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Abstract

This research was prompted by the desire to have all students feel welcome at school. The study investigated the effects of Responsive Classroom’s Morning Meeting on fifth grade students’ attitudes toward school, social skills, behavior, and academic skills. Data was collected through student and parent surveys, student self-reflection forms, proofreading and writing samples, and teacher researcher observations. Results indicated that Responsive Classroom’s Morning Meeting did not have a positive effect on (a) students’ attitudes toward school, (b) social skills, (c) behaviors during work time, and (d) academic skills of proofreading and writing. While the study results generally indicated no positive effects, the survey did indicate that students seemed to enjoy Morning Meeting and felt that it improved their social and behavioral skills. Implications of this study will be discussed as well as future directions.

The Effects of Responsive Classroom’s Morning Meeting in a Fifth Grade Classroom

A preteen girl enters the classroom on the brink of tears. “Is everything okay?” the teacher asks. A slight shrug of the shoulders is the only reply. The classroom begins to bustle with activity as the students prepare for the day. This troubled girl stares straight ahead as if trying to become invisible. The teacher motions for her to come into the hallway. The girl erupts into tears as she retells the teasing she had endured from a classmate on the bus that morning. 

Stories such as this are common in my fifth grade classroom. Students are going through a complicated age where many have a difficult time getting along or fitting in with their peers. Every year I have students who taunt, exclude, and bully other students. I frequently have students who find excuses to stay inside for recess or hang back when we work in small groups. These students often have anxiety about coming to school, which can prevent them from doing their best. I have found that when students feel a sense of security and belonging, the school year is more enjoyable for everyone in our classroom, and the students are able to focus more on learning.

In my quest to help students reach their highest potential socially, I am also confronted with academic expectations. Teachers are faced with increased pressure from parents, school districts, and state and federal agencies to make sure that all students are succeeding academically. The No Child Left Behind Act is one example of the expectations that educators face. According to the United States Department of Education (2001), the No Child Left Behind Act uses state standards and annual testing in grades 3 through 8 to increase accountability for states, school districts, and schools. As professionals, all teachers need to ensure that students are making adequate progress in each of the academic areas. The No Child Left Behind Act focuses on ensuring academic growth, but not on building positive social relationships, another crucial element of children’s growth.

My goal has been to find a method of community building that not only meets the social and emotional needs of my students, but also ensures they make substantial academic progress. The Responsive Classroom approach is one strategy that has helped students make both academic and social gains. This approach, developed by the Northeast Foundation for Children, is based on the following principles (Kriete, 2002):

1. The social curriculum is as important as the academic curriculum.

2. How children learn is as important as what children learn.

3. The greatest cognitive growth occurs through social interaction.

4. There is a set of social skills that children need to learn and practice in order to be successful. They form the acronym CARES—cooperation, assertion, responsibility, empathy, self-control.

5. We must know our children individually, culturally, and developmentally.

6. Knowing the families of the children we teach is as important as knowing the children.

7. Teachers and administrators must model the social and academic skills that they wish to teach their students. (p. 4)

One part of the Responsive Classroom approach is Morning Meeting, which consists of four main components: Greeting, Sharing, Group Activity, and News and Announcements (Kriete, 2003). Greeting is a time when students and teachers have an opportunity to greet each other by name. Sharing provides time for students to share information about themselves, followed by an opportunity to ask questions and make comments. During Group Activity the class participates in a short cooperative activity which can also be used to reinforce current academic skills. The final piece is News and Announcements, when the students learn about the day’s events. These activities illustrate the importance of balancing the social, behavioral, and academic needs of students.

Building community in a classroom where all students feel welcome and safe can have many benefits for both students and teachers. Watkins (2005) found that classrooms with a sense of community created a greater sense of belonging for the students, which led to increased participation, motivation, and self-sufficiency. Students who were part of a classroom community felt supported by others and became more engaged in classroom activities. Building a community reduced risky behaviors seen from students (Watkins). This research supports the ideals behind Responsive Classroom’s Morning Meeting.


Anticipating many benefits for my students, I implemented Responsive Classroom’s Morning Meeting into my daily routine. I observed how this practice affected students’ attitudes toward school, social skills, behavior, proofreading, and writing skills. I anticipated that through the addition of these activities, attitudes toward school would improve because students would feel a closer connection to their classmates. I expected social skills and behavior would also improve. I predicted that students’ proofreading and writing skills would progress as a result of daily practice through revising the morning message. Implementing this approach in my classroom complemented my personal and professional goals to help students get along with each other, as well as the school district’s goals to increase students’ responsibility, independence, and sense of value and respect for educational opportunities.

Review of Literature

Creating a caring community has been an emphasis for teachers for many years. There are many community building programs available that claim to help students learn about each other and get along better with their classmates. This knowledge led me to explore research regarding the social and behavioral impact of these programs as well as the academic achievement of students. I also examined the effectiveness of Responsive Classroom’s Morning Meeting as one method to build community in the classroom.

Social Growth

All people, no matter what their age, have a desire to belong and fit in with their peers. Studies have shown that strong social support lowers blood pressure, while stress weakens the immune system (Jensen, 2005). Korinek, Walther-Thomas, McLaughlin, and Williams (1999) found that students had more difficulty changing negative behaviors and getting the most out of their education when they felt unwelcome or disconnected in school. Leachman and Victor (2003) found that when teachers created a safe classroom environment, students were more engaged in their own education. These findings showed that spending time building community in the classroom helped students feel attached to their classmates and consequently helped students have a better experience in and out of the classroom. 


Several studies have shown how building a community and a sense of belonging prepare students to handle situations they encounter. Northfield and Sherman (2004) found that building a classroom community and showing students how to interact with each other guided students toward becoming more self-assured and better prepared to participate in the community. Positive interactions assisted students in learning acceptable and unacceptable social norms. When classrooms held discussions in a supportive community, students realized that others cared about their personal opinions, enabling mutual respect, trust, and group identity. 


Class meetings were one way that teachers created community in a classroom. Class meetings, such as Morning Meeting from the Responsive Classroom approach, provided an opportunity for students to share and learn about each other. Leachman and Victor (2003) found that student-led class meetings created a variety of benefits for students and teachers in the classroom. These meetings created a sense of compassion and responsibility in students. When teachers modeled appropriate behaviors at the beginning of the year, the need to model these behaviors reduced as the year continued. Class meetings also engaged the students, improved students’ motivation and involvement in class, and increased sensitivity, caring, and ability to cooperate with others (Leachman & Victor). All of these findings support the social growth of students through community building techniques, such as the Responsive Classroom.

Behavioral Implications

Another result of building community in the classroom has been increased positive behaviors from students. Northfield and Sherman (2004) found that a caring, supportive environment helped students learn positive social behaviors. Students showed more interest in their learning and were more willing to go along with school rules. A lack of peer support predicted emotional distress and decreased interest in school. When a caring classroom community was created, the teacher spent more time on instruction and less time dealing with problem behaviors in the classroom. 


Many new academic programs rely heavily on collaboration and cooperation among students. Students need to work together to solve problems and come to conclusions, just as they will when they become adults. Horsch, Chen, and Wagner (2002) described the Schools Project, a program that implemented new academic programs in nine elementary schools in low-income Chicago neighborhoods. In an effort to create a caring, respectful classroom, the schools implemented the Responsive Classroom approach to varying degrees. At the end of the program, all schools claimed to have noticeable effects on the students and teachers. Morning Meeting was the most-used component of the Responsive Classroom approach, and teachers reported that the students enjoyed it. Morning Meeting helped students learn about and empathize with one another. Teachers also reported that the community built during Morning Meeting carried over into other parts of the day. Teachers found a correlation between students’ perception of being part of a community and improvements in behavior, sense of belonging, and preparation for learning. 


Taking time to teach social skills in the classroom can have big rewards. Jensen (2005) claimed, “When blended into the curriculum, teaching social skills takes little extra time. And you may get a significant payoff in terms of efficiency: fewer disruptions, more camaraderie, and better overall feelings about learning” (p. 100). This payoff seems well-worth the time invested.

Academic Growth

One of the major concerns when implementing a community building program into the classroom curriculum is the disruption to academic learning. When teachers spend time building positive relationships in the classroom, it is important to ensure that academic growth is not affected. Several studies have shown that taking time to build positive relationships in the classroom has had a positive affect on academic achievement. Elliott, Malecki, and Demaray (2001) showed a direct correlation between positive social behavior and academic performance when measured with grades and standardized testing. With increased social relationships, students were more engaged in their learning, which resulted in improved academic achievement for students (Elliott et al.). This study showed that investing time into building community benefitted the students involved.


Just as positive behaviors have been found to affect academic performance, negative behaviors have been found to have an impact on academic performance as well. Elliott et al. (2001) found that students who misbehaved had poorer academic performance. Poor student behavior also negatively affected the performance of other students in the classroom. Another study by Korinek et al. (1999) found schools that had not developed a feeling of community among the students faced more problems with low achievement, dropouts, and the exclusion of students with disabilities. The social environment in the school had an impact on students’ attitudes, interest in school, productivity, engagement, and academic achievement.


These studies showed that time spent building community in classrooms improved not only the social skills of the students, but the academic achievement of the students as well. Students who felt comfortable and welcomed by their learning environment were better able to participate fully in their education and get the most out of their learning. Investing time toward helping students feel more secure in the classroom seemed worth the effort.

Responsive Classroom Approach 


The effectiveness of the Responsive Classroom approach has been investigated in several studies. According to Elliott et al. (2001), students who were exposed to Responsive Classroom techniques over a long period of time had higher levels of social skills, particularly in the areas of cooperation and assertiveness, than students who had not participated in this approach. Students from classrooms that used the entire Responsive Classroom approach exhibited fewer negative behaviors. The behavior gains were greater for students with disabilities when compared to students without disabilities.


A separate study by Rimm-Kaufman (2006) followed students who were in classrooms that used the Responsive Classroom approach over a period of up to three years. Students exposed to the Responsive Classroom for two to three years had greater advances in their reading and math scores than students who were not a part of this routine. Students who were a part of the Responsive Classroom approach had better prosocial skills, felt closer to their teachers, and appeared to be less anxious, especially when trying new things. Teachers felt more positive about teaching, and students also felt more positive about school, their classmates, and teachers (Rimm-Kaufman). This study showed that students who were part of a Responsive Classroom learning environment made social and academic gains, and the classroom was a more positive experience for all involved.

Conclusion


There was substantial evidence to indicate that the implementation of a social skills curriculum in classrooms had benefits for both the students and the teachers, and no opposing research was found. Students who were part of these programs showed social, academic, and behavioral gains. The Responsive Classroom approach was one method of building community in a classroom that also supplemented the academic curriculum. This program has been shown to improve students’ social skills and academic achievement when implemented consistently. It was a program that helped students transition into the day, learn social skills, and feel welcomed and comfortable in their learning environment. 


As a result of these findings, I implemented Responsive Classroom’s Morning Meeting techniques into my classroom routine. I looked at how this approach affected my students socially, academically, and behaviorally. I used the following questions to guide my study:

· How does the implementation of Morning Meeting impact my students’ attitudes about school and learning?

· How does the implementation of Morning Meeting affect my students’ social skills when working with other students?

· How does the implementation of Morning Meeting affect the behavior of students in my classroom during small group work?

· How does the implementation of Morning Meeting’s News and Announcements affect my students’ proofreading and writing skills?

Methodology

Participants

The fifth grade students in this study attended an elementary school in a rural Midwestern town during the 2007-2008 school year. The school had an enrollment of approximately 375 students in kindergarten through sixth grade, with approximately 15% eligible for subsidized lunch. The students were chosen because they were part of my homeroom class, which consisted of 14 boys and 11 girls ranging from 10 to 11 years old. Of the 25 students, 1 student was Asian and 24 were White. Three students had been diagnosed with specific learning disabilities, and 1 student was part of the district’s Talented and Gifted (TAG) program.

Procedure

During the spring semester of 2008, students participated in Morning Meetings on a daily basis. Students entered the room at 7:50 a.m. and responded to the morning message as they turned in homework and prepared themselves for the day. This message was written on the white board in the front of the room. It reviewed topics discussed the previous day, provided information about the upcoming day, and gave students a chance to respond on the board to a question or prompt. The daily responses varied from personal responses to practicing current academic skills. Students also proofread the morning message for errors in grammar and mechanics and added details to make the message more descriptive. Every morning at 8:00 a.m., students went to art, keyboarding, or physical education classes. Morning Meeting resumed when the students returned to their homeroom class. 


When the class returned to the room, Morning Meeting continued with Greeting. Students recognized their classmates with a wave, handshake, high five, or another welcoming gesture. Often students used first names to greet each other, but other times middle names, backwards names, or other titles were used. All students were acknowledged by their peers during this ritual.


The next part of the Morning Meeting was Sharing. Students shared information about themselves to the whole group or with a partner. Also during this time, the class often shared thoughts about current issues that were happening in the classroom. Students compiled ideas for topics such as how to act responsibly, deal with bullying, and work together in small groups. Topics for these discussions were derived from weekly field notes (see Appendix A) and student reflection forms (see Appendix B).


Students participated in Group Activities three days of the week, when the class schedule allowed for a longer meeting. This consisted of a short cooperative game or activity. Activities included math and spelling review games, cooperative teambuilding activities, and energizers. All students took part in these noncompetitive rituals.


The last component of Morning Meeting was News and Announcements. The class reviewed the message and discussed any important news about the upcoming day. The class also discussed any proofreading corrections that had been made to the message and looked for errors that had not been identified. This routine prepared students for the school day. The activities lasted approximately 30 minutes when the full meeting took place and 15 minutes on days when Group Activity was not included.

Research Design

I focused my study on the effects of Morning Meeting on four areas: (a) students’ attitudes toward school and learning, (b) students’ social skills when working with other students, (c) students’ behavior during small group work, and (d) students’ proofreading skills. In order to triangulate my data, I collected a variety of data sources to gather information about each of these areas (Mills, 2003). This triangulation ensured the dependability and accuracy of the data.


I collected baseline data in the form of student and parent surveys. Students answered questions on the initial student survey (see Appendix C) about their attitudes toward school, social skills, and behavior in class. Parents also completed an initial survey with questions about their child’s attitude toward school (see Appendix D). A Likert attitude scale was used to interpret survey responses (Mills, 2003). The following point values were assigned to responses given by the students and their parents: Strongly Disagree = 1, Disagree = 2, Undecided = 3, Agree = 4, and Strongly Agree = 5. Parents completed the same survey at the end of the study. Students completed a final survey with additional questions relating to how their attitudes toward school, social skills, behavior, and proofreading skills had changed throughout the semester (see Appendix E). I compared students’ and parents’ responses from the beginning of the semester with the results from the final surveys. 

Students and parents also answered other types of questions on the initial and final surveys. Open-ended questions were included on the students’ and parents’ surveys to provide qualitative data. On the final student survey, students ranked their feelings about how Morning Meeting had changed their attitudes toward school, social skills, behavior, and proofreading skills. They ranked each statement on a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 = not at all, 5 = somewhat, and 10 = absolutely. 

Data was also collected throughout the study. As the teacher researcher, I completed observational field notes about the students’ social skills and behavior during small group work approximately once per week (see Appendix A). Students also completed reflection forms with questions about their attitudes toward school, social skills, behavior, and writing tips they had learned (see Appendix B). This data was qualitative in nature and showed trends that occurred during the study. 


The final area targeted in this study was proofreading skills. Baseline data was collected through a proofreading sample (see Appendix F). This data was used to determine the areas in which students could use more practice with proofreading. Data was collected throughout the semester using student reflection forms and the school district’s beginning, middle, and end of the year writing samples, where students responded to writing prompts (see Appendix G). Writing samples were assessed by the teacher researcher using the fifth grade writing rubric (See Appendix H). At the end of the semester, students completed another proofreading sample and answered questions relating to proofreading skills on the final student survey (see Appendix E). Results from the beginning of the semester were compared with results from the end of the semester. 

Results


I organized the data around the focus questions developed for this study. Five key themes were discovered: (a) students had more positive attitudes toward school at the beginning of the semester than at the end of the semester, (b) students’ social skills and ability to get along with each other declined throughout the semester, (c) students exhibited more negative behaviors during work time as the study progressed, (d) students’ proofreading skills remained relatively steady as Morning Meeting was introduced in the classroom, and (e) students generally enjoyed participating in Morning Meeting.

Attitudes toward School and Learning


Students’ attitudes toward school at the beginning of the spring semester were compared with their attitudes toward school at the end of the semester. Although the averages for all of these statements were close to either the “agree” or “undecided” response, these results showed students’ feelings of acceptance, safety, and happiness in our classroom declined by the end of the semester (see Figure 1). Students enjoyed coming to school slightly more at the end of the semester, with average responses of 3.4 on the Likert scale at the beginning of the semester and 3.52 at the end of the study. Students’ responses indicated that they felt “somewhat” better about coming to school because of Morning Meeting, with an average of 5.36 on a scale of 1 to 10.


[image: image6.wmf]Figure 1. Average student responses about attitudes toward school using a Likert scale.

The parents’ survey responses showed that they also perceived a drop in their children’s attitudes toward school by the end of the semester. The average responses for parents’ perceptions of their children’s sense of belonging and acceptance decreased in the final survey (see Figure 2). The parents felt that their children enjoyed school less at the end of the semester than they had at the beginning. When responding to the statement, “I feel the Morning Meeting improved my child’s attitude toward school,” parents rated this statement an average of 3.96 (close to “agree”) during the first week of the study, whereas this number declined to 3.88 by the end of the semester. Parents’ perceptions of their children’s feelings of safety remained steady throughout the semester, rating this statement with an average score of 4.36 (close to “agree”) at the beginning and end of the semester.
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Figure 2. Average parent responses regarding their children’s attitudes toward school using a Likert attitude scale.
Social Skills


Students perceived a decrease in how well they worked and got along with others in the classroom during the course of the study. Students responded to several questions using a Likert attitude scale on the initial and final survey. On the final survey, students’ scores declined in these areas: ability to (a) work with everyone in the classroom, (b) find ways to work out problems with other students, (c) communicate ideas so others could understand them, (d) explain things to others in their groups (see Figure 3). Students also thought their peers were less kind to one another. Students’ comments about what the entire class needed to work on supported this decrease in social skills, with 18 students (72%) stating that the class needed to work on being kind, getting along, avoiding bullying, or including others. The only social skills statement where average scores did not decline was for including different people when they were able to choose with whom they worked. These scores stayed the same at 3.92 (close to “agree” using the Likert scale). In my field notes I noted increased teasing and bullying throughout the study, which was consistent with the students’ beliefs that their social skills declined during the study.
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Figure 3. Students’ average perceptions of their social skills using a Likert scale.
Even though students and I both perceived that their social skills declined during the semester, students still felt that the Morning Meeting helped build social skills. On the final survey, students felt that they got along better with other students as a result of Morning Meeting, rating this statement with an average of 6.44 (1.44 points above “somewhat”) on a scale of 1 to 10. Students’ comments on the final survey supported this belief that Morning Meeting helped with their social skills. One student commented, “I like [Morning Meeting] because it helps me get along with other people” (Student U, student survey, June 5, 2008). Another student explained why she enjoyed Group Activity by saying, “it helps me commicate [sic] with my classmates better” (Student W, student survey, June 5, 2008).

Several parents also commented on social skills their children had shared with them as a result of the Morning Meeting. One parent learned that the class had “talked about bringing the class closer together [and] getting along with others” (Parent C, parent survey, June 2, 2008). Another parent commented on how the child had shared that the class worked on “greeting people in the morning and saying nice things to and about people/friends” (Parent R, parent survey, June 2, 2008). These comments from parents showed that students learned lessons about positive social skills, even if these skills appeared to decrease in their daily behaviors.

Behavior


Students perceived that their behavior during small group work also declined throughout the course of this study. Students rated the statement, “I choose positive behaviors when working with other students in our classroom,” with a 4.24 on the Likert attitude scale (.24 above “agree”) at the beginning of the semester, but this number dropped to 3.96 at the end of the school year. Students felt they were “somewhat” better behaved as a result of Morning Meeting, rating it an average of 5.84 on a scale of 1 to 10 (.84 above “somewhat”). 

Throughout observations of group work in February and March, I observed that students generally stayed with their group and attempted to stay focused. Occasionally, I noted that a small group of students would try to get off task, but other students would try to refocus the group. Once I heard a student say, “Guys, we’re supposed to be working” (field notes, February 27, 2008). Observations in April and May showed an increase in negative behaviors from the students. During an observation on April 15, I recorded that 3 students wandered away from their group discussing other things, 2 other students kept their backs to their group for approximately 5 minutes, and 2 more students held a conversation about “jumping” while the group answered questions about the activity. As I recorded my reactions to the days’ activities in my field notes, I wrote, “Spring fever?” on April 15. In May I noted increased misbehavior in my field notes by writing, “Kids are getting frustrated with each other,” on May 2, and, “It’s like we’ve been on a family vacation, and we’ve been stuck in the car with each other for too long,” on May 9. These comments show a general decline in the class’s behavior during work time.

Proofreading and Writing Skills


Students took a proofreading quiz during the second week of the study and again during the last week of the school year (see Appendix F). At the beginning of the semester, 25 students found an average of 40.08 out of 63 errors. Using the same sample in June, the 24 students participating (1 student was absent) found an average of 39.75 errors. In the final quiz, 14 students (58%) found more errors than they had found at the beginning of the semester, 9 students (38%) found fewer errors, and 1 student (4%) found the same number of errors. Although more than half of the students found more errors on the final quiz, the average errors found dropped slightly. The results from these quizzes provided mixed results for the class’s proofreading skills during the course of the study.


Students responded to questions about the Morning Meeting message in the final student surveys during the last week of school. Using a Likert attitude scale, students responded to the statement, “I participate in proofreading the Morning Meeting message,” with an average of 3.8 (close to “agree” on the Likert scale). For the statement, “I used ideas from the Morning Meeting message to proofread my writing,” students responded with an average of 3.28 (close to “undecided” on the Likert scale). When prompted with the statement, “My writing improved as a result of the Morning Meeting proofreading sessions,” students’ responses averaged 5.56 (somewhat) on a scale of 1 to 10.

All students in my school district complete a writing sample, responding to a writing prompt, at the beginning, middle, and end of the year (see Appendix G). One student moved into my class during the first semester and did not complete the beginning of the year writing sample. From the beginning to the end of the year, 20 out of 24 students (83%) who took both assessments showed growth in their writing skills when assessed using the fifth grade rubric (see Appendix H). More than half of the class, 13 students out of the 24 who took all three assessments (54%), had a larger increase in their writing scores during the second semester when the Morning Meeting message was used in the classroom. 

Morning Meeting 


Survey results showed that students enjoyed the Morning Meeting. On the final student survey, 21 students agreed or strongly agreed that they enjoyed Morning Meeting, and the class average was 4.36 on the Likert scale (.36 above “agree”). The Group Activity was the favorite part of Morning Meeting for most students, as 23 students (92%) reported that the activity was their favorite part (6 students responded with more than one part as their favorite). Jensen (2005) found that quick active play, such as this Group Activity, helped students learn how to handle stress and how to make decisions during unexpected situations.

When parents were asked if their children had shared any skills they had learned during Morning Meeting, 9 parents (36%) reported during the initial survey that their child had shared skills learned, whereas this number increased to 11 parents (44%) at the end of the study. At an age when students often tell their parents very little about what happens during the school day, this number shows that several of the students had enough interest in Morning Meeting to explain it to their parents. 

Parents’ comments showed support for Morning Meeting. One parent remarked on the final survey, “I think a morning meeting/social skills & proofreading skills & behavior skills are a Great idea & hope that it will continue thru [sic] 6th grade!!” (Parent T, parent survey, June 2, 2008). Another parent recognized the goals of Morning Meeting by saying, “I appreciate community building exercises that help them feel happy at school, and are educational at the same time” (Parent J, parent survey, June 2, 2008). A parent of an extremely shy student commented specifically on social gains that had been seen in the child by saying, “One thing I’ve noticed this year is she has become a little less timid and more outgoing” (Parent U, parent survey, June 2, 2008). These comments showed that my students’ parents supported the Morning Meeting and the goals it set out to achieve. 

Discussion

I was rather discouraged by many of the results of my study. I had falsely anticipated that holding Morning Meeting in my class every day would demonstrate great benefits for my students and their attitudes toward school, social skills, behavior, as well as result in better proofreading and writing skills. The results showed a decrease in students’ attitudes toward school, social skills, and behavior, while proofreading skills did not improve either. It was clear that Morning Meeting did not solve all of the problems that I have seen in my classroom during a typical school year. 

As I considered the results, I thought about how students have behaved throughout my eight years of teaching. One of the main reasons that I wanted to do this research project was because I have observed the way my students have treated each other in the past. As my students enter early adolescence, I have almost always seen an increase in bullying, teasing, and other negative behaviors in the classroom as the end of the year approached. 
By adding Morning Meeting into my daily school routine, I had hoped that positive behaviors would improve as the year progressed and stronger connections were made between the students in our class. Cunningham (2007) stated, “Students who reported low levels of bullying and victimization (comparisons) appeared to be the most strongly bonded to school with an investment in prosocial behaviors and beliefs” (p. 470). The results showed that these positive behaviors still decreased as I suspect they have in years past. The students believed that Morning Meeting improved their social skills, behavior, and attitudes toward school, at least to some degree, so I question whether the behaviors that I saw may have been even worse had the class not participated in Morning Meeting.

The students’ proofreading and writing skills showed mixed results during the study. Morning Meeting sessions focused primarily on proofreading, and the class found fewer errors on the proofreading sample at the end of the year than they had at the beginning of the semester. Writing samples showed that most students improved their overall writing skills throughout the course of the study, but Morning Meeting was not the only place where writing instruction took place. Other writing techniques were also taught during language arts and writing classes, so it was difficult to discern whether this growth happened as a result of the Morning Meeting message or writing instruction in the classroom.

Even with many discouraging results, I saw benefits to having a Morning Meeting in my classroom. One of the biggest advantages was that the class had a forum for discussing problems as they arose built into the daily routine. Several times when students had problems with peers at recess, they suggested that we discuss this topic at Morning Meeting the next day. I noticed throughout the study that specific behaviors that were addressed during Morning Meeting appeared to improve after they were discussed. During parent conferences, I became aware that many students were feeling teased or bullied by others, but were reluctant to inform me about what was happening. The next week the class held a discussion about telling versus tattling, and students came to me for help more often when they were trying to work out differences with other students. I saw similar results when the class discussed responsibility, bullying, and honesty. I wondered whether some of the negative results from the final surveys came because the students were more willing to be honest and told the truth about what was happening in and out of the classroom.

The results showed that students enjoyed Morning Meeting and felt that it helped improve their social skills and behavior in class to some degree. Parents also supported this time to focus on social and behavioral skills. The potential reactions of students and parents are important factors to consider when implementing new strategies into the classroom. Making the school experience more enjoyable can have lasting effects on the students. 

Limitations

The design of the study may have contributed to the primarily negative results. The surveys that were used did not include specific information for some of the research topics such as students’ social skills and behaviors. Also, the collected data were mainly qualitative and more quantitative data could have been included. For example, I could have kept baseline data for the number of greetings per student, the amount of sharing per student, or the number of times students cooperated during group activities and compared this quantitative data with results from the end of the study. I also could have compared grades and standardized test scores from before and after the study to get a more complete picture as to whether Morning Meeting had an effect on academic achievement. If I had the opportunity to complete this study again, I would make adjustments to the design of the study by collecting more specific and quantitative data. 


One major limitation of this study was the limited amount of time the class had to complete the Morning Meeting. Morning Meeting was designed to take place right away as students entered the classroom for the day. The students in my class went to other classrooms every morning at 8:00, only 10 minutes after they entered the building. This did not allow enough time to complete the Morning Meeting, so we had to finish when the students returned to the room at 8:30 or 9:00. My students also went to another teacher’s classroom for social studies at 9:15 every day; therefore on Mondays and Thursdays, the students only had 15 minutes for Morning Meeting. They also had a bathroom and snack break during this time. We managed to squeeze in a greeting, quick share, and discussion of the Morning Meeting message in this short time, but our class schedule made for some hurried mornings, which may have limited the success of the Morning Meeting.


I chose to focus my research on Morning Meeting, because it seemed reasonable to work this piece of the Responsive Classroom approach into my class’s busy schedule. If the students had been exposed to the entire approach, the study may have yielded different results. Also, by participating in Morning Meeting, students became more knowledgeable about positive and negative behavior expectations in the classroom. They learned how to define these actions, and how to work toward more positive interactions in the classroom. This knowledge could have led to more honest answers when students completed the final surveys. 

Another limitation for this study was the time of the year when the survey was conducted. As any teacher knows, the spring semester can lend itself to some very long days as the students have no major vacations between the end of December and spring break in late March or early April. Also, there are many other distracting activities happening in the school near the end of the year, and both students and teachers can feel burned out. Completing the final surveys and data collections so close to the end of the school year may have resulted in lower results than if the surveys had been completed a few weeks earlier.

This study was an example of action research. Mills (2003) defined action research as “any systematic inquiry conducted by teacher researchers, principals, school counselors, or other stakeholders in the teaching/learning environment to gather information about how their particular schools operate, how they teach, and how well their students learn” (p. 5). As a result of the design of this study, the action research was conducted in my classroom during only one school year. It was not possible to have a control group. The techniques implemented were designed to be presented to the entire class. It would also be difficult to compare this class with any other classes of fifth graders that have gone through our school. Each group of students is different, with different needs, strengths, and challenges; therefore, it would be hard to prove that changes seen in this class were a result of Morning Meeting. I was not able to test the difference in students’ attitudes toward school, social skills, behavior, and proofreading skills without the use of Morning Meeting, so it was difficult to determine what the results may have been had these techniques not been used. 


Although the parents of all 25 students returned both the initial and the final parent survey, I wonder if some parents misunderstood the survey. One parent marked “strongly disagree” for all questions on the final survey, but made the following comment, “[Student M] really enjoys being in your class. She has developed many good study habits and she looks forward to school everyday” (Parent M, parent survey, June 2, 2008). This comment did not seem to align with the choices this parent circled for the other statements, and this may have skewed the results.

Conclusion and Implications

This study left me with many questions to explore. The students in this class exhibited decreased attitudes toward school, social skills, and behavior, whereas proofreading skills remained fairly steady throughout the course of the study. Since most published research would find this contrary to expected outcomes, I wonder how Morning Meeting would affect students in upcoming classes. Was this just an unusual group of students with unexpected results? Do students’ attitudes toward school and behavior always diminish by the end of the year? These are questions I would like to answer.

I also want to know if having a meeting at a different time of day would yield different results. For my fifth graders, the first hours of the day are very busy as students arrive, go to specials classes, have a snack and bathroom break, and go to social studies in another classroom. Holding a class meeting after lunch or at the end of the day would allow the class more time to process the activities. This could be accomplished by having Greeting and News and Announcements right away in the morning as students enter, but saving Sharing and Group Activity for later in the day. This would make each portion of the meeting shorter and give the students a break during a different part of the school day when the class was not as rushed. 

Even with many discouraging results, I found that Morning Meeting had a positive impact on many of my students. Students reported that they had fun and felt welcomed, and the activities helped them connect and communicate with other students. Parents supported the activities and acknowledged gains that they saw in their own children. These anecdotal responses showed that, even though students’ attitudes toward school, social skills, and behavior appeared to decrease throughout the semester, students found personal growth through the activities presented in class.

Action Plan
Next year, I plan on continuing to use Morning Meeting in my classroom. I will split the meeting by having a short Greeting and News and Announcements board as the students enter the room. I will continue to implement proofreading into the Morning Meeting message and make students more accountable by having one new proofreading rule that they will be expected to know by the end of each week. After lunch, we will have an afternoon meeting with time for Sharing and Group Activity. I will closely monitor results from the students to see if these meetings are worth the time invested.

I have always believed that the most important thing I can teach children is how to get along with one another. Academics are important, but improved social skills will give them the most significant advantage throughout their life. As I continue to use an adapted Morning Meeting next year, I will also look into other methods to include social and behavioral skills into my classroom curriculum. I strive to help my students become the best people they can be.
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I feel happy when I come

into our classroom.

I enjoy coming to school.

I feel safe when I come

into our classroom.

My classmates accept

me and include me.

Strongly                Disagree               Undecided                Agree             Strongly     

Disagree                                                                                                              Agree

Average student response

Presurvey

Postsurvey

Field Notes Format

Research Questions:

How does the implementation of community building activities through the Responsive Classroom approach’s Morning Meeting affect my students?

1. How does the implementation of the Morning Meeting impact my students’ attitudes about school and learning?

2. How does the implementation of the Morning Meeting affect my students’ social skills when working with other students?

3. How does the Responsive Classroom approach affect the behavior of students in my classroom during small group work?

4. What effect does the news and announcements from Morning Meeting have on my students’ proofreading and writing skills?
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Date: _______________________________

Class Activity: ______________________________________
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Observations:

Students used positive social skills by:

Students used negative social skills by:

Students demonstrated positive classroom behaviors by:

Students demonstrated negative classroom behaviors by:

Other relevant observations:
Analysis:
Reactions to today’s activities:

Future topics of discussion for Morning Meeting:

Other thoughts: 
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Student Reflection Form

Name: _____________ Date: ________

1. My attitude toward school this week is:

2. One thing I learned this week about getting along with my classmates:

3. This week my behavior was (circle one):

Awful
 Not bad   Fairly good   Excellent

Explain your choice:

4. A valuable writing tip I learned this week from the Morning Message board:

Student Reflection Form

Name: _____________ Date: ________

1. My attitude toward school this week is:

2. One thing I learned this week about getting along with my classmates:

3. This week my behavior was (circle one):

Awful
 Not bad   Fairly good   Excellent

Explain your choice:

4. A valuable writing tip I learned this week from the Morning Message board:


Student Reflection Form

Name: _____________ Date: ________

1. My attitude toward school this week is:

2. One thing I learned this week about getting along with my classmates:

3. This week my behavior was (circle one):

Awful
 Not bad   Fairly good   Excellent

Explain your choice:

4. A valuable writing tip I learned this week from the Morning Message board:

Student Reflection Form

Name: _____________ Date: ________

1. My attitude toward school this week is:

2. One thing I learned this week about getting along with my classmates:

3. This week my behavior was (circle one):

Awful
 Not bad   Fairly good   Excellent

Explain your choice:

4. A valuable writing tip I learned this week from the Morning Message board:
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Initial Student Survey

Survey Number: _______________

We are all an important part of our classroom community. Please help me learn what you think about our classroom by answering these questions honestly. Please do not put your name on this paper.
What do these things mean?

Strongly disagree: Nope, this statement does not describe me (almost never).

Disagree: Most of the time this statement does not describe me.

Undecided: I’m not really sure.

Agree: Most of the time this statement describes me

Strongly agree: Absolutely, this statement describes me. I agree almost all of the time

1. I feel happy when I come into our classroom.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

2. I enjoy coming to school.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

3. I feel safe when I come into our classroom.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

4. My classmates accept me and include me.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

5. I work well with almost everyone in our classroom.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

6. I try to include different people when I have a choice with whom I work with or play with.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

7. When I am having problems working with another student, I am able to find ways to work out that problem.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

8. I am able to communicate my ideas so that other people can understand them.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

9. I am able to explain something to someone in my group who does not understand what we are doing.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

10. Students from our class are generally kind to each other.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

11. I choose positive behaviors when working with other students in our classroom.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

12. What things do you think you do well when working with other people? Why?

13. What things do you think you need to work on when working with other people? Why?

14. What things do you think our class does well when working together?

15. What things do you think our class as a whole needs to work on?

16. Any other comments?

Appendix D

Parent Survey


Survey Number: ____________________

Parents/Guardians:

This survey asks questions about your own opinion about how you view your child today. Please answer these questions honestly, and return this sheet to school by _____________________. 









Thank you for participating!









Ms. Crabb1
Definitions

Strongly disagree: This statement does not describe my child (almost never).

Disagree: This statement usually does not describe my child.

Undecided: I’m not really sure.

Agree: This statement usually describes my child.

Strongly agree: Absolutely, this statement describes my child (almost all of the time).

1. My child enjoys school.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

2. My child feels as if he/she belongs in school.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

3. My child feels safe at school.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

4. My child feels accepted by his/her peers.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

5. I feel the Morning Meeting improved my child’s attitude toward school.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

6. Has your child shared with you any skills he/she has learned during Morning Meeting (proofreading skills, social skills, behavior skills)? 


(Circle one)

Yes
No

If yes, what Morning Meeting skills has he/she shared with you? 

7. Other comments:

1The teacher researcher has changed her name since the completion of the study.
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Final Student Survey

Survey Number: _______________

We are all an important part of our classroom community. Please help me learn what you think about our classroom by answering these questions honestly. Please do not put your name on this paper.
What do these things mean?

Strongly disagree: Nope, this statement does not describe me (almost never).

Disagree: Most of the time this statement does not describe me.

Undecided: I’m not really sure.

Agree: Most of the time this statement describes me

Strongly agree: Absolutely, this statement describes me. I agree almost all of the time

1. I feel happy when I come into our classroom.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

2. I enjoy coming to school.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

3. I feel safe when I come into our classroom.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

4. My classmates accept me and include me.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

5. I work well with almost everyone in our classroom.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

6. I try to include different people when I have a choice with whom I work with or play with.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

7. When I am having problems working with another student, I am able to find ways to work out that problem.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

8. I am able to communicate my ideas so that other people can understand them.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

9. I am able to explain something to someone in my group who does not understand what we are doing.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

10. Students from our class are generally kind to each other.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

11. I choose positive behaviors when working with other students in our classroom.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

12. I participate in proofreading the Morning Meeting message.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

13. I used ideas from the Morning Meeting message to proofread my writing.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

14. I enjoy Morning Meeting.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

15. Morning Meeting improved my attitude toward school.

Strongly
Disagree
Undecided

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree







Agree

Circle your feelings about the following statements on a scale of 1 to 10.

16. I feel better about coming to school because of the Morning Meeting.

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Not at all →→→→→→→→→ Somewhat→→→→→→→→→Absolutely

17. I feel a sense of belonging when I think about this class because of the Morning Meeting.

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Not at all →→→→→→→→→ Somewhat→→→→→→→→→Absolutely

18. I get along better with other students as a result of the Morning Meeting.

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Not at all →→→→→→→→→ Somewhat→→→→→→→→→Absolutely

19. I am better behaved because of Morning Meeting.

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Not at all →→→→→→→→→ Somewhat→→→→→→→→→Absolutely

20. My writing improved as a result of the Morning Meeting proofreading sessions.

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Not at all →→→→→→→→→ Somewhat→→→→→→→→→Absolutely

21. My favorite part of Morning Meeting is___________________________.

Explain why:

22. What things do you think you do well when working with other people? Why?

23. What things do you think you need to work on when working with other people? Why?

24. What things do you think our class does well when working together?

25. What things do you think our class as a whole needs to work on?

26. Any other comments?
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Proofreading Sample

tusday Febuary 5 2008

dear fith graders


i hope that your having a good scool year we have done alot of exiting thing this year. it has been fun working with are specials teachers for interarts. we helped ms. crabb think off names for her pupy and we met baxter wen she brung him to scool. Baxters feet were really busy as he ran from person to person in are room


We have ben lerning alot this year to. we spend alot of time with math. we lerned how to multiply divide use fractions and work with shapes. in sience we lerned about living things matter and space. we have been doing alot of riting and reading to. were very busy.


this has ben a good year so far and i hope it continues too the end of the year. keep up the good work








sincerely








ms crabb

Appendix G

District Writing Prompts

Beginning of the Year Writing Prompt:

· Describe something you did this summer.

Middle of the Year Writing Prompt:

· Describe your favorite part of fifth grade so far.

End of the Year Writing Prompt:

· Describe something we did in class this year, or describe something you plan to do this summer.

Appendix H

Fifth Grade Writing Rubric

	TRAIT
	Not Yet (1)
	2
	Developing (3)
	4
	Strong (5)
	Knock my socks off! (6)
	Total

	Ideas and Content
	Information is not clear. 
The main idea is not clear.

Details may not be connected to the main idea. 

	
	Ideas are reasonably clear, but may not be very detailed. 
Uses knowledge and/or experience, but may not make specific observations.
	
	The paper is clear and focused. Relevant, accurate details support the main idea and go beyond the obvious to answer the reader’s questions. 
	Exceeds expectations
	

	Organization
	Writing needs an introduction and a conclusion. 
Needs transitions to connect different ideas. 
May need to change the order of some information.
	
	Includes an introduction and conclusion

Needs to capture attention and help tie-up loose ends. 
Some transitions are used.
	
	Uses an inviting introduction.

Conclusion gives a sense of closure. 
Transitions clearly show how ideas connect.

Ideas are sequenced to make the most sense.
	Exceeds expectations
	

	Voice
	The ideas and language do not connect with the reader. 
The style does not match the content.

No clear purpose to the writing. 
	
	The writing attempts to connect with the audience, but it may be impersonal. 
The writer is aware of the purpose of the writing, and the details support this purpose.
	
	The writer connects strongly with the audience by selecting relevant details and natural language. The purpose of the writing is evident through the selection of content and arrangement of ideas.
	Exceeds expectations
	

	Word Choice
	Uses basic vocabulary.

Very few if any colorful words. Language may be used incorrectly.
	
	Writing is clear and easy to understand. 
Most words used are everyday words, with some attempts at more colorful words.
	
	The words used convey the message easily. Colorful words are used appropriately to capture the reader’s attention throughout the paper.
	Exceeds expectations
	

	Sentence Fluency
	Sentences sound choppy or unnatural. Many sentences begin the same way, and there is little variety in the length of sentences and types of sentences used (simple, compound, complex, etc.).
	
	There is some variety in sentence types and sentence beginnings. Sentences are correctly constructed. There are some connecting words to relate sentences (however, therefore, naturally, after a while, etc.)
	
	The writing flows easily. 
A variety of sentence types are used. Sentences begin in a variety of ways with a variety of lengths.
	Exceeds expectations
	

	Conventions
	Spelling, punctuation, grammar, capitalization, and paragraphing errors are common. 

Needs a lot of editing to polish the writing.
	
	Spelling, punctuation, grammar, capitalization, and paragraphing are usually correct. 
Some errors are found when using more complex words or rules.
	
	Spelling, punctuation, grammar, capitalization, and paragraphing are almost always correct, even when using more difficult words and rules. 
	Exceeds expectations
	

	Presentation
	The writing is very difficult to read, as a result of penmanship, spacing, and/or distracting fonts from a computer.
	
	The handwriting is readable, even though there may be differences in letter shape and form, spacing, and margin use. 
Font size may not be consistent, but is easy to understand.
	
	Letters and spacing are consistent, and the text is easy to read. 
Appropriate use of fonts (if typed). Margins and spacing are used appropriately to allow the reader to focus on the writing.
	Exceeds expectations 
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