of our respondents knew something about it;
this knowledge could come from the individual interests of the students or perhaps some
students practicing peer mediation without knowing the concept.

We asked the question if peer mediation is used in high schools today. From the answers
that we got to the previous question, it comes as no surprise that peer mediation is not used
in schools today; the students who disagree and completely disagree represent 76.8% of all.
Here, we have a small growth in neutral respondents; 17% of students do not know if these
methods are in use or maybe they are superficial. Only seven students out of 112 felt that
the peer mediation method was being used in their school or classroom, marking up 6.3%.

4.3.3. The need for alternative methods to solving conflicts in schools

Since we saw the existence of a formal method of solving conflicts in school, we saw
that if the students knew about alternative methods to solve conflicts in schools, where the
results showed a lack of these methods, we wanted to see if there was a need and a wish for
these alternative methods to be used in the future. From the representatives of the Students
Council, we noticed a great need to learn how to solve their conflicts, so we wanted to see
the general opinion of all students regarding a possible peer mediation program implemen-
tation and whether it would bring efficiency in solving future conflicts.

The results show the benefit of implementing such a method in Romanian high
schools, with 81.2% (22.3% agree, 58.9% completely agree) of the students agreeing that
this method would make the process of resolving conflicts in school more efficient. The
neutral responses were 12.5% and 6.3% disagreed.
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5. General conclusions

In Romanian high schools, the most used method for solving conflicts is administra-
tive decisions, which often take the form of sanctions. In this context, we underline the
importance of the Students’ Council and Students’ Advocates in helping students under-
stand and defend their rights. These two organisms may be helpful in the implementation
of alternative dispute resolution methods, especially peer mediation, in Romanian high
schools.

Do students have information about constructive conflict resolution? The short an-
swer was mostly no. Some of them know there are other ways of solving conflicts than the
formal ones, but they do not know what exactly they imply; some may know from home,
some may know as a result of individual study, and a very small number have had these
methods explained to them in school.

Other conclusions drawn were the effects of the current rigid system of conflict reso-
lution in schools and the possible benefits of implementing alternative methods for con-
flict resolution. In our research, we could see the negative effects of the rigid sanctions
system—the students who refuse most of the time to go to their teachers for help fear
that they will be sanctioned without the possibility of having a constructive discussion. If
they get a sanction, they usually do not understand why they got it, but most importantly,
they would not reflect upon their actions and most probably would repeat them, risking
turther penalties.

Addressing conflicts in schools openly and using alternative dispute resolution (ADR)
methods are crucial for several reasons.

1. Maintaining a positive learning environment: Conflicts can disrupt the learning en-
vironment in schools, affecting not only the directly involved students but also their
peers and teachers. Open communication and ADR help to restore a harmonious
atmosphere, allowing everyone to focus on education.

2. Teaching conflict resolution skills: Schools can model healthy conflict resolution for
students by openly discussing conflicts and using ADR methods. It teaches students
essential life skills, including effective communication, empathy, and compromise,
which they can use in various situations throughout their lives.

3. Preventing escalation: Ignoring conflicts or allowing them to fester can lead to more
significant issues. Open dialogue and ADR methods allow conflicts to be addressed
early, reducing the likelihood of escalation to more serious problems or even violence.

4. Promoting inclusivity and equity: Open discussions about conflicts can uncover un-
derlying issues related to discrimination, bullying, or inequity. Addressing these issues
through ADR methods can lead to fairer and more inclusive school environments.

5. Building trust and relationships: Encouraging open communication and ADR meth-
ods foster trust among students, teachers, and parents. Trust is essential for effective
learning and collaboration within school communities.

6. Promoting restorative justice: ADR methods often align with the principles of restor-
ative justice, which focus on repairing harm and restoring relationships, rather than
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punitive measures. This approach can be particularly beneficial in school settings be-
cause it encourages empathy and personal growth.

7. Supporting individual growth: Openly addressing conflicts and using ADR methods
can help individuals involved in conflicts learn from their experiences and develop
skills for better future interactions. This could lead to personal growth and develop-
ment.

8. Self-governance is possible and often desirable in contrast to the common argument
that externally imposed management is the best or only sustainable form of gover-
nance. By encouraging a more diverse perspective on conflict management deci-
sion-making processes and involving all the school community stakeholders in this
action, school administrators will satisfy multiple values and interests that will lead to
a more efficient way of conflict management.

9. Conflicts are not fixed or straightforward, and cannot be easily settled. Although
school regulations provide quick and efficient solutions, the best way to resolve con-
flicts is through collaboration and involving all parties in the decision-making process.
This approach ensures a win-win situation for everyone involved. Additionally, the
ADR method recognizes that each conflict is unique and requires a tailored approach
rather than using a one-size-fits-all solution for all types of conflicts.

10. Our study can set the basis for a peer-mediation program in Romania with the same
guiding principles as those in Europe and the USA. In this study, we attempted to
cover a blank spot in the European peer-mediation literature and align our school
community policies with those already developed in other countries. Simultaneous-
ly, together with the pilot project already run by the authors of this article, our study
can become an example of good practices regarding efficient conflict management
mechanisms in schools.

In conclusion, there should be more about conflict resolution in Romanian schools
than about administrative decisions and sanctions. Addressing conflicts in schools openly
and using alternative dispute-resolution methods are essential for creating a safe, inclusive,
and productive learning environment. It not only resolves immediate issues but also equips
students with valuable life skills and contributes to the overall well-being of the school
community.
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