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Abstract 
Past studies have proven numerous benefits of group work to learners. The benefit go beyond 
the content of the lesson. A lot can be achieved as a group than individually. Learners gain 
knowledge as well as communication skills. However, in almost every group discussion, there 
can be conflicts. Conflicts can occur due to opposing views on the topics or even among 
personalities. Do learners gain anything from the conflicts? This quantitative study explores 
the perception of learners on discussion and conflicts during class interactions. 164 students 
were chosen to respond to a 32 -item questionnaire. The instrument used is a questionnaire 
of 32 items. Section A is the demographic profile. Section B looks at learners’ perception on 
“competing”, section C looks at learners’ perceptions on “accommodating”, section D looks 
at learners’ perception on “avoiding”, while section E looks at learners’ perceptions on 
“compromising and collaborating’. Findings of this study reveal interesting pedagogical 
implications in the use of class discussions as part of teaching-learning activities.  
Keywords: Class Discussion, Conflicts, Competing, Accommodating, Avoiding, Compromising, 
Collaborating  
 
Introduction 
Background of Study 
Group work has been proven to give many benefits to learners. According to Haron & Rahmat 
(2020), group work increases the team members self-esteem. The interaction helps members 
to boost their confidence for future interactions. The communication that took place 
improves the language and social skills of the members.  

 
Statement of Problem 
Nevertheless, it is undeniable interactions among people of different opinions can sometimes 
lead to group conflicts. Shonk (2020) identified three types of group conflicts and they are (a) 
task conflict, (b) relationship conflict and (c) value conflict. Task conflicts refer to 
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misunderstandings related to the work assignments.  Next, relationship conflicts can stem for 
difference in personality and/or style of working. Value conflicts can arise because of the 
differences and values of the team members.  
The study by Rahmat, et.al. (2021) found that not all group conflicts are negative. The study 
also found that when team members defended for their own ideas to be accepted by the 
group, they are actually sharpening their critical thinking skills. The study further suggested 
that more group formation and group conflicts research are carried out to explore the 
dynamics of group conflicts.  
 
Objective and Research Question 
This study is done to explore the strategies learners use to solve conflicts in group work. 
Specifically, this study is done to answer the following research questions;  

 
(a) How do discussions influence group work? 
(b) How do learners  compete in group work? 
(c) How do learners display accommodation and avoidance in group work? 
(d) How do learners compromise and collaborate in class discussions? 
 
Literature Review 
Interaction among Learners 
Learning takes place not only from what is taught by the teachers or through the activities 
planned. Learners learn from the interactions with their peers. According to Vygotsky (1978), 
the social environment can have great influence on the learning process.  He suggested that 
learning takes place through the interactions students have with their peers, teachers, and 
other experts.  Consequently, teachers can create a learning environment that maximizes the 
learner's ability to interact with each other through discussion, collaboration, and feedback. 
Vygotsky is also famous for his theory on “zone of proximal development” (figure1). According 
to this theory, there is a difference between what the learner can do alone than what he can 
achieve as a group with guidance. The difference between what the learner can achieve with 
guidance minus what he/she can achieve alone is called the zone of proximal development. 
 

 
Figure1-Zone of Proximal Development 

Source: Vygotsky (1978) 
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Vygotsky's approach to learners’ development is a form of social constructivism, based on the 
idea that cognitive functions are the products of social interactions. Vygotsky emphasized the 
collaborative nature of learning by the construction of knowledge through social negotiation. 
Nevertheless  according to Chang & Kang (2016),  sometimes group interaction can be 
challenging. Learners need to cope with communication, commitment and even responsibility 
issues among team members.  
 
Resolving Conflicts 
Figure 2 below presents Thomas & Kilmann’s (1974) strategies to resolve conflicts in group 
work. They presented five strategies learners that learners can use when they try to resolve 
a conflict in group discussions. The (a) first strategy is “competing”. This is when the team 
member takes a wholly assertive and un-operative approach to resolve the conflict. This could 
mean standing up for the speakers’ right, defending a position, or it could also try to beat the 
other party. The (b) second strategy is called “accommodating”. This is when the team 
member takes an unassertive and cooperative approach. This might take the form of selfless 
generosity or another's point of view. The (c) third strategy is “avoiding” this is when the team 
member takes wholly charity, giving in to another person's orders when he/she would prefer 
not to, or yielding to an unassertive and uncooperative approach to the conflict and chooses 
not to deal with the conflict. Avoiding might take the form of diplomatically sidestepping an 
issue postponing an issue until a better time, or simply withdrawing from a threatening 
situation.  

 
Figure-2-Strategies to Resolve Conflicts 

Source: Thomas & Kilmann (1974) 
 
According to Rahmat (2020), the conflicts could be from a total disagreement form that looks 
like the team members are competing towards something. This disagreement may not be 
total by the team members. The member in disagreement may decide to accommodate some 
ideas form the opposing team members. Then the team member with the conflict may decide 
to avoid more conflicts by assimilating the opposing teams’ idea into his/her views. The final 
stage is the stage where the team members worked on a compromise and make the decision 
to collaborate as a team.  
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Past Studies 
In order to determine the effectiveness of group work, there  need to be a form of assessment 
on its effectiveness. The qualitative study by Chang and Brickman (2008) collected data from 
in-dept interviews to investigate the perceptions of students about group activities. The study 
also looked at the strategies used by the learners to interact with their peers. Strategies like 
assigning roles, group contracts, anonymous peer evaluations, and peer ratings all encourage 
student participation. Findings revealed that students in both high- and low-performance 
groups still complained of unequal contributions while praising the social support provided 
by groups. Students who scored highly on tests were more likely to recognize the benefits of 
group work, regardless of their groups’ overall performance levels, while lower-scoring 
students perceived group work as time-consuming “busy work” with little cognitive benefit. 
Next the study by Chang & Kang (2016), looked into the administrative, logistical and 
relationship-related challenges in online group work. Challenges in areas such as 
commitment/responsibility, communication/coordination, structure/management, and 
leadership are discussed; strategies for how to streamline the management of online group 
work, how to decrease unnecessary logistical load and extra layers of structure, and how to 
improve online group work through the design of the syllabus are presented. The study 
suggests that instructors split group work into individual portions, use peer evaluation, 
establish guidelines for communication, use tools such as Google Drive to streamline 
duplicate works, monitor the process of the group work, and give group members freedom, 
ownership, and autonomy in their group work. 

 
Nevertheless, sometimes group work can be challenging. The study by Samat & Abd Rahman 
(2019) investigates the perception of pair or group work among a group of Malaysian pre-
university gifted students in Vector Calculus course. The instrument used in the study is an 
open-ended questionnaire. Findings show that most students view Vector Calculus as a hard 
course. They perceived group work as good and helpful other than it affects the way they 
learn. On the other hand, some students had negative view on group work because of reason 
like difference of opinions, and even communication styles. 

 
Next, the study by Razaei (2018) was done to investigate what makes group work to be 
successful. The researcher asked the faculty (instructors and learners) why they gave group 
work assignments to their students and what their opinions about the best practices in 
creating effective group work environment for their students are. Results showed that both 
instructors and learners put importance on communication as an important factor to group 
work success. The study also discovered that some challenges in group work are shyness, bad 
chemistry, conflict schedule, poor communication, unprepared drags group and distractions.   

 
Another study was done by Hassanien (2006) to explore the feelings and experience of 
students regarding group work and group assessment in Higher Education (HE). The study is 
exploratory and descriptive based on both quantitative and qualitative approach. Findings  
showed that the students felt that group work is a method that significantly fosters the 
development of a wider breadth of knowledge through discussion, clarification of ideas, and 
evaluation of others’ ideas. On the other hand, students considered “poor communication” 
and “poor attendance at group meetings” as the main challenges they face when working 
within a group 
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Conceptual Framework 

 
 \Figure 3- Conceptual Framework of the Study 

Exploring Conflicts in Group Work 
 
Figure 3 above presents the conceptual framework of the study. The framework is rooted 
from the theories zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978) and strategies to resolve 
conflicts by Thomas & Kilmann (1974). Group conflicts can be resolved with; (a) the presence 
of someone with the knowledge and skills to guide the learner. It can also be resolved through 
(b) supportive activities, known as scaffolding, provided by the expert that help guide the 
learner. Finally, it can be resolved through (c) social interactions that allow the learner to work 
on their skills and abilities. 
 
Methodology 
This study employs a quantitative design. A survey was given to 164 respondents to 
investigate how conflicts are resolved in group work. Respondents were chosen from a public 
university who signed up for a language proficiency course. The course content focus on class 
discussions in groups. The instrument used is a questionnaire of 32 items. Section A is the 
demographic profile. Section B looks at learners’ perception on “competing”, section C looks 
at learners’ perceptions on “accommodating”, section D looks at learners’ perception on 
“avoiding”, while section E looks at learners’ perceptions on “compromising and 
collaborating’. An analysis of the instrument revealed a score of  0.799 (Table 1) thus showing 
high level of internal consistency.  

Table 1-Reliability Statistics 

Cronbach's 
Alpha 

Cronbach's Alpha Based 
on Standardized Items N of Items 

.799 .852 32 
 
The questionnaire is converted to google form and respondents answered  the link given at 
the end of the semester after learners have completed their class discussion. Data collected 
is analysed using SPSS to reveal mean scores and independent t-test scores.  
 
Findings 
Introduction 
This section presents the findings according to the research questions presented below. Mean 
scores are used to present the findings for perception of students towards class discussions 
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and conflict resolution. The presentation begins with findings for perception of class 
discussion among learners. Next, the presentation of findings for conflict resolution is sub-
divided into perception (i) on competition, (ii) accommodation, (iii) avoidance, and (iv) 
compromise and collaborate. Finally, the presentation of findings focusses on finding out if 
there are any significant differences for class discussions and conflict resolution.  
 
Class Discussion during Group Work 
This section reports findings for research question 1; 
How do discussions influence group work? 

 
Figure 4- Mean Score for Class Discussions 

 
Figure 4 shows the mean scores for group discussion overall. Generally, learners felt very 
comfortable participating in class discussions (2.2). Interestingly, they were not very positive 
towards listening to different opinions on a topic- Q4 -(2) in a group discussion. Low mean 
scores were also reported for Q3, Q5 and Q6.  
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Competing 
This section reports findings for research question 2; 
How do learners compete in group work? 

 
Figure 5-Mean for Competing 
 
Figure 5 shows the mean scores for “competing”. The highest mean reported is when learners 
felt they were “able to compete for” (2.5) for their ideas to be accepted in the group. 
Interestingly, the second highest mean is when learners fought for “irrelevant suggestions to 
be eliminated” (2.4). This “competing” mode is seen when learners use argumentative and 
persuasive skills to compete with a team member whose ideas they wanted to eliminate. 
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Accommodating and Avoiding 
This section reports findings for research question 3; 
How do learners display accommodations and avoidance in group work? 

 
Figure 6- Mean Score for Accommodating and Avoiding 
 
With reference to Figure 6, the mean scores for “accommodating” is presented in 4 items 
(Q1-Q4).  Interestingly, the highest mean score is for “agree with the idea even without 
adequate support” (3.65). Sometimes team members attempt to “avoid” disagreement to 
new ideas by agreeing without reservation. The mean for “avoiding” is presented in Q5-Q12. 
Results indicated the high mean score for “keeping quiet to show agreement” (3.3) and also 
“keeping quiet for disagreement” (3).  
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Compromising and Collaborating 
This section reports findings for the research question 4; 
How do learners compromise and collaborate in class discussions? 

 
Figure 7-Mean Score for “Compromising and Collaborating” 
 
Figure 7 presents the findings for “Compromising and Collaborating” in terms of mean scores. 
The highest mean (3) is for “expressing agreement shows the discussion has met with its 
conclusion.” This somewhat shows the willingness of the team to compromise to a conclusion.  
The lowest mean  (2) is for “ability to give in if group members have better ideas”.  This shows 
that they are not willing to give in if one member has a better idea.  

 
Conclusion 
Summary of Findings 
Findings in this study revealed that conflicts in group discussions occur when team members 
cannot talk about different ideas, or even listen to different opinions. This is also supported 
by Hassanien (2006) who also felt that “poor communication” and “poor attendance at group 
meetings” as the main challenges they face when working within a group. This is also agreed 
by Samat & Abd Rahman (2019) who said that differences in opinion can be challenging in 
group discussions. 
 
Nevertheless, team members were reported to choose to be quiet if they agree or disagree. 
They  depended on non-verbal communication to show disagreement to avoid 
misunderstanding. When the team manages to  collaborate for better ideas , their work 
performance improves. This is also agreed by Chang and Brickman (2008) who reported on 
the benefits that group work can provide toward increasing the quality of work of the group.  
 
Pedagogical Implications 
Conflicts are unavoidable in group work. Instead of looking for ways to avoid conflict or 
improving interaction; measures can be taken for teachers to actually teach agreement, 
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disagreement skills as part of course. Students could also be taught problem solving skills in 
which these skills can be applied to solve group conflicts when they occur. It is suggested that  
future research  investigate in depth what goes on in group work.  In depth studies could be 
done to analyse the  conversations during group work.  
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