
HOW CAN I BUILD A LEARNING 
COMMUNITY IN MY CLASSROOM: 
Strategies for Including All Children 

Matt Robydek, Second-Year Teacher 

Picture this scenario. It's the morning of the first day Qf school and more impor
tantly, the first day of your new teacrung·career. This is the .. dcly your numerous 
years spent in the college will finally come to fruition. You take cl look around 
the room. Name tags on desks? Check. Calendar up? Check. Student materials 
prepared on desks? Check. Intricate1y decorated bulletin boards? Check. Encour• 
a.ging greeting on the board? Check. Clever seating arrangement that easily 
allows for group work AND individual work? Check. Standards and benchmarks 
and content expectations memorized? .Check. You'r.e positiv~ this year will be a 
success. I mean, how could It not be? 

Zoom in to the 100th day of school in your classroom and more impor
tantly, your 100th day of your teaching career. All the preparation you put into 
your classroom, the materials, the name tags, the seating arrangements, the 
bulletin boards, now seem to mean nothing. The classroom is in shambles. 
The students constantly argue and continuously disagree. 'fhe phrase "so 
and !.o did this" is beginning to test your patience. Almost every student 
is missing at least one homework assignment and the students seem to be 
merely going through the motions, showing little to no enthusiasm or 
interest in your classroom or the subject matter. How could this have hap
pened? Luckily, I have the answer, and it js two powerful words. Learning 
communities. 

You're probably thinking "Well, if learning communities are so integral 
to a classroom, why didn't one of my dozen professors ever mention 
this little tidbit of knowledge?" Problem is they most likely did .. You were 
propably )ust too busy daydreaming to hear it. I mean, why listen to your :€ 

/ ~ 
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professors anyway? "They aren't in the elementary classroom anymore and probably 
haven't been since whiteboards were a. new invention. But the problem is that learn
ipg communities are an ageless wonder; they work in all classrooms no matter the 
time period. Learning communities should be considered the "make it or break it" 
factor. However, I seem to have forgotten all the necessary steps in building one. 

You see, I recently was this new teacher described above. Luckily I remem
bered aboutlearning communities, the power that they hold, and. the potential 
they can unlock in each and every student. A strong. learning community 
turns a regular•.• dassroom into somethin.g magical and I was able to witness .it 
l;irsthat1d ... ! be~~ve th,at the finttl step (returnin~ tg your initial picture) of creat
ing a learning comm\Jcnity is •tp.e mo:;t cruciah Bringing, and keeping, your stu
de. nts engaged· in this never ending process is key . . It lets them know .. that you 

' . . ., ; 

value their ...ideas and opinions . Consequently, it empowers the students and 
makes them feel like they are in c:harge o( their ~arning and the learning com
munity: They "':Pl feel 1iJse they are now .a stake.holder in. the~ ... education .. and are 
not solely relying on their teacher to tell them wha,t to do and what not to do. 
Incorporating home assignments that match the goals or big.1deas ofthe lessons 
thatyort create alsp helps deepen the learning community and involve. putside 
voices that"'-;ouldn't normally be• heard in all classrooms. It constructs a. new 

level of ~nderstan<ling fgf the .s.t\Jcdents and at .... the sarne t~e, helps them see 
the r~al world con.te~t.-0f the t¥aterial that they ,re lt!arning. If ts a ~flline way 
of engaging ev:ery student and his/her family in the l(.)arni.ng process and shows 
the students :that the information they bring .to school is worthwbile and impor
tant When you hav:e a strong learn(ng community up and running. the· sky is the 
lirnit. Students .will consistently .. go above ~rid beyond, which inherently deePt;ns 
their understandings and the entire classroom will benefit. Students' become 
more independent in their learning, and their inyolvement, self-efficacy,and moti
vation sky rockets. Creating a strong learning community is difficult but .not 
impossible. The numerous examples in the chapter ate a terdflc guide to achieving 
a strong learning community and I hope you use these examples in your own 
classroom, l encourage you not to wait for the l 00th day either! A strong learning 
community takes thougb.t, time, and energy to b11ild and::m.aintain, It should be an 
integral part ofevery day beginning from the moment school start~. 

,·~ Scenario·~·,.-,' -~>- · -
~;:_ "' ' ' 

The week before schools starts, Mrs. Paul's students receive her letter, personally pre
pared, signed, and mailed. This letter is important to them because it comes from their 
new teacher. It fills them with anticipation, hopes, and dreams. They are eager to join 
her in Room 104 to begin collectively building a learning community. Her letter has 

· given them a preview of the formal curriculum-the content to be experienced and the 
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overarching goals to be achieved, the planned field trips and visits by resource people, and 
so on. It also has communicated high expectations for all learners. Most importantly, it has 
addressed the "hidden" curriculum - Mrs. Paul's expectations concerning the overall class
room climate and students' orientations toward learning, their teacher, and one another. 
Celebrating differences, fairness, rights and responsibilities, caring, and sharing, it offers a 
vision that her new students will find compelling and curious. They think Room 104 sounds 
special but they wonder, "Will we really play a role in making all of that happen?" 

Anxiety, optimism, and uncertainty arc written on the students' faces as they come to 
Room 104 on the first day of school. Unlike in previous years, this day greets students 
with a welcome doormat, soft music, a partially decorated room that includes a special 
bulletin board depicting the personal history of the teacher, and other trappings that 
reflect the communal voice that is about to be introduced and allowed to grow. 

Introductions and organizational matters are soon followed by reference to the learn
ing community that was promised in the letter. Mrs. Paul begins with a description, 
accompanied by visuals, of her ideal learning community. She is quick to say that this 
is her "sketch," her "vision," and that she wants to hear about the children's. A lengthy 
conversation ensues. References are made to real communities, to gardens, and to other 
natural places where there are plans for building something special with common goals, 
hopes, and dreams and where diversity is appreciated. The teacher's storyline is inspir
ing, authentic, and presented with direction and purpose, yet it contains room for allow
ances that children would view as important and engaging. 

Mrs. Paul goes on to explain herself as the teacher who receives a paycheck for 
assuming the role of head educator who orchestrates learning opportunities for all 
students. She makes no apologies for being the designated leader in charge, but she 
likens her role to that of the president of the United States, who needs a lot of help 
to be an effective leader of our country. She explains that a teacher needs cooperation 
and assistance from everyone in the class in order to promote democratic life in the 
classroom. 

The president has a cabinet, and Mrs. Paul plans to have one too. Health, education, 
welfare, and social are among the communal functions that she draws upon for organi
zation, attachment, and action. Initially she assigns a committee chair and appoints 
members to each area. Over the next two or three weeks, the committees will engage in 
dialogue about their roles, rights, responsibilities, how they will function, and how they 
will monitor their performance. Individual committee meetings coupled with large-group 
discussions are the secret to effective planning and well-executed efforts. Individual com
mittee role and function descriptions, student rights and responsibilities, expectations, 
and so on are developed and posted around the room to ensure effective communication 
and encourage life applications. 

During the course of Mrs. Paul's storyline about learning community and cabinet 
member efforts from the past year, she shares that the welfare committee wanted to sup
port students with special needs. Consequently, they decided to offer lunch money on an 
emergency basis for students who had no lunch - either because they forgot to bring one 
or lacked the resources to purchase one. This group felt that these students should "work 
off' their loans, so the welfare committee found school building tasks that the students 
could get paid to do in order to reimburse the committee. This committee held fundrai
sers (e.g., used book sales, popcorn and bake sales) to generate resources. Last year's wel
fare committee also created a supply trunk with hats, shoe laces, mittens, and other 
clothing, collected during a donation drive for the purpose of applying "good citizen" 
actions toward peers . [Note: We believe that elementary teachers should be willing 
to address socioeconomic and other family circumstance differences that impact their 
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students rather than pretend that they did not exist. However, it is important to 
acknowledge such differences matter-of-factly and respond to them within the spirit of 
learning community norms. Talk and act in terms of coping (and helping others to 
cope) with special needs, not labeling or pitying those who have them.] 

~ 

Supportive Classroom Climate, Cooperative 
Learning, and Achievement Expectations 

Principle 1: Supportive Classroom Climate: Students learn best within cohesive and car
ing learning communities. The teacher establishes a positive learning community in 
wj?ich students are encouraged to take risks and use mistakes as opportunities to learn. 
The teacher cares about students asJndiVidua.ls and attends to their emotional arid 
social development as well l!s their academic development. Principle 10: Cooperative 
Learning: Students often benefit(l'0m working in.p~irs orsmallgroups to construct 
,.mderstancJingsgrbelp one anoth.ermaster skills.Cooperative learning promotes stu" 
dents' social and emotional development and has the capacity to promote students' 
academic growth/ Students learn from each other when they share knowledg.e with 
each other and teach each other skills. Principle 12: AchievementExpectations: The 
teacher establish.es and follows through on appropriate expectations for learning &ut
comes. Teachers!cexpectations about students' abilities play a role in stucjents' sense of 
self-efficacy, orwhatthey feel capable of doing. The teacher holds high expectationstor 
students, coupled with strong support for students to achieve those expectations . 

. Please see Chapter 14 for a lllore in-depth description of each pririciple. 

l..aunching a l..earning Community 

You may want to begin your school year as Mrs. Paul does by putting forth a vision of 
your classroom as a learning community, using past class events, work samples, and per
sonal stories to engender early interest and provide meaning and context. Each new 
class, however, would be encouraged to generate its own ideas. You would plan carefully 
to ensure that every child has classroom (departmental) responsibilities that are within 
his/her capacity, match committee goals, and fit the community vision. You also would set 
aside periodic committee and total-class reflection time to ensure that learning community 
efforts are contributing to social understanding and personal and civic efficacy. 

How do you envision the fi rst day witb your students? l,,\[e 
suggest that at the start of the school year you do thefollowing: 

• Establish a vision of your classroom as a learning ccimmunity. 
• With students, write a set of guidelines or principles regarding 

how the classroom will be run. 
• Plan carefully to ensure that every child has responsibilitiei within 

his or her capacity. 

Instead of using the president's office and cabinet as your metaphor, you could use 
the governor of a state with a supportive cabinet, a family, a sports team, or a 
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neighborhood to build context and structure into your learning community. The main 
idea is to let your students get a sense of what it means to satisfy needs and wants and 
to participate in a community where rights and responsibilities are exercised in ways that 
allow community members to feel in control of their destinies. There is probably no 
better way to build a sense of personal efficacy-a contributing factor to student 
achievement. 

The classroom community provides a forum for living informal social studies in a 
safe, orderly, and enjoyable environment. It serves as a natural way to connect cognitive, 
socio-emotional, and moral development. It also facilitates Dorsett' s (1993) concept of a 
good curriculum as one that respects and balances the need to educate "three people" in 
each individual: the worker (in this case, a student whose work is to attend school), the 
citizen, and the private person. All of these dimensions can be experienced first hand 
in a laboratory-like setting in your classroom community. 

The story of Mrs. Paul launching her community is intended to position your think
ing about a powerful teaching and learning opportunity that considers knowing, under
standing, appreciating, and applying a "hands-on" approach to democratic life in your 
classroom (a microcosm of society). If you decide to give your community a name, 
be sure it does not distract from the values and expectations you want your microcosm 
to represent. 

Your learning community and the strategic moves you make as you develop it pave 
the way for building an environment for addressing social studies and its foundational 
academic disciplines . For example, every child in the community has a place in space 
(geography), a cultural background (anthropology), a set of experiences across time 
(history), needs and wants (economics), roles, norms, and expectations (sociology), the 
need to be guided or governed (political science), and a developing personal identity 
(psychology). Through structured discourse, students will begin to realize that social 
studies is dynamic and an integral part of their lives across the school day-even without 
leaving the classroom. 

The remainder of this chapter expands on the notion of developing a sense of com
munity, presents a series of steps for creating it, and discusses how to ensure the learning 
community meets the needs of all learners. It also describes a lesson on specialness from 
a unit on childhood (adolescence for upper grades) , and explains how the unit can 
provide a natural segue into substantive social studies content, yet deepen the students' 
understanding and appreciation of their community and its members. This chapter 
addresses strategies for motivating students to learn within the learning community con
text, paying particular attention to student diversity. 

Productive Communication and Interaction Patterns 
Research on powerful social studies teaching underscores the importance of establish
ing a productive context for learning by encouraging the class to function as a learning 
community. This involves articulating and following through on expectations relating 
to both teacher-student and student-student interaction patterns. A learning commu
nity atmosphere is an open and supportive one in which students are encouraged to 
speak their minds without fear of ridicule of their ideas or criticism for mentioning 
taboo topics or voicing forbidden opinions. Students appreciate that the purpose of 
reflective discussion of the meanings and implications of content is to work collabora
tively to deepen understandings. Consequently, they are expected to listen carefully and 
respond thoughtfully to one another's ideas and to work together to solve problems 
collaboratively . 

Both in advancing their own ideas and in responding critically to others, they 
are expected to build a case based on relevant evidence and arguments and to avoid 
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inappropriate behavior. They are challenged to come to grips with controversial issues, to 
participate assertively but respectfully in group discussions, and to work productively 
with partners or groups of peers in cooperative learning activities. They are expected to 
assume individual and group responsibilities for managing instructional materials and 
tasks and to develop an ethic of caring for the personal, social, and academic needs of 
every child and adult who is part of the classroom. 

Four Steps for Creating a Learning Community 
The first step is formulating overall classrooms goals specific to a social education learn
ing community. These goals will cut across the spectrum of cognitive, socio-emotional, 
and moral development. For example, a cognitive goal might be for students to acquire 
knowledge, understanding, and appreciation for cultural diversity and apply what they 
learn from their social studies units to life in the classroom. A socio-emotional goal 
might be to develop the ability to question opinions in responsible ways, and a moral 
goal might be to treat one another with respect. 

In the second step, you focus on the physical environment: creating and maintaining 
a classroom climate that features shared responsibility, promotes tolerance and apprecia
tion of diversity, and provides the support needed for the realization of intended learning 
outcomes. Use of physical space, accessibility of instructional materials, and availability 
of visual supports (such as charts, schedules, and the daily agenda and calendar of 
events) all contribute to the setting; so do visual materials that promote learning of unit 
content or provide pictorial support for academic, socio-emotional, and moral responsi
bility. Plants, music, rugs, special chairs, identifiable spaces for reading or writing, 
manipulative materials, maps, globes, and computers all build a sense of engagement 
and connectedness to the classroom milieu . 

The third step in building the learning community includes the establishment of rules, 
norms, roles, and procedures. These include communicating with parents to beginning 
the school day, managing individual and group work, resolving peer conflicts , and 
promoting appropriate behavior in the classroom as well as on the playground, in the 
lunchroom, and on the school bus . 

The fourth step involves returning to your initial metaphor or picture, and as a class 
creating a vision for how all of this will function. As part of the dialogue, pose questions 
such as: "What should our classroom look like to us?" "What should it look like to a 
passerby?" "What should it sound like?" "Feel like?" Responses can be captured in 
words, pictures, and photographs to be displayed as reminders of goals and as self
monitoring aids for achieving them. 

Your style as a teacher, your prior experiences, and your unique teaching situation 
and students will all contribute to how you begin "growing" your learning community. 
The four steps are elaborated during daily dialogues that focus on the learning commu
nity as it is evolving. Questions that might be a part of these conversations include: 
What is going well? What needs to be modified? Why? How do we need to change a 
procedure? Does the physical setting need modification? Do we need more or fewer 
students on a given committee? Are the tasks clearly defined? Does everyone under
stand his/her role? 

Much attention needs to be given to the maintenance of learning community ideas 
and expectations. Be careful about moving too quickly . After creating an overall vision 
and plan with the class, work on one facet of the community at a time, such as rules or 
guiding principles. Then move on, but continuously loop back to previous steps, proce
dures, and practices. Think of your learning community as an ongoing growth process 
that has existing expectations but is always moving to new heights of understanding 
and positive actions. 
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A unit on childhood can provide a natural segue into substantive social studies content 
that draws heavily from the social science disciplines in pan-disciplinary ways, aligns 
with several of the National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS) (2010) themes of 
social studies, and deepens the students' understanding and appreciation of their com
munity. A childhood unit fits well as an introduction to the year because it personalizes 
learning for both the teacher and the students in multiple ways; it can be adapted to a 
range of grade levels (for upper grades, shifting the focus to adolescence); it provides an 
array of learning opportunities for students to experience, value, and apply; it introduces 
students to geographic, historical, economic, and cultural aspects of their lives that will 
be revisited throughout the year and lead to more sophisticated understandings; it 
affords opportunities to make the familiar strange and the strange familiar; and it 
appeals to students because the content includes them at the center. 

Such a unit is also a perfect place to focus on the idea that all people share some com
mon experiences as they progress through and beyond childhood, yet everyone is unique 
and the differences are to be respected. A part of building your classroom community 
should include conversations about diversity and respect. The content of the unit can 
deepen children's thinking about these matters in natural ways. 

Early in the unit you could provide a lesson on the elements of childhood or adoles
cence, underscoring the idea that children everywhere experience many similar physical, 
behavioral, and intellectual chang es in their early years. Creating a classroom bulletin 
board depicting these changes with photos of student members of the community will 
stimulate interest in the topic and visually underscore the big ideas. Of course, your stu
dents will love to see photos of their teacher's childhood! Students will be learning a lot 
about each other, and through your planned lessons they will construct understandings 
or networks of ideas associated with childhood as a cultural universal. 

While children all over the world are alike in many ways, each one is unique ( e.g., 
fingerprints, voice, cells of the body, face, the ways he or she thinks, feelings about things, 
talents). Lessons addressing inheritance, culture, environment and other factors that con
tribute to specialness or uniqueness provide good opportunities for conversations about 
appreciating diversity and avoiding prejudice-topics that need to be revisited regularly in 
authentic ways instead of only on designated holidays or when there is reference to the 
term in a sidebar in a textbook. 

There is a host of children's literature sources that you might consider as you develop 
and implement lessons about children around the world. To Be a Kid (Ajmera & lvanko, 
1999), Wake Up, World!, A Day in the Life of Children Around the World (Hollyer, 
1989), and Children Just Like M e (Kindersley & Kindersley, 1995) are great examples 
illustrating how children's lives everywhere are alike in many ways, yet different in 
other ways due to culture, geographic conditions, economic resources, and personal 
choices. Authentic children 's literature laced with interactive narrative, electronic pen 
pals, or resource people in the community can be used to deepen children 's thinking 
about culture, especially as these resources connect to their own lives. Attention to chau
vinism will occur naturally as you engage in conversations about cultural borrowing, 
prejudice, specialness, and so forth. 

Birthdays and rites of passage are other useful topics. Children all around the world 
have birthdays, although they may have very different celebration customs from ours, 
and there are places in the world where individual birth dates go unnoticed and instead 
people have communal birthdays when everyone becomes one year older. Also, people 
all over the world celebrate major happenings in their lives. Creating lessons that focus 
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.... 

on these ideas builds empathy and appreciation and goes a long way in ridding the class
room community of prejudice. 

Designing lessons that focus on children and work can add both a historical and a 
cultural perspective. In pioneer times, for example, children in America worked to help 
support their families; later, some worked as apprentices; and still later, some worked in 
factories. Today, however, there are laws against this and children go to school, which is 
considered their work, until they reach at least age 16. Most go on to complete high 
school. Children also attend school as their work in many other parts of the world, but 
there are places where, due to limited resources, children work at least part time in fac
tories or fields. Exposure to these ideas will broaden your students' thinking and foster 
empathy and appreciation for children around the world in new ways. Subsequent les
sons might address early schools and schools today, focusing on changes over time and 
how economic resources are a major factor everywhere in determining the amount and 
quality of schooling available to children. 

A series of lessons on toys and entertainment might also be included, again using his
torical, economic, and cultural threads to build meaningfulness. Main ideas might include 
children and their families long ago often combined work and entertainment (e.g., husk
ing bees, cabin raisings); families long ago made most things themselves including toys; 
and the idea that toys and entertainment have become big businesses in our country, but 
in places where resources are limited, children's games and entertainment are still much 
like those enjoyed by American children long ago. These lessons would provide an ideal 
place for building empathy with people of the past. For example, as you share your family 
story about toys and entertainment, perhaps beginning with your great-grandparents and 
using an interactive timeline accompanied by drawings, photos, or props, you can talk 
about changes that have occurred-including many during your lifetime-and the trade
offs associated with them. You can explain how technology and new resources trigger 
change, bringing both progress and new challenges. After the change, we still have most of 
the things we had in the past, but the older things are used or played with less frequently. 
They are sometimes collected by a few people, and the best specimens are treasured and put 
on display for us to observe in museums. A related big idea is that availability as well as 
values and personal preferences influence one's choices of material resources and products. 

Other thematic strands that might be woven throughout your childhood unit include 
children as consumers play a role in making choices regarding goods and services that 
families purchase and children can make a difference. Citizenship can come to life in 
your classroom community if you take on a project to help a local family who has a 
need due to insufficient resources or ·a crisis. A lesson on childhood talents and interests 
could provide a beginning look at careers and how they sometimes evolve. 

Table 2.1 shows the alignment between the NCSS social studies strands and Brophy 
and Alleman's (20036) unit on childhood. We encourage you to consider such alignment 
in planning your unit as well. We find the NCSS (2010) standards statement to be a 
useful tool in thinking about the content in multiple ways that, in turn, lead to compre
hensive unit plans. 

We also suggest that you create home assignments that match the goals of the lessons 
and link the main ideas developed in the classroom to out-of-school settings. These 
assignments will allow applications of the content that feed back into your development 
of classroom community, especially if you, the teacher, also complete them. Examples 
might include, "Interview a grandparent, neighbor, or friend about toys and entertain
ment when he or she was a child as compared to today," or "Talk with a family member 
about one new feature you would like to add to your next birthday celebration, given 
what you have learned about birthdays in other cultures. Ask family members about 
how they celebrated their birthdays as children." 
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As you share your responses and talk about how you experienced the big ideas in out
of-school settings, you and the students will learn about one another and your families. 
This creates intimacy within the classroom community and fosters an appreciation of 
diversity. An added bonus is that what you learn about each home situation creates 
opportunities for personalizing school content in the future by relating it to the jobs, 
hobbies, and cultural backgrounds of your students and their families. 

In summary , the classroom learning community is a place for helping students prac
tice democratic life, in addition to addressing the academic subjects . Social studies con
tent developed around the topic of childhood offers an opportunity to bridge the formal 
and informal, to enrich and deepen personal connect ions within the community, and at 
the same time develop networks of connected ideas associated with history, geography, 
and the social sciences (with the child at the center). 

Once the students begin to feel comfort able with one another and interact in ways that 
reflect learning community norms, they are ready to work collaboratively. Cooperative 
learning formats are often used in social studies because they fit so well with the overarch
ing goals of the subject, for at least three reasons (Winitzky, 1991). First , social studies tea
chers tend to use group work more than other teachers, and research on cooperative 
learnin g provides practical suggestions for making these activities mor e effective. Second, 
important goals of social educat ion, such as cross-ethnic acceptance and interaction and 
the integration of students with special needs, are highly congruent with behavioral 
outcomes associated with cooperative task struct ures. Finally, the values underlying 
democratic classroom climate and cooperative learning also align well with the values pro
mulgated by social studies educators. 

A large body of research evidence indicates th at cooperative learning techniques can 
affect achievement in positive ways (Good & Brophy, 2003), although it is important to 
know which techniques to use and how to implement them. Slavin (1995) emphasized 
that cooperative learning approaches that facilitate ach ievement feature two key charac
teristics: The activities have clear group goals, and individual members of each group 
are held personally accountable for their contributions. This implies the need to assess 
students on their cooperat ive efforts and learning outcomes. 

Effects on outcomes other than achievement are even more impressive. Well
implemented cooperative learning arrangemen ts promote friendship choices and pro
social patterns of interaction among students who differ in achievement, gender, race, 
and ethnicity. They also promote the acceptance of mainstreamed students with special 
needs and frequently have positive effects on self-esteem and academic self-confidence. 
Students who are taught how to interact in a collaborative environment tend to spend 
more time on tasks (asking questions, giving feedback, checking answers) and to go 
beyond just giving answers by providing explanations designe d to make sure the listener 
understands the concept or process. 

Preparing Student s fo r Coop erative Learning 
In Developing Groupwork, Cohen (1994) points out the importance in preparing students 
for cooperative learning. It requires you as the teacher to decide which no rms and skills 
are needed for the particular group setting you have in mind . Typically, the norms and 
skills are taught separately as skill builders rather than as lectures or group discussions . 
Cooperative learning is most effective when it is taught in stages (Cohen, 1994, pp. 62- 84). 
First, decide whether your objective is relatively routine or whether the goal involves 
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understanding concepts and big ideas. Then decide on the type of interaction you want 
to see and hear when you listen in on a group. Cohen (1994) found that the best results 
are achieved when both individuals and the group are held accountable. 

The next stage involves creating the task that aligns with your objective or goal and 
expresses what you want the students to learn. Planning an orientation for students 
serves as a means of focusing on the major points that underlie the activities and prepares 
them for the challenges of working together. 

Before students are ready to begin their group work, you must decide on the size of the 
groups and their composition . Typically, groups larger than five present challenges for 
participation. In comprising groups, consider academic achievement, gender, race, ethnicity, 
and interests, and always have your goals and objectives as the major determinants. As your 
use of group work continues over time, make sure every student has a chance to work with 
every peer in the class-an important factor in building a strong learning community. 

Once students know the goals, the task focus, and the expectations, and once they are 
assigned to a group, make sure they are seated in a fashion so they can see and hear 
everyone else. During the implementation of the group work, typically the teacher 
assumes the role as a silent guide by the side. If that role shifts, it is usually a good idea 
to share with students what the teachers will be doing and why. 

Planning a wrap-up at the conclusion of each group session is essential for account
ability and to explicitly help students realize expectations. If the task extends over more 
than one class period, a mini report focusing on a key idea or new question is often suf
ficient. The important thing to remember is that debriefing is a vital part of group work. 
Looking for patterns, multiple perspectives, or disconnects promotes higher-order think
ing and engenders a high level of student engagement. Both the process and the product 
need to be considered with both the teacher and the peers participating in the process, 
assuming the criteria for evaluation have been made clear. 

Task Structures 
Cooperative learning methods differ according to the task structures that are in effect. 
The term task structures refers to the nature of the task (its goal, the kinds of responses 
that it requires) and the working conditions that accompany it. Task structures may be 
individual, cooperative, or competitive. In individual task structures, students work alone; 
in cooperative task structures, they collaborate in learning or in producing some group 
product; and in competitive task structures, they compete, either as individuals or as 
teams, in various contests, debates, or games. Competitive task structures usually are not 
compatible with learning community principles, but both individual and cooperative task 
structures should be observed frequently in social studies classes. 

Members of student teams or groups may cooperate in working toward either group 
goals or individual goals. When pursuing group goals, the members work together to 
produce a single product that results from the pooled resources and shared labor of 
the group. For example, the group might prepare a report, video, skit, or multi-media 
presentation about childhood long ago for presentation to the class. When working 
cooperatively to reach individual goals, group members assist one another by discussing 
how to respond to questions or assignments, checking work, or providing feedback or 
tutorial assistance. Individual students are responsible for their own assignments, but 
they are allowed to consult with one another as they work. 

Cooperative task structures also differ according to whether or not there is task 
specialization. Task specialization is in effect when a larger task is divided into several sub
tasks that are assigned to different group members. In preparing a report on childhood in 
another country, for example, task specialization would be in effect if one group member 
were assigned to do the introduction, another to write about the country's geography and 
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climate, another about its natural resources and economy, and so on. Group goals and task 
specialization are common features of cooperative learning methods that are popular in 
social studies. 

In a robust learning community, whole-class instruction often will be complemented 
by small-group learning activities as well as individual opportunities for personalizing 
and applying the major understandings and skills. For example, in a lesson on birthdays, 
the teacher might share information and pictures describing various ways children cele
brate this special day around the world. This could be followed by a cooperative group 
activity, with students listing and discussing all the new practices that they learned about 
in the lesson. Finally, students could independently write a journal entry describing what 
they would like to do on their next birthday, incorporating a practice from another 
culture that they learned about during the lesson. 

Cooperative learning Techniques 
Several cooperative learning techniques are especially suited to social studies. Among 
them are Jigsaw (Aronson, Blaney, Stephan, Sikes, & Snapp, 1978), Learning Together 
(Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec, 1998), Group Investigation (Sharan & Sharan, 1992), Jig
saw II, an adaptation of the original Jigsaw (Slavin, 1986) and Complex Instruction 
(Cohen, Lotan, Scarloss, & Arellano, 1999). Cooperative learning is a natural feature of 
a classroom where a democratic community context is in place. Students cannot merely 
be placed together and told to cooperate; they need to be taught how to work collabora
tively, engage in productive dialogues, and provide constructive feedback and help. 
Having a learning community plan in place prior to the implementation of cooperative 
learning techniques provides a good foundation for successful results. 

In original Jigsaw, students work in home groups in which they teach one another 
material that they have learned in their respective expert groups. For example, a class 
of 20 students might be divided into four home groups consisting of five students each, 
with one member of each home group being designated as Number One, Number Two, 
Number Three, Number Four, or Number Five. To set the stage for Jigsaw, the teacher 
divides a chunk of curricular material into five subsections or assigns each group a par
ticular primary source to analyze or a particular region of the country to research (also 
numbered one through five). Each subsection is comprehensible in its own right but 
forms only part of the total content to be learned. Students first work in expert groups 
leaving their home groups to join students from other home groups who share the same 
number-to learn the corresponding subsection of content. Members of expert groups are 
expected to work together to learn the information thoroughly enough to be able to teach it 
to the other members of their home groups. Once this learning has occurred, the expert 
groups dissolve and the members go back to their home groups and take turns teaching 
what they have learned to their home group peers. We recommend that specified amounts 
of time be established for completing both the expert group and the home group activities 
so that students are clear about their responsibilities and stay on task. The teacher can cir
culate during group times to monitor progress and intervene if necessary. 

Jigsaw II is used when a chunk of textual reading needs to be completed in a short 
period of time to provide context or a data base for further inquiry. All of the students 
begin by reading a common narrative, and then each member of a given team 
is assigned a separate topic on which to become an expert. Students from separate 
teams who have been assigned to the same topic meet in expert groups to dialogue, 
after which they return to their teams and teach what they have learned to their team
mates. Teachers find Jigsaw II especially successful in diverse classes that subsume a wide 
range of reading abilities, although care must be taken to ensure heterogeneity within 
each group. 
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Learning Together features diversity within groups among students who differ in 
achievement level, gender, race, or ethnicity . Each group is expected to turn in a collabora
tive product, and students are praised if they worked well together and if there was good task 
performance. Traditionally, Learning Together has four features: positive interdependence, 
face-to-face interaction among all students, individual accountability for mastering assigned 
material, and instruction in appropriate interpersonal and small-group skills. This works 
effectively for problem-based learning. 

Group Investigation works very well when a social studies unit has several natural 
subtopics. For example, a unit focusing on a particular region might offer a range of sub
topics such as environmental concerns, economic priorities, climatic conditions, and so 
on. Students are formed into interest groups to work together using an array of instruc
tional materials and applying cooperative inquiry, group discussion, cooperative plan
ning, and cooperative projects. Each member of the group chooses an individual task 
and carries out the appropriate activities to contribute to a group report. 

If students have not had previous experience with Group Investigation, the teacher 
can guide the whole class through one of the subtopics, first paying particular attention 
to the big ideas to be developed. For example, the class could use maps, the globe, and 
textual information to determine the climatic conditions of the region and how they 
impact where people live, the kinds of work they do, and how it influences leisure activi
ties. Then it would be appropriate to assign groups to examine each of the other subto
pics in an effort to acquire a comprehensive picture of a region and the factors that 
contribute to decision making associated with it. The debriefing whole-class discussions 
following each of the group reports with an eye toward the big ideas is essential if this 
method is to enhance meaning. 

Having discussed establishing a learning community and incorporating cooperative 
learning methods, we now address the broad topic of student motivation. As the leader 
of your learning community, you want to stimulate your students' motivation to learn- their 
tendency to find lessons and learning activities meaningful and worthwhile and to try to 
get the intended learning benefits from them. 

Students' motivation is rooted in their subjective experiences (thoughts, feelings), espe
cially those connected to their willingness to engage in lessons and learning activities 
and their reasons for doing so. Brophy (2010) reviewed existing theory and research on 
this topic, with emphasis on identifying strategies for motivating students to learn. He 
depicted motivation in the classroom as expectancy x value reasoning, within the social 
context of a learning community. 

The expectancy x value model of motivation holds that people's willingness to 
expend effort on an activity depends on how much they expect to perform successfully 
if they apply themselves (and thus obtain whatever rewards successful performance 
brings) and on how much they value those rewards or the opportunity to engage in 
the activity itself. Effort investment is not likely if either the expectancy factor or the 
value factor is missing entirely. People do not willingly engage in activities that they do 
not enjoy and that do not lead to valued outcomes, even if they know that they can 
perform successfully. Nor do they willingly invest in even highly valued activities if 
they believe that they cannot succeed no matter how hard they try. Students will be 
motivated to learn to the extent that they view classroom activities and home assign
ments as meaningful and worthwhile and believe that they can succeed at them if they 
invest reasonable effort. 
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In addition to these subjective thoughts and feelings, students' motivation is affected 
by interactions with their teachers and classmates. Some classroom climates are supportive 
of motivation to learn, but others interfere with it. So, a comprehensive look at student 
motivation requires attention to the individuals' internal thoughts about expectancy and 
value and their external experiences in the social context (learning community). 

The Expectancy Side of Motivation 
Students who approach learning activities with success expectations (a sense of efficacy 
or confidence) tend to focus their complete attention on the activity and bring all of their 
resources to bear in responding to its demands. Free of concerns about failure, they 
enjoy appropriate challenges, look forward to gaining new knowledge and skills, and per
sist in seeking to do so. If they become confused or realize that they have made mistakes, 
they will attempt to diagnose and address the problem, or if necessary get help. Their 
goals and learning strategies focus on acquiring the knowledge and skills that the activity 
is intended to develop. 

In contrast, students with efficacy problems experience learning activities very differ
ently . Because they are not confident that they can succeed (or worse, are convinced that 
they cannot succeed), they will not be able to focus their full attention on the activity's 
demands. Instead, they will be distracted by anxiety, feelings of helplessness, expectations 
of failure, and worry about its consequences. Over time, they will come to prefer easy and 
routine tasks over more interesting and challenging ones (because they would rather be 
bored than embarrassed). They will begin to give up easily at the first sign of difficulty 
rather than persist in trying to overcome confusion and mistakes, and they will become 
more concerned about not looking stupid than about acquiring new knowledge and skills. 

As a teacher, you will want to help your students maintain their confidence as learners 
and approach learning activities with productive goals and strategies. Doing so requires 
coordination of appropriate curriculum, instruction, and assessment. 

Curriculum . Appropriate curriculum presents students with content and activities that 
lie within their zone of proximal development, which refers to the range of knowledge 
and skills that they are not yet ready to learn on their own but can learn with help 
from teachers (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988). Your curriculum should continually challenge 
students within their zones of proximal development, yet make it possible for them 
to meet these challenges by providing sufficient instruction, guidance, and feedback. 
Students' prospects for successful learning depend not only on the difficulty of the 
activity itself, but also on the degree to which you prepare them for it in advance and 
scaffold their learning efforts through guidance and feedback. 

Instruction. Most students do not find social studies particularly difficult (compared 
to mathematics and science, for example). However, some may show expectancy-related 
problems, especially with demanding assignments. They may be daunted at the prospect 
of planning and carrying out a complicated project in order to accomplish what seems 
like a distant goal, but they will respond positively if you explain and model coping skills 
such as breaking the project into stages that enable them to identify and pursue a series 
of proximal goals that eventually lead to the ultimate one. In the process, teach them 
to look backward as well as forward so that they will appreciate the progress they are 
making as they complete each step. Also, help them to view learning activities as oppor
tunities to increase their knowledge and skills, not as tests of their existing capacities. 
Explain that knowledge and skills are not fixed but are developed through engagement 
in learning activities; that you are prepared to help them to become successful learners; 
and that they can expect to do so if they apply themselves consistently. 
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Assessment. Think of assessment as a way to keep track of the progress of the class as 
a whole and alert you to the need for adjustments in your instructional plans, not just a 
way to provide a basis for assigning grades. Ordinarily, daily participation in lessons and 
work on assignments, especially work on significant projects, should be used at least as 
much as tests for assessing progress and grading students. In talking about assessment 
with your students, emphasize its role in providing informative feedback about their learn
ing, and portray yourself as allied with them in preparing for the tests, not as allied with the 
tests in pressuring them. Follow through by using the assessment information to provide 
informative feedback on progress made toward major instructional goals. Include "safety 
nets" for students who are struggling (e.g., opportunities to take an alternative test following 
a period of review and relearning, or to earn extra credit by producing some product to 
indicate that they have overcome the deficiencies identified in the test performance). 

Low achievers and students who fear failure often perform considerably below their 
potential on tests because they become anxious when they are aware of being evaluated. 
You can minimize test anxiety problems using the following strategies: 

1. Rather than "spring" a test on students, let them know the date of the test, its 
general scope and nature, and how they can best prepare for it. 

2. Be friendly and encouraging when administering the test, and avoid making the 
testing situation any more threatening than it needs to be. 

3. Avoid time pressures. 
4. Stress the feedback functions rather than the evaluation or grading functions of tests 

when discussing them. 
5. Present tests as opportunities to assess progress rather than as measures of ability. 
6. Give pre-tests to accustom students to "failure" and provide base rates for comparison 

when you administer post-tests later. 
7. Teach your students stress management skills and effective test-taking skills and 

attitudes. 
8. Help your students understand that the best way to prepare for tests is to concentrate 

on learning what they need to know, without spending much time worrying about 
what will be on the test or how they will cope with anxiety in the test situation. See 
Chapter 9 for more on assessment. 

The Value Side of Motivation 
Whereas the expectancy aspects of motivation focus on performance (Can I complete 
this activity successfully? What will happen if I fail?), the value aspects focus on the rea
sons for engaging in the activity in the first place (Why should I care about this activity? 
What benefits will I get from engaging in it?) Students commonly report serious defi
ciencies in the value aspects of their social studies motivation Even though social studies 
is about people and therefore should be highly interesting, students consistently rate it as 
their least favorite among the major school subjects . Heavy emphasis on memorization 
and regurgitation of miscellaneous facts is usually given as the reason. 

Traditionally, teachers have been advised to address value questions either by offering 
incentives for good performance (extrinsic motivation) or by emphasizing content 
and activities that students find enjoyable (intrinsic motivation). Unfortunately, these 
approaches have only limited value if you want to teach social studies for understanding, 
appreciation, and life application. 

Extrinsic approach. Rewards are popular because teachers enjoy givmg them and 
students enjoy receiving them. However, they are often used more as behavior management 
tools than as motivational tools. Rewards are likely to have positive effects on motivation to 
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learn only under certain circumstances. First, it is important to deliver rewards in ways that 
provide students with informative feedback and call attention to significant achievements. 
You want students to think about applying themselves to their studies as worth doing because 
it leads to increases in knowledge and skills, not just because it can lead to extrinsic rewards. 

Also, rewards can act as motivators only for those students who believe that they have 
a chance to get them. Too often, access to rewards (or to the most desirable rewards) 
is limited to high achievers. Learning of an opportunity to earn a reward by getting a 
high grade will be motivating to these students, but de-motivating to students who 
know that they have little chance to earn such a grade. Thus, you will need to individu
alize success criteria so that all students have equal (or at least reasonable) access to the 
rewards. An alternative that avoids these complications is to limit yourself to rewards 
given to the class as a whole ("I know that you all put in a lot of work on your projects, 
and I am very pleased with them. As a token of my appreciation for your efforts ... "). 
Such celebrations of everyone's efforts and progress also are more in keeping with the 
spirit of a learning community. 

Teacher praise and encouragement also are potential sources of extrinsic motivation 
for students, but again it is important to deliver them effectively. Students are likely to 
be motivated by sincere praise delivered privately or through notes written on returned 
assignments, but they may not appreciate being singled out publicly, especially for things 
that are not really significant achievements (such as sitting up straight and paying atten
tion). Effective praise and encouragement are delivered privately; are focused on expres
sing appreciation and providing informative feedback rather than making judgments; 
and are focused on the effort and care that the students put into the work, on the gains 
in knowledge or skills that the achievement represents, or on the achievement's more 
noteworthy features. Praise statements should not include attributions of successful per
formance to high intelligence or aptitude ("Wow-you're really good at this!"), because 
students who become accustomed to interpreting successes as evidence of high aptitude 
will also begin to interpret any difficulties they experience as evidence that they lack 
aptitude or have reached the limits of their abilities. 

Another commonly recommended extrinsic motivator is competition. It is true that 
the opportunity to compete, whether for prizes or merely for the satisfaction of winning, 
can add excitement to classroom activities. However, most motivational researchers oppose 
the use of competition or place heavy qualifications on its applicability. Participating in 
classroom activities already involves risking public failure, and a great deal of competition 
is already built into the grading system. Also, competition is even more salient and distract
ing than rewards for most students, so they are likely to pay more attention to who is win
ning or losing than to what they are supposed to be learning. Finally, a root problem with 
competition is that it creates losers as well as winners (and usually many more losers than 
winners). Losers of individual competitions, especially if they lose consistently, may suffer 
losses in confidence, self-esteem, and enjoyment of school. Members of losing teams may 
devalue one another and scapegoat those whom they hold responsible for the team's loss. 

For these reasons, we would discourage you from emphasizing competition as a moti
vational strategy. If you do use competition, minimize its risks by making sure that all 
students have an equal chance to win, that winning is determined primarily by degree 
of effort (and perhaps a degree of luck) rather than by level of ability, that attention is 
focused more on the learning than the competition, and that reactions to the outcome 
emphasize the positive (winners are congratulated but losers are not criticized or ridiculed; 
the accomplishments of the class as a whole, not just the winners, are acknowledged). 

Extrinsic rewards may reinforce effort and persistence, but they do little to help 
students come to value the content and skills they are learning. In fact, if their use is 
mishandled, it can erode whatever intrinsic motivation the students may have for learning 
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the content or skills. If you offer and deliver rewards in ways that imply that the only reason 
that students engage in learning activities is to get rewards for doing so, it is natural for them 
to infer that these activities have no value in their own right. In addition, if you use rewards 
in ways that foster competition among individuals or subgroups in your class, you under
mine the collaborative norms that you should be emphasizing as part of maintaining a 
learning community . In conclusion, extrinsic rewards have been oversold to teachers. They 
can be helpful, or at least not harmful, if used appropriately, but they will not help you to 
encourage students to value curricular content and learning activities. Their effects tend to 
be short-term and not supportive of progress toward major long-term goals. 

Intrinsic approach. The intrinsic motivation approach is similarly limited. Emphasiz
ing content that students are already familiar with and interested in, along with activities 
that they enjoy, will please them but not expand their horizons or even necessarily 
increase their appreciation for curriculum-related knowledge and skills. As a teacher, 
your primary responsibilities are to see that your students acquire the knowledge and 
skills they are expected to acquire at the grade level, not to see that they enjoy them
selves. It is desirable that students find school activities interesting and enjoyable when
ever this is compatible with your major instructional goals, but accomplishing these goals 
is your first order of business. 

One way to accommodate students' interests and preferences while at the same time 
pursuing your instructional goals is to allow them choices when possible. If you were 
going to ask your students to write a biography or make a presentation about a country, 
for example, you could allow individuals to choose the persons or countries they would 
report about (perhaps providing a menu of resources to select from, to make sure that 
their choices are appropriate to their ages and prior knowledge levels). 

Another intrinsic motivation strategy is to engage students in activities that they find 
enjoyable. For example, most students enjoy collaborating in pairs or small groups, and 
these cooperative learning formats are well suited to many social studies goals. Students 
also tend to enjoy activities that provide them with opportunities to use a wide variety of 
skills (e.g., conducting and reporting research) rather than requiring boring repetition 
(e.g., filling in blanks on a worksheet), as well as activities that allow them to create a 
product that they can point to and identify with (e.g., a display or report). 

These preferences were expressed in one of our studies that involved interviewing 
college students about learning activities they remembered from K-12 social studies 
(Alleman & Brophy, 1993-1994). We coded the students' responses for what they said 
about the outcomes of the activities. Desirable outcomes were coded when they reported 
that an activity had produced interesting learning (e.g., enabled them to empathize with 
the people being studied and see things from their point of view). Negative outcomes 
were coded when the students disparaged the activities as pointless (e.g., learning about 
state birds) or as boring and repetitive (e.g., worksheets or assignments such as reading a 
chapter in a text and then answering questions about it). 

The students frequently mentioned desirable outcomes, and never expressed negative 
ones, when describing thematic units (such as on pioneer life or a foreign country) that 
included a variety of information and activities, field trips, class discussion and debate 
activities, and pageant or role-enactment activities. They expressed less enthusiasm, but 
still generally positive reactions to simulation activities, research projects, construct ion 
projects , and lecture/presentation activities. In contrast, they frequently complained 
about boring, repetitive seatwork that had to be done individually and silently. 

Other intrinsic motivation approaches involve adapting school content or activities to 
students' interests. For example, Hidi and Baird (1988) found that students' interest in texts 
was enhanced when the main ideas in the texts were elaborated through insertions that 
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featured one of the following motivation principles: character identification (information 
about people with whom the students could identify, such as inventors whose discoveries 
led to the knowledge under study); novelty (content that interested the students because it 
was new or unusual); life theme (connections to things that were important in their lives 
outside of school); and activity level (reference to intense activities or strong emotions). 

People, fads, or events that are currently prominent in the news or the youth culture 
can be worked into everyday lessons as applications of the concepts being learned. For 
example, a teacher pointed out that the Ark of the Covenant described in an ancient his
tory text was the same ark featured in the movie Raiders of the Lost Ark. Another teacher 
sparked interest in studying latitude and longitude by noting that the sunken remains of 
the Titanic can be located easily, even though they lie on the ocean floor hundreds of miles 
out to sea, because the discoverers fixed the location precisely using these coordinates. 

Another way to incorporate student interest is to encourage students to ask questions 
and make comments about topics . This creates "teachable moments" that you can pursue 
by temporarily suspending a planned sequence of events in order to address issues raised 
by a student (which typically reflect interests shared by other students as well). It also is 
helpful to plan lessons and assignments that include divergent questions and opportu
nities for students to express opinions, make evaluations, or in other ways respond per
sonally to the content. 

You can stimulate students' interest or whet their curiosity by posing questions or 
doing "set ups" that create a need to resolve some ambiguity or obtain more information 
about a topic. For example, prior to reading material about Russia, you might ask the 
students if they know how many time zones there are in Russia or how the United States 
acquired Alaska. It will be mind boggling for most students to discover that one country 
encompasses 11 time zones or that the United States purchased Alaska from Russia. 
Calling attention to facts like these can make the difference between just another reading 
assignment and an interesting learning experience. 

You also can use questions to put students into an information-processing or 
decision-making mode as they begin to engage in an activity. For example, you might 
create suspense by inviting students to consider competing ideas about the causes of 
the Civil War, or indicate that the content that they are about to study contains informa
tion that appears to contradict what they currently "know." 

Surveys indicate that teachers' beliefs about effective motivation strategies tend to 
emphasize intrinsic approaches: cooperative learning, stimulating tasks, choices, role 
play and simulations, projects, learning games, relating content to current events and 
students' lives outside of school, hands-on activities, and personalized content. Unfortu
nately, teachers' strategies typically focus on activities or involve adding interesting 
elements to content rather than helping students to develop appreciation for the content 
base itself. Many reported hands-on activities seem gratuitous ~ likely to generate interest 
but not lead to important learning. For example, Zahorik (1996) described a fifth-grade 
social studies unit on the 1950s that included singing Elvis Presley songs, impersonating 
Elvis, writing essays speculating on whether Elvis was still alive, and critiquing Elvis's 
movies. Hands-on activities will not produce important learning unless they include 
minds-on features that engage students in thinking about big ideas. 

Afotivating students to learn. Mitchell (1993) distinguished between catching stu
dents' interest and holding it. He found that motivational techniques such as presenting 
students with brainteasers or puzzles, allowing them to work on computers, or allowing 
them to work in groups were effective for catching initial interest, but not for holding 
that interest in ways that led to accomplishment of significant learning goals. The latter 
outcomes were associated with meaningful content (students could appreciate its 
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applications to life outside of scho~l) and instr~ction~ meth~ds that fost~re~ involve
ment (students spent most of their time engaged m active learnmg and apphcat10n activ
ities, not just watching and listening). Other research reviewed by Brophy (2010) 
similarly concluded that sustained student motivation to learn curricular content and 
skills results from what Mitchell called "hold" factors. More specifically, the key to moti
vating students to learn is to structure the curriculum around big ideas and develop 
them, with emphasis on their connections and applications to life outside of school. 

Students do not need to enjoy school activities in order to be motivated to learn from 
them, but they do need to perceive these activities as meaningful and worthwhile. There
fore, you will need to make sure that your curriculum content and learning activities are 
in fact meaningful and worthwhile, and develop the content and scaffold your students' 
engagement in the activities in ways that enable them to see and appreciate their value. 

In this regard, it is helpful to apply the notion of a zone of proximal development 
to motivation as well as learning. If the content domains and learning activities they 
encounter at school have been well selected, students can come to appreciate their value. 
However, exposure alone may not be enough. Just as it is important for you to scaffold 
the cognitive aspects of your students' engagement in learning activities, it is also important 
for you to scaffold the motivational aspects. Besides conveying big ideas and modeling 
strategies for applying them, convey reasons why these ideas are worth learning, explain 
when and why they might be used, and model how it looks and feels when we use them 
( e.g., by expressing appreciation of growth in your own knowledge, artistry, or crafts
manship). Besides coaching by drawing attention to key points at each step in a learning 
process, provide go~! reminders an~ encourage students'. appr~ciation fo_r the lea~ning 
domain and for their own developmg knowledge and skills. Fmally, besides providing 
feedback about the correctness of responses and how to avoid mistakes, call students' 
attention to developments in their knowledge or skills, to signs of artistry or craftsmanship 
in their work, or to unique "signature" elements that reflect their personal style of operat-

ing in the domain. 
Induce appreciation for a topic or activity by explaining why students should value it. 

Better yet, arrange for them to experience this themselves by engaging them with a ques
tion or problem that requires content for its solution. Much social studies content has 
value as grist for developing insights into the human condition or advances in personal 
identity and self-actualization. Stories about people in the past or in other cultures, for 
example, usually can be framed with reference to enduring dilemmas with which your 
students can identify. In addition, the stories can be rendered in ways that help students 
appreciate how the experiences o_f p_eople from an~ther time or place compare and con
trast with their own expenences m ms1ght-producmg ways. 

These and other considerations involved in addressing the value issues related to 
motivating students to learn will be elaborated in subsequent chapters. For now, bear in 
mind that even though most discussions of motivation emphasize praise and rewards or 
strategies for making learning fun, research findings point to structuring the content 
around big ideas developed, with emphasis on their connections and applications as the 
key to motivating students to learn. 

The Social Context's Effects on Motivation 
The relationship between the social context and students' motivation is straightforward: stu
dents will be more motivated to learn and better able to concentrate on doing so when the 
classroom climate is collaborative and supportive than when it is competitive and judgmen
tal. This is one reason why we place so much emphasis on establishing a learning community 
in your classroom. See Table 2.2 for examples of extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. 
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TABLE 2.2 EXAMPLES OF EXTRINSIC VERSUS INTRINSIC MOTIVATION 

"Star Chart Behavior 

"Bucks" system whereby students earn pretend 
money to buy items in a classroom store for 
good behavior . 

Canceling recess for children who do not 
complete their work. 

© Cengage Learning 2013 

their relatiol)Ships with p~rs when behaving in 
pro0 social ways. 

Students want to. complete their work because 
there is an intended audience for it :besides the 
le<l(:her (e.g., a performance,. a p.ublication). 

Minority students and others whose family backgrounds may place them at risk for 
school failure do especially well with teachers who share warm, personal interactions 
with them but also hold high expectations for their academic progress, require them to 
perform up to their capabilities, and see that they progress as far and as fast as they are 
able. These teachers break through social-class differences, cultural differences, language 
differences, and other potential barriers to communication in order to form close rela
tionships with at-risk students, but they use these relationships to maximize the students' 
academic progress, not merely to provide friendship or sympathy to them (Baker, 1998; 
Delpit, 1992; Siddle-Walker, 1992; Tucker, et al., 2002). 

At-risk students also do especially well in classrooms that offer warm, inviting 
social environm ents. Therefore, help your students to value diversity, learn from one 
another, and appreciate different languages and traditions. Treat the cultures that they 
bring to school as assets that provide students with foundations of background knowl
edge to support their learning efforts and provide you with opportunities to enrich the 
curriculum for everyone. Think in terms of helping minority students to become fully 
bicultural rather than in terms of replacing one culture with another. If you are unfamiliar 
with a culture that is represented in your classroom, educate yourself by reading about it, 
talking with community leaders, visiting homes, and most importantly talking with 
students to learn about their past history and future aspirations. 

For example, Moll (1992) interviewed the families of students enrolled in a biJingual 
education class to identify resources available in the community that might be capitalized 
upon at the school, which was located in a primarily Spanish-speaking minority community. 
He identified the following funds of knowledge possessed by members of these households: 
ranching and farming (horsemanship, animal husbandry, soil and irrigation systems, crop 
planting, hunting, tracking, dressing game); mining (timbering, minerals, blasting, equip
ment operation, and maintenance); economics (business, market values, appraising, renting 
and selling, loans, labor laws, building codes, consumer knowledge, accounting, sales); 
household management (budgets, child care, cooking, appliance repairs); material and 
scientific knowledge (construction, carpentry, roofing, masonry, painting, design and archi
tecture); repairs (airplane, automobile, tractor, house maintenance); contemporary medicine 
(drugs, first-aid procedures, anatomy, midwifery); folk medicine (herbal knowledge, folk 
cures); and religion (catechism, baptisms, bible studies, moral knowledge and ethics). 

Teachers can capitalize on these funds of knowledge whenever they connect with 
curriculum content, to personalize the curriculum for their students and occasionally to 
integrate parents intellectually into the life of the school. Opportunities for connecting 
the curriculum to the students' home backgrounds are often missed because instruction 
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stays too close to what is in the textbooks. For example, usually at least some students in 
a class, and frequently a great many, have parents who are police officers, firefighters, 
postal workers, and other service workers studied in "community helpers" lessons, but 
few teachers think to invite these parents to come to the classroom to talk about their 
jobs. Home-school connections are discussed in detail in Chapter 13. 

Adapt your curricula to feature the cultures represented by your students. 
Modifications might include a somewhat different selection of content as well as treat
ment of many more topics as issues open to multiple perspectives rather than as bodies 
of factual information that admit to only a single interpretation. Expose students to liter
ature or multimedia content sources that feature models who come from cultural groups 
represented in your classroom and portray these models not as stereotypes but as nuanced 
individuals with whom all students can identify. In addition, expose your students to 
actual, living models by arranging for classroom speakers, field trips, or current events dis
cussions that will raise minority students' consciousness of roles and accomplishments 
to which they might aspire. 

Knapp (1995) analyzed ways in which teachers working in ethnically heterogeneous 
classrooms responded to the cultural diversity of their students. The most effective ones 
explicitly accommodated the students' cultural heritages by communicating to them that 
their cultural backgrounds were not problems to be overcome but rather strengths to be 
acknowledged and drawn upon in schooling. For example, following is Knapp's descrip
tion of a bilingual teacher of a combined first- and second-grade class composed of a 
mixed population of Hispanic, African -American, and white students: 

Mr. Callio holds high expectations for his students and demands strict accountability 
for the work assigned to them. He recognizes that his students do not arrive at school 
with all the skills he would like them to have and plans his instruction accordingly. At 
the same time, his approach builds in a respect for the strengths and backgrounds of the 
students in his class. For example, Mr. Callio's classroom is alive with pictur es from 
different parts of the world, showing the different ethnic, racial, and cultural groups 
represented in his students. One display reads "Yo soy Latin y orgulloso" ("I am Latin 
and proud of it") in big letters surrounded by pictures of pyramids , indigenous 
Mesoamericans, and other Latino faces. Another reads "I am African American and 
proud" and displays pictures of African people, places, and artifacts. Mr. Callio argues 
that it is imperative to provide positive self-images and role models if a teacher expects 
students to be driven to succeed. Mr. Callio uses his Spanish extensively in the class
room-and not simply to help those students with limited English proficiency. Rather, 
he argues that Spanish is an important language to know and encourages his monolin
gual English speakers to try to learn it. One of the top students in the class, an African
American male, regularly tries to piece together Spanish sentences. (Knapp, 1995, p. 39) 

Be mindful of the unique qualities of and challenges faced by English Language 
Learners (ELLs). We suggest the following: learn and draw upon the funds of knowledge 
that ELL students bring to the classroom; attempt to learn a few words or phrases in their 
home language and teach them to the rest of the students in the class; consider opportunities 
for ELL students to share aspects of their culture and personal experiences in social studies 
lessons; or invite family members to share traditions or personal experiences with the class. 
Once you have an understanding of the funds of knowledge they have, try to weave that 
knowledge and experience into social studies lessons when applicable and relevant. 

ELLs may encounter various challenges with social studies instruction due to language, 
cultural, and political barriers. Cruz and Thornton (20 l O) offer strategies for working with 
these challenges effectively. Social studies lessons that rely primarily on text may be 
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difficult for some students. Since much of the content of elementary social studies relates 
to the United States, ELL students may not have the background knowledge of its history, 
geography, economic system, cultures, and political system. Cruz and Thornton (2010) 
recommend culturally sensitive pedagogy that might involve the following: selecting topics 
that are relevant to students' lives beyond school; drawing upon students' personal stories 
and experiences; using a variety of visual cues; and setting up listening centers to listen to 
recorded class discussions. 

We suggest the following lesson, Specialness (Alleman and Brophy, 20036). This is the 
second lesson in a unit on childhood, and its goal is to teach about both the common 
features of children and their unique qualities . The lesson focuses on the concepts of prej
udice and discrimination, which can be a byproduct of ignorance about other ethnicities, 
cultures, and races. 

~~~i,....·· _l_e_s_s_o_n_2_S_p_e_c_i_a_ln_e_s_s __________________ _ 
--J!fff//fc,\' , . Resources 

• Teacher's childhood story, represented by photos on a timeline 
• Teacher's photos illustrating preteen or adolescent, teenager, young adult, and adult, 

emphasi zing unique features 
• Teacher's footprint or handprint and/or other data that identified him or her in the 

hospital nursery 
• Teacher's family picture 
• Pictures and photos of children who look and dress very differently 
• Magazine and catalogs to cut up for Activity 
• See Important Information Sheet About Me 

Children's Literature 
Lewis, D, & Lewis, G. (1995). When you were a baby. Atlanta: Peachtree. 
Middleton, D. (1999). Dealing with discrimination. New York Rosen. 

General Comments 
The focus of this lesson will be the uniqueness of all children (who also have many things 
in common) Its richness will depend on input from the children and their families. 

General Purposes or Goals 
To help students develop knowledge of, understanding of, and appreciation for: (1) child
hood around the world-similarities and uniquenesses; and (2) factors that contribute to 
specialness or uniqueness: inheritance, culture, environment, and so on. 

Main Ideas to Develop 
• Childhood is universal. 
• Children everywhere go through a series of changes in their development (from infancy 

to adolescence) and they experience many changes physically, emotionally, behaviorally, 
intellectually, and so forth. 

• While children all over the world are alike in many ways, each one is unique (e g , fin
gerprints, footprints, voice, cells in the body, face, the way she or he thinks, feelings 
about things , talents, etc.) 

• Discrimination is treating someon e badly because he or she is different from you. 
• Even as young school children , we can help get rid of discrimination. 
• Prejudice is a negative opinion formed without knowing all of the facts . 
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Teaching Tips from Barbara 
I divided this lesson into two parts. The first part involves children being born and growing 
and being unique. This part connected hand in hand with health lessons in our Human Growth 
and Development unit. We were able to meet the curriculum requirements for both areas in this 
one lesson. The second day I focused on the discrimination part of this lesson. I took the "I can 
help fight discrimination" part of the assessment and turned it into a class project. We wrote 
a pledge together listing ways to fight discrimination. We then published the list and everyone 
signed it. It became a living document that helped to direct our relationships and behavior. 

Starting the Lesson 
Share the results of the home assignment. Discuss similarities of all the students in the 
class (e g., they all have gone through the stages of childhood-baby, toddler, preschool, 
early school years). Compare your time line with those of the students, underscoring the 
idea that even though you are older, you too experienced the same stages that they are 
experiencing. Explain that they will go through additional stages, Just as you have (e.g., pre
teen or adolescent, teenager, young adult, etc.). Show pictures and photos of these stages. 
Underscore the idea that children everywhere go through these stages in development. 

Suggested Lesson Discussion 
[Read When You Were a Baby by Lewis and Lewis l Babyhood occurs throughout the world. 
Some babies have green eyes while others have blue or brown eyes. Some babies have red 
hair; some have brown or black hair; and some have very little hair. Some have very fair skin 
and others have darker skin. Families are special groups of people who love and usually take 
care of their babies. Every child who is born is already a part of a family. Some babies have 
older brothers and sisters. Some babies will grow up to be big brothers or sisters. Some fam
ilies have grandmothers, grandfathers, aunts, and uncles. No family is exactly like yours. 

While all children begin as babies, each is special. [Return to your time line accompanied 
by the visuals and words, only this time, emphasize your unique features. Show photos of 
your family members, pointing out some of your inherited features (specially shaped nose, 
eye color, hair color and texture, etc) Show your footprint, handprint, or other data that iden
tified you in the hospital nursery. Continue by explaining how you are unique within the con
text of other family members (e.g., you have an older sister who is blonde like your aunt. She 
is also very musical while you were much more athletic as a child, etc .).] 

[Then continue by showing pictures of children who look and dress very differently than 
your students do and introduce the concept of discrimination.] Discrimination means treating 
people badly Just because they look or act different. Sometimes only a person's feelings are 
hurt, but often the results are much worse. Sometimes people get teased, or left out at 
games or parties. Sometimes they are physically injured. Unfortunately, the more different 
from others a person looks, speaks, or acts, the more likely it is that he or she will be treated 
unfairly. [Share the book Dealing with Discrimination by Middleton. As you read it, encourage 
the students to listen for examples of discrimination ] 

Disliking others for no good reason is called pre1udice. When we act on prejudice we often 
miss out on getting to know others, learning from them, and possibly developing friendships 

[Talk about the examples of discrimination that were highlighted in the book you read. 
Then discuss other examples that class members may have experienced and the personal 
feelings associated with them. As a class, discuss what members can do to stop discrim
ination and show that differences are valued.] 

Activity 
Using a class discussion format, have students complete a chart like the follow ing one to 
illustrate the key points of the lesson with words and picture s gleaned from magazines 
and catalogs. Encourage sketches and drawings to fill in the gaps. 
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u Children all1Over tha . "_ : - ., - ' - . -Children all Q~ :the ' ' . ·,, - -_-. c, 
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Begin as babies_ 

When they are born, they .are already 
members of a family 

Have eyes, ears, hair, etc. 

Need adults to take care of them when 
they are babies 

Handprint 

Footprint 

Eye shape 

Nose shape 

Family members-no 
two families are alike 

After completing this activity, as a class write a group journal entry that begins, "We 
can help get rid of discrimination by ____ _ 

Summarize 
• Childhood is experienced around the world. 
• Children all over the world experience many of the same changes, yet every child has 

unique features. 
• Prejudice is a negative opinion formed about someone without knowing or examining 

all the facts. 
• Discrimination is treating someone badly because she or he is different from you. 
• Even as school children in the early grades, we can help get rid of discrimination. 

Assessment 
Have each student complete a narrative and provide illustrations that respond to the fol
lowing statements. 

1. Children everywhere are like me in the following ways: 
2. I am unique in the following ways: 
3. I can help fight discrimination (treating someone badly because he or she is different) by: 

Home Assignment 
The goal is to think about sameness and specialness or uniquenesses of children. Encour
age students to discuss what they learned about sameness and specialness regarding 
childhood around the world. Then, have the family complete the Important Information 
Sheet About Me. The results will be shared with classmates. 

Dear Parents, 

We are learning about specialness. Attached is an Important Information Sheet 
About Me that we would like your child to complete with a family member's 
assistance. The results will be shared during our social studies class. Thank you 
for your help 1 

Sincerely, 

Model Letter to Parents 
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IMPORTANT INFORMATION SHEET ABOUT ME 

Please complete the survey with at least one member of your family. Be ready to share the results with the class. 

I am unique because --- - -----------------------------

Here are pictures of my early childhood: 

BABY TODDLER PRESCHOOL EARLY SCHOOL YEARS 

Some things my family wants to share about me: 

Examples: 

I weighed _________ when I was born. 

My first word was _________ __ _____ _ 

My favorite toy when I was a baby was, _____________________ _ _ 

We encourage family members to have a conversation about specialness and to list several examples of 
your child's specialness. 

Important Information Sheet About Me Example 

Reprinted with permission from Social studies excursions, K-3. Book Three: Powerful units on childhood, money, and government, 
by Janet Alleman and Jere Brophy. Copyright© 2003 by Janet Alleman and Jere Brophy. Published by Heinemann, Portsmouth, NH. 
All rights reserved. 
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f~Supporting·Motivati()n of C<>w Acfiievers··· -.. - :~,. 
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Some students struggle to keep up due to limitations of ability or because they have dis
abilities that impede their progress, or because they are bored due to lack of challenge. A 
strong learning community emphasizing high expectations with strong socio-emotional 
and instructional supports can go a long way in helping all students realize success. 
Tools such as co-constructing visual prompts for self monitoring, social stories, strategic 
groupings for specific tasks, and peer mentoring are examples of these supports. 

Typically classroom teachers who build strong learning communities exhibit patience, 
encouragement, and support. However, with the multiple classroom challenges that exist, 
it is too easy to drift into maladaptive patterns. Brophy (2010) identifies 18 ways some 
teachers communicate low expectations to low achievers. Having been documented in 
various studies and reviewed by Good and Brophy (2008), they include the following: 

How Some Teachers Communicate Low Expectations to Their Low Achievers: 

1. Waiting less time for low achievers to answer a questions (before giving the answer 
of calling on someone else). 

2. Giving answers to low achievers or calling on someone else rather than trying to 
improve their responses by giving clues or repeating or rephrasing questions. 

3. Inappropriate reinforcement by rewarding inappropriate behavior or innocent 
answers by low achievers. 

4. Criticizing low achievers more often for failure. 
5. Praising low achievers less often for success. 
6. Failing to give feedback following the public responses of low achievers. 
7. Generally paying less attention to low achievers or interacting with them less 

frequently. 
8. Calling on them less often to respond to questions, or asking them only easier, non

analytic questions. 
9. Seating them farther away from the teacher. 

10. Generally demanding less from them, such as attempting to teach them less than 
they are capable of learning, accepting low-quality or even incorrect responses from 
them and treating them as if they were correct responses, or substituting misplaced 
sympathy or gratuitous praise for sustained teaching that ultimately leads to mastery. 

11. Interacting with low achievers more privately than publicly and monitoring and 
structuring their activities more closely. 

12. Giving high achievers but not low achievers the benefit of the doubt in grading tests 
or assignments. 

13. Being less friendly in interactions with low achievers, including less smiling and 
fewer other nonverbal indicators of support. 

14. Providing briefer and less informative answers to their questions. 
15. Interacting with them in ways that involve less eye contact and other non-verbal com

munication of attention and responsiveness (e.g., forward lean, positive head nodding). 
16. Less use of effective but time-consuming instructional methods with low achievers 

when time is limited. 
17. Less acceptance and use of low achievers' ideas. 
18. Limiting low achievers to an impoverished curriculum, such as low-level and repetitive 

content, factual recitation rather than lesson-extending discussion, drill and practice 
rather than application and higher-level thinking. (Brophy, 2010, pp. 108- 109). 

Brophy (2010) points out that some of these differences are due to the behavior of 
the students while some forms of differential treatment may represent appropriate 
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individualizing of instruction . Teachers who are aware of their practices and are willing 
to modify them as needed can positively influence their students ' motivational levels. As 
students learn more about their classmates' personal characteristics, including any learn
ing, physical, or emotional challenges, and discuss mutual ways of supporting one 
another, their influence on student success will also become evident. 

:iSupporti~ir Motii,aiioo·,i1 ,Gogniti,iely~, }J~i ~·:.:+%~:·:,! 
,,ant) l..inguisticall~ Giftelr~tti ,· : ' ,,,~~,•' '',, ':''~,\~~=,,· ':i,, 
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Some students struggle to stay engaged in a lesson while others fail to turn in their 
assigned work simply because they do not view the content as interesting or because 
they do not see the task as challenging or valuable. Most strategies recommended 
for gifted learners to offset these behaviors are suitable for all learners - but often it is a 
matter of degree. For example, in a study by Cooper and McIntyre (1994) focusing on 
effective teaching, students generally preferred methods that produced high levels of 
imaginative and practical involvement. Among them were storytelling, which they 
found mentally engaging, drama and role play, and visual stimuli such as photographs 
and videos, whole group and small group discussions, and opportunities to brainstorm 
and problem solve in collaborative settings. 

Incorporate Game-like Featu res 
Incorporating game-like features into learning activities when they match the lesson goals 
can add challenge and promote interest. With a bit of imagination, ordinary assignments 
can be transformed into "test yourself' challenges. Ask students to find a short cut for a 
tedious task or solve a mystery by discovering how a set of artifacts such as photographs 
that seem unrelat ed actually have something in common (McKenzie, 1975). For example, 
provide pictures of pioneers on a frontier, the Wright Brothers with their airplane, an astro
naut, African-American students integrating a segregated school, and a scientist in a lab 
working on stem cell research. What theme runs throughout? Materials that provide sets of 
clues such as multiple historical accounts of a single event, data that can be rearranged to tell 
a story, or game-like activities that involve suspense and simulations that involve intellectual 
challenge are examples that are engaging and add interest and promote higher-order think
ing (Brophy, 2010, pp. 166- 167). All members can participate, while gifted students can take 
the lead in enacting them . Finding learning opportunities that can enrich the curricular topic 
and promote meaning are preferable to those selected to addr ess an individual's interest 
because all class members can benefit from the results as a part of their units under study. 

Homework 
Frequently, gifted students' grade reports are surprisingly low because of challenges they 
have with homework such as motivational factors, time management, and limited orga
nizational proficiency. Homework should be optimally challenging instead of tedious 
(Alleman, Brophy, Knighton, Ley, Botwinski, & Middlestead, 2010). Assignments should 
stretch their thinking yet with enough structure so they will feel confident and can be suc
cessful. The tasks should allow for personalizing, always with an eye on students' assets. 

Undoubtedly some gifted students , especially those who dutifully do the traditional 
homework and are concerned about maintaining their grades, are initially tentative about 
a shift. Gradually help them understand that these more contemporary assignments can 
do much more than meet the demands of the teacher and satisfy the requirements of the 
assignment. Integrating students' assets and channeling their leadership roles can empower 
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Summary 

them to get more personally involved in their learning and realize the intrinsic reward of 
sharing the results with their classmates, which in turn enhances their social skills. 

,~The)feacher~s Role - . .· , . :c·: , 
- ~ - " ~~ ';A ~ 

The teacher's role pervades the process of building a learning community, implementing 
cooperative learning strategies, and motivating students to learn. It includes but is not 
limited to: 

1. Creating a climate of mutual caring. 
2. Teaching specific cooperative learning skills and techniques. 
3. Showing sincere interest in each student's responses, ideas, experiences, and work 

products. 
4. Eliciting students' input on a regular basis. 
5. Giving reasons and thoughtful explanations regarding socio-emotional, behavioral, 

and academic issues. 
6. Giving students the chance to examine and express the importance of what they do. 
7. Providing students with opportunities to participate actively in the evaluation of 

their academic work. 
8. Minimizing their need for extrinsic rewards and their fear of embarrassment. 
9. Celebrating their successes while also engaging with them in ongoing dialogue and 

reflection regarding their individual and class development. 
10. Planning a curriculum that consists of networks of connected content structured 

around big ideas, then developing this content with emphasis on its applications to 
life outside of school. 

11. Sharing your own background and experiences to model connections to the topics 
you teach. 

Many of the above elements apply especially to powerful social studies teaching. In 
this role, the teacher has the added responsibilities of building appreciations related to 
the human condition and civic efficacy, connecting the unit content to life in the class
room and outside of school, and exposing students to learning resources that reflect mul
tiple perspectives and connect to diverse ethnic and cultural backgrounds. 

Rethinking Schools is a nonprofit organization dedicated tojssues of social justice in 
schools, Visit its website at www.rethinkingschools .org for ideas and resources. 

A collaborative learning community will be most effec
tive when it is: 

4. Deliberate in shaping democratic activities and 
actions to ensure that they support progress toward 
overall social understanding and civic efficacy 
goals, as well as relating to the unit goals that are 
linked to the social science disciplines. 

1. Goal-oriented. 
2. Pitched at the appropriate level of difficulty for 

the academic and socio-emotional levels of the 
students. 

3. Integrated into the total school day as a way of life 
in the classroom. 

5. Maintained and monitored on a regular basis. 
6. Culminated in producing students who under

stand, appreciate, and are willing to apply social 
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studies concepts, processes, and actions to demo
cratic life outside the classroom. 

A productive learning community draws on all of 
the senses, is established on the premise of democracy, 
and shapes constructive human interactions. At the 
same time, it provides a natural framework for acquir
ing meaning in the social studies. Establishing and 
maintaining your classroom as a collaborative learning 
community will provide an ideal context to motivate 
students to learn and develop attitudes, beliefs, and dis
positions that reflect the goals of preparing students for 
citizenship in a culturally diverse, democratic society. 
Whether or not it includes formal structures like those 
established by Mrs. Paul, your learning community 
should feature rules, routines, expectations, and social 
interaction patterns that foster respectful and egalitarian 
discourse and frequent collaboration in constructing 
understandings. 

Approaches to teaching that can contribute to the 
development of the classroom community include 
modeling and explaining key attitudes, beliefs, and beha
viors; beginning with a unit on childhood that provides 
many opportunities for students to learn about their 

classmates' personal characteristics and home back
grounds; frequent opportunities for students to work 
collaboratively in pairs or small groups; and emphasis 
on classroom management and student motivation 
strategies that emphasize collaboration over competition. 
Whole -class activities should feature assertive but respect
ful interaction in which the emphasis is on discussing 
opinions with reference to relevant arguments and evidence 
as a means toward negotiating common understandings. 

A learning community provides a supportive atmo
sphere that enables all students to focus on developing 
knowledge and skills without worrying about failure or 
embarrassment. Other keys to supporting students' 
motivation to learn include maintaining an appropriate 
level of challenge (students can succeed with reasonable 
effort) and focusing the curriculum on content that 
they can appreciate and value as worth learning and 
is applicable to their lives outside of school. With respect 
to both learning and motivation, teachers need to work 
in the zone of proximal development, be ever mindful of 
the range of student assets, and provide their students 
with whatever structuring and scaffolding they may need 
in order to accomplish the intended goals. 

• Bilingual Education: An Elem~ntary Two~Way Immersion Program features 

two teachers and thefr stupeQts who are involved in a twp-way qilihgual progr~fTl 
(in.English and Spanish) . . 

• Cooperative Learbing in the Elementary .Grades:JigsawModel showcases 

the jigsaw model in practice, using the topic of ancient Olympics. 

• ·Culturally Responsive Teaching: A.Multicultural l,.esson for Elementary 

Students focuses'.on;incorporating multicultural edJcation within a writing 

lesson. 

• Diversity: Teaching in a Multiethnic .Classrooffi features a second grade class

room in which students collaborate on a projectin wbil::h they produce Japanese 

Kamishibai books. 

As you view the videos, consider the following questions: Does the teaching [.n these 

videos meet the needs of all learners in the classroom, and if so, how? If not, wtw 
not? Does the teaching and learning in these videos reflect the kind of learning 

community you would like in your classroom? Why? Why not? How would you ~dapt 

the practices for social studies lessons in your cla~sroom? The videos are avciilable in 
the Education Media Ubraiy at www.CengageBrain.com. 
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Reflective Questions· 

1. The Core Democratic Values are l'>eipg empha
sized .!fl many state and local socialstudies cur
ricula. What roles and functions do you think 
they can play within the context of building a 
learning community? 

2. How does group work contribute to building a 
learning community? 

3. Leaming community is often referred to as the 
informal social studies curriculllilh How would you 
explain this? Provide examples with your response. 

4. There is evidence in the literature that fostering 
a learning community is loosely ,coupled with 
student achievement. How would you explain 
this? Provide examples. 

5. If your priorities are to develop students wno 
have intrinsic motivation within aJ~ com
munity, what will.your classroom .sound like? 
Look like? Feel like? Cite concrete e~les. 

6. Select ;in upcoming social studies pioject or 
robust instructional activity. Explain Expectancy 
x. Value Theory. 

7. The 'literature suggests that subscribing to an 
asset model when building commm:rity and 
providing powerful teaching and learning are 
keys for student success. What'does that mean 
to you? Provide examples to illustrate. 

8. · How will diverse groups of students enrich your 
learning. community? 

Your Turn: Building a Learning Community in Your Classroom 
Observe several classrooms and look for evidence that 
the students are functioning as a learning community. 
Attempt to interview each teacher afterwards. If you did 
not see much evidence of a learning community, seek 
explanations. Where learning communities were success
fully implemented, talk with the teachers about their 
insights-and how they have actualized their visions. 

If you have your own classroom, begin by asking 
someone to serve as an observer to determine what 
your classroom looks like, sounds like, and feels like to 
an outsider. The data can serve as a powerful informant 
and useful planning tool as you develop your community. 

Sample Observation Schedule 
How would you characterize the climate of the 
classroom? 
Does the climate reflect mutual caring? (Evidence?) 
Do you feel like you are "living" in a community? 
(Evidence?) 
Is there a sense of shared values? (Evidence?) 
Are specific cooperative learning skills and techni
ques being developed? How? 
Is there a sense of high expectations regarding pos
itive behaviors and academic success? (Evidence?) 
Is there evidence that student assets are recognized 
and attended to on a regular basis? 
Does the teacher show sincerity and interest in each 
student's responses, ideas, experiences, and work 
products? (Evidence?) 

Is student input elicited on a regular basis? 
(Examples?) 

• Are students provided with choices where appro
priate? (Examples?) 
Does the teacher help students view learning activ
ities as opportunities to increase knowledge and 
skills? (Evidence?) 
Does the teacher motivate using an intrinsic reward 
approach? (Examples?) 

• Does the teacher focus on big ideas as a way to 
motivate students? (Examples?) 
Does the teacher foster appreciation for a topic or 
activity? (Evidence?) 
Does the teacher give reasons and thoughtful 
explanations regarding socio-emotional, behavioral, 
and academic issues? (Evidence?) 

• Do students get a chance to share and express the 
importance of what they do? (Evidence?) 
Do students participate actively in the evaluation of 
their behavior? Of their academic work? (Evidence?) 
Do they celebrate their successes while engaging in 
ongoing dialogue and reflection regarding individual 
and class development? How? 

After reviewing this chapter and observing in at least 
one classroom, take a sheet of paper, fold it (vertically) 
in half. On one side list things that you can do as a 
teacher to build a learning community in your class
room, and on the other side list behaviors (such as 
distributing candy to reward good conduct) to avoid 
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because they will detract from your learning commu
nity goals. Find a peer who would also be willing to 
participate in this exercise. After you have both com
piled your lists, discuss them. 

After this preliminary activity, review your list and 
add or delete if needed. Then find a quiet spot and, 
using the list as a starting point, spend at least an 
hour creating your vision for your classroom learning 
community ( use drawings, pictures, and such if you 
find this helpful). Then, put your statement aside, but 
work on it for 30 minutes every day for a week. Finally, 
spend time developing a long-range plan for launching 
the learning community in your classroom. Remember, 
it is a yearlong process. Accumulated experiences will 
expand your understanding and build your confidence 
in implementing the learning community approach to 
democratic life in classrooms, yet you will begin anew 
each year as you meet a new class of students and jour
ney through the process together. 

Review the key points made in the chapter, noting 
especially those that were new to you. Remember that 
the maintenance component of your community 
is absolutely essential. Your efforts will be realized 
gradually. What you lose in instructional time during 
the first few weeks of school as you build your 
community will be returned tenfold by the end of 
the year. 

After the key elements of the community are 
in place, an introductory unit focusing on childhood/ 
adolescence can serve as a powerful springboard for 
learning a lot about your students, engaging them in 
very personal ways, and at the same time introducing 
them to the historical, geographic, economic, and cul
tural frames for their yearlong program. Select from the 
following topics to get started in planning your unit. 
You might consider working with a peer. 

Elements of Childhood/ Adolescence 

Specialness 

Children Around the World 

Birthdays 

Rites of Passage 

Children and Work 

Schools-Past and Present 

Children as Consumers 

Adults Provide for Children's Needs 

Childhood Talents and Interests 

Children Make a Difference 

Look for places where cooperative learning is appro
priate. Keep a reflective journal as you teach the unit 
See Alleman and Brophy (2003b). 




