CHAPTER 3

UNCOVERING COMMUNITY: TREASURES IN THE SNOW
CREATING A CLASSROOM COMMUNITY

Note to the Reader


In this chapter, I take you with me into my sixth-grade classroom. I begin with three critical stories of my teaching career. Each illustrates a turning point in my understanding about community and about myself. 


In the central part of this chapter, I use the metaphor of types of snow to organize my construction of community into my five essential elements: climate, communication, consensus, challenges, and celebrations. It is here, within my classroom, that I demonstrate how I draw upon classroom observations, student actions and my personal values to identify critical events. I then creatively work and rework the possibilities to gain new knowledge. 


Another purpose of this chapter is to make my thinking visible to you so that you can join me and see all the facets in the development of the classroom community. I recount the successes and the problems I experience. I share my worries and I share my self-talk as I gather courage to try new thinking. I bring you into my persistent struggle to live out my values in front of twenty-seven sixth graders.


The chapter concludes with my feeling of successfully creating a community with my students. My creating community with my sixth graders provides a base of information from which to begin to facilitate the three other communities in this thesis as well as benchmarks to watch for and document.

Uncovering Community: Treasures in the Snow


Breakup, our term for spring, lasts about two weeks in Fairbanks. During that time, the hours of sunshine lengthen and the snow melts quickly. I can see the snow disappear daily as it shrinks from the side of the house and reveals more and more of the back porch. As the melting occurs, it uncovers hidden “treasures” from last winter. A mitten will suddenly appear, a soggy grocery list for Christmas dinner is uncovered, and many dog toys unexpectedly sprout all over the yard.


There will be one day when I notice that tiny shoots are poking through the last layers of crystal snow. Something green! After all the months of white, the tiny green spikes of grass are a colorful gift. I wouldn’t have realized the grass was there if I hadn’t been gathering the items exposed by the melting snow. 


Thinking and writing about how I create community is like breakup season in my yard. The more I continue to consider what I do and how I do it and attempt to write it all down, the more I uncover. My snow continues to melt as I struggle to find the base of it all, my green shoots. But fall is where it actually begins. 


Like breakup, fall happens in two weeks. In those two weeks the trees turn a stunning yellow, leaves dry, fall, and crackle underfoot. Suddenly the trees stand bare and empty waiting for the first flakes of snow. So I invite you into my yard. Come spend the winter with me and watch as it settles in. Then join in the celebration of breakup as I find forgotten items uncovered in the melting snow and search to discover the green shoots of community. Let us begin with critical stories in my teaching life. 

Word Munchers


“Hmmm, what is this?” I asked, noticing the decorated folder on Julie’s desk. In colorful letters the folder read, “Word Munchers. We munch on words.” 


“It’s our group name and motto and now we’re working on our logo,” she replied. In her writing group, Alex, Stacy, and John were busily sketching various views of apples. How did this group accomplish the task of composing a group motto so quickly? The rest of the groups are still beginning.

I looked around the room. This was our second day together, and as I had learned in the Alaska State Writing Institute this past summer, now was the time to form those all-important writing response groups. These would be the foundation of my writing program for the year. One of my writing gurus, Lucy Calkins, assured me through her articles and books that, yes, indeed, writing groups were essential to every writing classroom. I carefully read accounts of her students moving with enthusiasm into small groups, putting heads together to brainstorm ideas, writing with skill, sharing their writing, and then even editing together. That’s what I wanted for this class, but what I saw was quite different from Lucy’s description.


The group by the rats’ cage were kicking each other under the table, sort of like soccer without the ball. Ben’s group sat in silence, looking at the blank folder lying in the middle of his desk. Hannah’s group, gathered by the windows, was a bit better. Three of the members were talking, but Reggie had his chair pulled back and was drawing bombing planes on his notebook. Eddy dominated his group with his charm while Anna, Stephanie, and Jessica listened in complete adoration to his description of his basketball skill. The final group, nestled among the coats and boots, argued about the merits of “the Rams” or “the Chargers.” They were equally divided and neither side was willing to give in. I couldn’t face them. I returned to Julie’s group and watched. Why can they do this and the others can’t? They finished their logo sketches and had them in the middle of their desks. Together they talked about the merits of each one. They are sharing their ideas. Each one can see the pictures. They have their heads together. They disagree but are willing to compromise. No one is trying to outdo the other. They want to complete the task. With those observations in mind, I went from group to group to make suggestions. Heads nodded while I talked with them, but problems returned as soon as I left. Most groups finally got something down, but it was clearly a frustrating experience for me and for the class. Not for Julie’s group, however. They continued to talk about it on the way out the door for recess. 


I collapsed on my chair. This isn’t the way it’s supposed to go. This is my second year of teaching; I should know how to handle students by now. I think Lucy Calkins’ students were really forty-three-year-old past Pulitzer Prize winning midgets. I need to do something here. That’s as far as I got that day, but what was important about my thinking was that it was the first time that I consciously examined a troubling issue and explored ways to solve the problem.

Throughout the year, I followed the development of Julie’s group. I watched carefully how they worked together, what they did, and how they talked to each other. When I discovered something significant, I would visit each group and “impart” my new discovery. The other groups improved to varying degrees, but they never developed the ease with which Julie, Alex, John, and Stacy worked together. 


I spent the following summer thinking about the class. On a clear July day on my back porch, I reviewed the dilemma of the writing groups: OK, what makes sense here? What do I know? I know that Julie, Alex, John, and Stacy knew each other before coming to class. They were in the same class last year and lived close together. That probably helped. I arbitrarily put people together who probably didn’t know each other and expected them to dive in and work cooperatively to complete a task. So it makes sense that we have to get to know each other first. We need to know everyone in the class since initially I don’t know how the groups will be arranged. So, whole group knowledge is important. We get to know each other and feel comfortable; what next? What would I want as a student? As a very shy student, I felt better working with one person rather than a whole group. So if they work with partners for a while to build up confidence and learn how to discuss, compromise, and share, then after a while they would be ready for a group of four. I will test this out in the fall and see what will happen. Unknowingly, this was my initial step with action research as defined by McNiff (1988). I identified a concern (cooperation within the writing groups). I visualized a possible solution (all the steps mentioned above). In the fall, I would carry out my vision, assess the results, make any necessary changes so that students are more successful when working in writing groups, and then add the knowledge to my teaching practice. 

The Haircut


John, one of the last to arrive one chilly morning in November, walked reluctantly into the room and sat down. Head down, not looking at anyone, he pulled out a book and began to read. He has his hat on! He knows it is a school rule not to wear hats. What’s going on here? He’s never done this before. I’ll give him a few minutes. His self-esteem is too fragile for me to go barging in; maybe a friend will remind him. Reggie passed by and reminded John to take his hat off. John turned red, mumbled something about a haircut and kept his hat on. He looked at me out of the corner of his eye. Ah, that’s the problem. Another “military” haircut. Okay, hat stays on; I won’t say anything. Let him decide when to take it off. If I’m asked by another teacher, I’ll say it’s a medical problem. John kept his hat on all day. He did get teased about it from the other kids, but he was able to fend them off. I feel really sorry for John. I know how embarrassed he must feel. When I was in the fourth grade, I got a permanent that was a disaster. I looked like Little Orphan Annie and wanted to hide in the closet for weeks. He needs to know that this will be okay and will pass. Before he left for home, I wrote him a short note telling him of my experience and that one good thing about hair is that it always grows back. I slipped it in his homework folder as he was getting ready for home. 


I forgot all about the haircut until four weeks later. At a parent conference, John’s father had the note. He told me that John had shared the note with him and told his father that he was really touched that I would be that concerned about him. John’s father wanted to thank me for taking time for his son. That astounded me. I was not aware of the kind of power I held in that room. I was suddenly conscious that I could make students’ lives easier or I could make them very difficult. At that point, I understood how very important it was for me to be careful how I use the power of my position. I had a heavy responsibility of which I was totally unaware until the conversation with John’s father. I began to thoughtfully and carefully examine my actions. 

Eric and the Dancers


“Hey, Jim [the teacher across the hall], let’s sign up for this. We don’t often have the opportunity for the kids to work with dancers. Besides, it looks like an all-day program. We can drop them off at the gym and have the whole day to get caught up on journals and grading papers.” Jim agreed and we signed our classes up for the next Wednesday. Wednesday 8:45 a.m. arrived. We marched our classes down the hall (Ah, a clean desk by 2:30). The dance director made us come in with our students. Wait a minute. This isn’t the plan. I have things to do. I’m not a dancer. But that wasn’t how it was to be. Jim and I spent the entire day with the students. I’m glad we were expected to stay because I would have missed something crucial if I had been back in my room grading papers. 


In my third year of teaching, I was very worried about Eric. He arrived in my class sullen and withdrawn, and nothing I could do would draw him out. The first day of school, he colored his name card entirely black. This was how he felt about school. I learned that he had been retained and that accounted for him being so much larger than the others. He reminded me of a large Saint Bernard puppy; he didn’t quite know what to do with his hands and his feet. Eric barely spoke and, if left to himself, would never work with anyone. I was determined not to let him have another “bad” school year, and as I was to discover, the opportunity to dance was perfect for Eric.


By 9:30 a.m. in the gym, we were all flinging ourselves across the floor, running, jumping, and swirling with feathers, scarves, and ribbons. What fun. Look at Amneris. She’s the quietest person in the room and look at her. All smiles and giggles. We quickly ate lunch and then pulled together one last routine for our performance. In this routine, we created a huge human pyramid with strobe lights bouncing around the walls. The choreographer selected Eric for the pivotal strength position. Look at him! I can’t believe it’s Eric. He’s actually touching other people. Okay, Eric, just get through the performance and don’t mess up. You’ve got to be wonderful here. I realized that Eric needed to be successful at this. This would probably determine his fate for the rest of the year. We performed for the rest of the school and left the gym with applause surrounding us. It was an incredible day for all of us, but especially for Eric. Back in our room, we sat on the floor and talked about the experience. Throughout our discussion, Eric heard praise and compliments on his position in the pyramid number. With each comment, Eric sat a little straighter. He sailed out of the room at the end of the day. 


The room is nice and quiet, and I lie on the floor assessing the sore muscles. What a wonderful day. I’ll be so stiff and sore tomorrow I’ll barely be able to crawl, but it was worth it. Wonder how Eric will be tomorrow? Probably did the smartest thing of my career, to come back here and talk about the performance. Eric needed to hear others talking about him. I needed to hear it. The kids were much more perceptive about him than I thought. But the talking part, the talking part was the best. We came together today because we accomplished something. The kids didn’t want to leave; how wonderful. 


The day of dance changed Eric, and it changed the rest of us. Eric began to see himself as a worthwhile person, and the others began to accept him within the class. As a whole class, we became something special. We were the “dancers of the school.” There were two essential happenings within the dance experience that shaped my thinking. The first was the performance. The fact that we, as a class, had to perform for a live audience drew us together. Plus we all had to work together to be successful. Eric was as important as Amneris. The second essential event happened by chance in the discussion before we left for home. The talk reinforced all our good feelings about being together, and this was especially significant for Eric. After the students left, I realized that I could create magical opportunities like this. I didn’t have to wait for them to somehow happen. I also needed to devise a way to consistently incorporate whole group reflection time into the daily schedule.

The previous stories illustrate my awakening to the concept of community. It came slowly and sometimes painfully, but by my third year of teaching, I knew that a classroom community was absolutely essential for myself and my students. Using my knowledge about the teacher research process as outlined by Hubbard and Power (1993), my role or power, dialogue, and purposeful action as a foundation, I can now, each year, purposely create a living active community of learners. 


In the fall, my yard is covered with a variety of vegetation: prickly bright red rose hips, feathery fireweed, and dry vetch. Birch and cottonwood leaves litter the ground like small yellow disks. All the plants in my yard are waiting for the rigors of winter, when the snow will envelop them until spring.


Similar to the varieties of vegetation in my yard, every student brings an individual perspective to the classroom community. Together as a class, they create a unique diversity. My teaching community is ethnically and geographically diverse. Within the school, there are Asian, Hispanic, Caucasian, and African-American students, and they come to Alaska from all parts of the world. Some families see this as a wonderful opportunity, while others view Alaska as a foreign country and never leave the Army post. 


Often, by the time students arrive in my sixth grade class, they have attended five other schools, and at most, they will stay in Alaska for four years before they move on with their families to their next post. Students frequently move during the school year; two years ago, out of a class of twenty-one, I had only five students who stayed with me the entire year. The continual shifting dynamics of personalities as students leave and new students arrive requires me to have a clear vision of community building so all of us can be active and positive members of the family. 

Annui: Constructing the Climate


Winter begins quickly in Fairbanks. One day, there will be a soft blue sky and gentle sun, then the next morning all the plants and trees will be covered with a layer of frost. The definite chill in the air tells of coming snow. The first snow is usually soft and delicate and lightly covers the ground and leaves. The Inuit people call it annui, meaning falling snow. The annui is a compassionate and gentle prediction of what’s to come.


Like the annui, my work before the students arrive on the first day of school predicts what is to happen during the next nine months. I begin by creating a gentle physical environmental climate that encourages the development of community.

Physical Environment


At Christmas time, during my first year of teaching, I asked my class to line up to go to their scheduled music class down the hall. The class quickly did so, except for Ricardo. Ricardo was a seventeen-year-old in a ten-year-old body. Streetwise, always dressed in black, he found school oppressing and irrelevant to his life. I found him standing beside the bulletin board in the front of the room. Watching him gently stroking the flocked gold Christmas paper, I was amazed at his expression. It was pure wonderment. He turned to look at me and said, “What is this?” I explained that it was wrapping paper for Christmas gifts. With that he left and went to music. He’s never shown any interest or gentleness to anything before. How strange that he’s intrigued with the paper. I used it on the bulletin board because it was bright and festive and available. Wonder what else I could do with the room setting to interest him? Throughout the rest of December, Ricardo continued to rub the paper when he thought no one was watching. This incident changed how I viewed the room environment. No longer was it a place to decorate, but it became a living stage to construct for learning. For me, powerful learning seems to arrive from small moments, moments that create striking visual images in my mind. I can still see Ricardo, one finger extended, ever so gently touching the velvet paper. 


Using Ricardo as my mental guide and with the desire to create a classroom community, each fall I begin setting the stage in my classroom. The room is a tool to facilitate community growth, so I spend a great deal of time arranging and decorating the room. I think about two fundamental elements before school begins. First, the room should be inviting and welcoming. So as the students and I walk through the door each day, we should think, “Ah, I’m glad to be here.” The room should also fill the senses. All the “Ricardos” should find something intriguing in every corner. Secondly, items within the room must be accessible to the students. Both these elements, invitation and accessibility, help to build a community.

The Senses


Visual presentation is vital. For me, this means that the room is bright, colorful and full of interesting things. I choose a theme that visually unites the room. This year the room theme is rainbow colors. Multicolored ribbons hang from the ceiling, outlining a reading area filled with primary colored pillows. Table surfaces, including my desk, are covered by rainbow fabric. Above the chalkboard, sweeping pieces of fabric highlight the writing process steps. The colorful artwork that is scattered around the room is carefully crafted by local Alaskan artists. Large green plants fill the corners and the tops of cabinets. I want my students to see something beautiful no matter where they look. Our winters are dark and there are weeks when it’s too cold to go out. All of us spend a great deal of time in this room, so if we can’t have sun outside, we definitely can have sunshine inside. 

Sounds play an important role in my room. The tape recorder sits out on the shelf where all of us can easily keep music playing throughout the day. The soft music holds us together as we focus on our work. It provides a soothing background as we quietly read or an energizer for group work in the afternoons. Wind chimes hang above the bookcase and by the door, creating gentle tones. 


The room is filled with textures, from the carpet on the floor to the individual pillows on each chair. In the fall, when the students come to my house for a two-day camp out, each constructs a pillow for their chair at school. Baskets of stuffed animals are scattered among the shelved books. A large teddy bear looks out the window, and a moose puppet gazes at us from atop the mailboxes. Each of these has been read to, become a cast member in plays, had a part of science experiences, and been confided in. I’ve found that students need things to touch, brush, pet, and cuddle, even in sixth grade. Occasionally I see a student pick up a stuffed animal and curl up on the floor to read or tell it secrets. It’s generally a student whom I would least suspect. Ricardo is still here with me. 


As I create the environment, I’m not only creating it for myself, because I want to be comfortable in the room. I also want the students to be comfortable, too. It shows the students that I care about them, that I’ve considered their needs and created a place especially for them. So what I’m really doing is modeling for my students that I love being in this place called school. As an adult I choose to be here, and I’m inviting them to join me. I’m trying to break their preconceived notions of what school has been like and to present the possibilities of what it might become. I’ve since discovered that some in the business community are trying a similar approach (Hickman & Silva, 1984; Peters & Austin, 1985; Peters & Waterman, 1982). The corporate leader(s) are exploring various ways to change long-lived notions about work through personal modeling and showing care for employees.

Accessibility


The other physical environment element I purposely plan is the issue of accessibility for students. I try to organize the classroom in such a way that it allows students to easily use everything and also have areas that allow students to feel comfortable. This year I need to have my teacher references more accessible. As I learn to stand back and let students pursue their own learning, they need these kinds of books. The class last year just took them over. I think they assumed that since they were in the room, they could be used. That’s true! I need to make it more explicit this year and consider these shelves as extensions of the class library. Everything in the room is arranged in a way that allows the students to obtain what they need to learn. Hall passes are kept in a basket by the door. Phone books are stored in the bookcase by the phone. The six bookcases hold all sorts of reading material, from poetry to motorcycle magazines to dictionaries. Each of the six cooking tubs contains the basic implements for cooking, which are also handy for science experiments. Having items freely available allows students to be more independent and more creative in their work. It also demonstrates my trust in them as responsible learners. If I want my students to be independent learners and if I want them to use all these items, I must find a way to set them out for students to see. All these items are tools of a working community. We wouldn’t be a community if I remained in control of everything. 


I need to think how to arrange the desks so that we can have our meeting area and not have to move so many pieces of furniture. I’ll have twenty-five students, so we’ll need lots of floor space. Space is a continual problem. My students have individual desks that can be quickly moved in and out of many configurations. I’ve never yet been able to arrange them so that I have a designated meeting place. We always end up moving desks. I begin this task so optimistically. I believe that if I think hard enough I’ll discover the key to the space problem. We need cozy corners for partner work and book talks. We need private areas for quiet work. We need space for our morning opening time. The computer needs to be in another place. Last year it was really crowded when kids wrote pieces together. I need more room. Wonder how many bribes of chocolate chip cookies it would take for the janitor to build me an addition to this room. Maybe the “crowdedness” is part of community. The fact that as a group we have to move desks so that we all can be seen is just as important as the meeting itself. It shows that we honor each person in the group. I should view this as a positive aspect of community rather than a problem.


The room arrangement and appearance mirror how I view life within this room. If I want community to happen, then I have to physically construct the room so that it enhances the idea of community. I have the power to arrange this any way I please, and the arrangement will have a direct effect on the relationships within these walls (Smith & Kearny, 1994).

Api: Forging Communication


About the middle of October, the snowfall begins in earnest. The snow on the ground, called api, begins to accumulate. As the first flakes reach the ground, the delicate edges disappear, and the flakes become small granules of ice, the foundation layer for the rest of the year’s snow. Sunny days alternate with deep, overcast snowy days. Api builds layer upon layer. My beginning conversations with my students are my api. These conversations set the tone, model interactions, and begin the formation of trust that starts to build the community, layer upon layer upon layer.


One afternoon during my second year of teaching in preparation for our medieval festival later that week, my sixth graders and I sat on the floor making crepe paper vines for our town wall. It was -30 F. outside, so we were working and chatting through our recess time. Stacey turned to me and said, “You know, Mrs. A., you’re just like one of us.” 


Intrigued, I asked her, “What do you mean?” 


“Well, you talk to us, you know—like people.”


She kept on twisting leaves into her vine, but her comment made my heart pound. So I talk to them like people. But that’s what they are. I like to know what they’re thinking and what they do outside of class. I genuinely like them and like knowing about them. How could I teach them if I didn’t know them? 


In the first several years of examining community in my classroom, I learned that community is formed and shaped with open and honest communication. It’s so essential that we learn to talk to each other as fellow learners that I don’t want to delay getting that process started, so I model and set the tone before school officially starts. I create an opportunity to meet the students outside of the traditional school setting by writing letters. 

Beginning the Communication

Letters


One August, after my first year of teaching, a fellow teacher stopped by the house to return some math materials. Seeing a stack of letters, Lisa said, “Writing to your new students already? How can you write to them? You don’t know them yet.” I mumbled something but felt irritated by her comment. But I do know them. I know they are in sixth grade, I know they live on an Army base, I know they ride their bikes, I know they are probably a bit worried about sixth grade and what that will mean. I can easily write to them, because I care about them and want to know them. Questions like this force me to articulate to myself, and sometimes to others, the reasons behind my actions. They make me think beyond my basic intuition. Thus began my practice of writing to my students. I initially started with having the letters on the desks of each student, waiting for them as they arrived on the first day of school.


As I started my third year of teaching, however, I decided that I wanted to contact my students before the start of school. I asked Gail, a teacher across the hall, to join me. We agreed to write each student a letter and follow up with a home visit. This created quite a stir in the office. Traditionally, my school did not give class lists to teachers until two days before school begins. We were told the lists wouldn’t be official or ready until the day before school. We needed them at least a week ahead so that the letters would arrive in time. After much prodding, pushing, and pleading, we got our lists. 


The following year, the school had a new principal and new office staff, and Gail was no longer interested in contacting students before school began. I was on my own. I knew what I wanted. I wanted to write letters to my students to welcome them to sixth grade, to send them a supply list, and to inform them that I would be visiting them on the Saturday before school. This will be like asking for the moon. What can I say that will persuade the principal of the value of meeting the kids ahead of time? She’s already said that no class lists will be given out early and not to ask the secretaries for even a peek. I need that list! This will throw the whole school into chaos. The secretary will be upset because I’m not following procedure, and this won’t help my relationship with other teachers either. They want their lists, too. Is it worth the repercussions? Yes. I’m committed to the value of meeting students before school begins. Besides, maybe another teacher will see the benefit and want to do this also.


The principal listened as I explained my reasoning. She agreed—it wasn’t a resounding yes, but it was a yes. Yay! But now on to the secretary. I have to figure out a way to make this simple and not disturb her routine. She has the power to make everything simple or difficult. With a plate of cookies in hand, I made my request. I offered to go through all the sixth grade student rosters and make a list of my identified students. I wouldn’t disrupt her paperwork, and I would do this during a time when she didn’t need the list. With great misgivings, she agreed. I think it was the cookies. Now, eleven years later, I receive my list before school is out in May, typed with names, addresses, and telephone numbers. The school has changed secretaries three times since my first request, and it must be part of the written job description because now there is never any question. It’s always provided. This was my first experience in taking a public position for an idea I valued. I cared and respected my students so much that I was willing to try to make an institutional change in order to make the first day of the new school year easier for them. 

In general, writing letters to my students serves several purposes. It sets communication tone and interaction pattern, it shows my caring for the individual child, and it demonstrates my value of literacy. I agree with Palmer (1993) as he claims that

Good teachers also bring students into community with themselves and with each other—not simply for the sake of warm feelings, but to do the difficult things that teaching and learning require. (p. xvii) 

The letters that I write now begin to create a bond between us that will allow us to tackle the learning challenges that lie ahead.


My writing is carefully constructed to model tone and interaction patterns. Let’s see. Which will I use—the bicycle or cloud stationary? Bicycle, I think. It’s colorful and appeals to this age, and then I can also tell them I found it in England this summer. I love writing these letters. Keep it short, bright, and positive. Emphasize the “looking forward to meeting you” part. I need to make everyone feel welcome. I’ll add a sticker to the envelope to make it eye-catching and special. I’ve learned to use small stationary, half the size of normal paper. Then my short message fills the page and appears to be a longer letter than it really is. I usually have from twenty-five to twenty-seven students, so the task can seem never-ending if the letters are too long. I have to structure the task to keep it fun for me as well. I always begin with a “Hi” and end with “Love, Mrs. Austin.” The “Hi” demonstrates informality and friendliness, and the “love” shows my unconditional caring for the student. Later the “Mrs. Austin” will become Mrs. A; but in this first letter, it’s essential that they know exactly who I am. 


Enclosed in the letter is a supply list. This supply list is a combination of words and pictures. I don’t want my students to feel intimidated by not knowing how to read the list, so the pictures will help if there’s a problem. It will also help any of my bilingual parents. Besides, the pictures make it seem less serious and official. Again, I’m demonstrating my respect for each individual student.

When I was in elementary school, I remember the excitement of receiving a letter written especially to me and me alone. I want to share that kind of excitement with my students. Reading and writing can be enjoyable and meaningful at the same time. When they receive this letter, they don’t know it, but they will be receiving a letter from me on a daily basis, and they will also write to me each day. I picture them opening the letter and reading my note. As they read, they are constructing their half of our personal relationship. They now belong to me and I belong to them. We are a team. I am a team member with each of them. Now I’m on twenty-five teams, while they are on only one. It will be my job to expand this initial team to include others. In the beginning I’m the pivotal person for all teams, but as we create a community together, I will become less and less important. In a sense, this is how my communities begin. It begins with a relationship between two people. 

Home Visits 


Within the letter, I also mention that I will be visiting their home sometime on Saturday. The first year of my home visits, Gail, the teacher across the hall, and I decided to do them on the same day, the Saturday before school began. Enclosing the notice in the letters to the students, we waited until THE day. That first year, I spent many nights wondering how it was going to work. Gail is so outgoing and pleasant. I’m not. She can talk about doorknobs and sound great. What am I going to talk about? What do I say when they open the door? What if they don’t open the door? What if they have a loose dog? What if I can’t find the street? What if I go to the wrong door? Do I go in or stand on the porch? Boy, I hope it doesn’t rain. I think I’ll wear my denim skirt and striped blouse. It looks efficient without being intimidating. What if I have nothing to say, and what if they don’t say anything? Despite these thoughts, there were two reasons I was determined to visit the homes. The first was my childhood memories of “the night before school.” I remember lying in bed the night before school started, wondering nervously who my teacher would be and how I would find out and how I would be able to find the room. I didn’t want my students to have those kinds of thoughts. The second reason was Gail. If she could do it, so could I. The day arrived and when we were done by late afternoon, I felt immensely successful. I found the right addresses, families were friendly, and I could converse with all of them.


A year later, Gail decided that her interests lay in other directions and discontinued home visits, but I still continue. I still get nervous the night before, and as I knock on the first door I wonder if I want to do this. I do. I’ve learned some tricks that make it easier. First, I ask my husband, son, or a friend who owes me a big favor to drive. The driver can plot the course to the next house while I’m in talking to the family, and also, having a person waiting in the car is a natural reason for not staying for supper. The driver also gives me confidence, so if for some reason I need help, that person is close by. I often carry a Polaroid camera with me and take a picture of the student and the family, and I usually have a flyer about the school’s open house or the PTA’s ice cream social. These items help provide conversation if I need it. Then, I’ve also learned to ask questions and share information. Since none of my parents are permanent residents of this community, I often ask questions about their view of Alaska, how long they will be staying, and their impressions about our winters. Their answers give me clues to their attitudes that may carry over into the school community. I also share information about me and my family, so the student and parents begin to see me as a person, not just “the teacher.” 


The visits last from a three-minute chat through the screen door to a twenty-minute conversation with all the members of the family. I’ve met the family dog; signed casts; toured houses; sampled homemade pie, cookies, and bread; and been invited to countless dinners, lunches, and teas. It’s very difficult to turn down such hospitable invitations. I’ve learned it’s best not to eat before I begin the home visits. Families even send treats out to Ken waiting in the car.


The year I visited Becky’s home is the year I fully realized the importance of the home visits. Becky’s mother met me at the door and welcomed me. I met her father, her fifth-grade sister, and her second-grade brother. But no Becky. When I asked about her, her mother told me that Becky was in the kitchen mopping the floor because “that was her job.” The parents then told me that Becky was slow in school, that she’d been retained, and that she had only attended special education classes. Her sister, however, was described (in detail) as being bright, intelligent, and in the gifted and talented program. Wow! Becky and I have a lot of work to do. Self-esteem is going to be a major emphasis. She’s never been included in a full-time classroom before; I’ll need to gently introduce her to the routine and expectations. Most of all, I’ll need to make sure she’s with people who will be kind to her as we begin academic work. As she gains confidence in her ability, she can branch out. I also need to work with the parents to help them value her. I need to get into that kitchen and meet Becky! 

Home visits provide a window to our new community. Patterns begin to emerge as I look for common interests that will tie us all together. I begin to get a feel of the strengths of the class and areas that need concentration. Home visits ease the student into school. I realize that the letters and the home visits demonstrate my care and respect for the students. By establishing our initial communicative dialogue outside of the formal school setting, the students enter a new year of school with an awareness of who I am and having had an individual opportunity to talk with me. The home visit allows me to know a bit about them before the rush of the first day. This provides me with time so I can more carefully and expertly consider my power as the pivotal team member. 

Sustaining the Conversation

Letters


Letters appear again on the first day of school. As the students come into the room for the first time, there is another letter of welcome on each desk. This ensures that any last-minute changes in the class roster or any student who registered that morning receives a letter from me. It’s important that all receive a written personal welcome to the classroom. 

And so we begin our life together . . . .

Greetings


Due to the size of my school, I go to a designated door each morning at 8:25 to walk the class to our room. I enjoy this time. As we near our classroom door, I step off to the side and greet each as he or she enters the room: 


“Hi, Jessica, you’re back! Are you feeling better?” It’s good to see her again. She’s looking better. She’ll need to catch up on missed work at recess.

“Good morning, guys. Your noses are pink. Is it cold outside?” It’s nice to see them come in smiling. Wonderful, Tommy has a new coat.

“Jacqueline, what did you think of last night’s chapter? Wasn’t it exciting?” I love hearing about Jacqueline’s views. She gets so involved.

My purpose is to demonstrate through my direct eye contact and verbal interaction that I’m glad to see each individual student and ready to spend the day with them. This morning ritual is like a signpost signaling a move into a different territory. Ralph Peterson (1992) points out that a ritual such as my morning greeting helps the students make that transition between home and school. In a sense, as the students cross the classroom threshold, I’m asking them not only to enter a specific learning environment, but to join me and the other students in a commitment to community life.

Morning Notes


Each morning, the students find a letter from me giving them some bit of trivia information, usually a direction and a positive comment. The following note is a typical example:

Good morning,

Today is National Swine Day; remember to take a pig to lunch. Please turn in your Egyptian homework into the social studies bin. After homework check, we’ll move into rows and silently read. Be sure and check the agenda. It’s a bit different for today. 

I’m glad we’re together today.

Love,

Mrs. A.


The morning letters on the board serve several purposes. The first is to focus the students as they enter the room. After a week or so, they know the routine of “reading the board.” The message acts as a transition catalyst. It pulls twenty-five separate people together by sharing information (we all now know something unusual), by requesting a common task, and by reinforcing a positive feeling. We reunite as a community each day as we read the letter.
The Agenda


The daily agenda also helps to focus us on our day together. Written on the side of the board in the front of the room, it looks like this:


Agenda


Opening


Meeting


Reading/Art/Writing


Recess/lunch


Math


Gym


Break—daily journals


Social Studies


2nd grade buddies


Family groups/jobs


Home


I believe the visual agenda invites the students into the events of the day, but also shows my respect for the pupils. There are no surprises. The agenda allows the students to plan for each part of our day together. With the agenda listed above, the students know they need their tennis shoes on for the gym time, and they are reminded that they will be writing in daily journals during their break, so they might want to think about what to write. They also know that we’ll be meeting with our second-grade buddies after social studies, so they will need to have a book to read aloud by that time of the day. 


In a way, the agenda is a way to share my thinking and planning for our community. While I begin the year writing the agenda, students seem to naturally take over the task sometime in November. Ownership of this task is an important milestone. I view their actions with this task as a beginning step in developing a social consciousness (Pierce & Gilles 1993) about their place within the class community. Alyssa’s job this week is to erase the board. Let’s see if she does anything about the agenda. She should know by now that we’re having music tomorrow. Great! She’s making changes. She looks at me and smiles. Wonderful. I wonder if the group will realize that Alyssa did that. Let’s see what happens tomorrow.


Once writing the agenda is assumed by the students, it’s not unusual for them to confer with me and with other students about possible changes for the next day. The following is a typical example of this type of exchange and illustrates my willingness to step back and quietly support students to assume responsiblity. 

Aaron:
(Standing at the board at the end of the day, yelling across the room) Hey, Mrs. A., anything unusual for tomorrow?

Terri:
I don’t think so (walking closer, but continuing to check an assignment book). Check my calendar on the desk.

Aaron:
Okay (looking at calendar). It says we have the counselor coming at 2:00. If she comes at 2:00, what are we going to do about sharing our projects?

Terri:
Oh, no, I forgot. This always happens—ten things happening all on the same day. The group can help solve the problem. How long do you think the sharing will take? I wonder what he’ll say. He’s not the most accurate in time estimation.
Aaron:
I don’t know, maybe twenty-five minutes or so.

Terri:
I think it will much longer than that, but I may be underestimating the projects. Wonder what the others think? Why don’t you check with a couple of people and see when you can fit that in the schedule. It can’t be during math because Mr. Cooney is coming in. They need to know of the restrictions, too. Let’s see how creative they can be.

Aaron:
Okay. Hey, Misty, we need to share project tomorrow. When do you think. . .

Terri:
Good. Misty will give him a better time, I think. 

Misty:
Hey, everyone, listen! (The group stops doing their jobs and listens.) The counselor is coming tomorrow at 2:00, so if we want to share our projects, we need to do as many jobs at lunch as we can and end break five minutes early. Is that OK with everyone?

Class:
(A few grumble, but all eventually agree.)

Aaron:
(Looking at me) If we don’t finish sharing tomorrow, could we continue the next day?

Terri:
Better check the calendar. 

The students assume responsibility for the whole community when they plan the schedule. There are enough constants that it’s not an overwhelming task, and yet there are enough variations that require the students to work and plan together. Students must consider the good of the community over their own personal interests. It’s a good measure of community to see if they can do that.


I continually watch for opportunities, such as this calendar event, which allow students to share in management of the classroom. I have to be careful because in the rush of the day it is often easier for me to do the task. But if I truly value student initiative, and I do, then I have to be very mindful of my actions in relation to potential student opportunities.

Daily Journals


I love responding to student journals. The students and I write daily, and while they write in their journal, I write in mine. As we finish, the students turn their journals in for me to answer that evening, and I place my journal on the chalkboard tray. Any student can pick it up and write a response to my entry. I am purposely modeling trust. In my journal, I write in an honest and forthright manner, and I am trusting my thoughts will be responded to in a caring way. The sharing of my journal is also a good reminder for me of the courage necessary to share oneself.


The students have the opportunity to learn about me as they respond in my journal. It’s a written relationship that requires both the student and me to be initiators as well as responders (Palmer 1993). We both need to be actively involved to keep the dialogue continuing. In January, I wrote:

Dear Reader,

The play parts were issued today. Everyone seems grumpy about it. It makes me not want to do the play at all. I thought it would be fun; 

instead people don’t see the fun of being in it. Working together for the class trip should be the goal.

Love,

Mrs. A.


Alyssa offered words of advice:

Dear Mrs. A.

I agree! Well, I think it’s just because it’s Monday. We’ll shape up tomorrow!

Sincerely,

Alyssa


Sometimes a student will offer a solution to a problem I’ve shared in my writing.

Dear Reader,

It’s warmer! YEA! Maybe spring really is here after all. I hope it stays warm for our walks tomorrow and Wednesday. Today’s been an interesting day, full of surprises. I forgot that Mark was coming today. The college class is tonight. I’m worried because I’m not prepared. I need to think of something to talk about.

Love,

Mrs. A.

Dear Mrs. A.

Why don’t you talk about the trip for a little while and ask if anyone wants to come with us? I know you’ll think of something.

Josh


I learn so much about my students through journal conversations. The topics are broad and vary from day to day. By the fourth week of school, Mark was an enthusiastic journal writer, and eagerly told me much about his life outside of school.

September 27

Dear Mrs. A, 

How are you? I’m fine. Do you read the sports page cause if you do, you know who the Rams are, they are the choice football team. We have to scrimmage them tomorrow and they are going full speed that means they are going to hit us hard, the hardest they can.

Sincerely,

Mark


That evening, I responded:

Dear Mark,

I’ve heard you and De talk about the Rams during lunch. They sound tough. Good luck at your scrimmage tonight. I’ll think positive thoughts. Do you want to stay after school to do your homework? That way it will be all done before you go home, and you won’t have to try and do it after the game.

Love,

Mrs. A.

Sometimes, I hear about academic discoveries:

Jan. 27

Dear Mrs. A,

I understand the ratios a little more today. It was fun doing the measuring.

Love,

Amanda

Dear Amanda,

I like the measuring, too. It was fun to measure all our ears. Congratulations with ratios! We’ll continue to work on them in class for the next week or so. They should get easier to understand as we go along. Let me know if you get confused and we’ll review.

Thanks for doing Neil’s job today.

Love, 

Mrs. A.

Throughout sixth grade, issues of feelings arise:

Feb. 24

Dear Mrs. A.

I’m in love. April is just wonderful. Should I tell her how I feel before I move? What if she doesn’t like me? 

Love,

Lovesick Dustin

Dear Lovesick Dustin,

I agree, April is a special person. Since today is your last day, you might want to talk to her or write her a letter. 

I hope you write to us. I wrote my address in your new journal. Let us know all about your new school and your trip to Texas. You’ll be enjoying the warm sun while we still have snow. We will miss you.

Love,

Mrs. A.


As the above three entries show, I discover what is important in each student’s life and then respond with respect and care. The information allows me to know each student individually and gives me clues as to behavior patterns, interest areas, and personal relationships. The more information I know, the better I can meaningfully respond and structure my actions and the classroom activities to support each student. The daily journal writing, started as a writing activity to increase writing fluency (Calkins, 1986), provides me with a window into individual lives. The journals give me a background or underlying context for attitudes and behavior in the classroom, and this additional knowledge allows me to move the students into being participants in a community more quickly. 


Sometimes it’s not easy to establish an ongoing dialogue. Some students enter into the conversation enthusiastically while others need some time and persuading. It’s here that my patience is tested, and I internally search for creative solutions. For the first five days of school, this was Tom’s entry:

Sept. 10

Dear Mrs. A,

I am fine. How are you?

Tom


It’s evident that I need to model authentic writing for Tom. It looks like he’s had little experience in writing letters. So I responded:

Sept. 10

Dear Tom,

I’m terrific. I look forward to our camping trip next week. My two dogs will be coming with us on our hike. Do you have any pets? Would you be willing to help Ken get the supper fire going on Thursday night? I know he’ll need help gathering branches.

Love,

Mrs. A.


The next day, Tom responded:

Sept. 11

Dear Mrs. A,

I am fine. How are you?

Tom


This continued for weeks. No matter what I did, what questions I asked, what I modeled, Tom always responded, “I am fine. How are you?” What’s going on? I’ve done all my usual routines and nothing. He’s not entering into the conversation here. What will happen if I push him hard? Either he will refuse to write for the rest of the year or he’ll see how silly his writing is. I have nothing to lose except a year of “I am fine. How are you?” Finally, I wrote,

Nov. 3

Dear Tom,

I find your journal entries very boring. We’re not talking together. You’re just writing words. From now on, I will respond in a similar 

way that you write. I would love to talk with you in your journal, but I’m tired of doing all the work.

Love,

Mrs. A.


The next day, Tom wrote:

Nov. 4

Dear Mrs. A,

I am fine. How are you?

Tom


I’m sick of this. OK, he gets the same response.

Nov. 4

Dear Tom,

I am fine. How are you?

Mrs. A.

We had this same response for two more weeks. Finally Tom wrote,

Nov. 15

Dear Mrs. A,

Why do you write the same thing every day? 

Tom


Finally! The boy knows how to write something else. Now we can talk. Our conversations changed. Tom never wrote long entries, but he began to talk about issues that interested him. 

Dear Mrs. A.,

Yesterday was my sister’s birthday. She turned 5 years old. She got a lot of good birthday presents.

Tom

Dear Tom,

She’ll be starting school next year, right? That will make changes in your family. Wish her a happy birthday for me.

Love, 

Mrs. A.

It’s very important to me that students join me in a continuing conversation. If we’re going to work together all year, we must devise a way for honest communication. But I also need to realize that every path of communication will vary with each student. In the beginning, I’m their only team member. They need to trust me and see me as their strong ally and supporter. When we trust each other, then we can move into honest relationships with others in the classroom. Trust is an essential value in my classroom.


As the students become more at ease in writing to me in the daily journals, I begin to look for signs of community. I look for their use of collective pronouns, such as we and our, and for positive comments about others in the classroom. In my responses, I’ve modeled this for them, but when I begin to see it in their writing, I know they are beginning to see themselves as part of the community. By January, Ben had not yet accepted his role within the community, as shown by his journal entry:

Dear Mrs. A.

I know you are not finished with the play, but I hope I have more things to say than the commander. I think he has only two parts. Mrs. Austin, if there are more parts, can I have them?

Sincerely,

Ben


Ben’s journal entry tells me that I need to continue demonstrating the benefits of community with Ben. I notice I wrote “with Ben” rather than “for Ben”. I think this is highly significant in how I regard my relationship with my students. It’s in the act of working together that we will discover ways for Ben to see himself as part of the community. His focus on his individual part tells me he doesn’t quite see this role (regardless of the size) as contributing to this community effort. He hasn’t moved into that reciprocal interdependence (Thompson, 1967) where he sees that his efforts will directly support and aid the work of all the others. I’ve found that each student joins the community at different times. Amanda was a student who quickly assimilated the idea of community membership into her life. In late September, she wrote:

Dear Mrs. A,

I’ve never had such a bad feeling in my stomach this afternoon. We had to run another mile. My time was 12 min. 22 seconds. Chuck was the first one to finish. His time was 8 min. 8 seconds. What a good time!

Amanda


Amanda not only sees herself as a member of the community that had to run, but she acknowledges Chuck’s fast time. This is a signpost. As I read journals, I mentally note the students who indicate an acceptance of community membership and watch for the students who have not. The journal entries not only allow me to stay in touch with each student on a personal level, but also allow me to see the person in relationship to the working community. Now I clearly see the community picture. The community itself is a living organism composed of relationships between the students and of relationships between the students and myself. I have to be aware of all the layers of relationships to fully understand the “wellness” of our community. I need to have this information so that I can move our community forward or help mend the weak areas.

Occasional Notes


It was a difficult week, the second week of being inside, with no recess, no break from each other because of -40 degree weather. The desks were back in rows because the kids couldn’t work together, and I spent most of my time disciplining. The kids were nasty, I was nasty, and it didn’t look like the weather was going to change. While driving home in the dense ice fog, I considered possibilities. This can’t go on. The weather is destroying the community. I have to change our attitude somehow. I have several choices. I could bundle them all up for a jog around the school, but that would mean that I would have to go, too. Nope, too cold. Or, I could leave the room and let them fight out all their frustration and energy. Don’t think so. Parents would be concerned about that one. What could I do to change the focus? I think tonight I’ll write individual letters to the kids. I’ll force myself to say something positive about each one. I’ll use the bright yellow cow stationery and leave it on their desks in the morning. It will be a neat surprise when they arrive. In reflecting upon this seemingly small incident, I’m struck with the enormity of what I learned. I knew something was wrong and then worked to change the situation. I realized that when I require myself to change my perspective, it opens the way for the students to change theirs. This awareness, however, leads to a more significant realization. It’s the importance of critically examining myself, knowing that this personal understanding will influence the events in my classroom. It was a “secret hidden in plain sight” (Palmer, 1998, p. 3) that I was just beginning to uncover. The weather did break several days later, but the individual notes helped us change our attitudes. The students appreciated the kindness and in turn began to show kindness to others. 

Pukak: Building Consensus


As the snowfalls accumulate in November and December, the snow closest to the ground changes. Water molecules evaporate and move to the surface, leaving the underlying crystals loose and light, similar to the structure of granulated sugar. This delicate type of snow is called pukak, and since it holds so much air, it serves as an insulator. It keeps a constant temperature throughout the winter no matter what the air temperature may be. Pukak is also unstable. With all the air pockets, it’s quite easy for people to fall through the surface layer. Building classroom consensus is as delicate and as unstable as pukak. I’ve never thought about consensus in this way before, but I can see that when the students and I learn how to agree, disagree, and reach a common understanding, we have a stabilizing factor in the room. As we’re learning to do this, I must be willing to take risks and fall through the snow once in a while until we are all knowledgeable in the process.

Identifying Values


There are several tasks we begin during the first weeks of school to practice building consensus. The first is to establish class values. The values become our guide and our goals for classroom success. Belenky, et al. (1986) contend “that you must first begin to hear your own inner voice in order to understand the importance of drawing out the voices of others” (p. 176). If I want to create values with the students, I must first clearly know what I believe. Early in August, about a month before our school starts, I sit down and identify my own values. 

What I value in my classroom:

1. 
Joy of Learning


I want my students to be as excited as I am when I discover something new. I want them to see the fun in working at a hard task and then succeeding. I view the world as an exciting place full of interesting ideas. I want my students to see learning as opportunities and challenges.

2. 
Sense of Community

A community is a group of supportive, encouraging individuals who will put the good of the group above their personal gain. I firmly believe that with the support of a compassionate community, people will take more risks and learn much more than they will when they are on their own. It’s a place where we won’t be judged solely on an individual action. A community shares common experiences and goals.

3. 
Power of Literacy


Reading, writing, listening, and speaking are power tools. I want my students to be active in their education, and one way is to have a strong understanding of these tools. 


Reading is a way to increase knowledge, a way to have an enjoyable experience and a way to expand imagination. I want them to lose themselves, to become a part of that story, to groan when we have to stop reading. I want to read broadly and to taste all that’s out there; I want the same for my students.


Writing can influence and persuade. It can instruct and affect others. Writing is also a way to clarify thinking and reach new understandings. It’s important to write well, so that the students and I can enter the arena of influence. I want my students to see themselves as writers and that this mysterious act of writing can be mastered and enjoyed. 


Listening is vital if we truly want to understand others. I want listening to go beyond the surface of the words. It’s important that we look to the meanings behind.


Speaking is another way of sharing understandings and clarifying meanings. Through verbalization of thought, I can impact others and create change. I want my students to be able to do this with confidence and ease.

4. 
Honesty to Self and Others


I want my students to look at themselves clearly and with frank truth. By being thoroughly candid with themselves, they can revel in their strengths and focus on areas of growth. It’s better for them to have a true picture of themselves than to rely on other’s opinions. I marvel and envy the Olympic ice skaters. Their performance is done so effortlessly and with such great skill. I want to teach like that, to do it so well and with so much skill. To reach that point, I must continually honestly examine what I do and who I am.

5. 
Responsibility of Self


Our society blames others for everything. It’s always the other person’s fault. I feel that we are responsible for our actions and we need to face up to them. By accepting personal responsibility, I can begin to see who I am. This is very hard to do because it’s so out of step with what our society currently practices. But if I can be responsible for myself and my actions, I can determine who I am and how I will be.


The year I wrote these values, I found it was really important that I focus on me as much as the students. How interesting. They always have been called “My Values,” but until this year, they were focused on the students. I found that I want the same thing for them as I want for myself. We’ve blended together somehow. My effort to read widely and struggle to write powerfully (my current issues) are reflected here. As I continue to learn, I pull my students along with me. They become partners in my journey and I hope benefit from it.


By forcing myself to write about my values, I am more aware and can better articulate my significant beliefs. But these are mine. As a community we need to work toward identifying final values that will reflect everyone in our learning community, so we need to gather information. In September, sometime during the second week of school, we have an evening when parents and children come to visit the school. During that evening, I ask parents and students to write on the following scene: Project six years ahead. Imagine your son or daughter (or in the case of the student, yourself) walking across the stage picking up his or her (your) high-school diploma. How do you want your child to be? Not what do you want him or her to be, but how? Parents and students write for about ten minutes. This exercise always frightens me. What if they value something that I don’t? What if they want their child to get in the 99th percentile on the standardized test? What if they want their child to answer all the basal reader questions correctly? Once I know what they value, then I have to deal with it. 


Ben’s mother wrote:

I’m so happy and proud of Ben. He’s not a 4.0 (A) student, but he’s confident and able to face whatever challenges lay ahead. I know that whatever road he chooses to take or whatever direction in life, he will be just fine.


Kate’s father recorded:

I want Kate to step into a world she can examine, understand, and respond to responsively. She will smile with confidence and self-assurance. 


Parent views are the same basic values I wanted for my two sons. We all want our children to be successful. The dialogue here needs go the other way as well. I ask for their opinion, but they don’t get to hear mine. I need to create a way for them to hear what I value.


The next day, the students and I read all the writings and create a giant list of the traits listed. Interestingly, I don’t share my values. We only look at parent and student writing. Why am I the silent partner in all this? Am I concerned with the issue of power? By keeping my values to myself, I’m controlling and maintaining a traditional power position. As much as I verbally express my desire to have an open community, I’m the reluctant participant. As we closely examine the lists for patterns, we discover they fall into two categories: Academic and Social. I find these same two categories occurring each year. 


After examining the list, Daniel said, “I thought my parents wanted me to get good grades. Here they want me to be nice.” The list always surprises the students, since the social list is so much longer. This leads us to the discussion of whether it’s better to be a “good student” or a “student who gets good grades.” We never can agree, so I suggest we find out what our community thinks. Together we brainstorm a list of the members of our community as parents, teachers, friends in other classes, and each other, and set out to find what they think. That evening students go home and interview their parents on the subject. We share all the gathered data the following day. Kate reported the results of her interview to the class:

He (my dad) would rather me be a good student. Good grades don’t really matter if you learned the lesson. A good student is someone willing and able to learn a lesson.


Sean read his parent interview:

Me:
Would you rather me be a good student or for me to get good grades?

Mom & Dad:
I would rather you be a good student because it teaches you to get along with people. If you have those qualities you will be a success in life. If you don’t have the social qualities from being a good student then people in the future might not like your attitude. Even if you get good grades and qualify for some jobs you might not get the job because of your attitude.


Isaac, however, shared a different opinion:

Isaac needs to get good grades so that he can be smart and know how to add, read, and write correctly. Good behavior is not a problem. Right now if he gets good grades, he would be able to get into any college of his choice and be able to find a good job when he gets grown so that he can support himself.


Letters like the one from Isaac’s parents always disturb me since they don’t agree with my views. I have to be sensitive to the fact that they do believe what they’ve written. I have to watch out and make sure that Isaac isn’t put in a position of having to defend his parents. I’ll need to monitor the discussion closely. I’ve never fully resolved my personal tension here and I never explored the feelings of the family after our class values are determined. Maybe I don’t want to know.


The letters add more information to our data collection. Generally the students are surprised that parents want them to be good students, since most parents talk so much about working hard to get good grades. These discussions are really important. Through all the give and take of ideas, we’re discovering who we are individually and collectively. We’re building a common understanding of who we are that will enable us to work together for the rest of the year. We are learning to honor and respect all our voices within this discussion.

After parents, we interview the teachers in the building. We brainstorm a long list of questions and then narrow it down to four. Last year the questions were:

1. 
Do you want a student to be a good student or a student who gets good grades? 

2. 
What do you look for in a good student? What are his or her qualities?

3. 
How many hours would you prefer a student to study and why?

4. 
Were you a good student? If so, how?


The students break up into teams and interview the teachers during their lunch breaks. This is a safe way for students to begin to venture outside their usual circle. I’ve prepped the teachers, so they know what to expect and can gently help any student who may be nervous. The treat of cheesecake in the lounge last Friday made everyone feel guilty enough to agree to be interviewed. Food always works! 


Looking at all the gathered data, we discover that the majority of all the interviewed groups favored the idea of being a good student over being a student who gets good grades. I pose the question, “But what does being a good student mean?” Before we can even begin this discussion, Mark shouts out, “Let’s interview!” He’s got it! Now let’s see how they go about organizing themselves to gather the data. Rachel lists all the teachers on the board and TELLS everyone to sign up for one teacher to interview. We’re going to have to work on Rachel’s leadership skills here. The class willingly agrees and Alyssa reminds people to write in their homework assignment book to interview their parents. All right, group! We’re on our way. Alyssa’s reminder about the homework tells me she is feeling some responsibility for group success. Rachel just wants to be in charge. So we interview and again create lists of data. 


Last year we spent two days examining all the data and looking for patterns. I share Ruth Hubbard and Brenda Power’s (1993) book on teacher research to give them an idea on how to analyze the data. We narrowed it down to three concepts: effort, responsibility, and respect. We all agreed that these three were essential character traits for being a good student. These are nice terms, but they’re too big. They mean different things to each of us. Oh, no, more discussion! We’re going to use up all our words before the first month of school is over. So we begin defining our three values. Concept circles, from the Equals Math program, gives us a structure and a way to process our thinking. At the end of the day, we have our values clearly defined based on all the information we’ve collected. We’re done, after nearly two weeks of interviews and talking. The room is a disaster. Butcher paper charts are everywhere. But now we have our road map. The wonderful thing about this process is that we end up with clear expectations for everyone—students, parents, and me; our entire community. There is no hidden agenda. I’m no longer in the judgment position; we can assess ourselves. We are now tied together by talk, and talk isn’t undone easily. We have a vocabulary to use that describes our values. I love this process because I truly don’t know the outcome. It allows me to work as a research partner with them. In writing about the process, I’m struck at how risky this enterprise is, and I have to be willing to live with the results. 


Throughout the dialogue process, the students and I are learning how to conduct conversations with each other. We’re learning how to listen to others, how to modify our own thinking, and how to examine where compromise can be made. We are creating common understandings and meanings unique to us (Watson, 1993). This process is much more important than I thought. I now understand the significance of our dialogue; we are creating a living community through our words. 


The completed attribute circles are enlarged and go up on the classroom wall as a visual reminder to us all. Copies of the attribute circles go home for the parents to see and stick on the refrigerator door as a reference. The students and I will refer to them often as a way of self-assessment. Now, when the parents, students, and I talk, we have a common understanding of the important values within the room.

Group Identification


One of the lessons I learned from Eric and The Dancers, a story I shared with you at the beginning of this chapter was the importance of feeling valued. I sought ways in which the students in my classroom and I could somehow have a feeling of unity. The dance incident pointed out the influence of a public audience. Bolman & Deal note that a rich symbolic life is important to the development of a community which proved true with Eric and class who after the dance saw themselves as performers. So by combining the idea of symbols, public display, my value of unity, and I intuit that we needed a visual sign of our community, I created the motto and logo project.


It begins in September. After a discussion of the purposes of mottoes and logos, the students set about creating a motto and a logo for our class. We spend several days brainstorming and listing. We usually end up combining several until we all agree on the final version. Last year, we were the Austin A’s. In previous years, the classes were The Raiders of Knowledge and The Students of the Midnight Sun. Using money from a bake sale, we buy school sweatshirts for each member of the classroom. We paint the motto and logo on the back of each. We traditionally wear them on Fridays and special occasions, such as field trips, and as costumes in public performances. Besides providing another opportunity for consensus, this activity creates a real sense of identity. I hadn’t realized that this activity has so many layers. Not only do the students practice consensus building, but they have to find positive attributes about the class as a whole. They also have to work together to raise the money for the sweatshirts. There’s probably as much consensus building in deciding on the baked good prices as there is in agreeing on a motto and logo. And in the end, it blends all my purposes together with a positive result.

Problem Solving


Another way that we practice consensus building is by solving problems together. Problematic issues are brought up in our morning meeting time. As the students feel more comfortable, they bring up issues of concern. We learn to listen with our hearts as well as our ears (Peterson, 1992) as we attempt to solve the dilemmas that occur in our community. 


Last October, Jessica presented a problem with the use of the pillows in the reading area.

Terri:
OK, what would you like to talk about this morning?

Jessica : I have a concern. It’s about the pillows. The same people get the pillows every day. The rest of us never get a chance. It’s not fair.

Jon: 
Yeah, I sit next to the window and I never get to use them.

Terri: 
Is this a concern for the rest of you?

Class: 
(All nod.)

Terri: 
What do you want to do? How do you want to solve it?

Jessica:
I’ve thought about it. I think that if you’ve used the pillow once, then you shouldn’t use it other times during the day.

Tray: 
But if I get there first, I should get to use it. It’s not my fault you don’t pick it up.

Chris: 
But I sit clear over there. I never can use a pillow. I don’t get there in time.

Jacqueline: 
We could make a chart. Then when you use the pillow cross off your name. 

Sarah: 
Yeah, then you can’t use a pillow until all the names have been crossed off.

Brent: 
That’s kinda silly. Just to use the pillows.

Sarah: 
Do you have a better idea?

Brent: 
We should just handle it ourselves. We can monitor it. Be responsible. If you’ve used the pillow once, make sure others use it, too.

Kevin: 
I would rather do that than have a chart.

Class:
(Lots of nods.)

Terri: 
Okay, what do you want to do?

Jessica: 
Okay, let’s try it without a chart until Friday. Then let’s talk about how it’s working.

Terri: 
Okay with everybody?

Class: 
(Agrees.)


The class agreed to try it for a week and revisit the issue on the following Friday. On this particular issue, they were unable to monitor themselves. I wonder how they are going to handle this? There seems to be a small number of students who monopolize the pillows and are unwilling to share. The complaints continued. At Sarah’s suggestion, they tried a chart. That didn’t work either, as some of the students misused the chart by not crossing off their names. It never occurred to me that the students wouldn’t follow the chart. I’m disappointed, but I learned something significant about these particular students. Complaints continued, and finally the class agreed that if we each couldn’t use the pillows fairly, no one should use them. So I put them away. Not all problems have an immediate solution. We probably could have worked through the problem eventually, but frankly, I got tired of hearing the complaints about the pillows. We’ll revisit the problem again later, allowing us to gain a fresh perspective. 


Two months later at a class meeting, Jacqueline brought up the issue of the pillows again. The class quickly decided that pillows should be used but only if we had a plan in place. Jacqueline proposed that since each student had a specific day to turn in their writing notebooks, we could use that same schedule for pillow usage. So if Jennifer turned in her writing notebook on Mondays, she could use a pillow on Monday. Everyone agreed and the plan was a success. It’s interesting to me that now everyone followed this particular suggestion. Was it the timing, the fact that it was later in the year? Was it because the pillows were put away for awhile? Were the students more able to accept or follow a solution? Was it such an emotional issue before, and the lapse of time allowed everyone to rethink? Was this class unwilling to think in terms of the “good of the community” earlier, but now it could? I don’t know, but I’m glad that we were able to solve the issue before the school year ended. Sometimes issues and actions remain a mystery to me. I can observe, think, question, and reflect, but there are times when I just don’t know.


Barnes (1992) points out that most learning depends upon the active participation of the learner with their own learning. In that sense, the students are taking control of their learning by problem solving. I, on the other hand, have yet to totally accept this. At times, I still rush in and “solve” the problem because of the time element or my patience level. Intellectually, I also know this is not good practice and hinders the development of the community (Schmuck & Schmuck, 1992). My learning continues as I reflect on those moments when I interrupt the learning cycle of the students.

Siqoq: Facing Challenges


There are times in the north when the creamy sky and the earthly snow are blended together, creating siqoq. A strong updraft of wind will pick up snow crystals and swirl them around, forming a whiteout condition and creating dangerous situations for the traveler. All vantage points, landmarks, and directions are obscured. Likewise in the classroom, there are times when I can’t find my path as everything swirls around me. It’s my biggest fear—losing my way, not knowing what to do next, having a picture in my mind of where I want to go next but not knowing how to get there, and not knowing how to solve a problem. But if I stand still and allow the swirling snow to settle, I can usually find my location and from there my possible destination. It’s important to stop and take a breath in the midst of being lost, to not panic and run wildly in circles. These situations are my challenges while creating a community within the classroom. There are challenges in being together, coming together, and working together. Sometimes I purposely set the challenges to push the class closer to establishing a community, but sometimes the challenges just happen within the normal part of being together. 

Being Together


One of the first challenges I set upon the class is learning to be together. Since we are going to be working together for the next nine months, it’s essential that we know each other closely. To begin this process, I take all my students for an overnight experience to my home. There are several purposes for this activity. The first is the opportunity to get to know each other in an intense but short time period. For two days and one night, the students and I are together constantly. Through hiking, roasting hot dogs, singing songs, preparing breakfast, telling stories, and reading to each other, we begin to see individuals with distinct personalities. I watch the students carefully, determining who might need more help in being a member of the group, who emerges as leaders, and who easily moves from group to group. These observations will aid me in building a strong community when we return to the classroom. I’ll be able to use this knowledge as I begin to pair up students in cooperative activities.


The second reason for the trip is to move away from the school setting so that we can see each other without the imposed barriers of school. My students live in a small community, where reputations are earned over minor incidents and are then carried from student to student. When they come to my home, the students have the opportunity to shed those reputations. I’ve discovered that students are quite different when away from the institution of school. As a class, we discover that John can efficiently build a fire for the dinner or that Sheila can hike all day and still tell jokes. All students have the opportunity to share their true selves during this time. I know that I’m different. I’m more relaxed. I don’t worry about time—bells, clocks, or schedules. During those two days, I’m free to modify the plan to fit our needs. I laugh more and smile more. The constraints of school are gone. I’m free to focus on knowing the students rather than teaching them. The knowing will facilitate the teaching later. I want to model this type of interaction so that the students can begin to focus on each person and not the reputations.


The third reason is to begin to create memorable moments in our history that will bind us together as a group. This trip begins our life together. What we do together in the two days will be told and retold in our classroom during lunch times and to new students. We are creating our identity (Peterson, 1992). Like the epic tales of old, our experiences will be the stories that are embellished and become class sagas to be enjoyed each time in the retelling. 


The final reason is to allow my students to see where I live and that I’m a person with a kitchen, weeds in the garden, and books everywhere. I want them to see me as an individual and not just a “teacher.” This trip is also a courtesy. I visited them in their home and so they should have the opportunity to visit mine. When they come, I am inviting them to share my life outside of school. I’m modeling trust. I’m trusting them with a view into my personal life. I want them to honor my life outside of school as well as inside the school, just as I will honor their activities and life away from school.

Coming Together

As the awareness grows of being together, I creatively structure challenges for the class which, I hope, will draw us closer as a community. Palmer (1993) claims:

The bond of listening holds the cosmic community together—careful, vulnerable listening for how things look from this standpoint and that and that, a listening that allows us not only to know the other but to be known from the other’s point of view. (p. 67)

The challenges of being together require us to not only know each other well but to allow others to know us and this, I believe, is acquired through the act of attentive listening. It’s the three tasks working simultaneously that is important. The students and I must be willing to share ourselves as well as listen to others and welcome them into our life. It’s like the continuous flow of an electrical current. If everything is working, we have light; if not, nothing happens.


Coming together fosters these three actions through several ideas. The first is the act of communication. So far, I’ve done most of the communicating, and now it’s time for the students to learn to talk honestly and openly with each other as well as listen in the same manner. Another aspect of coming together is learning to put aside personal desires for the good of the order. I initiate this idea by playing cooperative games and then helping them transfer that awareness to classroom life. The final aspect of coming together is the sharing of power and knowledge. To establish an open learning community, I need to re-examine my traditional role as teacher, I need to understand my values as well as the community values, and the students and I need to become a united learning family. I begin first with providing a structure for our daily class meetings. There’s an interesting tension within me at this point. I work to acknowledge the students as individuals and value them as such, yet at the same time, I’m asking them to unite with a group of peers and sometimes forfeit their individual desires for the good of the community. Is it possible to do this without losing the individuality of each student? Csikszentmihalyi (1990) suggests it is possible, but difficult. I totally agree.

Open Talk

Class Meetings


During my second year of teaching, I was talking to a neighbor who was a kindergarten teacher. She was telling me that her students wanted to talk to her all of the time and the only way that she could balance the need for individual talk and the academic tasks was to set aside time just for casual conversation. She called it circle sharing. When a child would come up to her and want to tell her about his new dog, she would say, “That’s great, but save it for circle sharing and then we can all hear about it.” I was struggling with the same dilemma. I wanted to encourage this type of verbal interaction, too, but couldn’t see how it would fit into the busy day. So I borrowed her idea, adapted it to create sixth graders and created class meetings. I’ve found the daily meeting is absolutely essential in the creation of our community. Our conversations within the setting of the meeting serve three purposes in building and maintaining community. First it binds us together. As we share personal observations and comments, we learn about each other and grow comfortable together. Second, as we gain courage to present concerns and then work together to solve problems, we grow as a community. And third, I gain insights into the continuing development of the class community. Even though we are all separate and individual, we are all also interconnected. Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) idea is at work as the concept of class meetings honors both of those roles. 


After we begin the day sharing a story and singing several songs together, the students and I gather in a circle on the floor, and have “meeting.” The rules for our meeting are simple; everyone must be visible, students don’t have to raise hands, we don’t interrupt anyone, and we accept all ideas. During our daily meetings, the students can raise any issue, share any concern, offer possible solutions. I love our meeting times. It allows me to be a member of the group. I can participate or just listen. I learn about whole class concerns and about individual students. Now that we do this every day, I couldn’t possibly start the day without our introduction time together. It’s a gentle way of beginning our day. 

Since this is a new concept for many students, the first meetings deal with very specific issues. At those first introductory meetings of the year, I begin with praise for something that is going well. This could be anything from arriving on time, pushing chairs in after leaving, or helping each other while doing classroom jobs. Then, I bring up a specific problem that I am struggling with, such as too much noise and confusion at the beginning of the day. Together we try to solve the problem. During the discussion all suggestions are given equal listening time. Through my action of attentive listening and acceptance of all ideas, I model values of respect and compassion. After ideas are shared, then as a group we formulate a plan. We’ll try out the suggestion, and often we’ll bring the issue back to a meeting and discuss how it is working. I now realize this is an action research approach based on my values of respect and compassion. This model continues to be enacted throughout the classroom in all manner of ways and this surprises me. Students begin to realize that I’m not the person who solves everything. By allowing students to wrestle with solutions, I model that we all are in this together, and as a family, we need to deal with and arrive at solutions together.


Last September, one of the issues that I brought up was the problem of students not doing homework. An unusually high number of students were not completing the work. The students freely brainstormed solutions, but they were all things I would do. For example, I would keep them after school, I would call parents, I would keep them in during lunch to complete work. I pointed out that this was class family problem and I would not be the sole person to assume the entire responsibility. After a long thinking time, they began to brainstorm ideas that the entire class could do. They finally agreed to take five minutes before class ended to check homework lists with peers in small groups. We tried this for a week, and discussed it at our next meeting. As a group we decided that it helped everyone and we would continue the practice. 


I find the action of this group typical for early in the school year. The students looked to me to solve the problem because that is the way it has usually worked. They freely offered suggestions, but I was to carry them out. I want the students to see that as a family group, they have the capability and the responsibility to arrive at possible solutions, carry them out, assess, and then make necessary adjustments. 


At a meeting several weeks later, I’m still acting as moderator, but the students begin to take control:

Terri: 
I just have a couple of announcements for today. Coach Leary wants you to bring your coats to gym. You’ll be going outside. Tomorrow is the last day for any book orders. Don’t forget that we’re cooking on Thursday, so bring in your ingredients for the bread. Soon, I want the students to do these kinds of announcements. They will be able to remind each other of upcoming events. Wonderful, Brad has something to say but didn’t interrupt.

Brad:
I have my flour today. Where do you want me to put it?

Terri: 
I don’t know. Where should we keep everything? It would be really easy for me to answer this, but let’s see if they can work out a solution. 

John: 
He could keep it in his cubby.

Monique:
It might get wet from his tennis shoes. How about by the sink area?

Beth: 
That’s good. We could move the scales to the side and then stack everything by the pencil sharpener.

Terri: 
Terrific. They solved this first problem easily. They heard a couple of possible solutions; now let’s decide. I’ll model how to bring it to a close so they know what to do when they reach this point next time. OK, we have a couple of solutions. Let’s decide on one. Which one do you think would best solve the storage problem?

Class: 
(All talk at once.)

Terri: 
OOPS . . . one at a time. They forgot about taking turns. They’ll get better at this as they have more practice.
Josh: 
The sink.

Terri: 
Why? I want them to give reasons for their decisions, not just agree with their friends.
Josh: 
I think the sink would be best ’cause there’s more room and it’s out of the way.

Lisa: 
I agree. I don’t have room in my cubby for anything else.

Terri: 
That’s better.

April: 
If my oil leaked out it would get all over my tennis shoes. I think the sink area would be better.

Terri: 
OK, I’m hearing that most of you think the sink area would be better. Is that agreeable with everyone? Asking everyone is important. I want the students to see that each person’s opinion is important. 

Class:
(All nod.)

Terri: 
OK, let’s put all our stuff over there. Let’s just stack everything neatly. It’s time for reading; let’s begin.


Schmuck and Schmuck (1992) point out that groups usually go through stages of development beginning with being able to define the task and set the limits. It’s only in the later stages that the members of the community can find a solution through the open exchange of ideas. I find that those stages are either expanded or diminished depending on how attentive I am to the community as a whole and how I respond to my observations and intuition.


During our meeting times, I continually assess the community development. I listen for positive comments of others. Are the students supportive of each other and willing to give others credit, or do they only talk about themselves and their achievements? I’m attuned to statements about the class as a whole. My ears pick up when I hear collective pronouns such as “we” and “our” being used rather than “I” or “me.” I’m very conscious of the turn-taking abilities of each student and the class as a whole. If the students do begin to talk all at once, do they notice who talks next or do they plunge on without regard to the other student? All these things tell me where we are in the formation of our community.


The following is an example of my observation and mental response to students in a class meeting. In this particular class, we were having difficulties in positively communicating with each other, and I thought a discussion about our meeting times would be a way to approach the problem.

Terri: 
Let’s talk about our meetings. 

Jessica: 
I have a question about meeting. Can we like start bringing our metacognition journal and writing down notes about it so we remember about it or something?

Terri: 
If you want to. It’s fine with me? Jessica usually doesn’t start the meetings. She must have something important to say. That’s an interesting idea. Maybe we should keep a record of our decisions at meetings. It could be a spiral notebook and maybe each family group could take turns recording. I’ll bring this up tomorrow. This would be a nice ritual to begin our meetings and also review our discussion from yesterday. The writings would be a way to tie us together.

Dustin: 
I think the reason we have meetings is that we give out ideas, like our creating a post office for the school.

Terri: 
Great, Dustin jumped right in there with his idea. There were no snickers at him this time. All are listening.

Kevin: 
Like he said, we have meetings to do special stuff. We also do it to share about what we did. Like what we did yesterday, we made $80.10 from the bake sale. That’s a lot of money. 

Terri: 
At last, someone continued the conversation from the person before. This is a first time for this group. Yea!!! I’m glad he mentioned that; this group needs to see themselves in a positive light. Meetings also let us celebrate together. 

Amanda: 
I think that when we do things, like when we made our pillows, I think we should sit in meeting to do stuff like that.

Terri: 
Yeah, that was interesting yesterday. Amanda is always full of suggestions but not listened to very much. I wonder if the others will pick up on her comment. It was fun yesterday. We all sat on the floor and stuffed our chair pillows. I heard nice kind talk among the students, and I also heard people talking to many different people, not just their close friends.
Amanda:
I think that when we start working on our post office, we should sit in meeting because it’s harder to sit at your desk. It would be easier if we were all sitting together.

Terri: 
Watch it Amanda. Let others talk, don’t monopolize. Do you know that we have a different kind of talking when we have meeting than when we sit at our desks? Let’s see how they handle this idea. 

Jessica: 
We can talk without raising our hand.

Amanda: 
We express ourselves more than sitting at our desk.

Terri: 
What do you mean? Come on, Amanda. Let others talk. I can tell from the expressions of the others that they feel the same.
Sarah: 
At meeting we don’t have many rules. We don’t have to raise our hands. It’s easier to pay attention.

Terri: 
Good, Sarah jumped in and verified Amanda’s comments. It will be listened to because Sarah did this.
Amanda:
I think we pay more attention when we’re at meeting than when we’re at our desk because we know we can say almost anything we want to.

Terri: 
OK, I need to work with Amanda. I think I’ll sit in and take notes during her small group math meeting. Then during lunch I’ll share with her my findings. I don’t think she’s aware of what she’s doing.

Sarah: 
At meeting we can see everybody, and at our desk there are people behind us that can only see our head.

Terri: 
So what I’m hearing is that it’s easier to talk when we’re in meeting and can see everyone.

All: 
Yes

Terri: 
This group has had a real problem in talking honestly with each other. Maybe a daily meeting would help to solve this problem. I’m thinking that maybe we need to have a quick meeting after our singing every single day to see where we are, maybe talk about any problems that you and I might have, make plans for the day and such. What do you think? This will shorten our reading and writing time, but I think the trade-off will be worth it.

All: 
Yes, we should.


Along with assessing the progress of community, the class meeting is where I focus on changing my role. If we are striving to form a community, I need to shed some of my authoritarian stance and be willing to become a member of a working community. Shaffer and Anundsen (1993) state:

Balancing task and relationship, authority and freedom and the needs of the individual with those of the group prove to be the primary challenges of the workplace community. (p. 122)

Balancing is the issue for me. I do want the students and I to talk and share, identify problems, and form solutions. It’s just so easy and takes less time when I become a “traditional” teacher, give my opinion or share my knowledge, and be in charge. The whole idea of sharing power is like balancing on a tightrope. If I lean too far in any direction, I fall off. I’ve fallen off so many times as I struggle to learn the art of sharing power. The embarrassing part is that I can see myself getting into hazardous positions, but I can’t pull myself out in time to save myself (or the students). I just plunge ahead and regret it afterwards. 


During times of stress or because of time, I often revert to my traditional role of authority. One year we had a dog as a permanent resident in the classroom. The students were responsible for his feeding, walking, and grooming. After he had been in the classroom for only a week, Fatima called a class meeting. She wanted to know why only Nicole was allowed to walk Pepper. She felt that everyone should share the privilege. In the excitement of having Pepper in the building, I reverted to my traditional role of authority. I had Nichole walk Pepper because she had eleven dogs of her own, and I felt that she was confident enough to make Pepper behave. After I realized what I had done and explained this to the students, the students decided that Nichole would train one student a day. After a month, everyone would know the routine and could do it on their own. They set up their own schedule and followed it carefully. Everyone shared in the responsibility of caring for Pepper, and I realized that our community was stronger when I shared decision making. Jumping in and making ultimate decisions is a natural part of teaching. This was what I was taught in my educational program. Changing my actions is extremely difficult and requires me to consciously work at it. It doesn’t come naturally or easily.

Cooperation


After working with several classes, I created a cooperative plan which, I believe, enables students to become part of a cohesive classroom community. It’s based on my individual compassion for each student, my value of community, my understanding of this age group, and my knowledge of group process.


Not all my students arrive in my classroom eager and willing to work with everyone in the classroom. At the sixth grade level, they have already determined who they will let in their group and who they will not. For me, a major part of creating a cohesive community is breaking down these barriers. The students need to see the benefits of being a team or family. Cooperative learning is a way to achieve this.


I adopted the “sink or swim together” notion from Johnson, et al., 1986. This is the idea that we all work together to succeed and everyone’s efforts are needed for this to happen. This is new for most of the students who enter the room in the fall, since the majority of the students come from rather traditional classrooms where individual achievement is highly stressed. The best way I’ve found to help them learn to work with each other is to lead the class through carefully constructed cooperative activities that teach cooperative thinking and actions. 


During the first week or so of school, I discreetly observe students in all types of situations. I visit gym class and wander the playground. I watch for those students who hang back or are not easily assimilated into the group activity. Eric, mentioned in the dance situation at the beginning of this text, was one such student. On the first day of school he colored his name card solid black, he ate by himself, and he stood at the edge of the football game. He became my benchmark student for that year. I created the idea of benchmark students to determine how long I stay at each stage of the cooperative process. When they are easily involved in each activity, I then move the class on to the next step. My usual cooperative process begins with whole group work, moves into partner work, and then partner work moves into small group (groups of four) work. Once we’ve reached the small group stage, the class easily moves in and out of all three stages for different types of learning activities, however, this can vary based on the needs of the individual group.


In the first few weeks of school, the class and I spend time playing cooperative games that require all of us to work together. I love doing this, but it is not warmly received among my building colleagues. They see it as playing and often ask me when I plan to start really teaching. What they don’t see is that because of these games, we will have an easier time of learning for the rest of the year. Sometimes we take a walk to the park to play the outside games. I get fewer questions that way. The games reinforce the “identify the problem, offer solutions, try it out” cycle that is also happening during the meeting times. This also gives us a chance to get to know one another in a nonthreatening situation, and since the games are nonacademic and nonathletic, it puts everyone on an equal basis. I want students to talk to each other; I want students to begin to use each other as resources to solve problems: I want us to laugh together. I find playing these games does it.


In this example of a cooperative game, I’m demonstrating to you my internal thinking based on my observations, past experience and intuition. 

The purpose is for everyone to use their block to build one structure that must be at least four blocks high. The students walk in a circle, holding their block until I stop the music. They must construct a building, using every block, by the time I count to fifteen. Okay, this is where we see what the group is really like. How will they handle the pressure of me counting and the need to use every block? Who will compromise? Who will dominate? How will they eventually solve the problem? I start the music and they begin to walk. They watch me to see if they can get a clue as to when I’ll stop the song. As I turn off the tape recorder, 

Terri:
One, two, three . . . . 


Hmmm, lots of pushing and shoving. Most of the girls standing back, letting the boys take over.

Terri:
Fourteen, fifteen. Stand back, let’s see. Sorry, it’s not four blocks high and there are some blocks not used. Let’s try it again. 

Mark:
It can’t be done. You count too fast. 

They reassemble in the circle with their blocks. 

Terri: 
I love their faces. They can’t believe we’re going to do it again. Mark has already given up. He doesn’t know we’ll keep at this until we finally succeed. No one yet talking to each other on possible solutions. Let’s see what happens now.

Remember to keep walking.


The music begins again. Shuffling feet and eyes intently on my finger, resting on the off button. 

Terri: 
One, two, three, four. . . 

Steve:
Here, put your block here.

Jennifer:
Move out of the way. I need to put my block down.

Frank:
You’re standing on my thumb! 

Terri:
There’s definitely more talking now. That’s good. I was afraid we would have a very silent year. Jennifer is attempting to organize the blocks after they’re put down. Mark is pushing his way through the crowd to place his block. Jessica is standing outside the group just waiting.


Thirteen, fourteen, fifteen. Okay how did we do? Let’s stand back and see. Hmmm, closer, don’t you think? It’s four blocks high, but there still are some blocks not used. Let’s try it again!

Mark:
Again, this is impossible.

Jennifer:
No it’s not. We just can’t push.

Terri:
Yea! Jennifer. Keep going. Give some direction here.
Jennifer:
If we all take turns we can do it.

Mark:
What if three people go in first, then everyone hand their blocks to them. Then it wouldn’t be so crowded.

Terri:
Good idea, Mark. Think I’ll count a little slower this time to let success be a little closer. 


Ready? All right, here we go. (Music plays, stops.) One . . . two . . .

Mark:
(dashes in) Hand the blocks to me!

Sean:
(dashes in) Hand the blocks to ME!

Jennifer:
(also dashes in) No, hand the blocks to me!

Frank and Chuck also rush to the center.

Frank:
I’ll take the blocks!

Chuck:
No, give them to me!

Terri:
This is interesting. Wonder how they will work this one out? Jennifer is the only girl; the rest are waiting on the edge. No one gave blocks to Sean. Several people walked around the circle to hand the block to Frank or Chuck rather than give it to Sean. Need to watch the interaction with Sean.

Fourteen, fifteen. Okay, how did we do? Some blocks still aren’t being used. Let’s try it again. I have to rewind the tape, so you can rest a minute. They need a couple of minutes to talk about this and see if they can work it out. 

Jennifer:
Giving blocks to certain people didn’t work because . . .

Frank:
We all rushed in. There were too many people in the middle.

Sean:
You need to give the blocks to me.

Mark:
I’ll go in, and Chuck and Frank. No one else go in. Okay?

(all nod)

Chuck:
And give your block to the nearest person. Don’t walk around with it.

Terri:
I note a bit of frustration in faces and voices. Let’s hope we get it together this time. I’ll watch my counting in relationship to the blocks being used. Wonder how Sean will react to not being a block person? 


Okay? Tape is ready to go. Let’s see what we do this time. (Music begins and quickly ends.) One, two, three . . .


Chuck, Frank, and Mark rush to the center. The group closes in as they hand over their blocks. 

Terri:
Sean is staying to the outside, still holding his block. Is this his way of getting back at the group? Count a little slower. Good, Jennifer took his block and passed it forward. He doesn’t need to be seen as the reason the group didn’t succeed. 


Fourteen, fifteen. 


They yell in celebration as they back away. 

Mark:
We did it! All the blocks are used and it’s four stories high.

Terri:
Good for you. You figured this out so much faster than other classes. Even some of my adult college classes took many more times to build their tower. Let’s sit on the floor and talk about this. 


Let’s see how they perceive the whole experience. 


Well, what do you think?

Jennifer:
It was hard at first.

(long silence) 

Terri:
They aren’t sure yet what the rules are here. 

Why did you say that, Jennifer?

Jennifer:
Well, when we all rushed in there wasn’t room to put all the blocks.

Frank:
Yeah, somebody stepped on my thumb.

Terri:
Okay somebody needs to jump in here. They need to figure out that I’m not going to direct everything.
Mark:
It worked better when we figured out a plan.

Chuck:
Yeah, when we passed blocks to only three people. 

Jennifer:
Not everybody followed the rules about passing their block. (She stares at Sean.)

Terri:
Oops, need to redirect here. Now is not the time to confront the Sean situation. He needs more time and opportunities to be part of the group. 


Let’s think about how we made a plan.

Mark:
Well first, Jennifer, I think, suggested that only three people go in the center. It didn’t work that time because too many of us went in. Then I said that Chuck, Frank, and I should be the only people in the center. That worked. 

Terri:
Great, Mark gave credit to Jennifer. That was the plan. But how did we make the plan?

Jennifer:
By talking. Talking together and working together. 

Terri:
Do you think that talking with each other helped?

Frank:
Yeah, when we didn’t have a plan it didn’t work.

Terri:
You guys were great. We need to applaud everyone for terrific cooperation. (Applause.) Now we need to head off to music.


As a result of this morning activity, I reexamine my afternoon. The kids did a good job at solving the block problem. I can see they need more opportunities and time to talk with each other. The activities for this afternoon are okay, but I need to make sure Sean is not on the edge, but that he’s physically in the middle. He’s tall, so for Pass the Ball, we’ll arrange the tallest people in the center and work outward. There’s evidently some negative past history with the others. He’ll be my benchmark person. I need to watch the interaction patterns, and as we go on, make sure that all have an opportunity to talk. This activity encompasses what appear to be foundational concepts of community: action research, power, dialogue, and purposeful action. I now see that the students go through an action research cycle within the block activity. I present the problem of block building. The students (eventually) come up with a plan. Then they test it out and analyze the results. Whether they modify their actions (talking to each other) will be determined with the afternoon activities. I use my power in a very delicate and compassionate way as I determine how fast to count or how much time to offer for discussion. I do want them to feel success. With the exception of Mark, all the students entered into this activity totally accepting the premise of the game. They acted in a purposeful way in finding a solution. With their dialogue and purposeful actions, they are constructing their own community. I set the stage, but they build. Finally, I changed my afternoon plans as a result of my observations of this activity for the purpose of helping Sean feel successful in a group activity. I believe this is an example of enacting on my values for the individual.


As we do many whole class activities, from making books to creating a class motto and logo, I observe the students, including the benchmark students, working together to solve problems. When there is an ease and openness in working with each other, I know we’re ready to work with a partner. Partner work is a gentle beginning to small groups of four, the ultimate working unit in my classroom.

Partner Work


The partner activities are quick and short so the students have the opportunity to work with many different partners. Again, I want to break down barriers. I begin by structuring how partnerships are created. “Find a partner who is a different height.” Oops, Monique still doesn’t have a partner. Better move. I’ll grab her and move her out of the center of the room. Don’t want her standing alone when all the partners are taken. Josh, you’re about Monique’s height, would you be Monique’s partner today? Thanks. Wonder what’s happening with Monique? She’s usually outgoing and has no problem with this. I’ll ask in her journal today. Let’s brainstorm as many games as you can think of that involve a ball. The one with the longest eyelashes will be the writer. I’ll give them about a minute. Okay, please finish up our lists. Have one person hang on to it; we’ll use it later today. Before we return to our seats, please write a positive note to your partner about working together with them. When you finish, please give it to your partner. Great, almost everyone is writing. This will help them focus on the positive aspects of their partnership. Moses is looking around; he’s not sure what to write. Josh and De are not doing much either. They are clearly uncomfortable. We’ll take some time to do some talking as soon as we finish. One of the initial purposes of working with only a partner is to allow students to gain confidence in social skills. One way to structure the talk about the role and responsibilities of being a good partner is to make a T-chart. We create a T-chart that describes what a good partner looks and sounds like. 

A Good Partner

Sounds Like
Looks Like

uses positive words
looks directly at you 

ask questions if necessary 
listens closely

asks, not tells 
sits close

makes helpful suggestions

uses low voice 


I’m surprised at the number of students who find this activity difficult. They truly aren’t aware of their own actions and how they affect others. A real benefit to this activity is that it allows the student who has never been in a successful working partnership to have a grasp of what is needed. They don’t realize that there are actual things that they can do to help make the partnership work and that it isn’t a chance happening. By making the hidden visible, more students have the opportunity of success. I can use my position in the classroom to make potentially difficult situations easier by focusing on the actions and the dialogue of the students.


I follow a format similar to what we did with whole group work: working on nonacademic activities first, then as they become more comfortable we move cooperative activities into the academic subjects. I want them to not feel the added pressure of school work on top of trying to figure out the dynamics of partner work. I want them to be really successful with academic partner work, so we’ll need to take it a bit at a time. 

Small Group Work


Again when the benchmark student is successful with partner work and I get a sense of ease, we move into groups of four for cooperative activities. I prefer groups of four and only use groups of five when I have odd numbers. I’ve been unsuccessful with triads because I’ve found that usually a partnership develops, leaving one student on the outside. With groups of four, the group is small enough to make everyone accountable and yet it is large enough to have a variety of student expertise and ideas. I again follow the same procedure of doing nonacademic activities first, then moving into the academic ones. The academic activities usually are based around projects incorporating all the subject areas of social studies, science, math, language, and art. Embedded within this is the continual reflection cycle. After most activities, the students write in their metacognition journal, examining their learning in both the social and the content areas. They use the class values as guides for their thinking. We often read these aloud so that others can gain insights from our thinking.


Cooperative learning strategies help build our community. Students begin to rely on each other and learn the value of working together. It creates a cohesive family atmosphere within the classroom where it is safe to try new ideas, attempt new tasks, and voice new thoughts. Students are supported as they stretch themselves within the learning environment (Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec, 1986). 

Sharing Power


In the whiteout condition of siqoq, the occasions when I feel the most lost are the times when I realize I need to step out of my traditional role of teacher and enter the classroom community as a working member. For me, it is the hardest and yet the most necessary thing if my vision of a true community is to develop. It requires a great deal of trust and faith on my part. I have to trust that the students will accept me in that role, and I have to have faith that all will be fine.


Consistent with the other community-building elements, I plunge in the first day of school. Probably the most important feature of that first day is my movement into the class community. Moving from behind the big desk (Atwell, 1987), I have my own “school” desk placed among the students’ desks with all my school supplies inside. After the initial beginning formalities and after we have begun on our first task of creating a personal name tag, I sit at my desk and go about the job of making a name tag myself. It will be interesting to see how this class reacts to me sitting out there with them, at one of their desks, at their level. They are all busy at work; I’ll slide quietly into my desk. Only a few stares. That’s good. Now get busy and work. They need to see me hard at work, too. “Brian, can I please borrow a blue crayon. I can’t find mine. Thanks.” They can never say no to a teacher. That side heard me borrowing. Now to model what to do when I’m done. I’ll go to the nearest bookshelf and get a book. No one has been out of their seat yet. Let’s see what happens now. Good thing teachers can read and watch students at the same time. It should be a gift that comes with the diploma. Great! Three students are up getting books. Now if they find a book and begin to read, we’re off to a great start. Hmmm, De is just looking around. Come on, kiddo, pick up on the cues. Good, good, good. He’s got it. Open the book and read. Yea! Now we’ll settle in and read for the next half hour. I realize that my actions are a strong model for students (Schmuck & Schmuck, 1992) . I can influence the community by being an appropriate functioning member. I think we’ll continue to read until lunch. I don’t think we’ll stop and talk about what just happened—how they knew what to do. I think we need more chances to figure this out before we talk. Then there’ll be more opportunities for more students to be successful. I’ll do more silent modeling after lunch. Terrific group! I see that modeling is one of the most significant and influential acts I can do for my students. I must be as I want them to become.


Another way of sharing power is to not let the students put me in the single position of holding power. One of the expectations of the class involves asking questions. Students need to “ask three, before me.” This means they need to ask at least three people before they can ask me. In most cases, one of the three knows the answer. Also when students initially begin group work, they will often ask me what to do next or how to go about the procedure. My answer to them is, “I’m not in your group, but I have faith you can figure it out.” “What do you think?” is another one of my responses. I find many students thoroughly programmed to rely solely on the teacher. This sounds heartless and totally opposite the values I’m sharing in this study, but as Ralph Peterson points out, “Authority in the learning community is directed toward liberation, empowerment, and supporting students in seeing and thinking for themselves” (121). I love my students enough to step back and watch student empowerment grow.


Choice is a huge part of relinquishing my power within the classroom. On a daily basis, the students make choices in reading books, writing topics, and art media. I trust them to make meaningful choices. Projects involve the student deciding on a specific topic, where to gather information, and how to share the new information. It has not been easy allowing these choices. Each year I struggle with the comic book issue. Is it really reading? What if students choose to read them all the time? Are they learning anything? I’ve solved the dilemma by going to the students. In a class meeting we talk about the issue. In the past three years when I’ve done this, we reach a compromise. The students agree to monitor their choice of reading material, and I will learn to be tolerant if comics are read occasionally as long as the students also read other types of text. I’ve learned that it’s always best to take issues like this to the class meeting. When students hear my concerns and I hear their reasoning, we always seem to create a reasonable compromise for everyone. It doesn’t work when I dictate.

Assessment is major area in which I’ve changed my role. I created student-led conferences as a result of seeing students negated in the assessment process. They virtually had no voice in any step of the traditional reporting. Now at the end of each quarter, my students prepare a portfolio of work that best represents them as a learner. Each piece is self selected. The student and I review the portfolio and complete the report card together. On one evening, all the students and their families come for our conference night. The student leads their own conference, showing their work and answering parent questions (Austin, 1994). This takes the place of the traditional parent-teacher conference. This requires a great deal of faith on my part, and the first time I did it, I was quite apprehensive. I’ve found that the students rise to the occasion and conduct a better conference than I ever could. Student-led conferences have proven to be one of my best practices in sharing power and it’s been a test of real faith. I’ve learned to truly trust each student to honestly share strengths and areas to improve. 

Working Together


Another created challenge is what I call a “magic moment.” Magic moments are a result of the experience with the professional dance troupe that I shared earlier in this text. I realized that I could create situations where all of us in the class had to work together to succeed. Before I can structure a task to complete, I first have to know the strengths and weaknesses of the class. I also want to provide a challenging task, but not one that will intimidate or be unsuccessful. Moorman and Dishon (1983) point out that the more difficult the goal, the stronger the unity will be within the group once the goal is achieved. For some classes, it’s easy to identify a strength that lends itself to a magic moment. 


Several years ago, I had a class that was quite talented. Many took dancing lessons or were active in the school choir. Since we sing each morning to begin our day, I thought we could share some of those songs along with some poetry for a public production. That simple idea of poetry and songs grew into an hour-and-a-half evening for their parents and the community. It was a demanding yet fulfilling effort in which all of us supported each other (Roffey, Tarrant, & Majors 1994).


Then there are some classes where I struggle to find something that will pull us together. I remember one class where working together as a community was really difficult. I tried everything I knew to do the first two weeks of school. They argued and disagreed the entire two-day camping trip to my house, and this attitude continued in the classroom for weeks. 


On October 7, I wrote in my journal:

This journal is begun with the hopes that by requiring myself to write and reflect on the day, I will begin to sort out the chaos in my sixth-grade classroom. I’ve never had a class that befuddled me so. I feel frustration and anger. I don’t understand why they are so mean to each other. The kids will do anything to be first and to have things their way. They challenge me on everything. They are a bright class and I thought maybe I was going too slow. But when I speed up, they can’t handle directions or group work. They can’t handle disruptions well. They require a set routine.


I feel like we’re treading peanut butter. I talked to Donna (my principal) on Friday. She gave me a pat on the back and said to stick with the cooperative skills. “They’re more important than fractions.” My comment: “I’m a teacher at risk.” 


On November 2, I was still concerned with their lack of cooperation:

Nina (the counselor) came in today to discuss the issue of picking on people. She handled it well. The kids know what to do. They just don’t do it. They say the right thing. They talked about not being kind to each other. Caryn said, “We needed to lower our proud level to get along.”


On November 13, I wrote:

Class dilemmas weigh on me. I think about them all the time, trying to find the answers.


My concern continued into December:

December 5

There is no laughter in Mudville tonight. This class is gloomy. I hate this. I don’t understand why they won’t cooperate. Even in rows they fight. Nick and Matt got into it over a pencil. How silly.

December 11

Donna was in total amazement that Todd and Brian felt no remorse being involved in the fight. She asked me if I dealt with this every day. She was surprised when I gave her examples.

December 19

Laurie came in to teach a Christmas lesson while I conducted personal interviews. When I came back in I noticed paper clips all over the floor. The kids began talking about getting hit on the head and arms with the paper clips. I think I need a new line of work. On top of all of this, I have recess duty.


At night, I would lie awake trying to think of possible solutions. We need a project. It has to be something that is fun but presents a challenge. It has to be something that we can get immersed in so that it will overpower our difficulty in working with each other. There has to be something. The answer came one day while the class and I walked to music class through the gym. This gym is sure dark. Wouldn’t it be nice to have more lights or windows in here. Even a new coat of paint would make a difference. That’s it! We could paint the gym. What sixth grader would turn down an opportunity to paint?


The Parent Teacher Association agreed to buy the paint, and the class and I agreed to paint the entire gym. On a Saturday, about 80% of the class gathered in the gym armed with rollers, paint brushes, and lots of newspapers. It took us all day, and it wasn’t the best painting job ever done, but it did succeed in helping us work as a group for that day. The class seemed proud to tell the others at the school that we painted it. We felt good about completing the job and helping our school. I would like to say that this magic moment pulled us together and we lived happily every after, but it did not. The spirit of community lasted about a week, and then we were back to where we began. 
At the end of that year, I wrote: 

Last two weeks of school. Sadness, lots of things not accomplished. I’ve come to realize that this group will never accomplish or reach goals that I wanted to attain. 


This is one of the continual unplanned challenges in creating a community. The memory of that group still fills me with sadness, but I’ve come to realize that I can’t fix or change everything. I can be extremely creative, observe daily, read every book on the subject, but I can’t make a positive community happen everytime. 

Qamanig: Designing Celebrations


In the forests of the north, the branches of the spruce trees collect the snow. With the boughs acting as a protector for the ground below, the area under the trees is covered with just a sprinkling of snow. The forest then becomes an uneven surface of high planes of snow between the trees and low circular valleys underneath each tree. The area at the base of each tree is called qamanig. Even though the qamanig offers little insulating warmth through the winter, it does offer the gift of spring. While the rest of the ground is covered with the winter’s accumulation of snow and the temperatures begin to rise, the qamanig comes to life. Under the protection of the branches, small birds congregate looking for food, insects suddenly appear, and small intensely colored flowers push through the earth. The qamanig is an oasis of sight, sound, and color in a desert of white. Like the qamanig, celebrations become the oasis where everyone gathers. Celebrations are like the first signs of spring. Everything becomes new again; everything becomes possible. 


Just as the qamanig collects birds, bugs, and blooms as signs of spring, I begin collecting artifacts as a quiet way of rejoicing in our being together. Photographs, class books, and mementos are the artifacts that record our class history and the evidence of our year together. 


The camera becomes my tool for recording our life together. I begin with the pictures from the home visits. The pictures I take of the students, families, and pets are displayed in the room on the first day of school. After a month, the back bulletin board becomes littered with scenes depicting science experiments, field trips, public performances, visitors, and being together. I love the first time I add a new batch of pictures to the wall. Students will crowd around. They first find themselves and then the talking begins. I hear “Oh, remember when you. . . ,” “Hey, that was our bridge. We forgot to. . .”, “Look, there’s Aluniqua. We should write her and tell her about . . . .” We celebrate in our remembrances and conversations. 

When the bulletin board becomes too crowded with pictures, this is a sign that we are ready to begin to celebrate in a public way. The students write a brief caption for each picture, and then the pictures and captions are combined into a class photo album. After the album is all complete, the students can sign up to take it home for an evening to share with parents. The celebration ripples outward, including others, which makes our celebration more significant.

Borrowing an idea from the primary classrooms, we create class books, each student writing and illustrating a page. I assemble it and it becomes a published book in our classroom library. One year, we modeled our book after D. Wiesner’s book June 29, 1999. On the day we assembled the book, we invited parents in for a lunch of vegetable soup and bread. As we all ate, each student stood and read their page. The book and the lunch was a literary way to celebrate our being with each other. We create many such class books, ranging from ABC books to informational books.


Mementos are another way we celebrate together. Thank-you notes from visiting guests are read at the daily meetings and posted on the bulletin board for all to see. Letters from previous students are also shared. Often when I make presentations to other school districts or other groups of teachers, they will write notes to my students. These are shared upon my return. Wasp nests, pussy willows, beaver-chewed branches, and brochures are collected from our trips and excursions and find favored places in the classroom. 


Mementos aren’t always “things”. Last year’s class decided the song “Do You Hear the People Sing?” from Les Miserable was their theme song. They sang it on field trips, on our walks, and whenever things weren’t going well within the classroom. They also chose to share it at the school’s end-of-the-year assembly. Another class fell in love with Robert Service’s (1916) “The Cremation of Sam McGee”. They would break into group recitation whenever one student began, “There are strange things done in the midnight sun . . .”.


This year, as a class we won first place in the district science fair. We were disappointed to learn that we could not take our project to the state contest in Anchorage. We decided to celebrate by taking an imaginary trip to Anchorage, so we spent Friday “visiting” all the sights and participating in the state, national, and universe science fair. We won first prize in each, of course. We ended the day with the presentation of a five-foot first-place blue ribbon. Others in the school really didn’t understand the importance of the blue ribbon outside our door, but we did. This reinforces Peterson’s idea (1992):

Celebrations whose purpose is to recognize success cannot be truly appreciated by outsiders. Only members of a community who live closely together can weigh the significance of such an event. (42)


We celebrate birthdays, personal triumphs, and group accomplishments. We have good-bye parties and welcoming brunches. We have parties just to celebrate being together. On days when it’s -40 degrees Fahrenheit outside and we can’t see out the window because of the ice fog, we’ll make hot chocolate and pop popcorn, grab our pillows, shut the door and read for the day. Other events help make us feel special about being together. We write and perform musicals and put on dinner theaters. We create our own business to earn the $3,000 to go on a week-long camping trip in Denali National Park. 


Celebrations can be carefully orchestrated like the trip to Anchorage, or spontaneous like the hot chocolate. What I’ve discovered is that it’s important to stop and take the time to do it. There’s such a special feeling after our celebrations. All the “I’s” become “us” as we smile, giggle, and relish being together. It is like being nestled under the boughs of the spruce, laughing and enjoying our special place while the rest of the world is still encased in snow. It brings all that I value - love, caring, compassion, respect, and joy of companionship - together for that moment. As the days lengthen and the temperatures increase, the qamanigs widen and extend past the base of the trees. Spring expands outward like our celebrations.


The snow is almost gone; breakup almost over. There are still patches of snow ringing trees, hiding under the porch steps, and banking the north side of the shed, clinging tightly to winter, reluctant to yield their treasures. Eventually they will go, but only after many long days of warmth. These areas require patience. Right now, I’m left with new-found treasures lying in the sun on the back porch of my mind, drying out in excitement, waiting for me to carefully examine them again. At my feet, I survey my yard—my roots of community. It’s green, it’s healthy, and despite a few thin patches here and there, it appears to be doing quite well.
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