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WHEN STUDENT TEACHING in a second
grade classroom last spring, Julie
noticed that the children were having
problems during bathroom breaks.

Some students crawled under stalls
and locked the doors, stood on top of
sinks, threw water, and took too long to
return to class. My first response was
to give consequences to the children
who I thought were doing these things,
but this led to finger-pointing because
there were always children involved
who didn’t get caught. On a particu-
larly rough day, we held a class meet-
ing to discuss the problem and come
up with a solution. Everyone sat in a
circle, since the children were used to
sharing in this way in morning meeting.
Me: I want to talk about our bathroom

breaks. I’ll pass around the talking
stick, and you’ll have a chance to
share. On this round of sharing, I
want you to say in one or two sen-
tences how you think bathroom
breaks have been going.

Maria: Bad, because we’re all goofing
around.

Justin: I don’t like it when we all get in
trouble, because not all of us are
being bad.

Brad: I think other teachers are getting
mad because we’re always loud.

Torii: It makes me mad when I have to
go to the bathroom and the doors
are locked, and I have to crawl on
the gross floor [to unlock a door].

Me (after the class shared): Now I’m
going to give everyone a chance to
say one thing they think they could do
to make bathroom breaks go better
(passing the talking stick around again).

Trevor: Not stand on the toilets.
Brad: Pick up the paper towels.
Me: I know Patty [our janitor] would

really appreciate that. She already
does so much to help us keep our
building clean.

Maria: I think we should all try to use
quiet voices. We should just do our
business and get out.

Jinada: If there are three people in
there, we should come out.

Me: I think it would help a lot if people
would remember our rule about only
having three students in the bath-
room at a time. Thanks for reminding
us about that, Jinada.

Justin: Maybe we should have a quiet
contest in the halls!

Me: These are all really good ideas!
I’m going to write them down on a
poster, and tomorrow before our
bathroom break we’ll go over them
to make sure we remember our plan.

The children had as much time as
they needed to express their feelings
and suggest solutions. I offered brief
reminders of our plan over the next
few days. The bathroom breaks be-
came much less stressful for all of us!

Encouraging classrooms are class-
room communities in which all chil-
dren are valued members and learn to
solve their problems. Teachers who
make their classrooms encouraging
rely on social problem solving: guid-
ance talks with individual children,
conflict mediation with children in
small groups, and class meetings if
many are involved. When situations
include many children, teachers, like
Julie in the anecdote above, often do
not know exactly who was involved.
Group punishments—typically used
when a teacher doesn’t know who is
to blame—demean the group and
create negative dynamics among the
children. Class meetings, as Julie’s
anecdote shows, allow all children
(including those involved) to become
participating citizens who together
can solve the problem.

For class meetings to be successful,
teachers need to be proactive lead-
ers. As Julie did, it is important for
teachers to put aside personal feel-
ings about blame (and work privately
with the individuals involved). Teach-
ers should hold class meetings regu-
larly before problems develop. With
the children, teachers can create and
reinforce a few guidelines for meeting
etiquette, such as these:

• Everyone has a chance to speak.

• We listen to each other.

• We treat all with respect.

The Beauty of Class Meetings
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Sometimes, using a revered prop such
as a talking stick to signify who is
speaking reminds all others to listen.

To actually solve problems through
the meetings, I suggest that teachers
follow a five-step procedure: (1) calm
everyone, including themselves if
necessary, and orient the children to
the process; (2) define the problem
cooperatively; (3) brainstorm pos-
sible solutions together; (4) decide
together on a plan using the solutions
suggested; (5) take an active role in
guiding the plan’s implementation.
Julie clearly followed all five steps
and turned a budding crisis into a
class accomplishment.

Class meetings are a regular activ-
ity in many preschool and primary
classrooms and are vital components
of such education models as the Re-
sponsive Classroom (Kriete & Bechtel
2002). Meetings may occur once or
twice a day (opening and ending) for
group conversations and discussions
of routines and events; or they may
take place less frequently, like once a
week. Teachers most fully realize the
worth of class meetings when they
use them to resolve public problems
and conflicts that affect the whole
group. Sometimes teachers hold class
meetings beyond those regularly
scheduled to address such issues.

For children, the values of class
meetings are many. A common phobia
in our society is a fear of public speak-
ing. Class meetings encourage not
just the development of a wide range
of language skills, but confidence in
using them. Because topics discussed
are of high interest, speaking and
listening skills develop through the
meetings.

Another vital contribution is that
class meetings, when led with sensiti-
vity by the teacher, build empathy in
children. A favorite anecdote of mine
indicates this ability. In a Head Start
class, a four-year-old who had needed
crutches progressed to using a leg
brace. On the first day that Charlie
wore the leg brace, it squeaked.
Children began calling him “Squeaky

Leg Charlie.” The teacher talked with
Charlie, and the next day he willingly
gave the class a demonstration. The
children listened and looked at and
touched his new brace. They and the
teacher talked about how fine it was
that Charlie no longer needed
crutches. The name-calling stopped.
On a day thereafter, the children’s
teacher was out of town at a work-
shop. The assistant later told the
teacher that two children had ap-
proached the substitute and ex-
plained, “Charlie’s got a new leg
brace. It squeaks, but he gets around
on it really good.”

Meetings to solve common prob-
lems have a rich history in the United
States, going back to township meet-
ings in colonial times and Native
American gatherings before that. No
other educational practice prepares
children for citizenship in a democ-
racy like class meetings. If done well,
they tell children “My ideas matter”
and “I’m glad I belong to this group.”
What a positive message to give to a
child! What a positive way for educa-
tors to affirm the democratic ideal
that our society is still striving to
attain.

Class meetings model and teach
democratic citizenship. Like nothing
else, class meetings sustain encourag-
ing classrooms. They are vital to
developmentally appropriate early
childhood education, and the refer-
ences suggest we cannot start them
too early.

To increase your knowledge

All of the books cited in References
offer useful ideas. The Gartrell and
Vance and Weaver books address
preschool as well as primary grade
levels. These Young Children articles
also provide useful ideas:
Harris, T.T., & J.D. Fuqua. 2000. What

goes around comes around: Building
a community of learners through circle
times. Young Children 55 (1): 44–47.

McClurg, L.G. 1998. Building an ethical
community in the classroom: Community
meeting. Young Children 53 (2): 30–35.

A step you can take

While reading about class meetings,
note ideas you think might work with the
children in your group. Discuss them
with fellow staff. Try holding class
meetings for a few weeks. Review what
is working and what you would like to
change, and try them again. Think about
what you learned from the experience,
about the children and about yourself.
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