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 This ethnography drew on Vygotsky’s (1986, 1978) sociocultural theory of 

development to understand social emotional learnings of young children. The unique K-8 

span of circle group—coupled with intentional activities—provided the rich context for 

language and interactions between students. 

 Examining a school with a mature philosophy and established practices 

highlighted the in-depth exploration of interactions in a multiage context. Young children 

depend on and are influenced by their context, linking to data collection methods 

appropriate for young children. Observations and fieldnotes of circle group interactions 

were aided by videotape which was utilized as a prompt during focus group interviews 

the following day (Graue & Walsh, 1995). Additional interviews with school personnel 

and parents explored perceptions pertaining to multiage groups and student experiences 

at the site. Artifact analysis included notebook entries by students who voiced concern 

and questions about what happened in school. 

Evidence of practicing nurturing relationships and exercising voice in circle group 

indicated multiage grouping complements the ideal of democratic practices in a school 

setting (Glickman, 1998; Goodlad, 1996; Parker, 1996). Students were active participants 

in democracy, believing that they had something to offer each other and the larger 

community. Circle group provided regular practice in expressing ideas and dealing with 

conflict. Intentional student-engaging activities were cooperative in nature, and open-
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ended, allowing all students to be participants. This wide span of ages and abilities 

enabled both--younger and older students—to be the capable one in circle group.  
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CHAPTER I 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

A well-known African parable tells of a farmer finding an eagle chick that had 
been blown out of the nest during a storm. He takes the chick home to his village to raise 
it among the chickens. A friend spies the eagle among the chickens and tells the farmer it 
belongs to the sky, not to the earth, where it will scratch, eat and live among the 
chickens. The friend tries to get the eagle to fly by tossing it into the air and even 
climbing to the top of a hut to get the eagle to a height where it may see things differently. 
But, both times, after stretching its wings, it simply jumps down to stay among the 
chickens. The farmer laughs and tells his friend, “It walks like a chicken, it talks like a 
chicken, and it eats like a chicken.”  The farmer states he believes it even thinks like a 
chicken. Of course, he says, “It is a chicken.”  

 The friend is relentless. The next day he gathers the eagle and the farmer before 
sunrise, and hikes to the mountains. They walk towards the craggy peak where the eagle 
egg was found. Once at the summit, as the sun begins to rise, the friend whispers to the 
eagle. He tells it that it belongs to the sky, not the earth, and to rise with the sun, and fly, 
eagle, fly. The eagle stretches its wings, and leans forward, clutching the rock with his 
claws. Feeling the updraft, the eagle is swept forward higher and higher, following the 
rising sun, never again to live among chickens. 
 
 This parable is credited to James Emman Kwegyir Aggrey, an educator from 

Ghana, known as Aggrey of Africa. Whenever he told this story, he would close by 

saying, “My people of Africa, we were created in the image of God, but men have made 

us think we are chickens, and we still think we are; but we are eagles. . . . Stretch your 

wings and fly” (Gregorowski, 2000). Archbishop Desmond Tutu writes in the Foreword 

of the picture book, Fly, Eagle, Fly, “We are not mere chickens but eagles destined to 

soar to sublime heights; we are made for freedom and laughter and goodness and love 

and eternity, despite all appearances to the contrary. We should be straining to become 

what we have it in us to become; to gaze at the rising sun and lift off and soar.” 

 Eagles or chickens? Many children in public schools are provided chicken 

experiences. Their sights and experiences are limited to the crowded chicken yard. These 
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children eat chicken food--curriculum and the resulting learning experiences that reflect 

the narrow knowledge assessed on standardized testing. Children are viewed as chickens. 

Educators assume they know best and exercise power to enforce compliance. Children 

have little to no voice in what is learned and how it is learned. They have to demonstrate 

what they have learned in the one manner that is valued most--testing. The language in 

such a school environment is geared toward chickens. Children in this environment are 

provided all the questions to ask and identify the preset answers. Children are groomed to 

be chickens, due to this common educational experience, that is fairly successful at 

measuring chickenness. 

However, some children experience public school a different way. These 

children’s sights are on the sun, their wings are stretched and they are encouraged to soar. 

Children engage in learning experiences empowering them to be eagles. Their teachers 

recognize that children must help construct their own learning. Children must have a 

voice in what to learn and how to learn it. Children demonstrate their learnings in a 

myriad of ways, all of which are meaningful and appropriate. These children are guided 

by masterful teachers who recognize the eagle within. The teachers intentionally plan 

daily experiences that grow and develop the complete child.  

 All children are eagles. School experiences that grow and develop all children—

eagles--require different elements. The environment, curriculum and structure are where 

difference occurs. If we want children to be prepared for life and work in a social and 

political democracy, then the school environment to learn those skills must reflect 

democratic values. In short, it must be different. 
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Anne Mitchell, President of the National Association for the Education of Young 

Children, addresses the future for young children (2006). She identifies four sets of skills 

and dispositions young children need to know. 1) They need to know how to learn and 

demonstrate the ability to absorb new information and teach themselves new skills. 2) 

Children need to exhibit passion and curiosity in a world where information is plentiful 

and opportunities to learn abound. 3) They must have people skills, such as empathy, 

interaction, being part of a team and building strong positive relationships with others. 4) 

Children must be creative, willing to tackle new challenges, solve interesting problems 

and be able to synthesize the big picture. Mitchell envisions these skills and dispositions 

necessary for children to thrive in the future. What kind of environments must teachers 

need to construct for children to master these skills and develop these dispositions? 

The learning environment that encourages eagle experiences has many facets. 

John Dewey (1916/2004) wrote about school being a special environment, educating 

indirectly by means of the environment, and designed with the purpose of “influencing 

the mental and moral disposition of their members” (p. 19). Dewey envisioned the school 

to have three functions: a) simplify the environment, selecting features which are 

fundamental and capable of being responded to by young children; b) eliminate unworthy 

features from influence upon mental habitudes; and, c) see that each individual gets an 

opportunity to escape from the limitations of the social group in which he was born, to 

come into living contact with a broader environment (p. 20). In the parable, the farmer’s 

friend gave the eagle an opportunity to live beyond the yard with the chickens. What 
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opportunities do teachers need to construct for students to come in contact with a broader 

environment, to live beyond the yard? 

Children are influenced by the classroom environment and the interactions within 

it. Dan Gartrell (2004) describes the ideal classroom environment as an encouraging 

classroom. 

In the encouraging classroom, teachers work together in teams to make the 
schedule responsive to the rhythms of the group; provide an environment that 
encourages individual and small-group engagement; adjust the curriculum to 
children’s attention spans, learning styles, and family backgrounds; and include 
democratic life skills in the curriculum. (p. 74) 

 
Democratic life skills are defined as the abilities children need to function as productive 

citizens and healthy individuals. This includes the ability to: a) see oneself as a worthy 

individual and capable member of the group, b) express strong emotions in nonhurting 

ways, c) solve problems ethically and intelligently, d) be understanding of the feelings 

and viewpoints of others, and e) work cooperatively in groups with acceptance of the 

human differences among members (p. 69). Children learn in the encouraging classrooms 

Gartrell identified. Early childhood educators have constructed these environments. Can 

elementary, secondary and college-level faculty construct these encouraging 

environments, with adaptable curriculum and structure? 

DeVries and Zan (1994) describe constructivist sociomoral classrooms in which 

children develop social emotional learnings. They investigated three classrooms, 

differing in teacher authority and goals for children. They describe in detail classrooms in 

which teachers respect children’s rights to their feelings, ideas, and opinions. The 

researchers illustrate how teachers use their authority selectively and wisely. Through 
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their study they identify how power is shared so children can construct themselves into 

personalities having self-confidence. In such environments, children have respect for self 

and others, and are active with their inquiring minds. These classrooms and environments 

are constructed by teachers who enable students to participate and learn with and from 

others.  

Finally, Hopkins (1999) states, “Creating and developing ways all people in the 

community can participate is the primary goal of democracy” (p. 27). Certain social 

behaviors are key to children participating in communities. Seven principles are 

identified and encouraged to be integrated throughout daily routines and interactions: a) 

developing self-identity within the community; b) establishing safety and trust; c) taking 

responsibility for one’s own actions--dependability; d) cherishing diversity--respect for 

and inclusion of same and different; e) sharing control and decision making; f) promoting 

problem solving and choices; and g) sharing resources and helping (p. 28). Hopkins 

clearly identifies the elements for a democratic environment. What actions create such 

environments? 

 Based on the work of DeVries and Zan (1994), Gartrell (2004) and Hopkins 

(1999), it is clear that teachers can construct classrooms and learning environments which 

enable children’s voices, not only to be heard, but to be developed. In these classrooms 

students readily ask questions and share what they know. Then, in turn, these same 

children have the opportunity to become self-directed learners who may influence the 

learning of their peers. Children express opinions in conversations and group meetings 

negotiating shared decisions. The interactions between adults and children, as well as 
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child to child, are respectful. The cooperative nature of the setting enables those who are 

more knowledgeable or capable to share and assist those who are not. Children work 

together on common tasks, each contributing to the group and the task. This illustrates 

aspects of democratic principles. This demonstrates, as well, a carefully constructed 

environment. What follows is a glimpse of one school’s vision of a differently 

constructed environment. 

 This study examined a multiage (K-8) small group, a circle group, at a school that 

fosters democracy and was founded on specific beliefs about child-centered teaching and 

multiage learning. Those beliefs are translated into practice creating theme-based 

curriculum, child-directed learning, a cooperative atmosphere, multiage classrooms, non-

traditional assessment and shared administration of school decisions. The setting for these 

unique learning opportunities is Woods Learning Center. 

Purpose of the Research 

The purpose of this ethnographic study was to examine the way young children 

construct their social emotional learnings in a school committed to democratic practices 

as well as multiage experiences. I am a community college educator preparing future 

teachers for careers in teaching and learning. Part of my work involves interacting with 

young children and college students in laboratory settings. My work causes me to reflect 

on 18 years of teaching in the public school, in particular, on the purpose of schooling. 

Many educators and theorists believe the purpose of schooling is to teach the principles 

needed for living in a democracy; in essence, the skills to grow democratic citizens 

(Barber, 1997; Glickman, 1998; Goodlad, 1996; Parker, 1996; Sizer, 1997). In the current 
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climate of accountability and a narrowing of the curriculum, the interconnections among 

democratic practices, social emotional learnings and multiage settings drives my 

curiosity. My desire to examine these educational aspects led me to circle groups at 

Woods Learning Center. I chose circle groups because they provide the context of 

multiage setting, encompassing nine years from kindergarten through eighth grade. Circle 

groups also include elements of democratic practice. The following research question 

guided this study: How do young children construct social emotional learnings in a 

multiage circle group setting?  

The study combines two separate but complementary areas of study. It connects 

young children’s social emotional learnings with the explicit teaching of democratic 

practices in public schools. I examined a school with established practices and processes 

that have democratic elements and analyzed what the children do within these practices. 

This allowed for focus on social emotional learnings that occurred within circle group 

social interactions.  

Theoretical Underpinnings of the Study 
 

Lev Vygotsky’s (1978, 1986) Sociocultural Theory of Development provides the 

theoretical underpinnings for the investigation. Vygotsky believed that children construct 

their own understanding, and do not just reproduce what they have observed or what has 

been presented to them. This construction is always socially mediated, influenced by 

interactions and the language of others. The social context cannot be separated from 

children’s learning and development. Social context involves everything in the child’s 

environment and can influence the immediate interactive level, the structural level, such 
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as family and school, and the social level, consisting of all elements of culture, such as 

language, use of technology, and beliefs (Bodrova & Leong, 1996). Examining the 

interactions of children and teachers and documenting their use of language with one 

another illustrates the social context of learning.  

Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory supports grouping, providing the context for 

socially constructed knowledge as well as forming a zone of proximal development for 

some children. Based on his tenet that any function in a child’s development appears 

twice, on two different planes, Vygotsky (1978) finds that all higher mental functions 

have social origins, then become internalized. First the function appears on the social or 

interpersonal plane, and then on the individual, or psychological plane. What is heard, 

experienced and constructed in a social setting (group) becomes internalized. What first 

is social knowledge, later becomes personal knowledge. Heterogeneous groups provide 

the perfect context for a more capable peer to scaffold a child. Vygotsky contends that, 

when a child is first learning a skill or concept, the social context makes it meaningful. It 

must have meaning to be learned (Bodrova & Leong, 1996).  

Vygotsky viewed language moving from overt and social, to egocentric speech, 

later becoming private, in the form of inner speech (Vygotsky, 1986). The observable 

step between overt and covert speech is egocentric, or private speech. At this stage, 

children use dialogue previously used by adults to guide and influence the child, to guide 

and regulate their own behavior (Berk & Winsler, 1995). Inner speech, or thought, is the 

highest level of self regulation. Language is a major means for influencing thinking and 
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behavior of oneself, as well as others. For this reason, my investigation focused on 

collecting examples of the way students and teachers used language.  

As an ethnographer, understanding the specific language utilized in the context is 

fundamental. I need to understand language used regarding terms and procedures. Also, 

language specific to the culture of the school and its practices is essential to know. 

Understanding the essential elements of the school and its structure are critical as well. 

This relates to Vygotsky’s belief that to truly understand something one must examine its 

development through history of behavior. Vygotsky viewed development through two 

lines: the natural line, referring to biological growth and maturation, and the cultural line, 

referring to learning to use cultural tools. Social interactions impact this development. 

Cultures differ in their interactions and activities. Therefore, cultures emphasize different 

tools, and higher mental functions vary between cultures (Berk & Winsler, 1995). I 

describe the culture of Woods Learning Center and circle group. The children and 

teachers have distinct interactions and activities.  

Summary 
 
 This ethnographic study investigated how young children construct their social 

emotional learnings in a multiage setting that utilizes democratic practices. The study 

presents in-depth documentation describing practices, discovering understandings and 

demonstrating learning experiences which allow for spreading wings and soaring. 

 Chapter 2 reviews the literature in four sections. They are social emotional 

learnings, multiage settings, democracy and education, and Vygotsky’s Sociocultural 

Theory of Development. I examine and synthesize current and classic research and works 
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relating to the four anchors of the study. Chapter 3 explains the methodology of this 

ethnography. I explain the research design, participants and informed consent. The setting 

is described, followed by data sources and data analysis. Chapter 4 describes in detail the 

setting and structure of circle groups and provides an anchor for the findings in the 

following two chapters. Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 present the findings through two major 

themes of the study: Opportunities to Practice Nurturing Relationships and Opportunities 

to Practice Exercising Voice. Chapter 7 summarizes major findings, highlights the 

implications and recommendations of the study and provides future considerations for 

research. This final chapter concludes with my reflections on the research process.  

 Children learn in places and spaces, schools and classrooms. Children deserve 

places and spaces that are best for them and the future. The extant research exists 

identifying elements of environments, curriculum and structure pertaining to these places 

and spaces. Chapter 2 reviews this literature. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 The literature review addresses four areas of research anchoring the question 

guiding this ethnographic study. That research includes a) social emotional learnings in 

young children, b) multiage settings for young children and in public school settings, c) 

democracy and education, and d) Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory of Development. The 

review of the literature is comprised of current and classic studies and works.  

 Defining social and emotional learnings was a conscious process. I opted for key 

components that researchers and professionals practicing in the field concurred are 

essential for young children’s development, which in turn impacts learning. The 

intentional utilization of the terms learnings and construction in the research question 

reflected the complexity of children, and values children engaging with others in 

educational settings. I believe I honor the spirit of ethnography, seeking to understand 

what children know, what children perceive and what children practice in regards to 

social and emotional aspects of their educational interactions.  

Social Emotional Learnings 

Traditionally in early childhood education and educational psychology, 

development in the social and emotional domains of children has been understood 

through psychodynamic, maturational, behaviorist, cognitive or ecological theories. 

Growth and development in children is described in domains, which include the physical, 

social, emotional, and cognitive. Invaluable insight into growth and development through 

the lifespan has been gained through these theories.  
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 There are not many educators working with children of all ages without an 

understanding of Erik Erikson’s Eight Ages of Man (1950/1963). His theory of children, 

adolescents and adults needing to successfully resolve psychosocial crisis at each stage 

prior to moving on to the next stage has been widely used in early childhood and school 

age education. The stages and approximate ages are: trust versus mistrust (0-2); 

autonomy versus shame (2-4); initiative versus guilt (3.5-6); industry versus inferiority 

(6-12); identity versus identity diffusion (13-20); intimacy versus isolation (young adult); 

generativity versus self-absorption (adulthood); and integrity versus despair (mature 

adult). Erikson’s theory has implications for teachers and adults in close relationships 

with children during these stages. Erikson’s theory is only a part of the understanding of 

children’s social and emotional growth. The dichotomous nature of the stages does not 

account for the many facets of social and emotional development.  

Educators observe and document children’s growth and development in the social 

and emotional domains through measures embedded in daily routine and interactions. 

Documenting through anecdotal records and checklists are common ways to record 

observations. The routines utilized may be class meetings or whole group meeting times, 

transitioning from room to room or activity to activity, or engagement during learning 

activities and group work. The components of social and emotional learnings through the 

span of ages are relationships, regulation of emotions, and social knowledge and 

understanding.  
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Relationships  

Relationships provide the context in which we learn and grow. From birth, the 

relationship of an infant with parents is the beginning of learning in all domains. Parents 

continue to provide the relational context through the years. Hamre and Pianta (2001) 

found in their empirical study that children who experience secure early relationships are 

more active in peer interactions, have higher self-esteem and show a greater capacity for 

forming friendships. Relationships can be expanded to caregivers and teachers, showing 

that children who have warm supportive relationships with their early childhood teachers 

have positive relationships with peers, do well academically and have fewer behavior 

problems (Gallagher & Mayer, 2006). The teacher-child relationship has been linked to 

predicting social competence in second grade (Howes, 2000) as well as school outcomes 

through eighth grade (Hamre & Pianta, 2001). These relationships provide modeling 

(Boyd, Barnett, Bodrova, Leong, & Gomby, 2005; Wilford, 2007). As children progress 

through middle school, teacher-child relationships remain important, and peer 

relationships become central to many students (Beland, 2007; San Antonio, 2006). 

Knowledge and Regulation of Emotions 

To be able to recognize and manage one’s emotions, delaying reaction and 

responding in a socially appropriate manner is critical to positive social relationships. 

Young children are reactionary as they experience emotions (Bodrova & Leong, 2005). 

As language abilities increase, as well as other cognitive skills, children are able to think 

ahead, plan and even plan alternatives. The act of labeling an emotion allows a child to 

put distance between the feeling and the action, and allows the child to respond in a more 
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cognitive manner, rather than a reactive manner (The Institute for Early Childhood 

Education and Research, 2004). 

 Self regulation is the ability to control one’s behaviors and emotions. Some 

theorists divide self regulation into cognitive and social-emotional domains. Cognitive 

self regulation is the degree to which children can regulate their own behaviors, to reflect 

and plan. Social-emotional self regulation is being able to inhibit and delay gratification 

(Leong & Bodrova, 2003). It is acquired by being regulated by others, regulating others 

and regulating oneself. In early childhood, mature high-level play allows self regulation 

to occur in a developmentally appropriate context. Skinner, Cashwell and Skinner (as 

cited in Elksnin & Elksnin, 2003) report the results of their study encouraging children to 

tottle as opposed to tattle, increasing fourth-grade socially appropriate behaviors. Tottling 

is verbalizing the rules or expectations and recognizing appropriate behavior in others 

prior to using this to regulate oneself. This type of peer reinforcement and teaching 

specific social skills in the natural environment, and extending to the home for practice, 

are recommended strategies when working with children (Elksnin & Elksnin, 2003). For 

many, acquiring self regulation is a process that continues through childhood into 

adulthood. 

Self regulation, as an aspect of social emotional learning, highlights the 

importance of language. One connection is the language used to identify emotions of 

oneself and others.  
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Social Understanding and Social Knowledge   

Knowledge of the social norms and customs of the larger society is part of 

becoming a member of that society. To participate, children move beyond a me 

centeredness to a we centeredness. Specific social skills, such as taking another’s 

perspective and being able to empathize, facilitate a child’s interactions within these 

social groups (Epstein, 2007). According to some researchers, providing meaningful 

opportunities to connect and practice social knowledge at the middle level and secondary 

level has been effective with older students (Beland, 2007; Johnson, Poliner & Bonaiuto, 

2005). 

Environments and Conditions Which Enhance Social Emotional Learnings 

Professionals in the education field identified skills children need in the learning 

environment for living in a twenty-first century democracy. Anne Mitchell, President of 

the National Association for the Education of Young Children, addresses the future for 

young children (2006). She identifies four sets of skills and dispositions young children 

need to know. 1) They need to know how to learn and demonstrate the ability to absorb 

new information and teach themselves new skills. 2) Children need to exhibit passion and 

curiosity in a world where information is plentiful and opportunities to learn abound. 3) 

They must have people skills, such as empathy, interaction, being part of a team and 

building strong positive relationships with others. 4) Children must be creative, willing to 

tackle new challenges, solve interesting problems and be able to synthesize the big 

picture. Mitchell envisions these skills and dispositions necessary for children to thrive in 

the future.   
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John Dewey (1916/2004) wrote about school being a special environment, 

educating indirectly by means of the environment. These are environments designed with 

the purpose of “influencing the mental and moral disposition of their members” (p. 19). 

Dewey envisioned the school to have three functions: a) simplify the environment, 

selecting features which are fundamental and capable of being responded to by young 

children b) eliminate unworthy features from influence upon mental habitudes, and c) see 

that each individual gets an opportunity to escape from the limitations of the social group 

in which he was born, to come into living contact with a broader environment (p. 20). 

Children are influenced by the environment of the classroom and the interactions 

within the classroom. Dan Gartrell (2004) described the ideal classroom environment as 

an encouraging classroom. 

In the encouraging classroom, teachers work together in teams to make the 
schedule responsive to the rhythms of the group; provide an environment that 
encourages individual and small-group engagement; adjust the curriculum to 
children’s attention spans, learning styles, and family backgrounds; and include 
democratic life skills in the curriculum (p. 74). 

 
Democratic life skills are defined as the abilities children need to function as productive 

citizens and healthy individuals. This includes the ability to: a) see oneself as a worthy 

individual and capable member of the group, b) express strong emotions in nonhurting 

ways, c) solve problems ethically and intelligently, d) be understanding of the feelings 

and viewpoints of others, and e) work cooperatively in groups with acceptance of the 

human differences among members (p. 69).  

DeVries and Zan (1994) wrote about constructivist sociomoral classrooms where 

children develop social emotional learnings. In a study focusing on three distinctly 
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different classroom types, they described in detailed ways how teachers respected 

children’s right to their feelings, ideas, and opinions. The researchers described how 

teacher authority was used selectively and wisely. Details of how power was shared so 

children can construct themselves into personalities having self-confidence and respect 

for self and others are delineated. Children were encouraged to be active with their 

inquiring minds in these constructivist classrooms.  

Hopkins (1999) stated in her work with young children and peaceful democratic 

communities, “Creating and developing ways all people in the community can participate 

is the primary goal of democracy” (p. 27). Certain social behaviors were key to children 

participating in communities. Seven principles were identified and encouraged to be 

integrated throughout daily routines and interactions: a) developing self-identity within 

the community, b) establishing safety and trust, c) taking responsibility for our own 

actions--dependability, d) cherishing diversity--respect for and inclusion of same and 

different, e) sharing control and decision making, f) promoting problem solving and 

choices, and g) sharing resources and helping (p. 28). 

Finally, Johnson and Johnson (2004) identify three conditions which promote 

social emotional learning: cooperative community, constructive conflict resolution and 

civic values. These conditions allow children, adolescents and young adults to learn and 

demonstrate interpersonal and small group skills which build and maintain relationships, 

regulate emotions and internalize knowledge, values and norms of society. Payton, 

Wardlaw, Graczyk, Bloodworth, Tompsett and Weissberg (2000) state that the best ways 

to teach social emotional competencies are through experience, modeling and 
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observation. Young children respond to teaching strategies that used modeling, coaching 

and opportunities to practice. While some social emotional skills and knowledge are best 

learned through child-guided experiences (including peer interaction), others are learned 

through adult-guided experiences (Epstein, 2007).  

In summary, theoretical abstracts based on specific social skills and emotional 

dispositions are encompassing. The literature suggests components of specific 

environments that promote social and emotional learnings. Empirical studies support 

specific skills that children need and strategies that adults can use to help children acquire 

these skills. There is evidence that specific learning environments exist where skills and 

strategies are taught to promote social and emotional learnings.  

Social-Emotional Learning Programs 

 Social-emotional learning appeared as a construct after Goleman (1995) 

popularized the term emotional intelligence in his writing. Shortly after this publication, 

many schools implemented social-emotional learning programs, or SEL programs 

(Elksnin & Elksnin, 2003). Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning 

(CASEL) formally introduced the term, social emotional learning, through their work in 

Promoting Social and Emotional Learning: Guidelines for Teachers. Their definition is 

“to recognize and manage emotions, develop caring and concern for others, establish 

positive relationships, make responsible decisions, and handle challenging situations 

effectively” (Devaney, O’Brian, Tavegia, Resnik, 2005, pg. 109). Joseph Zins and 

colleagues connect social emotional learning with academic success in their collection of 

research and practical programs (Zins, Weissberg, Wang & Walberg, 2004).  
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 Many school districts have incorporated SEL programs as part of the curriculum 

or as intervention programs for students (Hemmeter, Ostrosky & Fox, 2006; Payton, 

Wardlaw, Graczyk, Bloodworth, Tompsett & Weissberg, 2000). “SEL has become the 

organizing umbrella that encompasses many different education movements emphasizing 

similar concepts and skills, such as programs in character education, violence prevention, 

anti-bullying, and school discipline” (Schonert-Reichl, Hymel, 2007, p. 3). Implementing 

a program that taught skills but did not change behavior in settings other than the 

classroom moved one district to rethink and change the structures, routines and practices 

in their schools so that students had an opportunity to practice and apply the skills they 

learned (Johnson, Poliner & Bonaiuto, 2005). This district included morning meetings 

comprised of four components: greeting sharing group activity and news and 

announcements; cooperative groups; and schedule changes, such as block scheduling for 

middle school and recess changes reflecting age appropriateness. For purposes of this 

study, social emotional learning is more than a program; it is a way of being, interacting 

and learning together in a caring community. 

Researchers, theorists and educators have delineated skills and attributes that 

children need for healthy social emotional development. Specific programs that explicitly 

teach these social emotional skills exist in schools. Do children transfer this learning in 

other situations? One district found they did not, and that they needed opportunities to 

practice for training to carry over. Empirical studies focusing on the school setting that 

describe and identify practices that provide for social emotional skill transfer are needed. 
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Multiage Settings 

 The literature addressing multiage is as varied as the names it may be found 

under. Common nomenclature used when referring to multiage classrooms or programs 

may be nongraded, mixed-age, multiage or listed under the elements or strategies 

implemented in these types of classrooms. Whatever the term utilized, multiage 

classrooms have existed historically in education and continue to reemerge as ways to 

address the diversity of today’s classrooms (Carter, 2005; Kinsey, 2001; Mackey, 

Johnson, & Wood, 1995; Ong, Allison, & Haladyna, 2000). Researchers believe the 

inconsistency seen in the research findings conducted in multiage classrooms lies in the 

variety of ways multiage is conceptualized and implemented (Kinsey, 2000, 2001). 

In reviewing the literature of multiage classrooms, Katz, Evangelou, and Hartman 

(1990) published foundational writing advocating mixed age grouping in early childhood 

education. Katz et al. (1990) defined multiage as “placing children who are at least a year 

apart in age into the same classroom groups” (p. 1). The authors described what mixed-

age grouping is and what it is not, examined social effects, cognitive bases and strategies 

for this grouping. Specific studies comparing preschool children in mixed groups and 

single age groups revealed younger children in mixed age groupings had increased 

prosocial behaviors and the longer time in mixed age groupings led to greater perspective 

taking (Derscheid, 1997). Similar results were found in a study of third-graders in single-

age classes and multiage classes. Children in multiage classes scored higher on integrated 

performance assessments than their single-age counterparts in reading, writing and math 

(Ong, Allison, & Haladyna, 2000). Carter (2005) also found third-grade readers who had 
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at least two years in a multiage classroom, scored in the fluent range on the 

Developmental Reading Assessment than third-graders who experienced single-age 

classrooms in the same district, scoring in the transitional range. Research exists 

connecting multiage settings at specific age levels with academic learning. Studies 

looking at a school site that extends multiage through the entire school experience would 

contribute to the body of research. 

Mackey, Johnson and Wood (1995) expanded their comparison studies beyond 

academics to the affective outcomes of multiage classrooms as well. Older students 

benefited more than the younger ones from multiage grouping, and some at-risk students, 

bilingual in particular, benefited as well, academically. On self-esteem measures, 

multiage students increased on the mean difference in growth analysis, while same-age 

classroom students’ mean differences dropped, signifying lower self-esteem.  

 For adolescent or middle school students, multiage classrooms have been 

effective for cognitive as well as social and emotional development, when the philosophy 

has been implemented well (Hopping, 2000; San Antonio, 2006). The comparative 

studies on multiage settings isolate specific factors or parts of learning. Research 

focusing on the holistic multiage experience is absent in the literature. 

Strategies to Promote Positive Social Emotional Learnings in Multiage Settings 

 Examining what strategies promote positive social emotional learnings, it has 

been found that multiage classrooms contain many of these strategies within their 

structure, though these strategies may also appear in same-age classrooms. Synthesizing 

multiage and social emotional learnings, studies show three effective strategies are 
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consistent in both. Developmentally appropriate teaching practices, flexible grouping and 

cooperative learning will be expanded on in the following sections. 

Developmentally appropriate teaching practices. 

Multiage settings dictate a variety of learning strategies within the classroom. 

Developmentally appropriate teaching practices in the multiage context are beneficial for 

social emotional learnings (Carter, 2005; Hopping, 2000; Kinsey, 2001; Mackey, Johnson 

& Wood, 1995). Multiage classes allow for a wider range of developmental levels and a 

greater acceptance of these differences (Katz, et al, 1990). Bredekamp and Copple (1997) 

state that teachers who demonstrate developmentally appropriate practices make 

decisions about the education and well-being of the children in their classroom based on 

what they know about child development and how children learn; what they know about 

individual children’s interests, strengths and needs; and what they know about the social 

and cultural contexts of each child in their classroom. These hallmarks have been 

simplified to age appropriateness, individual appropriateness and social/cultural 

appropriateness. Commonly strived for in early childhood settings, developmental 

learning has traditionally been replaced with age and grade benchmarks through the 

elementary years. With the middle level movement, developmentally appropriate learning 

practices have reemerged for early adolescents and adolescents in grades 5-8. 

Developmentally appropriate practices are relevant for all ages of children, birth through 

adolescents.  
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Flexible grouping.  

Flexible grouping is another strategy that supports social emotional learnings, 

specifically in multiage classrooms. Flexible grouping occurs when teachers “vary the 

grouping strategies for instruction” (Hoffman, 2002, p. 47). This grouping is adaptable 

and fluid. It may be configured as whole group, small group, partners or dyads, 

collaborative groups, small interest-based groups or even individually. These various 

groupings are typically heterogeneous, though at times homogenous grouping occurs for 

specific skill development (Carter, 2005).  

The research is clear that heterogeneous mixed-age grouping benefits social 

emotional learnings. In a study of pairing younger (2 to 3-year-olds) with older (4 to 6-

year-olds) preschool children, it was found that the longer they attended mixed-age 

programs, the more frequently prosocial behaviors were displayed, as well as perspective 

taking (Derscheid, 1997). Slavin (1989) found heterogeneous grouping aided 

achievement. Heterogeneous multiage grouping benefited older students not only in 

developing prosocial behavior but also providing academic benefits, specifically for at-

risk students (Mackey, Johnson & Wood, 1995; Ong, Allison & Haladyna, 2000). This 

research calls into question teaching strategies and classroom practices in many schools. 

First, what are the opportunities for multiage groups? Second, to what degree are skill-

based homogeneous groups utilized? 

Cooperative, collaborative and peer learning. 

Katz, Evangelou and Hartman (1990) address the unique relationship between 

older and younger students in multiage settings regarding their contributions and needing 
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what is contributed, to “create a climate of expected cooperations beneficial to children” 

(p. 10). Cooperative groups can be different than the aforementioned groupings. Four 

components make a small group a cooperative group: positive interdependence, face to 

face interaction among students, individual accountability, and interpersonal and small 

group skills used by students. Students must be taught skills to cooperate, if needed, and 

given opportunities to practice, as well as time to reflect on how well the group is 

functioning. In addition, groups are typically heterogeneous and responsible for each 

other’s learning, as well as for leadership that is shared (Johnson & Johnson, 1984).  

Another name for a similar grouping is a collaborative student led group. These 

could be formed around special interests or projects. In early childhood classrooms, one 

may see these during center time, while in all classrooms they can occur as students form 

groups to work on instructional activities. Even collaborative dyads used with 5 to 8-

year-olds in math problem solving were effective (Hoffman, 2002). “Peer learning to 

solve word problems supports both affective and cognitive development. Cooperative 

learning techniques may enhance motivation and encourage students to put more effort 

into their work” (p. 5). These approaches provided opportunities for children to exchange 

questions and explain their thinking to work towards the collaborative goal. 

Struggles exist in school philosophies and strategies between cooperative and 

competitive experiences. In elementary school, teachers, families and communities are 

actively engaged in supporting cooperative social behavior. Donna San Antonio (2006) 

discovered through two years of interviews and observations that this changed at the 

middle school level. As students progress through school, however, less and less 
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emphasis is placed on social development. Academic and athletic emphasis occurs, 

bringing competition and not cooperation. Ability grouping at the middle school level 

hindered social and moral development. Low income students in accelerated groups felt 

alienated from peers and “competition was valued more than community” (p. 5). Middle 

schools are caught as they try to balance these opposite foci.  

Cautions Regarding Multiage Settings 

 There are certain instances when multiage classrooms have caused concern or not 

been effective. In a survey study examining attitudes of parents and students in the first 

year of implementation of a multiage program combining first-, second- and third- 

graders, mixed results were found. Both parents and third-graders expressed negative 

opinion that older and/or gifted children were not challenged academically (Byrnes, 

Shuster & Jones, 1994). This may be explained in part by the fact that these children and 

parents had only experienced same-age classrooms for kindergarten, first and second 

grade, and this was the first year for a multiage experience. It also may pinpoint a 

concern identified in this same study conducted at a university lab school. Parents of 

older children in a multiage classroom felt their child was being held back by the younger 

children. Clear communication with parents and evidence showing appropriate 

challenging learning experiences would be necessary to address this concern (Byrnes, 

Shuster & Jones, 1994).   

Ong, Allison and Haladyna (2000) reported mixed results when comparing 

multiage and same age classrooms in reading, writing and mathematics, and the 

interactions of gender, Title I and non-Title I (socioeconomic status) and ethnic 
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membership. Results showed classroom organization did not affect Title 1 children, but 

provided a sizeable advantage for non-Title 1 children. Also, non-Hispanic children 

benefited more than Hispanic children. The authors state that children who traditionally 

score low on cognitive tests, Title 1 and Hispanic, did not do well, no matter how they 

were grouped (Ong, Allison, & Haladyna, 2000).   

Finally, Kinsey (2001) addresses issues in researching multiage classrooms. It is 

suggested that a clearer definition of multiage education is needed. Descriptive data has 

shown that many multiage classrooms are using traditional teaching practices, such as 

whole group and ability grouping. This calls into question the philosophical 

understanding and implementation of this philosophy in multiage classrooms. 

Multiage research literature indicates that this setting is beneficial for social 

emotional learnings. Multiage settings complement specific teaching methods and 

structures in the classroom, developmentally appropriate practices, flexible grouping and 

cooperative learning. The research studies in this area are not as numerous as for other 

aspects of educational and psychological studies. Many studies were conducted in 

childcare, preschool and middle level settings. 

Additional research needs to clearly identify what constitutes a multiage setting. 

Descriptive studies explaining philosophy and practices will contribute to the 

understanding of what students and teachers experience daily in multiage settings. In 

addition, studies that illuminate the multiage setting identifying skills and dispositions 

teachers need to successfully instruct children in these settings would be beneficial. 
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Definition of Democracy 

 Democracy has had multiple definitions and meanings throughout history. A 

common view of democracy is that of a political entity made up of government, laws and 

traditions. Seen as a form of government, it is based on representation and self 

governance. Rolheiser and Glickman (1998) identify three characteristics of democracy: 

Equality--every member of society has the same power and worth in regard to 
influence, decision making, justice and due process. 
  
Liberty--no one is enslaved by others. All are free to form their own ideas and 
opinions and to act independently. There is no repression or discrimination. 
 
Fraternity--all members of society acknowledge a responsibility to participate 
with one another in social contract. (cited in Glickman, 1998, p. 3) 

 
Another view of democracy is as a social entity, a way of living together which reflects 

the characteristics and principles of equality, liberty and fraternity (Glickman, 1998; 

Goodlad, 1996; Parker, 1996). This definition is particularly useful in thinking about and 

planning educational settings. 

Democracy and education have been intertwined, seeing public schools as the 

institution that can teach the principles needed for living in a democracy. This is viewed 

as a mission of public schools, its core purpose, some would argue. But, public when 

connected with the term education means more than just access to school (Sizer, 1997). 

Barber (1997) sees the schools not only teaching everyone, but turning many “everyones” 

into a national one; the public. Public means to make “common ground, public goods, 

and a sense of the public weal. Public schooling and the public weal are intimately bound 

together” (p. 26). Balancing the common good for all and pursuing individual good is a 
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difficult action. Soder, Goodlad and McMannon (2001) call this balancing the “collective 

responsibility (public purpose) and individual freedom (private purpose)” (p. xvii).  

A broader, deeper view of how education and democracy are relational is held by 

Dewey (1916). Dewey called it “creative democracy, a way of individuals living with 

others, a way of being. It has no end other than the way itself” (as cited in Parker, 1996, 

pp. 190-191). It is a continual process, not a product to be made and maintained. This is 

relevant today as diversity in race, ethnicity and economics impact both the political and 

social definitions of democracy.  

As society grows more complex, democracy is redefined. Walter C. Parker (2003) 

addresses teaching democracy in today’s multifaceted, diverse society in his 

comprehensive book. He terms this “cultural democracy.” Cultural democracy is 

deliberate, enhances citizen participation, deepens democracy in our schools and society, 

and extends democracy to cultural, ethnic, racial and language communities. Parker’s 

purpose is “to combat idiocy, which is self- and familial-indulgence at the expense of the 

common good” (p. 33). Public school is necessary, due to the fact that family and 

individuals do not have enough plurality and diversity to teach this oneness. For example, 

English language learners in the public schools have increased by over 900,000 over the 

last seven years, concentrated mainly in the West (Meyer, Madden & McGrath, 2005). 

Not only numbers have drastically increased, but the variety of languages spoken has 

increased. This calls for what Parker identifies as advanced democratic ideas which 

incorporate the social and cultural differences in our society.  
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Democratic Processes 

 What is a citizen in a democratic society?  Parker’s (2003) term is “enlightened 

political engagement.” This concept has two dimensions--political engagement and 

democratic enlightenment--both mattering. Political engagement includes behaviors such 

as voting, contacting public officials, campaigning, or being involved in strikes and 

rebellions. It is action of citizenship. In contrast, democratic enlightenment refers to the 

“moral-cognitive knowledge, norms, values and principles that shape this engagement” 

(p. 34). This includes, for example, a commitment to freedom and justice, tolerance of 

cultural differences, and knowledge of ideals for living in a democratic society. This view 

involves action, living, being. This is a moral framework that a citizen brings to the 

action they take in daily life. Without democratic enlightenment, engagement could be 

prejudice-based, as in the Ku Klux Klan.  

Enculturation. 

Enculturation is defined in Merriam-Webster as “the process by which an 

individual learns the traditional content of a culture and assimilates its practices and 

values” (Merriam-Webster, 2006-2007). Enculturation occurs through socializing forces 

in society. Parker examines social class and associations that people choose to join 

around common interests, goals, aims as specific ways young people are socialized and 

learn civility and mannerly conduct. Still others believe that it is the school’s first major 

mission to enculturate the young in a social and political democracy (Soder, Goodlad, & 

McMannon, 2001).  
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Relating specifically to democratic practices, enculturation of the content of 

democracy, such as concepts of fraternity, liberty and equality occurs with children. 

Enculturation into patriot citizenship occurs. Children assimilate the values of 

democracy, that individuals as well as the public good are valued, that all people have 

rights and responsibilities, that discourse, discussion and disagreement occur as joint 

decisions are made, differences are not only tolerated but viewed as strengths, and that 

communication is the key to learning all of this.  

Learning to Participate. 

School has an impact on the development of enlightened political engagement. 

Studies have shown, that more years of schooling correlate to more citizenship 

knowledge, attitudes and behavior. According to Parker (2003), “There is probably no 

single variable in the survey research literature that generates as substantial correlations 

in such a variety of directions in political understanding and behavior as years of 

schooling” (p. 41). The longer one attends public school the more enculturated one 

becomes in ways of democratic citizenship. “An education that enculturates and 

socializes without imparting knowledge would not merit being called an education.” 

Knowledge and thinking about what one knows is critical. This is what separates Parker’s 

enlightenment and engagement: enlightenment is cognitive.  

Children are enculturated into democratic practices through their daily 

experiences in school. They learn to participate in democratic practices when they take 

the knowledge and values they assimilated and cognitively apply them in situations. This 

is Parker’s difference between enlightened political engagement and democratic 
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enlightenment. Deborah Meier (1995), in an authoritative essay, says, “There are, in the 

end, only two main ways human beings learn, by observing others (directly or 

vicariously) and by trying things out for themselves. Novices learn from experts and from 

experience” (p. 181).  

Development of Learning to Participate in Democratic Processes 

To be a participant in democracy one must not only have knowledge, but also 

must be able to apply it in appropriate situations. Young children learn to participate in 

democracy through growth and development of cognition, communication with more 

mature others, constructing and linking stories, and having experiences to think about and 

provide context.   

Cognitive developmental model. 

 Piaget’s (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969) work has provided valuable insight into how 

children learn. His cognitive developmental theory illuminates how a child constructs his 

or her understandings and accommodates new learnings. A stage based, hierarchical 

model, children move from pre-operational, to concrete operational to formal abstract 

thinking. Piaget also studied moral development in children and found that a child’s 

moral judgment involves cognitive components. During the first stage, ages 2 - 6, most 

children follow rules and obey them through imitation. Next, ages 7 – 10, most children 

recognize that rules are important in regulating social life. One cannot change the rules of 

a game after play has begun, or there will be a chorus of, “That’s not fair.”  Abstract 

formal thinkers are able to reason about complex terms in society, such as, equal 

opportunity and fair juries.  
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 Parker (2003) provides an overview of the theories of Piaget, Kohlberg and 

Rawls. Kohlberg’s model is based on Piaget’s work, seeing it as an interactive model, 

where the developing individual is interacting with an ever changing environment. 

Kohlberg theorized that one had to develop beyond egocentricity in perception and 

judgment before the perspective of others could be considered. At each stage, one has a 

conception of what is right and wrong. Stage 1 involves perceiving right as when one is 

obedient, only to avoid punishment. At Stage 2, there is some ability to take the 

perspective of another, but only in the context of how it will help the individual. A 

common phrase to describe this stage is “If you scratch my back, I’ll you scratch yours.”   

Right becomes tied to what others think in Stage 3. Influential circles of peers, family, 

members of group associations and adult mentors provide the group norms. Fitting into 

these norms and pleasing these others, gives feedback that one is a good girl or good boy. 

The Golden Rule is understood in a concrete way. Stage 4 moves the group of influence 

to a more abstract level. What is right is in the context of what is right for many different 

groups. An adult will see that law is right, and law is justice. Everyone must submit to a 

system of shared laws for the common good. Stage 5 is principled reasoning, where one 

sees right based on multiple perspectives, and what is law may not be what is right, and a 

new law constructed (Devries, & Zan, 1994, Parker, 2003).  

 Based on a child’s interactions in the environment, and mental processes in 

collaboration with these interactions that resolve disequilibrium, he or she is better able to 

take another’s perspective in what is right and fair. John Rawls designed an initial choice 

situation used in thought experiments, which were more impartial, due to the fact that the 



33 
 

person may be on the receiving end of their decision. Rawls termed this “justice as 

reversibility” meaning “changing places with” (Parker, 2003, p. 65). Viewing the two 

together in a different manner than Parker, Linn (2001) roughly equates Kohlberg’s pre-

conventional level (stages 1 and 2) with Rawls’ morality of authority; conventional level 

(stages 3 and 4) with morality of association; and post-conventional level (stage 5) with 

morality of justice.  

These theorists, their studies, as well as others have shown that cognitive and 

affective attributes are interrelated and their developmental processes are interdependent 

(Csapo, 2001). For enlightened democratic engagement, children need the cognitive to 

weave with the affective, and to apply this new knowledge to an action which is morally 

grounded. Dewey’s theory aligns with parts of developmental cognitive theory, yet views 

intelligence and experiences within a different context. 

Dewey’s framework. 

Dewey (1916/2004) warned about a view of morality that tied intelligence to 

character, overlooking everyday knowledge, specifically when “everyday intelligence is 

constantly underestimated and even deliberately depreciated” (p. 338). In this view, 

moral education would value only moral knowledge, resulting in direct instruction in 

morals. Dewey believed that young children learn through communication with older and 

mature others. The immature members are to be “initiated into the interests, purposes, 

information, skill and practices of the mature members” (p. 3). Society exists through a 

process of transmission, through “communication of habits of doing, thinking, and 

feeling from the older to the younger” (p. 3). Communication is educative. Dewey 
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believed that to be the recipient of communication is to have exchanged experience. 

Dewey’s learning theory was an ongoing process of acting and reflecting on experience.  

Young children’s understandings of some basic democratic concepts begin to 

develop early, due to their everyday experiences in family or other groups. Schooling 

shapes others. Recent research in science education highlights the importance of contexts 

of knowledge and values, specifically, when it comes to decision making. Applying this 

to democratic decisions, it is important therefore for children to have the context for 

thinking and using specific skills. Dewey addressed the context of thinking when he 

stated, “The material of thinking is not thoughts, but actions, facts, events, and relations 

of things. . . . to think effectively one must have had or have experiences which will 

furnish resources for coping with the difficulty at hand” (1916/2004, pp.150-151). 

Schools can teach thinking in context as it is embedded in specific situations. Due to the 

nontransferability of this thinking, multiple contexts need to be provided to the children. 

Thinking, reflecting and acting in all areas of the curriculum and schedule of the day 

would need to occur.  

Young children learn best through developmentally appropriate practice, honoring 

what is individually appropriate, age appropriate and culturally appropriate for the child 

(Bredekamp & Copple, 1997). Developmental learning experiences are different than 

traditional instructional practices. Turney-Purta (as cited in Csapo, 2001) compares 

instruction experience with developmental experience: 

Developmental experience is rich in levels of meaning and social context, in 
redundancy as the same topics are visited and revisited, in opportunities to 
respond to others’ ideas and to get their feedback, and in chances to construct a 
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group identity and to experience loyalty . . . developmental experience is situated 
for child and adolescent in a meaningful context, often within the peer group or 
family or neighborhood (p. 144). 
 
These developmental learning experiences would be exemplified in schools that 

live democracy every day in all they do, as opposed to schools that do a project that 

shows citizenship, for example, a once-a-year food drive with little context about why it 

is being done. Schools living democracy provide multiple contexts for children to live, 

learn and apply enlightened democratic engagement. An example school is Central Park 

East: 

Creating a democratic community was both an operational and an inspirational 
goal. . . .Our roots went back to early progressive traditions, with their focus on 
building of a democratic community, on education for full citizenship and 
egalitarian ideals. We looked upon both John Dewey and Jean Piaget as mentors. 
We were intrigued by the way individuals structured their thinking, as well as the 
role of the community, the social setting, in the learning process. For us, a 
democratic community was the nonnegotiable purpose of good schooling (Meier, 
1995, p. 20). 

 
Stories. 

Stories are another way we organize our social knowledge. Roger Shank claims 

that our social knowledge is represented in the form of stories (Csapo, 2001). Story, or 

narrative, is not only a mode of discourse, it is a way of thinking as well (Bruner, 1986; 

Rosen, 1988; Van Dongen, 1987). In constructing personal stories and sharing, children 

reveal their understandings in social discourse. Scripts structure events in sequence and 

allow children to know what role to play and how to act. Schools have the opportunity to 

influence children’s acquiring of scripts and stories about democratic practices (Csapo, 

2001). 
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Vivian Paley, kindergarten teacher and author, uses story, storytelling and 

storyacting to create a community which shares and listens to each other’s stories in an 

attempt to make meaning of life in and out of the classroom. In You Can’t Say You Can’t 

Play (1992), Paley leads an open discussion about exclusion during play, which begins in 

the kindergarten classroom and moves to a school-wide conversation.  

Story is used as a humanizing tool at the Manhattan New School in New York. 

“Literature is one of the handiest and most powerful tools we have to add humanity and 

compassion in our schools. . . .Reading together is, if you ask me, the best way to 

establish common ground and understanding between two people” (Harwayne, 1999, 

p.125). Over 500 children come to this neighborhood public school, speaking close to 

thirty different first languages. Reflecting the diversity of the community and using the 

community resources to create authentic learning opportunities, students and teachers 

work together to form a public community. 

Learning to participate in democratic practices, young children use cognition, 

modeling of older more mature others, language through communication and story, and 

having shared experiences to think about in specific contexts with the opportunity to 

reflect and act. Walking a path with others, telling stories and communicating, sharing the 

experience in different areas, brings us further in our understanding of each other and 

ourselves.  

Conditions that Best Support Growth 

Environments can be orchestrated to enhance meaningful interactions. Discussion 

and dialogue about issues and outcomes of diverse individuals living together can occur. 
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Dewey (1916/2004) believed that adults could control the environment in which children 

act, think and feel. “We never educate directly, but indirectly by means of the 

environment” (p. 18). Increasing interactions of children and adults of all ages, fostering 

relationships that are ongoing, sharing responsibility and decisions, working with and 

learning from each other, sharing and applying knowledge, and fostering deliberation in 

classrooms as well as school wide are common attributes in an environment which 

supports democracy (Darling-Hammond & Ancess, 1996; Glickman, 1998; Parker, 

2003). The following models have these elements in varying degrees, and vary in active 

participation by the student. 

Character education. 

 Character education is based on the premise that certain traits can be focused on 

and taught. Character Education Partnership (CEP, 2005) was formed to promote 

character education and support schools as they meet the needs of students as well as 

encourage motivation and learning in the moral domain. Eleven basic principles are given 

as guidelines for schools to plan character education programs.  

Another program used in schools is Character Counts!  It is based on six pillars of 

character: trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, fairness, caring and citizenship. This 

framework of values emerged from the Josephson Institute of Ethics in 1992, with the 

purpose to come to a “common language of core ethical values that transcend religious, 

political and socioeconomic differences” (Josephson, 2007). It is believed that character 

traits are learned, so they can be specifically taught. This is integrated into the school, 
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classroom or site by what is termed the TEAM approach: teach, enforce, advocate and 

model good character.  

Citizenship education. 

 Citizenship Education aims to make citizens from a broad base of activities, 

including adult education for people wanting to become naturalized. In schools 

citizenship education takes the form of programs or curriculum. Skills and knowledge are 

taught explicitly at each grade level, students have the opportunity to participate in 

student government, participate in civic life, and often participate in service learning or 

simulations to allow application of citizenship skills (Corporation for National and 

Community Service).  

Moral education. 

 Just Community approach, described by Power, Higgins and Kohlberg (1989) in 

their book, Lawrence Kohlberg’s Approach to Moral Education, is a caring centered 

approach to moral education. Implemented in high schools and prisons, perspectives are 

expressed in community meetings, encouraging decision making to be democratic in 

nature. The awareness and concern for relationships, others and common good is an 

outcome of this implementation (DeVries & Zan, 1994). 

Democratic education. 

The National Network for Educational Renewal was founded on John Goodlad 

and colleagues’ work dedicated to the renewal of schools and the institutions that prepare 

teachers. The mission is to provide equal access to learning for all students; promote 

responsible stewardship in schools and universities; improve teaching and learning 
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through pedagogy that nurtures and challenges all learners; and to provide students with 

skills, knowledge and dispositions to become fully engaged in democratic society. 

School/University partnerships provide students and future teachers with educational 

experiences through a collaborative model. NNER exists in 40 sites spreading over 20 

states, including University of Wyoming, in partnership with 26 school districts in the 

state (National Network for Educational Renewal, 2005). 

John Goodlad founded the League of Democratic Schools, which is supported by 

the Institute for Educational Inquiry, to promote professional development and support 

schools committed to growing students to be successful participants in a democratic 

society. These schools meet the requirements of democratic purpose, student 

achievement, ongoing professional development, approaches to learning, small size, and 

governance (Goodlad, 2005-2006). Currently schools in the Rocky Mountain, Plains and 

Northwest regions are members, including four in Wyoming, one of which is Woods 

Learning Center (http://www.ieiseattle.org/Programs.htm; 

http://www.woodslearningcenter.org). 

Many theoretical and authoritative works exist regarding education and 

democracy. Certain theorists and educators call for the purpose of school to be educating 

for democratic citizenry. Conducting a study at a school exemplifying this goal and 

purpose would illuminate practical ways to implement theory. 

Lev Vygotsky’s Theory of Development 

 Lev Vygotsky’s (1978, 1986) Theory of Development begins with a brief 

background and overview of his theory and basic themes in his work. Relevant concepts 
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such as social construction of knowledge and thought, view of language and its 

development and relationship to thought, and the Zone of Proximal Development are 

defined and the components of scaffolding and intersubjectivity are presented.  

Background and Introduction 

Lev Semenovich Vygotsky, the Russian psychologist and theorist, was born in 

1896, the same year as Jean Piaget. His interests, capabilities and studies covered many 

disciplines. He was literate in seven languages, allowing him to read widely in works not 

readily translated (Berk & Winsler, 1995; Blanck, 1990). Vygotsky’s work, Myshlenie i 

rech or Thought and Language (1986), critiques Piaget’s theory of a child’s speech and 

thought, as well as his theory of a child’s development of scientific concepts, devoting 

two chapters to these subjects. Vygotsky cites the French introduction by Edouard 

Claparede, a Swiss child psychologist, to Piaget’s 1923 edition of The Language and 

Thought of a Child, indicating that he read and was well versed in Piaget’s theories. He 

replicated select experiments of Piaget’s, arriving at different interpretations. 

 Vygotskian theory (1986, 1978) is known as the sociocultural approach, 

incorporating social and cultural influences on the development of an individual. His 

theory is also called socio-historical or cultural historical due to his belief in the 

development of the individual through history, analyzing the interaction of the cultural 

and biological lines of development. Vygotsky “desperately sought this new 

methodology that would make psychology scientific, but not at the cost of the 

naturalization of cultural phenomena” (Kozulin, 1986, p. xxiii). Vygotsky’s theory of 

development involves four different levels of development: 1) the development of 
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humans through evolution (phylogenesis), 2) the historical development of humans 

within specific cultures, 3) the development of individual from childhood to adulthood 

(ontogenesis), and 4) the development of competence at a single task or activity by an 

individual (microgenesis) (Cole, 1990: Rowe & Wertsch, 2002). 

 First, in Vygotsky’s view of the development of humans through evolution, he 

delineates humans from other mammals at the point of lower mental functions versus 

higher mental functions. Humans and mammals share lower functions such as sensation, 

reactive attention, spontaneous or associative memory, and sensorimotor intelligence. 

Higher mental functions which are only human capabilities include mediated perception, 

focused attention, deliberate memory, and logical thinking (Bodrova & Leong, 1996). 

The use of language and cultural tools to guide and mediate cognitive activity are unique 

to humans, leading to higher mental functions. 

The second level is the development of humans through history. Vygotsky 

believed that to truly understand something, one can only examine its development of 

history of behavior. Vygotsky viewed development through two lines, the natural line 

referring to biological growth and maturation and the cultural line, referring to learning to 

use cultural tools. Social interactions impact this development. Cultures differ in their 

interactions and activities. Therefore, cultures emphasize different tools and higher 

mental functions vary between cultures (Berk & Winsler, 1995). 

 The third level of development, the development of the individual from childhood 

to adulthood, encompasses Vygotsky’s genetic law of cultural development. He 

concludes that any function in a child’s development occurs twice, first on the social or 
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interpersonal plane, and then again on the individual or psychological plane. During a 

child’s development, language plays a central role and is the primary tool used to mediate 

his or her activity. Vygotsky (1978) concludes learning leads development, in contrast to 

“learning trails behind development” or “learning is development” (p. 80). Therefore, 

formal learning or education leads to higher mental functioning and that leads to a child’s 

development.  

From this point of view, learning is not development; however, properly 
organized learning results in mental development and sets in motion a variety of 
developmental processes that would be impossible apart from learning. Thus, 
learning is a necessary and universal aspect of the process of developing 
culturally organized, specifically human, psychological functions. (p. 90) 
 

 Finally, the development of competence at a single task or activity, his concept of 

the Zone of Proximal Development, is central. It is within this dynamic zone that learning 

and development take place. It is defined as the distance between what a child can do 

independently, and what he or she is able to accomplish with the help of a more capable 

person. Again, language is the vehicle that mediates this activity. What happens first 

between the two eventually becomes internalized by the child (Berk & Winsler, 1995; 

Bodrova & Leong, 1996; Vygotsky, 1978).  

 In these four levels of development, three reoccurring themes form Vygotsky’s 

theoretical framework. The first is the reliance on genetic or developmental analysis. 

Secondly, he claims that all higher mental functions have their origins in social activity 

and interactions. Lastly, he states that mental processes can be understood only by 

understanding the tools and signs used to mediate them (Rowe & Wertsch, 2002; 

Wertsch, 1985, 1990). These themes are not typically reflected in traditional schooling. 
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Teaching and learning methodology as well as assessment practices and tools reflect 

independent static knowledge of the individual. Vygotsky views these quite differently. 

Language 

 Vygotsky viewed language as a product of a cultural group’s social history. It is 

the result of the collective efforts of the group to create a social way of life (Berk & 

Winsler, 1995; Bodrova & Leong, 1996). Language has two functions--speech used to 

communicate with others and speech directed at communicating with the self (Berk & 

Winsler, 1995; Bivens & Berk, 1990; Vygotsky, 1986). Vygotsky conducted two 

experiments described in Thought and Language (1986), along with other experiments 

supporting his critique of Piaget and other theorists, presenting his view of language 

acquisition. According to Vygotsky, the direction of speech development begins as overt 

and social speech, later becoming private, in the form of inner speech or thought 

(Pellegrini, 1984; Vygotsky, 1986; Wertsch, 1980, 1985). 

 The observable step between overt and covert speech is egocentric speech, also 

referred to as private speech. Vygotsky differs from Piaget in the function of private 

speech (Pellegrini, 1984; Vygotsky, 1986; Wertsch, 1980, 1985). Vygotsky (1986) 

observed it altering the course of a child’s activity during an experiment when a pencil 

broke while a child was drawing a streetcar. “‘It’s broken’ the child muttered to himself, 

put aside the pencil, took watercolors instead, and began drawing a broken streetcar” (p. 

31). Vygotsky (1986) states: 

We in our turn conducted our own experiments aimed at understanding the 
function and fate of egocentric speech. The data obtained led us to a new 
comprehension of this phenomenon that differs greatly from that of Piaget. Our 
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investigations suggest that egocentric speech does play a specific role in the 
child’s activity. . . . Indeed the above-mentioned phenomena were observed in our 
experiments: egocentric speech appeared when a child tries to comprehend the 
situation, to find a solution, or to plan a nascent activity. The older children 
behaved differently: they scrutinized the problem, thought (which was indicated 
by long pauses), and then found a solution. When asked what he was thinking 
about, such a child answered more in line with the “thinking aloud” of a 
preschooler (p. 29-30). 
 

In Vygotsky’s (1986) studies, supported by empirical studies conducted by Pellegrini 

(1981) and Bivens and Berk (1990), private speech does not disappear, but “goes 

underground” (Vygotsky, 1986, p. 33), becoming thought. At this stage children use 

dialogue previously used by adults to guide and influence the child’s behavior, to guide 

and regulate their own behavior (Berk & Winsler, 1995; Diaz, Neal & Amaya-Williams, 

1990; Pellegrini, 1984).  

 According to Buzzelli (1993), “For Vygotsky, private speech marks the 

internalization of adult norms and guidelines. It is an internalized form of adults’ external 

speech to children and not the product of children’s active and creative manipulation of 

language” (pp. 381-382). “Egocentric speech . . . emerges from its social foundations by 

means of the child’s transferring social, collaborative forms of behavior to the sphere of 

an individual’s psychological functions” (Vygotsky, 1956, p. 87 cited in Wertsch, 1980, 

p. 155). This self-control represents a midway point between control by others and self 

regulation (Buzzelli, 1993; Diaz, Neal & Amaya-Williams, 1990). 

 Inner speech, or thought, is the highest level of self regulation. It is the way 

children create their own means to solve a problem (Buzzelli, 1993; Diaz, et. al., 1990). 
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Self regulation allows the child to monitor, evaluate, plan, and guide his or her behavior 

and thinking (Bodrova & Leong, 1996; Buzzelli, 1993; Diaz, et. al., 1990). 

 Language, or speech, becomes a mechanism for thinking, a mental tool (Bodrova 

& Leong, 1996; Vygotsky, 1986). Humans use tools of the mind, or signs, to mediate 

relations between people and to mediate the individual’s psychological processes. What 

had its social origins in collaboration with more capable others, becomes internalized and 

individualized. Therefore, language is a major means for influencing thinking and 

behavior of another as well as one’s own (Berk & Winsler, 1995).  

Zone of Proximal Development 

 The zone of proximal development (ZPD) is one of the most well-known of all of 

Vygotsky’s concepts (Bodrova & Leong, 1996). This concept influences education 

(Gallimore, & Tharp, 1990; Blanck, 1990; Tudge, 1990). Vygotsky viewed it as the point 

where the transfer of ability from shared environment to the individual occurred (Berk & 

Winsler, 1995). He chose to focus on cognitive processes that are still growing--not the 

ones mastered. These processes “could be termed buds or flowers of development rather 

than the fruits of development” (Vygotsky, 1978, pg. 86). 

 The zone is created by the boundaries of two behaviors, the lower level being 

what the child can perform independently and the higher level being the maximum the 

child can attain with assistance. Vygotsky (1978) defines it (ZPD) as: 

It is the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by 
independent problem solving and the level of potential development as 
determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with 
more capable peers (p. 86). 
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 The level of independent performance is an important indicator of development, 

but it is not sufficient to describe development. The level of assisted performance with a 

more capable person which could be an adult, older child or peer, includes behaviors such 

as giving hints, and clues, rephrasing questions, asking the child to restate or retell, 

asking the child what he understands, or demonstrating a task, or portion of it. Setting up 

the environment is also a form of indirect help (Bodrova & Leong, 1996). Jerome Bruner 

(1985) states that the heart of the zone is “the manner in which we arrange the 

environment such that the child can reach higher or more abstract ground from which to 

reflect, ground on which he is enabled to be more conscious” (p. 24).  

 Bruner (1986) and others have introduced the term scaffolding, or support system, 

that allows the child to move forward and continue to build new competencies (Berk & 

Winsler, 1995; Bodrova & Leong, 1996; Bruner, 1985, 1986). The child is assisted by 

being under the guidance of a more competent individual, by indirect forms of 

consciousness until the child is able to master his own action through his own 

consciousness and control. When this new conscious control occurs, the child is using it 

as a tool. The child has internalized external knowledge and converted it into a tool for 

conscious control (Bruner, 1985). 

 This transfer is facilitated by certain elements reflecting Vygotsky’s sociocultural 

thought. First, the child needs to be engaged in an interesting and culturally meaningful, 

collaborative problem solving activity (Berk & Winsler, 1995). Secondly, 

intersubjectivity is another important element (Berk & Winsler, 1995; Wertsch, 1985). 

“Intersubjectivity refers to the process whereby two participants who begin a task with a 
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different understanding arrive at a shared understanding” (Berk & Winsler, 1995, p. 27). 

By acquiring shared meanings or intersubjectivity, a child facilitates the move of social 

knowledge to becoming individual knowledge. “In the process, both the learner and the 

activity are transformed. In order for this transfer and transformation to take place, both 

the learner (novice) and the teacher (expert) must be active partners in the dialogue 

surrounding an intersubjectivity agreed upon task” (Rowe & Wertsch, 2002, p. 551). 

 Intersubjectivity and interacting within the zone of proximal development leading 

to internalization illustrates Vygotsky’s (1978) genetic law of cultural development: 

“Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice; first, on the social 

level, and later, on the individual level; first, between people (interpsychological), and 

then inside the children (intrapsychological). . . . all the higher functions originate as 

actual relations between human individuals” (p. 57). 

The zone of proximal development is critical in the development of children. It is 

created with more capable others allowing for transfer of knowledge and control of a 

task. Bruner (1985) states that the heart of the zone is “the manner in which we arrange 

the environment such that the child can reach higher or more abstract ground from which 

to reflect, ground on which he is enabled to be more conscious” (p. 24).  

Summary 

 This review of the literature included classic and contemporary works and 

research regarding social emotional learnings, multiage settings, democracy and 

education and Lev Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Developmental Theory. Social emotional 

learnings were compiled from various researchers and professionals highlighting key 
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components that make up social emotional learnings, environments and conditions that 

enhance the development in children, and identified programs used to teach skills and 

attributes of social emotional learnings in schools. Next, multiage settings were defined, 

and research findings and cautions were presented. Democracy, as it applies to education, 

developing participation in democracy and conditions that support it were presented. 

Finally, Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory was discussed, highlighting key components of 

the zone of proximal development and the importance of language. 

 Missing from the literature are studies examining learning environments or 

multiage setting sites. Examining the school or site and identifying what students and 

teachers do on a daily basis would clarify what practices occur in multiage settings. 

Research studies have identified the affective and academic benefits that exist in multiage 

settings, typically in comparative studies. Yet studying the environment that is multiage 

and multiability may identify additional practices or interactions that occur on a daily 

basis. In addition, studies examining practices that implement the goal of educating for a 

democratic citizenry would bridge theory and practice for many educators.  

 The following chapter details the methodology of the ethnographic study of 

Woods Learning Center. The study focuses on circle group, a multiage group of 

kindergartner through eighth-grade students who meet weekly with two adults and 

engage in learning activities and discussion. 
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CHAPTER III 
 

METHODOLOGY 
  

The ethnography looked at a school which fosters democracy and was founded on 

specific beliefs about teaching and learning. Those beliefs are translated into practice 

through theme-based curriculum, child-directed learning, a cooperative atmosphere, 

multiage classrooms, non-traditional assessment and administration of school decisions 

by school personnel. I was very interested in the way young children construct their 

social emotional learnings in a school committed to democratic practices as well as 

multiage experiences. As a public school teacher for eighteen years prior to moving to 

higher education, I decided to study the elements of social emotional learnings, multiage 

settings and the purpose of education to grow democratic citizens. All of these echoed in 

my past and present teaching experiences. 

In this chapter, I will detail the research design, highlighting ethnography 

methods. Participants are described and the process for selecting a particular circle group 

is outlined. The setting of the school district, Woods Learning Center, and the circle 

groups are described to provide an in depth sociocultural context. Next I will detail each 

of the data sources, data collection procedures and data analysis. Trustworthiness and 

credibility of the research methods and design are presented. Finally, the ethical 

considerations of conducting this study with children in a public school are addressed.  

Research Design 
 

This ethnographic study built on established relationships and described in detail 

the culture of circle groups and democratic practices over prolonged engagement. I 
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investigated how young children came to construct their social emotional learnings, 

endeavoring to discover the participants’ perspectives, both child and adult. Key features 

of the ethnography include participant observation; individual, small group and focus 

group interviews; videotapes of circle group sessions and document analysis. 

Ethnography 

 Woods Learning Center, a multiage K-8 school committed to implementing 

democratic practices, provided a sociocultural setting atypical of most public schools. 

This setting has a culture, and socially transmitted ways of thinking, believing, feeling 

and acting. The setting of the school was a context and is ever changing. “A context does 

not merely contain the child and her actions; contexts are relational. They shape and are 

shaped by individuals, tools, resources, intentions and ideas in a particular setting, within 

a particular time” (Graue & Walsh, 1995, p. 11). As an ethnographer, I needed to study 

the context of Woods Learning Center and circle group. Young children are more 

dependent on the context and influenced by the context (p.12). Therefore, it was critical 

to seek to understand children from the context of their day-to-day life and interactions at 

this school.  

For me to describe, understand and analyze this context and culture required 

prolonged engagement and participant observation methods. Rich description of circle 

group observations and the setting were essential. The use of language and its meaning 

was integral to culture. Recording conversations, exploring meanings and understanding 

shared meanings that were constructed in circle group and other contexts supported the 

effort to inform the reader as to the culture at Woods Learning Center. For all of these 
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reasons, creating an ethnography of Woods Learning Center provided the best design to 

answer the research question. 

Participants 

 Participants were determined by the circle group selected for the study. The 

creation of circle groups is explained. Next, how the circle group was selected for this 

study follows. Then the students, school personnel and parent participants will be 

described. 

Selection of Circle Group  

Circle groups are formed each September at the annual retreat for school 

personnel. The administrative team, made up of 10 certified teachers and four support 

personnel, takes a retreat each fall to focus on essential elements of the school and to 

work on school improvement goals. The retreat occurs out of town, involving two 

overnight stays and a day of meetings.  

The administrative assistant places written names of school personnel interested 

in leading circle groups in a basket. The first two names are drawn and paired as circle 

group leader partners. This process is repeated until seven circle group leader partners are 

created. Names are redrawn if school personnel have led with the same person the 

previous year or if the pair currently team teach in the classroom. Student names are also 

written on a piece of paper and drawn from the basket. A name is drawn and placed in 

one of the seven circle groups. Kindergarten names are drawn first and placed in circle 

groups. First grade names are next, then second grade, and so on until the last eighth- 

grader is placed in circle group.  
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The circle group I studied was selected through a similar process. The end result 

was seven circle groups with 20-21 students ranging from grades K-8, led by two school 

personnel. Names of the seven circle group leader pairs were written on pieces of paper. 

Each slip was drawn and identified as first, second, third, fourth, fifth, sixth and seventh. 

Diana, the main office assistant, drew out a slip of paper and the information was 

recorded on my researcher notepad. The names on the paper identified the first pair, Mrs. 

Martin and Mr. Foster. I met with Mrs. Martin and Mr. Foster, reporting that their names 

were drawn as the circle group of study. I explained the study and their involvement and 

answered any questions they had. The two circle group leaders were given two days to 

decide if they were willing to participate. When I met with them two days later, they 

accepted. If they had declined, I would have asked the next pair on the list. 

Participants included 20 students: six Primary Pod students (grades K-1), four 

Intermediate Pod students (grades 2-3), three Upper Intermediate Pod students (grades 4-

5), and seven Middle School students (3 in grade 6, and 4 in grades 7-8). Two certified 

teachers, Mrs. Martin and Mr. Foster, participated as circle group leaders. 

Parents of circle group students also participated in the study. Because of one pair 

of brothers and one pair of sisters in circle group, there were 18 possible parent 

participants, and 12 were represented in the study. School personnel participated through 

interviews. Ten of the ten certified classroom teachers participated. Nine support 

personnel also participated: the media specialist, Spanish instructor, playground 

supervisor, custodian, tutor, special education assistant, itinerant music instructor, main 
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office assistant and administrative assistant. Of the 25 regular school personnel, 19 

participated in the study. 

Participants were given the opportunity to select a pseudonym used for 

identification during the detailed written description reflected in the ethnography. If 

participants did not select a pseudonym, I assigned one. All student participants selected 

a pseudonym, while all adult participants were assigned a pseudonym. 

Gaining Entry 

Gaining entry and building trust started with my initial contact with Stephanie 

Grant, a middle school teacher. Then I made a formal presentation to the Woods Learning 

Center administrative team during a Friday meeting on May 25, 2007, about four months 

before data collection began. I outlined the study, addressed their participation questions 

and explained potential benefits. Questions and comments followed, with a verbal 

agreement from the administrative team members present to participate in the study, 

which would begin during the fall 2007 semester. I obtained a letter of support from the 

school. See Appendix A for a copy of the letter. Additional conversations in August with 

select staff members led to the process of circle group selection for the ethnography. 

Throughout the year long study, I worked to build trust and keep access open. I shared 

and distributed the University of Wyoming Institutional Review Board’s approval and 

consent forms with the administrative team and with the director of assessment in the 

school district, securing permission from district officials and extending entry to the 

school district. See Appendix B for the Institutional Review Board proposal.  
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Informed Consent 

 With the 20 circle group participants selected, at the end of the next circle group 

meeting in the Primary Pod classroom, I met with the participants. The students and I sat 

on the carpeted area, surrounded on two sides by low bookcases. I stated that I was 

interested in understanding what occurred during circle group and explained the research 

study in language they would understand. Next, I read aloud the consent forms, also 

constructed to be age-appropriate. Informed consent and assent for students required 

signatures from the student and the parent. The assent form was stapled on the top of the 

consent form for parents and was sent home with the students. All twenty student 

participants returned assents and consents from parents. All school personnel returned 

consent forms. All but one parent consented to participate in interviews. See Appendix B 

for the consent forms and Institutional Review Board for Research Involving Human 

Subjects documents. 

Ethical Considerations 
 

 Ethical considerations center on the participants’ rights, interests and privacy 

(Spradley, 1979) as well as my responsibility to the research process. As explained earlier 

in the chapter, all research participants signed informed consents or assents. Included in 

the form was the purpose and objective of the study, risks and benefits of participation, 

steps taken to assure privacy, the expected end product and how the information will be 

shared with others. As stated, I afforded the participants the opportunity to select a 

pseudonym for the study. I kept raw data in a locked room with identifying material. Data 

will be kept for a period of seven years and then destroyed. 
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Setting 

In the multiage, multiability context of study, circle group exists within a larger 

multiage context at Woods Learning Center, a public school of choice. Woods Learning 

Center is one of two K-8 schools in the large school district, which serves approximately 

11,500 students. The context of circle group, Woods Learning Center and the school 

district contributed to the significance of the research. I will describe each of these 

contexts in the following sections. 

Local School District 

Natrona County School District #1, located in Casper, Wyoming, is a district in 

which all schools are schools of choice. The district self-identified as an open enrollment 

district. Open enrollment allows parents to select schools for their children from within 

the district. Each year, the school district distributes detailed publications for parents to 

utilize in the January school selection process. Parents and prospective students are 

encouraged to visit the schools during orientations and open-house activities. The 

selection process is a lively one, with students and parents attending evening 

presentations provided by host school personnel. Final decisions regarding a family’s top 

three choices are registered online through the district’s centralized enrollment process. 

Several months later, the district notifies families about final enrollments.  

The myriad of curricular programs, teaching styles, strategies and techniques, 

structures within schools and extracurricular opportunities define schools. In 2006, the 

district established an essential curriculum that all schools follow (natronaschools.org, 

2008). This creates a consistency in the content learned, though instructional processes 
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may differ. All schools are required to disaggregate assessment data to shape instruction, 

school improvement goals, and measure the progress of students. To support the first and 

second goals of the district, which are a) reflecting improving student achievement and b) 

a system which monitors positive and productive interactions, the district classifies 

schools according to each school’s efforts to maintain or improve individual student 

achievement. Based on state and district assessments, schools are classified as focused, 

unclassified and excelling. To achieve excelling status, schools must be performing at a 

high level on assessment scores juried by district personnel. Woods Learning Center 

earned excelling status in the elementary grades for reading and writing, while the Middle 

School earned this distinction in math, reading and writing for the 2007-2008 school 

year, and was honored at a district ceremony in the spring of 2009. 

The School: Woods Learning Center 

Because of the district’s open enrollment philosophy, the parents choose the 

learning environment of Woods Learning Center for their children. The foundational 

principles of student choice and participation, community, cooperation, and shared 

responsibility for learning are publicized in district booklets, school pamphlets and in the 

Woods Learning Center Handbook. Due to the small size, 17 students per grade level, a 

waiting list is kept for each grade level. When openings in classrooms occur, the first 

name on the waiting list is contacted. A waiting list of 15 students for each grade level is 

typical during most school years. 

Founded by a team of five teachers 17 years ago, Woods Learning Center is a K-8 

school comprised of four pods: Primary (grades K-1), Intermediate (grades 2-3), Upper 
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Intermediate (grades 4-5) and Middle School (grades 6-8). Pods are multiage 

communities of 34 children and two certified teachers who work as a team. Curriculum is 

theme-based with student projects and presentations being a constant through the 

school’s history. Performance assessments and non-traditional assessments, such as an in-

house writing assessment and project evaluations, document student growth and are 

placed in portfolios. The portfolios are shared with parents during student-led 

conferences three times a year.  

Woods has been a member of the League of Democratic Schools since 2006-

2007. The League of Democratic Schools originated in 2004 with the guidance of John I. 

Goodlad and supported by the Institute for Educational Inquiry, based in Seattle. The 

League’s purpose is to promote the professional development of teachers who are 

focused on helping students become successful participants in a democratic society. 

Schools belonging to the League of Democratic Schools, such as Woods Learning 

Center, work toward the following characteristics: a) democratic purpose, b) student 

achievement, c) ongoing professional development, and d) approaches to learning and 

personalization (http://ieiseattle.org/LODS_twopage_Sept2008.pdf). 

Additional features implemented at the school include a strong belief in parental 

involvement, exemplified in documentation of volunteer hours and the frequent presence 

of parents in all areas and classrooms in the school. Woods Learning Center replaces a 

principal with an administrative team. The team meets on Friday afternoons to make 

decisions, address issues and perform administrative duties. This team is explained in 
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detail in chapter four. The last unique feature of the school is circle group, which is 

detailed next. 

Circle Groups at Woods Learning Center  

The purpose of circle groups is to provide a smaller setting for K-8 interactions 

focusing on school-wide enrichment activities, community building, cooperative learning 

and community service. Smaller multiage groups, circle groups, meet weekly during the 

school year. These are seven groups of 20-21 students from kindergarten through eighth 

grade. Two school personnel members are assigned to each group.  

 At the beginning of the 2007-2008 school year, teachers added a feature to circle 

groups. That feature was a spiral notebook in which group members record questions, 

issues or concerns that they had regarding their school. Then circle group leaders guide 

student discussion about the entries, including the decision-making process and possible 

answers for each issue, concern or question. The decision-making and possible answers 

may lie with the students at Woods Learning Center, the school administration (the 

administrative team of school personnel), the school district or even the community.  

Data Sources 

 Data sources included audiotaped and transcribed interviews of children, school 

personnel and parents. It also included observational fieldnotes and videotapes of circle 

group meetings. Throughout the study, I collected artifacts and made copies of circle 

group and school materials.  
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Interviewing 

 The interviews began October 8, 2007, and ended February 27, 2008. My intent in 

interviewing was to gather information in the participants’ own words. This led to my 

deeper understanding of phenomena occurring in circle group. Interviews were semi-

structured, allowing the participants to respond and talk freely. Interviews with the 

children, specifically the young children, occurred in small groups. Conducting 

interviews in small groups or pairs has been successful for many researchers, providing a 

comfortable format, allowing conversation with other children, encouraging social 

interaction and letting children control the content and level of questioning (Graue & 

Walsh, 1995). Spradley (1979) suggests three types of questions for an ethnographic 

interview: descriptive, structural and contrast questions. I asked descriptive questions, 

which provided a sample of the participant’s language. For example, I started by 

prompting, “Tell me what you like about circle groups.” Other questions were structural, 

seeking to discover how participants organize their knowledge, such as, “What are all the 

different things you do in circle group?” A third type of question I utilized was a contrast 

question, allowing the meaning (or meanings) of a term to be revealed in the participants’ 

language. An example is, “What is the difference between playing games in circle group 

and playing games in your pod?”  Brantingham (2001), in her dissertation, provided 

examples of interviewer questions probing the understanding of children in a focus 

group, from a multiage Grades 4 and 5 classroom, regarding their perceptions and 

understandings of the attributes of democracy. Her work informed my interview protocol 

as well. 
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Participant interviews were conducted during lunchtime on Tuesdays from 11:30 

to 11:50 and 11:55 to 12:15. This arrangement allowed for focus group interviews with 

two student groups each week. For example, on one Tuesday, I met with the Intermediate 

students (grades 2-3) in a focus group, followed by the Primary (K-1) students. The 

following week I met with the Upper Intermediate students (grades 4-5), followed by the 

Middle School (grades 6 -8) focus group.  

Diana, the school’s lunchroom supervisor and main office assistant, aided in 

gathering students who would participate in the focus group interviews. Diana’s help 

resulted in more effective interview sessions. Diana called the children to come to the 

front of the lunch line to get their lunch tray or the lunch they brought from home. 

Participants brought their lunch to the Literacy Center, a room across the hall from the 

lunch room. A television on a cart was accessed from the primary classroom and rolled 

into the Literacy Center. My video camera was connected to the television for students to 

view video clips of the previous day’s circle group. I utilized this visual aid specifically 

to help the younger children, which provided context for interviews (Browning & Hatch, 

1995). Interviews continued as I met with student focus groups every day after circle 

group, until no new information emerged.  

I conducted paired interviews with the two teacher leaders after each circle group 

meeting, following school dismissal at 3:15. These were brief, open-ended interviews 

lasting approximately 20 to 30 minutes, regarding circle group that day. One longer 

paired interview of 72 minutes occurred with the two circle group leaders. Two 
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individual debriefing interviews of 30 minutes each occurred separately due to the illness 

of the other circle group leader.  

Interviews with the remaining Woods Learning Center school personnel occurred 

in focus groups of three to six people. The interviews occurred prior to or after school 

hours and during an hour-long lunch period. Interview protocol reflecting questions of 

teachers’ perceptions and understandings of the multiage context and the interactions of 

older and younger children informed my structured interviews (Kinsey, 2000).  

Finally, I interviewed 15 parents whose children were in the selected circle group. 

The parent focus groups met in four separate sessions. Three were scheduled in February 

for evening times, and one after school, in February to accommodate most peoples’ work 

schedules. Questions seeking parent perspective on their child’s experience as an older 

student or a younger student in a multiage setting were asked (Byrnes, Shuster & Jones, 

1994). 
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Table 1 summarizes the observations and interviews.  

 
Table 1. Data table summarizing data sources, participants, frequency and time of 
engagement. 
 
Data sources, dates, durations and topics tabulated in detail may be examined in 

Appendix C.  

I audiotaped all of the interviews with a standard-sized tape recorder. The tapes 

were transcribed within a two-week timeframe by a professional transcriber. I listened to 

the tapes again while reading the typed transcript, making any edits or clarifications that 

were needed. 

Videotaping 

 To videotape the weekly, 30-40 minute circle group meetings, I utilized a Sony 

digital video camera on a tripod. The video camera was also hand-held at times, as I 

observed smaller groups engaged in circle group activities. This decision is supported by 

Data Source Participants Frequency Time 
Observations 20 children 

2 teacher leaders 
13 sessions 35-40 minutes 

Interviews 
1. Circle group debrief 

 
2. Primary focus group 
3. Intermediate focus 

group 
4. Upper Intermediate 

focus group 
5. Middle School focus 

group 
6. School personnel focus 

group 
7. Parent focus group 

 
2 teacher leaders 
 
6 students (K-1) 
4 students (2-3) 
3 students (4-5) 
 
7 students (6-8) 
 
3-6 school 
personnel 
3-6 parents 

 
13 sessions 
1 session 
6 sessions 
6 sessions 
2 sessions 
 
3 sessions 
 
4 sessions 
 
4 sessions 

 
15-40 min. 
72 min. 
10-15 min. 
10-15 min. 
16-20 min. 
 
15-30 min. 
 
30-52 min. 
 
31-53 min. 
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Ting’s (1998) work with young children, considering three factors when videotaping: 

least obtrusive, best view and clear sound. Videotaping started in October, 2007, and 

ended in February, 2008. I revisited and viewed the videotapes for a more global 

perspective of the circle group experience. I also identified vignettes during this review. 

Specific video vignettes were used as a visual aid for students during the Tuesday 

lunchtime interviews. The video camera was connected to a television for viewing. For 

example, I showed the beginning of a circle group activity, and said to the focus group of 

children, “Tell me about.…” I labeled, dated and stored each tape chronologically in a 

clear plastic container, along with the labeled and dated audiotapes. 

Fieldnotes 

 Fieldnotes were the notes I took on everything I saw, heard and experienced. My 

goal was to make them detailed, accurate and extensive (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). The 

descriptive element of the fieldnotes recorded every detail that occurred in the circle 

group, recounting actions, capturing conversations and richly noting participants and the 

setting. These were handwritten on lined notepad paper and added to my researcher’s 

field notebook in chronological order. Then each day, following time at the research site, 

I typed the field notes and expanded, adding the expanded fieldnotes to the field 

notebook.  

The reflective component of fieldnotes emphasizes feelings, problems, ideas, 

prejudices and impressions (Kleinsasser, 2000). These comments helped me clarify 

thoughts, outlined plans for the direction of the research or questions, or made corrections 

in misconceptions. I viewed this as talking to myself, often noted in the large margin of 
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my field notebook. Memos reflecting these comments were written and added to my 

notebook. Fieldnotes also recorded any interactions or conversations with children, 

school personnel and parents that occurred outside the circle group time. Conversations 

and communication with committee members, specifically my committee chair, were 

recorded as interactions with critical friends. Meetings with another critical friend 

occurred during data collection and initial analysis. 

Artifact Analysis 

 As described above, the administrative team decided to add circle group 

notebooks at the beginning of the school year. The notebooks enabled students to record 

issues, problems, questions, or solutions about the school. For the purposes of my study, 

the notebook was a research document as well as a prompt during focus group interviews. 

I made copies of the entries to the notebook. These copies were added to files labeled 

chronologically, corresponding with dates in the research notebook. Certain activities 

within circle group generated other artifacts. For example, an art project related to the 

school-wide theme of India - a paper plate peacock - created by a student in circle group 

was collected. The peacock was dated and added to the file. Digital photographs were 

taken as well. I dated, labeled and filed each artifact. 

 As explained above, Woods Learning Center is administered by a team of school 

personnel with administrative meetings occurring every Friday afternoon. The Friday 

afternoon agenda was posted for staff to add items for discussion or action throughout the 

week. Minutes of the meeting were kept and filed by school personnel. Copies of minutes 

and agendas relating to circle groups or democratic practices were collected. Any 
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documentation generated by school personnel, for instance, newsletters, items pertaining 

to circle groups or democratic practices, were provided to me in a designated mailbox in 

the staff work room. Over the course of the study, I received 18 newsletters and two 

teacher notes in this manner. 

 To summarize, over a period of five months, I interviewed student participants, 

school personnel and parents of circle group children. Interviews were then transcribed 

and listened to along with the typed transcriptions. Videotapes and descriptive fieldnotes 

of weekly circle group meetings occurred, and tapes were viewed for interview prompts 

and extended fieldnotes. I collected a wide range of artifacts generated in circle group 

and by the school and analyzed their meaning, including circle group notebook entries.   

Data Analysis Procedures 

I am a visual learner and thinker. Being able to lay work out, move and rearrange 

it allowed me to construct a mental picture from which to work. Often, the mental picture 

would become a symbolic visual or an analogy to which I could make connections. 

Initially, I created a visual image of two circles, representing school and circle group 

stretching typical school experiences. I wrote initial themes that emerged during data 

collection in the space between, indicating that circle group allowed for participation, 

relationships, decision making and cooperation. Seeing data in multiple places, and 

manipulating them, helped my understanding. This process framed my data analysis 

procedures. 

Data analysis and interpretation occurred simultaneous with data collection. For 

example, by analyzing the interview transcriptions, I knew if I needed to schedule more 
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or different interviews with the study participants. Reading the transcriptions allowed me 

to note emerging themes and reflect on processes and initial understandings. Participant 

observation fieldnotes included observer comments that guided and directed questions or 

observations. These reflective fieldnotes were used to record my impressions and 

concerns regarding the processes observed. Memos written about specific themes that 

emerged were the basis for initial coding topics and a working visual.  

At the conclusion of data collection, I collapsed the data into one large data set, 

establishing a master numbering system. I read and reread the entire collection of 

transcripts, reflective fieldnotes and memos for a sense of the whole. I noted possible 

larger themes and categories. Smaller data sets of circle group participants, parents and 

school personnel were created. I developed initial coding categories as they emerged 

from the data, which reflects participants’ definitions and understandings. Color coding 

of these smaller data sets occurred for the initial themes of relationships, participation, 

cooperation, decision making and emotions.  

Junehaui Ahn’s (2007) ethnography illustrates how a phrase becomes a code as 

preschoolers gained authority with regard to gender. A specific phrase and varying 

definitions for having a close friend in circle group emerged, called a buddy. I utilized the 

phrase “I Have a Buddy” for a category under the larger theme of nurturing relationships.  

After my initial analysis identified three core themes, I utilized focused coding, 

looking at the data with critical lenses, seeking new insight, connections or undiscovered 

subthemes (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995). I identified three themes within the data, 

resulting in the process of circle group and the products of circle group. I identified all 
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data segments within the master numbering system, identifying the source of the data 

(Brantingham, 2001; Corsaro, 1981). For example: CGDI (circle group debriefing 

interview), PFG (primary focus group) or FN (fieldnotes). To aid the reader, data codes 

utilized in the following findings chapters are: O (observation), I (interview), FN 

(fieldnotes) and A (artifact). Analysis resulted in two themes, comprised of four 

categories.  

Trustworthiness 

 Trustworthiness in qualitative research is what internal and external validity and 

reliability are to quantitative research. Trustworthiness establishes with the audience that 

the findings of a study are worth paying attention to (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Four 

dimensions of trustworthiness are: credibility, transferability, dependability and 

confirmability (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Mathison, 1988; Shenton, 2004).  

 Credibility relates to internal validity, specifically related to the way I arrived at 

my inferences and understandings. Built into the study’s design are three techniques that 

address credibility: critical friends, member checks and triangulation of data. Each 

contributes to the study’s credibility. 

Two critical friends (debriefers) were consultants for debriefing during data 

collection and analysis. They helped me clarify methodological issues and ongoing 

analysis. Also, the debriefers helped to explore interpretations of the data in relation to 

child development, social emotional learning and democratic classroom practices. I 

scheduled meetings for debriefing sessions. One critical friend was a former teacher at 

Woods Learning Center, one of the founders, and was currently working as an 
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administrator in a private school in the city. Her knowledge of multiage, developmentally 

appropriate practices, circle group and her historical perspective were invaluable. The 

second critical friend was a colleague at Casper College, my work place, whose strength 

is in child development and developmental psychology. She was interested in the study 

and the methods used, as she uses qualitative methods in instructional and 

assessment/evaluation roles in her courses. Both individuals are external to the study. 

Member checks occurred with Mrs. Martin and Mr. Foster, the two teacher 

leaders of the circle group. They read and reviewed my findings, looking for factual 

accuracy as well as interpretational integrity. Member checks revealed the need for some 

corrections (March 28 & 29, 2009). The teachers clarified the number of administrative 

team members, the range of students in circle group and corrected the circle group 

meeting time. Neither teacher challenged or further clarified any of the interpretations or 

analyses. Mrs. Martin reported that she enjoyed reading the document (March 28, 2008). 

Mr. Foster found the analogy of recess rules issues and speedsters in the community 

interesting, concluding that he liked how the circle group translated to the larger society 

(March 29, 2009). 

Triangulation, another source of credibility, occurred through multiple data 

sources. Specifically, participant observation field notes, interviews, and materials from 

the school and circle group. These multiple sources led to interpretations that resulted in 

convergence, inconsistency or contradiction (Mathison, 1988). 

The rich descriptions of circle group interactions, as well as multiage and 

democracy as they are defined at Woods Learning Center, will inform others, thus 
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providing the transferability. Finally, dependability and confirmability are addressed 

through my research design and descriptions of research procedures, as well as my 

interpretations, findings and recommendations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

Summary 

 This chapter overviews the research design, accentuating ethnography methods. 

The participants section highlights the selection process identifying the circle group of 

study. Students, school personnel and parents participated. It also included informed 

consent and ethical considerations in regards to conducting research with young children 

in a public school context. The description of the settings of the school district, Woods 

Learning Center and circle groups provided an in-depth sociocultural context. Lastly, 

data sources, data collection procedures and data analysis were chronicled. These 

portrayed methodological procedures, supporting the credibility and trustworthiness of 

the study’s design. 

 The following chapter provides detail about the evolution of circle groups at 

Woods Learning Center. I explain the processes and purposes of creating circle groups. 

Then, the teacher-led activities utilized in circle group are illuminated and the rotation of 

the activities is described to aid in replication. 
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CHAPTER IV 
 

THE CONTEXT AND FEATURES OF CIRCLE GROUP 
AT WOODS LEARNING CENTER 

 
The school is easy to miss from the street. Built on a slope, the flat-roofed brown 

brick school sits down from the street. Hidden behind the building is a large playground, 

housing play equipment, a blacktop area for basketball, and a steep grassy slope. Flower 

beds line the entry way of the school, hosting an engraved rock declaring it Joe’s Garden. 

This reflects the history of the building’s initial students. Students attending the building 

when it was known as AJ Woods School were identified as multiply involved special 

needs children. Joe attended school at the building prior to the district incorporating 

students into schools throughout the community. So, in August of 1991, the building 

became Woods Learning Center.  

 

Figure 1: Photograph of the entrance to Woods Learning Center. 
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From the outside, the building resembles a typical school. Walk through the doors 

and the inside is quite surprising. The foyer is set up like a living room, boasting a large 

overstuffed couch, end tables and lamps. The main office assistant sits behind a long 

brown counter facing the entry doors. A greeting or acknowledgement follows for all 

who enter. The physical environment is warm and welcoming. Students and teachers 

learning together has been occurring for 16 years. What this learning looks like and how 

students and teachers interact with one another is described, analyzed and presented in 

this ethnography.  

This chapter examines the context and features of circle group. First, a historical 

perspective provides background for understanding the evolution of circle group. The 

features of circle group include a description of theme-based learning activities. Then, the 

teacher-led activities are illustrated, followed by description of the systematic 

organization and rotation of the circle group tubs. Last, I describe the circle group 

notebook which provides a place for students to record school issues, concerns or 

suggestions.  

Circle Group at Woods Learning Center 

“…You walk into a circle group and everybody’s like, this is who we are and this is what 
we do here.” (Interview with a parent, February 18, 2008, p. 8) 
 
 This small, K-8 school was founded and structured on specific beliefs about 

teaching and learning. One such structure is the administrative team which replaces a 

principal. This team meets every Friday afternoon to make decisions and address issues 

relating to the functioning of the school. The Woods Learning Center administrative team 
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is comprised of school personnel, both certified and classified. Ten teachers who hold 

valid teaching certificates through the state’s Professional Teaching Standards Board and 

are on nine-month salaried teaching contracts comprise the certified school personnel. 

Certified school personnel administrative team members are teachers for each multiage 

classroom, or pod (e.g., K-1, 2-3, 4-5, 6-8). The middle level pod, serving students grades 

six through eight, consists of three certified teachers. The tenth certified teacher is the 

special education teacher. Classified school personnel complete the administrative team. 

This group includes an administrative assistant, instructional facilitator, media specialist 

and a special education classroom assistant who have contracts for a certain number of 

hours a week at a specific dollar amount per hour. Friday administrative meetings are 

included in their weekly hours. Mr. Foster, one of the teachers, describes the commitment 

given by the Woods Learning Center school personnel: 

Because we are who we are, there’s tremendous buy in from the staff and we are 
so dedicated and we are so committed to making it work. Not having a principal 
makes a difference because we have to meet every Friday and we have to make 
decisions and when we make those decisions it’s not somebody telling us that this 
is what you will do. It is us saying this is what we will do. I think we are in 
agreement about essential things and try to make sure that we’re held responsible 
(I, Feb. 4, 2008, p.10).  

  
 The administrative team takes a retreat each fall to focus on essential elements of 

the school and work on school improvement goals. The retreat takes place out of town, 

involving two overnight stays and a day of meetings. Woods Learning Center is 

obligated, like all schools in the Natrona County School District, to analyze results from 

standardized tests and other assessments to make decisions. For example, setting school 

improvement goals or changing curriculum is a data driven decision made by the 
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administrative team. The school’s high test scores consistently lead at the district-, as 

well as state-level. Part of retreat planning is spent creating circle groups that will meet 

throughout the school year. This circle group selection process was delineated in specific 

detail in Chapter 3.  

History of Circle Groups 

When Woods Learning Center began in the fall of 1991 it was a K-6 school. 

Circle groups also were only K-6. Circle groups were part of the original proposal written 

by five district teachers and submitted to the school board for approval. These founders 

visited schools in the Denver area, and saw a similar concept during the visit. As Mr. 

Foster reflects,  

I remember in our early days, this was actually an activity or event that was 
picked from one of the schools that was visited by the original founders and they 
saw this somewhere and they thought maybe we’ll bring it back here and maybe 
we can do this. (I, Feb. 4, 2008, p. 8) 

 
In 1995, Grade 7 was added and Grade 8 was added in 1996. At that time, circle 

groups still involved only the kindergarten through sixth grade students (Appendix D– 

Brief History of Woods document). At the time, school personnel were not sure how 

appropriate circle group would be for middle level students. It was the students who had 

been involved in circle groups for years, who changed the make-up of circle groups to 

include older students. Stephanie, a middle school teacher, states how this change 

occurred. 

When we first started the middle school, we didn’t include middle school students 
at all…the first year or two. Then one of our students (grade 7-8) finally said to 
us, “We want to be part of it.” So that was student driven to include them in it. 
Because we felt that it was too difficult, perhaps. Perhaps they wouldn’t be able to 
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handle it, or that there was too big of a discrepancy in age at the time. The 
students expressed the desire to be included in the circle groups. (I, Nov. 29, 
2007, p. 3) 

 
Circle groups have changed in other ways throughout the years as well. The make 

up of the groups were at times a smaller group of 10-11 students with one adult leader. 

Melissa, the special education teacher, remembered, “We used to have it where we were 

one circle group leader with one small little group and that didn’t work as well” (I, Nov. 

28, 2007, p. 15). Mr. Foster echoed her statement about having 11 children in group with 

one leader. He added, “There’s never been two years in a row where they [circle groups] 

have been the same” (I, Feb. 5, 2008, p.8). School personnel included student input and 

teacher reflection to alter the size and composition of circle group. 

The focus or emphasis of the circle groups also changed over the years. Some 

years there was very little focus or emphasis and disconnected from curricular goals. 

Each pair of leaders was responsible for planning the activity they did during circle 

group. As Colleen, the administrative assistant recalled, “I can remember early on when 

five minutes before circle groups we would go, ‘Oh, my gosh it’s time for circle group!  

What are we going to do?’” (I, Nov. 28, 2007, p. 15). The activities included: talking and 

discussing, baking, making crafts or playing games. Mrs. Martin reflected about circle 

group in the early years. 

I think we’ve gotten better over time with the kids. We used to just meet and 
every group did their own thing. It was hard because it was just another thing we 
had to think about and plan every week. Some were really good about planning 
and other groups would just sit and talk. Some of the kids started not to like circle 
group very much. It depended on what group they were in. And then it would be 
unfair, because some groups would come back with cookies and they’re like, 
“Well how come we didn’t get cookies today?”  (I, Feb. 4, 2008, p. 6) 
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 Circle group changed and evolved over time at Woods Learning Center. School 

personnel listened to middle level students and then included the older students in circle 

group. These students were participants as K-6 students and desired to be included. This 

exemplifies honoring voice of students and including students in decision making. 

Teachers viewed the smaller groups with one adult leader as ineffective and another 

activity to plan. This resulted in inequity in student experiences, and some students stated 

a dislike for circle group. 

Establishing Circle Groups 

Some years ago, it became the tradition of Woods Learning Center that on the 

first Monday after retreat, a school assembly brought students and teachers together in the 

school’s media center. The students were told who would lead their group and who 

would be in their circle group. It was also announced where the circle group would meet 

each Monday. Then, students and circle group leaders would go to the meeting area 

together and engage in an activity that lent itself to getting to know individuals in the 

newly formed group. For example, two students might share with each other their names 

and two favorite foods. Then, they might introduce their partner to the circle group by 

telling the group who the student was and what his or her two favorite foods were. About 

this process, Paul, a teacher, states, 

I think initially the first couple weeks it seems very contrived that we’re forcing 
these people together. But after two or three meetings, it’s much more for want of 
a better analogy, almost like the family dinner where we all get together and see 
what’s going on in each other’s lives. (I, Dec. 3, 2007, p. 2)  
 

Features of Circle Group 
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 Circle group is comprised of specific features designed to benefit students and 

teachers in both curricular and practical ways. Teacher-led activities created and stored in 

tubs are theme-based and consistent in content for each circle group. The tubs system 

contains necessary materials and was implemented through a rotation schedule that all the 

circle group leaders followed. During the year of the research study, circle group 

notebooks were added as an avenue for students to practice using their voice by writing 

in the notebooks. 

During the span of the research study, circle groups met on Monday afternoons 

from 2:30 until 3:05. Groups met every week, except the weeks that had fewer than five 

school days or weeks designated for district-wide testing. A master calendar in the main 

office, posted on the door near the staff mailboxes, helped school personnel know which 

Mondays circle groups would meet. A circle on the Monday indicated circle group time. 

A circle with a line through it indicated circle groups would not meet that day. 

Organization of teacher-led activities. 

 School personnel organized circle group activities based on a year-long study of a 

country involving projects and units of inquiry. The country corresponded to a National 

Geographic Society educational project, allowing access to additional resources. India 

was the country examined through the duration of the research study. School personnel 

brainstormed ideas for circle group tubs, featuring India, and also materials related to a 

community service project. Mrs. Martin, a teacher, confirmed that ideas were exchanged 

during Friday meetings or through school email. “We usually all come up with ideas (I, 

Feb. 4, 2008, p. 7). 
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Tubs contained essential materials and a written explanation of the learning 

activity. The activities were open-ended and engaging for all levels of learners. Examples 

of tubs relating to the theme of India included one tub with a children’s literature book 

about a woman’s sari, and various patterned cloths for students to wrap saris or turbans 

(FN, Nov. 5, 2007). Another tub featured tagboard geometric cut outs and colored 

sidewalk chalk. After a short explanation of floor rugs, with detailed pictures of woven 

rugs from India, leaders discussed patterns and repeating patterns. Students used the 

templates to create a rug-like design with sidewalk chalk (FN, Oct. 29, 2007). A third 

example of tub contents was Parcheesi, the national game of India (FN, Oct. 15, 2007 & 

Jan. 14, 2008). Teacher-led activities are theme-based and expand students’ knowledge 

about the world and its cultures. Figure 2 portrays a student in the dress of India. 

 

Figure 2. Teacher-led activity reflecting the dress of India, the country of study. 
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During the research study, students completed a community service project that 

involved the designing of birthday bags. These decorated white paper bags would be 

delivered by volunteers for Meals On Wheels, a community-wide food program for 

senior citizens (FN, Jan. 28, 2008). Mr. Foster states, “It seems like we have a perpetual 

community service project. It’s placemats, or birthday bags or whatever. It seems like 

there’s always one of those in the selection of kits” (I, Feb. 4, 2008, p. 8). Teacher-led 

activities also connected the students to their community. 

Circle group tubs. 

From fall of 2005 to the time of the ethnography, school personnel used a kit or 

tub system for circle groups, stored in the staff lunchroom. The tubs contained all of the 

necessary materials for circle group. A rotation schedule was posted and disseminated so 

circle group leaders knew what tub they were using each Monday. See Appendix E for a 

sample of the circle group rotation schedule.  

Ten large, clear, plastic totes with lids were purchased. These clear plastic tubs 

varied in size. Some were large and deep, an 18 gallon storage box. Others were smaller 

or shallower, a 25 quart tub. These large tubs were stored in a central place at the school, 

a small-sized room used for band, staff lunchroom and small group breakout sessions. 

This made it easy for circle group leaders to check the chart posted in the room and inside 

the cupboards for the circle group tub they had that week. The whole tub went with the 

leaders to their meeting place. After circle group was over, the tubs were returned to the 

storage room for the next week. For example, the tub exploring repeating patterns and rug 

patterns of India included these materials: copied papers showing rugs made in India 
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illustrating patterns and colors, twelve large tagboard template shapes that were diamond, 

oval, heart, arrow, leaf, triangle, and rectangle-shaped, five containers of large diameter 

sidewalk chalk consisting of 15 various colors. 

Each year, certain administrative team members volunteered to manage the tub set 

ups. During the year of the research study, the set up was completed by the media 

specialist and a special education classroom assistant. If supplies ran low, circle group 

leaders made note and additional supplies were added by the volunteers. Mrs. Martin, a 

teacher, stated, “I think we try to rotate so it’s not the same people always doing it, but it 

seems like it’s been Kay and Joyce this year” (I, Feb. 4, 2008, p. 7). Mr. Foster, a middle 

school teacher, echoed her thoughts. 

We usually try to put some accountability on ourselves to try to come up with 
something, some sort of idea. I think sometimes we’ve been scrambling at the 
very end trying to come up with one or two more kits. Kay and Joyce are mostly 
responsible… Colleen works pretty hard trying to put those together, too. (I, Feb. 
4, 2008, p. 7) 

 
Preplanning, a systematic rotation and ready-to-implement activities in tubs made 

circle groups easier for the leaders and insured a more consistent experience for the 

students. Staff members confirmed that the new system of organization had been 

beneficial. Colleen, the administrative assistant, liked the tub system. She believed it 

allowed the leaders to know what they were doing and the planning is taken care of (I, 

Nov. 28, 2007). Mrs. Martin explained that the tub made it easier for the teachers. “All 

we have to do is just go down and get the tub and we read ahead a little bit to make sure 

we know what we’re doing” (I, Feb. 4, 2008, p. 6). Stephanie, a middle school teacher 
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agreed that the tubs helped the circle group leaders by having circle group time planned 

ahead. 

It was very difficult when we had to come up with our own plans. It was very 
stressful on the teachers involved. Sometimes it resulted in less equitable 
situations around the building for kids. We’re getting pretty darn good (she 
concludes while laughing). (I, Nov. 28, 2007, p. 15) 

The preplanned, pre-made and ready-to-implement tubs aided the circle group leaders. 

Through this approach, circle group students encountered equitable experiences in the 

group activities, as well. 

Circle group notebook. 
 
 New to circle groups the year of the research study was the addition of a circle 

group notebook. The notebook was spiral bound and had a pen connected to it with 

string. Attached to the inside cover of the notebook was a script. See Appendix F for an 

example of the Circle Group Script for Notebooks. The script explained that at Woods 

Learning Center, it was important for everyone to have a voice. The notebook provided 

students a weekly opportunity during circle group to write down any concerns, questions 

or suggestions for the school. Then, as needed, circle group leaders would lead a 

discussion and take ideas, questions and suggestions back to the administrative team. The 

script ended with this statement, “Some weeks your group may not have anything to say 

in the notebook, but it is important to let your voice be heard – so please be good 

participants. You will be practicing democracy!” (A, Oct. 15, 2007). School personnel 

demonstrated a commitment to the principles of democracy and the League of 

Democratic Schools with the addition of the notebook, exemplified in the notebook 

script.  
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Figure 3 shows a young student writing in the notebook. 

 

Figure 3. Student writing an entry in the circle group notebook. 

 In summary, the students benefited experiencing theme-based learning activities 

that were consistent in the content and provided equal opportunity. A system of tubs with 

a rotating schedule assisted teachers and students in creating a more equitable experience. 

Circle group notebooks were added as another avenue for students to practice their 

voices. Students would write concerns, questions and suggestions regarding school to be 

shared in the group.  

Summary 
 
 Woods Learning Center created the context for circle group by integrating 

students kindergarten through eighth-grade. An administrative team of 14 school 

personnel were the decision-making body, replacing a principal with the decision makers 
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meeting every Friday. Taking on administrative responsibilities represented a 

commitment beyond the normally required duties. The group met in a yearly retreat, 

during which school improvement goals were set and circle groups created. 

 Over the years, circle groups evolved. An important change occurred when 

middle level students asked to be included with their K-6 counterparts. Over time, the 

size of the groups changed as did the teachers’ planning strategies. At the beginning of 

the school year, in an assembly resembling an important social ceremony, teachers 

announced circle group membership, the teacher leaders, and each group’s meeting place.

 Designed and modified over the years by the teachers, features of circle group 

include teacher-led activities, circle group tubs and circle group notebook. Teacher-led 

activities during circle group are theme-based and reflect a community service project. 

The necessary materials are stored in plastic containers called tubs which are rotated 

according to a system and a schedule. Circle group notebooks offer students a chance to 

ask questions, raise concerns or offer solutions by writing in the notebook. 

 Woods Learning Center personnel thoughtfully designed the structure, types of 

activities and grouping for their students. As members of the League of Democratic 

Schools, Woods Learning Center demonstrates a commitment to democratic principles by 

adding the notebook for students’ concerns, questions and suggestions. In addition, the 

care and creation of the system of teacher-led activities contained in tubs offers equal 

opportunities to each student in the school. 
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In the next chapter, the first theme, opportunities to practice nurturing 

relationships is detailed. The carefully planned teacher-led activities engage the multiage, 

multiability students, and the interactions result in various outcomes.  
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CHAPTER V 
 

FINDINGS: 
 OPPORTUNITIES TO PRACTICE NURTURING RELATIONSHIPS 

 
 The weekly, grade K-8 circle groups resulted in more than completing the 

teacher-led activity. The students and teacher leaders shaped the group experience 

through their interactions, language and decisions. Analyses of the ethnographic data 

centered on two themes evidencing the way children in circle group come to construct 

and understand social emotional learnings. First, students experienced opportunities to 

practice nurturing relationships. Five categories illustrate the theme of nurturing 

relationships: a) sense of self and others; b) learning to be a friend; c) I have a buddy; d) 

working with and helping others; and e) establishing acceptance during circle groups. 

Then, explored in chapter 6, the second theme of opportunities to practice exercising 

voice is illustrated through three categories: a) participating at a level of competence; b) 

expressing voice in written form; and c) listening to others’ voice and one’s inner voice. 

 The following vignette illuminates nurturing relationships in a multiage setting. 

The students gathered on the rug area of the classroom, an area measuring about 
twenty feet by twenty feet, and sectioned off on two sides by low bookshelves. The 
four middle school students - Jim, Steve, Ross and Sadie- stood on the tile near 
the door addressing the circle group. Each told the group about an aspect of Fall 
Fun Fair, the Middle School fundraiser held at school that evening. They 
reminded the younger students of the time it started, encouraged them to wear a 
costume, explained what games were being offered and in what room, and what 
food would be available in the lunchroom for them to eat. Mr. Foster told the 
circle group students they would be walking down the hall and out the front door 
to the large walkway. The repeating patterns they would make to look like rugs of 
India would be created with chalk in that area. 
 
Lionel, a tall sixth-grade boy with short, clippered black hair stood up. His 
Pittsburg Steelers jersey with the name Polamalu and number forty-three was 
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grabbed lightly in the back. Ben, a third-grader held on with his right hand 
indicating he was with Lionel. Luke, a fellow third-grader also held on to Lionel’s 
jersey. Luke’s left hand swept around Ben and grabbed on to the jersey on the 
left, encompassing Ben in his arms. Ben rubbed his palm on the small of Lionel’s 
back. The three boys walked out of the room, attached like cars of a train.  
 
Seated on the sidewalk in small groups, Lionel, Luke and Ben trace a triangle 
template with colored chalk. Luke starts by drawing a chalk line along the bottom 
of the triangle. He tosses the chalk gently into Lionel’s crossed legs. Luke leans 
close to Lionel, looks intently at his face and giggles. Lionel responds, “Are you 
done already?” He takes the chalk and finishes the two other sides of the triangle. 
(FN, Oct. 29. 2007) 

 
As illustrated in the vignette above, the circle group environment allows students 

opportunities to practice nurturing relationships. Students see circle group as a time to 

meet new students who are not in their pods. When I asked during focus group interview 

what they liked about circle groups, Luke, a third-grader explained, “The kids that we 

meet in school, we never have recesses with them” (I, Oct. 16, 2007, p. 3). First-grader 

Anna uses the opportunity to meet new people to help determine who she chooses to 

work with in circle group (I, Oct. 30, 2007). During an interview, Matthias, a fifth-grader, 

stated, “If you’re in kindergarten, you just started. Circle group helps. It does. Yeah . . . 

like I was so shy” (I, Nov. 14, 2007, p. 10). Students viewed circle groups as important 

opportunities to meet new people, even in a school as small as Woods Learning Center. 

School personnel see circle groups providing the opportunity for younger students 

and older students to interact and build connections with each other (I, Nov. 27 & 28, 

Dec. 5 & 6, 2007). Lisa, a teacher of older students, shared the story of circle group 

providing an occasion for connections. Older students, fourth- and fifth-graders, were 

watching the Primary Pod present a musical performance, and she overheard older 
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students say, “‘Oh, he’s in my circle group.’ They were picking out their family members 

amongst the primary” (I, Dec. 5, 2007, p. 3). 

Interviews with parents substantiated the importance of relationship-building 

during circle groups. Parents commented that circle groups created a unique relationship 

between the younger students and the older students. “We hear about circle groups in the 

first week or so of school every year because they come home and say, ‘Guess who’s in 

my circle?’  It’s an exciting thing because they’re with the same kids every year but the 

circle group grows with them” (I, Feb. 18, 2008, p. 2). Kurt, father of a sixth-grader, 

stated that circle groups “start to build that relationship where they know everybody in 

the school and I think it’s a great thing to do” (I, Feb. 28, 2008, p. 8).  

The age difference makes an impact on both older and younger students. Younger 

students discovered not to be afraid of older students. Shelia, a parent, recalled an 

incident after school when she picked up her children. 

There had been an older boy, like an eighth-grader, who drove up in a friend’s car 
and was using kind of violent language. It was not anything real bad, but it 
shocked me. He was just aggressive toward his friend. It shocked Lionel [then 
younger] and Liz, his twin sister, said, “Lionel, its okay. He’s in my circle group” 
(I, Feb. 18, 2008, p. 2). 
 
Shelia clarified that the exchange did not make the boy’s behavior okay. Rather, it 

illustrated that for Liz, who knew the older boy through circle group, he was okay. The 

younger students, according to a parent of a kindergartner, “love being acknowledged by 

the big kids” (I, Feb. 27, 2007, p. 1). As a teacher of older children, Kayla, said during a 

focus group interview, “They [youngers] adore middle school students” and Laura added, 

“The little kids, I don’t want to say worship in school . . . but they really do have a lot of 
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respect for them [olders].” Paul teaches young children and explained what he observes 

during circle group time. He commented on the sharing that goes on between older and 

younger students. “So, not only are they [olders] going to make sure that they [youngers] 

get a turn, they’re not going to bully their way and go more than once either” (I, Nov. 27, 

2007, pp. 9-10). 

To summarize, circle group may help prevent behaviors not productive to school 

environments or individuals, such as intimidation and bullying. Scheduled time for 

students of all grade levels, kindergarten through eighth grade, to get to know each other 

and work together, aids this prevention. Sonjia, a mother of two younger boys both at 

Woods Learning Center, stated, “I think it’s a lot easier to bully someone that you have 

absolutely no idea who they are because they’re just the young kid . . . where you’ve 

gotten to talk with them or do something with them, you start to see them as people” (I, 

Feb. 18, 2008, p. 8). Sheila, a parent of twins who are sixth-graders in the school made a 

similar observation. 

They’ll come home and say, “I met a kindergartner” and talk about it. They know 
them by name; they know everybody in the school. And there’s none of this  
“I’m an eighth-grader so I’m going to initiate you.” That’s just not part of the 
culture here. And the kids, maybe don’t notice that, but I think that’s because of 
the circle groups. (I, Feb. 18, 2008, p. 6) 

 
 Multiage groups, circle groups, afford students opportunities to develop 

relationships outside their classroom. Knowing older students makes them less scary. 

Relationships between older and younger students may prevent bullying and other 

negative social behaviors. 
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 Circle group offers the opportunity to practice nurturing relationships. It allows 

students to interact in small groups, interactions that do not occur otherwise. Students 

meet new people to make connections with the school at large. Parents and school 

personnel see the value in the relationships between older and younger students. This 

built-in older student and younger student relationship has potential implications. Dewey 

(1916/2004) believed young children learn through communication with older and mature 

others. Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal development is based on the assistance of a 

more capable other allowing an individual to perform at a higher level than without 

assistance. The multiage configuration of circle group creates a rich context for learning. 

To build relationships with others in circle group, one first must have a sense of 

who he or she is. The first category illustrates how circle group activities allow students 

to develop a sense of self and of others. 

Sense of Self and Others 

 Woods Learning Center personnel designed circle groups to encourage students to 

develop a sense of self through skills, knowledge and accomplishments. The structure of 

the school and the language used by students, school personnel and parents gave students 

a sense of self in relation to their pod, school and community. Students took on roles and 

engaged in teacher-led activities allowing this to occur. In a multiage setting, students 

have a sense of identity. 

School personnel and parents refer to students as “youngers” and “olders.” Within 

the pods, the first-year students are called youngers while the group that has been in the 

pod the year prior are called the olders, reflecting the year they have already spent in the 
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pod. For example, in the primary pod, the kindergartners are called youngers and the first 

graders are the olders, while in the intermediate pod it is the second graders who are the 

youngers and the third graders are the olders. Founders of the school intentionally 

removed grade level classifications. Shelia, a mother of sixth-grade twins makes the 

observation, “Everything seems to be done for a purpose. People explain what they do 

here. Everything was planned, and everything for a reason” (I, Feb. 18, 2008, p. 19). 

Creating a multiage learning community is purposeful, with one purpose to scaffold 

experiences nurturing every student’s sense of identity. 

Students find their identities within their pods as primary students, intermediate 

students, upper intermediate students and middle school students. Students also see 

themselves as youngers and olders within their pods. Parents and school personnel 

identify the students by pod membership and year in that pod. For example, a student 

may be a younger in Primary Pod, or an older in Upper Intermediate Pod. The pods, 

grades and identifications are illustrated in Table 2. 

Pod Name Grades within Pod Identification  
Primary Pod Kindergarten 

First Grade 
Youngers 
Olders 

Intermediate Pod Second Grade 
Third Grade 

Youngers 
Olders 

Upper Intermediate Pod Fourth Grade 
Fifth Grade 

Youngers 
Olders 

Middle School Sixth Grade 
Seventh Grade 
Eighth Grade 

Youngers 
Youngers 
Olders 

Table 2. Pod Configuration and Identification of Olders and Youngers 
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To be a younger or an older is not the only way students see themselves or others. 

The following section details ways students see themselves through their 

accomplishments, the knowledge they can identify and the roles they assume.  

Playing the game of Parcheesi reveals students’ sense of accomplishment and 

specific roles. One day I observed students sitting in a large circle on the carpeted area of 

the primary classroom. The activity in the circle group tub was Parcheesi, the national 

game of India. Mr. Foster started by explaining how the game is played. Two older boys 

expanded on his comments while showing the gameboard. He showed the gameboard 

with each corner being the starting place for a player. The players put their four game 

pieces in the corners and moved them based on the roll of the dice. According to the 

rules, a player may move one piece the total number of spaces shown on the dice or they 

may choose to divide the total number between the pieces out on the board. The goal is 

for players to move their pieces “home”, a common area for all players in the center of 

the board (FN, Oct. 15, 2007).  

When Mr. Foster asked who had played Parcheesi before, four boys in fifth, sixth 

and eighth grade, and a first-grade girl raised their hands. When Mr. Foster did not see 

the first-grader Anna’s hand, she placed her hand on his shoulder and stated, “I have 

[played before]” (FN, Oct. 15, 2007, p. 3). These five experienced students were 

instructed by Mrs. Martin to move to tables, spread out and be leaders in their smaller 

groups, helping to explain and teach other Parcheesi players. Mr. Foster and Mrs. Martin 

also joined groups. One group consisted of Jim, an eighth-grader, Todd a sixth-grader, 

Gordon a kindergartner, and Destiny a second-grader. When Gordon rolled the two dice, 
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he asked, “What’s this?” wanting to know the total. Jim responded, “Seven” and Gordon 

moved one of his game pieces seven spots (O, Oct. 15, p. 3).  

A debriefing interview with Mr. Foster and Mrs. Martin revealed what Mr. Foster 

believed occurred during the Parcheesi game. Mr. Foster explained that several older 

boys knew how to play the game, which gave them a sense of accomplishment and a 

specific role during the game. Mr. Foster played in a group with Anna, the experienced 

first-grader. 

She was pleased that she knew how to play. She played with her grandma. She 
had some knowledge that the others didn’t. She liked that role. I also think that 
Eloise, a kindergartner was a little bit intimidated at first because she was 
uncertain about what she was supposed to do, even the counting of the spaces. (I, 
Oct. 15, 2007, p. 5) 
 
Designing birthday bags for the local Meals on Wheels organization provided 

another teacher-led activity promoting identity, and a sense of self as well as others. 

Students saw themselves as capable writers and expressed themselves in the decorations 

and words on the bag. The white paper bags were to be given to senior citizens or 

homebound adults on their birthdays along with the prepared meal the organization 

furnishes. Mr. Foster wanted to convey the importance of doing quality work on the bags. 

He wanted the students to understand that they had a chance to make an impact on 

somebody’s life.  
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Figure 4 portrays students creating birthday bags. 

 

Figure 4. Circle group students developing sense of self and others through community 
service project. 
 

During my observation of the introduction to the birthday bag activity, Mr. Foster 

encouraged the students to think of the bag as a gift. Students would be giving of 

themselves through these bags. He prompted them to give of themselves through the 

spirit of kind words and kind pictures. And, if they did, “The love will come through” (O, 

Jan. 28, 2008, p. 2). In his own words, Mr. Foster explained, 

I said, “Well, remember you’re going to send the love through these bags.”  I 
want the kids to not just think we’re coloring today. I want them to realize what 
they’re doing is actually making a positive impact on somebody else down the 
line. (I, Jan. 28, 2008, p. 2) 

 
Eva, Eloise’s mother, confirmed how much of an impact the birthday bags had on her 

kindergarten daughter. “She was very taken with that. She wanted to know what Meals 
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on Wheels was. She wanted to know how they [Meals on Wheels] make sure that they 

[the senior citizens] get food. She was very excited about making the bag for someone 

special on their birthday (I, Feb. 27, 2008, p. 5). Eva also explained that Eloise loved 

Parcheesi and wanted the family to play the game with her. When Eva asked her daughter 

where she learned the game, Eloise responded, “We did it in our circle groups and the big 

kids showed us how to do it” (pp. 2-3).  

 Another set of parents, Lindsey and Chad, have two children at Woods Learning 

Center. They commented on the circle group activities that have a community service 

component to them, like the Meals on Wheels birthday bags. When asked during a parent 

focus group interview about what they heard at home regarding circle groups, Lindsey 

stated, “We actually hear a lot of giving through Woods. So, giving back to the 

community started here” (p. 5). Students in circle groups have opportunities through 

activities to impact others in the community. This develops not only a sense of self, but 

also one’s part in relation to the larger community.  

In summary, school structure of multiage pods equipped students with a sense of 

self, as youngers and olders. Students, school personnel and parents used this language of 

youngers and olders as identification. Students demonstrate identity in many groups 

within the school, including circle groups. Students also develop a sense of self through 

accomplishments, skills, knowledge and roles they played in circle group. A sense of 

others was provided through circle group as students learned from others in the group and 

gave of themselves to people in the community.  
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Circle group provides the context for students to develop a sense of self. The wide 

span of ages and abilities is critical, allowing students a larger continuum to construct 

their identities. For example, a student may not be skilled in math computation at his or 

her grade level, but in circle group during Parcheesi, counting or adding the dots on dice 

for young students equips him or her with success. Children view themselves as 

accomplished, knowledgeable and skilled thus building identity. Children who see 

themselves as a worthy individual and capable member of the group are demonstrating 

essential social skills and democratic life skills (Gartrell, 2004; Hopkins, 1999). Other 

group members may see you as the more capable peer or friend to assist and help. As 

students constructed their understandings of themselves and their relation to others, they 

also were able to build friendships. 

Learning to be a Friend 

Circle group also provided opportunities to practice nurturing relationships by 

modeling and teaching students how to be a friend across age levels. Students knew of 

characteristics and qualities other students possessed which often led to friendship. 

Students also knew that a process existed that connected friends.  

As evidenced by the circle group notebook entries as well as conversations in the 

interviews, students viewed having friends as important. Ross, a seventh-grader who has 

autism, wrote about not having friends, and wanted everyone in circle group to share a 

little about themselves (A, Nov. 26, 2007, p. 3). Elizabeth, a first-grader new to Woods 

Learning Center, wrote. “I’m new to Woods. I don’t know if I fit in” (A, Oct. 22, 2007, p. 

3). I explored these notebook entries during focus group interviews.  
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 Students explained the process of making friends. Luke is a third-grader. He 

responded to my inquiry about ways to make friends by informing me that first you 

worked together and then you started to play with each other. After people played with 

each other and had a good time together, they became friends. Star, a second-grader, 

added that sometimes you just “take to each other and help each other out” (I, Dec. 4, 

2007, p. 8). The youngest students shared that they talked to new people and asked if they 

want to be friends. Eloise, a first-grader, added that they could be best friends, which she 

described as you like them more than friends. Joe, a first-grader, said to make friends he 

played with them. Kindergartener Gordon stated, “I may have friends because I be nice to 

them and they be nice to me. I just said, ‘Hey, want to be my friend?’” (p. 2).  

Characteristics or qualities of friends were explained by students as well. Talon, 

in kindergarten, informed the K-1 focus group that to have friends you had to be nice. 

When I asked what being nice looks like, Talon said they would be playing with each 

other and playing by the rules. Eloise added that one would see kids talking nice and not 

fighting with each other (I, Dec. 4, 2007).  

 In the circle group notebook, Elizabeth, a first-grader, recorded her thoughts about 

being new and not fitting in. I asked Elizabeth what she did to make new friends. “I 

didn’t really make new friends. It was the youngers [kindergartners] attached to me a lot” 

(p. 4). I asked her what the youngers saw in her that made her seem friendly. “I was 

really nice to them. But none of the olders [first graders] paid attention to me” (p. 4). For 

Elizabeth, being nice was necessary, but not sufficient in gaining the older students as 
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friends. The young students have knowledge of friend characteristics and processes that 

lead to friendship. 

 During a focus group interview, I asked Ross, a seventh-grader, how he thought 

sharing about himself in circle group would lead to friends. Ross explained that he would 

know what hobbies people had. He also would know what they like and dislike. “It’s like 

a matchmaker. You see what they like . . . and bam . . . you’re together” (I, Dec. 19, 

2007, p. 15).  

In summary, students learned and practiced in circle group what it takes to make 

and be a friend. There was knowledge of characteristics of friends and there was a 

process to making friends. To become friends, students worked together, played together, 

talked with each other, shared little things about themselves and were nice. Circle group 

teacher-led activities provided the context for these qualities to be made visible and for 

students to practice the process of making friends. Friendships and the process of making 

friends were practiced in circle group. A close friendship, called buddies, occurred in 

circle group as well. 

I Have a Buddy 

Circle group buddies are a special bond that students have with one another. 

Finding a buddy occurred through self selection, involved touch, and extended beyond 

circle group. Parents and school personnel recognized this special relationship, yet 

defined it differently from the students. The following quotation from Jeff, the custodian, 

illustrates how relationships differ at Woods Learning Center.  
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I see it the other way. I see a lot of the older kids will walk to the little one’s side, 
sit down by them, and go give them a hug. It’s nice watching our children do that. 
Well, I worked over at the high school. It’s a complete opposite. If you’re tenth 
grade level, and the twelfth-grader isn’t going to do anything more than give you 
a dirty look. (I, Dec. 6, 2007, p. 7) 

 
Jeff, in his position of custodian, was with students in the lunchroom during the 

lunch hour, was at recess when his schedule allowed, and was in the building before and 

after school. He witnessed the unique relationships of circle group buddies that analysis 

revealed from this study.  

This relationship was a close bond between an older student [grades 4-8] and a 

younger student [grades k-3] (FN, Oct. 15 & 29, 2007). I observed young students 

rubbing an older student’s back, sitting on the lap of an older student and holding hands. 

Young boys were observed grabbing an older student around the waist, and forming a 

train as they left the room to work together outside (FN, Oct 29, 2007). After viewing the 

video clip of this last scenario, the younger boys were asked how they decided to work 

with Lionel, a sixth-grader. 

Luke: We were sitting pretty close and me and Lionel are friends, me and Ben are 
friends, and Lionel and Ben are friends. 
 
Researcher: So are you friends because of circle groups or are you friends outside 
the circle group, too? 
 
Ben: I play with Luke at recess. Lionel . . . my dad used to work with his mom. (I, 
Oct. 30, 2007, p.5) 
 

I asked the students if they usually paired themselves up or if the circle group leaders 

paired them up. Ben stated that they usually paired up themselves, and Star agreed with 

him (I, Oct. 30, 2007). 
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Sadie, an eighth-grade girl, defined buddies as “a little kid that really likes to play 

with me.” She explained that this is the first year she had a buddy and this year Elizabeth 

was her buddy. When asked what she does when she sees Elizabeth, she explained, “Well 

she comes up and gives me a hug and yeah, hugs.”  I asked if she does that with anyone 

else in Primary Pod. “No, unless it’s Anna [first grader in her circle group], there is 

another bond there” (I, Dec. 19, 2007, p. 11).  

 Elizabeth and Sadie, self-identified buddies, were observed spending extra time 

with each other after circle group (O, Jan. 14, 2008). First-grader Elizabeth shared that 

she was able to talk and spend time with Sadie, her buddy. They talked about Sadie’s 

imaginary fiancé, George (FN, Jan. 14, 2008, p.3). 

As the term buddy was used by students, school personnel and parents in multiple 

interviews, it became clear that different definitions or meanings of the term existed. For 

the students, a buddy was someone whom they selected. It was not someone with whom 

the circle group leaders paired them. When older students were asked about circle group 

buddies, Jana answered, “Well, we usually decide on a group of kids that we like. They 

don’t have enough people to actually be in a group” (I, Nov. 14, 2007, p. 10). Mathias, a 

fifth-grader, seemed to pair up with whoever was open. Another fifth-grader, Larry, 

waited for little kids (grades K-2) to come up to him (O, Oct. 29, 2007; I, Nov. 14, 2007). 

Younger students were asked about this special bond with some of the older 

students in their circle group. I asked what they did when they saw these special buddies 

outside circle group, perhaps passing in the hall going from one room to another room. 

Responses from the younger students varied: 
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Elizabeth: [I say] Hi. 
 

Anna: You want to be kind of quiet and do this (waving hand towards them). 
 

Gordon: Smile at them. 
 

Talon: I just look at my best bud. 
 

Researcher: Who’s your best bud? 
 

Talon: Jana (I, Dec. 4, 2007, p. 4-5). 
  
Maureen, a mother of a first-grader, described a circle group buddy in the context 

of what she saw her daughter, Elizabeth, liking about circle group. The young girl loved 

the people and the activities, but it was all about who was in her group, specifically the 

older ones with whom she was buddied. “You know, they run up and hug each other and 

so it’s a nice little support system. That’s mostly what she’s getting from circle group that 

she has older friends that, you know, care for her” (I, Feb. 11, 2008, p. 3).  

Talon’s mother stated, “Talon feels like the older students kind of help her out 

and that goes all the way to the playground. If she has a problem out there, her buddies in 

her circle group will help her out there, too” (I, Feb. 20, 2008, p. 2). When asked to 

expand on what she meant by buddy, Tammy said, “Well, that they’ve become more than 

just another student that she’s doing an assignment or something with. They’ve become 

her friends and if she would need help, she would feel comfortable going and asking 

them as opposed to it just being another student that she sees in the hallway somewhere” 

(p. 3). Todd’s mother remembered when Todd (currently a sixth-grader) was in 

kindergarten. She shared that older kids would walk by him and say his name. She 
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remembered thinking how different that was. It wasn’t something that would usually 

happen in a grade school (I, Feb. 20, 2008). 

 Regarding circle group buddies, the school personnel used the term as well, but 

the term carried another meaning. When asked what they saw in the way older and 

younger students related to each other, Melissa, the special education teacher, stated, “I 

see them forming bonds with buddies. I know that there’s a sixth grade girl that has 

buddied up with a first grade boy and you know – buds. We see them in the halls and 

sitting on laps. I just see them buddying up (I, Nov. 28, 2007, p. 3). I asked Melissa if she 

believed circle group buddies were different from working with a circle group member. 

She replied, “Yes, I would” (pp. 3-4). 

In and out of circle group, teachers and support personnel at Woods Learning 

Center noticed and commented on this relationship. “When they are passing in the 

hallway and things, you see them high five-ing or smiling or giving each other hugs, you 

know, the little kids. They run up and they hug their buddies” (I, Nov. 28, 2007, p.7). 

Laura is in her third year as a teacher at Woods Learning Center. Working with her circle 

group leader, Melissa, the two teachers decided to pair students up as buddies. “We 

assign specific olders to specific youngers so that we buddy everybody” (I, Nov. 27, 

2007, p. 4). Laura and Melissa were the only circle group leaders who assigned partners 

and called them buddies. This is a third distinct way buddy is defined as a term and is 

clearly a different definition from how students defined buddies. 

 Mrs. Martin shared a moment involving one of her younger students, Talon, with 

her fifth-grade buddy, Jana. 
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I was watching Talon and Jana today . . . and Talon was sitting on Jana’s lap and 
they were sitting around the paper. Talon, just you know, snuggling up to Jana 
and grabbing her chin and talking to her . . . The younger kids really like to get to 
know the older kids and when they see them in the hall it’s hard for them to be 
quiet because they want to say, “There’s my circle group partner.”  “There’s my 
circle group buddy.”  They get very excited to see them when they’re out at recess 
and other places. I think it makes them feel good to know somebody who’s older. 
(I, Feb. 4, 2008, p. 13) 
 
In summary, buddies are a special bond that students form with one another. It 

occurred through self selection of another student in circle group. It usually involved a 

younger student with an older student. It involved touch, with hand holding, sitting on 

each other’s lap, or touching one another in nurturing ways. When students saw their 

buddies outside circle group, there were greeted with high fives. Parents and school 

personnel recognized this special relationship. Definitions differed about the way 

students defined their circle group buddy and how adults defined a buddy.  

A fourth opportunity for practicing nurturing relationships through circle group 

occurred when students worked with and helped one another. 

Working With and Helping Others 
 
 Students working with others in circle group activities created what Vygotsky 

(1978) and others might describe as a zone of proximal development (Berk & Winsler, 

1995; Bodrova & Leong, 1996; Wertsch, 1985). Working on a common task or playing 

games presented opportunities for students to work with and help others in the group. 

Scaffolding, or a support system, occurred when working with a more capable other and 

allowed the student to achieve at a level he or she would not have reached alone. Students 
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communicated, guided, modeled, taught, encouraged, scaffolded and asked questions of 

other students. 

Circle group created a zone of proximal development allowing students to guide, 

scaffold and assist one another. The older students assisted the younger students in 

various ways. During focus group interviews, I asked older students in what ways they 

interacted with younger students (Interview Protocol, See Appendix E). Brandon and 

Lionel, both sixth-graders, explained that they helped by showing, or modeling for the 

younger students how they could do the task or a different way of doing it. Lionel 

expanded his explanation saying, “I help them by doing mine first and then if they 

understand then they can do it. And if they don’t I can show them again” (I, Dec.18, 

2007, p. 1).  

I observed a younger student watching the older student model ways to draw 

lines. During the circle group activity, students were making a paper plate peacock, the 

national bird of India. Eloise, a kindergartner, had a difficult time making black Sharpie 

lines radiating out of the middle of her paper plate. Her lines were drawn parallel to one 

another. She saw that her peacock figure did not look like the figures students across the 

table from her were creating. Eloise looked at Brandon’s and Todd’s [both sixth-grade 

boys] and tried to do what they were doing (FN, Oct. 7, 2007, p. 4).  

Students also helped each other by teaching, encouraging and complimenting. 

Steve, in seventh grade, commented that he taught the younger students. “We can help 

them out with stuff and like teach them how to do it so if they don’t know how to. If 

we’re doing like sorting things or whatever and didn’t know like how to count to 64 or 
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something like that you could help them out” (I, Dec. 19, 2007, p. 2). Jim, an eighth-

grader, agreed that he was a teacher: “They are actually learning from you, not just 

watching you” (p. 3). Older students stated that they also gave younger students 

encouragement and compliments.  

 During an observation of circle group, teacher leaders asked the students to work 

in small groups. The students were supposed to make repeating patterns using templates 

and sidewalk chalk to represent the rugs of India. Jana, a fourth-grader, was working with 

Talon, a kindergartner, and Anna, a first-grader. Jana was a helper and teacher as she 

offered advice to the younger girls. She scaffolded the younger girls’ learning by moving 

the diamond-shaped template. She also asked questions, probing if they wanted the 

template in certain places due to the cracks in the sidewalk. Anna had a cast on her left 

arm so Jana assisted in moving and holding the template in place as Anna traced the 

edges with chalk (FN, Oct. 29, 2007).   

In summary, working with others in circle group created a zone of proximal 

development. During the activities, students communicated with each other and assisted 

when necessary. Students guided, modeled, taught, and encouraged. Students scaffolded 

others through actions and language. Scaffolding also occurred working with a more 

capable other utilizing actions and language. This support system allowed children to 

move forward and continue to build new competencies (Berk & Winsler, 1995; Bodrova 

& Leong, 1996; Bruner, 1985, 1986). This allowed the student to achieve at a higher 

level than they would have reached by themselves. Working on a common task or 

playing games presented opportunities for students to work with and help others in group.  
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Working and communicating with others during circle group also led to 

establishing acceptance of one another. This fifth and final way in which students 

practiced nurturing relationships is detailed next. 

Establishing Acceptance 
  

Students established acceptance in this category of practicing nurturing 

relationships. Circle group stretched the typical grouping to a wider range of multiage 

and multiability group. Establishing acceptance began in circle group, working on a 

common task with students of different abilities who relied on and supported each other. 

School personnel and parents valued group work as a way to foster acceptance. 

At Woods Learning Center, acceptance is fostered through cooperation, not 

competition. The school has a common Vision on Competition articulating beliefs 

regarding growth and learning as celebrations which are embedded in the activities and 

culture of the school. (See Appendix G for the Vision of Competition.) During the 

formation of the school, one of the cornerstones was “to create a non-competitive 

atmosphere that fosters an acceptance of the uniqueness of self and others” (p. 182). 

During focus group interviews with school personnel, Carol, a retired teacher from the 

district now working part time at Woods Learning Center as a tutor, shared an insight into 

the cooperative atmosphere. “I see at this school the team effort or the team building, 

teamwork, together. It’s not just a couple of kids that shine in each grade. But they are 

working together. I just am really impressed that it’s not so competitive” (I, Dec. 6, 2007, 

p. 7).  
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Implementing this cooperative belief leading to acceptance and a non-competitive 

environment has involved project-based learning and various types of group work, circle 

groups being one. Shelia is a mother of twins who have been enrolled at Woods Learning 

Center for six years. In an interview, she explained that the different types of groups that 

her children experience - pods [multiaged classrooms], grouping within the pods for 

learning or instruction [reading and math] and circle groups - benefit her children. Within 

the groups, “It is always with the condition that they figure out how to get along and how 

to work together” (I, Feb. 18, 2008, p. 14). “They know everybody’s strengths and 

weaknesses and they know to focus on the strengths. I don’t think that’s by accident. I 

think the teachers help them learn how to do that” (I, Feb. 18, 2008, p. 20). Acceptance 

was practiced in various group contexts. In circle group, students resolved how to work 

together and get along. 

Mr. Foster, one of the teachers, commented on the importance of group work, a 

daily occurrence. He saw the group work moving beyond just interacting socially. In 

groups, students have a goal, a task or a topic allowing them to rely on one another (I, 

Feb. 4, 2008). Colleen, the administrative assistant who works one on one with students 

frequently, explained, “I think our kids learn to be understanding and supportive as we 

have kids with different abilities working together for a common goal” (I, Nov. 28, 2007, 

p. 8). Lorraine, a parent of sixth-graders believed the students see it as their job to help 

others. “I see guides in our kids. I think they have pride in their peers” (I, Feb. 18, 2008, 

p. 20). Working on a common task, students with differing abilities interact and accept 

each other. Students in circle group rely on and support one another through group work.  
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Barrel of Monkeys is another circle group activity that lends itself to promoting a 

cooperative spirit. Students in circle group took turns in smaller mixed aged groups, 

hooking the plastic monkeys together by their arms. This allowed students an activity all 

could participate in within a short amount of time (O, Feb. 4, 2008). Mr. Foster liked how 

the ease and length of this activity allowed him to finish some discussion with certain 

students based on the notebook entries read at the beginning of the circle group (I, Feb. 4, 

2008).  

Brian, a middle school teacher shares what he observed during his circle group’s 

Barrel of Monkeys game.  

It was the first time kids not only cheered for their table, but they had thirteen 
monkeys and kids from other tables were coming over and cheering them on…It 
was different aged kids that succeeded and different ability kids, so it was the 
warmest feeling I had for circle group all year” (I, Dec. 5, 2007, p. 10-11). 

 
The Barrel of Monkeys game was inherently competitive, but in the context of circle 

group, including students K-8, it was cooperative and encouraging. Figure 5 portrays The 

Barrel of Monkeys game. 
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Figure 5. Barrel of Monkeys Game in Circle Group. 

In summary, founders of the school established a common vision for cooperation, 

defined as non-competitive and fostering acceptance. Older and younger students in 

multiage settings contribute and receive benefits from the cooperative relationship (Katz, 

Evangelou & Hartman, 1990). In circle groups, the multiage and multiability nine-year 

span stretched the usual group interactions in which students engaged. Students with 

individual differences relied on and supported one another while completing a task. 

Vygotsky (1978) might explain, relative to his conception of the zone of proximal 

development, that working towards a common goal or completion of a common task 

allows students opportunities to develop shared understanding. Circle group provided the 

common teacher-led activities and common task through which students were able to 

establish acceptance of circle group members, no matter their ability. Students 
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demonstrate social skills and respect when they work cooperatively in groups accepting 

differences among members (DeVries & Zan, 1994; Gartrell, 2004). 

Summary 

 Students’ practiced nurturing relationships in circle group. First, students created 

a sense of self through accomplishments, knowledge and specific roles. Students created 

a sense of others as they learned from others and gave of themselves to others in the 

community. Second, students learned to be a friend through modeling and interacting, 

characteristics of a friend and the process of making friends. This occurred through work, 

play and talk during group. Third, special, close bonds occurred between older and 

younger students called buddies. Parents, school personnel and students defined buddy 

differently, showing the richness of the experience. Fourth, students worked with and 

helped each other. By doing this, a zone of proximal development was created. The zone 

enabled students to achieve with assistance what they might not have achieved 

independently. Students guided, taught, asked questions, encouraged and complimented 

one another in the context of circle group. Finally, students were able to accept others in 

circle group. Students worked towards a common goal, communicated, relied on and 

supported other students with differing abilities, which led to shared understanding. 

Students demonstrated social skills and an understanding of others as they worked 

together and built relationships within circle group. The structures of Woods Learning 

Center enabled multiple opportunities for students in circle group to practice and enjoy 

nurturing relationships.  
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CHAPTER VI 
 

FINDINGS: 
  OPPORTUNITIES TO PRACTICE EXERCISING VOICE 

 
 The second theme illustrates opportunities to practice exercising voice. Students 

practice their voices through verbal, written and performance opportunities, three 

categories of the theme. The first opportunity is participating at a level of competence, 

often determined by the size of the group and open-ended activities. The second 

opportunity for students is the occasion to express themselves in written form. Students 

wrote in circle group notebooks to voice concerns, questions or solutions regarding the 

school. The third opportunity is listening to others’ voice and to one’s inner voice. 

Students observed and modeled actions and language of others in and out of circle group. 

Students demonstrated the ability to express themselves, resolve conflict and see another 

point of view. Students expressed ideas and engaged in multilevel learning activities at 

their interest and ability level during circle group. The following excerpt from fieldnotes 

illustrates the ways students practiced their voice. 

Jana is sitting facing Larry who is across the rectangular table. Jana is in fourth 
grade and Larry is in fifth grade, both upper intermediate students. Anna, a first- 
grader, is sitting on a chair between them, at the end of the table. All three 
students are within arm’s reach of each other. Larry has the one sheet of paper 
listing the rules of recess. Anna has a pencil in her right hand, with her left hand 
sporting a purple cast from the fingers of the hand up to mid forearm. Anna starts 
rolling the pencil towards a crack where the tables meet on her right. Larry 
begins reading, and looks directly at Anna. 

 
Larry: Display positive sportsmanship. 
 
Jana: That’s not happening.  

 
Jana looks at Larry, smiling and shaking head side to side. 
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Jana: That’s not happening. 
Larry: (chuckles) Yeah, it isn’t. 
 
Jana is still looking at Larry and moves her right hand over towards Anna, 
motioning for the pencil Anna is still rolling on the table. 

 
Anna: I want to do it. 

  
Anna pulls the pencil away from Jana’s reach towards her chest. Jana shrugs her 
shoulders and smiles at Anna. Larry slides the paper around so it is facing the 
correct way in front of Anna. Jana rests her chin in her two hands as her elbows 
are on the table in front of her. Anna is looking at the paper. 

  
Jana: Here, I know, make a smiley next to everything that is going good, and an X 
if it is not happening. 
 
Jana uses her right index finger to point to a statement on the paper in front of 
Anna. 

  
Jana: It’s not happening. X here, smiley, smiley (a short laugh.) 
 
Larry and Jana watch intently as Anna completes the markings in the left hand 
margin. Anna turns the paper back to Larry. 
 
Jana: Okay 
 
Larry: Okay, play in the designated game areas only. 

 
There is a long pause. Larry looks at Jana as Jana stares at Larry, not saying a 
word. Anna is looking at Larry as if she is expecting him to continue. Jana uses 
both index fingers in a swooping motion, points towards Anna and says to Larry, 
“She needs to know what those words are.” 

 
Anna lays the pencil down. Larry draws small multiple circles with his fingertips 
on the  table in front of Anna and says, 

 
Larry: . . . if some area is designated, it means it would serve this purpose. 
 
Jana: Yeah, like ball tag is on the big equipment. It is the area. (FN, Nov. 26, 
2007)  
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 The above vignette illustrates students’ exercising their voices during circle 

discussions and in interactions with each other during teacher-led activities. I am defining 

voice as openly expressing opinions. Voice also means having the power to influence. In 

the above exchange, Jana was exercising her voice within the context of a small group 

discussion in response to notebook entries regarding recess issues. Anna also exercised 

her voice in both words and actions, by indicating to the two older students that she 

wanted to write on the paper.  

Language is a tool used by students to express opinions as well as to influence 

others. Language has two functions, speech used to communicate with others and speech 

directed at communicating with the self (Berk & Winsler, 1995; Bivens & Berk, 1990; 

Vygotsky, 1986). Students process language that occurs first in the social arena, 

communicating with others, and then this socially constructed language “goes 

underground” (Vygotsky, 1986). The language that had its social origins in collaboration 

with more capable others becomes internalized and individualized. This private speech is 

an individual’s thinking. Circle groups provided students a space and place to use 

language, and to practice a voice as they expressed opinions, ideas and solutions. 

Students also listened to the language of their circle group peers, other students in the 

school, and adults in the building. This language was a tool, first used with others in 

communication, then used with oneself to control one’s own thoughts and actions.  

 Dewey (1916/2004) believed young children learn through communication with 

older and mature others. To be the recipient of communication is to have exchanged 

experience. Dewey’s emphasis on the child’s active role in learning, building on 
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experience and constructing understanding, highlights the importance of interactions with 

others. In the research study, the older students’ and younger students’ communicative 

interactions are critical. Practicing using one’s voice is based on language and 

communication. 

Participating at a Level of Competence 

 Students participated at a level of competence, and participated more readily in 

smaller groups. Subsequent illustrations show that young students talked, answered 

questions, responded with appropriate action and made decisions in small group. Large 

group and small group participation levels varied, as well as students’ reasoning for 

participating in teacher-led activities. 

A key set of interactions about problems during recess illustrate levels of 

participation and communicative competence. The administrative staff decided to use 

Monday circle group time to address recess concerns. Mr. Foster started circle group with 

students sitting on the carpet in a large circle. He explained that many circle groups in 

school were having discussions based on notebook entries regarding playground 

problems and issues. He explained that each group would have a copy of the rules. He 

held up a paper titled Standards of Behavior-School-wide Expectations and Top Ten 

Playground and “Blacktop Only” Rules (See Appendix H). Lionel, a sixth-grader asked 

if the students could say the rule was not a good rule. Mr. Foster responded that if the rule 

was not working or if there were problems with it, the groups were to mark it on the 

copies of papers and the whole circle group would address it (FN, Nov. 26, 2007). 



113 
 

 Then, Mrs. Martin encouraged the students to sit in smaller groups of three to four 

students at the tables. Each group had a copy of the Standards of Behavior sheet. The 

small groups had a mix of young students (grades K-3) and older students (grades 4-8). In 

all the groups, the older students read the rule aloud. Discussion occurred about the 

meaning of the rule or specific words. Then students discussed whether the rule was a 

good one or not (FN, Nov. 26, 2007). 

The following day, during focus group interviews with the younger students, I 

showed video clips of each of the small multiage groups during the teacher-led discussion 

about recess and the Standards of Behavior sheet. I asked each of the younger students 

what they were saying to the older students or to others in their group. Lionel, a sixth-

grader, was working with Destiny and Ben, second-graders, and Talon, a kindergartner. 

Destiny said Lionel read the rules. Ben said Lionel explained what the rule meant. After 

viewing a clip, Ben clarified that Lionel explained that to play in designated areas meant 

to play behind the fences (I, Nov. 27, 2007). Talon, a kindergartner, added that they 

agreed that they could walk on the grass even if the rule said not to step on the plants. I 

asked, “You have to walk on the grass?” and Talon responded, “Otherwise it would be so 

crowded on the steps” (p. 3).  

Anna, a first-grader worked in a small group with Jana a fourth grader and Larry a 

fifth grader. When I asked Anna what they were discussing, she replied, “Larry read the 

piece of paper to us. And Jana and I marked everything if it was good or bad or a 

question” (I, Nov. 27, 2007, p. 2). I asked Anna to explain what she meant. Anna said the 

happy faces meant it was a good rule, the question mark meant they didn’t really know, 
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and an X meant no. A copy of this document had the word worst written in the margin 

(A, Nov. 26, 2007). I asked Anna why they wrote that on their paper. Anna replied, “It is 

a worst rule because . . . well, it’s just not good” (I, Nov. 27, p.2). 

Another small group was comprised of Ross, a seventh-grader, Matthias, a fifth-

grader, and Joe a first-grader. When I showed Joe a video clip of him talking to the two 

older boys, I asked him what he was saying or doing.  

Joe: I just sat there and looked and talked to everyone there. 

Researcher: And when you talked, what did you say? 

Joe: I was trying to guess what they said. 

Researcher: Oh, what it meant. Like when they said, stay in the appropriate area?  

You were trying to answer their question that way? 

Joe: Yeah. (I, Nov. 27, 2007, p. 4) 

All of the younger students participated by answering questions, marking on the paper or 

deciding if the recess rules were good or not. They were involved, included and had a 

valued place in the discussion. Older students read and explained the meaning of words. 

As illustrated above, circle group provided students opportunities to practice their voice 

at a level they were competent.  

In focus group interviews, when I showed the video tape inviting their comments, 

I observed that in the small groups everyone seemed to be talking, listening and 

responding. I asked the students to listen to the noise level of all the groups talking. Then 

we viewed the end of the tape. During this part of the circle group discussion, all of the 

small groups reconvened in a large circle, on the carpet area across the room. The small 
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groups shared what they discussed. Viewing this part of the tape, only the older students 

talked. When I asked why this was occurring, Elizabeth, a first-grader said, “Because I 

don’t know what to say,” and Anna added, “Me, too. Me, too” (I, Nov. 27, 2007, p. 5). 

When I followed up with Elizabeth, a first-grader, she explained that, when she didn’t 

know anything about the questions asked, she let the older students in her group talk. 

Elizabeth thought the older students probably knew the answer. Talon, a kindergartner 

added, “They might have gooder ideas,” while Eloise, another kindergartner, said, “I 

don’t know what to say” (I, Nov. 27, 2007, pp. 5-6). I repeated what Eloise had said and 

asked if that was what she was saying or meant.  

Eloise: Well, I think that I’m a little bit shy. 

Researcher: A little bit shy. When you’re in a small group, Eloise, are you a little 
bit shy?  Or is it easier not to be shy in a small group? 
 
Eloise: It’s easier not to be shy in a small group. 

Researcher: When you get in a big group, does it make a difference? 

Eloise: Uh huh. 

Anna: It’s better when I’m in a smaller group. I can talk more better. And I’m 
much gooder.  
 
Researcher: Boys [directing my question to Joe and Gordon]? When do you 
decide that you want to talk and times you don’t talk? 
 
Gordon: I don’t know what to say . . . I don’t know what it means. 
 
Joe: . . . I didn’t know what to say. (I, Nov. 27, 2007, p. 6-7) 

 
The youngest of the students deferred to the older students in the large circle group 

setting. According to the younger students, their level of involvement was not the same 
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because they did not know what to say, or felt less confident in the large group. This was 

a noticeable and observable difference from the interaction: participation and use of 

language in smaller groups. Smaller groups within circle group aided participation, 

specifically of the younger students. Elizabeth held the belief or social knowledge that the 

older students knew what to say when she did not. 

 During the focus group interview of the intermediate students, second- and third- 

graders, students expressed similar views. Together we viewed the end of the circle group 

videotape when the older students did all of the talking in the large group. I wondered 

aloud why younger students did not talk as much. Destiny, a second-grader, told me that 

older students understood it better. Star, another second-grader, said it was because the 

older students had done it for more years. I asked specifically if it was easier for the 

students to talk in small groups or the large group. Third-grader Luke said, “Small” and 

when asked why, he replied, “It’s not scary. If you’re really shy and you’re talking to the 

whole group it’s scarier for you. But if you’re in a smaller group it’s not scary because 

there’s not as many people” (I, Nov. 27, 2007 p. 4). Star added that starting with small 

groups and working your way up to the big group would help you get rid of “stage 

fright,” referring to when she performed in the school talent show the previous year. 

Destiny was explicit: “You know why I didn’t talk?  Because I’m shy and in a group 

when they’re all talking at the same time I don’t like it” (p. 5).  
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Figure 6 illustrates these children in focus group interview during lunchtime. 

 

Figure 6: Intermediate Focus Group (grades 2-3) Interview. 

Alicia teaches the young students at Woods Learning Center. She observed that 

her circle group was composed of shy students. Most of the talk was carried by three 

students, with the rest of the circle group nodding their heads in agreement or saying, uh 

huh. “But, once we break up into smaller groups like five per table, according to Alicia, 

“that’s when you hear more conversations come out” (I, Dec. 5, 2007, p. 14).  

Mrs. Martin, another teacher of young students, made a statement about circle 

group participation during an extended interview. Speaking about Steve, a seventh-

grader, she stated that he was reluctant to participate in the whole group. Once he was 

part of a smaller group, however, he was fine and participated (I, Feb. 4, 2008).  
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Kay, the media specialist who works with all ages, believed there was a difference 

between large group and small group participation. If they were in a smaller group, there 

were more people participating (I, Nov. 27, 2007). 

 Parents also saw circle group as a place their children practiced their voice. 

Shelia, mother of sixth-grader Lionel, and Sonjia, mother of second-grader Ben, shared 

this exchange about circle groups. 

Shelia: They are learning how to speak up when they think things are wrong. 

Sonjia: They are not being told, you don’t have a voice.  

Shelia: They are finding an appropriate way to deal with people who see things 
differently. (I, Feb. 18, 2008, p. 15)  

 
 In summary, students participated in smaller groups within circle group. During 

the recess rules discussion, older students participated more in whole group discussion 

than did younger students. This indicates that young students were aware that the older 

students had the skill and language ability, and that they could verbally represent what 

was discussed in their smaller group.  

Students also practiced exercising their voice through participation in open-ended 

teacher-led activities, demonstrating their voice verbally and in appropriate actions. This 

is illustrated in the following vignette from the fieldnotes. 

Competence through Meals on Wheels Birthday Bags 
 

Talon, a kindergartner, is writing on her white bag. In front of her are many 
markers in a gallon-sized baggie. To her right is Star, a second- grader. Directly 
across the table is Lionel. To Lionel’s right is Jim, an eighth-grader. All students 
are working on their own bag to be given to a senior citizen. “Happy Birthday” is 
on the white board to Talon’s right.  
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Talon stops her writing and watches Lionel for twenty seconds. “That’s not a y. 
It’s a seven,” she says matter of factly. She uses the tip of her pink marker to 
point to the end of Lionel’s bag and the word “Birthday”. 
“Don’t touch please.” Lionel responds, brushing her marker away. 
Star and Jim stop their writing and drawing and look at Lionel’s bag. There is a 
long pause and then laughter. Lionel is laughing and turns to Mr. Foster standing 
near him and says, “Did you hear what Talon just said. She said that’s not a y 
that’s a 7. Because I made a really shallow y.”  There is more laughter as Mr. 
Foster joins in. Lionel holds his hand up across the table, palm facing towards 
Talon. She raises her hand and slaps his hand, giving Lionel a high five. They 
return to making their bags. (FN, Jan. 28. 2008) 

 
 This teacher-led circle group activity also illustrates students exercising voice. 

The community service activity allowed students to engage at their individual ability 

levels. The tub contained ample supplies for all students. Students sitting near each other 

shared materials, including baggies of markers, stamp pads, and samples of fancy font 

writing, similar to calligraphy. During the activity, there was conversation and visiting 

among the children and teachers. Todd, a sixth-grader, sat with Ben, a second-grader, and 

Gordon, a kindergartner. These boys were talking about the Super Bowl and who would 

win. Eloise, a kindergartner was using a green stamp pad to decorate her bag. She placed 

her fingers in the ink pad and quickly touched her white bag, accompanied by a 

smooching sound. Next to Eloise, sat fifth-grader, Matthias. He wrote a humorous saying 

on his bag “Don’t think that being another year older is bad. Think of it as another excuse 

to take a nap” (O, Jan. 28; FN, Jan. 28, 2008, p. 1).  

As the vignette above illustrates, students had opportunities to experience teacher-

led circle group activities to express their ideas, communicate to one another, and feel 

confident in their abilities and ideas. Talon knew what a “y” was supposed to look like. 

Seeing Lionel’s across the table, she realized that it did not fit her idea of a “y.” Talon 
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informed him it was not a “y.” Lionel clarified why it looked the way it did, due to his 

shallow drawing. As the example shows, Matthias felt confident in his humor, and in his 

knowledge about the habits of older people. He was able to express both in writing on his 

bag. 

 

Figure 7. Birthday Bags created with supplies from circle group tub. 

Teacher-led open-ended activities allowed students to engage at their ability 

levels and participate at a level of competence. The activities accommodated and 

facilitated multiage and multiability students. Students demonstrated their abilities and 

expressed their ideas through decorating the bags, practicing their voice.  

In summary, circle groups provided all children opportunities to exercise voice 

verbally. The size of the group makes a difference for younger students’ participation and 

practice. Teacher-led circle group activities enabled students to express themselves, as 
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well as to contribute and participate at appropriate levels. This participation is verbal and 

action oriented. Learning to participate in democratic practices, young children use 

cognition (Csapo, 2001). They model older and mature others and use language through 

communication (Vygotsky, 1986, 1978). Students share the experience in different areas 

(Dewey 1916/2004). To practice their voice, students need to feel competent and have 

opportunities to practice. Social emotional competencies are best learned through 

experience, modeling and observation (Payton, Wardlaw, Graczyk, Bloodworth, 

Tompsett & Weissberg, 2000). Smaller groups that are multiage, and activities that are 

open-ended, provide this in circle group.  

Another opportunity students have to practice their voice in circle group is to 

write in the group’s notebook. This written form of voice provides another way for 

students to participate and practice. 

Exercising Voice in Written Form 

 Students in circle group express themselves through written form as a way to 

exercise voice. Circle group notebooks offered students a chance to express concerns, ask 

questions or provide solutions regarding the school. They wrote personal concerns as 

well. Students, school personnel and parents believed it a valuable addition to circle 

group. This is the first year [2007-2008] for the notebook strategy in circle group. The 

notebook was valued. 

Students had the opportunity to write questions, concerns or suggestions in the 

notebook. The spiral notebook was in each circle group’s meeting place. It had a pen 

attached to the wire spirals with a piece of string. The notebook was available for writing 
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during the beginning of the circle group, and again during the activity (O, Oct. 1, 8, 15, 

29; Nov. 5, 12, 26; Dec 3, 10, 17, 2007, Jan. 14, 28; Feb. 1, 2008). Elizabeth, a first 

grader, stayed after circle group to write in the notebook on two occasions (O, Oct. 1, 15, 

2007).  

From October to February, six boys and six girls completed 20 separate entries, 

and one entry was compiled by three boys (A, Oct. 29; Nov. 5, 12, 26; Dec. 3, 17, 2007, 

Jan.14, 28; Feb. 1, 2008). The entries focus on school or personal issues, suggestions or 

questions. Entries recorded by the six boys focused on recess issues: a) setting football 

rules; b) enforcing rules; c) having more supervision; and d) overreacting to situations. 

Balancing the issues were suggestions: a) go over rules often; b) have proper equipment; 

c) buy more footballs and sport balls; d) supply five playground teachers; and e) make 

more rules. Students also made suggestions about issues other than recess: a) talk and 

share about selves in group, b) plant trees, and c) have more fundraisers. One personal 

entry was recorded, indicating that students were excluding the writer.  
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Table 3 summarizes entries recorded by the boys. 

Boys n=6 School Issue Personal Issue Suggestion Question 
   8th grader (3 entries) Recess-enforce 

rules, keep playing 
after whistle blows, 
set of football rules 

 Go over rules 
often, have proper 
equipment, Boy 
Scouts can plant 
trees 

 

   7th grader (3 entries) Recess –
overreacting, set of 
football rules 

Olders 
excluding him 

Talk and share 
something about 
selves in group, 
change behavior 

 

   6th grader (4 entries) 
 
 
 
 
   
   6th grader (1 entry) 

Recess-more 
supervision 
(teacher), enforce 
rules, set football 
rules 
 

 Buy more 
footballs, sports 
balls, make more 
rules 
 
 
Make more rules 

 

   5th grader (2 entries)   Plant trees, have 
more fundraisers 

 

   Kindergartner (1     
   entry) 

  Five playground 
teachers 

 

Table 3. Type of circle group notebook entry made by boys. 

 During the span of the study, six girls composed entries as well. The entries 

focused on recess issues involving cussing, name calling and students not following the 

rules. One student recorded multiple personal entries about being new to school and not 

fitting in. She also wrote about a friend and concerns she had about her friend’s well-

being. There was only one suggestion for the school, expressing a desire for something 

fun for an upcoming holiday. Two girls, a second-grader and a kindergartener used the 

notebook to ask questions. The second-grader wanted to know why the students could not 

wear hats, while the kindergartner wanted to know why they never finished the game 

Parcheesi in circle group. 
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Entries made by the girls are summarized in a table that follows, Table 4. 

Girls n=6 School Issue Personal  Issue Suggestion Question 
   8th grader (1entry) Recess – cussing    
   5th grader (3 entries) Recess- cussing, 

name calling 
 Do something fun 

for Halloween 
 

   4th grader (1 entry) Recess- not 
following the rules 

   

   2nd grader (1 entry)    Wearing hats 
   1st grader (2 entries)  New to school 

and wants to fit 
in, concern with 
friend 

  

   Kindergartener      
   (1entry) 

   Finish Parcheesi 

Table 4. Type of circle group notebook entry made by girls. 

 Both boys and girls generated entries in the circle group notebook. Recess issues 

were the main focus, with suggestions being offered by the boys. Personal issues were 

recorded by both a single, first-grade girl and a single seventh-grade boy. Two younger 

aged girls asked questions, while suggestions to plant trees and have more fundraisers 

were offered by a fifth-grade boy. Based on the entries made, boys offered more 

suggestions than girls, and girls asked more questions than boys. Also, younger girls (K-

3) wrote more entries (3) than younger boys (1). These entries suggest students of 

differing ages, and both genders, composed entries for the notebook for different reasons. 

Written form of voice provides an opportunity for differing ages, abilities and both 

genders to participate. 

The entries were read aloud to the group by the circle group leaders. First, Mrs. 

Martin and Mr. Foster, circle group leaders, checked with the student who wrote the entry 

if it was permissible for the entry to be read aloud (FN, Oct. 15, 29, 2007, p. 2). Mr. 

Foster explained that the author of one of the first entries said she did not want it read 
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aloud, so this started a precedent that no one should share without asking the author (I, 

Oct. 15, 2007). Mrs. Martin shared one entry from a student new to Woods Learning 

Center. The entry showed that the student felt she did not fit in. The girl was Elizabeth, a 

first-grader, whom Mrs. Martin also had in Primary Pod. After reading the comment, 

Mrs. Martin spoke with Elizabeth outside of circle group and class time. The two talked 

about what it meant to be a good friend. They discussed friend-like qualities and what 

might be perceived as unfriendly actions, such as being bossy. “I think this week has 

gone better. So we talked about that [notebook entry] and I think that is why she didn’t 

want to share with the group. We [Mrs. Martin and Elizabeth] had already talked about 

it” (I, Oct. 15, 2007, p. 4). Mr. Foster and Mrs. Martin honored and valued the students’ 

notebook entries. They demonstrated this through a process of checking with the student 

writer prior to sharing the notebook entry aloud in group. Also, they demonstrated 

honoring and valuing entries and students by taking time, assisting or dealing with issues 

outside circle group.  

 The addition of the notebook was seen as valuable by school personnel, parents 

and students. School personnel commented on the importance of the notebook as a way 

to voice children’s views. Colleen, a veteran staff member who handled administrative 

duties, spoke to the role the notebook played for the students, “I think they feel part of the 

solution. I think it empowers them” (I, Nov. 26, 2007, p. 13). Stephanie, a teacher of 

older students stated, “Our job is to protect that [notebook entries] though. We need to 

treat what they give us with great respect and make sure that we have feedback back to 

them and that we seriously consider what they ask of us” (p. 12). Laura is in her third 
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year as a classroom teacher at Woods Learning Center. She explained, “The notebook is 

definitely democratic. Because they all have a voice, it’s written down. Staff can reshare 

it and talk about it. We bring answers back to the students in the circle group” (I, Nov. 

27, 2007, p. 14). She continued, explaining that, as an administrative team, they are 

taking the notebook very seriously as a way for students to have their voices heard. Brian 

teaches in the middle school and leads a circle group with Terry, a special education 

assistant. He took the role of the notebook and democratic practices deeper. 

Terry and I discussed that we were going to be a little firmer about their 
obligations to being participants. That the democratic body isn’t just about being 
able to speak but having a responsibility to speak. So I started by saying, “Our 
notebook is the smallest of any circle group. It has the fewest comments. It has 
nothing in it. One of the boys says, “Cool”. So I came a little uncorked at that 
point . . . but I think they finally got some dialogue going about it and this is 
going to be an expectation from now on. (I, Dec. 5, 2007, p. 12) 

 
Ben’s mother, Sonjia, stated in a parent interview that that her second- and fourth-grade 

boys talked about the notebook at home. Sonjia believed it wasn’t surprising that the 

students’ opinion would be asked. To not involve the students in decision making and 

issues would be odd. “Instead, the fact that they would be excluded would have been 

unusual” (I, Feb. 18, 2008, p. 10).  

School personnel valued the notebook entries as a way of empowering students to 

voice views and be part of solutions. They also viewed the notebook as a democratic 

practice, taking seriously the issues and views expressed by students. A parent did not 

find it surprising that students’ views and voice would be solicited. 

 Students saw value in the notebook as well. Ross, a seventh-grader explained that 

the notebook helped him write down what he thought. “It helps us calm down more and 
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quit worrying about it because it will be taken care of. Actually we’re trying to solve 

problems (I, Dec. 19, 2007, p. 14). Sadie, an eighth-grade student, also saw the value in 

the notebook as a way of expressing concerns. She believed it would have helped her 

when she was younger because she had gone through growing problems. “If I could have 

written it in the notebook it would have been addressed. So I think the notebook is a good 

idea” (I, Dec. 19, 2007, p. 15). The examples above illustrate that students viewed the 

notebook as a way to express concerns, solve problems and not worry about issues.  

I wondered if those who used this written form of voice also participated verbally 

in circle group (FN, Dec. 17, 2007). Who wrote in the notebook?  Why didn’t other 

students? Mrs. Martin, a teacher of young students, answered my question, explaining 

who wrote in the notebook during the first month of the study, which was also the 

beginning of the school year. “It was pretty much the same kids that wanted to write in it 

again and that’s fine, as long as everybody’s getting the opportunity to write in it, too” (I, 

Oct. 15, 2007, p. 4). Analysis indicated that six girls, six boys and students of all ages 

composed entries for the notebook. During a focus group interview, I asked a group of 

three sixth-grade boys if they had written in the notebook. Todd included four entries 

addressing playground problems (A, Oct. 22, Nov. 26, 2007). He confirmed that he had. 

Lionel had not written in it. He stated that he believed people in circle group were writing 

in it just to write in it.  

It is the same thing, playground is bad, playground is bad. Why?  You know?  
And they just talk about the same thing. It [the notebook] is not just for problems. 
You could like say, Happy Holidays. I don’t know. (I, Dec. 18, 2007, p. 15) 
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 Some students wrote in the notebook while some students did not. The number of 

notebook entries varied written by students exercising their voice. See Appendix I for 

samples of notebook entries. 

In summary, for students and their teachers, documenting one’s voice by writing 

in a notebook was new to circle groups. Students were able to record questions, concerns 

or solutions regarding their school, not just circle group activities. Teachers used the 

writing to identify students’ concerns, address topics through circle group discussions and 

extend topics to the administrative team meetings when needed. The topic of playground 

problems caused by not following rules was a common entry in many circle groups. 

School leaders scheduled a whole school circle group discussion to find possible 

solutions to the playground issues. Students also wrote about personal concerns in the 

notebook. Some students wrote in the notebook often, while other students did not write 

in it at all. Thus, as illustrated by the examples in this section, practicing one’s voice can 

be verbal or written in circle group. Students, school personnel and parents believed the 

notebook was a valuable addition to circle groups.  

 Circle group provided opportunities for children across the K-8 age range to 

practice their voice. Students wrote concerns or issues in the notebook, expressing 

frustration with recess. Wrestling with recess rules and expectations occurred during 

circle group. Listening to others’ voices and one’s inner voice was another opportunity 

students had during circle group. 
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Listening to Others’ Voice and One’s Inner Voice 

Jim: I think some personal choices need to be made to enforce the rules because 
that is something we need to do. 
  
Mr. Foster: What do you mean by personal choices? 
 
Jim: Personal choices meaning (leans up against teal beam with his back against 
it and looks at Mr. Foster) if you know it is wrong, you shouldn’t be doing it. (O, 
Oct. 29, 2007) 
 

 Older students modeled for and were examples for younger students. The older 

students learned this by watching when they were younger students. Students and school 

personnel used specific language, identifying the term “model” and “example.” 

Sometimes students did not want to be a model for younger students, but they modeled 

anyway.  

The next two illustrations highlight the importance of language and voice of 

others. The two phrases, Younger Eyes are Watching and Working it Out, were 

articulated by students during focus group interviews. The first phrase explains the role of 

modeling, allowing for others’ language, voice and actions to become one’s inner voice 

or self-talk and actions later. A vignette of teacher-led chalk drawings demonstrates 

modeling by students and teachers. Scaffolding occurs for students through 

communication and modeling with the materials. The second student phrase explains the 

role language plays in working things out during conflict. This encourages language used 

for communication with others to become speech directed at communicating with 

oneself.  
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Younger Eyes are Watching 

Lionel, a sixth-grader, explained, “One of the most important things the kids learn 

is how to be respectful and be a role model to everyone else. So the big kids act as role 

models for the little kids” (I, Dec. 17, 2007, p. 2). When I asked Lionel to explain what 

he meant by the term “role model” he expanded, “Like don’t do anything that would be 

disrespectful or against the rules and teach the little kids to do something so that they can 

help other little kids when they’re older” (p. 2). The idea of completing the cycle - having 

behaviors modeled for you as a younger student and being the role model as an older 

student - was explained further by Brandon, another sixth-grader. “You can introduce 

yourself and also be role models when you get older. You will say, ‘Hey, he was a really 

good role model. I want to be like him now since I’m old enough’” (p.6). Older students 

acted in ways that they observed when they were young students. 

The concept of role models was expanded more when the researcher asked the 

three sixth-grade boys how they knew to be role models. They reiterated that they 

watched and learned from the older students when they were younger and they knew the 

younger students are watching them. Jim, an eighth-grader, also could remember an 

incident while he was standing in the lunch line when the older students were goofing off. 

A teacher said to the older students that younger eyes were watching and that they needed 

to be role models (I, Dec. 17, 2007). In addition to observation, students learned to be 

role models through instruction and specific language used by others. 
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 Sadie, an eighth-grade girl, explained that one of the roles she played with 

younger students was to be an example. Based on what she thought as a young child, she 

knew that, if she saw others do something, it was all right for her to do it. Sadie also 

knew that if older students did “something bad, others would do something bad. So we’ve 

got to be good examples” (I, Dec. 19, 2007, p. 1). Mr. Foster, a middle school teacher, 

explained during an interview that the older students have a sense that they were being 

looked up to, tried to set a good example, and realized they were role models (I, Feb. 4, 

2008). 

 Stephanie, who also teaches middle school, explained that modeling occurs for 

the younger students. “They get to model behaviors of olders sometimes. We hope it’s 

positive ones, but we know it’s not always,” she said with a laugh (I, Nov. 27, 2007, p. 

9). Lisa teaches fourth- and fifth-graders. She shared that being role models is just 

something they do, “It is not something we ask them to do; they do it” (I, Dec. 5, 2007, p. 

2).  

Younger students can also be role models according to Lisa, a teacher of older 

students. During her circle group time of Parcheesi, it was two younger students, Primary 

Pod students, who knew how to play the game. “We saw that with Parcheesi. The two of 

them, you had a player with primary kids, so they were the ones sharing with their group  

. . . they could give the best instructions. The older students will take instruction from the 

youngers and the youngers are very excited to give it” (I, Dec. 5, 2007, p.10). In circle 

group, young students were models for older students, as well. 
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 I inquired during interviews about the times older students did not want to be role 

models. If there were such times, how did they handle it?  Todd, a sixth-grader was quick 

to respond, “Act like we do. We act like we want to in front of the little kids. We act all 

enthusiastic about doing it” (I, Dec. 18, 2007, p. 10). Lionel, a fellow sixth-grader, 

explained that he tried to understand and told himself that there would be a time they 

would do something he would like to do. He knows he does not want to ruin it for other 

people who might be interested in the activity. These two older boys stated that they were 

able to put aside their self interests for the moment and delay gratification or satisfaction 

for now. Stephanie, a middle school teacher remarked on this ability of older students to 

defer their project at the expense of helping the younger students. 

When older students are helping the youngers with crafts they don’t get time to 
finish theirs. There doesn’t ever seem to be any bitterness on their part. Maybe it’s 
because they don’t get a paper peacock to take home (laughing). That might be a 
big thing…What I see is that they’re recognizing that their role is how to 
graciously say, “It’s okay, because this was my role today.” (I, Nov. 28, 2007, p. 
10) 

 
Students acted enthusiastic even if they did not like the activity, because they needed to 

be a role model. Self-talk, or inner voice, was used by one student to help understand and 

reassure him that activities that interested him would happen. Older students delayed 

gratification for others.  

Modeling occurred frequently in circle group. The following example 

demonstrates modeling through language and the action of others. Students applied what 

they learned and heard in working with a more capable other, in turn, creating designs 

independently. 
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Modeling and scaffolding through chalk drawings. 

 Another teacher-led circle group activity was chalk drawings on the sidewalk. The 

drawings represented repeating patterns and the rugs of India. For this activity, the circle 

group tub included paper copies of designs commonly found in rugs woven in India. 

Using tagboard templates and multicolored chalk, students were able to create designs 

with repeating patterns. The templates and pictures acted as a scaffold, allowing students 

to create, with assistance, something they could not have been able to create without 

assistance. Mr. Foster and Mrs. Martin referred to the pictures of the designs often. Mrs. 

Martin questioned groups of students regarding the patterns they were creating, asking if 

they were repeating patterns. She reminded the students of the task and how they could 

get assistance. “You guys need to be doing repeating patterns. You need to look at Mr. 

Foster’s paper again. It needs to be like a rug, where the pattern fits into a design” (FN, 

Oct. 29, 2007, p. 4).  

 Sadie, an eighth-grade girl, Star, a second-grader, and Elizabeth, a first-grader 

worked together on a design. They selected a fleur de lis-like template. Using orange 

colored chalk, the three girls traced the fleur de lis, making it the center. Around the edge 

in each indented area, they traced another fleur de lis with the bottom point in the 

indention. Between the four outside fleur de lis, Star traced with yellow chalk a smaller 

circle and rectangle templates. She overlapped them, making a design of circles, one of 

rectangles, another of circles and yet another of rectangles. Sadie started lining the inside 

of each shape with yellow chalk, followed by pink and blue. Elizabeth helped with the 

first two. She found a large heart template and started tracing a circle of hearts 



134 
 

overlapping one another next to the original fleur de lis design. Sadie and Star continued 

to fill in the five large fleur de lis. See Figure 8 below. 

 

Figure 8: Elizabeth creating her own chalk drawing. 
 
 The materials in the tubs, along with teacher instruction and direction during the 

activity, allowed students to express their ideas and practice voice. These materials and 

activities created a scaffold for the circle group students. They were able to move to a 

more capable level with specific materials and guidance. Both Elizabeth and Star were 

able to take what they did earlier with assistance, and later accomplish it independently in 

the group time. Elizabeth started a new design nearby, while Star extended the original 

design with her smaller circle and rectangle designs. 

In summary, as illustrated above, older students took on the role model or 

example for the younger students. This was something they learned by watching when 

they were younger students. Role model and example were also noted in the language 

children used in talking with each other, as well as the language used by school 
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personnel. Sometimes students did not want to be a model, but they modeled anyway. 

The outcome of the project or the enjoyment of others took on greater importance than 

their own present attitude and feelings of the activity. Social emotional self regulation is 

being able to inhibit and delay gratification (Leong & Bodrova, 2003). Students, teachers 

and the circle group environment scaffolded student learning through language and 

modeling actions. Social emotional skills and knowledge are best learned through both 

child-guided experience and adult-guided experiences (Epstein, 2007). 

 Circle group provided the opportunity for students to gain internal voice through 

the process of modeling and setting an example for others. The language of others as well 

as the language students used with themselves became critical in moving from an 

observation, which happened earlier to an action today. Construction of social and 

emotional learnings also occurred in circle group. Another way students move from 

listening to the voice of others to listening to their inner voice is working through 

conflict. 

Working It Out 
 
 In focus group interviews, I explored the way students solved conflict with others. 

The language students used expressed their needs, explained situations and helped them 

see another student’s point of view, which is an essential element in democracy. I 

questioned them about their ability to follow rules and expectations, or their inability to 

do so. During the interviews, students shared the strategies they used to resolve conflict, 

specifically at recess.  
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The circle group notebook entries reflected that students changed rules, did not 

follow rules or did not agree on the rules. This created conflict. Young students have a 

process to solve problems. The kindergarten and first-grade students started to resolve 

conflict by telling the student to stop. Talon described that, in one instance, she was doing 

the splits when one shoe fell off. A boy picked the shoe up and threw it far away. Talon 

said, “Please stop, Adam. And he wouldn’t stop” (I, Nov. 6, 2007, p. 2). When I asked 

what happened next, she stated that he kept throwing the shoe farther and farther. When 

asked what she did next, Talon responded, “Well, I tried to work it out” (p. 2). Anna said, 

“We always have to figure it out ourselves . . . and before we tell the teacher” (I, Nov. 6, 

2007, p. 1). I continued by wondering aloud why some children stopped when asked to 

stop and why other children did not.  

Researcher: What’s the difference between the kids that finally get it and decide 
to stop?  I wonder why some kids stop and some don’t when asked. I wonder. . . .  
 
Anna: Tell her what happened. . . .  

 
Elizabeth: Okay, me and Becca were singing and Anna and Sarah were saying 
stop and me . . .  

 
Anna: No, Sarah and me were saying please stop but you guys wouldn’t. 

 
Elizabeth: Yeah, well that’s because it’s just something that helps me work a little 
faster. 

 
Researcher: So it helped you, but what if it interfered with her learning?  How 
would you figure . . .  

 
Elizabeth: We did it because it was making us work faster. After that I decided I 
should just sing in my head, but after I got tired of doing that and started singing 
again. And then she kept on asking me to be quiet and then they told the teachers 
and… 
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Anna: And then I told you to do it in your mind again. But she wouldn’t. 
 

Elizabeth: But I have something in my head that I can’t get out. (I, Nov. 6, 2007, 
p. 7) 

 
 These young students tried to work things out when there was conflict. They 

started by telling the other student to stop. If that was not successful, they often received 

help by telling the adult what was going on. This brought up “tattling.” Luke, a third- 

grader, explained that tattling was “telling to get people in trouble” (I, Nov. 6, 2007, p. 

3).  

By contrast, the fourth- and fifth-graders dealt with conflict through majority 

rules. When I asked Jana to explain what that term meant, she used ball tag at recess to 

illustrate her point. “Scott got his foot hit and didn’t think that--twice. Everybody in the 

majority ruled. Mostly everybody, pretty much even the person that hit him” (I, Nov. 14, 

2007, p. 1). I asked if there were other ways that they dealt with problems. Matthias 

answered, “I just adjust to it. Like when Scott left the game just because he didn’t want to 

be it and then he came back in later. . . . I would just sort of adjust to it. I wouldn’t want 

to get in the way” (p. 2). When I asked why students wanted to change rules to the game, 

Jana, Matthias and Larry explained that it was to that person’s advantage and a favor to 

change the rules. I asked if they followed the rules, and they all said they did. In probing 

further, I asked what made them different from the students who did not follow the rules.  

 Matthias: I have no idea. 

Jana: We just work with the rule. Like a chameleon, we blend in. And, I don’t 
want to be in arguments. (I, Nov. 14, 2007, p. 4)  
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Older students dealt with conflict through majority rules. They understood why others 

changed rules. 

Middle school students explained what happened when there was a conflict when 

they were at recess. Jim, an eighth-grader, said that when there was a big pause in the 

game, he explained to others why they could not do that because it was against the rules. 

He stated that most of the students went along with his explanation, though sometimes 

they left and started their own game. Lionel said that he had the same idea as Jim. “I kind 

of work it out. Justify why you made the decisions that you did and if that doesn’t work 

and they keep fighting, I just go and do something else” (I, Nov. 14, 2007, p. 1). Brandon 

said, “I just sit back and do whatever they want to do” (p. 1). When asked to explain, 

Brandon said that he lets the people having the fight do what they need to do. Ross, a 

seventh-grader, explained when people wanted to change the rules they felt like doing 

that because they felt like they were not getting what they wanted. “Like I’m not 

winning, let’s change the rules. If we do this, instead of this, the other kids will say, ‘You 

can’t do that, stick with the rule’” (I, Nov. 14, 2007, pp. 2-3). Sadie, an eighth-grader and 

the only girl in the middle school focus group, agreed with Ross. She believed it was not 

just because they wanted that advantage, but they wanted to win, too. Sixth-, seventh- and 

eighth-graders explained rules and justified decisions as they worked things out. They 

understood that students changed rules to work to their advantage and win. This element 

of seeing another’s point of view is an essential element in democracy. 

In summary, to work things out, students needed to practice their voice. Language 

was used to express needs, explain situations, resolve conflict and see another viewpoint. 
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Students used language to communicate, express their opinion and even justify their 

position. Older students comprehended why students changed or did not follow rules. 

Students saw others’ points of view. Students who take perspective and work to solve 

problems appropriately demonstrate skills that are important in democratic practices 

(Gartrell, 2004; Hopkins, 1999). Thus, language can be powerful and persuasive. It can 

resolve conflict. Students took this language that was first in the social arena and 

internalized it to think about or control what they were doing. Voice had a new power.  

Summary 

Circle groups provide all children opportunities to practice exercising voice. To 

practice their voice, students need to feel competent and have opportunities. The size of 

the group makes a difference for younger students’ participation and practice. Teacher-

led circle group activities enabled students to express themselves, as well as to contribute 

and participate at appropriate levels. This participation is verbal and action-oriented.  

Exercising one’s voice could be verbal or written. Documenting one’s voice by 

writing in a notebook was new to circle groups, for students and teachers. Students were 

able to record questions, concerns or solutions regarding their school, not just circle 

group activities. Teachers used the writing to identify students’ concerns and address 

topics through circle group discussions. The topic of playground problems and not 

following rules was a common entry in many circle groups. School leaders scheduled a 

whole school circle group discussion to find possible solutions to the playground issues. 

This exemplifies how students lived and worked together in circle group to address issues 

and seek solutions. Democracy is defined as a way of living together, a social entity, and 
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reflecting the principles of equality, liberty and fraternity (Glickman, 1998; Goodlad, 

1996; Parker, 1996). Circle group offered students genuine participation in democratic 

practices, working towards common goals, valuing all participants and empowering 

students to exercise their voice. 
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CHAPTER VII 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

The purpose of this study was to examine multiage circle groups spanning 

kindergarten through eighth grade. Woods Learning Center, the setting for the seven-

month ethnographic study, is a school with established practices and processes that have 

democratic elements. In order to focus in depth on social and emotional learnings and 

features of democratic practice, I investigated and analyzed what students did during 

circle group, led by the research question: How do young children construct their social 

emotional leanings in a multiage circle group setting? 

In this final chapter, I formulate implications, grounding the Woods Learning 

Center ethnography to the theoretical literature and to multiple fields of study. Then I 

follow with recommended actions for stakeholders, including teachers, school districts, 

parents, policymakers, and teacher educators. Next, possible avenues for future research 

are suggested. The chapter concludes with my reflections on the research process and its 

challenges, specifying my subjectivities with the research site. 

Summary of Findings 

The analysis began with Chapter Four, a detailed description of the school context 

and core elements of circle group. The features of circle group included theme-based 

teacher-led learning activities. These activities were consistent in content, rotated through 

existing circle groups, and resulted in more equitable experiences for all students. 

Activities enhanced curricular knowledge in addition to having three foci: a) exposure to 

the world or a culture; b) connection to the local community through a service project; 



142 
 

and c) social and emotional learnings. I came to understand that the teacher-led activities 

were more than materials in a box. It was the context of the multiage group and the nature 

of the activities that was critical to the students’ learning experience. 

Then, Chapter Five examined findings around the theme of opportunities to 

practice nurturing relationships revealing specific aspects that enabled these relationships. 

The intentional grouping that spans nine years provided students opportunities to develop 

a sense of self within multiple contexts. Some students experienced new friendships, 

while others developed a close bond with a circle group buddy. Students practiced 

communicating with others as they took on the role of guides, models, questioners, 

observers and listeners.  

The analyses are concluded in Chapter Six, which examined the theme entitled 

opportunities to practice exercising voice. This theme illuminates the way students are 

participants in a democracy and the way they construct social and emotional learnings. 

The group size determined participation for many students, specifically younger children. 

Students participated and were engaged in open-ended teacher-led activities. Circle group 

notebooks encouraged students to express voice in written form, offering solutions, 

identifying issues or asking questions. Students used language to communicate, express 

opinion and justify their position when working with others. This resulted in students 

being able to see others’ points of view, an essential skill in democratic societies.  

 Implications of the Ethnography and Connections to the Research Literature 

 The nine-year span of circle groups is the cornerstone of the findings and analysis. 

First, the K-8 grouping complements democratic practices. Circle group offered 
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opportunities for students to participate in and understand a more democratic approach. 

During group meetings, students expressed voice verbally and in writing. They voiced 

concerns and expressed opinions, often solving problems or making decisions. All voices 

were honored by the way adults guided discussion and valued notebook entries. As will 

be explained below, more can be done with the notebooks. This confirms the literature 

regarding elements of democratic practices in schools (Glickman, 1998; Goodlad, 1996; 

Parker, 1996). In addition, smaller groups and the open-ended activities promoted 

participation and a sense of self. Students were active participants in democracy, 

believing that they had something to offer each other and the larger community. This 

confirms the work of Hoffman (2002) regarding flexible grouping as an effective strategy 

in multiage settings.  

Secondly, K-8 multiage groups produce social emotional learnings. Students 

constructed social and emotional learnings by observing, working with others, 

communicating with others, listening, and modeling. Payton, Wardlaw, Graczyk, 

Bloodworth, Tompsett and Weissberg (2000) state that the best way to teach social 

emotional competences is through experience, modeling and observation. Circle group 

provided important opportunities for students to connect and practice such skills (Beland, 

2007; Epstein, 2007; Johnson, Poliner, & Bonaiuto, 2005).  

Thirdly, K-8 multiage groups create a zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 

1978). Students learned from one another, with an older or more capable group member 

assisting another member. Circle group provided scaffolding, or a support system, as 

described by Bruner (1986) and others. It is important to acknowledge that the span of 
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grades K-8 resulted in substantially different vocabulary and languages than what would 

occur with same-age peers. Interview and observation data documented and confirmed 

the use of language to communicate ideas, questions and needs. Language among circle 

group participants was used to communicate with others as well as language directed at 

communicating with oneself (Berk & Winsler, 1995; Bivens & Berk, 1990; Vygotsky, 

1986). 

Fourth, and last, the teacher-led activities engaged students across the age span. 

The activities were cooperative and appealing across the age span. Cooperative 

community is a condition that promotes social emotional learning (Johnson & Johnson, 

2004). Each open-ended activity engaged students at their level of competence. These 

teacher-led activities were intentional, and provided the content for interactions between 

students. These were an essential component of circle group activities, providing and 

supporting democratic practices as well as social emotional learning. 

In summary, the nine-year span of circle group was critical in constructing an 

intentional environment for students. Circle group enabled students not only to participate 

but also to practice skills and attributes essential for living in a democracy. Students 

constructed social emotional learnings as they communicated and worked with others in 

the K-8 groups. Circle group created a zone of proximal development in which students 

learned from one another. Older and younger students were the more capable other to 

assist another group member. The teacher-led activities that students experienced were 

engaging across the age span, cooperative in nature, and open-ended, allowing all 



145 
 

students to be participants. The activities supported social emotional learning and 

democratic practices.  

Multiage K-8 groups create a zone of proximal development in which social 

emotional learnings are constructed and democratic skills are practiced. Based on the 

implications, recommendations follow for teachers, school districts, parents, 

policymakers and teacher educators.  

Recommendations 

The Woods Learning Center ethnography embodies a learning environment for 

students and school personnel that values democratic principles and social emotional 

learning. The founders of the school play the friend role in the African parable. In the 

parable, the friend of the farmer recognized the eagle amongst the chickens. Knowing the 

eagle needed a different environment, the friend took action. The founders took a look at 

the school experience for students and knew there was more to education. They were 

knowledgeable about children’s cognitive, social and emotional needs. From that 

foundation, the founders developed intentional opportunities going beyond a core 

curriculum that emphasized reading and mathematics. The following six 

recommendations are based on findings of the powerful effects of K-8 groups. They are 

presented in order of importance and, in some instances, address multiple stakeholders.  

Recommendation 1: Create multiage groups that represent all grades in the 

school building. Multiage grouping provides fertile ground for social, emotional and 

cognitive interactions. The interactions can produce extensive learning opportunities for 

children (Carter, 2005; Kinsey, 2000; Hopping, 2000; Mackey, Johnson & Wood, 1995). 



146 
 

If, for example, the school includes grades K-6, then a multiage group would include 

children from each of those grades. Woods Learning Center groups kindergarten through 

eighth grade, an especially rich combination that includes early adolescence.  

One of the important findings of the study relates to Vygotsky’s (1978) much 

discussed zone of proximal development. Theorists in the Vygotskian mold are 

enthusiastic about the construct, yet evidence of actual practice remains scant. The 

Woods Learning Center ethnography provides a rich demonstration of the way the zone 

can work, school-wide. Older students and more capable students teach other students. 

As noted in Epstein (2007), the school’s commitment to multiage learning exemplifies 

that students learn from many others, not just the teacher or same-aged peers. Older 

students can scaffold the learning of younger students, as demonstrated in the chalk 

drawings in the study. As documented in Chapter 5, page 89, a young and more capable 

student taught others the game of Parcheesi. If teachers believe students learn from one 

another, the large age span is integral to providing opportunities for each student to be 

accomplished, skillful and competent in multiage groups. 

Recommendation 2: Create learning activities that produce social and emotional 

learnings. Teachers and administrators wishing to implement democratic practices and 

impact social emotional learnings must incorporate activities that foster cooperation, not 

competition. Once again, the theoretical principles are clear, with actual practice lagging 

behind. The ethnography illuminates the school’s essential belief infused in teaching 

methods and grouping structures. Activities need to be cooperative in nature, as well. 

Working cooperatively in groups and accepting differences among members is one of 
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Gartrell’s democratic life skills (Gartrell, 2004). Cooperative community is a condition 

that promotes social emotional learnings (Johnson & Johnson, 2004). The cooperative 

nature of activities requires students to work together and rely on each other, leading to 

acceptance.  

Teachers at Woods Learning Center plan and implement activities which engage 

students across the age span. What additional planning and understanding would school 

personnel need to move toward developmentally appropriate activities across the nine-

year span?  Developmentally appropriate practices are age appropriate, individually 

appropriate and socially/culturally appropriate (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997). 

Developmentally appropriate practice is common in early childhood settings. In addition, 

middle-level educators, working with early adolescents and adolescents have embraced 

these practices. Many elementary schools continue to be guided by age and grade-level 

benchmarks. When are these activities developmentally appropriate for all the students? 

During multiage groups, student and teacher use of language is powerful. This 

exchange of language provides an expanded arena that would not occur in students’ 

same-age classroom. According to Berk and Winsler (1995) and Vygotsky (1986), 

language is a tool, a major means for influencing thinking and behavior of another as well 

as one’s own. Older students model for younger students, impacting their behavior. At 

the same time, the older student becomes more responsible. As documented in Chapter 6, 

pages 130-131, some of the older students were role models and examples, even when 

some of them did not want to be. Older students nurtured younger students, some even 

developed close relationships, calling each other buddies. For teachers and administrators 
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committed to developing responsible helpful behaviors in students that display self 

regulation, multiage group experiences are fundamental.  

Recommendation 3: Create opportunities for democratic practice. The multiage 

grouping strategy advocated here sets the stage for democratic practice constructed by 

teachers and students. Democracy must be practiced. The public setting of school is more 

than an appropriate place for practice, it is a vital place. Glickman (1998), Goodlad 

(1996) and Parker (1996) each argue that democracy is a social entity, a way of living 

together which reflects the characteristics and principles of equality, liberty and 

fraternity. All members of the multiage group have opportunities to form and express 

their ideas and opinions. Members recognize each other as contributing to the group and 

working toward a common good for all.  

Recommendation 4: Provide opportunities through multiage grouping to practice 

equity. Democratic groups strive for two things. Everyone has equal power and value, 

and power and value are under constant discussion and change. Schools are institutions 

where everyone does not have equal power. Dewey’s creative democracy, a way of 

individuals living with others (1916), and Parker’s cultural democracy (2003), which 

incorporates social and cultural differences, offer strategies to remedy inequity. Cultural 

democracy is deliberate, enhances citizen participation, deepens democracy in our 

schools and society, and extends democracy to cultural, ethnic, racial and language 

communities. Public school is necessary, due to the fact that family and individuals do 

not have enough plurality and diversity to teach toward the common good. Parker 

identifies this as advanced democratic ideas which incorporate the social and cultural 
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differences in American society. Multiage groups have the potential to provide this 

practice for students under the skillful guidance of well-prepared teachers. 

Federal legislation driving accountability and testing has consumed educational 

resources, both human capital and economic capital. Equity is a requisite if policymakers, 

school districts, and teachers truly want to close the achievement gap. If these same 

stakeholders envision a greater goal, cultural democratic practices must be 

institutionalized. Circle groups at Woods Learning Center offer a model to reach that 

goal. 

Recommendation 5: Expand the current emphasis on testing and accountability to 

include democratic principles. School boards and policymakers must expand the current 

emphasis on testing and accountability to include democratic principles. We must 

broaden the focus and mission of education from the current goal of proficiency on 

assessment measures to a goal that promotes the growth of citizens in a democracy. 

Academic achievement does not have to suffer and, in fact, it does not suffer at Woods 

Learning Center. School districts and communities need to work for the common good, 

yet treasure uniqueness. It is a difficult action to balance the common good for all while 

pursuing individual good. Soder, Goodlad and McMannon (2001) call this balancing the 

“collective responsibility (public purpose) and individual freedom (private purpose)” (p. 

xvii). This becomes an immense but worthy challenge for schools and districts when 

pressures, publicity and resources are tied to student performance. This ethnography of 

Woods Learning Center exemplifies not only an antidote to the testing-accountability 

rage, but also hope in the current educational arena. 
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Recommendation 6: Support multiage grouping externally and internally. 

External support must be provided by the district-level administrators representing the 

district’s board of education. Such support includes significant planning time, perhaps as 

much as a year for a new school or for an existing school wanting to change grouping 

practices or its structure.  

Once external support is established, administrators and teachers within the 

building must develop internal support through planning team building. Planning must 

include all building personnel, students and parents. The building personnel must be the 

architects of scheduling, curriculum delivery and school policy. Beliefs about democratic 

practice and the importance of social and emotional learning are the heart of planning. 

For internal support to flourish, it is imperative that teachers subscribe to the 

philosophical underpinnings of multiage settings and demonstrate teaching methods that 

support those underpinnings. They must be prepared to commit significant amounts of 

time to plan and exchange ideas. Teachers also must be willing to question and reflect on 

their daily practices in light of the school’s larger purpose. Just as students might flourish 

in a setting like Woods Learning Center, so must teachers. Just as students will be 

challenged by the school’s purpose, teachers will also be challenged. 

Recommendation 7: Build in time for planning. As emphasized above, teachers 

need time to plan and implement multiage groups. More specifically, teachers must 

schedule weekly group meeting time in the school’s master schedule. Prior to 

implementing groups, substantial time must be invested by teachers and building-level 

administrators. Time committed during summer months, or regular meetings throughout 
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the year, are required for teachers to confirm essential agreements and prepare for the 

next school year. Teachers use this time to plan for the encompassing theme, such as 

India, the country of study in the ethnography. They gather resources and research the 

topic to bring appropriate engaging activities to the students. Teachers require the 

planning time to build in ways of assessing, providing feedback, or reflecting as to the 

progress and products of multiage groups. This is where district-level support is essential 

in providing time to plan, reflect and implement, as well as compensation for this 

additional time expended by teachers. 

Recommendation 8: Visit existing schools prior to adopting this model. Schools or 

districts wanting to adopt this model must visit multiage sites that demonstrate 

democratic practices. During visits, teachers should plan to observe and interview 

students, teachers, parents and building administration. They should also plan to meet 

with central administration. Based on the site visits, an initial action plan should be 

constructed and then further developed with stakeholders at the implementation site. 

Then, continued mentoring and reciprocal visits should occur between the new site and 

the established sites. We must believe we have much to learn from each other and 

scaffold each other through the process. One example of an extant network open to 

visitations is the National Network for Educational Renewal’s League of Democratic 

Schools. 

Recommendations for Woods Learning Center. 

1. Examine the teacher-led activities planned for students. School personnel should 

look for ways students could be involved in planning and determining circle 
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group activities. In this way, students would be participating at yet another level. 

For example, students could identify and select the community service project. 

With the help of teachers, students might create a survey that all students would 

complete. Teachers should question the ways students are introduced to countries 

and cultures and begin a critical discussion about developmentally appropriate 

practices. How do these activities enable construction of understanding of 

countries and cultures, expanding knowledge and understanding and challenging 

stereotypes?  How can the activity be age appropriate, individually appropriate 

and culturally/socially appropriate over a nine-year span? In addition, gathering 

input from circle group participants and leaders as to the types of activities that 

engage students may lend insight for future planning.�

2. Continue to develop and define what democratic practice looks like at Woods 

Learning Center. Circle group notebooks were a recent development at the 

school, being implemented for the first time. The notebooks are an excellent tool 

of democratic practice, with the following caveats. First, are the notebooks an 

authentic tool of democratic practice? Second, teachers and other adults in the 

building should communicate any actions taken based on notebook entries. Third, 

teachers and other adults should examine whether spoken questions and concerns 

receive the same kind of respect and action as written questions and concerns. 

Finally, if democracy is a way of living together, how does the school address 

those students who do not want to be a model and choose to be silent?�
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3. Revisit common language and its meaning.�During the retreat, when essential 

elements and guiding beliefs are revisited, school personnel should examine 

common terms and their meanings. In the study, three distinct definitions for 

circle group buddy were found, yet the term is used frequently in many contexts. 

What occurs with students, parents and colleagues if the meaning for terms such 

as equity, democracy and voice differ?�

Future Research 

The ethnography of Woods Learning Center described the specific practice of a 

multiage circle group that enhanced social emotional learnings and provided practice in 

democratic living. This specific public school site is rich for future research as well as 

serving as a model for comparison studies. Future research could broaden and deepen 

teachers’ and teacher educators’ understanding of the construction of social emotional 

learnings, multiage settings, and democratic practices. Researchers can investigate 

questions discovering specific attributes of the teacher and school. I suggest the following 

areas for continued and further research.  

Children’s Learning: 

1. A case study or multiple case studies following select students through the years 

in this K-8 school or other multiage settings would add to the body of research. 

Researchers may discover what skills or learnings are constructed peer-to-peer, or 

with a more capable child. At what point and under what conditions are these 

constructions complete?  
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2. An equity study examining continual opportunities, in and out of circle group, for 

students to be engaged participants in democratic practices. Are equity, liberty 

and fraternity occurring for students regardless of age, gender, experience, ability, 

years at the school and parental involvement? Investigating multiple circle groups 

for participation, verbally, in writing and in action, through the lens of critical 

theory could be a way to investigate this question. 

3. A study examining language used in multiage settings. What is the language an 

older student or more capable peer uses with younger, less experienced group 

members?  Is it different from language used with peers or adults? Researchers 

could analyze the discourse utilized by students in multiage groups. This would 

inform and enhance knowledge as to the importance of language.  

4. Examining practices in other schools, such as circle groups, to identify elements 

of democratic practices. This would illustrate ways that schools prepare students 

to participate in a democracy. Comparing these elements in a multiage context 

with elements in a more traditional context may facilitate schools implementing 

democratic practices. Such a study would isolate the influence of multiage and 

democratic practice.  

5. Examine the effects of the circle group notebook. At Woods Learning Center, the 

researcher might analyze the notebooks for all seven circle groups. Who writes in 

the notebook? Who doesn’t? Why do students write? How do the writings 

illustrate perceptions or values of social emotional development and democratic 
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practice? How does written discourse interact with oral discourse? What value is 

given to the two? Interviews with school personnel and students would offer a 

glimpse into these perceptions and values.  

Teacher Practice and Preparation: 

1. Conduct an ethnography or case study focusing on the teachers and school 

personnel, students and parents at Woods Learning Center, or similar sites that are 

multiage and implement democratic practices. Such a study needs to look at the 

gestalt of the site, not elements in isolation. Focusing on critical reflection and 

decision-making processes within the context of the school would benefit 

preservice teachers, teacher practioners and teacher educators. Examining the 

types of commitment and interactions would provide information necessary to 

create a similar environment.  

2. Examine the concept of the administrative team. Understanding the effect of this 

structure on teachers, students and parents would be beneficial. In addition, this 

might provide insight to bridging the gap between theory and practice in 

education. 

3. Interview and observe teachers to identify traits, dispositions and beliefs they 

embody. Uncovering the type of knowledge and professional development these 

teachers possess would be informative to teacher education programs.  
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Researcher Reflections – My Role as an Ethnographer 

 Throughout my graduate work as a doctoral student, I taught fulltime, first in the 

public schools, and most recently in education and early childhood education at a 

community college. My husband, also an educator, and I have two sons, now in high 

school and college. Into this already full life, I invited the role of ethnographer, possibly 

one of the most demanding of research roles.  

 These two lives, the life of a teacher educator and the life of a researcher, are two 

full-time jobs. Even if a balance can be achieved, making a transition between the two 

distinct roles is difficult, at best. Adjusting class schedules to coordinate with the research 

site’s scheduled meeting time and lunch break took advance planning and permission. 

Travel time to and from Woods Learning Center was approximately 30 minutes per visit. 

Time was also a deciding factor in hiring a transcriptionist for my considerable number of 

audiotaped interviews. I was extremely fortunate to be able to pay $1.25 per minute for a 

transcription total of $1,080.00, including extra during a holiday. I purchased video tapes 

for each circle group observation, and audio tapes for each focus group interview. In 

addition, the 20 student participants were given books I purchased, commemorating their 

participation in the research study, during a concluding circle group meeting in May, 

2008. I also gave Mr. Foster and Mrs. Martin gift certificates to the local mall enclosed in 

a thank you note.  

Considering these factors of cost, time and commitment is critical as graduate 

students prepare for their research studies. Based on my experience, I recommend release 

time or sabbaticals for working teacher/researchers. I also recommend budgeting for 
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intended expenses. In December of 2007, I was awarded a $2,000.00 stipend for women 

faculty working on their doctorate degree. It was perfect timing. Based on the expenses I 

tracked, my study cost a total of $1,430.00. I was aware of a cost to conducting research, 

but was naïve as to the depth and extent of expenditures. I suggest graduate students 

prepare for a variety of expenses, based on the type of research. Faculty instructing 

research courses might ask students to include budgets and timelines in pilot studies or 

other course assignments. 

 Most qualitative researchers, especially ethnographers, acknowledge their 

perspectives and subjectivities. Alan Peshkin (1998) recommends that researchers 

systematically search out their subjectivities, and identify what he called “Subjective I’s” 

(p. 18). 

 I taught at Woods Learning Center for five years and maintained involvement as a 

parent for an additional year. For my doctoral committee, these two important 

relationships caused apprehension and concern. I was very conscious of my involvement, 

essentially my insider role at the school, during data collection and the write up. The 

four-year absence distanced me physically, socially and emotionally from the students, 

school personnel and parents of Woods Learning Center. As writing concludes, it marks 

five years since my move into higher education.  

 My understanding of Woods Learning Center--first as a teacher, then as a parent--

only strengthened my role as researcher. I was able to gain entry and establish the kind of 

relationship needed for participant observation and interviewing with the students, school 

personnel and parents. Adjustment time for participants and me was minimal; 
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conversations during interviews were relaxed and respectful. Most important of all, I 

brought my deep understanding about the school’s essential elements to the ethnography. 

That knowledge helped me to move into interpretations and analysis.  

 It is common for researchers to conduct studies as part of their daily work 

experiences. Selecting a nearby site to one’s workplace is common. As an instructor in 

education and early childhood courses, Woods Learning Center was a familiar 

environment close to my workplace and home. That which is familiar and commonplace 

is difficult to investigate. I suggest researchers utilize critical friends to ask difficult 

questions and pose thoughtful inquiries to balance the insider viewpoint. It was this 

critical and essential prodding from an experienced mentor that assisted my analyses 

during this challenging research study.  

I conclude with a reminder of the opening folktale and analogy of school 

experiences. Typical school experiences in our society relate to the chicken’s experience, 

being fed chicken food and experiencing what others do in the yard. We must play the 

role of “the friend in the African parable” and recognize the current learning situations 

are not adequate for what our children deserve.  

The eagle was able to experience something different, with the help of a caring 

knowledgeable adult. Evidence exists explaining the type of learning environments and 

democratic skills and dispositions that are needed for children to be successful, nurturing 

citizens. It is our responsibility to act on our knowledge, care for others and be the friend, 

or change agent in our communities. We are called to action, to a new vision, on behalf of 

our children.  
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By flying into the blue, the eagle saw a larger picture of the world. Woods 

Learning Center has been able to bring society and the world to the students in 

meaningful ways. The students’ experiences not only reflect the greater society, but they 

are able to practice it during circle group. These experiences during weekly circle group 

meetings create an authentic community practicing democracy. It is in this democratic 

community that students construct their social emotional learnings about themselves, 

about others and about life.  
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Application for Institutional Review Board Committee 
 

Principal Investigator:  Cammy Rowley 
    Ph.D. candidate,  

College of Education, Curriculum & Instruction with 
emphasis in Early Childhood Education 
1610 S. Walnut 
Casper, WY  82601 
307-235-5985 
crowley@caspercollege.edu 
Audrey Kleinsasser, Professor and Committee Chair 

 
Project Title:  

Constructing Understandings: An Ethnographic Study of Young Children’s Social 
Emotional Learnings in a Multiage Group 
 
Project Duration:  

This ethnographic study will consist of approximately 15-20 weeks of observation 
and videotaping of multiage circle groups and interviews of participants beginning 
September 17, 2007 and ending May 19, 2008. It will take place during the 2007-2008 
school year. The study will occur at Woods Learning Center (WLC), a K-8 public school 
of choice in Casper, Wyoming in the Natrona County School District #1. 
 
Purpose of Research:  

The research question guiding this study is: How do young children construct 
their social emotional learnings in multiage circle groups? 

The significance of the study connects young children’s social emotional 
learnings and democratic teaching practices in schools. Examining a school with 
established practices and processes that have democratic elements and analyzing what the 
children do within these practices, allows for focus on social and emotional learnings that 
occur within these social interactions.  
 
Description of Human Subject Participation:  

Human subject participation will include the participants of circle group. Circle 
group involves 22-24 children, from kindergarten (age five) through eighth grade (age 
14). There are approximately two or three children of each grade level and each gender in 
each circle group. Two staff members, who are certified or classified staff, are also 
participants in circle group which they co-lead.  

WLC staff form circle groups annually as part of the normal school program. 
Each circle group is identified by the staff members’ names, for example, Mr. Wilson and 
Mrs. Smith’s circle group. The circle group to be studied will be selected randomly. The 
names of the seven groups will be written on slips of paper and put into a container. An 
adult not connected to the study (the office assistant) will draw each slip of paper, 
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identifying each in order as first, second, third, fourth, fifth, sixth and seventh. I will meet 
with the two staff members of the first group, explain the study and their involvement and 
answer questions. The two staff members will be given two to three days to decide if they 
are willing to participate. If they decline, I will conduct the same meeting and explanation 
to the second identified circle group and so forth until a circle group is selected.  

Upon selection of the circle group, consent forms will be sent home with the 
children. If consent for a child in the selected circle group is denied, and is not to be 
videotaped, the child will remain out of videocamera range and I will not interview him 
or her. He or she will not be included in the write up. His or her membership in circle 
group will not be otherwise altered as that would be a punishment. 

Aligning with the philosophy regarding intrinsic and extrinsic rewards at WLC, 
student participants will have the opportunity to suggest materials, games or tub contents 
for circle group time. These materials will be purchased by the researcher and donated to 
the school in honor of the selected circle group. These will be presented by the circle 
group to the school during an end-of-year celebration closing out the study, May 19, 
2008. The K-3 children who are interviewed during their lunch hour 10-12 times will 
receive a book. The 4-8 grade children will be interviewed three to five times, and will 
also receive a book. The two staff members participating in circle group will receive a 
gift certificate for fifty dollars to the local mall. All participating staff will receive 
refreshments during focus group interviews. Parents will receive refreshments during 
focus group interviews. Woods Learning Center will also receive a bound copy of the 
study to add to its library. Results will be shared with WLC staff at a mutually agreed 
upon time during the month of May, 2008.  
 
Procedure: 

This research study will take place at Woods Learning Center, a K-8 public 
school of choice in Casper, Wyoming. The school has an approximate enrollment of 154 
students and 25 certified and classified staff members. To explain the study, the 
researcher will tell participants,  

 
I am interested in understanding what occurs during circle group. I am curious 

about all the different types of interactions that happen. I will be visiting with you in 
small groups, and I call this an interview. I’ll be asking what you think about certain 
topics, how you know certain things and why I see certain actions or behaviors. I hope 
this helps me understand how you all participate in group. I will be with you during 
circle group writing everything I can about what I see, hear and experience with you. I 
worry I might miss something when I’m focused on writing or just enjoying what you are 
doing. So, I will videotape the time you meet. The video camera will be on a tripod out of 
the way. During the times we talk at lunch, I will show you video of circle group and ask 
you to tell me what was happening during that time. You will have the chance to tell me 
what you think and to ask questions. 
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Data sources include videotapes, audio-taped and transcribed interviews and 
materials from circle group and school (e.g., student work samples, newsletters). I will 
interview the children in three to six person focus groups, asking them about things I 
observe during circle group time. The focus group interviews will occur during the 
children’s scheduled lunchtime for a maximum of 20 minutes, starting October 9, 2007 
and ending January 29, 2008 or until no new information emerges. Young children, 
kindergarten through third grade (K-3) will be interviewed approximately every week, for 
a total of 10-12 times. Older children, fourth grade through eighth grade (4-8), will be 
interviewed as needed for a total of three to five times. 

Videotaping the 30-40 minute circle group meeting will occur with a Sony digital 
recorder. The tapes will be used for the researcher to revisit and view circle group for a 
more global perspective. I will also use a short segment of the videotape to prompt 
responses during focus group interviews with the children, specifically the young 
children.  

I will interview the two circle group staff members weekly after circle group time 
for 15-30 minutes, starting September 17 and ending January 29. In addition, two to three 
interviews of 30-45 minutes with the two staff members and one individual interview of 
not more than an hour, regarding what I observed in circle group will occur. The rest of 
Woods staff, approximately 25 certified teachers, classroom assistants, specialists (e.g., 
art, music, physical education, special education and media), office assistants, custodian 
and playground supervisor will be interviewed once in groups of three to five 
participants.  

Parents of children in the circle group will also be interviewed once in focus 
groups of five to ten parents lasting an about hour. I will audiotape using a standard tape 
recorder and have the tapes transcribed. Member checks with participants will occur to 
verify factual accuracy and theoretical interpretations. Materials from circle group and 
the school pertaining to circle group and democratic practices will be duplicated or 
digitally photographed, dated and placed in a file for analysis.  
 Follow-up interviews may occur with children and adults to clarify or expand the 
analyses. May 19, 2008, a school celebration will take place to share findings, present 
new circle group materials and close the study. 
 
Identification of Subjects: 

Participants will be identified by a pseudonym they select or are assigned. The 
pseudonyms will be used for identification, with description reflecting techniques used in 
ethnographies. Identifying materials, videotapes and audiotapes along with transcriptions, 
and data will be organized, filed and locked in a cabinet or room. The raw data will be 
kept for seven years and then destroyed.  
 
Description of Benefits: 

Children participating receive a free book. All children participants in the circle 
group receive new circle group materials donated to the school in their honor. The two 
circle group certified and/or classified staff members receive a fifty dollar gift certificate 
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to the local mall. The rest of WLC staff will receive refreshments during focus group 
interviews. Parents will receive refreshments during focus group interviews. A whole 
school celebration will occur May 19, 2008 to share findings, present new circle group 
materials and close out the study. A bound copy of the study will be given to WLC to 
include in its library. 

Additionally, the study may assist Woods Learning Center and the Natrona 
County School District #1 in decisions pertaining to democratic practices, multiage 
interactions and circle groups. Teachers may find practices they can incorporate in 
democratic classrooms or practices to enhance social emotional learnings. Insight into 
children’s acquisition of social emotional learnings may benefit teachers working with 
children of all ages. Children may benefit from the opportunity to express their thoughts, 
beliefs and feelings about democracy, circle group and the interactions within it. Finally, 
this study offers a glimpse at a public school built on a philosophy of teaching and 
learning reflecting democracy. 

 
Potential Risks or Discomforts: 

This study presents minimal risk. Children may experience varying degrees of 
discomfort during interviews. It is an ethnography that seeks to understand construction 
of social emotional learnings in multiage groups. Participation is voluntary. If a 
participant decides not to participate, this study will continue with the participating 
members.  

Circle group staff members may view the time commitment as a possible risk. 
Respecting this, as well as other duties required of staff, I will hold time in high regard. 
Parents may find time needed for focus group interviews conflicting with family time. 
The parent interviews will last approximately one hour. During initial circle group 
meetings, videotaping or audiotaping may cause distress or uneasiness. Researchers using 
such methods report that research participants become used to the device quickly and 
tend to value sharing their viewpoints. 
  
Procedure to Obtain Informed Consent: 

Once the circle group of children has been selected, I will read consent forms 
aloud and explain them, at the end of circle group, September 17. Informed consent and 
assent for children will reflect democratic participation, requiring signatures from the 
child and the parent. The assent form children sign will be stapled on top of the consent 
form parents sign. The two forms will be sent home with the children, asking for their 
return by Friday, September 21. If they have not been returned, an additional copy will be 
sent home in the Friday Folder, a communication method used at WLC. Each child has a 
Friday Folder that contains student work, notes from teachers, and various items of 
communication. Parents examine contents, remove or return items, then sign the inside 
flap indicating they saw the folder. The folder is returned on Monday morning.  

If not all of the consent forms are returned, a phone call by circle group staff 
members will follow up non-returned consents, by Monday, September 24. Forms are 
attached. 
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September 17, 2007 

Dear ____________________, 
 (Personalized to WLC staff members) 
 
 During the school year, I will be conducting research at Woods Learning Center 
about circle groups. As a former staff member and parent at Woods, I am well- 
acquainted with the school and its purpose, including the unique, Grades K-8 circle 
groups. I am very interested in the way young children construct their social and 
emotional learnings in a school committed to democratic practices as well as multiage 
experiences. To understand and document this, I will videotape circle group time, 
audiotape interviews, and look at materials from circle group and the school.  
 

A circle group will be randomly selected. I will begin videotaping and observing 
weekly circle group interactions, September 24. The two staff members assigned this 
circle group will be interviewed after school on Mondays (15-30 minutes) and then 
interviewed as a pair, two to three times and individually one time. The rest of WLC 
staff, approximately 25 members will be interviewed once in groups of three to five 
participants. These small group interviews will occur prior to, or after school or at a 
mutually agreed upon time. I will bring refreshments for these interviews. I will ask, for 
example, “How do you define democratic practices?  Tell me your thoughts about circle 
groups. What are your perceptions of multiage learning experiences?”  Follow-up 
interviews may occur to check my accuracy and interpretations.  

 
I will begin interviewing children in groups organized by pods. The group 

interviews will occur on Tuesdays during their lunch in the Literacy Center. They will 
bring their lunches and eat while I audiotape interviews. The interviews will last about 20 
minutes. The study will begin after all consent forms have been returned, September 24. 
Group interviews will begin October 8, and continue about every week, ending January 
28. Follow-up interviews will occur during a time approved by the classroom teacher, not 
interfering with instructional time. A school celebration will occur May 19 to share 
findings, present new circle group materials to be donated in honor of the selected circle 
group and close the study. 
 

All information from interviews, videotaping and looking at circle group and 
school documents will be kept confidential. Children and staff will be able to select a 
made up name, or I will assign one. I will use the pseudonyms in write ups about the 
study. All collected data, including pseudonyms, will be kept in a locked file cabinet or 
room for a period of seven years and then destroyed. 

 
Participation in this research study is voluntary and the risk is minimal. There will 

be no penalty or loss of benefits in which you are otherwise entitled. You may 
discontinue participation at any time. Benefits include a chance to express your thoughts, 
beliefs and ideas about circle groups, multiage experiences and democratic practices. 
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Also, you will receive refreshments during small group interviews. If you are one of the 
two staff members assigned to the circle group being studied, you will receive a fifty 
dollar gift certificate to the mall. 

Additionally, the study may assist WLC and NCSD #1 in decisions pertaining to 
democratic practices, multiage interactions and circle groups. Teachers may find 
practices they can incorporate in democratic classrooms or practices to enhance social 
emotional learnings. Insight into children’s acquisition of social emotional learnings may 
benefit teachers working with children of all ages. Finally, this study offers a glimpse at a 
public school built on a philosophy of teaching and learning reflecting democracy 

 
 If you agree to participate, please sign and date the form. I am University of 
Wyoming doctoral student, working under the guidance of Dr. Audrey Kleinsasser. You 
can contact me about the study be calling 268-3321 or 235-5985 or emailing me at 
crowley@caspercollege.edu. 
 
       Thank you, 
  
 
 
       Cammy Rowley 

 
 
I agree to participate in the research study of circle groups.  I give my permission 

to be audiotaped during group interviews. 
 
 
__________________________________________     __________________ 
  WLC staff member             Today’s date 
�
�
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Date 
 

Data Collection Start 
Time 
 

Stop 
Time 

Total 
Time 
 

Activity  
 

9-20-07 
 

Circle Group 
Selection 

9:15 9:35 
 

10 mins. Circle group of study 
drawn from basket 

10-01-07 Circle Group 
Observation 
Debrief  

2:30 
 
3:40 

3:05 
 
4:02 

35 mins. 
 
22 mins. 

Yoga in gym 

10-08-07 CG Obs./ FN/ 
Debrief 

2:35 
3:30  

3:05 
3:50 

30 mins. 
20 mins 

Peacock Craft 

10-15-07 CG Obs./ 
Video/FN 
Debrief 

2:30 
3:47 
 

3:05 
4:01 
 

35 mins. 
14 mins. 
  

Parcheesi 

10-16-07 FG Interviews Int/ 
Prim 

11:35 
11:55 

11:50 
12:17 

15 mins. 
22 mins. 

Get acquainted, 
Why like circle groups 

10-29-07 CG Obs./FN/ 
Video/ Debriefing  

2:30 
3:33 
 

3:10 
3:52 
 

40 mins. 
19 mins. 
 

Notebook discussion 
and  
chalk floor patterns  
outside  

10-30-07 FG Interviews 
Int/Prim 

11:37 
12:02 

11:50 
12:14 

13 mins. 
12 mins. 
 

How decided  
who to work with; 
 problem solving 

11-05-07 CG Obs./ Video/ 
FN Debrief 

2:30 
4:00 
 

3:05 
4:17 
 

35 mins. 
17 mins.  
12 mins. 
13 mins. 
 

Dress of India,  
Playground issues  
Notebook discussion 

11-06-07 FG Interviews 
Int./Prim 

11:40 
12:03 

11:52 
12:16 

12 mins. 
13 mins. 

Problem solving at 
recess  

11-12-07 CG Obs./Video/ 
FN 
Debrief 

2:30 
3:36 
 

3:05 
3:52 
 

35 mins. 
16 mins. 
 

Notebook discussion 
Stackers 

 
11-14-07 

 
FG Interviews- MS 
6 7th & 8th  

 
11:25 
11:46 
 

 
11:39 
12:02 
 

 
14 mins. 
16 mins. 

 
Recess rules 

11-26-07 CG Obs./Video/ 
FN Debrief 

2:35 
3:42 
3:36 
7:44 

3:10 
4:04 
4:22 
8:25 

35 mins. 
22 mins 
46 mins. 
41 mins. 

Recess rules  
discussion 

11-27-27 FG Interviews- Int 
Pri 
 

11:39 
12:03 
 

11:50 
12:12 
 

11 mins. 
9 mins. 
 

Participation in recess 
discussion 

11-27-07 Staff Focus G #1 
 

3:36 4:22 48 mins. Staff protocol  

11-28-07 Staff Focus G #2 7:44 8:25 41 mins. Staff protocol 
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12-03-07 CG Obs./ Video/ 
Debrief 

2:35 
3:24 

3:07 
3:42 

32 mins. 
18 mins. 

Snack/Notebook 

12-04-07 FG Interviews Int 
Prim 

12:07 
11:25 

12:16 
11:52 

9 mins. 
27 mins. 

friends 

12-05-07 Staff Focus G #3 11:33 
11:37 

12:02 
12:00 

29 mins. 
23 mins. 

Met twice over lunch 

12-06-07 Staff Focus G #4 
 

1:43 2:13 30 mins. Staff protocol 

12-10-07 CG Obs./ Video/ 
FN 
Debrief 

3:24 
11:58 

3:36 
12:17 

12 mins. 
19 mins.  

Yoga (in gym) 

12-11-07 FG Interviews 
Upper 
 

11:58 12:17 19 mins. Friends, buddies, like 
in circle group 

12-17-07 CG Obs./ Video/ 
FN Debrief 

2:35 
3:34 

3:05 
3:54 

30 mins. 
20 mins. 

Notebook discussion 
Playdough 

12-18-07 
 

FG 6th grade 11:43 12:12 29 mins. What they do in group, 
when participate 

12-19-07 
 

FG MS (7th and 8th) 11:25 11:52 27 mins. same 

1-14-08 
 

CG Obs./ Video/ 
FN Debrief 

2:30 
3:33 

3:10 
3:50 

40 mins. 
17 mins. 

Parcheesi-  
2nd time 

1-15-08 
 

FG Interviews Int/ 
Pri 

11:40 
12:03 
 

11:51 
12:13 

11 mins. 
10 mins. 

Decisions, before 
game, during game 
Return after long break 

1-28-08 
 

CG Obs./ Video/ 
FN Debrief 

2:30 
3:40 

3:05 
3:57 

35 mins. 
17 mins. 

Meals on  
Wheels  
Birthday Bags 

2-04-08 
 

CG Obs./Video/FN 
Debrief 

2:30 3:05 
 

35 mins. Notebook discussion 
Barrel of Monkeys 

2-04-08 Debrief- Longer 
Interview 

3:28 4:40 72 mins. Modified staff protocol 

2-11-08 Parent Focus 
Group 1 

7:10 7:58 48 mins. Parent protocol 

2-18-08 
 

Parent Focus 
Group 2 

7:07 8:00 53 mins. Parent protocol 

2-20-08 
 

Parent Focus 
Group 3 

3:30 4:10 40 mins. Parent protocol 

2-25-08 
 

Circle Group Obs. 
Cancelled -Movie 

   School-wide movie in 
gym 

2-27-08 
 

Parent Focus 
Group 4 

5:42 6:13 
 

31 mins.  Parent protocol 

5-12-08 Closure with 
group, final circle 
meeting for year 

2:30 3:05 35 min. Present books to 
students, thank you 
cards to teachers 
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A Common Vision on Competition 

When the original proposal for Woods Learning Center was submitted, one of the 
foundation pillars was to create a “positive, non-competitive atmosphere that fosters 
an acceptance of the uniqueness of self and others.” This would include 
“opportunities for all students to be recognized, praised, and rewarded for their 
accomplishments.” 

This represented a change from the culture of many schools, which often try to 
promote excellence through constant competition in spelling bees, science fairs, 
sports, and so on. Often there is a tendency in schools only to reward the minority 
that regularly succeeds according to general standards, whether that is in academic, 
athletic, or other activity areas. The highly skilled child does not need to improve to 
keep winning, and the child with challenges is discouraged to try. Children are pitted 
against each other and we begin to lose a sense of community in which everyone 
encourages everyone else with support and respect. 

We believe that opportunities are lost when children are discouraged too early, and 
that a child’s love of learning and playing can be destroyed if they believe they are 
never good enough. We believe that each child should be measured and encouraged 
according to his or her own potential, and that any growth and learning are cause for 
celebration. Our children are just beginning to get a sense of self, to explore life’s 
possibilities, and to discover their likes and dislikes. Math and basketball are not 
activities reserved only for the “champions” in adult life, but competitions can give this 
message when we limit who gets to participate. 

We also believe that children need to develop their own internal motivation to achieve 
goals. Ribbons and medals often create limitations by defining the same goal for 
everyone (easy for some, impossible for others). Our wish is that each child would 
have challenging goals, and gain a sense of achievement in reaching them. 

We do not believe that competition is bad or always inappropriate, but that children 
need to have a place where it is not their constant worry. There are many 
opportunities outside the school to find competitive activities, and we absolutely do 
not discourage children from them when appropriately chosen by parents and 
students. 

As a community, our goal is to allow a personal sense of self worth to develop and 
grow by encouraging risk-taking in a safe environment where everyone’s skills can 
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improve, where everyone can try new things, and where children can learn to love 
life’s activities. Woods is committed to being a place where everyone who enters the 
doors is valued for who they are, not what they can do at one moment in their 
childhood. As parents and educators in this community, our common goal should be 
to have an environment where we assist everyone here to grow, improve, succeed—
and sometimes just to take joy in playing together. 

“Woods is a school where everybody gets to play.” 
—former WLC student 
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STANDARDS OF BEHAVIORS DOCUMENT 
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APPENDIX I 
 

SAMPLES OF NOTEBOOK ENTRIES 
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