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Abstract. The article presents findings of a qualitative study focused on analysis of social 
interaction experiences of beginning teachers in higher education, whereby social interaction 
is construed as a dialogue, conversation, socio-cognitive conflict, and intersubjective 
solutions thereof, which influence the process of formation of new competencies. 
The aim of research is to show the prevailing experiences of beginning university teachers in 
building competencies within the context of social interaction - socio-cognitive conflict - 
situations. The research is based on the interactional ethnography approach. The research 
participants were newly hired teachers of different universities in Lithuania. The research 
shows that the degree of asymmetry in social relations is subject to differences in the status, 
experience, competencies, or age of the agents. In the context of intensity of socio-cognitive 
interaction, where it involves a small number or single-direction exchanges of views and 
opinions, socio-cognitive conflict will not necessarily be progressive in building new 
competencies. As regards the features of social and affective interaction, the situation of 
convenience - confrontation is the most favorable for the acquisition and formation of 
cognitive structures - competencies. Social and cognitive abilities of participants in a socio-
cognitive conflict, as prerequisites for cognition, are essential for the acquisition of new 
structures - competencies. 
Keywords: social interaction, socio-cognitive conflict, university teachers’ competencies.  

 
Introduction 

 
Social interaction is viewed as a form and a process of communication 

whereby individuals and groups exchange specific social symbols, 
systematically influence each other, and adapt to each other, and which is often 
followed by establishing mutual understanding and social solidarity, and 
formation of particular social behaviour (Matulionis, 2002). An academic 
community may be associated with a kind of federation uniting actors of various 
profiles scattered across a variety of disciplines, departments, and faculties, who 
possess and nurture very different professional and social representations, 
activity methods, symbols, culture, technologies, etc. Following Bourdieu 
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(1997), university may be defined as a field with its own competition, specific 
interests, aims, etc. In such a variegated field of academic activity, during social 
interaction, different ideas, views, approaches, and beliefs frequently “intersect”, 
and an individual’s concepts, knowledge, information, social representations or 
views are confronted with some new information perturbing and contradicting 
the information held, with different knowledge, views or beliefs, i.e., the 
individual encounters a socio-cognitive conflict (SCC) situation. Due to the 
complexity of the university environment, professional integration of beginning 
university teachers may not be going as smoothly as one would expect. 
Professional integration is hampered by the fact that the university teachers who 
have just started an academic career are encouraged to immediately get involved 
in research programs and projects, to understand and master the academic 
culture and different aspects of activity organization, and to perform their 
teaching activity applying an adequate didactic and andragogical approach to 
higher education, i.e. they are urged to carry out the activities for which some of 
them are not prepared due to lack of knowledge, competencies or experience. 
Therefore, aiming at speedy and successful professional integration, the 
beginning university teachers are faced with the necessity of immediate 
extensive learning at their workplace in social interaction situations, when 
communicating with heads of departments, colleagues, students, or university 
social partners for the construction and development of the competencies needed 
for their academic activity. This is not an easy task, which may explain why 
almost every beginning university teacher faces a certain crisis, which Nault 
(2005, p. 48) calls a period of “survival”. This fact demonstrates the relevance 
of focusing on analyzing social interaction experiences of newly hired university 
teachers, when social interaction is understood as dialogue, conversation, and 
socio-cognitive conflict and intersubjective solutions thereof, which impact the 
construction of new structures – competencies - in the cognitive process. There 
have been no studies of this kind reported. One of the authors of the present 
study - B. Anužienė (ex. Jatkauskienė) – has analyzed SCC as an epistemic 
factor in the students’ acquisition of new knowledge and representations. 
However, neither the students’ experiences nor those of the teachers were 
researched in the social interaction perspective. This led to the main research 
problem question: What kinds of social interaction experiences of beginning 
university teachers - specifically, socio-cognitive conflict experiences - prevail 
in building occupation-relevant competencies? The research question is clarified 
in detail by the subject matter of research – social interaction situations of 
building competencies relevant to academic work within the context of 
experiences of newly hired university teachers. The aim of research is to reveal 
the prevailing experiences of competence building of beginning university 
teachers in the perspective of social interaction – socio-cognitive conflict 
situations. The research methods include a scientific literature analysis, and 
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ethnographic interview (dialogue and conversation method) for data collection 
when the research participants open up and tell their experiences of one or 
another situation. The thematic analysis was chosen as a data processing and 
interpretation method due to its flexibility, and providing the possibility for the 
researchers to think independently and assess the situation analyzed.  

 
Literature Review 

 
The construction of the beginning university teachers’ competencies in the 

social interaction situation is based on the socio-constructivist model of learning 
applied in an academic environment (Joita, 2005), Piaget’s (2020) idea of the 
two stages in learning related to the state of disequilibrium and equilibrium, and 
the concept of perturbing information (Thievenaz, 2017). Beginning university 
teachers may be viewed as adult learners, whereas SCC may be viewed as 
disequilibrium of the learning process arising through interaction with other 
individuals in the learning process and caused by differences in social 
representations, views about a fact, phenomenon, object, information, 
knowledge, and other confrontations (Sacco & Buccarielli, 2008, p. 2). SCC is 
considered a cognitive development factor when it enables the learner to assess 
and accept the other persons’ views and change their own social representations 
of the fact, phenomenon, object, thus acquiring new knowledge and 
competencies, and integrating them into the system of one’s knowledge, 
competencies and representations, and finding a solution to a learning, cognitive 
problem (Darnon, Doll, & Butera, 2007, p. 231). Some authors (Davis et al., 
2011; Buchs et al., 2004) point out that the new information or knowledge may 
correspond with the representations and ideas held by the individual and also 
expand the boundaries of knowledge. This is expressed as a process of 
equilibrium or balance, which does not cause any SCC. When the new 
knowledge does not correspond to the individual’s representations and the 
existing knowledge, it may be declined. Thus, the individual may experience a 
state of shock - a socio-cognitive conflict – or disequilibrium as the individual is 
confronted by cognitive disagreement. The disequilibrium may be expressed as 
destabilization of thinking, which makes the individual feel threat to the self 
(Buchs et al., 2004). Therefore, the person looks into the new information, 
reconsiders it seeking to attain the state of equilibrium.  

Starting with Piaget’s (1964) research findings and moving towards 
Androwkha and Jezegou’s (2019) research, it is unquestionable that the SCC 
concept has been transformed. However, the importance of SCC in learning and 
competence construction in social interaction situations has not diminished. In 
the 70s, SCC was analyzed by scholars in the field of social psychology, and 
later it became a subject matter of interdisciplinary research of a variety of areas 
of human activity. In the recent decades, research has focused on the impact of 
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SCC in learning contexts including SCC task design in collaborative learning 
with respect to students’ motivation and affect (Asterhan et al., 2010); children’s 
cognitive development in pre-school setting with robot integration in learning 
(Benvenuti &  Mazzoni, 2020); learning of culturally homogeneous groups by 
socio-cognitive conflict in the online learning setting (Weinberger et al., 2013); 
socio-cognitive conflict as a pedagogical technique in teaching science (Foster, 
2012); didactic management of SCC in a higher education setting (Zaharia, 
2013); relationship between moral problems and socio-cognitive conflict in 
terms of emotions and complexity of thought (Myyry & Helkama, 2007); socio-
cognitive conflict in the context of students’ dietary choices focusing on the way 
epistemic goals and socio-cognitive climate in argumentation affect 
achievement of epistemic outcomes (Brocos et al., 2022); socio-cognitive 
conflict in the perspective of metacognitive self-regulation (Schnaubert et al., 
2021). Interdisciplinary analysis of SCC has revealed the concept and 
highlighted its positive impact on social interaction and the adult learning 
process in particular (Sacco & Buccarielli, 2008). For a long time, SCC was 
considered a negative phenomenon in learning and competence building. Only 
in the last decades, it has been viewed positively, stating that SCC can stimulate 
learning by becoming an epistemic source of new knowledge, competencies or 
representations of a heterogeneous group (Darnon et al., 2007). 

 
Methodology 

 
The research adopted the interactional ethnographic approach 

(Skukauskaite & Green, 2022), combining the research methods and theoretical 
perspectives which allow revealing and describing how the members of a social 
group in a particular social interaction situation construct new knowledge, 
competencies, meanings, views, actions and understanding being influenced by 
various factors of social interaction. 

The thematic analysis of the research findings is based on the conceptual 
approach of the socio-cognitive conflict theory (Bourgeois & Nizet, 2005), 
according to which there are four factors identified, which influence the effects 
of the social interaction in the process of acquisition and construction of new 
structures - competencies: the degree of the asymmetry of social relations; the 
intensity of socio-cognitive interaction; the social affective qualities of 
interaction; the individuals’ cognitive and social abilities (p. 161). This 
approach allowed the authors of the study to carry out a thematic analysis 
without getting lost in the participants’ experiences, and helped to understand 
not only the contours of the situation but also gain a deep insight into its 
essence.  

During the process of data collection and analysis of transcripts, the 
greatest attention was given to those episodes of the interviews/conversations 
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which were directly linked with the research question: What kinds of social 
interaction of beginning university teachers - specifically, socio-cognitive 
conflict experiences – prevail in building occupation-relevant competencies? 

The data collection and transcription of the interviews was carried out in 
September to November, 2022, meeting the research participants in different 
towns. Eight university teachers from different Lithuanian universities were 
invited to take part in the interview sharing their experiences of the beginning of 
their careers, the situations of professional integration and social interaction. Six 
university teachers agreed to take part in the research, including one male and 
five female teachers from the towns of Klaipeda, Kaunas, Vilnius and Siauliai. 
The participants’ age ranged from 38 to 64, and the duration of work experience 
was from 8 to 30 years. The convenience strategy of data collection was adopted 
inviting familiar teachers to participate thus seeking a smoother conversation 
and elimination of potential tenseness or embarrassment. Following the 
principles of interactional ethnography, there was a research plan designed 
including the estimated duration of the interview, the form, ethics criteria, and 
organizational aspects of interviews.  There were 4 interviews of different length 
conducted with each participant, which were recorded, listened to and 
transcribed. During the first interview, there was a consent form signed by the 
participant. The participant was asked about the experiences of beginning their 
career at the university, their personal stories when they faced a SCC, and thus 
acquired the relevant competencies. During the following interviews they were 
asked to continue their story, revealing some particular details of the first 
interview that were of interest to the researchers looking into the participants’ 
experiences, the factors of social interaction, and context. The participant’s 
experience, described by the researchers, the story recounted, and the 
interpretation thereof was checked by the participants to make sure it 
corresponded to the participant’s ideas, and it was approved, or it was corrected.  

The thematic analysis was carried out following the principles of Braun & 
Clarke (2012) methodology in the following stages: (1) The researchers 
familiarizing themselves with the data, which included transcribing the 
recordings, writing comments and reading notes. The aim of this stage was not 
only to make notes, but also to become thoroughly familiar with the transcripts, 
and notice the things which were relevant to the research question; (2) 
Generating Initial Codes, which included systematic data analysis through 
coding. The coding was performed in a traditional way without using computer 
software.  The stage was completed with a review of the codes and the data 
extracts collated; (3) Searching for Themes, which in the present study included 
comparing the themes with the socio-cognitive conflict theory (Bourgeois & 
Nizet, 2005). The researchers had to decide which themes were significant and 
provided answers to the research question, and which subthemes might be 
identified, which meant looking into the code clusters; (4) Reviewing Potential 
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Themes, which involved checking whether there were sufficient meaningful data 
to support the theme, and whether the theme was sufficiently coherent; (5) 
Defining and Naming Themes, when the researchers named and defined the 
themes relating them to the aforementioned essential factors identified in the 
socio-cognitive conflict theory (Bourgeois & Nizet, 2005) having influence on 
the effect of social interaction on the acquisition and construction of new 
structures - competencies, and describing the meaning of the themes; (6) 
Drawing Conclusions, which were produced drawing on the whole data 
analysis.  

The study was carried out following the principles of research ethics 
associated with qualitative research – respect for persons, confidentiality and 
anonymity, beneficence and non-maleficence, and justice (Žydžiūnaitė & 
Sabaliauskas, 2017). 

 
Research Findings and Discussion 

 
The degree of the asymmetry of social relations. The research participants 

were asked to share their experiences, thoughts and views of starting their 
careers at the university. The most vivid episode of the participants’ experiences 
is provided in Table 1, and the experiences of other participants, which 
complement it, are provided in the text below the table. When analyzing the 
data, it was noticed that the theme of the degree of the asymmetry of social 
relations is characterized by unique expression, eloquently justifying the subject 
matter of its subthemes – the influence of the attitude of a competent head of 
department with significant academic experience; the beginning university 
teacher’s confidence in the colleagues and themselves; the impact of a positive 
attitude of the colleagues; realization of the socio-cognitive conflict.  

 
Table 1 The expression of the theme of the Degree of the asymmetry of social relations 

(created by the authors) 
 

Expression of 
the subject 

matter of the 
subtheme 

Interview episodes illustrating the 
expression of the subject matter of 

the subtheme  

Essential facts and analysis  

The influence 
of the attitude 
of a competent 
head of 
department 
with 
significant 
academic 
experience 

I can remember the very first day at 
the department. In front of me there 
was a dignified grey-haired elderly 
woman, head of department. I felt so 
tiny, all shrunken up before her. 
Nobody asked me to sit down, so I 
kept standing. “You have a diploma, 
so you can start working. Tomorrow 
there are the first lectures, and you 
will find the timetable downstairs. 

There is an obvious high level of 
the asymmetry of relations, which 
is determined by the difference in 
competencies, experience, age and 
status.  
The dominant subject - head of 
department - responds to the state 
of a new employee with a low 
level. 
The needs of being informed and 
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Can you read? That’s fine. Go to the 
library and find yourself a 
coursebook for the beginning”. I 
wanted to ask: “What should I do? 
How should I work? What should I 
say to those students?”  I felt like 
shouting: “I have a diploma of an 
interpreter, but these are foreign 
language classes for political science 
students. Would you recommend a 
coursebook?” I didn’t ask, I didn’t 
dare to, I was scared (R3)  

constructive communication are not 
met.  
A considerable challenge at the 
beginning of one’s career having 
no adequate means for activity, 
having no idea of the very essence 
of the activity, and being afraid to 
ask.  
There are evident dynamics of the 
representation of social relations 
from positive to negative. 

The beginning 
university 
teacher’s 
confidence in 
the colleagues 
and themselves 

In the morning, I had an impression, 
that I would not survive if I fail, and 
that would be followed by bullying, 
stress, and fear. But one needs to get 
up and go to the university. I was 
saying to myself: “You have 
completed such difficult studies, you 
know the language, and you are 
young, and this will help you 
understand the students in the class. 
You have to somehow adapt your 
knowledge to the audience. But I 
don’t know how to do that” (R3) 

There is absence of confidence in 
one’s competence or strength, there 
is no support, and lack of help from 
colleagues during the difficult 
period of adaptation.  
 
The role of the social task is 
important to the beginning teacher.  
 

The impact of 
a positive 
attitude of the 
colleagues 

I am heading towards the department 
office, and I see a woman at the end 
of the corridor smiling at me. She 
asks me: “Are you new here? Are 
you just starting?” I reply to her: 
“Yes, absolutely new and 
inexperienced”. She laughs and 
says: “Come with me, I will show 
you a good coursebook. And there is 
a Teacher’s book with the answer 
key. You will not fail. Everything will 
be fine. We have all been through 
that, and as you see, I am still safe 
and sound” (R3) 

A positive attitude of a colleague 
helps to overcome the fear, and 
creates positive pre-conditions for 
acquisition of new competencies.  
A third party - a colleague - coming 
to the social interaction situation 
has a positive effect on acquisition 
of new cognitive structures.  
There are dynamics of the 
representations of social relations 
from negative to positive.  

Realization of 
the socio-
cognitive 
conflict 

I had been hoping for and expecting 
a different beginning, and it seemed 
as if everything turned upside down 
in my mind. Unfortunately, there was 
nobody but colleague A. to help me 
overcome the frustration which I 
experienced the very first day (R3) 

The situation encountered on the 
first work day reveals the socio-
cognitive conflict faced, whereas a 
high degree of the asymmetry of 
social relations inhibits acquisition 
of new information, knowledge or 
competence, which demonstrates 
that in this situation SCC may not 
be considered a positive factor in 
competence development. 
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The degree of the asymmetry of social relations may be determined by 
differences in the status, experience, competencies and age. According to 
Bourgeois and Nizet (2005), a high degree of asymmetry in the partners’ status, 
experience, competencies, or age does not provide a favorable way to resolve 
the SCC which would facilitate acquisition and modification of cognitive 
structures. However, other participants shared their experiences of less drastic 
beginning of their careers, which may be illustrated by the following episode: 
“...on the very first day I was assigned a very competent mentor. I wished she 
had given me more of her time, but actually she was not able to help me much. 
She was very busy participating in a project, focused on preparing for a 
partners’ visit, so I didn’t feel like being a nuisance, and did not dare to bother 
her. I imagined the start of my dream job a little different... the first two months 
were really stressful, as I did not know who to ask for help when some problems 
arose, and there were quite a few” (R5). Darnon, Butera and Mugny (2008) 
point out that too large a gap between the partners’ positions in terms of 
experience or competencies, is not useful for acquisition of new cognitive 
structures. This was evident in the episode recounted by a participant: “the 
situation was such that I had to relocate and find a new job. Although I had 
considerable academic experience, having started work at a university in 
another city, I faced some problems of work organization – I had little 
understanding of the internal information systems of the university. I felt ill at 
ease about asking my colleagues how to use the systems, as considering my 
pedagogical name and academic degree, which was higher than that of most of 
the teachers at the department, I felt obliged to be proficient with the modern 
technologies. However, I did get over this fear of looking incompetent, and 
asked for help, as in that situation the academic degree was not helpful 
compared to the experience of my new colleagues, and the fact that the new job 
meant a lot to me” (R1). When analyzing the research data, it became evident 
that the participants experienced not only SCC, but also a cognitive conflict. 
Following Piaget’s (2020) theory, there are two stages in learning based on the 
state of disequilibrium and equilibrium. Disequilibrium comes from ignorance 
or inability to act (i.e., cognitive conflict), and may be expressed by “I don’t 
know what to do” as in the episodes recounted by R3, and R1.  In the case of 
SCC, disequilibrium is caused by disagreement with the other individual’s ideas, 
views, etc., and may be expressed by “I disagree/disapprove/oppose”. This 
disequilibrium may be associated with the problems of affective nature, like 
“I’m useless, I am not able to do that” (the episode recounted by R3). 
Equilibrium - the SCC resolution - is attained through the process of 
assimilation-accommodation, during which new experience and knowledge is 
acquired, and the individual broadens the field of understanding, knowledge and 
activity (the episode recounted by R1). In this situation, the process of social 
interaction reveals itself, in which the participant (the episode recounted by R1) 
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is able to handle the SCC, understands and re-examines his/her views and 
beliefs, and successfully resolves the SCC acquiring new abilities and 
knowledge. The differences in the learner’s concepts, testing hypotheses and 
observations, or the results of analyses may cause the so-called ‘cognitive 
shock’ – cognitive conflict or loss of balance (Jatkauskienė et al., 2019). If it 
occurs in interaction with other individuals, the cognitive conflict becomes a 
SCC. Therefore, the mechanism of a cognitive conflict is the same as in the case 
of a SCC. The difference is only in the fact that it is present during interaction 
with other individuals (Daele, 2009). Bourgeois and Nizet (2005) identify four 
factors determining the impact of asymmetry on the socio-cognitive conflict and 
acquisition of new cognitive structures: involvement of a dominant third party 
into the relationship (as it was expressed in the episode recounted by R3); the 
level of the dominant subject’s response (experiences of R3 and R5); 
representation of social relations (the episode recounted by R5); the social 
significance of the task (the episode recounted by R1). 

The intensity of socio-cognitive interaction. It corresponds to the intensity 
of verbal interaction, frequency of disagreements, and the intensity of the 
partner disagreement. If the interaction of individuals involves a small number 
of exchanges of views or ideas, or if the exchange is mainly one-sided, SCC 
may not lead to progress or stimulate construction of new competencies 
(Darnon, Butera & Mugny, 2008). The intensity of social interaction may have a 
positive effect on learning and construction of competencies if positive verbal 
and non-verbal communication and the substantiation of the arguments provided 
is taken into account. The means of social interaction include the following 
types: verbal and non-verbal (gestures, facial expression, body posture), focused 
and non-focused (e.g., behavior in workplace and home environment); direct 
and indirect.  

 
Table 2 The expression of the theme of Intensity of socio-cognitive interaction  

(created by the authors) 
 

Expression of 
the subject 

matter of the 
subtheme 

Interview episodes illustrating the 
expression of the subject matter of 

the subtheme 

Essential facts and analysis 

Intensity of 
verbal 
interaction  

At the beginning, there wasn’t much 
communication with colleagues; there 
were only monthly department 
meetings; I would only say hello or 
goodbye when I had an encounter with 
a colleague; thus, I did not know 
anybody personally at the department. I 
just expected the communication to be 
more intensive (R2); At the beginning, 
that communication was not very 

At the beginning of academic 
activity there is lack of 
intensive verbal/non-verbal 
interaction, although the 
participants had such a need. 
This may be associated with 
emotional security, as 
beginning university teachers 
do not know their colleagues, 
are not very good at using the 
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smooth... I had to learn the colleagues’ 
“jargon”, and they also were very 
loud... (R1); A year or two later, I could 
start talking to the colleagues (of 
course, not everybody) without any 
introductory polite phrases or small talk 
like “hello, how are you” when 
encountering them in the corridor, and 
feel emotionally secure (R6) 

professional “jargon”, have not 
familiarized themselves with 
the organizational culture of 
the university, the procedures 
and requirements of activity. 

Frequency of 
disagreements 

 I proposed to improve the teaching 
methods as the students complained 
about the lectures of some of the 
teachers being boring, and I also 
wanted to improve my own didactic 
skills. My proposal was declined as 
worthless. I remember the exact 
wording: “You are talking nonsense - 
you have just started working, and now 
you are about to destroy things”. I 
might have lacked arguments. However, 
I did not hear any solid arguments to 
support the rejection of my approach 
(R3); There was a new Master’s study 
programme being developed by the 
department. I had just started my 
career. Nearly every day, there were 
disagreements arising among the 
teachers of the department as to the 
issues of the vision of the ultimate goal, 
the needs for the potential study 
subjects, the approach to the 
university’s mission in the development 
of student competencies, ensuring 
professional integration, etc. (R5) 

In the first case, the SCC was 
not positively resolved, as the 
other individual’s idea and 
approach were not considered, 
and no solid argumentation 
was produced. The SCC 
having not been resolved, the 
participant’s teaching 
competencies and those of the 
other teachers were not 
developed. 
In the second case, the 
disagreements between 
colleagues produced some 
preconditions for re-
examination of the 
participant’s associations, 
images or processes. Thus, the 
disagreements and solid 
arguments produced by the 
colleagues enabled 
development of the 
participant’s new cognitive 
structures, and construction of 
new competencies. The SCC is 
positive when it is resolved at 
the epistemic level (ideas, 
arguments), rather than 
relational level.  

Exchange of 
approaches 
and ideas 

There have always been the exchanges 
of views and ideas and they still go on, 
but I think, they do not cause any 
concern or stress until it poses a threat 
to the individual’s competence or 
authority. I sometimes refrain from 
expressing my idea as my colleagues 
may see it as my desire to ‘excel myself’ 
with my knowledge (R4); In most cases 
I did not share my idea, especially with 
the head of department or the 

The exchange of approaches 
and ideas is positive provided 
it does not pose a threat to the 
competence of the individual in 
the SCC, and there is no 
considerable difference in the 
social status of the individuals 
in conflict. Otherwise, the 
difference in approaches or 
opposition becomes a 
relational conflict, which 
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professors as there was too large a gap 
between their status and mine (R3); At 
the beginning of my career, I somehow 
timidly took part in round-table 
discussions or exchange of ideas, as you 
have to have that experience so that you 
can share it. However, I should say that 
every afternoon I spent at that round 
table gave me an opportunity to learn 
and hear something new (R1) 

emphasizes unhealthy 
interpersonal competition or 
influence. 
There is an inner dialogue 
going on, during which an 
individual adopts the new 
information or knowledge and 
integrates it into their system 
of knowledge and 
representations, or rejects it 
after consideration.  
SCC generally speeds up the 
process of learning, or even the 
changes of one’s position. 

 
The findings of this empirical study are in line with the insights of some 

other scientific research. The social exchange theory developed by both Homans 
and Blau (Mentus, 2014) explains social behaviour when analyzing exchanges 
of approaches and ideas, and emphasizing the individualistic pursuit of personal 
gain and the stages of social exchange including the individuals’ personal 
relationships of exchange; differentiation of status and power; legitimization and 
institutionalization; opposition and change (Mentus, 2014). Therefore, social 
exchange may not be equal, and the inequality of exchange may result in power 
differentials. 

The social affective qualities of interaction describe the atmosphere in 
which relationships develop. The atmosphere of the relationship between two 
partners is based on two aspects which consist of a few ways: irritation -
convenience, or opposition - approval. According to Monteil (1988, as cited in 
Bourgeois & Nizet, 2005), the convenience – confrontation situation is the most 
favourable for acquisition of cognitive structures. It would be erroneous to 
believe that each social interaction, or each SCC facilitates construction of new 
competencies or enriches a person’s knowledge. Social interaction depends on 
the importance of specific objects, events or people for individuals or groups. 

 
Table 3 The expression of the theme of Social affective qualities of interaction  

(created by the authors) 
 

Expression of 
the subject 

matter of the 
subtheme 

Interview episodes illustrating the 
expression of the subject matter of the 

subtheme 

Essential facts and 
analysis 

Convenience 
situation 

When my status was lower than the 
opponent’s, I pretended that I agreed with 
the opponent, whereas I did not actually 
change my approach (R4); It was very 
important to me to understand if 

The importance of a 
different social status in 
SCC resolution is 
emphasized. In the first 
case, focusing on 
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everybody thought the same way, or it was 
just the one who was talking. If it was an 
idea of the majority, I adopted it and re-
examined my approach (R6)  

consideration and resolution 
is observed (R4). The other 
cases demonstrated 
decentering. 

Confrontation 
situation 

When the opinions diverged considerably, 
I compared my idea with those of others, 
and this helped to find the right solution to 
the problem, find an alternative (R2); 
There was somebody at the department 
who would never agree with a different 
opinion, in no way; that person couldn’t 
understand other people’s points of view, 
and it was taken to the personal, relational 
level (R3) 

There is focusing on 
reasoning and resolution 
(R2). In the other case, 
there is decentering, as the 
confrontation moves from 
the cognitive to the social 
level, which does not create 
positive conditions for SCC 
resolution.   

 
When analyzing the essence of SCC, two dimensions of a primary 

representation of an event, fact, phenomenon or object are identified: cognitive 
(the person’s knowledge of or familiarity with the fact, event, phenomenon) and 
affective (the person’s feelings and response to the fact, phenomenon, object) 
(Jatkauskienė et al., 2019). Every fact triggers an action or response, which is 
based on the primary representation of the fact or phenomenon. The learner’s 
affective (emotional) security is a major condition for the SCC in this situation 
to become a source of learning and competence building, and a developmental 
factor (Jatkauskienė, Norkienė, & Nugaras, 2019). Conversely, the individual 
will not be able and/or willing to constantly experience emotional imbalances, 
i.e., will disengage from the cognitive process. This demonstrates that the 
cognitive problems arising in the course of learning or discussion, are not as 
threatening as the problems of an affective nature, and adequate SCC regulation 
can help to resolve the SCC so that it promotes learning and competence 
building, and facilitates cognitive development (Butera, Sommet & Darnon, 
2019). In the SCC situation, there are two ways of reasoning and decision 
making: focusing and decentering (Jatkauskienė et al., 2019). In the case of 
focusing, the individual may give too much attention to the elements observed, 
and being focused on them, may have difficulty understanding other people’s 
views. In the case of decentering, the individual is able to understand the other 
person’s view. If during a discussion, the participants are only focused on their 
own patterns of thinking or reasoning, and ignore other points of view, other 
ways and possibilities for solving the problem, it can be stated that focusing 
occurs. Conversely, if the participants in the discussion give consideration to 
others’ points of view, and thus construct alternative patterns of solving the 
problem, it can be stated that decentering occurs. Such decentering takes place 
with respect to the social representations held by the participants in the 
discussion, and their social status. The scholars who research SCC (Daele, 2010; 
Androwkha & Jezegou, 2019), argue that decentering in the SCC situation is a 
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very important source of adult learning, as the confrontation of ideas and views 
becomes a driving force of learning, competence building and knowledge 
construction. 

The individuals’ cognitive and social abilities is also an aspect of SCC. 
Cognitive skills as prerequisites of cognition, i.e., existence of the learner’s 
cognitive structures, are necessary for acquisition of new structures, as 
following the constructivist learning concept, the construction of a new 
structure of knowledge is determined by existence of the previous structure. 

 
 
Table 4 The expression of the theme of Individuals’ cognitive and social abilities  

(created by the authors) 
 

Expression of 
the subject 

matter of the 
subtheme 

Interview episodes illustrating the 
expression of the subject matter of the 

subtheme 

Essential facts and 
analysis 

The SCC 
partners’ 
empathy and 
ability to listen 
and ask 
questions  

I believe we can reconcile all views, and 
solve the problems, and benefit from that. 
You only need to feel empathy for another 
person - “try and be in their shoes” (R1); 
It will be bad if you are afraid to ask when 
starting your activity, and even worse, of 
you try and ask, but nobody can even hear 
you, or they may not want to hear you. Or 
they have no time for you. What are you? 
Only a greenhorn newbie... (R3) 

Compassion, empathy, 
listening to another person 
in the everyday situations of 
social interaction ensure 
faster professional 
integration and competence 
building. 

Argumentation 
skills 

The ability to present arguments largely 
depends on your knowledge, and abilities 
and that you are not afraid to say that in 
public. Of course, this may be quite 
difficult at the beginning of your career, as 
you don’t know the people, doubt your 
competence, and don’t want to be a 
nuisance. However, you need to “grow a 
spine” by yourself. Then it will be easier to 
find alternative solutions, and feel 
emotional security (R4) 

Argumentation skills are 
useful when confronted 
with perturbing conflicting 
information, ideas or views. 
It is an advantage in 
resolving SCC.  
The individual’s social and 
cognitive skills as 
prerequisites of cognition 
are essential for acquisition 
of new structures -
competencies. 

Perceived self-
efficacy 

Everyone should gain and nurture their 
social skills. This is a guarantee of your 
self-efficacy. Then we feel we can do 
something big and significant… when you 
appreciate and reflect on the usefulness of 
different views, we consider them and 
reflect on how to improve ourselves (R1) 

Being with and within a 
group of colleagues is a 
perfect environment for 
SCC expression, and 
development of self-
efficacy.  
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Irrespective of the individual cognitive skills, the learner needs the social 
skills which enable effective communication in conflict situations. Darnon, 
Butera and Mugny (2008) argue that the individual may not possess a solid basis 
of previously developed social and cognitive skills pursuing a positive effect of 
the conflict on acquisition of new structures. The colleagues in the SCC 
situation have to master communication and argumentation skills in order to 
gain advantage from collaborative learning. 

The research participants’ experiences revealed that SCC in many cases 
may develop into a cognitive conflict which arises in both an explicit 
(mentoring, collaboration, activity observation, etc.), and implicit situation of 
social interaction, when there are different social representations of the problem 
of the beginning university teacher. Therefore, the results of the present research 
may be applied in practice in a higher education institution when introducing or 
developing a more effective model of formal mentorship, which would stimulate 
professional integration of beginning university teachers, and facilitate 
acquisition of occupation-relevant competencies by creating the necessary SCC 
conditions, utilizing the available resources, etc. (see Figure 1).   

 
Figure1 SCC resources, impact and results in practice (created by the authors) 

 
The figure shows that understanding of the epistemic prerequisites for 

SCC, the knowledge of SCC resources, and utilization of its advantages in 
practice when organizing mentoring for the beginning teachers has considerable 
impact on decentering and acquisition of additional information. Therefore, 
taking advantage of the possibilities of SCC in practice may reduce the degree 
of asymmetry in social relations by transition from asymmetry to managing 
relationships, thus avoiding the loss of the beginning teacher’s competencies. 
Understanding of the intensity of socio-cognitive interaction and practice may 
provide emotional security to the newly hired person, accelerate building the 
relevant competencies, strengthen motivation and the sense of personal efficacy. 
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Conclusions 
 

1. In scientific literature, SCC is a theoretically-grounded concept which has 
considerable influence on the construction on occupation-relevant 
competencies in the social interaction situation. Following Bourgeois and 
Nizet’s (2005) conceptual approach, it can be stated that in the construction 
of occupation-relevant competencies of beginning university teachers in the 
SCC situation, the level of asymmetry of social relationships is determined 
by the differences in the teachers’ status, experience, competencies, and 
age. The level of the dominant subject’s response to the state of a new staff 
member may be low. The unfulfilled needs for being informed and 
constructive communication may become a considerable challenge at the 
start of an academic career.  

2. In the perspective of the intensity of socio-cognitive interaction, when the 
interaction involves a small number or one-sided exchanges of views or 
ideas, the SCC may not lead to progress in the construction of new 
competencies. At the beginning of an academic career there may be a lack 
of intensive verbal/non-verbal interaction, even though beginning teachers 
express their need for communication. The lack of more intensive socio-
cognitive interaction may be linked to the need for emotional security. 

3. In the perspective of the qualities of socio-cognitive interaction, the 
convenience – confrontation situation is the most favorable for acquisition 
and construction of cognitive structures - competencies. There is focusing 
and decentering of reasoning and resolution observed, as confrontation is 
transferred from the cognitive to social level, which may not create the 
conditions required for positive resolution of the SCC. 

4. The SCC participant’s social and cognitive skills as prerequisites of 
cognition are essential for acquisition of new structures - competencies. 
The social and cognitive skills possessed ensure faster professional 
integration and competence building in everyday social interaction 
situations. 
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