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Introduction
Pre-primary education has increasingly become a central concern of many developing 
countries, particularly among those countries that have made rapid progress in univer-
salizing primary education (Black et al. 2016; UNESCO 2007). Majority of the countries 
in the world, and Tanzania in particular, are grappling with the questions of how to pro-
vide skills and knowledge to enable children access and smoothly excel during primary 
education (Mtahabwa 2010). Such skills include cognitive, social, conflict resolution and 
other related skills (Ndijuye 2013; UNESCO 2000).

Though children’s conflicts are common and normal part of their everyday school 
life (Bonache et  al. 2016; Tyler 1998), however, too much of them could be problem-
atic and may impede their ability to develop social skills (Johnson and Johnson 2000). 
Such destructive conflicts can take various forms, most commonly, these are subsumed 
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in the literature under the concepts of violence and bullying, which can be both physical 
and/or mental in nature (Aurora 1999; Balding 1996). For example, in 1995, 58% of chil-
dren surveyed in the United Kingdom reported experiences of being bullied (Bonache 
et al. 2016; Tyler 1998). However, the episodes experienced are persistent and prolonged 
incidences of physical and/or mental violence. Indices collected by Aurora (1994, 1999) 
show that 8% to 50% of pupils in different school populations experience bullying.

In a survey of over 10,000 British children, an average of 30% of pre-primary children 
reported experiences of bullying in their previous school term, and 10% on their way to, 
and from school (Aurora 1994; Balding 1996). Balding (1996) found that 27% of boys 
and 35% of girls went to school in fear of being bullied. Worldwide, an estimated 227 
children and youths (age 0–19 years) die every day as a result of inter-personal violence 
(Garcia-Raga et al. 2017), and for each death, many more are hospitalized with injuries 
(UNESCO 2015; WHO 2010). Poor social skills, low academic achievement, impulsive-
ness, truancy and poverty are among the factors that fuel this violence (WHO 2010). 
For newly naturalized refugee children in Tanzania, apart from above-mentioned risks, 
they also face family trauma history, lack of material resources, mismatch between home 
language and language of instruction (Center for the Study of Forced Migration (CSFM) 
2008; Kuch 2016).

The contexts and civil status of naturalized refugee children in Tanzania

For the past 50 years, Tanzania has been a safe haven for, and home to almost two mil-
lion refugees who fled their countries for political or economic reasons, or because of 
civil war (Tanzania Ministry of Home Affairs (2014); UNHCR 2013). Most of them come 
from such neighboring countries such as Burundi, the Democratic Republic of Congo 
(formerly Zaire), Rwanda, and Somalia. The first wave of refugees, commonly known as 
“the first case-load”, came to Tanzania in 1972 (Center for the Study of Forced Migra-
tion (CSFM) 2008; UNHCR 2013). This group was initially settled in different parts of 
the Kigoma region, especially in border villages along Kigoma and Kasulu towns. About 
two-thirds of them were later moved to Ulyankulu, Mishamo, and Katumba settle-
ment areas in the Tabora and Katavi regions, while the rest remained in villages among 
the local majority, as “self-settled refugees” (Center for the Study of Forced Migration 
(CSFM) 2008).

By 2010, the first case-load refugee population had risen from 150,000 to about 
240,000, while the self-settled population had grown from about 55,000 to 90,000 
(UNHCR 2014), some 72% of whom were born in Tanzania (Ministry of Home Affairs 
2014). A distinctive feature of the self-settled refugees was that they did not receive any 
kind of assistance from the UNHCR, apart from meeting their educational needs. This 
was financed through the government of Tanzania (Ongpin 2008; UNHCR 2014). The 
second wave of refugees (or second case-load) came to Tanzania throughout the last 
decade of the twentieth century, and was settled in camps in north-western Tanzania 
(UNHCR 2014). However, some of them illegally moved from those refugee camps to 
urban areas across Tanzania and beyond (Chaulia 2003; Center for the Study of Forced 
Migration (CSFM) 2008).

By 2008, peace and stability had been officially restored in almost all neighboring 
countries that had experienced socio-political upheaval, and the second case-load was 
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repatriated, or resettled in a third country (Center for the Study of Forced Migration 
(CSFM) 2008). The government of Tanzania and international donor agencies had to 
seriously consider long-term solutions for the first case-load of refugees still in settle-
ment areas, as well as the self-settled refugees. This group was considered distinct, due 
to both the length of time they had been in exile in Tanzania (more than two-thirds were 
born in Tanzania), and their economic benefit to the country (Kuch 2016; Ongpin 2008).

In 2007, Tanzania announced its readiness to naturalize those who wanted to stay 
(Center for the Study of Forced Migration (CSFM) 2008). However, the 1972 self-settled 
refugees were not included in this program until 2010, when the government sorted out 
their civil status by naturalizing them (Chaulia 2003; Ministry of Home Affairs 2014; 
UNHCR 2012). This study focuses on children from the first case-load self-settled natu-
ralized refugees.

Perceptions and beliefs on conflicts among pre‑primary children

Conflicts in pre-primary school settings occur among and between pupils and teachers 
(Griffith 1996). Whereas reported incidents of inter-pupil violence appear to be high, 
attacks by pupils on teachers appear to be rare (Aurora 1999; Johnson and Johnson 
1995). In a survey of 2500 British teachers, it was found that 1 in 200 of them had been a 
victim of a violent incident. The overall picture created by these findings was of teachers 
being ground down by persistent misbehavior rather than being beaten up (The Elton 
Report DES 1989). Such incidences have been attributed to lack of conflict-resolution 
skills (Garcia-Raga et al. 2017; Johnson and Johnson 2000), which can be better devel-
oped before and during pre-primary years.

Conflicts found in many organizations usually stem from different goals, approaches 
to reach the same outcome, and/or limited resources (Garcia-Raga et  al. 2017). Many 
children and adults think of conflict as a competition that can only be judged by having 
a winner and a loser (Ayas et al. 2010). The problem with thinking about conflict in this 
way is that, it promotes win–lose behavior. Children who want to win will try to domi-
nate others, while those children who think cannot, will try to avoid the conflict (John-
son and Johnson 2000; UNESCO 2010).

Some view conflict from negative point of view, and hence, it must be avoided at any 
cost (Ayas et al. 2010; Jonkman 2006). Others see conflict from a more liberal angle so 
that it is a phenomenon which necessitates management (Johnson and Johnson 1995; 
Jonkman 2006). Still, there are those who perceive conflict from a very positive point 
of view (Madalina 2016). Accordingly, conflicts are exciting opportunities for personal 
growth which should be used to their best advantages (Jonkman 2006). In academic 
settings, conflict is a daily incidence because of consensus of opinion concerning rules 
governing the school (Jonkman 2006; Madalina 2016). This seldom exists among the 
administrators, teachers, pupils, and parents. These parties, particularly administrators, 
teachers and pupils, mostly consider one another as adversaries, not as those working 
toward a common goal, as it is generally the case in other organizations (Madalina 2016; 
Mensah 2007).

In the context of developing sub-Saharan countries, studies associate conflicts in pre-pri-
mary schools with poor communication, role ambiguity, unclear expectations and regula-
tions, unresolved prior conflicts, conflicting interests and disagreement on task and content 
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issues (Adeyami 2009; Mensah 2007). Also, competition for available scarce resources, dif-
ferences in values and inconsistencies among educators and learners may also bring about 
discord (Adeyami 2009; Jonkman 2006; Mensah 2007). However, these findings reflect the 
general public, and are not specifically reflective of naturalized refugee children in sub-
Saharan contexts.

A number of research findings show that various forms of conflict occur at varying 
degrees and proportions in pre-primary schools (Jonkman 2006; Okotoni and Okotoni 
2003). Amuseghan (2007) found that the rate of occurrence of student–authority con-
flicts in the United Kingdom and Canadian pre-primary schools was high. Jonkman (2006) 
asserts that conflicts in schools are the results of different perception, shortage of resource, 
and lack of communication. This is caused by inefficiency of most of the Principals to man-
age conflicts effectively which culminate in hike up. In his observation, he found that most 
of the Principals in preschools did not have knowledge on how to resolve conflicts; hence, 
failed to manage and resolve them properly.

Perceived causes of conflicts among pre‑primary children

Dealing with conflict that occurs regularly among children can be extremely a frustrat-
ing experience (Johnson and Johnson 2000; Okotoni and Okotoni 2003; VanAcker 1993). 
Studies have shown that children are likely to engage in up to eight peer conflicts per hour 
during a typical day (Johnson and Johnson 2000; VanAcker 1993). While this may seem 
excessive, most conflicts tend to be short in duration (around 30 s) and are often resolved 
by children themselves with little or no guidance from adults (Johnson and Johnson 2000).

Studies conducted in Tanzania on conflicts, conflicts management and conflict resolution 
mainly focused on higher education levels (Mkumbo 2002; Mosha 1994; Sambo 1997). This 
makes the available literature on conflict management skills at pre-primary level scanty. To 
our knowledge, there is no study in Tanzania that focused on naturalized refugee children 
as a distinctive group that needs special attention. That being the case, one remains with 
a partial picture about main types and causes of conflicts among naturalized refugee pre-
primary children. Unless such information is obtained, the future of this unique group in 
Tanzania will be at a high risk of having a conflict-ridden society which is unable to resolve 
conflicts; and consequently, rendering the overall socio-economic development problem-
atic. Against this background, there was, therefore, an urgent need to conduct a study about 
main types and causes of conflicts among pre-primary school children in Tanzania. More 
specifically, this study aimed to answer the following research questions:

(a) What are the main types of conflicts that occur more frequently among naturalized 
refugee pre-primary school children in Tanzania?

(b) What are the main causes of conflicts that occur more frequently among natural-
ized refugee pre-primary school children?

Method
Sample selection

Given the special needs and contextual reasons for naturalized refugees in Tanzania, this 
study used a homogeneous purposive sampling to obtain insights and understanding 
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of most common types and causes of conflicts among naturalized refugee pre-primary 
children. Kigoma region is home to the highest number of immigrant naturalized refu-
gees of mixed nationalities than any other region in Tanzania, thus, purposively selected. 
Three pre-primary schools with largest number of children were selected, based on the 
assumption that the larger the school, the more the conflicts. The information about the 
number of pupils, frequency of cases related to escalation of conflicts, and location of a 
school was obtained from the local education office. This technique was also used in the 
selection of parents, school principals and classroom teachers.

Study area and context

In 2016, there were 1340,090 pre-primary pupils enrolled in Tanzania, out of an eligi-
ble pool of 1,535,000 pre-primary children. Among those enrolled, 17,089 were chil-
dren of naturalized refugees (Ministry of Education, Science, and Technology (MEST) 
2017; UNHCR 2017). In the same year, there were 8354 qualified teachers, making the 
teacher–pupils’ ratio 1:124 compared to a 1:25 international standard ratio (Ministry of 
Education, Science, and Technology (MEST) 2017). However, most qualified teachers 
preferred to reside and work in urban areas, resulting in lower teacher–child ratios in 
rural pre-primary schools (Mtahabwa 2015). In 2016, the Kigoma region, home to the 
highest number of naturalized and camped eligible refugee pre-primary pupils (42,156), 
had a qualified teacher–child ratio of 1:141. On average, 31.3% of children in Tanzania 
were enrolled in pre-primary education, as of 2016 (UNESCO 2017). In rural Kigoma 
and Rukwa, where most naturalized refugees are located, only 30 and 42%, respectively, 
of eligible students were enrolled, far below the national average of 67% (Ministry of 
Education, Science, and Technology (MEST) 2017).

Participants

Each of the participating schools had a total number of about 50 enrolled pre-primary 
children. Among them, about 75% were children from naturalized refugee backgrounds. 
A total of 12 children (4 from each school) in upper kindergarten class (K2, typically 
aged from 5 to 7) from each of the selected pre-primary school were selected. Three 
school principals (1 from each of the schools), 9 classroom teachers (3 from each of 
the preschools), and six parents (2 from each preschool) who were serving in the Par-
ent–School Committee (PTC), were selected on the virtue of their positions. All of the 
selected children and parents were of Burundian origin. The selected school principals 
had served in the role for not less than 5 years, while classroom teachers had 3 or more 
years.

As indicated on Fig.  1, two third of the pre-primary school principals were more 
female. The teaching staff were almost entirely female (89 percent). Given the necessity 
of male-figure, this may have some implications on children’s personality development. 
Figure 2 indicated that informants’ academic qualifications ranged between basic educa-
tion to bachelor degree. None had a postgraduate qualifications. Most of the informants 
had a teaching certificate qualification. 

Parent-members of PTC together with teachers supervised daily school activities 
on behalf of other parents. The author assumed that they have deeper understand-
ing of both curricular and extra-curricular levels and performance of children. Given 
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the objectives of the current study, the selected sample size was large enough to allow 
triangulation of data sources or informants (Onwuegbuzie and Leech 2007), and data 
collection methods (Patton 2002) hence, saturation of analyzed data (Creswell 2009). 
However, given the existing socio-cultural and political diversities in sub-Saharan Africa, 
the selected sample size was not large enough to allow generalization of findings across 
naturalized refugee population in this region.

Data collection tools

This study triangulated semi-structured interviews, focus group discussion (FGD), and 
documentary analyses in collecting the required data. Due to its flexibility and time-effi-
ciency, semi-structured interviews were used with school principals and parents, while 
focus group discussion was used with teachers and children. The first two methods were 
used to reduce the risk of misinterpretation by informants. The two techniques provided 
a chance of explaining the purpose of the study and clarifying queries raised during the 
course of discussion (Creswell 2009). Also, these techniques permitted the establishment 
of rapport and co-operation between the author and the informants. This was essential 
in enabling informants to reveal their views in their own words (Creswell 2009; Patton 
2002). The process involved face-to-face conversations where information was noted 
down in the field notebook complimented by a tape recorder. The responses were later 
compared with responses of other groups in the study.
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For this study, the targeted documents were meeting minutes, black books, transcrip-
tion of school management team and board meetings. The author decided to use this 
method because these documents could be secured quickly and easily, and covered a 
wider geographical area and longer reference periods without much cost (Creswell 2009; 
Punch 2005). The author collected information related to types of conflicts that were 
dominant among pre-primary children brought to the attention of preschool boards and 
Parent–Teachers Committees (PTC).

Ethical issues

Ethical issues were observed by requesting an introductory letter from Tanzania’s Min-
istry of Education, and permission from district, wards and village executive officers. 
Finally, the author had to consult school authorities to obtain parents’ consent to include 
their children in the study. Confidentiality was observed and unauthorized person had 
no access to the collected data.

Data analyses

Data were subjected to interpretational analyses by involving systematic set of proce-
dures to code and classify qualitative data to ensure that important constructs, themes 
and patterns emerge. Specifically, the raw data obtained from semi-structured inter-
views and FGDs were coded to obtained relevant texts, repeating ideas, themes, theoret-
ical constructs, research concerns and theoretical narratives. It was from repeating ideas 
that themes and sub-themes were developed. Themes were organized into abstract ideas 
or theoretical constructs and later developed into theoretical narratives which were used 
to bridge between the concern of the author and participants’ subjective experiences 
using their own words.

In analyzing documents, two issues guided the development of the themes: (a) how 
information was presented, and (b) the status of the resolution/by-law/decision. The said 
documents were collected and analyzed by the author. In order to maximize objectiv-
ity, communicability, transparency, and coherence techniques were deployed (Auerbach 
and Silverstein 2003). Specifically, the author triangulated data sources, data collection 
instruments, and bracketed all of his previous understandings, beliefs and assumptions 
during data analyses (Onwuegbuzie et  al. 2012). Further, the data analyses processes 
were jointly done with two enumerators.

Inter-rater reliabilities Two enumerators with Bachelor of Education (B.Ed) degrees 
in Early Childhood Education were recruited to assist with data collection and analyses. 
The author coded the field notes to categorize patterns and constructs of differences in 
the participants’ views. To ascertain inter-rater reliability, 30% of the field notes were 
independently coded by the two enumerators, and inter-rater reliability calculated by the 
percentage of agreement among the three raters; at the end, 93% consensus was reached.
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Results
Main types of conflicts among naturalized refugee pre‑primary children

The study intended to find out the main types of conflicts which were dominant among 
naturalized refugee pre-primary children. It was assumed that there would be some spe-
cific dominant types of conflicts among children from this group in Tanzania. Two sub-
themes were developed, namely teacher-induced and pupil-induced conflicts. Under 
each sub-theme, there were the following sub-sections: pupil–pupil; a conflict which 
involves one child against the other, teacher–pupil; a conflict that involve a pupil against 
his or her teacher, pupil–administration; a conflict which involve a pupil against school 
authorities such as preschool principal, and inter-class conflict—one that involves upper 
grade pupils against pre-primary children.

Under the sub-theme of teacher-induced conflicts, the findings revealed that the main 
type of conflict that occurs in pre-primary schools were as follows: 14 (40%) statements 
of the teachers revealed that they experienced pupil–pupil conflicts in their respective 
classrooms which involved one pupil against the other. Teacher–pupil conflict was rated 
the second with 11 (31%) of the informants’ statements, pupil–pupil of different classes/
inter-class conflicts ranked third with 7 (20%) statements and pupil–administration con-
flict was revealed in two pre-primary schools with 03 (09%) informants’ utterances. One 
informant said:

“Most of the naturalized refugee children had traumatic experiences, and some 
come from poor-mannered families where they have freedom to yell anything to any-
body. Last week when I was teaching number concept, one of them was just singing 
taarabu (a kind of African music popular in east African coast) in the class”

On the sub-theme of pupil-induced conflicts, findings showed that three types of 
conflicts were very common among naturalized preschoolers. These were pupil–pupil, 
teacher–pupil and inter-class. Seven (37.5%) statements were made by informants iden-
tifying pupil–pupil as a very common and the most dominant type of conflict. Fur-
thermore, it was revealed that four (30%) statements rated the teacher–pupil conflicts 
second among naturalized refugee pre-primary school children. Another type of conflict 
was inter-class conflicts. The author found out that 3 (27.5%) pupils’ statements consid-
ered this type of conflict to be common in this social group. One pupil made the follow-
ing statement:

“If teachers are not around, sometimes upper class boys come in our classrooms and 
forcibly take our chairs or porridge cups, do you think we accept? No, we either try to 
protect them or yell them bad names, such as ‘you children of Satan”.

Moreover, findings from the analyzed documents found that the pupil-induced con-
flicts in pre-primary school X discussed by staff meetings were those related to pupils’ 
social issues such as theft, physical, and verbal fighting among children. In schools Y and 
Z, the reviewed documents showed that the dominant types of conflicts were pupil–
pupil and very rarely teacher–pupil. It was discovered that, very few teachers were aware 
of the government regulation on the uses of corporal punishment. The regulation states 
that, corporal punishment is lawful in all public schools in mainland Tanzania under the 
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National Corporal Punishment Regulations (1979) pursuant to article 60 of the National 
Education Act (1978).

It authorizes the Minister for Education to make regulations—to provide for and con-
trol the administration of corporal punishment in schools. The Law of the Child Act 
(2009) did not repeal this provision or prohibit corporal punishment in schools. Govern-
ment guidelines in 2000 reduced the number of strokes from six to four, and stated that 
only the school principals are allowed to administer the punishment, with penalties for 
teachers who flout these regulations (United Republic of Tanzania 2009). From this pro-
vision, the author considered that most of the pre-primary teachers may not be aware of 
what this document meant in their schools.

Perhaps this is the reason teachers reported caning children without the permission 
of their respective school principals though it is clearly stated in the government guide-
lines. However, it is important to note that for teachers administering corporal punish-
ment should not be considered as a type or cause of conflict. It is rather regarded as a 
common act of disciplining pupils which is acceptable and practiced in a socio-cultural 
context of Tanzania. However, this sample size is not large enough for generalization of 
findings.

Main causes of conflicts among naturalized refugee pre‑primary children

Teachers’ views

Resource-related conflicts One of the most interesting findings revealed that, lim-
ited resources, family background, classroom space and peer pressure were the main 
resource-related causes of conflicts. Though it was not the only reason, poverty was 
found to be the most significant reason reported by (24.1%) teachers. In this context, 
poverty was regarded as pupils’ lack of important materials which must be provided by 
their respective families. Other reasons were theft (15.2%), family background (23%), 
home environment (21%), jealous (13.2%) and peer pressure (3.5%). One informant 
reported that:

“Naturalized refugee pupils come from different family backgrounds with different 
economic abilities. Some pupils come into our classrooms with excellent pencils, 
bags and even bottles of water. Conversely, some come to school with nothing. Since 
they are just children, you find that have-not pupils tend to take by force or stealing 
the-haves’ properties hence escalation of conflicts”

This finding was not surprising given that Kigoma region is one of two regions in Tan-
zania which has experienced a relative increase in poverty levels in the past two decades 
partly due to rapid population growth. Among naturalized refugees, the average family 
size was 9 people (National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) 2012). Existing evidences confirm 
the relationship between household size and poverty (Coleman, 1966; REPOA, 2016). 
Kafle and Jolliffe (2015) reports that in Tanzania, people living in households of seven or 
more are two-thirds more likely to be poor than those living in households of six or less. 
Further, naturalized refugee households of 6–10 people were nearly twice as likely to be 
poor than non-refugee households of same number of people.

Socialization-related conflicts On this sub-theme, it was evident that teachers consid-
ered bullying by older boys of the same class or upper classes against girls or younger 
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boys of their classes or lower classes (24%), peer pressure (22%), jealousy (20%) and pupils’ 
home environment such as the way parents resolve conflicts between themselves or with 
neighbors, contribute much to the way pupils handled conflicts in the classroom (34%).

Naturalized refugee parents’ views

On this sub-theme, it was learned that in-born aggressive behavior—there were some 
pupils who are naturally aggressive and violent (21%), limited resources (18%)—such as 
desks and food, peer pressure (15%), home environment (14%) and family background 
(20%), and language barrier (12%) were the main causes of conflicts in naturalized pre-
primary schools. Despite the fact that almost all teachers were Tanzanian-born and the 
official medium of instructions in all public pre-primary schools is Kiswahili, however, 
during school hours, almost all pupils spoke a vernacular language of Kirundi—their 
mother tongue. Language was always a source of conflicts between teachers and pupils. 
As one parent put it:

“Most of the teachers are fluent in Kiswahili and English, but our children can speak 
neither of the two languages. This always confuses our pupils and results into con-
flicts with their teachers”

Naturalized refugee children’s views

Given the sensitivity and tender age of informants of this sub-group, open-ended, non-
leading simple questions were asked. The questions focused on children’s typical day, in-
and-out-door activities, and home environments. Findings from this sub-group could be 
broadly categorized into two categories: resources-related and socialization-related con-
flicts. More specifically, children pointed out that limited resources, home environment 
and family background, and bullying by elder boys were the main causes of conflicts.

Resource-related conflicts It was revealed that resources such as play materials, food, 
teaching and learning materials were scarce. For example, in one pre-primary school 
pupils were sitting on the floor because there was limited number of desks. Statements 
about limited resources were 12 (40%) in pre-primary school X, while pupils’ poverty 
statements were 7 (23.3%) in pre-primary school Y and scarcity of resources and space 
factor statements were 2 (6.7%) and 9 (30%), respectively, in school Z. For example, in 
one school, it was revealed that the issues raised by pupils on the available space were 
numerous. In this regard, available space refers to all physical entities such as class-
room desks, kitchen utensils and toilets. Scarcity of such resources increased a scramble 
for the sitting space which normally resulted in conflicts. A pupil made the following 
statement:

“We don’t have desks, we sit on the floor, and we don’t have enough toys to play with. 
Some pupils steal these things while others fight for these things. I think our teacher 
should bring us more toys to avoid fighting”

Socialization-related conflicts On this sub-theme, pupils revealed that home environ-
ment and family background is another reason for the escalation of conflicts in schools. 
In preschools X and Y, 10 (37%) and 6 (22.2%) statements were recorded on home 
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environment and family background, respectively. Bullying was reported by 4 (14.8%) 
statements were made with regard to bullying in preschool Y. Further, pupils revealed 
that language of instruction 7 (26%), which was Kiswahili and sometimes English was 
a problem. Most of the pupils’ first language was Kirundi—a vernacular mother tongue 
language. Since most of the teachers were from other parts of the country with extremely 
limited knowledge of Kirundi, communication with children was found to be a daunting 
task.

Discussion
Main types of conflicts

It is critically important to note that unlike the current study, the related studies that 
will be discussed in this study focused on general population; not naturalized refugee 
pre-primary children. The current study found that there were two dominant types of 
conflicts among naturalized refugee pre-primary children, namely teacher-induced and 
pupil-induced conflicts were found. They were further divided into four sub-categories 
namely; pupil–pupil, teacher–pupil, inter-class and administration–pupil conflicts. 
Experiences from both teachers and pupils revealed that pupil–pupil conflict was the 
most dominant and common type of conflict. This type of conflict is inevitable among 
pupils when one considers the current paradigm shift in Tanzania from teacher-centered 
to learner-centered teaching approach which emphasizes the use of more interactive and 
participatory teaching methods (Dembele and Lefoka 2007).

Learner-centered teaching methods allow children to work closer with their fellows 
than with their teachers or any other person (Ayas et al. 2010). Furthermore, the experi-
ence of both teachers and pupils revealed that, teacher–pupil conflict was also a com-
mon type of conflict. It was observed that some pupils came into conflicts with their 
teachers due to behavioral and family reasons. Pupils and teachers come to school with 
their own values and philosophies of life. Under such circumstances, conflicts between 
those two social groups are inevitable (Johnson and Johnson 1995).

Gender-wise, it was observed that pupil-induced conflicts were between boys and 
girls, but more dominant among boys themselves. Older boys tended to bully the young 
ones, and very rarely among girls themselves. Pupil–teacher conflicts were common 
between boys and teachers, and the inter-class conflicts was predominantly among boys. 
The dominant pupil–pupil conflicts between girls were relationship-oriented ones, while 
between boys were dominance-related. These findings concur with those by Shantz and 
Shantz (1985) who found that, the main type of conflicts between young boys was that 
related to possession; and between young girls was that related to relationship issues.

From the review of documents, it was revealed that, though there were no suggested 
types of pre-primary school children’s conflicts, only elements of pupil-induced con-
flict were revealed. Whenever there were staff meetings or school management team 
(SMT) meetings, all discussions related to conflicts were centered on pupils’ conflicts, 
purposely or unknowingly ignoring the existence of other types. This resulted in the for-
mation of various committees to deal with children’s conflicts such as Teachers’ Discipli-
nary Committee.
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Conflicts among pre-primary children are inevitable and a very important part of the 
socialization process (Johnson and Johnson 1995, 2000; Shantz and Shantz 1985). This 
observation concurs with that of Johnson and Johnson (1995) who observed that pupil–
pupil conflicts are the most dominant type in schools and helps pupils to get along well 
with their studies. And that, pupil-induced conflicts provide pupils with opportunities 
for learning or improved efficiency, develop skills of communication, open up impor-
tant issues or highlight problems, develop trust, and relieve anxiety, suspicion and stress 
(ibid).

On the other hand, Balding (1996) claims that pupil-induced conflicts are very com-
mon among pre-primary children and can be very destructive since they may lower 
confidence, self-esteem and security, divert energy from more important issues, destroy 
creativity, entrench attitudes, and cause aggressive or violent behavior which may lead to 
personal harm or injury to oneself or others. The findings of this study negates those by 
Madalina (2016) who claimed that teacher–student conflicts are the commonest types in 
schools followed by student–administration and student–student is the last one. How-
ever, these findings are consistent with the study by Mensah (2007) who studied con-
flicts in pre-primary school in Ghana and concluded that intra-student conflicts were 
the most dominant type of conflicts among pupils.

Main causes of conflicts among naturalized refugee pre‑primary children

In the light of the findings of this study, it is obvious that circumstantial factors deter-
mined the type of conflict, which in turn, defined the reason for that conflict. Experi-
ence from pre-primary school stakeholders showed that, location of the school, its size, 
and the nature of the community around, were very important factors for the conflicts 
to occur. Johnson and Johnson (1996) establish that conflicts are situational; therefore, 
their causes are also subject to situational forces. The findings correspond with those 
by Machibula (2010) who claimed that there is no single reason for conflicts in schools 
since schools are mini-community where conflicts are part and parcel of everyday life; 
hence, unavoidable.

Scarcity of resources was named as the most common cause of conflicts among natu-
ralized refugee children. All social groups involved in the study considered scarcity of 
resources notably, play materials, food and qualified teachers, to be the main reason for 
almost all types of conflicts. This reason has been noted by other scholars as an impor-
tant cause of conflicts in schools. Deutsch (2005) found scramble for limited resources 
in the USA to be the most dominant cause of conflict among pre-primary children. This 
finding, though distant in space and time, is close to the findings in this study. However, 
these findings conflict with those by Higgins and Priest (1990) who concluded that the 
most common cause of conflict among pre-primary children is names calling.

Findings revealed that home environment was one of the main causes of conflicts 
among naturalized refugee children. This might be because children learn by observing 
and imitating. In this study, children whose parents were relatively poorer, were more 
involved in inter-personal conflicts than their fellows from richer families. These find-
ings concur with those by Cummings et  al. (1985) who reported that, a pre-primary 
child’s aggression and distress reduced to base-line levels after exposure to conflict 
resolution between parents. Furthermore, Cummings, et al. (1991) demonstrated that, 
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pre-primary children who are exposed to unresolved inter-parental conflict have signifi-
cantly greater angry reactions than those who view the partially or fully resolved inter-
parental conflicts.

Mastery and use of language of instruction was found to be one of the main causes of 
conflicts among naturalized refugee children. Children’s mother tongue was Kirundi—
a vernacular language, while the language of instruction was Kiswahili—a national lan-
guage. Normally, teachers used Kiswahili in the classroom which, it seems, not to be 
properly mastered, and sometimes not understood by children. This resulted in a lot of 
confusion and conflicts between teachers and pupils. These findings coincide with those 
by Brock-Utne and Desai (2005), and Qorro (2013) who found that, it is not only English 
as a language of instruction that hinders effective learning; even Kiswahili is a problem 
among rural learners in Tanzania.

Nevertheless, both genders were involved in causing conflicts against members of 
their gender or the opposite one. However, there was gender difference when it came 
to causes of conflicts among boys and girls. Boys tended to come into conflict on issues 
related to physical materials and dominance tendencies like toys and other play materi-
als, while among girls the main cause of conflict was relationship-related issues. These 
findings conflict with those by Ayas et al. (2010), Bonache et al. (2016) and Tizard et al. 
(1988), who found that boys engage more in conflicts than girls do, and the main reason 
for conflicts among boys and girls are the same. However, these findings concur with the 
ones by Shantz and Shantz (1985) who found that there was gender difference on causes 
of conflicts among children, whereby possessions caused more conflicts among boys and 
issues of friendship between young girls.

Conclusion and recommendations
Given that conflicts are inevitable in everyday life, should not be regarded as a sign of 
incompetence for they are legitimate aspect of human behavior useful in stimulating 
creative solutions to problems. Therefore, conflict may have a greater influence on teach-
ing and learning. As such, it is in the interest of naturalized refugee pre-primary children 
and communities to clearly and explicitly understand most common types and causes of 
conflicts to design alternative strategies to develop pupils, teachers and parents’ conflict-
resolution skills.

There is an urgent need for the Tanzania Ministry of Education to include the aspect 
of understanding conflicts, management and resolution skills in the curriculum for Pre-
primary Teachers’ Training. This can be done by exposing and familiarizing student-
teachers with various strategies of handling and resolving children’s conflicts. And, there 
is a need for in-service training such as, seminars and workshops for pre-primary school 
principals and teachers about conflicts. This can be jointly organized by local education 
authorities.
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