CHAPTER 5

BUILDING COMMUNITY: A TANGLE OF BOUNDARIES
FACILITATING A SCHOOL COLLEAGUE COMMUNITY

Note to the Reader


This chapter recounts my work with my teaching colleagues. It opens with a description of my neighborhood and then moves into a description of the “neighborhood” within Richardson Elementary School.


I share how I enter this partially formed neighborhood of the school with a personal agenda of creating a professional learning community.


The major portion of the chapter is devoted to the application and adaptation of the five community elements of climate, communication, consensus, challenges, and celebrations in a weekly university credit class setting.


Also in this chapter I realize the difference in working with adults in a nonclassroom setting and the difference in my role. I use the tension I experience to gain a new understanding about working with a community rather than constructing one.


Each year in September, I bring my sixth-grade students out to my house for a two-day overnight camping trip. After stowing our sleeping bags in the garage, we grab our backpacks and head for the woods for an all-day hike. As we walk through my rural neighborhood to reach the path, my students often make comments about the houses they see. 


“Hey, look at that, they have grass on their roof.”


“Watch out! Can goats bite?”


“Why doesn’t somebody make them clean up their yard?”


Since the majority of them have only lived on a military base where everything is kept as uniform as possible, they are surprised at the variety found at each home site. Every home in my neighborhood is quite different. Fred’s house is neatly hidden from the road since it’s built into a northern sloping hill. Neighbors stop and ponder the meaning and use of his neatly trimmed snow pea hedge outlining the front perimeter of his land. Down the corner from Fred’s house stands Al and Robin’s small plywood home. Against the advice of everyone in the neighborhood, they built in a small hollow on a south-facing slope. Each spring, they have to shovel the snow out of their yard to keep from being flooded. Then up on the corner there is Jack’s house, which would fit into any midwestern suburban community. It’s painted a soft colonial blue with neat white trim and surrounded by shaped trees, manicured lawn, and a sandbox and swing set tucked away in the back corner of their lot. We shake our heads in wonder as to why Jack would want to spend the short summers riding his tractor lawn mower and pulling weeds while swatting mosquitoes. Directly across from Jack’s is George’s cabin. George’s cabin is as rugged as Jack’s house is urban. The small log cabin has grass on the roof, two rooms, mismatched windows, and the whole thing looks like it was assembled by a five-year-old playing with Lincoln Logs. The yard is littered with an ultralight airplane, a couple of empty dog houses (the dogs elect to sleep under the porch), a pile of logs dumped in an open clearing, an old rusted pickup truck, and a few goats. George’s yard is a source of delight for the neighborhood children and a topic of complaint for the adults. 


My neighborhood is typically Alaskan and is a wonderful example of the tension commonly found in northern communities. It’s the struggle between individualism and acceptance. Because of its “last frontier” reputation, Alaska tends to attract people who somehow don’t fit into conventional society; either their strong opinions alienate them from a community or they have such a strong sense of personal freedom that it creates problems. In most cases, these people have very definite views concerning every issue and are quite willing to share them with everyone. George is always eager to explain why he should be able to use the road in front of our house as a landing strip for his ultralight and his continual fight with the government for his freedom to do so. We all told Al and Robin not to build there, but they insist the view is perfect and will be an asset if they decide to sell their home.


And yet, there is also the spirit of welcoming, of inviting others into the community. All of us built our homes at the same time, and we knew we could rely on each other. All helped position the last two rows of logs on Dick and Kathy’s cabin, all helped dig Al and Robin’s basement, everyone helped us put up our roof trusses. In our own homes, we may grumble and heartily disagree with our neighbors’ opinions, yet we put up with each other because we value our personal freedom and reject any attempts at standardization. My neighborhood is a community where a bit of tolerance mixes with a great deal of personal individualism. 


Richardson Elementary is my teaching neighborhood, and it too is a community where some tolerance is mixed with strong feelings of individualism. As the newest school in the district, the members of the staff first met each other two years ago in the Officer’s Club meeting rooms. Wow, there are a lot of us. I count forty teachers and still more are coming in. I know about twenty-eight of these people, and we’re all very different. Wonder what’s going to happen as we try to open this new school? I hope Donna (the principal) has a plan. Over tea and coffee, we systematically shared our names, past teaching positions, and our new position at Richardson. I can tell from the cautious looks and guarded voices that we are all sizing each other up. I think we are all thinking the same thing: can we work together, especially within the grade levels? 

The opening of the new school in August didn’t allow for much time for getting acquainted. We had three days in which to be ready for students. We all worked in a frenzy: moving in, setting up individual classrooms, drawing traffic patterns, distributing equipment. The first year at Richardson Elementary was a blur, and I didn’t take a breath and really examine the community aspect of the school until spring. I realized that I wanted to be a member of a professional community within the school in which I worked. I long for a place where adults considered themselves active curious learners; where readings, discussions, and practices shape our decisions; where reflection is a natural part of our teaching lives. We would all want to be there because of the caring, thinking, and enthusiasm.

I began to consider the possibility of facilitating such a community at Richardson Elementary. Could I create a professional community that would be inviting to all members of the building? Could I use the knowledge I’ve gained in working with my sixth graders to create a professional neighborhood that would enable the inhabitants, including me, to examine their structural practice and theory?

The Wednesday Class


Senge, Roberts, Ross, Smith & Kleiner (1994) capture my intention for this Wednesday community with the Zulu greeting. Loosely translated it means “A person is a person because of other people” (3). I had visions of a school community as an opportunity to not only explore our actions, but a place to recognize each other as valuable colleagues. Wheatley and Kneller-Rogers (1998) point out the increasing likelihood of working next to a person and not ever knowing them.  I found this quite easy to do in such a large school and with the demands teaching imposed.  I  was hoping this class might provide a place for genuine mutual respect and friendship to develop.

Beginning Professional Conversations


An opportunity arose when Jane Noble, the student placement advisor from the University of Alaska Fairbanks, approached our school looking for preservice teacher placement for the fall of 1994. She wanted the preservice teachers not only to do their methods work at Richardson but also to student teach there. In other words, five preservice university students would be in the building for the entire year. Is there a way I could use this situation to help create that professional community? I’ve wanted to offer a one-credit class for teachers in this building. We could meet one day a week after school for the semester. If we only met for an hour, it wouldn’t be mental overload. Plus it would be right here in this building—no going out in the cold, so that wouldn’t be an excuse for not attending. We could all read the same article and then discuss it. The class would be low key, no pressure, like a baby step into the world of reading, writing, and reflection. Could I tie in the preservice teachers as well? Could I require the university students to attend? That would guarantee at least five people in the class. I talked with Jane Noble and with my principal and sent the following message over e‑mail the following day:

Hi,

Are you interested in a method student or student teacher? We have some available to us this year. Responsibilities include time to work with them before and after school, time to help them grow in teaching ability, and time to attend a credit class once a week here in the building. [Wonder if anyone will notice this little requirement? Will it keep anyone away?] The class will be based on a common reading (done outside of class) and discussion. You will need to keep a journal, but class time will be allotted for that. I see it as a relaxing time when we can all get together and talk. I hope this is gentle and reassuring. I want people to not be scared in coming. E-mail me back if you are interested. 

Terri


I need to make sure this message is clear and nonthreatening. I don’t want it to seem like I’m the holder of knowledge. I want them to feel that this gathering is a mutual coming together. Realizing the limitations of e-mail, I visited each team leader, chatted, and left a written outline about the class and information about our method students. Each team leader agreed to share the information with his or her grade level team that week. Fifteen teachers responded! This is pretty incredible. I thought there would be some resistance to this idea. But we only have five university students; I’ll need to talk to Jane Noble about placement. I wonder if I could create a class that could include even the teachers who don’t have university students to participate. Then these other teachers could be part of the group as well. I saw this as my opportunity to begin to develop a professional community. Over the weekend, I wrote a course description:

Professional Conversations: Dialogue for Growth

Course Description:

The purpose of this class is to allow cooperating teachers, method students, student teachers, and other educators to join together to form a reflective educational community within Richardson Elementary School. Participants will come to each Wednesday meeting with observations, questions, and concerns seen within each individual classroom. Examining personal teaching practice will be a consistent topic. The text will provide a theoretical guide to broad educational issues that will provide the base for discussions in the Wednesday meetings. This class is purposely designed to give support to both the cooperating teacher and the university student.


I now had the setting and purpose for a community. Could I foster a professional community by adapting my classroom elements of climate, communication, consensus, challenges, and celebrations to this particular gathering of colleagues? I’m really excited about this. I can’t wait to begin the Wednesday class. I have visions of great conversations, changes in our thinking and practice, much laughter, and a united spirit. It’s going to be wonderful! But I also realize that I can’t make this so different that it will make people uneasy. I can’t rush. This class can’t be George’s Lincoln Log house, nor can it be Jack’s suburban house. It has to be a new structure that we all build together that will take us from what exists now to all the possibilities ahead. 


I received an e-mail message shortly after I shared information about the class which reminded me of the importance of seeing the participants of individuals. This episode caused me to consider what I did in my classroom to reassure my students in new situations.

Terri, 

I’m interested in the class. What are the requirements? 

Alexis 


I thought everything was on the information paper. Maybe she misplaced hers. I replied.

Alexis, 

I’ve tried to keep it meaningful but very simple for all of us. You’ve had a method student before, so you know the time commitment there. In addition, you’ll have a short chapter to read before coming to class. During the class, we’ll write in our journals and then discuss the readings. That’s it! I’m glad you’re going to be part of the class. 

Terri


The next day after school, Alexis came to my room with a questioning look on her face. “Tell me about this journal stuff. How much do we have to write?”


Her tone of voice told me she needed my full attention now. I put down my journal. “Alexis, it’s really rather a short writing time. We’ll begin with a five minute writing time and then we’ll end with another five minutes of writing.” She’s really worried about this. Wonder why? I thought it was very straightforward.

“You’re sure that’s it?”


“Honest, that’s all.” She must be worried about hidden requirements.

“Okay, I want to take this class, you know. I just want to know what I have to do.”


Does she want it to be difficult as a reason for not taking the class? Or is she afraid she won’t be able to keep up? Or is she afraid that she’ll have to read her writing out loud to the class? I wonder if she’s ever done any reflective writing or participated in a discussion type of class? Alexis is vocal. If she’s saying all this, the others must be thinking it. I care for these people and want them to feel comfortable and at ease. I need to be very visible tomorrow, so people can stop me and ask questions. I’ll be in the office area in the morning, eat in the lounge, and casually walk the halls after school.

The next afternoon, Alexis appeared in my room again. “Okay, I think I can handle the journal stuff, but do I have to write a paper or something at the end of the course?”


“No, Alexis.” We need to review the course outline together. Pulling out the course information, I directed her attention the section marked “Evaluation.” “Let’s go over these together. Here, have a seat. Have a piece of apple. Evaluation is based on attendance, the discussions, and the journal. At the end of the class, you turn in your journal. No paper, no project. Just come, talk, and write in your journal.” What can I say to help her feel more confident?

“What if I don’t have anything to write about?”


Her concerns are so similar to my sixth graders. She needs as much reassurance as they do. “Then describe the room, write about your day. You’ll find you have lots to write about. It will get easier each time.”


“What if you don’t like what I write?”


Ah ha, is this the problem? “Alexis, I’m not a judge. The writing is for you, not me. I just want to provide time for you to write.”


“Okay, if you’re sure. Then I’ll take the class, but I don’t want to write a paper or anything.”


If this is an indication of the feelings concerning this class, I need to move very gently, to be very reassuring and to view everything as fragile. What am I getting into here? I totally underestimated the courage it required for some teachers to participate in this class, and in my enthusiasm completely lost sight of the individual. It took me time to fully understand Alexis’s concerns. I now realize my interactions with Alex can be compared to my home visits to my sixth graders. I want every person entering the classroom to feel cared for and wanted.


As I planned for this class, I explored the field of business for ideas in creating community.  Since reading In Search For Excellence (Peters & Waterman, Jr., 1982), early in my career and recognizing the similarities of practice of successful companies and the National Writing Project, I periodically reviewed the current literature for practices I might “borrow” for my professional use. Because of my interest in community and my values of respect for the individual, I looked for companies that valued the individual and didn’t employ a “top-down” model. I specifically looked for ways creative and innovative businesses built an identifiable culture.  This included ways to build a comfortable environment, establish communication, and create identity.

Climate


I learned the importance of the environment from establishing communities with my sixth graders.  I knew where we met would help set the tone for what would follow, so I set out to create a space where community could happen (Senge, Roberts, Ross, Smith, Kleiner, 1994).  Over and over again in Search of Excellence  (Peters & Waterman, Jr. (1982) and then in A Passion for Excellence (Peters & Austin, 1985), the authors point out the importance of recognizing human needs during the work cycle.  I thought carefully about our needs as educators and as individuals as I looked for a place to gather.


I wanted the room to be like my classroom, bright and welcoming, but it proved harder than I expected. For me this is the easiest place to begin. We need to have a relaxed atmosphere, grown up chairs, and food. I walked through the school, looking for a plot of land on which to build our new structure. We could meet in my room. I like it. It’s bright, it’s relatively clean at the end of the day, and it contains all the elements of climate that I value in establishing community. It would be so easy to invite everyone in. I wouldn’t have to carry things. The major drawback is that it is MY room. We need a more neutral place, and my conversation with Alexis reinforces that idea. I have to be willing to make personal compromises for the consideration of each individual and for the potential development of the overall community. The staff lounge is too busy at the end of the day. I want the conversation to be different from the lunchroom variety. The library is nice and comfy, but too many teachers come in and out after school. Besides, it’s too big. We wouldn’t be able to hear each other. We would have to rearrange the tables. That might be a problem for the librarian. An empty classroom? Too stark. It looks like a jail cell. I could fix it up, but I don’t have the time. I’ll only use it if I can’t find some place else. The conference room is the principal’s domain. The research room is the final possibility. It’s neutral territory. It’s small enough to feel cozy, but of a comfortable size. The chairs and tables are conducive to prolonged conversation. I’ll need to come in each week to remove the books from the tables and put back on the shelf. This looks like the best possibility. This class is like taking my students to my house for the two-day overnight experience. For that, I needed a place where students could leave their ideas of school behind. While I can’t take the teachers to a hotel, the actual meeting room for this class needs to carry no connotation of prior meetings, events, or personal territory. We are beginning, not continuing.

The first class! As soon as my sixth graders left, I flew to the research room, my arms full of bags of homemade popcorn, paper bowls, napkins, and a tape recorder. I quickly reshelved books left on the tables, straightened each bookshelf, and cleared the smaller tables along the wall. I wanted the whole room to look neat and tidy. I moved and shoved large tables in a long rectangle and pulled fifteen padded chairs up to the table. Oh, no! The time! I want everything to be ready when they walk through the door. Emptying handfuls of popcorn in the bowls, I scattered the small bowls along the length of the table. I’ve got enough popcorn for twice this many. I always overdo it, but it looks like so little in my kitchen. Napkins in between the bowls. I hope they bring their own drinks. Everyone usually heads for the juice and soda machine after school. We may start late if they need to go to get something. The tape recorder was next. Back to the room to find the right music, soft and restful, but lively to keep us all awake. Back to the research room to begin the music and turn the lights low. OOPS, back to the room to pick up the afternoon’s agenda and my journal. Now I was ready. I sat and waited. Would they really come? Fifteen people said they would, but would they really? Will they all be as nervous as Alexis? I know I am. I really want this to work, not only for them, but for me. I won’t have another chance if this class doesn’t go. What if they forget it is today? I better have the secretary make an announcement over the intercom. I zoom to the office and back again. When I return, three teachers are sitting munching popcorn, not talking with each other, but there! More people wander in, and after a few minutes we begin. 


That was my pattern every Wednesday. I recreated the climate each week with minor variations. I discovered that the long rectangular table arrangement didn’t work. It was difficult to see others sitting on the same side of the table. I changed the arrangements to a large square with an open space in the center. Visually this gave us more room, and it proved to be easier to converse. Even though the research room had no windows to the outside, the lighting tended to vary according to the weather. As the daylight outside decreased, more lights felt comfortable. The soft lively music and food continued to be consistent essential elements. 


I really wanted the teachers to feel cared for when they came to class. There were days when we could all have used a long soak in a hot tub, but that was out of my ability to provide. I wanted to provide the best for them because they took the risk of participating in the class. I wanted to give them all the support that I could. This is all a modeling process. I’m modeling climate for the principal and all the staff meetings. I’m modeling a caring and gentle atmosphere for the teachers and their own students. I realize I have larger ambitions than creating a community within the participants of the Wednesday class. I’m hoping my efforts will be picked up and tried in other areas within the school.

Communication


Before Ken and I began the construction of our house, I created a picture of the completed structure in my mind. I knew it would be a barn shape, and it would be painted yellow with white trim. I find that whenever I begin something new, I create a mental picture of the finished product. It’s the ideal. For this class, I knew exactly how it would begin. As each teacher enters, she would move to a place at the table and would begin to write in her journal. This writing time would not only allow the teachers some reflective time, but would provide some flexible time before beginning the discussion since I know not everyone will arrive at the same time. Use every minute wisely! Besides, if people enter a room full of people writing it will set the tone for ALL to write. 

After writing, discussion begins. Every single teacher eagerly talks about the assigned reading and relates it to his or her personal teaching experiences. We gain energy and ideas from the lively exchange. After reluctantly ending our discussion, we write a final entry in our journals and then leave, still talking about the ideas shared in class.

A week or so before the class actually began, I lay awake at night and considered all the possibilities. My nights were filled with my communication—self talk. I worked to create a meaningful and interesting class that would encourage community. I drew on all my previous experience and then created new ideas as I mentally constructed possible solutions to every problem I could conceive. We only have an hour together. How can I best structure the time together to allow community to take root and grow? They don’t need to hear from me as much as they need to hear from each other. It would be rather fun to respond to their journals, but I don’t think this group is ready for that yet. So no response. We need routine. Something steady that each person can count on. As we gain personal voice and confidence, we can deviate, but in the beginning there should be no surprises. I think the writing is going to be the hardest part. The only way to do it is to jump in and do it. Wonder what I do if they don’t write? What do I do in my class? I write anyway, I model, model, and continue to model. Okay, if something like that happens, just think about the sixth graders. I sure hope I know what I’m doing here. There’s so much we could gain from this experience. 

Beginning the Conversation

The first class is always the hardest for me and the participants. We need something positive and fun to help us all relax. Cartoons! I copied a variety of cartoons, one for each participant, and wrote a short message of welcome on each one.


These were waiting at each place on the table when everyone arrived. It’s nice to hear the chuckles and see the grins as they share their cartoons and read their neighbors’. This was a good idea. I can see everyone relaxing a bit. I continued the cartoons for several weeks. After the first class, I used my short message written on the cartoons to welcome the participants and remind them of our opening routine of writing in journals.

Hi,

It’s great to be together again. I’m looking forward to our conversation. Let’s begin by writing in our journals.

Terri

Journal Writing

From my work with my sixth graders, I realized it would be helpful to create some type of transition as the teachers shifted from the demands of the classroom into the conversation of the Wednesday class. I immediately thought of journal writing. It can be an open-ended activity, it doesn’t require my direct instruction so teachers could begin whenever they joined the class, and most important to me, it might provide a basis for discussion and inquiry (Holly, 1989). The weekly journal write might also encourage some teachers to keep a reflective journal, a possible step toward teacher research. It might also influence some of the participants to include more writing in their classroom. It will be interesting to see how each teacher approaches this action. With this vision in mind, I explained about writing in journals at the first meeting:


“We’ll begin and end each class meeting with a journal write. 


It will be fairly short, only five minutes each time. It’s an open 

type of writing, so you can write about whatever you wish.”


“How long do you want it to be?”


“We’ll write for five minutes and then stop. It’s your writing, so during that time period, write until you’re done.”


“Do we skip lines or anything? Do you want it dated?”


“I find dating my entries helpful later, but it’s all up to you.”


“What do you want us to write about?”


“It’s an open write, so the topic is up to you. It’s your writing.”


“I could write my grocery list?”


“It’s up to you.” I begin writing. These were the very same questions my sixth graders ask. Like the first writing day in my classroom and as Atwell (1987) recommends, I keep my head down and write. Only after a few minutes do I glance up to see how everyone is doing. Most are writing. One is playing with her pen, a few others are looking around and eating. The journal writing became our opening routine. 


I used my journal in the same way. I would first write about my school day and gradually make the transition into focusing on the class. In October, I wrote:

I’m so blank I can hardly write. It’s been a long week. I’m hungry. I’m worn out. I’m glad that Lee is doing her methods work with me. It really helps to have another adult with another viewpoint, either supporting or differing. It was all I could do to come today! BUT take a deep breath and think about what I need to do here. Tonight we’ll talk about empowering teachers. I want to share the idea of teacher research as empowerment.


This writing gives me time to shift my thinking from working with children to working with colleagues. Show energy and excitement so they’ll be energized about the topic. Smile and relax.

After the first class, my vision concerning the journal as a transition routine didn’t match what actually happened. First, each teacher would arrive in either of two ways, extremely quiet or very talkative. Either way, the teachers were not inclined to open their journal and begin to immediately write as soon as they sat down. After about the third class, I threw out my original vision and formulated a new one. I see now that the teachers can’t move from the high-pressure situation of the classroom to another very structured situation. Each class meeting is going to be different. We do need to write in our journals, but I need to be flexible. Reading and understanding the feelings and mood in the building during the day are important in deciding how the class needs to begin. My awareness is critical as I determine how much talk or how much quiet time we need before we are ready to move into the discussion section of the class.

So I developed a mental opening routine. I watched as the teachers entered the room. On one Wednesday afternoon, Paul comes in, puts his notebook down on the table, stretches out his legs, clasps his hand behind his head and closes his eyes. Donna hurries in, glances at the clock, and opens her note pad. As she reads, she reaches for a handful of crackers. Nancy enters laughing and talking to Susan. Susan’s voice hides the music. Lee quietly takes a chair and watches everyone. Kate rushes in, only to rush out to find her notebook. Alexis teases Paul about being asleep. Lynn and Shelly enter quietly and find empty chairs. They continue to chat softly while Sandy opens her can of juice. How many come to listen to the music and not talk, and how many explode with words as they come through the door? I look at faces and posture and try to determine everyone’s energy level. What are we able to handle tonight? To be most effective, I need to make an effort to know these people as well as I know my sixth graders. I draw heavily on my experience in “reading” my classroom students and my previous informal observations of the teachers. The information I gained from Birdwhistell (1970), Goffman (1972), and Hall (1966) floods my mind as I sort out all the information each person is demonstrating. 

At 3:30 p.m., I begin to listen to the rise and fall of the conversation, and during a pause in the talk, I announce, “Shall we begin and write in our journals?” Gradually the talking ceases and journals open. These people definitely don’t respond to directions as quickly as my sixth graders. We only have an hour. I wish we would move a bit faster here. Hmmm, Christina is still talking to Beth. Not only is she not setting a good example, since Beth is a university student, but the talking is disrupting to the people around them. I’ll just look up and see what happens. Beth saw me and winked. She’ll be fine. I always have difficulty in balancing individual needs and the overall needs of the class. It’s especially hard when these people are colleagues. I have no power here, only what they let me have, and I have to earn every bit. I continually learn. If I open myself to the situation, then I always find something new to consider.


We continued to write in the journal at the beginning of each class, but it wasn’t until during an interview at the end of the semester that I understood how the teachers felt about journal writing.

Shelly: 
I like that we come in and we have just a few minutes of reflective quiet time to separate ourselves from what happened in the classroom and to turn our focus around to something different.

Nancy:
I’ll follow up with the same. I enjoyed the journal writing too. I do like to write in a journal, but it comes on a very low priority in my busy life. I go, “Oh, yeah, I’ll write,” but then I don’t. This gives me the time to really sit down and do it. And it’s a scheduled time.


How wonderful! The writing did provide a transition just as I wanted. 

Nancy: 
I was just reflecting and going back through it, and I was going, “Oh, I remember that day” or “Oh, that was a special day. Good.” Just reading back on it is really rewarding, and it’s just important to me. And I’m glad that we had the time to do that, the journal part.

Christina: 
For me coming on Wednesday night is like a slowing down time. All day long there’s a million things going on in a million different directions. When I come in on Wednesday night, it’s like my blood pressure is kind of high and so then when I have to reflect in the journal it kind of de-escalated, if there is such a word. It calms me down and by the end of the writing, I’m focused like Shelly was saying.


As shown in the interview, I was able to create a weekly opening routine that helped the teachers transition into a different setting. I also attempted to model physical support and space for personal expression. This demonstrates my respect and compassion for the participants as well as desire to build community through an attitude of nurturing (Shaffer & Anundsen, 1993).

Consensus


Meeting for one hour a week for fifteen weeks gave all of us an opportunity to know each other. Through our chats before the class began, the formal discussions, and the conversation after class, we began to see ourselves as part of a consistent group of fellow educators. In October, at the end of the eighth class meeting, I asked for volunteers who would be interested in being interviewed concerning the class. I wanted to find out how comfortable they had felt during the class and their perceptions of community within the class.


The following week, after most of the participants left and the room quieted, seven of us gathered at one end of the table to talk: Mary, a second-grade teacher; Alexis and Lynn, both kindergarten teachers; Mark and Tony, university preservice teachers working in third-grade classrooms; and Jane Noble, a university instructor and supervisor of the method students and student teachers. 

Terri:
Okay, I need to know from you . . . 

Mary: 
Are you assessing us?

Terri: 
No. I’m looking at building community. How I do it in the classroom, how I do it with my teacher research group, how I do it here? 


I was really struggling with this. I wanted to give them enough direction to get them started, but not enough to direct the conversation in any way. I finally gave up and just said what I wanted. 


And I would like to know your thoughts. I have no specific questions, but would like to know your thoughts about how community has developed or not developed in here. I’m just going to listen. (I sat back in the chair to await what would develop.)

Alexis:
Are you talking about this group that chose to take this class? There is definitely a community between the up-and-coming professionals, such as Mark, Christa, and Tony, and the ones who have been called “professionals” and are really working in the paying part of this job. 


I never thought about two types of community. I saw us as one group. 

Alexis:
There is definitely a community growing there because the university students are having a chance to listen to our view. 


Their insights help the “professionals” to see in new ways too. So there are communities within communities. Does this happen elsewhere? In the Alaska Teacher Research Network, there are small groups of people who work and support each other and yet work within the larger group. In my classroom, I arrange the students in small supportive groups of four to handle the daily work and events. I never saw them in that way before. 

Alexis:
For the most part teachers are saying exactly what they think, and that gives the student teachers a feel for what the professional world is like. So maybe there is a hierarchical community, as far as we are the ones who are experienced and they are the ones that will be in a while, so it’s “not as bad as it looks” sort of thing. (Much laughter.) Maybe a stepping stone kind of thing. 

So Alexis sees us modeling for the university students. I see that too. I’m glad others are aware of our role in that process. She didn’t talk about a community with her fellow professionals, however.

Jane:
I think of the things that really makes, and I’m an outsider, that makes me feel comfortable here and that is that it’s all nonthreatening. 


Jane, you aren’t an outsider. You have been to every class and make such wonderful contributions. I wonder how I can help her see herself as a part of this group? 

Jane:
I mean, no one is casting value judgments, especially you (looking at me). You’re certainly not saying “No, you can’t say that” or “Would you rephrase that?” It’s very easy to say what you really think. I, too, am delighted that the students are getting to participate, because I see them getting something that other students are not getting. And that is collegiality, a professional collegiality. 


We’ve just not had that feeling of professional collegiality in our building before. There was no catalyst for it. Maybe this class serves as a focal point, allowing teachers to participate in a professional forum.

Lynn:
I think the best part is that we are allowed to disagree. 


Allowed is an interesting word to use. What did I do to “allow” disagreement or give the sense that it’s all right to disagree? 

Lynn:
And you can see that we have some very deep-seated feelings about—we come from very different value systems, have some very different ideas about what education is, and have very different ideas about how to conduct our personal lives. I think that one discussion, more than anything else, brought out some of the deep-seated differences we have, but we were able to disagree and still enjoy each other’s company. 


I remember thinking how wonderful that discussion was. As we discussed the moral ethics of teaching, it was evident that we disagreed on how our personal lives transferred into our professional lives. Some felt these were two distinctly different areas and had no relationship. Others felt that we bring our lives into the classroom and therefore must be privately moral and ethical as well as publicly. I felt we really touched on significant issues rather than talking about the surface aspect of teaching. 

Lynn:
For some reason, in the group, it never leaves you with any sort of bad feelings. You can just say, “I can disagree with you and that’s okay, and I can have some deep-seated differences, but it doesn’t have to engender bad feelings.” 


It never occurred to me that there might be bad feelings after the discussions. Our ideas about education reflect where we are in our educational growth. It’s just where we are in the present time. 

Mark:
Well, I enjoy the discussions because you are saying that you wanted to establish community and I see this as part of a process, and the product is community. Because how you’re going to facilitate the class is the first thing you did. In order to facilitate that, you fostered interaction. You created a forum in order to accomplish it. 


I wonder if Mark is remembering the games we played during the first three classes. They were designed to get people to feel comfortable talking. 

Mark:
Secondly, you also had to set the boundaries. And in any community, there are certain boundaries. The boundaries were to listen, then to contribute, and then to allow agreement and disagreement. 


Boundaries, what an interesting word. Is it like a fence that keeps people within a specific area, or is it like a mental parameter that allows people to only think in a certain way? What did I do exactly to set this up? I never remember saying “We all have to listen now.” Does it come from modeling? The agreement and disagreement issue comes up again. It must be significant to the participants. 

Mark:
And once you established those boundaries, the people like myself who are very verbal . . . . It’s important because it established listening as a very important part of it. So I see the whole process, and the community is the product. 

Mary: 
I think . . . . It’s that we’re accepted as people and as professionals. We could talk and not monopolize or whatever. 

Mark:
Sure.

Mary:
So that it’s not a put-down or whatever. People are allowed to be. I like writing in here, “Oh, my goodness, what a day” (laughter). It allows you the time to do that, and that can’t help but build something. We’re all saying the same thing. “Yes, I’ve been there, too.” There are people who will sympathize and understand. And if that doesn’t build community, I don’t know what will. 


Sharing experiences, whether past or present, helps the community to grow. It’s the glue that helps hold us together.

Lynn: 
Empathy.

Mary: 
It sure is.

Jane: 
And you know so much of the literature says that it’s important to be a reflective teacher. You want the teacher to be a reflective person, and I think indirectly this is a way to come together and reflect on what we’re doing, what we’re becoming, and what we hope to do. 


One of my goals with this group was to model being a reflective practitioner. 

Jane:
And you’re reflecting in an atmosphere where others are doing the same thing, so that you feel this community—the empathy as well as the excitement that builds when you and others happen upon ideas that you share as well.

Terri:
(I couldn’t help myself, I had to jump in.) One of the things that I really wanted to do with this class was that I wanted to provide, or buy teachers time. I wanted to somehow give them time to talk and interact with other professionals. Because we don’t ever do that, and attaching a credit to it legitimizes it in some way. And so that was really one of the main purposes of this class, to buy all of you time to talk and think.

Tony: 
What I like out of it is just the interaction. Just being able to come in here and be able to say what’s on my mind and have people listen. (Laughter.) 


Tony’s been struggling with getting the attention of his third graders. 

Tony:
And hear what I have to say.


This class gives him a place to explore ideas, a place to try them out. 

Tony:
And then I basically like what I walk away with. I like the ideas that you were talking about. I saw some of that show yesterday (a continuing series on cross-cultural communication). I like higher-level concepts, ideas, and stuff.

Jane:
(Smiling) A philosophy major. . . 

Tony: 
Yeah. The other thing is, I guess, back in the old days where you think about how communities were rooted, you had real specialization. Everybody was really specialized. Each person had their jobs within the community. You had the blacksmith, and then when someone needed to have shoes on their horses, they would go and talk to the person. They would have their conversation. Then you had the corner grocer. And just by talking, that’s one of the fundamental roots of a community, just knowing the other people and just interaction. 


Roots provide a strong picture of the role of communication within community. Without a healthy root system, the community bush won’t flourish. 

Tony:
I’m used to hanging out in the college scene with a bunch of bozos. (Laughter.)

Mark: 
Wait a minute!

Tony: 
Well, you don’t live in the dorms. But coming here is like a completely new world. I’m rubbing elbows with people who have made significant achievements in their lives and are real contributors to the community. It’s a big step for me. I really like it. 


We turned off the tape recorder and continued to chat for a minute or two and then wandered home. Driving home, I thought about our conversation. Everyone has a different idea of community that is tied to his or her professional and personal needs. Tony uses the class to explore his new role as an educator, Alexis sees the class as a place to share expertise, Jane Noble views the class as a model of professional collegiality, Kate gains support through the writing and discussions, Mark looks at the underneath structure of the class to get a sense of purpose, and Lynn explores the openness of the dialogue to understand her colleagues. The community, then, is like the ozone layer. It provides constant safety and continual coverage. The participants can take chances and risks, and the community allows for personal movement as the participants grow and change (Shaffer & Anundsen, 1993).


If a stable, open community is formed, then the participants have the freedom and opportunity to use it as they are at that particular moment. The important factor is to construct a community that is open and flexible enough to accommodate the needs of the members and at the same time provide support in their individual efforts. It appears from the comments of these participants, I was able to create that type of community for these particular people.

In my vision of the Wednesday night class, I wanted all of us to feel comfortable, so that we could learn about each other through conversation. I did not expect talking to be a problem, but it was. My actions in response to the talking resulted in a tension in my ultimate goal of community. In my efforts to give equal talking opportunities to all, I also restricted some individuals in their normal discourse patterns. At this point in the class, I felt we were ready to handle the outward tension this might create and I felt I understood and could justify the dissonance that would grow within me. Intellectually I understand that some tension is good for community growth (Schmuck & Schmuck, 1992). Living through it proved to be another matter. As my journal entries demonstrate, I worried about the ultimate outcome for the community as a whole. Before the first class, I wrote in my journal:

We’ll have open discussion this week and see if everyone participates and no one dominates as happens in other school meetings. Then I’ll assess for the next week.


The first class went as I expected. Some talked while others remained quiet and listened. After the second class, I wrote:

This was our first week of actual discussion. I was wondering how it would go—would anyone take over, how would the principal interact with everyone, what would the university students do? Many people talked. Shelly began the conversation. Donna talked once, and the university students talked several times. Another teacher will join us next week (she was absent for the first two classes), and she tends to talk a LOT, so I will be interested in seeing how she fits into the group. I need to be willing and ready to step in if she dominates. Shelly was the dominant speaker today, but didn’t overpower others. As the hour went on, others jumped in. Everyone wanted to listen to Shelly. Since she just finished her master’s degree, I think she’s seen as the expert.


During the third class, I realized the discussion needed to be structured in some way. I sat and listened as the three men in class dominated the entire hour discussion. Only Christina and I interrupted them to talk; the rest of the women sat and politely listened. We can’t go on this way. Nobody else can say a thing if they go on and on and on. We can’t become a community if we can’t all equally talk and share. I can see Edna drawing pictures in her journal; it looks like Nancy is making a grocery list and several others are looking through the text. People won’t return to listen to three people talk. What does this model for the university students? This class needs to be a place for the kind of exploratory talk Douglas Barnes (1992) describes. Next week, Harvard Discussion!


Harvard Discussion is a method of discussion I invented to allow all my sixth graders to participate equally. Each student is given a specific number of tokens to use. Only one person can speak at a time, and when he or she finishes speaking, he or she displays the token in front of them. During the discussion time, everyone must use all his or her tokens. Once a student uses his or her tokens, then he or she must be silent and listen. They can’t speak again. The strengths of the method are that it limits the very vocal student and yet allows the quiet student to find a space to enter into the conversation. The weakness is the initial feeling of pressure to talk. I’ve found this wears off after a few sessions.


The following week, I introduced Harvard Discussion. Everyone took two tokens, and we began. Alexis started. She talked for seven minutes; then Paul jumped in. He, too, talked for about ten minutes. What’s going on here? Oh, I see. They think they have to make a speech. Using my token, I explained that the tokens don’t require a “formal speech”; even “yes” is worth a token. We took off again. After seeing that people were using the token time to “tell” rather than “converse,” I again interrupted and told them that from now on there’s a three-minute time limit. With lots of grins, we began again. At last, now we have it. It will get easier each time. Just like writing in journals, passing out tokens became a part of our class routine. In October, I wrote:

This will make our third week of Harvard Discussion. The majority said they like it, because everyone gets to talk. It’s definitely cut down on the men talking so much. The university students contribute wonderful things. I’ve been watching Debbie. She gets red every time she talks, but she talks with more conviction and from the heart now, rather than making surface comments. 


By the end of October, the discussion was going smoothly, and everyone was talking. So I decided to not use Harvard Discussion and see if we could continue without the use of tokens. After class, I recorded my observations:

We didn’t do Harvard Discussion this time. I wanted to see what would happen. We quickly fell back into old patterns. The same people spoke; the rest remained quiet. Paul talked at long length. Mark spoke briefly. He’s taken the “token” message to heart, I think. So it’s back to Harvard Discussion next week.

This group is getting off track more and more often now. I wonder if it’s because we feel more comfortable to make side comments and that then leads us astray. I’ve also noticed how those with “powerful” voices sway the group. This is another reason to return to Harvard Discussion. It allows everyone to be powerful.


We continued this procedure until later in November. At the end of a particular class, I ended the discussion early to talk about the text for next semester. I recorded the events in my journal:

Before I could begin to share possible books for the next semester’s class, Christina jumped in. She began the discussion with her concern about the tokens. She didn’t like them and thought they shut down the spontaneity of the discussion. Some others agree; others stated they liked them. I interrupted the debate. “I waited for about four meetings before we began to use them. It was evident to me after that time, that four or five people were doing all the talking and others didn’t have a chance to jump in. It’s only since we’ve been using tokens that Lee and Debbie have participated. They share important observations and insights that we didn’t hear before. In my past experience with adults, I’ve found that the ones who hate the tokens are the ones who are quite verbal and dominate the discussion, and the ones who like them are the quiet ones who want to talk but can’t get in.” There was a long pause at that. The principal jumped in and said that she really liked the tokens as it provided reflective thinking time within the discussion, and the comments were more thoughtful. 

Since I was being blunt, I added, “The other reason for using tokens is that the men dominate the discussion with long, involved stories. They are interesting, but it keeps everyone else from talking.” 


Wonder what this comment will do to our community? I’m taking a big risk here by being very honest in this discussion with them. We’ve been together since August, so maybe we’re strong enough to handle a bit of dissension.

Boy, did that create a stir! Mark’s hair bristled up, and he said, “It’s not a gender issue. I’m highly verbal, but so are some women.” He then proceeded to take fifteen minutes to tell us that. Edna jumped in and said that she thought I was extremely sensitive to everyone and wouldn’t put anyone in an uncomfortable position. After a continued discussion (in which only five “verbal” teachers spoke) we reached an agreement. We decided to use one token then have an open discussion time in which everyone would monitor his or her speaking time. We’ll see how it works. 

I felt that I needed to represent the good of the whole community rather than let a few dominate. I will continue to monitor talking time to ensure that all members can participate. Some of the people said that sometimes they don’t like to participate. They want to come and listen. I feel that as a member of this community, they have an obligation to be a participating member. We are denied their insights if they don’t talk with us. As I tell my kids, “We all participate here.” I guess I feel strongly about this with the teachers because many of the teachers in my building do this. They passively sit through everything. This might be an issue that comes up again before the class is over. 


I’m amazed at my blatant use of power as I read through my journal entry. Even though we reach a compromise with the tokens, it’s evident I am unwilling to share control.  It’s obvious I am not living my values of respect for the other.

From then on the class routine changed to include the use of one token. It took us about twenty minutes for everyone to use his or her tokens and then for the remaining time, it was a regular discussion with people jumping in and out of the conversation. The token discussion was an important one for us as a community. Up until that time, I was “in charge.” Now we had solved a problem and decided on a course of action together. This issue helped to define who we were and what we valued. As I shared my concern for the community as a whole, maybe the participants saw a new view of the class, one of a total community where we do what’s best for the entire group rather than individuals. This issue also helped to highlight my continuing struggle with power.

A few weeks after the token decision, I interviewed a few participants to see if the feeling of community still existed. The participants referred frequently to the class as a closer group of individuals within the school This is particularly significant since communities are built upon individuals supporting one another (Johnson, Johnson & Holubec, 1986; Shaffer & Anundsen, 1993). It was reassuring to me to see we, as a community, had weathered the storm of dissent. In the interview, Susan states:

As part of the class, I think it was really good to get together, and it helped me get closer to the method students and even the staff. 


As a university student, Beth pointed out:

I think the class was really, really, really, really helpful for two main reasons. I think the first reason was that it made it so that there was more of a community for me as a methods student. We’re closer as a group than other method students at the other schools. And the other way it was helpful was that we’ve talked about all of these issues in our university classes forever. So it was kind of like “Ah, here we go again.” But we heard it from people here that have been doing it for seventeen, eighteen, nineteen years. . . . The issues were brought out, but there was insight this time rather than just philosophy.


Later in the interview, Shelly mentioned:

I like the way you structured, both ways, the free-for-all and then the structured time so that everybody has a chance to talk. . . . I particularly enjoyed the openness, I guess that’s the word, of requirements, topics, personality exchanges, and the way we get off track a lot and you so tactfully bring us back (laughter) into focus. I’ve really enjoyed the way that it’s been structured.


Christina also shared her thoughts:

I wish and hope that we can continue to do classes like this, whether we will all be able to attend time wise or not. We need to have that as educators. I think we’re all working in isolated little niches and that often times we really feel without connectedness. This is an opportunity to reconnect. It’s important to have that to stay healthy and at least feel you are a part of a whole of something. 


I’m continually reminded how important time is—time to talk, time to share, time to come together, to offer opportunities for individuals to reflect and grow. 

Challenges


Anita came running into my yard, “Help! My horses are loose. They went that way, I think.” My two sons and I grabbed our jackets and took off through the woods. Finding and returning Anita’s horses became part of our routine that summer. While living in this neighborhood, my family and I have looked for lost dogs, lost children, and lost mail. We’ve done our share of returning as well. One late afternoon, Harold, our sheepdog, arrived home dragging a hindquarter of a moose. Evidently, Harold helped himself to a large piece of Dick’s moose as it was being packaged for the freezer. Returning is much harder than finding. These are the challenges of living in a neighborhood. The unexpected happenings in a neighborhood can strengthen relationships.


The Wednesday afternoon class also faced challenges: challenges of being together, coming together, and working together. Some challenges I created to foster the development of the community, but some, like Anita’s horses and Harold’s moose, just happened.

Being Together


Talk was the foundation of the class and proved to be not only a planned challenge but an unexpected one as well. During the Harvard Discussion strategy, everyone participated. I never knew what direction the discussion would take us, but I knew that all would talk. When the open discussion segment began, however, I never knew what would happen. Sometimes people would be so eager to share, they would jump in at the first pause. But other times, we would have long periods of silence as some looked at their books or notes while others drew pictures or ate. I never knew what to expect. Each gathering was so different. They didn’t share my expected interaction patterns as I observed in my sixth graders. In my classroom, there were students I could always count on to speak on any topic. In this community, that was not the case. My journal entries illustrate the variety of interaction patterns. Each class was so different. My journal entries record my perception of the varied talk.

Sept. 21

Great discussion on engaging students in learning situations. I always worry that no one will say anything, but that hasn’t happened yet. It’s great to have so many people sharing. While we didn’t resolve anything, we have much to think about. 


If this is the indication of every class, it will be a great semester. Everyone really focused on the topic and had lots to say. But I was unprepared for the generalized type of talk that happened the following week.

Sept. 28

The discussion took an entirely different turn than expected. (Topic: valuing differences and setting common goals.) I thought we would talk about the issue within the classroom, but it was more of a wandering or seeking of where we are. We haven’t even begun to scratch the surface of our self-understanding.


Even though we didn’t stay on the topic, everyone enthusiastically shared. They seem to enjoy exploring these issues together. While there was much talking last week, the momentum didn’t carry into the next class.

Oct. 12

A difficult topic (assessment and evaluation)—lots of pauses. The topic of evaluation is too personal and too close maybe? It’s interwoven with our being. Lynn said, “It reflects how we view life.” It probably does.


What happened here? Why the sudden silence? Maybe we don’t feel the need to “perform” for the group any longer. Are we settling into a normal pattern now that we’ve been together for awhile? With the last class experience in my mind, I was prepared for a quiet class, but that wasn’t the case. Everyone was filled with ideas to share:

Oct. 18

Good discussion tonight. Lots of ideas on reflection and empowerment. We’re all at so many different places in terms of reflection, and it was obvious in tonight’s discussion.


This isn’t at all what I thought would happen. Did they eat chocolate before coming to class? By now, I’ve given up on what to expect.


I can provide the setting, but as the community takes on a life of its own, the members determine their own rhythm of talk.

I set out to try and understand the rhythms of the class in order to create a solution to the extremely varied levels of talk.  I learned to listen to the members’ conversations before class and use it a gauge of participation. If most of them were actively engaged, I waited an additional five minutes or so to begin the class to give them more talking time, knowing the enthusiasm would carry over into the discussion. If the room was rather quiet, however, I began right on time, but provided a conversation starter, such as “Turn to the person sitting beside you and tell them one wonderful thing that happened to you today.” These got us talking.

Coming Together

Building on my knowledge gained from working with my sixth grade students, I realized the participants and I needed time to relax and get to know one another before we plunged into the discussions. Johnson and Johnson (1982) note that cohesion results in group trust and acceptance of individual differences. So rather than discussing the reasons for and benefits of cooperation as Elizabeth Cohen (1994) suggests as a way to begin, I focused on initiating cohesion through a live experience.


Even though we all teach in the same building, it’s important for us to take time to learn each other’s names. It’s especially important for the university students. It will help them feel like part of the class. It’s also important to be silly together. We’ll begin with the first class in the gym so that we can play several games. “Okay, don’t get too comfortable. We’re going to the gym to play.”


“I thought this was supposed to be a credit class. Are you sure we can play?”


“Come along. When we get to the gym form a circle.”


“Hey, teacher, do I have to hold her hand?”


“All right group, listen up. We’re going to throw this ball and as you throw it to a person, shout their name. The object is to make sure everyone receives the ball only once and to go as fast as we can.” Great. They’re playing and having fun. The university students add a youthful and energetic element. “That was good. Now we’re going to throw the ball again along with this rubber snake.”


“Yuck, teacher, I hate snakes.”


“What if it bites me?”


“Now I know how your students act. (Lots of laughter.) Remember throw it to the same person you did last time. I’ll start again. EDNA!” I’ll wait a minute to get the ball going, then I’ll throw the snake. “EDNA!”


“What? Oh! The snake! NANCY!”


This is great. The gym is filled with names and laughter. Some are finding very creative ways of throwing the ball and snake. This is fun! I see some of my sixth graders standing at the door watching. I can tell they are wondering what crazy things the teachers are doing. I’ll tell them all about it tomorrow. When we finish this game, we’ll see how many of us can say everyone’s name. Then we’ll go back to the research room, go over the class requirements, write in our journals, and call it quits for today. I want them to have a strong positive feeling about being part of this class. I want them to look forward to coming back next week. We played similar games at the beginning of the next three classes, and I always had a few in the back of my mind if I felt we needed a change of pace.


By the second week in October, I was seeing signs of class unity. Susan brought in a cartoon “for our class.” 


The four mentor teachers of the university students sent me an e-mail message that same week.

Terri,

We just received a fax from the university about a meeting. We don’t have to go do we, since we go to our class once a week? Would you call and make sure we don’t have to attend?

Thanks,

Shelly, Edna, Susan, and Alexis


I love the use of the word “we”; it’s a sure sign of group identification. It’s exactly what I look for with the children in my classroom.

In my classroom, I consciously moved students in and out of many group configurations to weaken territorial boundaries. In working with my students over time, I came to understand how relationships are often formed based on proximity. I completely forgot about this until I noticed the participants of the Wednesday class sat in the same place for the first two meetings. But then so did I. So at the third class I began sitting in a new place each week. Territory is established in such a short time. Everyone sat in the same place for the first and second classes. I’ll choose a new place and see what happens. When I changed seats, I forced others to do the same. It provided the opportunity to interact with new people each week. This was especially important for the partner conversational activities. By sitting beside someone new, the teachers can interact and hear a variety of opinions. We get too used to sitting beside people who we feel comfortable with and who share our perceptions. There were a few good-natured comments, such as, “Hey, you’re in my seat,” but after a couple of weeks of choosing a new place at the table, it became an accepted part of the class.


I creatively used the idea of changing location to stimulate new conversation.  On that particular Wednesday in November, everyone sat at the table, looking down. We were all tired from parent-teacher conferences. I doubt that very many read the chapter. We have two choices: we can either sit here and say nothing, or we can get up and talk about something else. Let’s see what happens if we get up. “Okay, gang, everyone up. Up, up, up. Find another place to sit and then tell a partner what you’ll be doing over Christmas break.” I found this to be a good strategy for those days when everyone was worn out and too tired to think. I used it several times during the semester.


Movement was used for a different purpose the afternoon we discussed the topic of professional commitment. The preclass chatter was lively and energetic. Whispers continued through journal writing. Wow, I can tell everyone has a lot to say tonight. Wonder what would happen if we divide into groups of four or so and let the conversation occur there? That would give more people a longer time to talk. We wouldn’t hear everyone’s ideas or comments, but I get the feeling that this group needs to talk. After we completed our journals, we counted by fours and met in small groups scattered to the corners for the rest of the hour. A high level of conversation filled the room, and many stayed after the class ended to continue talking. This action increased the opportunity for everyone to talk and share. Just as I do frequently in my classroom, I creatively restructured the class based on my observation of the participants.


The more familiar I became with the participants, the greater risks I took in nudging them to do what I thought we should for the benefit of the individuals and the community. This follows the similar personal developmental pattern in my classroom. The more comfortable I felt, the more experimental I became.

Working Together


In the story of Eric and the Dancers, I learned the value of creating those magic moments to give everyone personal encouragement. That experience taught me to look for those times when we needed something a little extra. In October, I sensed a lag in enthusiasm around the school and within the Wednesday class. The weather was dark, it was beginning to really get cold, we were starting to hibernate in our rooms.


On October 18, I wrote:

Morale seems to be low at school. Winter has really set in; I wonder if that’s the reason. At our class tomorrow I think I’ll take my extra book posters and leave one at each place. It will give us all a boost and be a neat surprise. 


I rolled each poster and tied it with bright red yarn and then placed one on each chair. “Is this mine?” “Can I keep it?” “This will be perfect for my dinosaur unit.” “Thanks, I’m going to put it on the door.” It’s nice to see them smile. I began class. Christina interrupted, “Wait a minute. I’d like to see all the posters. Let’s unroll them and hold them up.” We took the next ten minutes sharing and trading posters. This was a magic moment. It was fun to see them excited about the posters. They had a great time seeing them all and talking about where to put them or how to use them. Plus they talked about the books each poster advertised. We learn about each other through unexpected events.

The other magic moment with this class concerns the November teacher in-service day. At this particular in-service, each building plans how it wishes to spend the day in professional development. The participants of the Wednesday class suggested to Donna that we spend half the day reading professional material. This is a FIRST for this staff. I can’t believe that they want to spend the morning reading professional literature. A few of us sat down and defined professional material as “texts, journals, articles, etc. that extended professional thinking.” We decided that “how-to” books or teacher manuals would not be considered appropriate reading for the morning. 


On the in-service day, we all brought books and journals to share and displayed them on the tables in the library. Some of the class participants asked me to bring some of the books that I’d mentioned in class so they could read them. I am surprised they remembered them. The entire staff spent four hours in the library examining, reading, and discussing. How much of an influence did the Wednesday class have on this decision? Maybe they are beginning to see the value of discovering the ideas of others. Not only did we get to read new books, but because every staff member was also in the library, we had the opportunity to share with people we seldom get to see. 

Celebrations


The roof was on, plastic covered the windows, and the insulation was stuffed between the joists. Ken and I celebrated by burning the scrap lumber and roasting hot dogs. We invited the neighbors to join us. Sitting on logs around the fire, hot dogs or marshmallows toasting in the fire, eating potato chips out of the bag, drinking soda from the can, we applauded our achievement. Our neighborhood celebrations tend to be casual. 


It’s the same for the Wednesday afternoon class. The celebrations are low key, relaxed, and applaud our achievements. Again, I knew from my classroom experience and working with the parents that celebrations provide joyous moments that can strengthen the ties between the members. We had three celebrations during the semester; two recognized the whole group and one focused on the university students. 


The first occurred at the end of the first grading period in October. This is the time when we all feel the extra burden of completing report cards. It’s hard to teach a full day and still average grades and prepare for parent conferences. I’ve been reading about successful companies. One of their strategies is to take time for fun together (Peters & Austin, 1985). It looks like this would be an ideal time. That week, when the class members arrived in the research room, they found a shiny multicolored pencil taped to the following note:

Congratulations! You are the proud new owner of a magic pencil. It has all the answers to everything. It can complete report cards and student narratives in half the time.

Terri

P.S. Don’t lose it, it will come in handy during income tax time!


Knowing that we are all in the same situation helps. It also lets them know that I care about them and their well being.  Peterson (1992) believes celebrations should reflect what is valued.  With this simple gift, I want the teachers to know that I value them.

The second celebration occurred in November, when the university students began teaching their week-long lessons. It was their first actual teaching responsibility. I remember my first teaching unit. I was so nervous the night before, I could hardly sleep. I bet they are feeling the same way. We need to reassure them that we’ve all been there and also celebrate their accomplishments. We’ll do something at this week’s class. This is exactly what I did in the Haircut story. I drew upon my past experience to “feel” the situation of the other, and then based my response on that empathic feeling. After journal writing, I announced, “Would all the university people please stand. For those of you who don’t know, these five teachers began their week-long unit this week. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I was really nervous the first time I stood in front of a class. So I thought we should celebrate their efforts by sharing our first teaching experiences. Before we begin our stories, I have the Richardson Elementary Teaching Award to give.” Each university student received an apple with a label on the side that said, “Teacher.” As they ate the apples, the rest of us shared our beginning experiences with them. It was important to take the time to recognize this major step for the university students. In examining cohesive businesses, Peters and Waterman (1982) point out that stories, myths, and legends about the business convey attitudes and values of the company. This first-year story ceremony was like a welcome into the universal organization of teaching. Sharing the stories helped us to see our commonalties as well as opening the way for the university students to “officially” join.

I planned the last celebration for our last class of the semester. We need to do something together that honors all that we’ve done. I need to think of something fun, light, and yet significant. Ah, how about A Pat On The Back? Perfect. I’ll gather all the materials and have it ready to go on Wednesday. As everyone arrived on Wednesday, art materials were distributed on the tables. After tracing their hands, each person cut it out and taped it to his or her back. “Now, it’s your job to write a positive comment on the hand of each person.” The teachers grabbed a pencil and started for the nearest back. We quickly formed long trains and talked as we scribbled comments. 


“Can I move your hair?” 


“What can I say about you that is fit to write?” 


“While you’re writing, why don’t you rub my neck?” 


“Hey, I need to write on your hand.” 


“Don’t move, I’m not done yet.”


This was perfect. We could write personal comments, move around and be silly at the same time. I wonder how many will return for the class next semester?

Reflection


Yesterday, I finished writing the above section. I spent the night tossing and turning, thinking about what I now know. The first bits are easy. They concern the climate and the celebrations. I now know to think carefully about conversational patterns and arrange the tables to allow for the greatest vision. That really hampered our first couple of classes. The use of the research room was a wise decision. It was a neutral area, and I think it fostered the relaxed, open atmosphere of the class. I’m glad we did the celebrations. The three were spaced evenly apart and added an unexpected element of surprise to the class.


The other parts of the class aren’t quite so easy to think about. I had a very specific vision for the class. The class didn’t match my ideal, which forced me to rethink some of my assumptions. I forgot that the participants were not eagerly running to attend the class at the end of a working day. They were teachers and other staff members who usually didn’t have a minute to sit down once they got to school and still added an extra hour to their day to come to class. 


I’ve been involved with teacher discussion groups before, so I knew what I wanted for my professional growth. I wanted to be a member of a group that takes time to deeply consider and explore the happenings of the classroom in relation to personal actions and beliefs. This type of action was new to some of the participants in the class, and I don’t think some were ready to see the personal value of reflective thinking. The participants in the class were newcomers in the neighborhood, however.


At times, I tended to lose sight of the fact that most of this group of individuals had not engaged in professional dialogue recently. I became impatient with the long pauses in the conversation and impatient when I felt they didn’t address the specific issue. I wanted in-depth meaningful discussion. What I heard was a great deal of generalized talk. Talk about education in general, and very few comments about personal beliefs or connections to the readings. I had to keep telling myself to have patience, have patience, have patience. This was a baby step into a professional community. 

Harvard Discussion was a blessing and a curse. I knew that some people hated it with a vengeance while others appreciated the slowing of the conversation. From my position as facilitator it eased my role. I didn’t have to play the role of arbitrator or judge. After the second time or so, others volunteered to be the three-minute timekeeper for the open discussions. I realize it does stifle spontaneity since it doesn’t allow for the natural conversation patterns to occur. The benefit is allowing everyone at the table to be heard as an equal. This was the reason I gave for using this strategy.


My underlying agenda for using this discussion method was to require everyone to talk. For the practicing teachers, I wanted to force them to think and comment about the issues. I didn’t want them to sit passively and then leave the room whispering to a colleague about what was said. Everyone’s comments needed to be heard by all. For the university students, I wanted them to practice being verbal in front of a group. I wanted them to automatically assume that being a teacher meant that you read, thought, and TALKED about educational issues. Part of my vision of a professional community included actively thinking teachers. So I pushed all of them to this end through the use of the token system.


If I were to start all over again, I would use the Harvard Discussion strategy at the first meeting. Then I think it would be accepted as part of the class routine. Later, it could be gradually phased out if it were no longer needed. 


So what did I learn? I know that I can adapt methods of creating community to fit new groups of individuals. I need to be observant so that adjustments can be made to benefit the class. I need to know the participants and their points of view. 


I do believe there was a feeling of community within the class. In a survey I gave at the end of the class, I asked, “What was the most significant element of this class for you?” One teacher answered:

I guess the most significant element of the class was when we stayed after our day and talked about community. That’s what was so important for me—the sense of community that I was made to feel part of.


Another person commented:

Professional discussion about teaching and learners with a group of colleagues dedicated to the teaching profession. A nonthreatening atmosphere where everyone’s opinions/thoughts/suggestions were equally respected and accepted.


Others listed elements of a professional community, such as,

The sharing was most significant. . . . We don’t get to discuss those things in depth usually. I learned so much.

We could share openly. . ., listen to others, and walk away rethinking. 

The reading and the reflection in class. The conversation with co-workers allows me to measure myself.

The easy sharing of ideas . . . at the end of long days uplifted my spirits and renewed my outlook.


As I was working on this study, I realized that ten out of the seventeen class members were previous members of the Parks Elementary staff. Of the seven remaining class members, five were the university students, one a university advisor, and one our librarian. Other than the librarian, there were no other staff members involved in the class. The question I have to ask myself is, “How much did I contribute to the building of community? How much was already there?” It’s evident from the comments of the university students and the advisor that they felt very much a part of the class community. 

During my early morning walk today, I thought about my neighborhood. Fred has moved away, and a new family with two small, elf-like children is now living behind the snow pea hedge. Al and Robin are divorced and living separate lives in Anchorage. Jack is still in his blue suburban house and has increased his family by one child and two cats. As for George, we don’t hear much from him. He’s retreated into his cabin and wages war on the government through letters. My neighborhood has changed. It’s not the same; it’s a community, but not the same as our first.


The Wednesday afternoon class also changed. As a class, we decided to continue for a second semester. Before Christmas, I distributed agendas and the reading schedules to every staff member. We began the class with sixteen teachers, five university students, a university advisor, a university instructor, and the university’s director of education. Only one first-semester teacher decided not to continue with the second class. The new people brought in new personalities, new ideas, and new concerns. It was not the same; like the other class, it became a community over the course of the semester, but not the same as our first. A new neighborhood.
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