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“In the beginning, God made an individual–and then he made a pair. The pair formed a group, together they begat others and thus the group grew. Unfortunately, working in a group led to friction, the group disintegrated in conflict and Cain settled in the land of Nod –there has been trouble with groups ever since.”
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Building towers of office furniture. Cooperative juggling. Mock minefield navigation. All of these are all pretty standard fare in the teambuilding universe. Cooperation is, theoretically, a good thing. We can all agree that “we” is better than “me,” that “There is no I in TEAM,” and that “Together Everyone Achieves More.” The Holy Grail in classroom practice has, for many years, been cooperation. Cooperative learning is expected in many schools (though it rarely reaches the level to which its creators aspired, thanks to limited resources and training), students are assessed on their willingness and ability to cooperate, and classroom rules are peppered with the word. Both as an instructional strategy and a method for school-wide decision-making, cooperation is seen as a goal in and of itself–and who can argue with that goal? Seems pretty clear, simple and not really worth arguing over. Cooperation = good.
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When asked to create this supplement to the Critical Skills Level I and Level II Coaching Kits, I was first struck by what I was certain this book should not be. I knew it should not be a list of ice breakers and energizers– there are plenty of those out there already. I also knew it shouldn’t be a largely theoretical tome, useless outside of academia. Finally, after all that ruminating, I determined what this book should be–what it must be.
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This book is an action guide–a tool designed to be pulled off the shelf and used throughout the school year. Written with classroom teachers in mind, it will draw from both educational and managerial resources, combining what we know about what will happen in your classroom during the coming year and what we know you can do to make it happen more effectively.
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Anyone who has dealt with toddlers (or adolescents) knows that cooperation–even in theory–can be tough to get to. Adults also know that individual accountability–along with our natural fears and insecurities–push us towards individual work. We want to do things ourselves– especially if they’re important. We understand why we should work together–we just don’t trust the process (or ourselves, our students, or our colleagues) completely. So we settle for a tacit agreement not to get in each other’s way. We go through the motions. We create the illusion of cooperation.
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The real problem, though, isn’t in the shortcomings and inabilities of our students or colleagues, or ourselves, for that matter. It lies in our low expectations. We don’t get what we’re looking for–be it cooperation or collaboration or synergy or whatever–because we all know that cooperation as we often define it isn’t enough to get us where we need to go. The roles we assign, the behavior guidelines we post and point to, and the group activities we devise are artificial, and prove, in their own inadequacy, that we don’t really think we are capable of better.
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We’ve all been a part of groups that just “clicked.” For whatever reason, there was a connection that allowed for higher levels of performance. Members were engaged, excited and devoted to their work and to one another. The products created were better than necessary, but were less about “working togther” and more about “getting the work done.” These groups don’t happen by accident. They are the result of a set of events that may occur by accident, but which can be recreated with time and patience. By committing ourselves to the creation of safe places in which individuals can work, by creating mutually agreedupon rules for behavior, by intentionally designing rituals and traditions, by pushing students not only to do better work but also to work better, and by providing opportunities for individuals to reflect on their
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work throughout the experience, we can commit ourselves to building the learning environments that our kids (and we) need. Creating collaborative learning communities is not about “getting to” the work to be done. It is the work to be done. Cooperation simply isn’t enough–we must seek to be truly collaborative if we want to succeed.
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Educators at all levels should be focusing on building communities of learners who move beyond polite cooperation and into the realm of high-energy engagement. A collaborative learning community is based on more than the simple idea of increased productivity and satisfaction. A collaborative learning community is a purposefully structured and actively maintained classroom culture within which teachers and students take on full membership in support of the contributions of each individual member. (Mobilia, 2007) In other words, it is a place in which things are done for a reason–to create safe spaces in which people can work. It is about safety. It’s about feeling (and being) safe physically, emotionally and intellectually. Physical and emotional safety cannot be assured through the metal detectors, identification badges and clear backpacks currently in vogue. It can only be provided by changing the atmosphere of humiliation and rejection that students describe as “worse than unpleasant–they describe it as a living hell.” (Aronson, 2001) Intellectual safety will, in turn, lead to higher academic success and greater learning for all students. Time spent building the community will be well spent, creating classrooms in which “the academic performance of most youngsters is enhanced–that is, youngsters score higher on achievement tests than they do in traditional, more competitive classrooms.” (Aronson, 2001) It is an oasis in the churning social maelstrom of the outside world. In this environment students know that they are “valued as human beings, regardless of their appearance, personality, or achievement.” (Kauchak & Eggen, 2003) The collaborative learning community provides the framework for the growth– personal and intellectual–that is key to academic success.
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The initiatives with which you are probably familiar (the trust fall, hoop passing, the group juggle, etc.) have a place in the construction of a safe classroom setting. They are not, however, the only route to such an environment and they are certainly not the only ingredient
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necessary! Overwhelmingly, the creation of a collaborative learning community is based on the classroom culture created by the students and teachers. It is “the way we do things around here.” Ask yourself for a moment, what are the things you celebrate in your classroom? What stories do you tell year to year? What activities do you most prize? What stories are told by your classroom decorations? In the decorations throughout the building?
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These are the elements that define your classroom and school culture. In my own classroom, this meant dedicating a full class period to the co-creation of behavior expectations for my students and for me. It meant sacrificing a bit of content time to “getting to know you” time. It also meant calling kids (and myself) on behaviors that were out of line, disrespectful and inconsistent with the kind of world we were trying to create together. In the end, however, my students learned more–and better–than if I’d jumped right into page one of the curriculum guide and plowed my way through to page 500 by term’s end.
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My Critical Skills colleagues and I aren’t the only ones recognizing the importance of building communities where students feel safe and empowered, though it sometimes seems like it. I recently reviewed a number of teacher-education texts and was dismayed to see nearly no references to community building beyond a brief mention of cooperative learning techniques. It seems irresponsible to ignore this cornerstone of the productive classroom, especially considering that numerous learning theories build upon it. For example:
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Social learning theory states that the observation and modeling of behaviors, attitudes and reactions of others is fundamental to learning. Students will learn from watching one another, and will imitate those behaviors that are reinforced by the community as a whole. (Banduara, 1971)
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• 



Brain research has lead us to believe the human brain is designed for survival and not for formal instruction. Students cannot learn if they feel unsafe, focusing only on the avoidance of the threat. We also believe that the brain is social–that it leads us to connect to others in order to make meaning of our experiences. (Atakent & Akar, 2001)
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• 



Proponents of differentiated instruction recognize that “students are more effective learners when classrooms and schools create a sense of community in which students feel significant and respected.” (Tomlinson, 2000).



• 



Proponents of differentiated instruction recognize that “students are more effective learners when classrooms and schools create a sense of community in which students feel significant and respected.” (Tomlinson, 2000).



• 



Problem-based teaching methods engage students in collaborative studies of the issues related to a problem. (Bridges & Halinger, 1991).
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Constructivists recognize that learning is enhanced and supported by interaction with peers. (Kauchak & Eggen, 2003)
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Situated learning theory teaches that learners construct meaning in shared social contexts– “communities of practice.” (Lave & Wenger, 1991)
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Finally, if money and policy are the key indicators of an issue’s importance, then the billions of state, federal and private dollars currently earmarked for breaking large schools into smaller, more personal communities and the recent flurry of legislation around bullying prevention (not to mention the booming “Anti-Bullying Workshop” industry) offer ample evidence of the timeliness and value of collaborative learning communities in resolving what Deborah Meier called “a crisis in human relationships.” (Meier, 2000)
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The goal of the Critical Skills Program is to help you better teach and assess your curriculum while also helping your students build the process skills necessary to be their best selves both in and out of the classroom. Over the last quarter-century, teachers from around the world have implemented the model with great success. Those who were most successful, however, were those who recognized that the shift to the CSP isn’t just a change in instructional strategy. It is a paradigm shift in the way we view classrooms, students and the work of schooling. It is a shift from “school is about learning the content” to “schools is about making meaning and learning together.” For those ready to make this shift, this book is offered as a window into the underlying workings of the classroom community, to enable you to better understand why your students behave the way they do–and what you can do to support them.
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–Unknown



Two



What is The Critical Skills Classroom?



“Within a community, anything is possible. Without one, nothing is.”



–Unknown



Two



What is The Critical Skills Classroom?



We believe that education must be experiential, must nurture interdependence, and must enable all members of each generation to develop the judgment necessary to take responsibility for: the conduct of their lives, the shaping of their societies, and their participation in global issues.
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We believe that judgment is the integration of knowledge, skills, and standards of ethical behavior that guides decisions, commitment, and action. (Mobilia, 2007)
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In order to understand assessment in the Critical Skills Classroom, we must first understand what the Critical Skills Program (CSP) asks of classroom teachers and students. It combines experiential learning, problem-based learning, and high standards within an intentionally created collaborative learning community, creating the classrooms that many educators imagine but can’t quite put together. It is the “how” in answer to the “what” of powerful classroom practice. And it was created, continues to be created, by practicing classroom teachers. (Mobilia, 2007)
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separate groups of business leaders and practicing educators, asking each to determine those qualities most necessary for success. Both groups, independently, came up with a virtually identical set of skills critical for personal and corporate success: the “critical skills” and the “fundamental dispositions.”
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The question then became, “how do we teach these qualities in the regular classroom, alongside the existing curriculum, without making them an add-on or a separate, discreet program?” What emerged was a comprehensive model that creatively and effectively integrates four powerful teaching methodologies into a coherent strategy that has become the path to effective classroom practice for over 25 years.
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problem solving decision making critical thinking creative thinking communication organization management leadership 



The Fundamental Dispositions • ownership of life-long learning • self-direction • quality work • ethical character • curiosity and wonder • collaboration • community membership (Mobilia, 2007)
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The short definition of the Critical Skills Classroom is: “a classroom dynamic that guides the thoughtful design of learning experiences for students. In a CSP classroom, students frequently work collaboratively to achieve desired results as they develop knowledge and understanding, critical skills, and vital habits of mind.” A mouthful, yes, but what does this mean in practice?
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At a simple level, the Critical Skills teaching model is a set of tools and strategies for being purposeful in the process of engaging students in their learning, making your class run more smoothly, addressing state and local learning goals, and focusing on quality work.
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8 The Critical Skills Program is a model for transformational education. It is a way of focusing less on teaching and more on learning.



Cooperation Isn’t Enough At another level, it is a framework for the design of learning environments that offers a way of achieving desired results, that is, those things we want students to know, understand, do, and be like. It does so using a process that honors democratic practices, collaborative work, and student responsibility for learning. Most importantly, it builds on what you already do in your teaching practice.
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At the highest level, the Critical Skills Program is a model for transformational education. It is a way of focusing less on teaching and more on learning. It is a cohesive approach to student-centered learning that draws on what we know about “best practice.” It grounds this in a philosophy that makes students and teachers active collaborators in the success of all students. The CSP is a practical response from teachers working in real classrooms to the theoretical arguments supporting constructivist, collaborative, experiential, authentic, and democratic learning environments. The Critical Skills Program can provide a reallife “how-to” model to address the worthy ideals espoused throughout recent educational literature. In the words of one participant, it is “a great big backpack, holding all of the good ideas I’ve always wanted to implement in my classroom.”
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Finally, Critical Skills is an orientation or a way of thinking. It is a belief in students and the learning process that acknowledges that learning is often messy. The Critical Skills Program is about understanding that in order to develop into independent thinkers and responsible citizens, students need to practice being independent and responsible in the relatively safe environment of school. The CSP is about recognizing that teacher issues, such as how to get kids to learn, are problems whose solutions can and should involve the students as well. It is about believing that with a well-designed learning environment, students and teachers can work together to assure the success of all and, thereby, help develop individuals who contribute to the betterment of the world.
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The Critical Skills classroom dynamic is based on four broad educational ideas. They provide the building blocks for being purposeful in the process of engaging students in their learning, making your class run more smoothly, addressing state and local learning goals, and focusing on quality work.
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Experiential learning creates an environment in which students are allowed the opportunity to interact in real-life contexts, to construct individual meaning, and to engage in complex actions that reflect life outside school.
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A collaborative learning community is an intentionally structured classroom culture within which teachers and students support one another in pursuit of clearly articulated learning goals.
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Standards or results-driven learning engages students in thoughtfully designed experiences that necessitate that they practice and develop the significant and demonstrable characteristics we desire to foster in students in terms of knowledge/understanding and skills/dispositions.
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Problem-based learning is the use of thoughtfully designed and related challenges as the primary (yet not exclusive!) instructional approach.



“The Critical Skills Program is a practical response from teachers working in real classrooms to the theoretical arguments supporting constructivist, collaborative, experiential, authentic and democrating learning environments.”.
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These challenges pose a problem for students to solve as individuals, in small groups, or as a full learning community. They create the “need to know”–allowing students to develop and apply their knowledge/understanding, demonstrate skills/dispositions, attend to their process, and see the big picture that makes the work worth doing.



These challenges pose a problem for students to solve as individuals, in small groups, or as a full learning community. They create the “need to know”–allowing students to develop and apply their knowledge/understanding, demonstrate skills/dispositions, attend to their process, and see the big picture that makes the work worth doing.



While each broad idea is powerful in itself, they work best in concert to form a coherent classroom approach. Certainly you can have a collaborative community without it being problem-based. And you can address standards without being experiential. The unique combination of the four ideas, however, forms a cohesive whole where the classroom culture develops through shared experiences and problem solving to help each student meet targeted standards. Each element reinforces the other to create a whole that is greater than the sum of its individual parts.
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Working together, these methodologies provide teachers and students the means to simultaneously and intentionally: • Build and sustain a strong, supportive classroom learning community • Target the curriculum in ways that provide both a depth of understanding and meaningful learning • Develop the critical skills and fundamental dispositions • Meet or exceed the demands of the Common Core, district and state frameworks and standards, and local expectations.
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A Critical Skills Classroom has nine notable characteristics. These are elements that can be seen in successful classrooms throughout the country. They provide a concrete guide to your individual development as a Critical Skills practitioner. These are the characteristics that are created by design in your classroom. The 9 characteristics are listed below.
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4. Students reflect on what they are learning and doing 5. Students apply quality criteria to their work 6. Teachers mediate, coach, and support the learning process 7. Targeted learning results guide culture, curriculum, and assessment 8. Work is interconnected 9. Students take responsibility for and ownership of their learning and for the classroom community
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If this is your first exposure to the Critical Skills Program, you might find these ideas to be both familiar and unmanageably complex when placed together. This model provides many doors into its central ideas. In this case, we will begin with the collaborative learning community and allow it to lead us to the rest of the model. For a more in-depth discussion of the model as a whole, please refer to the Level I Critical Skills Coaching Kit.
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“We were born to unite with our fellow men, and to join in community with the human race.”  Cicero 
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So what do we mean by the Collaborative Learning Community? The CLC is a “purposefully structured and actively maintained classroom culture within which teachers and students take on full membership in support of the contributions of each individual member.” (Mobilia, 2007) Let’s unpack that a bit–there are a lot of words in that definition. First off, a collaborative learning community is purposefully structured and actively maintained–it’s planned in advance, with an eye towards “If we’re talking sustainability, and it’s a key piece of about collaboration the ongoing work of students and then shouldn’t we be teachers. When most people think supporting the group about building a learning community or team building, they envision kids over the individual? doing get-to-know-you games, tossAfter all, there’s no ing a ball across a circle, or stepping “I” in team, right?”. through hula hoops or over ropes. As you’ll read later, there is a place for those kinds of activities in building your CLC, but there’s also a lot more to maintaining it than just coming up with a new game two or three times a week. Purposefully structuring your collaborative learning community means planning it in the same way that you plan your lessons–building upon assessments, structuring the work so that
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students can be successful but challenged, and always looking for new ways to get the point across.
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The collaborative learning community is a classroom culture. Classroom culture, just like school culture, is simply “the way we do things around here.” It is the rituals, traditions, expectations and experiences you and your students share together every day. In the CLC, however, the culture is created intentionally, with an eye towards inclusivity, interdependence, and safety as the foundations of healthy risk-taking. It is, however, maintained by both the teachers and students. The CLC isn’t something that happens behind the scenes, it isn’t the responsibility of the teacher alone (at least, beyond the second or third day of school). It is something in which teachers and students take on full membership, something that is assessed and discussed frequently and openly.
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Finally, the collaborative learning community functions in support of the contributions of each individual member. This idea is surprising to some. If we’re talking about collaboration then shouldn’t we be supporting the group over the individual? After all, there’s no “I” in team, right? This notion undervalues the tremendous effort that must be expended before the real power of a collaborative learning community can be harnessed. Groups are made of individuals and individuals need to feel important and valued if they are to continue to engage in the group. The fact of the matter is that an individual may agree to cooperate without fully owning his or her place–and power–within the group. If the group doesn’t value me, I may still show up at the table (particularly if the teacher requires it) but I won’t do more than the bare minimum. Heck, I may not even do that. What reason do I have to do so?
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Behavioral psychologist Abraham Maslow put forward his perspective on those reasons back in the early 1940’s when he published his hierarchy of needs. While the concept of Maslow’s hierarchy may seem tangential to our purposes here, they certainly help us to begin to understand the roots of human behavior. Essentially, Maslow believed that human beings seek to satisfy their needs in a particular order, beginning with the most basic (food, safety, shelter), then on to security (freedom from threat of harm, assurance of stability), then into the social realm (friendship, connections with others, love), on into self-respect
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Selfactualization: morality, creativity, spontaneity, problem-solving, lack of prejudice, acceptance of facts
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Figure 1 (autonomy, feelings of personal worth) and finally the sense of achieving full potential that comes with self-actualization.
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So what does that mean for you and your budding CLC? It’s simple. If students in your class lack immediate basic needs–if they are hungry or thirsty or cold–or if they are feeling insecure in their assurance that they won’t be harmed and that they will be safe– they simply won’t be able to focus on the higher social and self-respect level efforts required by the collaborative learning community.
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as each level’s needs are met. They may make poor choices as they strive to do so (theft as a means to eat or to ensure some level of social compliance for example), if they see no other way forward. The classroom can become a safe harbor for those “Each CLC will students who wouldn’t otherwise experience one on a consistent basis. If you (and include rituals their peers) can make positive opportuniand traditions ties available and expected, those examples that will combine will become the “path of least resistance,” unique elements providing safe and fulfilling ways to get their needs met. Once they’re full and safe, of each classroom they’ll seek to connect with one another with long-standbecause that’s what people do when they’re ing experiences full and safe. That connection–the fulfilling anticipated by of social level needs–is where the collaborative learning community begins. incoming classes
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So what does the collaborative learning community look like? As you could guess, that depends on geography, student age, subject area, and who the teacher is. In short, no two CLCs look alike. They do, however, have elements in common. Each CLC will include rituals and traditions that will combine unique elements of each classroom with long-standing experiences anticipated by incoming classes of students. Class trips to a specific destination (ie, the fifth grade always takes a trip to Washington, DC in the spring, kindergarten always goes apple picking), grade level projects (the Romanticism notebook in 11th grade English, the egg drop competition in 8th grade science), and annual events (spring picnic, fall pumpkin carving, the school carnival) can build common expectations and experiences that provide benchmarks for students, rites of passage that they can point to as evidence that they are part of a community and that they hold a specific place within that community.
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include every individual in the classroom, can bind the CLC together. (It goes without saying that any ritual can become powerfully destructive if even a single student is left on the “out” side of the joke.) These may include ways of beginning and ending class, routines for managing classroom materials, or signals for moving from one activity to the next. For example, in Karen McCallion’s 9th grade science class at Epping (NH) High School, students typically play a version of the game show Jeopardy as a way to review for exams. According to Karen’s rules, only the team captain is allowed to verbalize an answer, but the entire team must agree upon their choice. On one occasion, one frustrated group had run out of time after much discussion. When it came time for an answer, the previously silent team captain answered the question for the group: “Darwin, Charles Darwin.” He had known the answer all along, but had allowed his teammates to struggle. They were understandably frustrated that he hadn’t adhered to the rules of the game. Later in the course, when students were designing a rubric for a different project, these students called the “below the standard” category “Darwin, Charles Darwin.” (see fig. 2) In their minds, this represented undesirable results. The previous violation of the rules, combined with the solid learning community carefully created in the classroom, created a shared understanding of past experience– and shared language and humor– among the students, bonding them more closely as a group.
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In a perfect world, I would now present you with a checklist entitled “How to Build Your Collaborative Learning Community.” It would have six or seven steps, be prettily formatted and offer a complete roadmap to creating and maintaining your CLC. Unfortunately, your CLC will be made up of people and people are notoriously unpredictable and unpredictability doesn’t lend itself well to roadmaps. It does, however, make things a lot more interesting. So, in support of the interesting journey that you are about to undertake, I can offer you a general sense of where you’re going to go. Not so much a “take route 101 for 72 miles, then head south on I 93 for 3.7 miles and you’ll reach your destination in 90 minutes” but more of set of landmarks that you’ll pass along the way.
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A variety of materials are used. Color coding is used to show that chromosome pairs are differentiated from each other.



A variety of materials are used effectively. Color is used to clearly demonstrate the events of mitosis.
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Evidence of planning. Vocab worksheet more than half complete. All materials gathered prior to the class.
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No plan is evident. Vocab worksheet is less than half complete. All materials used are those provided in classroom.
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In the Critical Skills Model, we describe a set of stages that are evidence of the development of the collaborative learning community.
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Knowledge / Communication. This earliest stage of development is almost two separate stages. Individuals move into this stage by discovering specific facts about other group members–for children it is the number of pets and siblings, for adults it is job roles and outside interests. Overwhelmingly, however, it is about the willingness to ask, to share and to listen, to interact with other group members in both a “professional” and a (superficially) personal way.
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Cooperation: As group members become familiar with one another, they begin to engage politely around their shared work. They follow all the appropriate rules, they do the tasks necessary, they share resources– in short, they play nice. Many group development models view this stage as the pinnacle of growth. We believe it to be the earliest sign that positive growth is occurring and that the group might one day become fully effective. A group at this stage may complete work assigned, but it will not produce brilliance, innovation, or inspiration. It will be mildly functional at best, perfunctory at worst.
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Trust: Typically, as groups work cooperatively, someone pushes. An attempt at teasing another group member, a tough, probing question around an idea, or a crisis of one sort or another can set the stage for individuals to build trust in the group. Real group identity emerges beyond the identity defined by the task or tasks assigned. Individuals discover that the group is a safe place, that risks are valued and expected, and that they can go out on a limb without expecting another group member to follow with a saw. Trust in the group, and its individual members, is the common ground in which powerful work can be grown.
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Collaboration: Synergy. At this stage, the work takes on a life of its own and is done enthusiastically and energetically. Watching a collaborative group, one notices that there seem to be no pre-assigned roles or responsibilities and that individual tasks are carried out by the individuals with the time, ability or proximity to the need. It is many hands working– perhaps silently, perhaps with a great deal of chatter and excitement– to do more than is required. Truly collaborative groups
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create masterpieces of all varieties. They are invested and proud of their process and of their products.
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Maturation and Maintenance: As the group continues to exist, this collaborative spirit grows exponentially. The group is owned by its individual members and seeks out ways to be useful and to do important work. A spirit of empowerment and excitement prevails, even in the face of challenges. This intentional maintenance of the community is very important, however, as new conflicts and issues arise.
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Bruce Tuckman postulated a more well known version of this process in 1965. His mnemonic description of groups describes forming (the group comes together), storming (conflict emerges within the group), norming (the group discovers ways to be together and to work together) and performing (the group becomes highly effective, with members seeking ways to support one another). In 1977, with Mary Ann Jensen, he added a fifth stage– adjourning (in which the group begins to disband, may show signs of grieving, and may need support in reaching closure) (Tuckman & Jensen, 1997).
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There are many more models of group development, but for our purposes, we’re going to stay with these two. As you’ll see in the following pages, together they represent a fairly universal set of experiences that you’ll certainly recognize from your own classroom.
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In Al Magnusson’s 7th grade science classroom, the year begins carefully. Al is aware that middle school is a risky time for young people and, as such, he shies away from activities that would make his already skittish students even more uncomfortable. This means he consciously avoids those activities that, for others, are the essence of teambuilding! He chooses to focus instead on tasks that build on knowledge, communication, and cooperation by first ensuring that students are comfortable in the physical space– that they know where they should sit, where they’ll find the things they need, etc. He engages them with the material on the first day, via simple activities at which they are certain to succeed. He communicates his expectations openly, and asks students to share their expectations of him, but he keeps the conversation light and quick, knowing that, if necessary, he can revisit the topic later, when the students have gained trust in him and one another.
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“The only way to make a man trustworthy is to trust him.” Henry Stimson
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The earliest stages of development in the collaborative learning community are the most important because these early days are the days that set the tone for the year (or the term, as the case may be). Children can change their behavior based on their environment, when the expectations are clear and consistent. The Full Value Contract (a.k.a. Recipe for Success or Classroom Expectations) is the single most important step you can take in building that clarity.
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1. Start with a task that causes students to talk to one another. Example: “Interview your partner and introduce him/her to the group.” This creates a context with low-level risk i.e. having to meet and converse with someone you do not know and then speak before an unfamiliar group.
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2. Before they begin the task, ask the group to sketch out what a Quality Conversation might look like/sound like. Document the ideas.
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3. After their interviews and before they introduce their partners to the large group, ask what a Quality Audience might look like/ sound like. Document the ideas.
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4. Debrief the activity. A key question might be “How does setting group norms/behavioral expectations affect the willingness or capacity of people to work productively with others? Among other things, the debriefing usually brings out the anxiety many people have about working with unknowns. It highlights the structures/guidelines/rules to help the group to work and play together safely and productively.
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5. As you begin work on your next challenge, raise the subject of behavior in groups. “What kinds of challenges do we face in cooperative/collaborative problem solving settings in which our personal interactions are faster and less formal? This discussion usually leads to recognition of the different ways people approach a problem and an admission that it can be frustrating to try to make sense of the widely different perspectives that individuals bring to a group. Likely it will also stimulate the students to create guidelines for reducing the pain of collaboration.
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6. Introduce the IP3 as a structure for collaborative problem solving. (See fig. 3)
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7. Use the IP3 format to plan, debrief, and examine the results of collaborative challenges.
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8. During debriefing, invite the students to look at the informal personal and group agreements they have made with one another as they worked together. Ask them to identify the results of these agreements (sample answers: feeling safe, getting something done, knowing what to expect, feeling like we are making progress, feeling like a team, etc.)
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9. Label these results for students by referring to them as the foundation of a Full Value Contract.
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10. Create a more formal version of the contract with students. “What does it mean to play safe, play hard and play fair in this community?” Document the results.
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An IP3 is a tool used to help students to attend to the issues of group process and how that process is related to the quality of the work they do together. See page 145 in the Level 1 Coaching Kit for a full-size layout of this tool.



What will you do to ensure that all ideas are heard/considered?



Product



What will you do to encourage all group members to participate actively and feel valued?



People



Process/Procedure What will you do to ensure that your final product is of the highest quality possible?



Ideas



What will you do to ensure that your group is well organized and that you use available resources efficiently?
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Seek Active Values Rather than Passive Values active = set clear expectations, live in support of these values n passive = our actions don’t match our values – don’t act in ways consistent with values. n Active Values reach out!!! n Revisit your document and note what values are active in your group and which are passive. Set goals to make all active. n Revisit the document. n
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When groups first form, they enter a honeymoon period in which they seek basic information about one another. Names, basic social information, and interests are the fodder for conversation. Group members focus on the things they have in common and are on their best behavior. The goal is smooth, polite interaction with minimal risk. Excitement is high, but so is anxiety. There is a great deal of social complexity at this stage–few are certain of where they fit into the group and this anxiety may trigger a strong desire to fight (assert dominance), flee (withdraw from the group fully), flock (create cliques) or freeze (disengage completely). (Smith, 2004) Planning ahead so that students immediately find answers to their most pressing questions can decrease the social complexity, thereby decreasing the likelihood that any of those behaviors will be triggered. What questions are pressing? Some are very concrete: Where will I sit? Where do I put my coat? What if I have to go the bathroom? What should I bring with me?
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Others tap into our insecurities and fears. They may include: Will I know anyone? Will the teacher like me? Am I wearing the right thing? Is this going to be a safe place for me? Will this class be fun? Will the work be too hard?
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In elementary classrooms, teachers frequently write letters to students before school starts, introducing themselves and giving the student a sense of what to expect. At the middle and secondary levels, wise educators will invest time and energy into the doing of this work in the early days of the course in a variety of ways including games, formal introductions and course syllabi. The specific ways in which this is done will vary according to the teacher, the students and the course and will reflect the essence of the classroom culture to come.
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This “cocktail party” phase of group development can last hours, days, or weeks depending on the expected lifespan of the group. It is a comfortable stage and many group members will work hard to hold to it. It is also, however, not a very productive stage. Classrooms which are largely “sit and get” experiences, with teacher-centered instruction and little necessity for students to do more than act as recipients of information, may never move beyond this stage of low student engagement. (Many college classrooms never even arrive at it!) In this stage, students will, at best, go through the motions but they will not, as a rule, strive to produce high quality work unless driven by outside forces (ie, parental pressure, high intrinsic motivation). Unfortunately, this level of group development is too often the status quo in high school classrooms. Moving beyond this stage requires us to agree to take risks together.
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When asking students to take risks, we must first understand the nature of risk itself. We all experience risk from our own points of view. We view some activities as frightening, others as less so, but our determinations are made based on our own histories. We know that all of our students are unique, with their own sets of experiences, and we must use our early days together to get to know them well so that we can keep them safe and challenged.
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The School Reform Initiative (SRI) refers to zones of comfort, risk and danger as nested circles. The innermost of these reflects our most safe activities. Think for a moment about the activities in which you feel most confident, safe and secure. For me, one activity in my “comfort” zone might be going to the beach. It’s something I’ve done often, I enjoy it, and I have no insecurity about my ability to do it and enjoy doing it.
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The second sphere, however, marks those activities that challenge us, but in which we are willing to engage in anyway. It is our risk zone, the zone in which we may feel uncertain and a bit afraid. This is the zone in which we are able to learn most powerfully. To extend my earlier example, I would place taking my small children camping at the beach for a week, by myself, in this zone. I would feel uncomfortable, increasingly so as the date of the trip drew nearer. I might try to make excuses not to go, might pray for bad weather to cancel the trip. J.N. Figgis described what I might experience in this way:
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“Ask yourself for one moment what your feelings have been on the eve of some act involving courage, whether it has been physical courage as it is commonly called, or moral or intellectual … What has happened to you? If it has really called forth courage, has it not felt something like this?
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I cannot do this. This is too much for me. I shall ruin myself if I take this risk. I cannot take the leap, it’s impossible. All of me will be gone if I do this, and I cling to myself.



I cannot do this. This is too much for me. I shall ruin myself if I take this risk. I cannot take the leap, it’s impossible. All of me will be gone if I do this, and I cling to myself.



And then supposing the spirit has conquered and you have done this impossible thing, do you not find afterwards that you possess yourself in a sense that you never had before? That there is more of you? So it is throughout life, you know. “Nothing ventured nothing won” is true in every hour. It is the fiber of every experience that signs itself into memory.” (Figgis, n.d.)
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I’d like to believe that, ultimately, I’d go. I’m used to working in my risk zone and, even though I don’t love it, I’m self- aware and mature enough to be able to manage. At the end of the week I’m certain I’d feel proud and happy that I’d done it. I might even be willing to do it again. Think about experiences that you’ve had that you would place here– running a marathon, having a baby, traveling or living overseas, getting married, purchasing a home, walking into your classroom as a new teacher for the first time… the specifics of the experience don’t matter as much as the response it inspired in you. If you were unsure, but moved forward anyway, you were probably working in your risk zone.
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The final sphere marks the zone of danger. Activities in this sphere trigger the amygdala, that portion of the brain which is responsible for the fear response and which interferes with reasoning. When an individual is working in his danger zone, he will respond as though under threat- in much the same way he might respond should his lowest level needs (remember Maslow?) remained unmet. The powerful, instinctual desire to fight (assert dominance), flee (withdraw from the group fully), flock (create cliques) or freeze (disengage completely) may lead to unpredictable behavior, aggression, and withdrawal from the group.
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So it seems clear– start with the safe zone and move them into the risk zone. Avoid the danger zone. Simple, right? The problem, as you’ve probably already anticipated, is that there is no way to know what activities live in each zone for each person. For some students, speaking in public could be very safe but for others it might be incredibly dangerous. The same could be said for meeting new people, reading out loud, or tying shoelaces. Some student might have very narrow zones of risk, others might have risk zones a mile wide. The only way to know is to ask, to pay attention, to really get to know your students. The only way to do that, is to plan carefully to use the “honeymoon” of this initial stage. This is the work of your early days together– building a safe place in which students can engage their zones of risk productively and safely, and speak up when they find themselves feeling unsafe.
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No matter the age group, there are some common strategies to begin to build this community. In fact, this is the stage in which most
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traditional team building activities are useful. In some cases, this is the only stage in which they serve any purpose at all. Name games, activities such as “liars club” and “personality bingo” all provide safe ways for students to get to know one another at a most basic level. They set a personal tone in the classroom that lays the groundwork for future academic engagement. Some teachers build many of these sorts of activities into their first six weeks, but middle and secondary teachers may feel they are unnecessary and childish. As a secondary teacher myself, I can understand the fear that the time given over to community building is academic time lost. With mountains of curriculum to cover, we may feel that we need to start on day one with hard-core academic pursuits, leaving the get-to-know-you stuff for someone else to manage. My experience, however, has been just the opposite. In the sections of my courses in which I paid no attention to the community, I ultimately had lower rates of student success. I have myriad theories as to why that was the case– perhaps students felt less comfortable in asking for extra help? Maybe they didn’t feel that I valued them enough to give my course their best efforts? Perhaps I didn’t know them well enough to plan lessons that matched their needs? Maybe my lack of personal connection to them led me to just care less about whether or not they passed? I’m not certain what the truth is, but the proof is in the pudding. Students do better when they know we’re paying attention, that we care, and that we won’t let them slide by. As Ted Sizer wrote, “I won’t threaten you, but I expect much of you.” (Sizer, 1992)
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That said, academics and community building aren’t necessarily at odds with one another. In Al Magnusson’s 7th grade classroom, students begin to engage in “speed grouping” on the first days of school, learning basic vocabulary (along with the names and faces of their peers) in rapidly shifting groups. Al believes that students at this level feel safest engaging with one another when the focus is academic, that they are most comfortable using the “cover” of the task as a way to connect rather than more traditional team-building activities. This is true for many adolescents– they are safer connecting around a task than around their own unique qualities and personalities. In my first classroom, I made the mistake of asking students to begin the year by introducing a partner by sharing his name, grade, and one funny or
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interesting thing that had happened the previous summer. The response to what I considered a fairly innocuous task was less than stellar. Looking back, I can see that the environment (a new teacher with no reputation in the building in a class on public speaking combining all grade levels, academic tracks and social groups) was filled with too many threats. In later years, I asked students to line up (without speaking) by the first letter of their last names, taking away the need for any verbal interaction, building upon something completely neutral, and allowing me to create an immediate opportunity for success at a rather unorthodox task. (It also gave me a painless way to get through the first-day-of-class roll call issue. Students told me their preferred, correctly pronounced first names and were spared the pain of hearing a given-but-never-used name read aloud in class.)
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In this stage, it is also of vital importance that you and your students clarify expectations. This could look like the co-creation of class rules or norms through the creation of a Full Value Contract or a class covenant. It could also include explanation of grading systems, content to be covered, and consequences for late or unfinished work. Take the mystery out of what you expect and you’re more likely to get what you really want.
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High School science teacher Karen McCallion says, “One of the ways I try to build the learning community stems from our classroom contract. I find it to be very empowering to the students when they feel safe enough to state what they need from others in order to feel comfortable and hold each other accountable when these needs are not met. I have been very fortunate with this, and it is rare that I have to be supreme behavior dictator in the room. I share a lot of myself with them. If they feel that I am real and have feelings and make mistakes like they do, they are much more willing to work with me. They don’t want to disappoint me.”
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Moving beyond this initial stage of group development– what Tuckman would call “forming” and the CSP refers to as the “knowledge/communication” stages, requires both patience and a willingness to challenge the group. You must be not only willing to watch and wait, observing your students in order to better anticipate their responses in future situations, but also create opportunities for them to engage
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in ways that may be non-traditional in a classroom setting. For young children, this is where the fairly typical types of morning-meeting interactions occur. If you work with older students– pre-adolescent and above– this will be trickier. Ultimately, building community is best done through the meaningful work of curriculum-based problem solving– but that may come later. In these earliest days, students must build trust in one another– and in you– in order to be willing to engage in that meaningful work. If they are to trust you with their best selves, they must know that you– and their peers– will welcome and support their efforts. It is actually that trust which will serve as a bridge between the honeymoon and the conflict that marks the beginning of real engagement.
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Some students will arrive in your classroom already ostracized. Students pigeonhole one another early on and breaking through that can be the first hurdle you face. First, you need to ensure that kids not only are physically safe, but also that they know that they’re safe. Actual (and perceived) physical safety is the foundation from which trust– and emotional safety– is built. These “target” kids need to know they have adults they can go to in order to stay and feel safe. Sometimes these kids are not the most likable to begin with, so your task as an educator is to find something about the student that you can appreciate. Sometimes this is as simple as setting an internal rule– “I will find three good things about this student today,” and taking active, intentional steps to focus on the positive aspects of the child.
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Next, try to find the “hotspots” for this student. Ask yourself, what are the most socially complex moments in this child’s day? The least predictable? Figure out ways to help the child plan for those moments in order to increase their predictability and decrease the complexity. Enlist a particularly helpful child, if possible, to act as a “buddy” if possible. At the same time, however, we must strive for a “No Blame” approach. (Payne, n.d.) It is tempting to villainize students who tease and bully, but rest assured that this approach will only lead to an escalation of the behavior either by polarizing the community (leading to the punished child’s friends escalating the bullying), or moving the problem underground, online or off campus, where adults are unable to help. Instead, seek to create accountability for the bully by insist-
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ing that the child hear and change. As tempting as it might be to lecture or punish, a moralistic approach will only make the perpetrator sneakier and a punitive approach leads to defensiveness. A no-blame approach in which we approach the child as likable and the behavior as the problem provides all the parties involved with new tools for building positive relationships. As mentioned above, the first thing to do is pay attention– be present and watchful during the “hotspot” times of the day. This will not only secure the environment, it will also help you to establish safety and build trust with the target child or children. Watching children at free time allows you to learn valuable info about social dynamics! Next, strive to give kids new social habits by intervening and asking children to imagine new ways of solving problems. Children can learn to change their behaviors when expectations are clear and consistent, but they have to know that it is not only important to us, but that it is non-negotiable.
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Target children can also benefit from intentional support in building appropriate, caring friendships. As you get to know your students at the beginning of the year, support them in taking small steps– finding one or two people with whom they have shared interests and ensuring that they sit close together in the classroom. Create a classroom culture of friendship in which small groups of students take collective responsibility for one another during lunch, playground or transition times.
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The status quo has a fierce gravitational pull. Students will slide back into old behaviors and roles if we aren’t attentive. Adults need to move in when old patterns re-emerge, when things get stuck. It may be necessary to frequently remind and reintroduce our new expectations with clarity and firmness if students are to really believe that we will not allow a pecking order to be established in our classrooms. At this stage, your goal is simple– moving your students from strangers to polite colleagues– the ultimate outcome of the first stage in building your collaborative learning community.
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“The teacher who is indeed wise does not bid you to enter the house of his wisdom but rather leads you to the threshold of your mind.”
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Cooperation:  The False Summit
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Several years ago, I joined some friends in climbing a 14,000 foot peak in Colorado. The journey was just what one would expect– beautiful, exhausting and exhilarating. Most frustrating for me, however, were the multiple “false summits” on the way up. Looking up the path, it would appear that we were very, very close to reaching the peak. What appeared to be the end of our journey was only a plateau, not the summit at all. If it weren’t for the experienced hikers in our group, my frustration might have lead me to give up. Those who’d been up that trail before warned us so that we could enjoy the rest spots offered there without feeling overly irritated that we hadn’t yet reached the top.
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Cooperation, the next stage in the development of your classroom community, can feel like the end of your journey towards a CLC but it’s really just a false summit. As your students get to know one another (and you) and the expectations in your classroom, they will learn to work together in superficial ways. They’ll come to a tacit agreement not to get in each other’s way. In some groups, getting to cooperation is a hard-won victory, a breaking down of walls between individuals who would just as soon not get to know each other. If you’re working with one of those groups, it may be tempting to stop working on the community when you arrive at this stage. Trust me, however, groups that
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arrive at cooperation can keep growing. They’re capable of becoming collaborative, but only if you make it clear that you expect them to do so.
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Your job at this stage is both to praise the groups’ growth and to help them imagine the possibilities of the next level. Be as transparent as possible in terms for your long-term goal for the class– collaboration– and the benefits to be found there. Help your students to reflect on both their challenges and their successes and support them in making concrete plans for growth. For example, even very young students are capable of identifying the qualities of a successful team. Set SMART goals together– specific, measurable, achievable, realistic, timely expectations for their work together. Check in frequently– not only about the content of their learning but also about their experiences as learners– and ask them to identify the ways in which they can individually improve the collective experience.
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As groups mature and engagement increases, groups inevitably move beyond cooperation, with its emphasis on commonality and courtesy, into a stage which will ultimately build trust. Tuckman refers to this as the storming stage– an uncomfortable, unsettling right of passage that all groups must experience if they are to engage in real, meaningful work together. In the CSP, we prefer to focus on the positive result of groups which are able to work through conflict in a respectful, meaningful way. This road to trust is marked most noticeably by conflict. Group members begin to question processes, goals, their own roles and expectations as well as the abilities of others. In some cases, power struggles may emerge as members question those in leadership positions. In any case, however, this is a stage marked by anxiety and tension. For students, this stage may be marked by “testing” behaviors pointed towards one another or towards you. The level of tension may be increased or decreased depending upon the pressure under which the students find themselves. In the early days of the course, as students were engaged in getting to know one another, the stakes were low. As the class continues, however, concerns about grades may bring increased anxiety and, with it, increased conflict.
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Concerns about equity can also arise at this stage, as some students attempt to get by doing less (or more) than their share of any task assigned to their teams. Motivation for lack of effort (or hyper-effort) is typically rooted in fear– of failure, incompetence, loss of social status, etc. This is the stage at which many cooperative efforts begin to fail.
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Take, for example, a typical research project common to many courses. As part of a team of four, students assigned to research and present on a topic, Bethany may find that members of her group are unwilling or unable to navigate the library with the level of skill that she expects. Her response, as a highly motivated student, may be to simply take the group task on herself, performing all research and analysis herself. Bethany’s parents, noticing that she seems to be managing a quantity of work more appropriate to a team of four than an individual, discover that she is actually doing the work for her entire team. As good, involved parents, they contact the teacher to complain about the unfairness of the situation. The teacher, suddenly faced with unhappy parents and limited options for solving the problem, decides to either fail the other group members or to pull the plug on the group project all together, redesigning the work as an individual assignment. As a result, those students who were either unwilling or unable to navigate the library in the first place are still unable to do so and the hard work of building a collaborative community has been wasted.
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So how could this have been different? The wise educator, recognizing both the natural progression of groups and the increased pressure of an academic task, would push the group towards the storming phase. Already familiar with the emotional hallmarks of the phase (anxiety, negativity, dissatisfaction, hostility, etc) she would be aware of typical storming behaviors in students– most notably disengagement and hyper-engagement. She would have taken advantage of the first days or weeks of class to help students develop knowledge of and language around the ways that their expectations, learning styles, and processes for work might be similar and different. She also would have created expectations for honesty, respectful disagreement, and commitment to the group as a whole and would have “immunized” the group against this inevitable event by presenting possible conflicts as case studies for
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conversation when setting norms. Above all else, she would remind herself and her students that this stage was normal and actually a very positive sign for the class as a whole! Conflict only arises when people care enough to engage with one another, and when they are passionate enough about something to stand up for a point of view. We should welcome the storming stage with open arms, but we typically don’t recognize it until we’re neck deep in the conflict, if we recognize it at all. The wise educator will greet student complaints of “that’s not fair! She isn’t doing her share!” with a knowing smile and the response, “Ah! Storming, are we?” as a reminder to herself (and her students) that this conflict doesn’t mark the class– or the group– as cursed, dysfunctional, or unlucky; only as normal.
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Storming is no fun however, and it’s risky in and of itself. In the heat of the conflict, students will instinctively seek to fight, flee, flock or freeze as mentioned above. The teacher’s charge is to keep the students in their comfort zones (which may become quite narrow during this phase) while also bravely and respectfully moving the group forward through the storm. Under no circumstances should the group be encouraged to move backwards, to “just get along,” (not to mention that it would be nearly impossible to do so). Once storming has begun, the genie is already out of the bottle. The teacher’s work at this stage is the hardest of all. It is during this stage that you pay the price for the powerful rewards you will reap during the Norming and Performing (a.k.a. Collaboration/Maturation and Maintenance) stages. He must motivate, stay positive, focus the group on successes (no matter how small) and mediate skillfully. He must also remain committed to the idea of collaborative learning and the CLC, holding students accountable for the norms they set, insisting that students stay at the table respectfully throughout the conflict, and modifying instructional expectations in order to get the group through the stage. There is also a huge continuum in the voracity of the storming that will occur, based upon the ages of the students, the diversity of the group, the history of the community as a whole and the way in which the forming stage was managed.
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For the average class, however, this stage provides a powerful opportunity for learning about intellectual discourse. This is our opportunity to model the ways that intelligent, educated people disagree about ideas without assassinating one another’s character. These higher level skills will pay off when your students are able to debate the relative merits of authors, scientific methods and historical events. By teaching them in the more personal context of their own experiences, however, you harness an inevitable part of the process to your own purposes.
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Leadership of a group in these early stages requires a high degree of guidance and a high degree of support. (Blanchard, 2000) This means that the group will need more structures to guide their work, more oversight in their processes, and a higher degree of overall accountability. The activities on the following pages embody appropriate community building techniques for moving groups safely through the storming phase of their development.
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During this stage, it’s important to remember that tensions are high and trust is low. Simply put, your students may not believe that you actually mean it when you say you value this whole “community” thing. They may be tense because they don’t feel safe. When classes storm, the students (and the teacher) are at the most risk of the 4 F’s (fight, flight, flock and freeze), so you have to calm them as quickly as possible. “Calm,” however, is not the same a “quash.” You can’t just tell the kids to “get along” or “cut it out” and expect the storming to cease. It is imperative that you honor the problems being raised, ask for suggestions, clarify what you’re hearing, and support the group to continue struggling together to work through it. You can do this by building shared context (via rituals, traditions, and structures) and strengthening relationships (via collaboration, sharing resources, and forced interdependence). (Kaner, 2011)
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In one section of my very heterogeneous (30 students, grades 9-12, 8 of whom had IEPs ranging from mild learning disabilities to severe behavior disorders) high school communications class, the storming phase lasted exactly 45 minutes. Frustrated by the norm setting activity I was using on the first day, uncertain of their social status or the work that faced them (beyond two certainties: They were going to have to
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make speeches and they had to pass my class to graduate), the group pushed back and they pushed back hard. Why wouldn’t I just tell them the rules like everyone else did? Why did it matter if they all agreed?
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I recognized their concerns and clarified that they were confused about why I wasn’t just pointing to a laminated list of “rules” hanging on the wall. I validated their concern by reminding them that I knew this class was a) sort of terrifying and b) non-negotiable. By continuing with the norm setting activity, but changing my approach so that it included some partner discussion and small group decision making, I continued to build a shared context– this was the way we did things in Mrs. Thomas’ class- and I strengthened the relationships between the students by asking them to talk with one another about three very structured prompts.
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Other classes stormed differently, some stormed for weeks, others for days, some stormed until the course ended and never really became cohesive groups while we worked together. I did note, however, that many of my “stormiest” cohorts went on to be powerful teams in other contexts. I believe that the experience of watching their peers struggle and observing the techniques and methods I used to diffuse the conflict, and support the group in their continued need to struggle, became a powerful model of how to move other groups along.
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You’ll know that you’ve reached Collaboration when: 1. You look at your students and realize that they’re doing all the work. 2. Students start asking each other questions instead of asking you– and they know the right answers. 3. There’s no long line of students with questions waiting at your desk. 4. You don’t have to repeat your instructions. 5. Your students start asking questions that stump you– and you feel really good about it. 6. Your students drag out of class at the end of the day or period, exhausted, and you have energy to spare.
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You may see moments of collaboration interspersed with moments of cooperation and trust building. Not all of your students will arrive at collaboration at the same time and not all of them will stay there effortlessly. This is the stage that Tuckman calls “Performing,” in which interdependence and shared responsibility lead to a fluidity of roles and responsibilities rooted in the trust that all group members are equally committed to the groups’ success. Morale is high at this stage and individuals are comfortable enough to confront emerging challenges from a place of positivity and empowerment.
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At this stage, your challenge as a teacher is in finding new, meaningful work for your students to engage in. This is the time to do push your expectations– both academic and social– to the next level. Let your students take more control, but stay attentive and ready to support individual students as they discover new capacities for leadership and problem solving. Reflection (see chapter 9) will become an integral part of your work as a key element of ongoing formative assessment for planning future instruction. Enjoy the laughter and cohesion and relax into this new culture you’ve created!
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The collaborative learning community, once created, is not a totally self-sustaining entity. Much like a well-tended garden, it can be overrun with weeds if not minded with regularity and intentionality. Also like a garden, it can be a joy to revisit when it is healthy and productive.
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Minding your CLC is a matter of paying attention. It is about watching your students at work and play, noticing changing patterns of interaction and language. It’s about the small conversations in the hallway, the little exchanges as students arrive and leave. You’ll learn volumes by comparing what you see today with what you saw yesterday or last week or last month. Notice who seems more outgoing and greet him with a boisterous good morning. Recognize who seems tired or suddenly shy and offer a bit more support and encouragement. Keep an eye out for looming conflicts and struggles and address them early rather than waiting until they explode.
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You’ll learn just as much by listening carefully to what your students are saying to each other when they work in those moments when they forget you’re there. Notice the tone of voice they use, the way it shifts and changes as they succeed or struggle. Who could use a few quiet moments with you, talking over a problem? Who needs a break from the stimulation of the classroom? Who could benefit from being asked to run the attendance to the office, to fill the watering can or water the plants?



You’ll learn just as much by listening carefully to what your students are saying to each other when they work in those moments when they forget you’re there. Notice the tone of voice they use, the way it shifts and changes as they succeed or struggle. Who could use a few quiet moments with you, talking over a problem? Who needs a break from the stimulation of the classroom? Who could benefit from being asked to run the attendance to the office, to fill the watering can or water the plants?



One of the benefits of the CLC is that it allows the teacher to stand back from the fray and observe the action, making adjustments where necessary and providing support and coaching as needed. In this situation, the instructor is much like a potter at a wheel, providing very gentle guidance and shaping while allowing natural forces to work their magic. In the next chapters, we’ll take a more specific look at the tools and techniques that you’ll want to use in your new role.
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“For a community to be whole and healthy, it must be based on people’s love and concern for each other.”
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In our increasingly complex world, we define ourselves more than ever through our social relationships and connections. We determine who we are based upon the ways that the people around us see us. Now more than ever, we must be attentive to the social-emotional needs of our students in order to create safe communities for learning. In order for students to participate actively in the Critical Skills Classroom, they must feel safe enough to take risks. As human beings, we are naturally risk-averse. When a threat is perceived and the amygdala (the most primitive part of the brain, responsible for instinctive reactions to danger) is activated, the ability of frontal lobe of the brain (where reasoning and learning occur) is diminished by up to 80%. The areas of the brain capable of learning are bypassed when a student is afraid. Quite simply– students can’t learn if they don’t feel safe.
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In many classrooms today, when social difficulties arise, the typical response is to separate students, to try to solve the problem for them, or down play trying to make all happy. As a (more effective) alternative, try this:
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When conflict arises, be aware. Watch to see if students are moving toward solution. Allow them an opportunity to try to figure it out. Stand nearby, in view of the students, and be prepared to step in if necessary– to guide them with intention & wisdom. Students are capable of solving many of the most common schoolyard problems, if allowed the opportunity to do so– and the benefits of seeing themselves as capable problem solvers will translate nicely into their academic problem-solving experiences as well!
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Sometimes, however, problems move beyond the relatively simple issues of common classroom conflict. One need only turn on the news or open a newspaper to see an increased level of violence, bullying and harassment in schools– often with tragic consequences. According to author and clinician, Kim John Payne, bullying and harassment are predictable and preventable with the application of a simple formula which we refer to as the Best Formula Ever (BFE):
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Decreased Form/Predictability =  Stress/Anxiety/Reactivity
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Let’s define those terms.
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Social Complexity: Situations in which relationships are unclear, changeable or unpredictable. Uncertainty around social standing, appropriate behavioral expectations and norms can create socially complex situations. Examples include expectations around dress, behavior and language.
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Form/Predictability: In some situations, we are able to anticipate the sequence of events we will experience and the actions we are expected to take in order to be successful. Form/Predictability is an indicator of the clarity of our understanding of what is about to happen. Examples of this include where to put coats and backpacks, where to sit, and what the agenda for the day will be.
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Cooperation Isn’t Enough Stress/ Anxiety/Reactivity: describes the level of fear in any given situation. When we are stressed and anxious, the amygdala is triggered and we are most likely to respond from instinct rather than reason. Healthy learning environments seek to decrease stress, anxiety and reactivity whenever possible.



41 “We know that the keys to preventing bullying are ensuring positive peer relationships between children and immediate, clear disapproval on the part of adults when a put-down occurs.”
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By applying this formula and identifying risky “spaces” (both physical and chronologically) in the school day, we can anticipate the conditions which will trigger stress/anxiety/reactivity and either change the conditions or be prepared to offer additional support and an increased adult presence. Some examples of typically “risky” environments include hallways, lunchrooms, buses and recess.
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Additionally, we must note that society has “normalized” disrespectful ways of speaking. TV, radio and books reflect put-downs, sarcasm and rudeness as the norm. Courtesy, it seems, is no longer cool. However, we know that the keys to preventing bullying are ensuring positive peer relationships between children (“Does this child have a friend?”) and immediate, clear disapproval on the part of adults when a put-down occurs (“Did we make it clear that that sort of language isn’t tolerated?”). According to Payne, we only hear 1 in 10 put-downs kids make. If the adult doesn’t disapprove, children assume tacit approval and escalation of behavior will result.
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Affirmation: “You don’t usually . . .” (If this is the case. If you can’t provide authentic affirmation, don’t make something up.)
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Do Over: 



Plan for what you can do differently next time. “What could you have said/ done instead?”
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Let’ s imagine that we see two students in the hallway between classes. One student calls another a rude (perhaps joking) comment to another. As the adult you of course immediately step in.
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“You crossed the line with Molly.”
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“I was just joking.”
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“But you crossed the line. I understand you didn’t mean to, but you still crossed the line. What was going on?”
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“I just wanted some space to talk to Sarah. Molly wouldn’t give us any space. She follows me everywhere!”
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“Calling her a name was mean and it didn’t communicate what you wanted. What could be done differently?”
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While it may be tempting to launch into “teacher mode,” and begin moralizing, you must resist your urge to over-talk. Lectures will not be welcomed– or even processed– so let the students do the talking and put your energy in to listening– really listening– both to what is being said and what isn’t being said. It’s important to note that adults are just as susceptible to the plague of put-downs. Students watch how we engage with one another and they mirror what they see. When an adult crosses the line, we have to model this same behavior. The steps are a bit different (reflecting an adult level of sophistication) but the concepts are the same:
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• Don’t join in– interrupt the behavior, change the tone of the conversation.
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• Ask “What’s up”– try to clarify the intent of the comment or the conversation.
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• Do over– help the other person problem solve in a non-judgmental way– “What do you need to address this?
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Bullying begins with uninterrupted put-downs. Adults must express disapproval to put-downs and, if a child is trying to sort the situation out on his/her own, (saying for example, “Why did you say that, why were you mean?”), the adult should complement that step first, and then correct and disapprove the put-down behavior.
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What about side comments/put-downs in a large group? We’ve all experienced the too-loud whisper or the snide remark made in response to another students’ comments. Should we stop and bring more attention to both the attention-seeking student and the now-embarrassed target? Pull either or both aside later? Remember, the students are all looking at you and your silence will imply tacit agreement. You MUST express disapproval of the comment, then follow with affirmation of both the target’s contribution and the instigator’s capacity for a more positive choice in the future. Your response should be based on temperament of the student as well– a shy, introverted student may only need to hear her name in a disapproving tone and may in fact burst into tears if you come down too hard on her in front of the group. Some students will become defensive or may choose to “take you on” in front of group and argue the point or right to make a joke. Don’t engage in the argument– a simple “Daniel, that’s not okay and we’ll talk more about it later” followed by a brisk change of subject, activity or focus will probably be enough.
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The most powerful group in any bullying situation are the bystanders– move them from passively colluding to actively speaking out against teasing/bullying by modeling what you want them to do if you aren’t around. Change the culture so the bully doesn’t have support and the problem will evaporate. This sometimes requires us to help students understand the difference between truth-telling & tattleling. They need to know that adults will not over react or under react, but will listen, talk to them, help them work it out. In some settings, an inherent “code” exists which simply does not allow for tattling or telling, but that doesn’t mean the students know what to do when words or actions are contrary to culture.
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This resulted in them having difficulty being able to… • take into account other people’s point of view • put themselves in the other person’s shoes • refrain from reacting quickly • imagine a different way they could have reacted • simply put, if they can’t understand the impact of their actions or how things could have been different.



This resulted in them having difficulty being able to… • take into account other people’s point of view • put themselves in the other person’s shoes • refrain from reacting quickly • imagine a different way they could have reacted • simply put, if they can’t understand the impact of their actions or how things could have been different.



By intentionally building these four fundamental emotional qualities, we can build the capacity for students to resolve and prevent social difficulties.
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Many of the elements described in earlier chapters around culture and tradition can be effective in building empathy and perspective. Acknowledging the basic things people do that are polite builds empathy and brings out the best in others. For example, a classroom expectation that students will hold the door open for the person behind them can begin to create a culture of politeness & kindness which then creates safety and trust in the community. By actively seeking opportunities for students to practice politeness and kindness, we offer every day opportunities for the students to gain perspective and build empathy, which leads to increased impulse control. When we focus on building empathy and perspective, teasing behaviors may still occur at similar levels, but will be more quickly and easily resolved with adult help. Students will gain the ability to see other perspectives more quickly.
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What about kids who show signs of empathy, perspective, impulse control in some situations, but then the next moment exhibit bullying behaviors? “Queen Bee’s” remind us that students exists on a spectrum of behavior. They may show empathy and perspective in a safe setting,
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but will revert to stress/anxiety/reactive behaviors when removed from that safe environment. Boredeom and frustration can be precursors to creativity, to learning or to bullying behavior. We need to help powerful children recognize their power, and help them to realize there are other children with different strengths who can also be in charge and lead at times. Structure which allow every student to take a leadership role can be very valuable in supporting this concept. Finally, it bears repeating that the primary tenant of this work– “don’t just do something, STAND THERE”– means the adults must be present both physically and mentally. It may be tempting to turn our attention to a conversation with a colleague during recess or lunch, but these are the moments when we must be most attentive to our students.
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What about students who seem to self sabotage– the controversial victims who continually set themselves up?
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We’ve all experienced students who seem to become professional victims. These children are the ones who seem to make intentional choices to separate themselves from the group, creating and increasing social complexity where the level would “Ultimately, however, the child who can normally be low. These students are often either seeking attention or atchoose not to react to tempting to create a role (or a new the put-down, role) for themselves in the group. who can respond with As teachers, we need to mentor our humor, who will not students to envision and positively create new roles and identities, to distake the bait, cover and develop themselves as sowill not be bullied.” cially competent, capable individuals. At the same time, we need to encourage the rest of the group to allow the new healthy identity. Ultimately, however, the child who can choose not to react to the put-down, who can respond with humor, who will not take the bait, will not be bullied.
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Review: Simple Strategies To Help Kids Develop New Social Habits, Reducing Teasing & Bullying
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Use the “Best Formula Ever” as you plan your activities, special days, trips, your class agenda. If: Increased Social Complexity + Decreased Form & Predictability = Stress/Anxiety/Reactivity,
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then we want to try to design activities & provide experiences that:
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Decrease Social Complexity + Increase Form & Predictability = Build Resiliency
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Increasing form and predictability: Begin by establishing rules/expectations (Full Value Contract), spend time practicing & reinforcing
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Introduce routines, structures and traditions (ex. how we begin and end class, how we transition from one activity to the next, etc.) which increase the predictability of students’ day-to-day experience. Focus on transition times – beginning and end of day or class, specials, moving from one activity to the next, etc.
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Identify the “hot spots” where bullying & teasing occur and develop strategies for those areas, ideally with students(s) that are being teased. Recognize that these can and are unique for different kids. Consider this when planning your day. If you know one activity or time of day will be difficult for a student (or students), do something differently!
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Preview & Review– Preview the activity that increases stress & talk about how the student (perhaps with your help) will handle it – come up with strategies in advance that are appropriate. Reviewing right before and after the activity makes the activity feel safer, helps students to maintain perspective, empathy, and supports impulse control.
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Stand There! Be present– mentally and physically– when you’re with your students.



n



Follow-through and affirm. Be consistent in your actions and affirm positive choices whenever you can.
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Create a culture of politeness & kindness. Where are the opportunities in class to build politeness & kindness? How might this impact your recipe for success? How can you focus on specific Polite, Kind, Respectful Behaviors?
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Instruction and Assessment as Tools to Build the Collaborative Learning Community
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Classroom instruction and assessment are the core of the teacher’s work. Perceived by many to be separate from the activities described in the previous chapters, the images that emerge when we think of instruction and assessment – of “teaching” as we individually imagine it–are usually reflective of our own academic experiences. At worse, we imagine straight rows of desks with the teacher in front, sharpened number two pencils, copied worksheets and textbooks. At best, we may remember projects and experiments and fieldtrips that inspired us to new learning. What if, however, instruction were viewed through the lens of a “tool for building and reinforcing the powerful learning community that you’ve already created?” By using facilitation techniques in your classroom (in place of traditional instructional methods), you can:
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Enhance the quality of the learning experience
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Assist students in learning how to learn
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Create learning that is lasting and transferable.
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Facilitative instruction moves students out of a passive role where learning is concerned. It both supports and requires the CLC, making community authentic and vital to the students’ day-to-day experience. (Thomas, 2012)
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The Framework for Classroom Facilitation



The Framework for Classroom Facilitation



Facilitation (as opposed to instruction) requires us to shift our perspective from that of “deliverer of educational services” to the more student-centered “creator and manager of learning experiences.” Learning is done by the learner, after all, and while the shift can feel awkward at first, with time and experience you’ll come to appreciate the power of this way of teaching and learning. The elements of the framework, adapted from the work of outdoor and adventure educators at the American Youth Foundation, (AYF, 1997) are easy to remember: n Aiming n Framing n Gaming n Naming n Claiming n Exclaiming
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In the aiming phase of the facilitative process, we gather information and we plan for content and process learning. The work you do in the Knowledge and Communication phases of building your CLC will pay giant dividends here, as you’ll know not only the maturity and developmental levels, characteristics, and objectives of your students but also their interests, passions and fears. In planning for specific lessons, you’ll need to not only review the specific learning and process (skills/ dispositions) goals, activities and tools you plan to use in a single day, but also across the scope of the unit. You’ll also want to take into account factors including the time of year, recent local and national events and the energy level of your students at different times of day when selecting specific activities, tasks and tools. Finally, as all good teachers know, have a plan B (and a plan C), just in case.
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Quinn’s Six Questions (Quinn, 1994) can help you in gaining clarity around what you’re aiming for:
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1. What am I teaching? 2. Why am I teaching it? 3. How am I teaching it? 4. Why am I teaching it that way? 5. How do I know my kids are getting it? 6. How do the kids know they are getting it?
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Framing is the first experience that your students will have with the lesson. It is your opening gambit, your hook. Frame the lesson through its connection to your students. This will give you points of reference to return to and a margin of confidence from their point of view. Focus your students at the outset on both the learning and the process objectives. Review your Full Value Contract. Re-state the learning objectives. Give clear instructions both verbally and in posted, written form (via the board or posted chart pack). Make sure students understand what they are supposed to do, what limits they need be aware of, and any other considerations such as resource limits and availability, time frames, etc. Don’t assume that they know just because you told them– “chunk” the challenge with them, asking them to break the work down into steps and elements which they then report back to you.
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In the experiential learning community, the term “frontloading” is often used to describe activities and instruction provided to students before they begin a new task. Frontloading activities serve to: n Revisiting past commitments and goals: At the end of your last speech, you set some goals in terms of what you were going to do differently next time. Would each of you care to share those goals with the group one more time before we start?” n Preview future content or process learning: “What do you think the class will get out of doing this activity? What do you think this unit is designed to teach? Why are we doing this?” n Make connections between the new task or skill and real-world applications:“
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“Where might this learning be useful in your regular lives? In your life outside of school? In your other classes?” n Review positive experiences that may be applicable to the new task: “What will the group need to do in order to succeed? What strategies does the group have for making sure these happen? What did we do last time that worked for us? How can we apply that to this problem?” n Review negative experiences that students will wish to avoid: “What things has this group done in the past that may get in the way? What can the group do to ensure these don’t occur? What did we do last time that prevented us from being as successful as we could have been? What should we do differently this time? How can we apply that to this problem?”
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The bulk of your students’ time will be spent in the Gaming phase of the process. It is where the work of creating, collaborating, asking and process– in short, learning– takes place. State and re-state clearly what you expect to see and hear while the students are working so that they know what is expected and can effectively take action. Step aside and observe carefully as the students work. Refrain from rescuing groups that seem to be in trouble; let them struggle with the task you have posed. Ask questions if necessary in order to re-focus a group: What are you supposed to be working on? What else could you be doing? Don’t be afraid to turn students’ questions back to them. If they ask, “Where are the scissors?” it’s fine to respond with the same question. They’ll figure it out if the information and resources have been provided before hand. (Many teachers use the “ask three and then me” approach, requiring students to ask three peers before approaching a teacher with a question.) Finally, trust your gut. If you do not like the way the class is operating, call a time out and process what you’re seeing. If a trend is developing, (lots of noise, students off task or just sitting while others work, etc) point it out to the class and brainstorm options to resolve the situation.
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Claiming is reflection. It happens both at the end of the lesson or class and at the culmination of larger projects and experiences. Help students reflect on experience and transfer new knowledge to their next task.
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Reflection, the process of dissecting an experience in order to glean long-term learning from a single experience or a set of experiences, is an oft-overlooked tool in the classroom teachers’ arsenal. When we reflect, we make meaning of what we’ve experienced and we connect new information to existing knowledge and desires– in short, we learn. Without the opportunity to reflect, we may temporarily memorize information, we may even memorize it permanently in a “trivial pursuit” sort of way, but we don’t really learn.
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The role of reflection in building your collaborative learning community is that of bridge, connecting one experience to another; comma, providing a pause in which to think and question; and mirror in which to view personal and group behaviors. Simply put, reflection is the linchpin in the process. As such, it is imperative that reflective practices become second nature in selecting and facilitating activities. Luckily, reflective practice, at its essence, is based in three simple elements: n What did I do? n How effective was it? n What would I do differently if I were starting over now (or next time)?
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There are myriad re-phrasings of these questions, each carefully designed to fit a particular need, project, or class. For example, you could ask: n “What happened to you? n What difference did you make? n What does this experience mean for you? For your community?
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What have you learned related to the academic areas you are studying?” (National Youth Leadership Council, 1993)
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Or one could ask: n What was the group supposed to do–what was the task assigned? Who did what first? Then what happened? n Did you complete the task? Did you do it adequately, poorly or very well? Why? n How would it have been different if X had occurred?
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This sequence of questions is based in three elegant ideas. First, that we must review the concrete sequence of events and actions that were taken in order to clarify a common experience that all can agree upon. It’s not uncommon for three members of the same group to have vastly different recall of who did what, and when they did it, during even a very short activity. Second, after the concrete element has been agreed upon, the group must evaluate the effectiveness of those steps in meeting the challenge given to them. If, for example, the task was to find examples of amphibians, their habitats and their primary food sources, then the group’s decision to visit the library might have been a very good choice. If most group members were unfamiliar with how to locate resources in the library, it might have been a poor choice. At this stage, the group is simply evaluating the effectiveness of the steps taken in helping the group to complete the task given.
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The final element of the reflective process asks students to project forward–to apply their experience to future situations real or imaginary. Students might actually have the chance to go back and re-do a portion of the project, thereby making the question “what would you do differently if you could start over?” very appropriate. In other cases, students could benefit from supposing the way that their work processes or products might have been different should one variable have been changed. For example, how would the group have worked together differently had it been smaller? Larger? What if you had done this project alone? What if we’d broken the project down into smaller steps? Claiming lends itself well to the creation of fiction. If the class had spent time researching the ins and outs of voter registration, creating
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promotional materials for a local voter registration drive, then the conversation around “What if voting were unsafe in our country? What if it were illegal?” could be not only intriguing, but also an excellent way to connect students’ personal experience to the larger curriculum.
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In order for this to come to pass, however, teachers must move beyond the traditional “journaling as primary tool for reflection” paradigm. Learning logs (as opposed to journals), End of Day Sheets, blogs and exit slips can all provide a written means of reflection, but it is an error to believe that reflection must occur in written form. The questions are the spine of the reflective experience, but the medium can be as varied as the imagination. Students can reflect in large or small group discussion, in presentations, through drawings, scrap books, photo essays or Powerpoint. The important aspect is the examination of the experience through those three lenses: the concrete, the evaluative and the generative.
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These examples might seem more instructional than one might expect from a text on building collaborative cultures, but reflection, when done frequently and well, is a powerful tool for building the trust of the collaborative learning community. When reflection is built in as part of the typical day, when students become used to being asked to evaluate their work and their processes, when classroom practice is modified based upon student feedback (“We need another day in the library,” “We don’t know how to use Powerpoint well enough to make this presentation any good.”) then students begin to believe that they aren’t passive recipients of information or mute passengers on the educational bus. This is the beginning of the development of powerful connections between members of the community.
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The time taken for reflection doesn’t have to be great, but it must be intentional. Students must have the chance to reflect at transitional moments in the day. They must be guided in looking back at earlier efforts and than forward in preparation for their next steps. For young children, this could be as simple as a brief conversation around hallway behavior while waiting at the door before heading to music. It can be a longer conversation at the end of a project, during which students
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talk about their processes, and make notes about what they want to do differently next time–notes that they will refer to again at the beginning of the next project



talk about their processes, and make notes about what they want to do differently next time–notes that they will refer to again at the beginning of the next project



By integrating that learning into future situations (both academic and social), we can help our students to become that ubiquitous feature of mission statements everywhere: the Life-long Learner. In order to facilitate that integration and transfer, however we must help students to first identify previously gained skills (finding a book in the library, locating a place on a map, drawing a perfect circle with a string and a pin, etc) and then to apply them to the new task or challenge. By repeatedly and transparently moving students through the process of transfer and reflection, we can help students to generalize the common underlying principles received from previous experience (ie, problem solving, self-management, listening skills, asking questions or offering a different perspective respectfully, etc).
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When guiding reflection, here are a few simple techniques that even the novice facilitator can apply immediately: n Ask open-ended questions. “By integrating n Stick to one concept at a time. the learning into Emphasize clarity over complexity. future situations n Know your limits, both personally and professionally. Some topics (both academic are simply off limits because we and social), we can are not professional counselors; help our students respect that. to become that n It is important to recognize that ubiquitous feature there are many tools, beyond discussions, available for reflecof mission statetion. Some of these include ments everywhere: journals, dialogue journals, face the Life-long cards, drawing, and music.
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• At the completion of any major experience, allow time and space for participants to celebrate, acknowledging the positive in all of their experiences, including those, which were uncomfortable. Your celebration choices can be important rituals and important elements in maintaining your collaborative learning community. Something as small as a class cheer, a round of applause, a two minute “dance party” at the end of class, a quick whip around the room to thank another person for his/ her contribution, a final (post-reflection) review of “Things we did well” created via small group discussion, recorded on sticky notes and shared aloud- each of these can create a sense of collaborative success and mutually supported satisfaction. This isn’t a time to re-open the full reflection process, it’s a time to “hit the high points (and the hard parts),” and briefly review the things that were most powerful for the group as a whole. Mostly, though, it’s a time to celebrate the hard work, the learning that’s taken place, and the completion of the experience. .
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More than any other skill, your abilities as a facilitator will be put to the test as a Critical Skills teacher. Whether you have years of experience in the classroom or are brand new to teaching, you will face challenging moments that leave you longing for tools. Our colleagues at the American Youth Foundation have provided us with a beginner’s list of successful facilitation strategies to attempt to begin to satisfy this desire.
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“I did what I knew and when I knew better, I did better.”
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Tools, Tips & Tricks
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Discussion Tips



Sit in a circle allowing for good hearing and eye contact. Pay attention to body language- yours as well as your students. Maintain a safe and supportive atmosphere. Set ground rules: (For example) v Speak for ones’ self. v One person talks at a time. v Listen and talk in the here and now (rather than dwelling on the past). v Respect self, others and environment. v Maintain the right to pass. v Welcome all points of view. v Agree/disagree with idea and not the person. v Avoid put-downs. v Maintain confidentiality. Facilitate within your ability. Explain and revisit the difference between task and process goals.
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When debriefing, progress from positive topics (“What worked well for us?) to negative (“What was hard? What should we try to do differently next time?”) and end on positive note (“What was your favorite part of this lesson?”). Ask open ended questions (Why, How, What, What if…) Be clear and concise by having clarity in your expectations and goals BEFORE you begin. Ask one question at a time and give time for students to think about their answers. Listen to answers and paraphrase to confirm and clarify intent. Acknowledge and validate response verbally (thank you) or non-verbally (nod). Invite quiet students into the conversation. Ask what others think. Politely interrupt lengthy speakers: excuse yourself and explain why. (“I want to make sure everyone has a chance to talk.) Call a time out if things seem to be falling apart. Ask the students what they see/ hear and whether it lines up with what they are supposed to be doing. Clarify expectations and, if necessary, move to a different activity until you have time to reflect on what went wrong. Sometimes students will fail. When that happens, focus on their process and next steps rather than the failure itself. Stay positive!



Remember that facilitation and reflection skills are developed. With practice, participants will become more comfortable if reflective activities are thoughtfully sequenced from the concrete (What I did) to the evaluative (How it worked) to the predictive (What I would do differently next time).
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Activities



One word whip: This is a simple way to start a group and get comfortable with talking. Ask for a one-word reaction to the activity – giving opportunity to pass and moving quickly around the group. Fist to five: With their eyes closed students need to hold up a fist or any number of fingers of one hand to identify how they feel about a certain question (e.g. how well did we do on our goal to communicate better?), with a fist representing the most negative and five fingers the most positive. Ask follow up questions regarding the different opinions. Postcards/emotion cards: Lay a set of picture cards out in the middle of the circle. (Greeting cards, post cards, or pictures cut from magazines are ideal for this activity.) Ask participants to pick a card that represents how they feel about the day, the lesson, the group, their personal role in the group, a strength, area of growth etc. Concentric Circles: Create an inner and out circle of participants. Pairs can do a quick silly activity together (finger tag, tie a shoe using one hand of each person, etc) and then answer a question that the facilitator asks about the activity the group is processing. This can be less threatening for participants to speak to one person at a time. At the end you have the option for participants to share something before moving on to the next partner. Dyads and Triads: Students are sent off in groups of two or three to reflect together on the experience. This can be through predetermined questions, a mapping assignment (see below) or a loose unstructured conversation. Skills list: In dyads or triads students brainstorm a list of skills used in an activity and then create a sentence of how they might apply one or more skills to a real life situation. Present out to the larger group.
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Found Objects: Each group member picks an object in the room that represents how he or she felt about the experience. Fish bowling: Split group in two. Outer circle observes inner circle’s discussion. Share observations. Ball of string: toss the ball of string with the tail unraveling from speaker to speaker as you debrief. Identify patterns. Who talked? Who didn’t talk? What does that tell us? Shared Learning Circle: The leader begins by explaining that this circle is a sharing opportunity for group members, and then asks everyone to complete a given statement according to their feelings or thoughts. Examples: One thing I appreciate about myself…., OR about the person to my right… I thought it was neat because I felt…. The feeling today that I would most like to share was…. I felt most proud today with…. Mapping as final closing and transfer activity. Students identify a road map including where they started, what their journey has been like (challenges, obstacles, learning, highlights) and where they are going next (goals, hopes, action steps). Journaling: Students can do a “free writing” activity or can answer specific reflection questions. This can be a good activity for a class that has become overly boisterous or noisy and needs a calming, centering experience. Letter To Self: Give the class about 20 - 30 minutes at the end of an activity, the course, or the year to write a letter to self, which will remain confidential (provide envelopes). Collect letters and hand them out or mail them later in the year or at the beginning of the following year. Focus can be: favorite lesson or memory, something you learned about yourself, something you learned about your classmates, something that challenged you, a goal for yourself for the school year. The School Reform Initiative (http://schoolreforminitiative. org/) offers a wide variety of protocols that can be useful for
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instruction and reflection. Visit their website for a complete listing as well as downloadable instructions. n Visit the Teacher Tools section of the Critical Skills Program website (antiochne.edu/acsr/teachertools) for an ever-growing catalog of free tools for facilitation, instruction and debriefing.
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Building collaborative learning communities isn’t easy. It can be uncomfortable for those who prefer to keep students at an arm’s length and it can seem wasteful when state standards and high-stakes tests loom large on the horizon, making every second of “curricular” time doubly valuable. It requires us to know our students well, to respect their experiences, abilities, and opinions. It forces us to ask tough questions of our students and ourselves. The payoff, however, is huge. When students are known well and prodded to do their best work, they respect us for making the effort. Discipline becomes less of an issue. Morale goes up. The quality of work improves. Most of all, they respect us (and themselves) more for caring enough to accept nothing but their best.
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