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Figure 3. Snowball USB Microphone connected to MacBook laptop.  
 

 
simultaneously and in the same manner. In short, conversations about our collaborative 

inquiry would take place during our sessions and through group emails, each respondent 

selecting “Reply All” if a response was necessary.  

 After some discussion about how often and where it would be advisable to hold 

our sessions, we determined that they would occur on Saturday from 8:00 to 10:00 a.m. 

so that we would be refreshed after the week of teaching and interfere with weekend 

family experiences as little as possible. As the initiator of the group, I researched options 

for meeting places that might be available to a group such as ours. It seemed preferable 

not to meet in private homes since families could be inconvenienced and a degree of 

professionalism might be sacrificed. I found that the only libraries in our area with 
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meeting rooms required a fee and could not be scheduled for months in advance. We 

discussed the feasibility of using those library locations as well as the idea of trying to 

secure a meeting place at the college. Neither of these options was preferable to the 

group. The suggestion was made that we would be wise to locate the sessions in a school 

classroom. After some discussion about maintaining equality among the participants, we 

agreed to meet in each participant’s classroom on a rotational basis and also decided that 

the person whose classroom provided us the location would be the leader or hostess of 

that session. We scheduled the sessions as shown in Table 1 on a copy of the district 

2008-2009 school calendar, so that our dates would not conflict with school holidays and 

district required days. I had already provided a district calendar (Figure 4) within a 2-

inch, 3-ring notebook, given to participants for record keeping during our collaborative 

inquiry (Figure 5). The notebook included dividers for whatever sections we decided 

were necessary and plastic sheet protectors to hold each of the artifacts or other items 

 
Table 1 
 
A List of Each Date, Location, and Session Leader for Collaborative Inquiry Sessions 
 

 Session date and time  Location of session  Session leader 

October 25th – 8:00–10:00 a.m. H. Elementary School Melanie 

November 15th – 8:00–10:00 a.m.  G. Elementary School Holly 

December 13th – 8:00–10:00 a.m. M. Elementary School Tammy 

January3rd – 8:00–10:00 a.m. G. Elementary School Leah 

January31st – 8:00–10:00 a.m. M. Elementary School Tammy 

March 25th – 8:00–10:00 a.m. G. Elementary School Holly 

May 25th– 8:00–10:00 a.m.  M. Elementary School Leah 
Note. After the initial session at H. Elementary, it was considered too far to travel, and the remaining 
sessions were held at the more centrally located schools.   
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Figure 4. Front cover of binder used as portfolio for sessions. 
 
 
 

Figure 5. School district 2008-2009 school calendar with collaborative inquiry session 
and class observation dates marked.     
  
 

 

Collaborative 
Inquiry 

Portfolio 
For 

Leah Welte 
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from our sessions as well as the introductory session sheets I had designed to facilitate 

our decision making (Figures 6 and 7). We agreed to bring the notebook to each of our 

sessions with all the items we had completed or gathered in order to stay focused upon 

our goals and organized within our data gathering. 

 During the final minutes of our organizational meeting, members discussed what 

might be some artifacts that individuals definitely would not consider as viable. 

Consensus was reached that we would not ask ourselves to write proverbs, poetry or 

recipes, nor would we generate drawings regarding our community building. Finally, we 

 

Figure 6. Agenda used as organizer to stimulate discussion and decision 
making during initial collaborative inquiry organizational meeting. 
 

Collaborative Inquiry Planning Meeting 
August 7, 208 

Melanie, Emma, Holly, Tammy Leah 
 
 
1. “Self-Portrait” Introduction & What Brings You Here? 

2. Why Use the Collaborative Inquiry Approach? 

3. A “Constitution” – What We Expect & What We Assume 

4. An Organizational Plan for Busy People to Accomplish their Goals 

a) Who will lead each session? Where will it be held? 
b) What day of the week and time of the day? 
c) Will sessions be held every three weeks or once a month? 
d) What artifacts will the group use as evidence of developing 

or promoting change in our practice? 
1) portfolios 2) journals 
3) case descriptions 4) learning maps 
5) stories 6) metaphors 
7) proverbs 8) poetry 
9) drawings 10) videotapes/audiotapes 
11) mind maps 12) recipes 
13) group emails 14) blogging 

5. What should be areas of focus for planning/action/reflection cycles? 

6. Plan initial area of action and artifact in preparation for first 
session. 
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Figure 7. Ice breaker used by collaborative decision making during initial inquiry group 
members to introduce themselves to one another at organizational meeting. 
 
 
  
brainstormed about what might be possible areas of focus for our cycles of planning/ 

action/reflection regarding the creation of a community of learners in each of our 

classrooms. Members mentioned Morning Meeting, Class Meeting, class procedures, 

teacher expectations, signs of mutual respect, room environment, classroom atmosphere, 

disciplinary consequences, organization of curricular units, teaching strategies, student-

teacher relationships, student-student relationships, teacher/student personality types, 

teacher instructional style. Of those listed, group consensus was reached that the topic of 

Introducing _____________________________ 
 
1. Draw a logo/emblem/symbol/crest/shield for yourself as a first-year teacher 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Write a few key words to describe why you decided to participate in this group. 
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Morning Meeting, a type of structured, social skills developmental program would be the 

initial topic to be implemented and reflected upon. This program had been observed in 

action in other teachers’ classrooms during the group members’ preservice training, but 

no one had had the opportunity to implement the four components—Greeting, Sharing, 

Group Activity, and News and Announcements during her fieldwork experiences. Our 

group members did not own either of the Morning Meeting books with detailed 

instructions and many ideas for providing the variety within each component that would 

make the program viable throughout the year. Considering the purchase of necessary 

items for our collaborative inquiry as part of my dissertation expenses, I ordered for each 

member from Amazon.com the book she preferred, which was sent to her home address 

before the school year began. Implementing and bringing a tangible artifact from our 

version of Morning Meeting was agreed to be our first desired action and artifact for 

reflection at our next session. 

 
How Our Experience Was Gathered and Gleaned 

 
 
 Following the trail blazed during the initial collaborative inquiry work done by 

Bray and colleagues (2000), we considered our collaborative inquiry group as employing 

the phenomenological method, which “aims at gaining a deeper understanding of the 

nature or meaning of our everyday experiences” and “explores how human beings make 

sense of experience...both individually and as shared meaning” (Patton, 2002, p. 104). 

Therefore, it was necessary for us to gather data from a variety of individual and group 

sources. This we did by recording all group sessions, transcribing them into nearly 90,000 
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words over some 200 pages of single-spaced, Times New Roman 12 point font. These 

member session transcriptions provided the greatest source of meaning making for our 

experience. For example, at each session, the session leader and I arrived ahead of the 

other members, her to let me in and me to set up the recording devices and whatever 

snacks I had purchased in my capacity as dissertation researcher. The others arrived, and 

our session began being recorded. The first few minutes were filled with the stories of our 

individual experiences throughout the month, which usually proceeded in a spontaneous 

way. At her discretion, the session leader turned our discussion to the topic we had 

agreed at the prior session to become the focus for our reflection.  

 Comments were made in a relatively unstructured manner, with the session leader 

facilitating the discussion using a structured device or simply directing us with her 

comments. For example, at the beginning of the new year during the January 3, 2010, 

session I led, I asked each of us to complete an organizer titled, Community Building 

Update—Plans for 2009: What Works and What I Want to Change (Figure 8). My  

 
Community!Building!Update! Plans!for!2009!—What!Works!and!What!I!want!to!Change

Room!Environment!
!
!
!
!
!
!

Transitions Procedures!

Parent!Communication!
!
!
!
!
!
!

Cooperative!Learning Student!Relationships!

Lessons! Teacher!Student!Relationships Other

Figure 8. The organizer on which members were able to record their individual 
experience in areas we had brainstormed as being possible areas of focus for action and 
reflection cycles. 
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purpose in doing this exercise was to create another artifact of our individual experience 

midpoint in our collaborative inquiry group experience, relative to a number of major 

areas we had brainstormed at our initial session as being possible topics of focus for our 

action and reflection cycles. It also stimulated group discussion as each member shared 

some of the points she had written as her goals for 2009. Another example happened 

during my second session as leader, the final session in May, for which I prepared several 

organizers to facilitate our process of reaching final consensus. We decided in April to 

complete the Kiersey Temperament Sorter (Figure 9), derived from the Meyers-Briggs 

Personality Type Indicator, to focus on how our personal temperaments and teaching  

Figure 9. A sample page from a Kiersey Temperament Sorter taken to help the member 
determine her personality type teaching style for discussion purposes. 
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styles might influence community building in our classrooms. At our reflection session, I 

asked that we complete the Teacher Attitudes for Achievement questionnaire I had 

prepared (Figure 10) to help each of us give voice to our individual experience over the 

month. The discussion, albeit brief due to the number of items we needed to complete 

that last day, proved enlightening as we constructed our final truth about what essential 

aspects of community building we felt we were successful in implementing most 

effectively and what personal factors might have contributed to that outcome. 

Figure 10. The questionnaire the researcher made to help the member crystallize various 
aspects of her for discussion purposes. 
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During our reflection sessions, each member contributed, but the degree to which 

she spoke varied, based upon the relevance of the topic’s example being discussed to her 

personal experience. For instance, when Tammy explained the economy system she had 

instituted in her fifth grade classroom using simulated money under the topic of 

classroom procedures, Holly commented at length about her similar experience with 

paying her first grade students with real coins for being particular classroom managers 

(Figure 11). Neither Melanie nor I had such a strategy in place in her kindergarten nor my 

fourth grade classroom, so our involvement was in the form of questions for clarification 

and challenges as to what effect such payment systems might have on the success of the 

overall goal of community building.  

 

Figure 11. List of first grade class jobs together with the weekly pay and a bank slip so a 
student could save her money. 
  

Jobs 
Weather Manager — 15 cents 
Calendar Manager — 10 cents 
Pledge Manager — 20 cents 
Book Manager — 25 cents 
Chair Manager — 25 cents 
Lunch Managers — 10 cents 
Line Manager — 25 cents 
Class locater — 10 cents 
Light Manager — 20 cents 
Plant Manager — 10 cents 
Door manager — 25 cents 

First Grade Bank Slip 
How Many of each? 
Pennies: ________ 
Nickels: ________ 
Dimes: ________ 
Quarters: ________ 
Total: ________________ 
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Sometimes, we brought and shared artifacts at the session during which each item 

was discussed; often, however, the member simply explained the artifact or process 

because the need surfaced during the discussion. Those artifacts were either emailed to 

the members, if practical, or were brought to a subsequent session or were observed 

functioning in the person’s classroom when we visited. For example, Tammy explained 

her Class Song, including the name of each of her students, set to the tune of “Take Me 

Out to the Ball Game” to go with her sports theme for the year. She did not have the 

artifact with her but sent it to us subsequently (Figure 12). Holly simply discussed her 

“We Can…” door covering, and we saw it during our visitation. 

 The final minutes of our sessions were spent in determining the next topic for 

focus during the month. For example, the second topic, following that of Morning  

 Figure 12. The team song using every student’s name together with team-building ideas; 
set to the Tune of “Take Me Out to the Ball Game.” 
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Meeting, became the implementation of teacher organizational strategies and time 

management to enable us to focus our efforts upon activities we alone could do most 

effectively, such as book advertising and personal reading encouragement to individuals, 

to demonstrate individual caring to our students. Characteristically, the session leader and 

I remained after to clean up and to put away the recording devices, which I transported to 

the next session since I needed to do transcribing.  

In addition, each member kept her own portfolio of artifacts, representative of her 

individual and our collective experience with each of the community building topics of 

focus we chose for action and reflection. The portfolios were used to amass the evidence 

from artifacts developed or discovered and found effective in implementing the topics. 

Artifacts commonly included photographs taken of room environment, strategies 

conducted by the teacher, or interactions among students during an experience. For 

example, Melanie described her Class Meetings, but we did not have the opportunity to 

witness them so she included a photo of that experience in her portfolio (Figure 13). 

Other artifacts ranged from my organizer that facilitated self-responsibility (Figure 14), to 

the plastic cups each first grader used to store earnings that could purchase items at the 

weekly store event, to the poster upon which student-created class rules were recorded 

with their signatures contracting to keep those rules, a procedure which all of us 

completed. In addition, notes describing the process for a number of her artifacts in detail 

were included by Melanie, who had interjected her comments less often during our 

sessions. 
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Figure 13. A kindergarten class practices problem solving skills during a class meeting. 

 

 
Figure 14. An organizer designed for upper grade students to self-select behavior class 
and individual goals and to self-evaluate weekly progress toward achieving them. 
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Finally, each member took an average of over 2,500 words of field notes about 

every other member’s experience during our three-hour visitations to one another’s 

classrooms. Each one of us was observed by the other three members for half a school 

day, the first being observed in the morning, and the other in the afternoon over a two-

day period (Figure 15). We did not prepare any special activities; rather, our purpose was 

to gain first-hand, deeper insights into to how each of us experienced community building 

with her students in her classroom. Each member contributed her visitation notes, but we 

were unable to record separate discussions of our observations due to the day’s impacted 

schedule and the disruption it would have caused in our working classrooms.  

Emails from reflections between sessions proved to represent only a small 

fraction of the data that was gathered (Figure 16). For instance, I initiated an email asking 

 

Figure 15. An excerpt from the beginning of field notes taken in one member’s 
classroom during the half-day visitations. Each member took field notes during three 
other members’ visitations. 

3/30/08 Tammy Visitation Field Notes:  
  
Room environment – baseball theme Team Hone. Catch a good Book bulletin board; presidents 
timeline Harry Potter books; wall of fame with student pictures; current events board; map with 
where different events have taken place; qualities looked for-attitude discipline strength 
perseverance; place value b.b. with decimals; charts that celebrate! Service; class saying – Now I am 
the VOICE, I will LEAD not follow; I will BELIEVE not doubt; I will create not destroy; I am a 
FORCE for GOOD; I am a LEADER; DEFY THE ODDS; Set a new STANDARD; Step Up! Step 
Up! Step Up! Also a list of class rules with a promise We the class of , in order to have a happy and 
successful year, promise to do the following: 1. Be kind; 2. Be attentive; 3. Help each other; 4. Be 
respectful; 5. Always do our best work; In order to do this, we will come to school willing and ready 
to learn each day. As we work hard together, we will celebrate our success through class parties and 
other rewards. We promise to work together to make this year the best ever! Team Hone rocks! 
Bulletin board with pictures and card students have given her. Lots of boxes of books. Posters that 
say Dare to try and TEAM Together Everyone Achieves More; Teamwork A Teacher’s Heart is 
Quilted with Smiles; banner with TEAMWORK-each student’s hand outlined and statements about 
what teamwork does. Lots of books in plastic tubs in the back of the room; football field with poster; 
All kids involved in reading and very quiet; two reading groups have met and students lead the 
discussion with intermittent questions by the teacher. On easel at the back of the room is a heart with 
the saying We love you Mrs. Hone and all the student’s names. 
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 Figure 16. A searched list of group emails generated by one of the members and sent to 
all members of the collaborative inquiry group. 
 
 
 
for advice about a lunch recess dodge ball teams issue, partly to test the waters regarding 

group emails. Although all the other members answered my request, no one else initiated 

another group email to discuss an issue or share a situation to celebrate. Our other group 

emails were essentially organizational in nature; short and to the point. Essentially, the 

phenomenological approach assumes that  

there is an essence or essences to shared experience, [which] are the core 
meanings mutually understood through the phenomenon commonly experienced 
[that enables people] to make sense of the world and, in so doing, develop a 
world-view. (Patton, 2002, p. 106) 
 

At our final session, considering all of our data, it was our goal to achieve and record our 

collaborative inquiry group’s world-view of the community building strategies necessary 
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for novice teachers to successfully create a community of learners during their first full-

time year of public school teaching. In order to accomplish our goal, we found, as did 

Bray and colleagues (2000), that we needed to determine common themes from the point 

of view of hermeneutics, which is a theoretical approach, expressing that “what 

something means depends on the cultural context in which it was originally created as 

well as the cultural context within which it is subsequently interpreted” (Patton, 2002, p. 

113). We did not attempt to do group coding of our transcribed sessions nor our 

classroom observations. Yorks (1995) described in pages of detail the painful and 

unproductive attempts his groundbreaking collaborative inquiry group made to apply 

group and individual coding, the traditional qualitative research technique, to their 

experience. Rather, we used a similar holistic approach to that which Bray and colleagues 

(2000) developed and finally found to be an effective tool for their groups to reach 

consensus—”phenomenology-in-several-voices” (p. 103), which involves individuals 

recording their thoughts and then synthesizing them into a group synthesized statement.  

 Viewing our experience holistically and reaching group consensus was the focus 

of the process during our final session. First, each of us individually answered on a sheet 

of paper (Figure 17) from her personal experience each of our three questions. 

1. What are the shared perceptions of novice teachers about what constitutes 

community building in a classroom?  

 2. What are the shared perceptions of novice teachers about how the process of 

collaborative inquiry supports the development of a classroom community?  

 3. What are novice teachers’ shared perceptions about their ability to create a  
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Figure 17. An organizer with our collaborative inquiry group’s three questions restated to 
be answered individually in preparation for achieving group consensus. 

 
 

community of learners among their diverse students during their first full-time year of 

teaching?  

Second, each member listed her descriptors for each of the questions on large 

newsprint sheets and presented what she felt were the key ideas for each question that she 

had gleaned from her experience throughout the year. She was free to refer to artifacts 

she had gathered and to tell stories or examples that clarified each of her points. Finally, 

our group worked collectively to discuss, achieve consensus and record the essential 

themes that we shared on our newsprint sheets, which remained side by side on the 

whiteboard in answer to each of our group’s questions. Yorks (1995) stated that 

hermeneutics “is a process of insightful grasping and formulating a thematic 

understanding: not a rule-bound process but an act of ‘seeing’ meaning...the product of 

Questions We Need to Answer Individually: 
 
1.  What do you believe were the essential qualities for community 
building to be developed in your classroom? 
 
 
2. What are your thoughts about your ability to create a classroom 
community during your first full-time year of public school teaching? 
What about your first year made it more or less difficult? 
 
 
3. What are your thoughts about how our process of collaborative inquiry 
group supported or hindered your experience? 
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insightful discovery and disclosure” (p. 45-46). Our collaborative inquiry group found 

that the experience during the final session did achieve the discovery and disclosure of 

our collective understanding of community building in our elementary classrooms. 

Although we expressed the challenges inherent in participating in a collaborative inquiry 

group during our first full-time year of public school teaching, we also gained a greater 

appreciation of the value of four pairs of inner eyes that saw shared meaning across what 

each of us had individually and collectively experienced through the collaborative inquiry 

approach.  

 In my capacity as dissertation researcher, the members gave me all their notes 

answering our three questions, organizers, portfolios, and newsprint sheets. I reviewed all 

of that data, but most significantly the shared themes we had agreed upon, and prepared 

common statements regarding each of our collaborative inquiry’s questions (Figure 18) to 

send in a group email. Completing the final draft of the truth achieved by our 

collaborative inquiry group proved not to be too lengthy a process. Members had 

represented their thinking largely to their satisfaction during our final session and found 

that our common themes were represented in each statement. Their need was to edit the 

statements with alternative word choices for some of the details. Our statements of truth 

regarding community building and the collaborative inquiry approach, which enabled 

achieving them, stand ready to be shared with our educational colleagues. More detail 

about this part of the process will be presented in Chapter IV. 
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Figure 18. Partial statement about common themes identified during final collaboration 
and proposed statement for group’s editing to achieve its consensus of novice teachers’ 
truth about community building during their first full-time year of public school teaching. 
 
 
 

Another Line of Thinking Provided by the Researcher in 
 

Our Collaborative Inquiry 
 

 
 During the collaborative inquiry process, I completed another type of data 

gathering—journaling—separate from the group experience. My major professor asked 

that I keep a journal during our process that included: (a) method entries to record the 

practical aspects of the research activities, expenses, and so forth; (b) reflexive entries to 

record my rational thoughts as the researcher regarding my question, subquestions, and 

the progress of the process; and (c) reaction entries to record my emotional gut reactions 

Themes and Consensus of Our Truth: 
 
Shared Themes: Consensus about Community Building from Final 
Collaboration: Sense of caring, mutual respect, risk-taking, failure is OK; 
consistent, high expectations; feeling of belonging; shared success, joys, 
sorrows, vision; ownership/self-responsibility; engaging curriculum; shared 
planning/options in learning. 
 
 
Translation of Themes and other Notes into Rough Draft Statement 
(our “truth”) about Community Building: Orchestrating a community of 
learners in an elementary classroom, regardless of the age and grade level 
of the students, involves five key factors. First in importance to community 
building is to foster a sense of caring among all class members whether 
they give specific compliments, participate in a class cheer, or receive 
correction for an inappropriate choice. Giving service and showing empathy 
for one 
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to the experience as the responsible researcher who is no longer in charge. Entries were 

made over a 7-month period as appropriate to the type of journal entries, for a total of 

11,272 words. For example, the method journal (Table 2) was used on a more limited 

basis as expenses occurred at the beginning, on a monthly basis and only occasionally as 

needs arose from our collaborative inquiry group interaction. Our greatest expense was to 

cover the cost of members’ activities, which included reimbursement for their substitutes 

for class visitations, mileage for travel, and other miscellaneous expenditures incurred 

from their participation. The $667.50 to cover this expense was generously provided from 

university funds found by my major professor, Dr. Scott L. Hunsaker. My greatest 

personal cost was for the initial materials used throughout the collaborative inquiry 

process and for the food items to provide a positive ambiance and to allay hunger during 

our early morning Saturday sessions.  

 
Table 2 

Record of Expenditures Taken From Method Journal Kept During Collaborative Inquiry 

Month Expenditure Purpose Amount 
August Portfolio with dividers, item keeper, 

Morning Meeting book, treats, 
microphone  

Start up items $292.35 

October Session treats Group session facilitation  $13.48 
November Session treats Group session facilitation  $14.36 
December Session treats Group session facilitation  $22.72 
January Session treats, copying organizers, 

Kiersey Sorter 
Group session facilitation, 
determine personality type 

 $38.65 

March Substitute reimbursement, travel, 
related expenditures 

Conduct classroom visitations $667.50 

April Session treats Group session facilitation  $15.76 
May Session treats, copying, newsprint 

sheets, pens 
Group session facilitation, 
completion of process 

 $24.93 

 



96 
 

Reflexive and reactive entries were made in the journal an average of three times 

per week, Tuesdays and Saturdays for consistency, and intermittently as thoughts or 

issues arose, such as interactions with individual members, or as I prepared for the next 

steps of our process. For example, about 25% of the entries in the reactive journal have to 

do with my concerns and the frustrations I felt from needing to relinquish control to the 

group, about 50% to celebrate as group progress in various aspects was made within our 

collective group experience and the final approximately 25% were miscellaneous entries. 

I found that the reflexive journal entries were related to the reactive journal entries, as 

about 50% of the reflexive entries were completed following a reactive entry to analyze 

objectively my emotional response to an occurrence. Keeping the journals was an 

effective tool to help me track my experience and as a method of data gathering about the 

group’s and my individual process. Excerpts from these journals will appear in separate 

sections throughout the Chapters IV and V.  

 Another type of journal, containing 20,756 words, I kept to record my personal 

journey as I accepted a teaching position after years as a public school administrator and 

working at the college level. Serving again as a classroom teacher whose background 

experience as an educator had both breadth and depth, the experience was a somewhat 

novel one. I determined to record my story from that unique perspective, both for my 

personal benefit and for possible later writings.  

 
Threats to Validity and Checks for Validity in Our Collaborative Inquiry 

 
 

Several threats to the validity of our collaborative inquiry process were identified 
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and checks were established to resolve those threats as much as possible. The first and 

most serious threat, elaborated upon by Bray and colleagues (2000), is called 

“groupthink, a tendency toward concurrence seeking” (p. 108) rather than consensus 

finding. It most often occurs when there is social cohesion within the research group and 

“a style of leadership that advocated a preferred solution” (p. 108). With regard to the 

social cohesion concern, our group had experienced the same preservice education 

program, which created a commonality of beliefs. Furthermore, two of our members had 

participated in the same college cohort, and I knew from our prior work the generally 

common vision about community building each of the members shared. Therefore, we 

did have greater social cohesion than a group from diverse environments would have had. 

As a result, the ease with which we achieved conclusions about the essential elements 

and strategies for community building might have unavoidably represented concurrence 

as much as consensus. Nevertheless, an examination of our discussion session 

transcriptions substantiated that none of us practiced a leadership style that attempted to 

unduly influence the outcome of our definition of community building. Each member’s 

experience and conclusions were equally valued and included. It must also be 

remembered that defining the essential elements of community building represented only 

one of our questions and that we derived our definition from classroom experience, at 

that point, rather than the theoretical visionary statements made during interviews 

conducted before our collaborative inquiry process ensued. The other questions had to do 

with our efficacy as novice teachers using collaborative inquiry as a process and 

determining our ability to create a community of learners during our first full-time year of 
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public school teaching, which was new territory to be explored by each of us during our 

individual and collective journeys. Finally, using references to the writings of experts and 

remaining open to one another’s alternative thinking throughout the process provided as 

effective a check to the threat of groupthink as possible in our special circumstances. 

The second threat to the validity that needed to be controlled was the credibility of 

our collaborative inquiry group experience. To check that threat, we gathered a great deal 

of data over an extended period of time. Multiple sources of data collection were also 

employed, including transcriptions of 15 hours of session discussions; member checked 

for accuracy, examination of a great many artifacts in classrooms and brought to sessions, 

and field notes taken during classroom visitations. Using these various strategies enabled 

triangulation of data (Glesne, 2006). For instance, the classroom visitation process was 

very validating in that the community building strategies members discussed in sessions 

were seen in action between them and their students as well as among their students. 

Room environment observed during visitations also validated that the artifacts brought to 

sessions or included in portfolios, and many that couldn’t be captured, were, in fact, 

being used to facilitate the creation of a community of learners within each member’s 

classroom. The threat to credibility was checked in very powerful, plausible ways. 

 The final major threat to the validity of our process was whether or not our group 

implemented the collaborative inquiry approach in the manner in which it is intended. 

This threat was very real because every collaborative inquiry group is “a living and 

learning social organism” (Bray et al., 2000, p. 110), which takes on its own life. This 

threat was dealt with by providing a summary of the collaborative inquiry approach in 



99 
 
writing at the initial planning session and reviewing the key aspects with the members. 

During that establishment meeting, the major criteria suggested by Bray and colleagues, 

were implemented in the form of the constitution, group selection of day, hours, and 

location, rotation of leadership at sessions, and group selection of topics to be acted upon 

in our practice between sessions and artifacts to be reflected upon during each session. 

Beyond these initial actions, it was up to the session leader and the members to fulfill the 

criteria in a responsible manner during and between sessions. Our group’s experience 

was unique when compared with other collaborative inquiry groups described in the 

literature, but there is much evidence among the data we gathered to indicate that our 

members did fulfill the primary criteria for implementing the collaborative inquiry 

approach.  

 
Limitations of Our Collaborative Inquiry 

 
 
 As with any involved study, I have learned much from this research experience 

that is of value to me, and, I believe to the field of education. The following chapters will 

report the results and discuss them in detail. However, it is also necessary to acknowledge 

the limitations that impacted this study.  

 First, ours was a small, context specific group of novice teachers. Each of us had 

prior background in teaching, but mine was so long lasting and varied that it is difficult to 

recognize me as a novice teacher. Granted, it had been years since I last taught 

elementary students, and I worked in a new state and school district. Nevertheless, I must 

acknowledge that the procedural aspects of my past experience as a teacher served me 
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differently from the other members, like an experienced bike rider adjusts more readily to 

a state of the art bicycle that includes revolutionary changes from the old two-wheeler. In 

addition, our members, though formally novice teachers, could be considered adult 

learners who may have responded to the collaborative inquiry process in a different way 

from less experienced traditionally prepared novice teachers. For example, although it 

was her first year of public school full-time teaching, Holly had taught full time in a Head 

Start preschool program at one point, which made her educational background richer than 

the other members. Tiffany’s personal family experience was so demanding and 

enriching that she had developed coping strategies beyond the rest of us. Melanie, the 

most traditionally prepared of our members, still had greater experience in working with 

young students as her part-time work during high school and college. Therefore, other researchers need 

to be prepared to have an experience that is somewhat different based upon the 

background and experience of their collaborative inquiry group’s members. 

 Second, the demographics of our schools, as shown in Table 3, revealed relatively 

homogeneous Caucasian student groups, and only my classroom makeup varied  

 
Table 3 

School and Classroom Demographics 

School Total school/ 
classrooms 

Caucasian % Hispanic % Black % Economically 
disadvantaged % 

1 549/Kgn = 55 
Grade 4 = 28 

88.5%/Kgn = 
93% Grade 4 
= 75% 

8.5%/Kgn = 
7% Grade 4 = 
25% 

1.5%/Kgn = 0% 
Grade 4 = 7% 

33%/ Kgn = 29%; 
Grade 4 = 46% 

2 479/Grde 5 = 
32 

95%/Grade 5 
= 91% 

5%/Grade 5 = 
6%

.4%/Grde 
5 = 0% 

17%/Grade 5 = 18%

3 319/Grde 1 = 
17 

75%/Grade 1 
= 76% 

20%/Grde 
1=24% 

.03%/Grde 
1 = 0% 

58%/Grade 1 = 56% 

 



101 
 
significantly from my school statistics. The overall statistics were disappointing, 

especially to Holly who indicated that she had hoped to be able to work with a 

significantly more culturally diverse group. I was also disappointed, recognizing that 

addressing cultural diversity during our first year of teaching might not be one of the 

group’s primary areas of focus because two of our members had almost completely 

White student groups, and even my class group was comprised of less than one-third 

diverse students. 

 Third, our collaborative inquiry group was unable to hold, in some respects, to the 

criteria we had established in our constitution. For example, the school where Melanie 

and I worked was relatively remote compared to the other two members’ schools. After 

driving to our school once, the other members requested that we use their centrally 

located classrooms, and we agreed in order to save time and transportation costs. In so 

doing, we lost the opportunity to observe the room environment changes in Melanie and 

my classrooms that might have tangentially added to our data, although that was not 

formally a part of our sessions. Furthermore, our use of artifacts was somewhat different 

from the description given by Bray and colleagues (2000). They described creating 

artifacts specifically for the purpose of examining or delineating the members’ practice. 

At our initial meeting, our group’s members were not receptive to required artifacts being 

assigned in advance, having just graduated from their preservice program and being 

heavily impacted with their first year teaching requirements. Alternatively, all of the 

members of our collaborative inquiry group were actively involved throughout our 

process in developing, or finding from a variety of resources, the artifacts that we used 
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with our students to create a community of learners. Many of the artifacts we used were 

very similar, such as the class rules posters, the self-assessment strategies, and the 

procedure management tools. However, the actual strategy or organizer was tailored to 

the grade level and the individual who developed or implemented it. We found it more 

meaningful to focus on a topic area and then to create or find artifacts that we 

implemented and then shared with the group during the topic reflection time of our 

sessions. 

 Fourth, the first year of full-time public school teaching is, perhaps, the most 

demanding time in the professional life of a teacher. For our members to commit even to 

be part of a collaborative inquiry group during that year was a source of amazement to 

me as the dissertation researcher. Our members were, clearly, a unique group of persons, 

as acknowledged above, who tailored the collaborative inquiry process to meet our needs. 

Therefore, one of the benefits of the group’s existence, as stated by its members, was the 

opportunity for individuals to share concerns about individual school experiences with a 

group of neutral, supportive novice teachers. As shown by the review of our session 

transcriptions, some time was spent in this activity, which was not strictly a part of the 

collaborative inquiry group description given by Bray and colleagues (2000). 

Nevertheless, Yorks (1995) stated that the collaborative inquiry groups in which he 

participated also experienced this very socially characteristic activity. Much of the time, 

this part of the discussion was significant to the group because it described the hindrances 

to community building, but occasionally it benefited primarily the member who was 

relieved to be able to share her frustrations. 
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 Finally, as in all studies, I am limited by my ability to adequately document the 

complete experience. For example, the words to describe the spoken language, along with 

its nonverbal language qualities, are sometimes insufficient. Using the outward 

manifestations of change of individual collaborative inquiry members to describe their 

inward development may be somewhat suspect because it involves my making 

inferences. At the very least, the selection of what to include as examples and what to 

leave out as less significant is inherent in qualitative research and always affects the 

outcome (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Glesne, 2006; Patton, 2002). Recognizing these 

limitations created an awareness in me that I needed to represent each collaborative 

inquiry group member as fairly and equitably as possible throughout Chapters IV and V 

so that our “phenomenology-in-several-voices” (Bray et al., 2000, p. 103) rang out 

clearly to evidence our collective truth.  

 
Conclusion about Our Collaborative Inquiry 

 
 
 This chapter has described in narrative form the methodology that governed this 

study. The metaphor of a journey into unknown waters remained suitable throughout the 

experience. The way was uncharted other than basic maps provided by those who had 

gone on similar journeys before us, which was certainly helpful. Nevertheless, we needed 

to apply our own Rosetta Stone to those maps because our intended ports and destination 

were unique to our collaborative inquiry group. The next chapter provides a detailed 

description of our journey including references to the richness of our experience. 
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CHAPTER IV 
 

FINDINGS OF THE COLLABORATIVE INQUIRY GROUP: 
 

THE TRUTH OF COMMUNITY BUILDING 
 

 
 It is Saturday morning, May 25, 2008, at 7:45 a.m., and I am parked in the school 

lot waiting for Tammy to arrive. This is the third time our collaborative inquiry group has 

met at Tammy’s school because of its central location, but it is my day to act as the 

session leader. Each of us has served as the leader twice, except for Melanie, who led 

only once because we have held seven sessions, not counting our class visitations. Today, 

as usual, I have brought some snacks to keep up our energy during our final two-hour 

collaborative inquiry session. I also will continue to set up the sound system in an 

inconspicuous place so that we can try to forget that each word we say is being recorded 

for transcription. I count on the fact that the Snowball USB microphone is sensitive 

enough to capture our voices from across the room because today we won’t be sitting 

around the kidney-shaped reading table we usually use for our discussions. Each of us 

will need a larger workspace to complete the process I have planned. This final session is 

the one where we must synthesize and reach agreement about what we have learned from 

our collaborative inquiry experience this year. I am excited to reach closure, and I’m sure 

the other group members are, too. Tammy has just arrived; I grab the boxes of items I 

need, and we head to her classroom. 

 
Reflecting On Previous Collaborative Inquiry Sessions 

 
 

 Although the constitution we established at our organizational meeting formally 
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established the organization for our sessions, the actual implementation of our prior 

sessions appeared as fairly free flowing interactions with a similar physical arrangement 

occurring in each of the meeting locations. The session was generally divided into three 

time periods. First, individuals debriefed about classroom situations and student 

experiences. Second, the leader guided members to participate in a focused reflection 

about the community building idea we had agreed to take action upon during last month’s 

session. Finally, the last few minutes were spent determining what we would like to make 

the center of our attention for action during the upcoming month. The session leader sat 

in the indented teacher position at the kidney-shaped table in each classroom, with the 

rest of us arranged around the half circle area where students sat for small group reading. 

Although I brought snacks each time and members felt comfortable to sample briefly, the 

group was more intent upon discussing than eating. The microphone was placed 

unobtrusively at one side of the table with the laptop on the floor by the table leg and 

beneath the microphone. I created a new Apple Garage Band Project on the laptop for 

each of our sessions, and once it was set to record, touching the laptop’s space bar started 

the process, which continued without attention until our session concluded, when I 

touched the space bar a second time. The sound quality of the recordings was consistently 

good because the recording software provided a female vocal option, which I activated 

each time. I am confident that the transcriptions were as accurate as the human ear could 

make them. Moreover, the group members checked the transcriptions, which was a 

positive way for them to review what was said as well as to verify the accuracy.  

 The degree to which we adhered to the above-described organizational plan was 
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somewhat subject to whether the session leader’s style was more or less directive, which 

didn’t seem to be significant to our members. Customarily, casual conversation began as 

soon as there were two of us in the room. We continued until all four had arrived, and the 

leader sat at the table to begin her debriefing. Once each member had the opportunity to 

share sufficiently about her significant occurrences during the month, the leader began 

the reflection section by mentioning the topic of our action for the past month. For 

example, when Melanie functioned as session leader, the conversation below transitioned 

the group into the analysis of our action item. The concept we had chosen for action was 

Morning Meeting, a 15-30 minute oral language process that is designed to promote 

mutual respect and understanding among diverse students through four activities—

greeting, sharing, group activity, and news and announcements: 

 Holly: Oh, so those are like their desks but on the wall. 

Melanie: Yes, if we put those things in the cubbies or their mailboxes, they would 
[be taken] home. Shall we get started? So, Morning Meeting! 
 
Holly: Morning Meeting. 
 
Melanie: Yea. Do you have some thoughts? 
 
Holly: I do have some thoughts. I do Morning Meeting every morning for 15 
minutes. It’s really hard to fit in even though I call it Oral Language. We do a lot 
with oral language because I have three Spanish speakers, and we’re working on 
their English. I don’t think the other teachers agree with how I spend my 15 
minutes in the morning. 
  
Melanie: What kind of things do you do in Morning Meeting? 
 
Holly: We start out with a greeting. My greetings so far have been a lot of 
songs.... Our Share comes later. 
 
Tammy: We don’t do a Share. We do sharing in other ways. We’re not there yet, 
and you know frequently my kids get to greet. My kids like to greet me, but 
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teaching them to greet each other respectfully is going to take a lot of effort.  
 
Leah: Maybe there’s a difference between fourth and fifth grade or the place 
where [our school] is located, but so far, all we’ve done is greeting and sharing. 
We’ve split up the sharing so I have five or six students sharing each day.... At 
first, I just started out with the greeting—the ball toss.  
  
Tammy: That worked wonderfully with my sixth grade [student teaching 
students]...My fifth graders, I just thought, oh, no. (Group Transcript, October 25, 
2008, pp. 3-7)  
  

 Thus began a half-hour exchange of ideas about how each of us used the concept of oral 

language to bring our students to a greater understanding and support for one another. 

Discussions such as this one were constructive with the exchange of ideas emanating 

easily from one member to another throughout our time together. Each group member 

was a good listener and appeared to be genuinely interested and concerned for the other 

novice teachers’ and the students’ welfare. No one stepped on someone else’s lines, 

dominated the conversation or evidenced a need to disagree on minor points. 

Nevertheless, the discussions were spirited; members simply allowed one another to state 

experiences, extending and elaborating upon prior statements made by others without 

making judgmental comments.   

 Usually one or two of our members brought an artifact to share at the meeting. 

Most often I brought at least one item that related to the area of action for the month. If 

an artifact was discussed but the member did not bring a copy, it was emailed to the other 

members or brought to the next session. From all our members’ perspective, the artifacts 

were valued as resources we might use wholesale or adapt to our personal needs. As an 

example, I implemented a helpful idea from Holly’s Student Manager Sheet, a more 

responsible title than the class jobs title I had used with my students. Also, Tammy 
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brought a copy of the class chant she and her students composed and the class song she 

wrote which included all her students’ first names; both of her ideas I wanted to adapt to 

use with my students. All our prior sessions lasted the full two hours that we had agreed 

to set aside for collaborative inquiry on a Saturday each month. All members attended 

each of the seven sessions although Melanie joined us twice after we began due to her 

personal circumstances. 

 As discussed in Chapter III, I kept a multilevel journal with entries that reacted 

and reflected upon the collaborative inquiry process experience from my perspective as 

the dissertation researcher. With regard to the organization and implementation of the 

process, my entries show that I gained an increased comfort level over time with the 

modifications we made in our collaborative inquiry and the relaxed leadership styles of 

the other members. I learned to trust the uniqueness inherent in our novice teachers’ 

group collaborative inquiry. Following the introductory meeting where I included several 

graphic organizers to structure the experience, I wrote this reaction/reflection journal 

entry: 

Reaction: I fear that we will not observe the collaborative inquiry process as 
described by the authors whose work I’ve studied. I feel doubtful because the 
group didn’t agree to create most of the types of artifacts specifically for our 
sessions, and that seems to be a major strategy to structure the collaborative 
inquiry experience. I think the list included too many ideas similar to the required 
assignments they had to complete for their preservice education program. It 
probably sounded like a bunch of other assignments.  
 
Reflection: I couldn’t override the group’s consensus, so I had my first taste of 
what it is going to be like not to be in charge. We did review the article I wrote on 
collaborative inquiry and agreed upon the other criteria, so that’s a good sign that 
the group seeks to implement the requirements of collaborative inquiry. I 
recognize that I cannot and should not seek to control the group, but I can 
facilitate what happens, just as the other members can, through my examples 
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during discussions and the artifacts I contribute. (Journal Entries, August 7, 2008) 
 

My anxious reaction primarily originated from the depth of study I had completed about 

collaborative inquiry and my perception that our process could only be effective if we 

created common artifacts for the purpose of examining our practice. It was clear that the 

group members did not share my perspective, and I would have to live with that decision.  

 Following our next session, where Melanie was in charge, I reacted and reflected 

more hopefully about how the collaborative inquiry process functioned by that point: 

Reaction: I feel fairly positive about our first session. Melanie was pretty effective 
in facilitating the Morning Meeting oral language discussion, and we also talked 
about ways to show students we are excited and to get them excited about their 
individual reading. I had the urge to remind everyone about the session structure 
we agreed upon because I’m conscious of how productively we use our time. I 
didn’t say anything about that because I wasn’t in charge, and I need to focus on 
being an equal. In fact, I felt already like maybe I talked too much and need to 
stay more in the background during our discussions. I’m torn. This isn’t going to 
be as easy as I had hoped. (Journal Entry, October 25, 2008) 
 
Reflection: I can begin to recognize from reviewing the session transcription that 
there is evidence of community building being shared during our discussions. 
Promoting increased personal reading and selection of just right books is a way of 
showing we care. We also talked about how teacher caring includes correcting 
students and even showing them our frustration about their poor choices. I shared 
my student self-assessment sheet to promote self-discipline. We suggested 
something similar, but simplified, for Melanie’s difficult kindergarten student. We 
spent more time on topics other than Morning Meeting, which was our focus, but 
that may be because we are “getting our sea legs” regarding collaborative inquiry. 
(Journal Entry, November 8, 2008)  
 

Since we rotated the meeting leadership assignment, I was not in the position to lead 

again until January. The two other meetings in between were entirely discussion based 

although other artifacts were shared. My reaction/reflection journal entry from the 

November session showed concern and some frustration: 

Reaction: I have brought at least one artifact on the focus topic to share at each 
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session. I keep hoping that others will do the same, and I feel frustrated that they 
don’t anticipate bringing copies. It’s not like they aren’t finding or creating them. 
For instance, Tammy told us about her class song and chant last time, but I had to 
ask her again to send copies to me. They are such great bonding ideas that I’d like 
to adapt them for my class, but it’s getting late in the year to do that. Holly gave 
us each a copy of her manager sheet when she was leader and emailed us her 
phonics cards right away. Also, I still feel uncomfortable with how often I spoke 
during our session. I think I’m trying to facilitate the discussion so that we 
elaborate on the ideas that are brought up and so there is lots of opportunity to 
give examples of how we are building community.  
 
Reflection: I believe I’m more focused on outcomes because I’m the researcher 
who needs the evidence from artifacts and examples. I know that Tammy is really 
busy with her extra history assignment, so I need to be patient. I got a simple idea 
from Holly’s artifacts, but Tammy’s artifacts are more relevant to me. I will keep 
encouraging the focus on and exchange of artifacts during our discussion sessions. 
Also, I need to get some resolution about my “equal” participation—what that 
means I should and shouldn’t say. Maybe I can do that during the holiday. 
(Journal Entries, November 15, 2008)  
 

I was able to review and dig deeper into the literature about collaborative inquiry and was 

excited to find that Yorks (1995) in his dissertation recorded a similar concern that was 

resolved for his core group when they met with William Torbert, a noted authority on 

action research, who “commented that one can’t empower others if he or she 

disempowers themself, seemed to give me permission to be more active in shaping the 

direction of the CIL’s inquiry” (p. 193). The above information helped me to be more 

comfortable for the remaining sessions in facilitating the discussions to the degree that 

seemed necessary.  

 In January, when I was in the position of leadership again, I created a graphic 

organizer that asked each of us to put on paper an assessment of our individual progress 

towards community building and what everyone wanted to accomplish during the 

remaining months of the school year in the various topic areas we brainstormed at our 
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organizational session the prior August. We shared ideas we had written down with the 

group and used them as a vehicle to determine our next areas of focus. My reaction/ 

reflection journal entry by this time showed more confidence in the process and my role. 

Reaction: I feel good about this session because I got to hear what others are 
accomplishing in topic areas we haven’t yet selected for action and reflection. I 
think it also had to do with the fact that I was formally in charge this time. I 
continue to think about having enough recorded experiences for my dissertation 
and that we discuss with enough breadth and depth to be ready to create powerful 
truth statements when we finish the sessions. I got and gave ideas today that 
helped me with both of these concerns.  
 
Reflection: Going through a “where have we been and where are we going” 
process seemed very well received at this point in our collaborative inquiry. I 
don’t think any of us, including me, had taken the time to take stock because we 
are busy with the day-to-day survival of the classroom. It was helpful to look at 
the big picture and to write goals for ourselves that can guide the last months of 
the year. We also talked about our progress with our portfolios, and I believe that 
there will be artifacts, both those we’ve discussed and others, included for my 
dissertation. (Journal Entries, January 3, 2009)  

 
Out of the many entries I wrote, these representative ones clearly demonstrate the mixed 

feelings and thoughts I experienced during the period of data gathering. I was never 

entirely comfortable with my place in the process, but I became more confident and 

skilled at balancing my roles. Yorks (1995) discussed a similar concern he had and 

concluded, “This is to be expected given the emergent nature of the collaborative inquiry 

process” (p. 213). The knowledge of his comment gave me peace of mind.  

 
Ejournaling as Part of Our Collaborative Inquiry 

 
 

 The members of our collaborative inquiry group did not complete as much 

ejournaling in between sessions as I had anticipated. I sent the following email to 

everyone in November for consideration. 
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My student jobs haven’t been working as well as I’d like, and Heather’s idea 
about all of hers being “manager” positions gave me an idea ...I did go ahead and 
create a simple job application and a list of manager jobs. I gave both out 
yesterday with a cutoff of Monday afternoon. Several of my kids stayed in for 
part of recess to fill out theirs, so there seems to be some enthusiasm for the 
process. I’ve attached both items in case any of you want to create your version or 
use this one. 
 
I am having a challenge with my kids wanting to play organized kickball at 
recesses without a ref and ending up with some arguments and hard feelings. So 
far, we’ve stopped counting scores and outs, just letting all the players have their 
ups and then exchange with the team in the field. Also, everyone has to sign on to 
play for the week so the teams’ numbers are even. Each player has “handicapped” 
themselves as a level 1 (beginner), 2, 3, or 4 (advanced) and they are randomly 
assigned to create even teams. Is there anything I’m missing? (Email, November 
8, 2008)  

  
In response, Holly answered with this comment: 

I am so pleased something I said last meeting is helping someone. I had the 
students come up with most of the jobs. They get paid for the job they do and the 
kids also came up with the amount for each position. This has made the jobs so 
important. We open a store on Friday’s and they can buy things in the store. This 
has been very nice because this is the way they get new pencils and anything else 
they need. (Email, November 10, 2008) 
 

Tiffany gave me welcome advice about both topics. 
 
Leah, I have class jobs too, and they work pretty well, although I pay the students. 
They also have to rent their desk. I’ve read Rafe’s book, and I took my class 
economy from my cooperating teacher last year (who also read Rafe’s book). I’ll 
bring my song on Saturday, but I just made it up to the tune of “Take me Out to 
the Ballgame”, and included everyone’s names and some stuff about how great 
our class is.  
 
About the kickball.... you know, I’d go over the rules, role play some situations, 
and let everyone know that if the “disagreements” can’t be worked out I’d be 
happy to hold a “kickball etiquette” class during lunch recess for everyone who 
needs it. We’ve had to have a few friendship classes, because our girls have a lot 
of residual problems from last year, and they seem to work. We even came up 
with a TWIRL acronym to help remind the girls (& we did share it with the boys) 
about what to do in a bad situation. We review it regularly, and it has helped 
(although we still have some problems pop up). (Email, November 11, 2008) 
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 Melanie sent this valuable suggestion: “Would any of the kids like to be a ref? You 

could have that as a job to apply for” (Email, November 9, 2008). This emailed 

conversation was beneficial for me, and I believed that such exchanges could help to 

bond the group. Although Holly sent a funny YouTube video in November and a copy of 

her phonics sorts with an encouraging note in January, ejournaling did not otherwise 

catch on as a means of support for the members of our group. The other emails we 

exchanged concerned scheduling or other details, as this exchange in October between 

Tammy, Holly, and me demonstrates. 

Hi Leah, 
Are we still meeting Saturday? I’m just trying to plan...let me know. 
Thanks! 
Tammy (Email, October 21, 2008) 
 
Hi Tammy, 
Since Holly is the “hostess with the mostest” this time, I’ve been waiting to hear 
from her. She’s so clever to send out the “Change” YouTube video! It was a riot! 
Anyway, I plan to be there, and I’m counting on bringing something to share! 
Hope you will bring your song and any other of your ideas that I might share! 
Take care, 
Leah (Email, October 21, 2008) 
 
Hi Ya’ll 
Hope all is going well. I am hanging in there. I am looking forward to seeing you 
all out at my place on Saturday. Please let me know if there is anything you are 
looking forward to seeing and I will make it happen. You all rock!! 
Thanks 
Holly (Email, October 22, 2008) 

  
Ejournaling proved to be a minor tool for our group to gather data during our 

collaborative inquiry. However, those emails that were generated evidenced the easy 

relationship we developed as we became a community of adult learners through the 

collaborative inquiry process. 
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 Although it did not become a well-developed part of the process, ejournaling did 

provide another type of artifact in our collaborative inquiry. The one written above I sent 

because I needed the help but also with the hope that it might stimulate others to use this 

method to bring up issues in writing between our sessions. My reaction and reflection 

journal entries before and after that time revealed my mixed feelings and thoughts. 

Reaction: Today, I sent my first group email asking for help and sharing an idea I 
had. It felt good to start the ejournaling process that I used successfully in my 
pilot studies. We established and met the minimum three exchanges then, and I 
hope we’ll exceed that over the next months, although this time we didn’t state a 
number requirement. There’s so much going on in our work lives, I feel guilty for 
asking for another bit of time, but what’s written will be a valuable type of 
artifact. I’m excited to know what the other members’ responses will be. (Journal 
Entry, November 8, 2008) 
 
Reaction: I’ve heard back from everyone, and each person’s comments were 
interesting and valuable. I was surprised at the detail Tammy wrote because I 
know how impacted her schedule is. Having their ideas in writing to supplement 
the transcriptions of our discussions is reassuring to me for my dissertation. Now I 
hope others will pick up on ejournaling. (Journal Entry, November 13, 2009) 
 
Reaction: No one has sent any group emails since I did it, and I’m disappointed. 
We’ve emailed to verify meeting dates, and we did do several emails to work out 
and arrange the class visitations, but that’s been the extent of it. If I can find 
another issue, I wonder if I should try to generate a second ejournal exchange of 
ideas.  
 
Reflection: At our last two sessions, our group members have seemed even more 
pressured. Tammy asked that we meet twice in January and not in February 
because of her impacted schedule. She flies to Boston over Spring Break for the 
history program, so April will be heavy for her also. Because we’ve had difficulty 
in agreeing upon the value and the logistics for the class visitations, I think it’s 
better if I let go of the ejournaling. If someone else generates the exchange, that 
will be great. (Journal Entries, March 21, 2009) 
  

As I look back on my decision to let go of the ejournaling as a major artifact, I still think 

I made the right call. Throughout our collaborative inquiry process, I was concerned 
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about not overwhelming the group members. In the back of my mind was the knowledge 

that they were free to discontinue participation at any point, and I needed to remain 

sensitive to that possibility. 

 
What Class Visitations Added to Our Collaborative Inquiry 

 
 

 Making visits to classrooms for the purpose of collecting data is not included as 

part of collaborative inquiry group studies (Bray et al., 2000). In fact, Yorks (1995) 

chafed at the fact that his core collaborative inquiry group was required to add an 

observer at each session to substantiate the feeling tone and conduct of their sessions. His 

core group found it problematic to arrange for this extra person and also believed the 

dynamics of their study might be changed by having him or her in the background. 

Similarly, scheduling and implementing the half-day visitations in each of our classrooms 

was difficult for a number of reasons. As novice teachers, our members were also 

involved in other induction or professional development programs that required us to 

leave our students under the care of substitutes. We hesitated to add other substitute days, 

believing that novice teachers experience difficulties with student behavior and parent 

support if they are gone from their students very often.  

 Moreover, despite the fact that the visitations did replace the session scheduled 

for the month of April, it involved two school days, rather than a 2-hour commitment on 

a nonschool day. In addition, we were docked a specific salary amount and required to 

use one and a half personal days per member despite the fact that I requested of the 

superintendent that our experience be considered as professional development. 
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Nevertheless, the group understood that adding class visitations was necessary for me to 

obtain approval of my dissertation proposal, which caused the members to acquiesce to 

my request. Furthermore, my Major Professor, Dr. Scott Hunsaker, authorized the use of 

university funds to reimburse my collaborative inquiry colleagues for their loss of pay, 

mileage, and incidental costs associated with our collaborative inquiry, which was much 

appreciated by all.  

 Despite the difficulty in scheduling and personal concerns, class visitations were 

conducted in a quality manner. Each member brought her laptop computer and took 

copious notes, all of which became part of our discussion with copies forwarded to me to 

become part of my data. The visitations were conducted the last week in March, the last 

activity preceding our final session in May, which provided on opportunity to synthesize 

in our minds the community building relationships and strategies we had discussed at 

prior sessions. As was intended, the experience of being in one another’s classrooms 

validated that the concepts we discussed during our sessions and the artifacts we shared 

with one another were, in fact, part of the community building strategies we implemented 

with our students.  

 Productive observations were made by three of us watching the fourth member as 

she worked with her students. References as to how each of us novice teacher’s actions 

related to community building were sprinkled throughout our notes, and I have selected a 

representation to demonstrate that our group members noted the strategies we had 

discussed in our sessions. In Holly’s first grade classroom, Tammy commented on a 

portion of Morning Meeting. 
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As they [students] are doing their greeting activity, the kids are all involved and 
excited. I don’t see anyone who isn’t enjoying the activity. When the kids begin to 
get more restless, she regroups and encourages good behavior before going on. 
Her transitions are quick, and the students respond well. She is supportive and 
encouraging to all of the students. When she corrects a student, it is done caringly, 
and she moves on. (Field Notes, March 31, 2009, p. 10) 
 

Tammy also made reflective comments about community building strategies while 

visiting Melanie’s kindergarten class. 

When the kids transition to the tables, they have a harder time staying on task. 
She [Melanie] asks one student if he is “helping his table,” and the student moves 
on to the activity. This statement also encourages community involvement and 
student support. (Field Notes, March 26, 2009, p. 13) 
 

Melanie recorded the feeling tone that was created through teacher-student interactions 

and student self-responsibility while in Tammy’s fifth-grade classroom. 

Kids are laughing and playful as they get started. They seem to feel comfortable. 
She [Tammy] is attentive to the child talking, nodding, [with] responsive facial 
expressions. The kids seem comfortable sharing their thoughts and connections 
about their book. The child led in the small group. Kids who are not involved in 
the small group know what to do and are on task. (Field Notes, March 31, 2009, 
p. 4) 
 
During Holly’s visitation to my fourth grade classroom, she noted, “Students are 
allowed to change their minds which creates community because children feel 
safe.” (Field Notes, March 26, 2009, p. 5) 
 

 While in Holly’s first grade classroom, I was impressed to comment about her caring 

relationship with students. 

She gets down on the same level into the circle with the children and says, 
“Remember that when we make a circle, we want to make room for everyone so 
that no one is left out.... She makes encouraging comments to individuals ...She 
gets down on their level and looks directly into their eyes to discuss problems or 
to reprimand. (Field Notes, March 31, 2009, p. 4) 
  

The primary task that was completed by each member during all the visitations was to 

take plentiful field notes, which I explained means to observe and record as much 
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information as possible about all facets of the environment and what happened within it. 

The purpose of our visitations was to corroborate that the community building strategies 

and artifacts we discussed during our sessions were, in fact, operative in our classrooms. 

Among the abundant field notes, it is encouraging to discover that each member made 

comments validating the common use of strategies we discussed and artifacts we brought 

to our sessions, demonstrating that our goal was realized. 

 Arranging and implementing the class visitations represented one of the most 

challenging aspects of our collaborative inquiry. First, it was a requirement added during 

my proposal process so my participants had to be convinced, after the fact, that it was a 

necessary activity during the weeks prior to the spring test administration when most 

teachers, especially novice teachers, feel unusually pressured. Second, the initial question 

voiced by my group members was about what the value to them would be for visiting 

classrooms of teachers at grade levels so disparate from theirs. Third, obtaining the 

visitation days involved each person giving up 1.5 of her personal leave days and paying 

for part of the substitute cost, which created a sensitive situation. Once all of these 

difficulties had been resolved, the class visitations went forward in a positive manner. My 

reaction and reflection entries during that period provide evidence that this was the 

primary point at which our group’s cohesiveness was tested. 

Reaction: Today I felt unusually pressured during our session. Not because I was 
leading—that was a great opportunity to “take a temperature reading” with 
everybody as we completed the organizer I brought. It’s because I had to 
approach two ideas that I was very uncomfortable about. First, I needed us to 
extend the monthly session dates we scheduled in August for the rest of the year if 
my group was willing. Meeting four times from October to January just hasn’t 
been enough. I hated to give up the time schedule that I had to finish my 
dissertation by the end of summer, but it was totally unrealistic for this study. 
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Anyway, I was so grateful at how readily they agreed to continue. I know how 
great a dissertation need I have for these sessions, but it continually surprises me 
to what degree it meets a need for them. Second, I needed to bring up the subject 
of class visitations, which I knew would be a harder one to “sell.” They were open 
to the idea, but getting dates was hard so we tabled that ‘til later. Also, I had to 
tell them that they’d have to use personal days and partially pay for the subs but 
that I’d reimburse them somehow. The bottom line was that I told them it was a 
requirement for my study, and they acquiesced. I still feel almost as 
uncomfortable about the situation now as I did earlier today.  
 
Reflection: I need to trust the fact that this collaborative inquiry meets valuable 
needs for the other members. They keep reaffirming that whenever I ask, so I 
need to have the confidence not to be apologetic. Getting them to work together 
through the end of the year was the easy part. Now, I’ve got to get the kinks in the 
plan for the class visitations worked out so we can agree on more session dates 
and to help that become a valued part of what we’re doing in our collaborative 
inquiry. Since we’re supposed to be equals, it’s hard to press this issue. (Journal 
Entries, January 3, 2009) 
 

Clearly, I was not at my highest level of effectiveness at this point. To ask for more of my 

group member’s time for any reason was difficult, but to request that they complete a task 

that would cost them money, personal days, and for something they felt might not be 

essential to them, caused discomfort for all of us. When my major professor, Dr. Scott L. 

Hunsaker, authorized the use of university funds to reimburse their expenses, I felt much 

better about asking for the added support for class visitations, and the group members 

were also most appreciative. My journal entries before and after the days we spent clarify 

the cost and reward of adding the class visitations to our collaborative inquiry. 

Reaction: After a series of emails over several weeks, we’ve worked out the 
finances for visiting each other’s classes, and the gals are willing to give up their 
personal days. The dates are at the end of this month before Spring Break and 
CRT testing, so that’s about the best time. Other than feeling guilty to ask for sub 
prep time, travel time, and completing field notes, a strategy none of them has 
done before, I guess we’re “good to go.” I’m surely glad that no one quit our 
collaborative inquiry over this situation. Maybe they’ve forgotten that they are 
free to stop participating at any time. I haven’t.  
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Reflection: There I go again with the guilt thing. I have to believe that all the parts 
of our study are of value so that they, in fact, become of value to the group. 
Because I’ve taken two semesters of qualitative research classes with her, I know 
why Dr. Marx recommended that we triangulate the collaborative inquiry with 
field notes from class visitations. But these gals totally trust that everything we 
say in our sessions is accurate and honest, so it’s harder for them to want to spend 
the time substantiating that. Anyway, it’s set up, and I will do everything I can to 
help them value the experience. (Journal Entries, March 21, 2009) 
 
Reaction: We just completed the second day of class visitations today, and I felt 
they were of value, at least to me. The group members took lots of field notes, but 
there was no time to debrief about the experience each day. During lunchtime, we 
traveled to another classroom and at the end of school, everyone wanted to get 
back to their classrooms to plan for the next day. Personally, I wanted to be 
relaxed when they were visiting me, which usually includes my using humor with 
students. I had students work in small groups that were up and around the 
classroom in math, plus the students tried to make a small group decision during 
their westward expansion simulation. I felt good about math, but some of the 
simulation’s “families” had difficulty making a responsible decision, so it took 
more time and seriousness than I’d hoped. I wanted to model the community 
building strategies I’m using. As is often the case with me, when I’m not meeting 
my own expectations, I lose my relaxed way with students and my “down-home” 
humor goes. (Journal Entry, March 31, 2009)  
 
Reflection: They sent me their notes, which were really interesting. At first 
reading, I think that the gals did an excellent job of noticing much of what 
occurred throughout the classrooms. Our notes were similar when I was one of the 
observers, and the feedback they gave me about what went on during my 
observation showed a perceptiveness that concurred with my self-assessment of 
that afternoon. The goal for the class visitations was definitely accomplished 
although I didn’t have the chance to get their perceptions of how it met or didn’t 
meet their expectations. (Journal Entry, April 12, 2009) 
  

Any lengthy debrief about the class visitations never happened. We didn’t meet formally 

again until our final session, and the time constraints to create our statements of truth 

prevented my asking my group members for feedback. Again, making class visitations 

was not formally part of the collaborative inquiry process, and, although the activity was 

fruitful from the perspective of my dissertation, discussing it further was not a high 

priority for anyone else, it seemed, for no one stated such a desire. 
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Group Determines Our Truth During the Final Collaborative  
 

Inquiry Session 
 
 
 The room set up is complete; everyone has arrived. We have met for six 2-hour 

sessions on Saturdays and two full visitation days within our various classrooms, for a 

total of approximately 30 hours. Each of us has also spent an unidentified number of 

hours in member checking the transcriptions and preparing her portfolio. It is time to use 

our phenomenology-in-several-voices to formulate our statements of truth, the 

conclusions gleaned from our group cycles of action and reflection. Today promises to be 

a demanding yet productive experience, which will be important to tell in our own words. 

I press the space bar on my laptop to start the transcription recording, and we begin our 

final session’s process.  

 To synthesize our experiences from the entire year, I planned several steps that I 

hoped would result in a successful closure experience. Each of us has an 8½” x 11” sheet 

of paper, which lists my three dissertation questions with space for each of us to do 

individual brainstorming of ideas that may be included in the group’s answers. Following 

several minutes of silent thought and writing, the next step is to transfer key phrases or 

words from the brainstorming sheet, written large onto three 20” X 26” newsprint sheets, 

one for each question. When finished, the newsprint sheets were taped to the whiteboard 

in front of us for sharing with one another. To initiate this part of the process, I stated, 

As novice teachers, what do you believe are the essential qualities for community 
building? What words, what phrases, out of everything you’ve done, if you were 
to distill it, what’s absolutely essential, that without it you’re not going to be able 
to have a community? There might be some nice-to-haves and there might be 
some absolute needs. If you’ll put your thoughts down here, then transfer onto the 
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bigger paper, so we can all see it, what you want on the paper. Then we’ll put ours 
up there, and we’re going to be looking for common words, common ideas, and 
that would then, I think, be able to come together and create our definition. 
  
And secondly, what do you think about how you, as a novice teacher, were able to 
create classroom community this year? What helped you do it and what prevented 
you? I think we’ve kind of talked about that off and on. I know some things I 
want to say. Things that have been hindering me, and some things that really 
helped me. That’s the second question. 
 
Then the last question is this collaborative inquiry. What are your thoughts about 
it as a process and a process for brand new teachers? So those three things. I gave 
you the little paper to kind of brainstorm in your head and jot things down and 
then I thought if we used the pens to put whatever you want to put them in big 
letters, then we can put them up and we can deal with each question and arrive at 
our common writing or whatever we want to say. Does that make sense to you? 
(Group Transcript, May 23, 2009, pp. 3-4) 
 

When the newsprint papers had been taped up, each of us took a turn to explain what she 

had written. Holly was our first presenter about defining community building, and she 

made a number of descriptive comments. 

It’s a feeling or attitude of being here because I am missed when I am gone, and 
its excitement. If you don’t have excitement in an early grade then there’s no 
reason to be there. I just know that if learning’s not fun, if the teacher’s not 
excited about what she’s teaching then the children aren’t excited about what 
they’re learning and you’ll get those students who zone out right away because 
they just don’t care about what you’re talking about. I’m a loud person so I’m 
always happy and bubbly. I just think excitement is part of building a community. 
If you’re excited to be in that community and be a part of that community, then 
you’ll want to create more of that community and want to be more a part of that 
community. 
  
It’s also the fact that we’re all trying to create this classroom. Not just me. It’s not 
just my classroom. It’s everyone’s classroom. So they get a say in what goes on 
the walls and they get a say in what we’re doing that day. I’ll give them a choice. 
And me, I make it exciting. I won’t lie; I make it exciting. 
 
It’s a lot of outside work that I put on myself that I’ve learned I don’t have to do 
but it does create more of a community feeling, like, those weren’t kids from my 
regular class. I bought colored chalk for their art experience. That’s a different 
medium that’s not usually in the classroom anymore. So that, I thought, would 
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build excitement. Then I will go to the bank and get just the money that they 
wanted for my math unit. When they went back to their regular class, they were 
asked, “Who was in Ms. R’s class when they learned about money?” Every single 
hand went up. Not all of them were there but they all felt like, you know what, 
she’s my teacher. So they all feel like they’re a part of my class. The whole first 
grade feels like they’re a part of my class because I’m not only willing to go out 
of my way for my class but for others as well. (Group Transcript, May 23, 2009, 
pp. 6-7) 

 
 Next, Melanie added her perspective on community building, which is similar in 

some respects and yet is different from what Holly expressed: 

Well, I think it’s important for the teacher to start out with a vision, then reflect on 
that and see how it’s going. And for the whole class to, like in class meetings and 
stuff, reflect on how we’re doing. In my class we do that a lot. “Are we being 
good friends?” 
  
Then, for everybody to know what the expectations are. For the teacher to know 
and the kids to know what the expectations are and to share in that. Then, the 
teacher is the leader and not the boss. I have to remind myself of that.  
 
I put shared failure, shared success, shared sorrow, and shared joy. Concern, 
responsibility, ownership, shared vision, and then I put knowledge of outside 
school life just so everyone knows what’s going on outside of school. So we do 
mini shares. It builds empathy for each other. (Group Transcript, May 23, 2009, 
pp. 9) 

 
 Tammy made her statements quickly, sharing a number of single words she had 

written on her newsprint sheet. 

All right, I put that you have to have consistency. Organized, I do think you need 
to be somewhat organized, not neurotic but without that you don’t have time to do 
the community building and it’s chaotic. Positive. Honest. Adaptable to 
whatever’s going on.  
 
You have to be reflective, to look back and see what’s working, what’s not 
working, be reflective.  
  
I think there has to be a level of caring that, even when you’re correcting, that 
they still have to know that you care. Nurturing. Respectful. 
 
Everyone buys into or plays a role in that community and everybody feels valued. 
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There has to be a level of trust and the ability to take risks and to fail at that, too. 
That’s okay. I want to make sure they see me making mistakes. I love it when 
they correct me. And they love it and it’s okay. They have to feel like you’re not 
perfect and that it’s just a learning process—that we’re all in this learning process 
together. (Group Transcript, May 23, 2009, pp. 14) 

 
 I made my comments last. I found that I had included fewer concepts and had 

written them in longer phrases. 

Okay, I thought choice was really important for the kids to buy in as much as 
possible, even a little, tiny choice. It doesn’t have to be lacking in organization or 
anything but they have to have buy-in by choosing something. There has to be 
some element of choice, I think.  
 
Learning beyond the desk, being able to get up and outside your desk and sitting 
on the floor or, like, I bought three beanbags on sale because then they can have 
“baggie reading” once a week. Getting out and realizing there’s a world beyond 
these four walls. We went outside to do some artwork, to do sketch work of the 
mountains, and just thinking outside the classroom walls.  
 
Service to each other—we have secret servers that they draw out a name each 
week. They haven’t done anything huge for each other but it’s still promoting the 
idea of serving, getting outside yourself to serve others. 
 
Turn learning concepts into questions. I’m a big believer that if you ask a question 
about it you can rope somebody into the learning rather than if you tell. So I try to 
ask a lot of questions.  
 
Create an environment of mutual respect. Actively listening so kids know you 
really hear what they’re saying and maybe what they aren’t saying but they’re 
communicating through body language. Teacher caring.  
 
And then the curriculum, I just said captivating curriculum. I think simulations, 
games to reinforce concepts, using the arts. There’s a lot of research that’s coming 
out that says that the arts affect cognitive development and yet those are the things 
we’re cutting out of the curriculum. (Group Transcript, May 23, 2009, pp. 17-18) 

 
 The next step in our process of creating our statement of truth regarding 

community building was to work as a group to agree upon what we, novice teachers, 

believe are the essential elements of creating a community of learners. What follows is 
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part of the flurry of comments made by various members while I attempt to record the 

features of community building that we agree upon. 

Holly: I think I like the way Leah used created because every time we do 
something I try to create it in a real world situation because that’s what they need. 
They don’t need inside the walls teaching all the time or learning. They need real 
world situations where they can take it out into the world and apply what they’ve 
learned or use it and be effective, contributing members of society. 
 
Leah: Yah, and I think that really grabs kids. So, what do you see up there that 
you really like that you think might be our definition of community, what you 
have to have to have a community? 
 
Melanie: There’s different wording but caring, overall. 
 
Holly: Respect. 
 
Leah: So, would you all, the idea here is that we all mutually agree upon whatever 
it is that’s going to be written down. So, would you agree with a sense of caring. 
Then, you said mutual respect? What do you think? Um, you know, I didn’t write 
down the sharing of sorrow, joy…but that’s really very cool because bearing one 
another’s burdens and joys really does create a bonding. But, I don’t know, what 
do you guys think? Trust building? Risk taking? 
 
Holly: I think risk taking is an important aspect of the community. To be able to 
know that you can take a risk and not feeling like you failed or if you did not 
succeed that was okay. It’s just another chance to try again, see if you can actually 
get it. 
 
Tammy: It’s a learning process. 
 
Melanie: And that trust is still, like, you can get through and it will be okay. 
 
Holly: Expectations, I think is important. They know what their expectations are 
and what your expectations are. 
 
Tammy: And expectations don’t change, that they are consistent. So I think 
putting those two together consistency and expectations. 
 
Leah: Would you be willing to say consistent high expectations? Because I think 
if they’re higher that’s better. 
 
Holly: Well, and the higher you set them, the more they start to reach for those 
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high expectations because you expect more out of them. You expect them to be 
more contributing. 
 
Tammy: Amen. 
 
Holly: I feel like a feeling of belonging is important because if they feel like they 
don’t belong they won’t want to take risks. 
 
Melanie: And they won’t want to be there. 
 
Tammy: They feel like they’re a part of what’s going on. 
 
Leah: Like you said, you’re missed when you’re not there. How do you do that? 
Well, I guess we’re not saying how you do any of them. 
 
Holly: I just know every time we have a student gone they always welcome back, 
and I didn’t always do it right away, but they always welcomed them back every 
time. “We’re so excited you’re here.” 
 
Melanie: We missed you! 
 
Leah: I’m putting down shared success, joys, sorrows, and what was the other 
thing? Oh, vision. 
 
Melanie: I think it’s important. 
 
Leah: What about self-responsibility, self-discipline? 
 
Melanie: I was just looking at that, the ownership, responsibility. 
 
Leah: Anything you want to say about the curriculum? 
 
Melanie: That it needs to be exciting. I thought that was a good one. How you 
were saying, all-inclusive, outside of the classroom. 
 
Tammy: Engaging. 
 
Holly: And I think some of the curriculum is student-oriented. If they do it 
themselves they’re more a part of it. 
 
Tammy: Yah, ideally, but really when are your students going to come up with 
the curriculum? 
 
Holly: Part of the curriculum, yes, but not all of it. Like, I could say a topic and 
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they could go off of what I say. 
 
Tammy: But really what does that look like in a classroom. I want to see that 
applied. How are you doing that? Are you giving them choices of what to do with, 
say an activity? I just don’t see going, “Alright, we’re doing questioning. Go 
ahead and create that.” How that would really play out effectively in a classroom? 
 
Leah: I think at the beginning of a unit or anything. I have done this at the 
beginning of the year to brainstorm with them, because we’re all given the core, 
we all have requirements. But even giving them the chance to provide input. 
 
Tammy: Brainstorm what they know? 
 
Leah: Well, you could brainstorm what they know, what they’d like to do. It’s 
that K-W-L thing, but really I did, a couple times, ask them, “What would you 
like to do?” We weren’t able to do everything they had on the list but they had 
that buy-in, you know…. 
 
Tammy: That makes sense. That I can see. I just wasn’t sure. 
 
Holly: That’s what I was talking about. Just giving them, we made a list of things 
we’d like to learn about animals then we all took a part of it and then they all 
became the teachers to teach us what they became an expert in. 
 
Leah: You know [Tammy], just as you were describing them putting their desks 
in a certain way. Just you giving them the freedom to do that, to do the thinking 
and the arranging and the experimenting. Don’t you think that that in itself is a 
good learning experience? 
 
Tammy: They drew out plans. Unless it was this way I don’t see how it would 
work.  
 
Holly: And when they drew the plans and did it, that’s possibly when they saw, 
“That’s not gonna work.” 
 
Tammy: Yah, I didn’t say. I said, “Go for it. If you can figure a way to do it we 
will sit that way.” And they did. They worked and worked on it. 
 
Leah: Okay, so right now I have: Sense of caring, Mutual respect, Risk-taking, 
Failure is okay, Consistent high expectations, Feeling of belonging, Shared 
successes, joys, sorrows, visions, Ownership, Self-responsibility, Engaging 
curriculum, Student planning options in curriculum. Student planning options in 
learning? 
Holly: Yah, options in learning. Because you’re still giving them the curriculum. 
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You’re just giving them the option of what they’d like to learn in that curriculum. 
 
Leah: So, like, shared planning? Okay, anything else? If not, let’s move on to our 
other two questions. (Group Transcript, May 23, 2009, pp. 20-25)  

 
The exchange of ideas during this conversation was exciting because it represented the 

synthesis of each group member’s ideas. There was the need for clarification and 

elaboration at several points, but, generally, consensus of what we believed was that the 

essence of community building was easy to reach after our many hours of previous 

individual reflection and group reflective discussions during the school year. 

 Next, we tackled the challenge of determining what degree of success we novice 

teachers achieved in creating communities of learners among our students this first year. 

Each of us indicated that she had made progress in reaching her goal although there were 

definitely areas of desired improvement. Melanie commented, “I think I have done a 

reasonable good job. I have gotten the impression that my kids feel like they are missing 

out when they aren’t at school.” I wrote, “I was able to develop and implement a number 

of the strategies that I had in mind to create bonding among my students and with me.” 

(Individual Record Sheet, May 23, 2009, p. 1) Holly exuded a self-confidence that grew 

throughout the year when she wrote, 

There were many attributes to my ability to create a classroom community in my 
first year. First was my students and their love for their teacher, classmates, and 
their learning. The second was my own confidence in my ability to say that we 
will care for each other. Last is my prior work experience in early childhood 
building communities of teachers. (Individual Record Sheet, May 35, 2009, p. 1) 
 

Tammy’s statement really summed up what we all thought about what was necessary for 

us to succeed. 

It takes daily, consistent effort. I realized that creating a community does not 
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happen in a 20-minute block. It is integrated throughout the day in everything we 
do. I also believe that it takes activities outside of the mandated curriculum to 
achieve this. However, those activities can be short, but meaningful. (Individual 
Record Sheet, May 23, 2009, p. 1)  
   

In addition to our written comments, we agreed upon those factors that we believed 

inhibited or enhanced our ability to create a community of learners over the entire year in 

our own classrooms with students for whom we were ultimately responsible. Tammy felt 

particularly strong about factors that influenced her degree of success.  

I have a lot to say on this one. I felt like my obstacles were that there’s so much to 
teach in so little time. There was always a time factor.  
 
Extreme personalities was also a big obstacle. It’s hard to create community when 
you have a mentally challenged kid who got suspended on Friday. We had a lot of 
naughty girls and we spent a lot of lunches [with them]. It was something that had 
to happen outside our regular class because some things don’t need to involve the 
entire class to help some kids learn how to be part of a community. 
 
And I felt like that was a huge obstacle for me was learning new curriculum on 
top of creating a community. I only have so much brain storage, ability to think 
and so much of it was spent on trying to create engaging lessons. And the 
community gets kind of tied into that but I felt like that was an obstacle, for me at 
least.  
 
Supports, I had a great coach/mentor, lots of ideas and a collaborative team and 
this team. Our whole team was just, we had a big fifth-grade team kind of 
community because we’d heard that this group coming up was kind of 
emotionally immature for their age and there were a lot of problems. A lot of 
problems. So we took the proactive stance of, “We’re gonna hit this head on and 
just make it a whole fifth-grade wide…” so that was helpful. Really, really 
helpful. If I had to have kids in here for lunch, the little naughty girls, the whole 
team was here, not just me. Or if they had problems, because they’d had them in 
their classrooms, we’d just all do it together. It was really helpful. Because 
sometimes they’d say some things in a way that I wouldn’t have said it and it was 
perfect so it was nice to have that. Plus we all thought we’d be supportive, be a 
united front, that no matter what classroom you’re in, these are the expectations. 
They gave me ideas and were helpful. It was helpful that my coach, I’m teaching 
in her classroom so she knows the school, this is where she’s been, this is what 
she’s familiar with, she knows what the procedures are. So she piggy-backed on 
that and helped me. (Group Transcript, May 23, 2009, pp. 24-25) 
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Holly agreed with Tammy that time was a great obstacle, “Not enough time to put it all in 

your head and try to work it all out and get it all down,” and that her grade-level team and 

district-assigned coach were positive supports. However, she indicated that her students 

and parents provided excellent help in creating her community and that district programs 

created difficulties. 

My students were a big support. They always helped me remember things and 
reminded me of when we didn’t have a morning meeting. We always had to have 
one because it made our classroom go smoother and they noticed that so they 
were a good support there. 
 
My parents were a big support in the fact that they were always willing to come in 
and help me or do things at home and help their kids when we had issues. They 
were always willing to come in and work it out with me as their teacher. 
 
The district has been an obstacle with all their new programs they’re trying to 
feed you and all the meetings you had to go to and you had to miss so much 
school and you felt like you wanted to be there [at school]. So the district was an 
obstacle and the school was an obstacle with all the new programs they’re trying 
to get us to do and know. They have a reading program so we have to learn it and 
do it next year. So that’s making huge problems because I’d rather just be able to 
create my own reading program because I had no one below level and that is, like, 
amen. So the new school programs, everything they kept trying to give us. (Group 
Transcript, May 23, 2009, pp. 27) 

 
Melanie agreed with all that the other two group members had said but added,  
 

And for obstacles I put social development of kindergarteners because they are 
still very egocentric and trying to get them to think, “How do you think this made 
someone else feel?” and things like that. That was an obstacle. That’s probably 
my biggest obstacle. (Group Transcript, May 23, 2009, pp. 28) 

 
I added my agreement with what has been said, but comment on the additional pressure 

on community building that testing programs provide, with which Tammy, the other 

upper grade novice teacher, agreed. 

Leah: The emphasis, especially toward the end of the year, on the tests coming 
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up. I read this research that says when you’re under pressure, you revert to default 
mode of ordering rather than facilitating and I watched myself. I knew it, but I 
watched myself do it anyways because I wanted to at least make sure that they 
knew how to bubble in, and that they knew what was coming up, and I knew what 
was coming up. It was just really an interesting thing because I felt myself kind of 
panic the last two or three weeks before they took the test about, ‘Are these kids, 
from [the difference of] my vision of how kids should learn, are they going to do 
well on these tests?’ I watched myself revert to where I was giving a lot more 
orders and lots more papers to fill out and do, which was not something that I 
would ever have intended, but I did it. We all did it, and I did it. 
 
Tammy: It’s huge. The week of testing, everyone decides to be sick. I had so 
many people legitimately sick. I had them tested for swine flu. I had some really 
sick kids that week. Those two weeks were just really… The pressure of getting 
everybody ready… And then the Iowa testing. This grade has a lot of testing. 
Yah, and MARS testing, too. 
[I went over it] with my kids. I wanted it to be a more reflective thing not an, ‘Oh, 
I sucked,’ or, ‘Ew, I’m horrible at math.’ At first when I gave it to them, they 
looked at it real quick, and I saw kids just shutting down and I just thought, ‘Oh, 
this is a waste.’ But we started talking, and it turned into a nice discussion, and I 
realized that they were being more reflective, or maybe the discussion helped 
them be more reflective than being down on themselves because they didn’t do 
really well. So, in the end I felt positive about it. (Group Transcript, May 23, 
2009, pp. 28-29) 
  

I found that I had written down during our discussion the supports we had agreed upon 

which were: (a) district coach/mentor involvement, (b) collaborative inquiry group 

participation, (c) grade level collaborative support, (d) self-reflection; while the obstacles 

we agreed upon were: (a) time constraints, (b) lack of student maturity, (c) curriculum 

demands, (d) district test prep emphasis, and (e) school program interference. 

 Our task next became to resolve our beliefs relative to the third question as to 

what we thought about novice teachers being involved in a collaborative inquiry group, 

something that was rarely done according to my literature review. Tammy immediately 

took the lead on this issue as well, making a brief comment, “It was good to get a fresh 

perspective and new ideas when I’m struggling. A con is, it’s just time consuming. It just 



132 
 
takes extra.” (Group Transcript, May 25, 2009, pp. 29) Holly responded with a more 

detailed description. 

Amen to that. For mine the pros were a small group of all grades discussing and 
sharing ideas gave me a fresh perspective. And it was from all grades rather than 
just mine so I might get an idea from Melanie for my lower kids because I’ve got 
some who are functioning at a kindergarten level. Then, another pro was that it 
was outside of my grade or my school team so I could discuss children by not 
using their names and you wouldn’t know who they were unless I used their 
names. In cons, I didn’t have enough time to think but it is time-consuming, but I 
don’t know what else to do with my life. I’m sorry but I’m an evil person who 
works all the time and I love it. I love work. It keeps me busy. (Group Transcript, 
May 23, 2009, pp. 30) 

 
Melanie added, “Mine were pretty much the same. I put that it was really supportive and 

just a chance to reflect and evaluate. And, yah, time. It’s just another thing to do.” My 

comments were more specific as were Holly’s, perhaps because I had done the greatest 

amount of research into collaborative inquiry. 

I put that it caused me to keep thinking about community building and keeping it 
in the front of my mind. And that you knew there was a group you could go to 
and you could talk about whatever and it’s not like being in the teacher’s 
workroom or the teacher’s lounge and having that negative kind of thing. One of 
the things that I felt was a con is that I didn’t know if I did a very good job at 
helping us understand what the elements of collaborative inquiry are supposed to 
be. And then also just too much. Is it too much added onto everything in your first 
year to really handle that? The depth of experience that we have is the least that it 
will ever be because of it being our first year. And each person has their own past 
personal experience of teaching or being involved with kids. It’s still, with the 
idea of collaborative inquiry’s intent being that you’re going to change your 
practice changed upon this analysis, it’s really rigorous. (Group Transcript, May 
23, 2009, pp. 31) 

 
In summary of our discussion, I recorded our consensus that the benefits were: (a) 

supportive small group outside of grade level team; (b) cross grade levels give fresh 

perspective/new ideas about community building; and (c) good time for self-reflection/ 

evaluation; the primary negative we agreed upon was that novice teachers being part of a 
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collaborative inquiry group was quite time consuming, especially during the first year of 

teaching. 

 The final step in creating our truth about community building is to formulate our 

phrases into comprehensive statements, which can be published and shared with others in 

the teaching profession. Unfortunately, our agreed upon time limit of 2 hours had been 

reached, and we could not complete this necessary part of the process today. The school 

year is over in 4 school days, and there was no convenient time for us to continue this 

session in person. We agreed that I would email a rough draft statement for each of the 

three questions to our group members to edit during the summer. We would meet again to 

edit the statements and to sign off that each of us agreed that the final drafts represented 

our beliefs. I took the newsprint sheets, the 8½” x 11” sheets, and agreed to finish the 

transcription before completing the rough drafts.  

 In addition, I collected everyone’s portfolio binders, which included the artifacts 

each of us had gathered from our sessions, as well as any other artifacts our group 

members agreed would be of value for me as I completed my dissertation analysis. With 

that step completed, we concluded our final session of collaborative inquiry for the year. 

It had been a very enlightening experience with much food for thought running through 

my head, and, I hope, through the minds of each member of the group. 

 After the school year was over I prepared a four-page document with instructions 

entitled, “Collaborative Inquiry Rough Draft ‘Truth’” for each Dissertation Question: 

(Please edit the Rough Draft Statements below as appropriate to your thinking.)” It 

included the three dissertation questions, each of which was followed by a list of the key 
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statements every member wrote on her newsprint sheet. Listed below the individuals’ 

statements were the shared common essences we agreed upon during our final 

collaboration session, together with the rough draft statements I had written for their 

consideration. I hoped that this information would rekindle the thinking in each 

member’s mind so that she could edit the statements in an effective manner. We met for 

dinner on June 24th to review and discuss their recommended changes, which were 

relatively minor and simple to alter. The group members indicated that I adhered closely 

to the vocabulary included in our shared common essences for community building. We 

discussed options for presenting our collaborative inquiry group learning experience 

together with our truth statements at upcoming conferences in order to fulfill the final 

goal for collaborative inquiry groups. We agreed to consider applying to present at the 

Northern Rocky Mountain Educational Research Association Annual Conference as well 

as the local state teachers conference in 2011. Our members left, promising to remain in 

touch during our next years of teaching because we had participated in an exceptional 

experience that had engendered a unique relationship among us.  

 
Statements of the Essence of Community  
Building Derived from Our Collaborative  
Inquiry Group Process 
 
 Below are the final statements of truth regarding the essence of community 

building and our experience with collaborative inquiry reached via consensus by our 

group members. Each statement is written in response to one of my dissertation 

questions. Following the statement is the list of the common essences from which each 

statement of truth was formulated. 
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Question 1: What are the shared perceptions of novice teachers about what 

constitutes community building in a classroom? 

Orchestrating a community of learners in an elementary classroom, regardless of 
the age and grade level of the students, involves five key features. First in 
importance to community building is to foster a sense of caring among all class 
members whether they give specific compliments, participate in a class cheer, or 
receive correction for an inappropriate choice. Giving service and showing 
empathy for one another are consistent practices. The teacher is willing to devote 
whatever time and energy are necessary to enthusiastically show evidence of her 
caring. Second is to establish a feeling of mutual respect and belonging. When 
students have been absent, the teacher and other children demonstrate the 
absentees were genuinely missed. Class members actively listen to one another 
during frequent pair sharing and small group interactions. Students and the 
teacher share in everyone’s joys and sorrows because opportunities are provided 
to know one another well. Third is to set high expectations for both the teacher 
and students, understanding that failures are only bumps on the road to success. 
Seeking personal best is the rule, although it is understood that a person’s best is 
not the same each day nor in every skill area. Celebrating individual and mutual 
success is characteristic among the group. Fourth, is to actively involve class 
members in creating and maintaining the classroom environment for learning. The 
teacher delegates as many duties to students as they are able and willing to accept. 
Being responsible for the care and management of the classroom gives rise to a 
sense of mutual ownership and self-efficacy as well as the desire to practice self-
responsibility. Fifth, the teacher collaborates with students to provide engaging 
curriculum that includes options and student choice. Daily learning experiences 
range from answering essential questions to participating in simulations to 
teaching one another, to experiencing authentic learning individually or in 
cooperative groups, all of which motivate focused attention and fix concepts in 
the memory of class members. These five ingredients, measured and mixed 
appropriately to fit the teacher’s personality and the students’ qualities, result in a 
recipe for learning outcomes that exceed what anyone might have imagined 
possible. 
 
Shared common essences from individual comments (agreed upon at final 
collaboration session): sense of caring, mutual respect, risk-taking, failure is OK; 
consistent, high expectations; feeling of belonging; shared success, joys, sorrows, 
vision; ownership/self-responsibility; engaging curriculum; shared 
planning/options in learning. (Collaborative Inquiry Rough Draft ‘Truth’ Sheet, p. 
1) 

  
Question 2: What are the shared perceptions of novice teachers about how the 



136 
 
process of collaborative inquiry supports the development of a classroom community? 

Participating in a collaborative inquiry group provides a positive opportunity for 
novice teachers although it is challenging with respect to the time involved. One 
advantage is that novice teachers become part of a small, supportive group that is 
outside of their grade level team. Moreover, if novice teachers are not involved in 
school collaborative groups that address issues like community building, the 
collaborative inquiry group can fill that vacuum. The ideas and fresh perspectives 
the cross-grade level collaborative inquiry group of novice teachers provides are 
helpful in the initial years of teaching. Meeting periodically for group reflection 
that focuses upon a common question causes self-reflection to occur within 
novice teachers during one of the busiest times of their career. This time for self-
reflection helps novice teachers to focus on improvement and successes when it 
might be easier simply to do what is necessary to get by. Such interaction and 
reflection also facilitate the efforts of novice teachers to remain focused upon 
their personal teaching goals. Novice teachers who are willing to devote the time 
and effort to participate in a collaborative inquiry group can find it a positive 
benefit as they become accustomed to the necessities of daily life in their 
classrooms.  

 
Shared common features from individual comments (agreed upon at final 
collaboration session): Pros = supportive small group outside grade level team; 
cross grade levels gives fresh perspective/new ideas about community building; 
good time for self-reflection/evaluation; Cons = time consuming, especially for 
the first year of teaching. (Collaborative Inquiry Rough Draft ‘Truth’ Sheet, p. 2-
3) 

 
Question 3. What are novice teachers’ shared perceptions about their ability to 

create a community of learners among their diverse students during their first full-time 

year of teaching? 

Creating a community of learners during the initial years of teaching is a 
challenge for novice teachers although a number of scaffolds make success in this 
endeavor attainable. First, the district’s teacher induction program needs to 
include the advice and mentoring of transition coaches. Second, the district needs 
to state the importance of building school community. Third, collaboration with 
grade level colleagues can provide positive ideas that encourage novice teachers 
in the community building process. In addition, the novice teachers’ personal 
experiences, self-confidence, and strong belief that creating a community of 
learners enhances student achievement are other critical factors. Depending upon 
their priorities, administrators, district personnel and parents can provide support 
for or opposition against using the time and strategies necessary for community 
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building. Moreover, time constraints generated by extensive, unfamiliar 
curriculum to teach, the necessity for test preparation, as well as the need to 
participate in school and district required programs further complicate the priority 
and time novice teachers feel they can give to community building among their 
students. Nevertheless, the strategies employed throughout the school day to 
orchestrate a feeling of community between novice teachers and their students, as 
well as among the students, is profitable because learning is more effective and 
novice teachers are more productive.  

 
Shared common themes from individual comments (agreed upon at final 
collaboration session): Supports: district coach/mentor involvement; support of 
principal; collaborative inquiry group participation; grade level collaborative 
support; self-reflection; Obstacles: time constraints; differing parent expectations; 
lack of student maturity; curriculum demands; test prep emphasis; school program 
interference. (Collaborative Inquiry Rough Draft ‘Truth’ Sheet, p. 4) 

 
 

Reactions and Reflections of the Researcher about  
Reaching Truth Through Phenomenology-in-  
Several-Voices 
 
 Preparing the experience for our final session was a welcome challenge. I was 

excited for our collaborative inquiry finally to reach closure, and I feel sure that my group 

members looked forward to its culmination as well. We met on Saturday before the final 

week of school, a time when we were busy packing up our classrooms and planning fun 

closing activities for our students. Having only two hours, I wanted our experience to be 

as organized and productive as possible. With my prior experience as a professional 

development presenter, I had a distinct vision of what I believed our steps should be. My 

journal entries before and after this event reveal my enthusiasm. 

Reaction/Reflection: It is good to have this month of May to prepare for our final 
session. We’re in the middle of CRT testing so I have less planning to do and can 
use that time. I have a plan in mind to use a cooperative learning structure like 
Think-Pair-Share except ours will be Think &Write-Present to Group-Create 
Group Consensus. For the first step, I need to make a sheet with the three 
questions I need to answer for my dissertation—those were automatically adopted 
as the collaborative inquiry’s questions from the start. That will be our first task—
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for each of us to think about our entire experience in community building this 
year through collaborative inquiry and write your individual answer to each 
question. (Journal Entry, May 7, 2009)  
 
Reaction/Reflection: The next step will be to transfer ideas from each answer on 
the Think & Write paper—key phrases, words, sentences, pictures of artifacts, 
icons—onto large newsprint sheets using brightly colored marking pens. Each of 
us will then complete the second stage, Present to Group, where we present our 
key ideas, artifacts, etc. to the group including any personal examples or 
explanations to clarify our thoughts. When all group members are finished 
presenting their ideas, we will complete the final stage for each question, Create 
Group Consensus, where we clarify and reach agreement on the elements we all 
believe represent our truth regarding the essence of community building. Those 
elements reached by consensus will be used to create statements of truth for each 
of the questions, which all of us must agree represent our beliefs about our 
collaborative inquiry experience. I think this is a plan that will work! (Journal 
Entry, May 12, 2009) 
 
Reaction/Reflection: Today we met and completed the plan just as I had 
formulated it in my head and on paper. Everyone was focused and cooperative so 
we used our time effectively. I facilitated synthesizing everyone’s main ideas 
written on their large newsprint papers for each question and clarified more than 
once that there was agreement on each of the ideas we’d incorporate into each of 
our statements of truth. I wish we’d had time to write them together in our 
session—that would have been ideal. But we ran out of time and everyone was in 
a hurry to start their holiday weekend so we couldn’t extend our session. It would 
have been good if different group members offered to write up one of the rough 
draft statements, but no one did. I know we are all so busy wrapping up the end of 
the school year that there’s not time for one more thing. I will be very careful to 
incorporate those elements reached by consensus into rough draft statements to 
send to everyone for their editing. (Journal Entry, May 23, 2009) 
 
Reaction/Reflection: We met at Costa Vida this afternoon to go over our edited 
versions of the rough draft statements to get consensus on what each final 
statement should say. No one had any major concerns, but we included an 
addition to the third question that Melanie suggested and one correction I asked 
for on the first question. Everyone signed off on her sheet that she agreed that the 
edited rough draft statements could become the final statements. Hooray, we are 
really finished with our process! Now I have much work to do to put it all on 
paper for my dissertation… (Journal Entry, June 24, 2009)  
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Essences of Community Building the Researcher Described from 
 

Analyzing Collaborative Inquiry Session Transcriptions 
 

 
 Although our collaborative inquiry group’s task was to create a shared meaning 

about classroom community building by novice teachers, for my dissertation research, 

which we did at our final session, I was uncomfortable if none of our work in prior 

sessions was formally analyzed. Therefore, I desired to seek, as an individual, to find 

whether there was evidence of community building in our members’ descriptions of 

classroom events and interactions throughout our sessions. In order to accomplish this 

belated goal in a rigorous manner, I needed to understand better how it might be 

accomplished within the phenomenological approach to qualitative research. Patton 

(2002) explained that phenomenology maintains a  

Focus on exploring how human beings make sense of experience and transform 
experience into consciousness, both individually and as shared meaning...how 
people experience some phenomenon—how they perceive it, describe it, feel 
about it, judge it, remember it, make sense of it, and talk about it with others.... It 
is reflection on experience that is already passed or lived through. (p. 104).  
 

In reviewing further the literature on phenomenology, I found that van Manen (1990) 

states, “Phenomenological research is the study of essences” (p. 10), which Patton (2002) 

defined as “the core meanings mutually understood through a phenomenon commonly 

experienced” (p. 106). Gearing (2004) suggested that bracketing can help the researcher 

“focus in on the essences and structure of the phenomenon to...understand the underlying 

universals of that phenomenon” (p. 1433). Furthermore, Gearing indicated that 

bracketing necessitates the researcher “setting aside presuppositions and rendering 

explicit the studied phenomenon,” which necessitates acknowledging the start and end 
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points of the bracketing experience (p. 1433-1434). Being steeped in the literature about 

elements of community building, I elected to employ reflexive bracketing, which 

acknowledges that “it is improbable for the researcher to hold in abeyance their 

suppositions...[but they] can acknowledge...and become aware of their influence on the 

phenomenon under investigation” (Gearing, 2004, p. 1449). Therefore, I determined to 

remain aware as much as possible of my preconceptions about classroom community 

building as I employed reflexive bracketing to seek possible essences of community 

building that emerged from our conversations. This exercise was accomplished over a 

week-long period as I carefully reviewed the conversations within each session where we 

discussed the various topics that were chosen for action/reflection as well as the other 

issues that came up. First, I developed a list and color coded the elements of community 

building that I had researched throughout my review of the literature. Next, I reread each 

transcription and highlighted dialogues that seemed particularly rich interactions, using 

one or more colors according to the elements that each dialogue might exemplify. 

Subsequently, I reread each of the highlighted portions of text with the goal of finding 

essences that might be suggested by the conversation.  

 For a number of reasons, I completed this process after our final truth finding 

session, and I did not share the information I gleaned with the other group members as 

we completed our final editing process. First, determining essences using reflexive 

bracketing was for my dissertation analysis, and this process was not part of the required 

criteria for the collaborative inquiry process (Bray et al., 2000). Furthermore, I never 

considered asking my group members individually to perform such a time-consuming 
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activity; it was beyond what I might seek from novice teachers, especially considering 

their lack of experience in qualitative research. Moreover, to share my solitary 

interpretations might unduly influence our final step of the process of collaborative 

inquiry—the statements we, as equals, would reach through editing. Finally, one of my 

dissertation questions was asked in order to shed light upon the effectiveness of 

collaborative inquiry group participation in helping novice teachers to develop or change 

their practice. We had chosen collaborative inquiry as our phenomenological method for 

gathering information and determining our group’s truth, and I had not included 

bracketing as a strategy for that process. Nevertheless, the exercise of reflexive 

bracketing to shed light upon possible essences of community building was an important 

step for me, as a researcher. It enabled me to compare my findings with the statements of 

truth we developed using the collaborative inquiry approach of phenomenology-in-

several-voices at our final session. In that spirit, I decided to include in this chapter as 

part of the results of my dissertation study the essences that I believe emerged, together 

with representative portions of dialogue, so that the reader might make similar 

comparisons.  

 
The Researcher’s Findings Suggest the Essence  
of Teacher Carer/Cared for Relationships  
  
 The all-important caring attitudes we developed for each of our students were 

apparent throughout all our session discussions whether explicitly mentioned or 

implicitly inferred. Moreover, we discussed the importance of our understanding the 

bread and depth of thoughts and efforts to meet their specific needs in order for the carer-
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cared for cycle to be successfully completed (Noddings, 2002) as well as our 

demonstrating respect for each student. Establishing those boundaries became an explicit 

topic of discussion during the first reflection session. 

Leah: I’m being just me and not worrying about it because I guess that is part of 
caring. When you stop to think about it, with your own kids you show strictness 
and being real. So I just have really relaxed about it, but I’m trying to remember 
to say it’s because I care.... It’s not true for everybody, but I’m making more 
progress. It’s just amazing how long it takes to make the progress. 
 
Tammy: But, if you talk about your mom, if your mom gets mad at you, she still 
loves you. It’s the same way, you know. Sometimes we just have to rein it in and 
that’s OK.  
 
Melanie: Especially at the beginning of the year…I have to be so strict, and rarely 
ever be lenient. Especially in kindergarten to train that this is in school, we don’t 
lie down, we don’t throw our backpacks.  
 
Holly: I still have that in first grade. It’s the same way, you know.  
 
Tammy: Some of these kids are a little more of a handful than others. One thing 
I’ve remembered that has helped me that a fifth grade teacher shared with me 
when I was student teaching last year. She just said that you will have bad days 
and your kids will have bad days. The best thing you can do is sometimes you just 
have to, you can just see the bad days kind of snowballing, you just have to stop it 
and turn it around and let it go with those kids that are driving you crazy and give 
them a second chance and let it go within you so that it doesn’t turn into this huge 
fiasco.... I have a couple of boys like that and they’re best friends. That’s helped 
with them still knowing that I care and that I’m not just riding them because I’ve 
pegged them as being my hard kids.... My whole point to that was I had to work 
really hard at giving those boys a little bit of extra attention at times and balancing 
that with them still knowing that I care about them. And that is a hard thing, 
because they are two kids that it would be really easy just to write off or put on 
my hit list for the rest of the year. It’s a conscious thing—OK I’ve got to like 
them just as much as I like the easy ones that are so sweet. (Group Transcript, 
October 25, 2008, pp. 8-9)   

 
Although on occasions such as this one we used the term teacher-student caring, the 

concept of teacher caring was implicit throughout all the references provided from our 

discussions in the sense that the teacher becomes totally immersed in her students’ 
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learning and goes to the greatest lengths to help each of them achieve success (Noddings, 

1992, 2002, 2003, 2005). 

 During our sessions, the additional effort, creativity and patience required of a 

novice teacher to demonstrate teacher caring toward students with extreme needs and to 

promote respect for them among other students was typically a topic of discussion, 

together with the students’ impact upon our ability to make our classrooms “a place that 

will produce students who will be respectful to others and participate in class 

appropriately and with confidence” (Allen, 2000, p. 24). Students with serious behavior 

difficulties, non-English speakers, as well as those with physical handicaps provided a 

dilemma for novice teachers trying to promote “belongingness, common identity, 

consensus, intimacy, solidarity, shared values, and unity” (Franklin, 2010, p. 4). Holly 

first mentioned a situation at our initial session that promoted bonding among her 

students: “I do believe it develops community. I have a little girl that’s special needs and 

they are so concerned with her. I do believe it benefits her, because they all want to know 

if she’s OK, if they can help her.” (Group Transcript, October 25, 2008, pp. 8-9) On the 

other hand, in the same session, Melanie was stymied as to how to help her most difficult 

kindergarten student to be equally valued in the respectful, caring community she wanted 

to create. 

And his parents just tell me to make him do pushups. That’s the only thing that 
works for them. Well, I said that I’d try it. I said, ‘C., 10 pushups,’ and he said, ‘I 
don’t want to.’ But by then he would get down and do 10 pushups, and he actually 
would start listening for a little bit. But I can’t be telling him to do 10 pushups 
every time there’s a problem. Now every time he’s doing something all the other 
kids say, ‘Teacher, he has to do pushups.’ Or ‘Teacher, C. is over playing with the 
centers or he’s doing this.’ They all know he’s the hard kid. They’re better about 
it than I would expect them to be, because it’s almost like in a caring way. And 
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when he’s not there, they say, “Where’s C.?” But still it interrupts the flow of the 
classroom. As far as classroom community, I don’t know. . (Group Transcript, 
October 25, 2008, pp. 12-13)  
  

Tammy’s comment at that same session was a nugget that communicated precisely the 

necessity sometimes of making a conscious determination to care about difficult students. 

Some of these kids are a little more of a handful than others.... I have a couple of 
boys like that and they’re best friends. That’s helped with them still knowing that 
I care and that I’m not just riding them because I’ve pegged them as being my 
hard kids.... My whole point to that was I had to work really hard at giving those 
boys a little bit of extra attention at times and balancing that with them still 
knowing that I care about them. And that is a hard thing, because they are two 
kids that it would be really easy just to write off or put on my hit list for the rest of 
the year. It’s a conscious thing—OK I’ve got to like them just as much as I like 
the easy ones that are so sweet. (Group Transcript, October 25, 2008, pp. 9)   
 

She expressed a need that all of us shared because everyone had one or more students 

with whom it was especially difficult to create or maintain a positive relationship.  

 On another occasion, I discussed my preemergent English Language Learner, 

with virtually no English, as being our “let’s all help” person. I sought ELL training 

through our district and arranged weekly meetings with the ESL Specialist in order to 

learn more about how to help him gain greater success. As a result, in addition to daily 

individual work with me, to develop a greater feeling of belonging, H. became part of a 

guided reading group to sit, hold a guided reading book, and read the English words he 

had learned during our one-on-one time. I also purchased a Spanish-English dictionary 

for him, as well as several Spanish picture books to read in class. I also encouraged him 

to write his autobiography in Spanish on our laptop computers and created individualized 

seatwork to promote his development of English. When H. was able to read simple Dr. 

Seuss books, several students offered to listen to him read aloud each day. Despite the 
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extra energy I expended on his behalf, I could sense the frustration he experienced from 

feeling like an outlier in our classroom. At a later session, the others discussed at length 

the struggles they experienced to facilitate caring and community building with their ELL 

and ESL students. 

Tammy: One of my boys who is ELL; he just weird. He is an interesting kid. All 
of my ELL kids are weird. I don’t know if it’s the language barrier. He speaks 
English fine but there are things that he doesn’t understand. He feels comfortable 
enough with me right now to come up to me and say Hey I don’t get this word, 
what is this? But also, he has a weird personality in that he is very literal, in fact 
he is funny when he doesn’t know he’s being funny and people will ask because 
he’ll say, he’ll ask a question.... Number one, he’s made progress in his reading, 
which is great. But, he had, it was amazing like he’s been working really hard on 
this hero report but I was a little worried because of the fact that he… that there is 
some disconnect. But we celebrated for that kid. I was like this is amazing. This is 
amazing work. And he’s like really. And he couldn’t… you don’t really see him 
smile that often he’s just kind of a different kid…. 
 
Leah: What is his culture? 
 
Tammy: He’s Mexican. He’s Hispanic. But the one, and there are both some 
words they don’t understand. But, he’s just an interesting little...Yeah. But, he 
works. He works real hard and he speaks just fine. But he… I don’t know what it 
is. I think it is a combination of his personality and the language. 
 
Holly: He is an ELL then. Not an ESL. There is a difference. You should know 
that difference when they come to get audited.  
 
Tammy: He is ELL. But, he is far enough along that he doesn’t qualify.  
 
Leah: He is like a monitor only or something.  
 
Tammy: Yes, yes.  
 
Leah: Yes. That is what I thought. I had two ELL girls that were monitor only and 
aren’t even a part of [the program] anymore. And Initially I had thought, well, 
they are just fine. I won’t worry about them, but that is not true. Because there is a 
lot of language, more sophisticated language or whatever that they don’t get.  
 
Holly: The academic language. 
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Tammy: He questions. He is very literal and him asking questions and him not 
really understanding that it is funny what he is saying. Like one day I said in ten 
seconds something is going to happen and then I usually count down. And then a 
little bit later I heard him under his breath saying, “It’s been longer than ten 
seconds”. He just couldn’t understand because … I looked down at him and I said 
“Brian I know it’s been more than ten seconds” and he looks up at me and says 
“It’s okay.” His Mom didn’t come last time to Parent Teacher conferences. I wish 
she would. 
 
Holly: What do you do with that? Because I had a few that I even called them and 
they never came and I was like eh. 
 
Tammy: My other boy, his mom doesn’t speak very good English, but she brings 
the sister and it’s okay. This one though I asked the boy and he says she works, 
she works. 
 
Leah: I talked to one girl yesterday because I was trying to schedule the 
conferences. I said to her, “Do you know when can they come?” And she said, 
“You know my dad and my mom work from in the morning until late at night.” I 
said, “You mean like after seven or eight o’clock?” and she said, “Yes.” So I 
asked, “Where do they work?” She said, “Mom far away, my Dad close.” I asked, 
“You know, do you think she has a dinner hour where she works?” and she said, 
“I don’t know.” I said, “If she does, do you think she could come over?” and she 
said, “No, because she doesn’t have a car.” So dad must take her to work, drop 
her off. She works at a donut place, then goes to work himself. The kids, I don’t 
know who takes care of them. It seems like she has a tiny baby at home. It may 
just be that my girl is not so aware, but I didn’t see them in the fall and I’m 
probably not going to see them this time either. But, if the situation is truly like 
that, how can I expect the conference to happen? I would have to go to the donut 
shop. “Could you take a little break?” I guess I wouldn’t mind doing that if it is 
not too far.  
 
Melanie: All my parents speak really good English. My ELL kids, I really don’t 
worry too much about them at all because their parents are so on top of it. They 
read like 200 minutes a week. One of my kids, who is at a level ten—that is our 
cap—and he is an ELL kid. 
 
Leah: One of my top readers is an ELL girl, but she has that blank stare when you 
say things that are kind of colloquial. So we made up this long list of idioms. I 
find that I use idioms all of the time because I am aware of it now. I know when I 
said it, and I say, “Oh that is an idiom.” When I don’t remember it, some kid in 
the class will say, “Oh that is an idiom, or is that an idiom?”. Then in scholastic, 
last time they had a package of three books and one was a whole book of idioms. 
There is a whole book of idioms, which I bought and am keeping it right up at my 
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desk. Because that’s I think, maybe, they don’t get it. It’s street language. Kind of 
you know that lots of people use. (Group Transcript, January 31, 2009, pp. 28-30) 
 

Our ignorance about what their language and actions actually revealed, as well as our 

confusion about what exactly to do most effectively meet the needs of this unique 

population, became clear during this discussion. Although we cared for our ELL students 

and wanted them to become valued students within our classes, what appeared to be 

prejudiced comments, in reality, revealed that our knowledge of how best to facilitate 

their success was sorely lacking. One preservice class on diversity and the help of day-

long trainings given by the district ELL Specialist did provide us novice teachers with the 

refined skills we needed during our initial year of teaching.  

 Considering other students with special education needs, Holly and Melanie 

discussed the dilemma that occurred when parents in both of their classes had difficulty 

with their children being labeled with ADHD and refused medication early in the year. 

Holly described how her student’s behavior influenced her ability to create a caring, 

physically and emotionally safe learning environment for all the students in her 

classroom community. 

 Holly: What do you do with a child who’s been diagnosed with ADHD and this 
is where my problem comes in. He has been taken off his medication and he 
wanders everywhere. He’s never on task and it wasn’t like this last year. And he 
was OK for the first week which is why, when we first met I was, like, ‘This’ll be 
great,!’ But not now. He laughs out loud at nothing, just hysterically laughing. He 
thinks it’s funny. And I’m , like, ‘Okay, right now your job is to do this.’ And his 
stepmom said, ‘You can be mean.’ And I’m, like, how can I be mean? It’s not in 
my nature to be mean. He can’t read for 15 minutes in his book nook. His [book 
nook] has become that chair because he cannot focus so I’m reading with my 
group over here, he’s reading over here and I’m paying attention to both because 
he just cannot regulate himself at all.... See, he does not direct himself. Even when 
I give him, “This is your responsibility.” There’s nothing.  
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Melanie: And with kids like my C [discussed previously], I have a hard time 
finding consequences that are effective because it’s not really their fault, like, they 
can’t control it. I don’t know how you give them consequences because it’s not 
their choice. 
 
Holly: It’s not really their fault. He can’t control not learning right now because 
his mind is going a million…like, when he’s reading over here and I have that 
group he’s, like, “Oh wait, I don’t have that book. Am I supposed to have that 
book?” And I don’t want him there because it does distract him but he can’t sit 
anywhere else in the room. That’s just my one problem with my community; he 
disrupts my community. He doesn’t mean to. He wants to be a part of the 
community. He wants to feel a part and he does, he is. I love him but he just 
doesn’t have the self-restraint or the self-maintenance. (Group Transcript, 
November 15, 2008, pp. 10-11)  
 

It became clear that these sorts of challenges affected our ability to act as facilitators of 

positive community building in our classrooms; as my research indicated could happen, 

there were situations where we each resorted to dictating what was and was not 

acceptable behavior in our classrooms rather than collaborating to facilitate group 

decision-making. For instance, Tammy remained concerned about a number of 

behaviorally immature fifth graders and lamented, 

I feel like, with community, we have done so many things to try to help build 
community. I have done so many things and we still, from what the teachers have 
told me, have a really high amount of really emotionally immature kids. Oh gosh, 
the stuff that’s going on is so crazy. So I’m kind of at a standstill of how to help 
them, what to do next, what is the next step to help them get along and to interact 
and to solve their own problems and learn to let things go and not escalate them to 
some of the things that have been happening and not to have to come to the 
teachers for every little thing that’s going on. Learning how to have coping 
strategies. How to help my little young man, if he is having a hard day and he 
does get in trouble to not completely feel like his whole day is down the toilet and 
act accordingly. I really don’t know what to do. We spent a whole half hour 
yesterday talking about role-playing and we still had some big problems the other 
day and I don’t know what to do…. (Group Transcript, November 15, 2008, pp. 
23-24) 
 

Although our collaborative group brainstormed ideas at length and made suggestions of 
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programs, strategies, and resource persons to help one another, perhaps one of the best 

supports we provided was to be empathetic and encouraging listeners as each of us 

attempted to deal effectively with the challenge of meeting individual difficult students’ 

needs throughout the year while promoting a cohesive, peaceful group experience. 

Progress was celebrated as we discussed these students at later points in the year, because 

we helped them make the necessary progress that promoted successful incorporation into 

the class communities.  

 
The Researcher’s Findings about the Essence  
of Student Belonging and Mutual Respect 
 
 Achieving a successful community of learners is definitely influenced by novice 

teachers showing respect to students as part of their caring, but it is equally important for 

students to demonstrate respect for each other, which is a more daunting task for novice 

teachers to bring about. This was a recurring topic in our discussions, which is 

represented by the conversation below.  

Leah: I don’t know if I told you guys this, either, but I went back and read my 
research ...about how you can show caring. Because, you know, I’ve read all 
about the caring and the articles say it’s love and it’s this…and I came across an 
article by another author who said it’s really respect—mutual respect. You can be 
even not that close to a kid so I am being warm to my kids but I’ve told them a 
number of times, I’ll do whatever it takes to get you to learn at the level where 
you need to learn.  
 
Melanie: And making them more responsible is, I think, is being respectful of 
what they can do. 
 
Leah: Well, and I find myself saying things in class that I want to change, and it’s 
hard to do that. I’m defining caring in a very broad way at this point. 
 
Holly: I think something else that brings respect into my classroom is I call 
everyone Mr. and Miss, which I probably mentioned before, but they actually call 
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each other Mr. and Miss now which gives them respect to each other because 
they’ll notice I call them Mr. and Miss, as well. So they’re respecting each other 
and I’m respecting them and they’re respecting everyone in our school 
community. I’ve created a school community as well by talking about our school 
community and we go and visit our school community, the principal and the vice 
principal. It scares them sometimes because when they walk in just to observe I’ll 
be, like, “Good morning,” even when I’m in the middle of a lesson and they’re, 
like, “What are you doing?” It’s just weird. But it shows the kids that I respect 
them and they’re important people—a part of our community. (Group Transcript, 
November 15, 2008, pp. 23-24)  
 

Including strategies for developing mutual respect and belonging within our daily 

procedures was one effective way to build a stronger community of learners. Problem 

solving when mutual respect was not forthcoming was also a topic of discussion. 

Tammy’s discussion with me of her situation typified the lengths to which we went to 

help students build community. 

Leah: I’m just not being proactive in that way and reactive at putting out a fire 
and I don’t know how you ever get on top of it if you’re just putting out fires 
being reactive, rather than being proactive. 
 
Tammy: I mean, I had a girl come to me in tears yesterday because, “They’re 
really good at basketball…” and her friend’s really good at basketball and they 
were making shots and her friend was making shots and celebrating so this girl 
saw it as rubbing it in her face and, “I’m so much better than you.” Well, I know 
this girl, they’re both in my class. She’s just this little timid Native American girl 
that’s been adopted and no way would she do that in her face but, of course, the 
girl took it that way and just could not even cope. Bawling, sobbing is a good 
word. Really? I’ll have my girls in all next week because I feel like that’s a set 
amount of time where can sit—it’s not a punishment so much as it gives us time 
to really talk about those things that we can’t do in an extended period in the 
classroom. And so, my goal next week when I have these girls in for lunch [is] 
having them gain strategies for how to interact with each other and talk with each 
other and learn those things. 
  
Leah: What happens to you in the meantime? I spend every lunch in my class 
preparing things. I guess I’m just not that efficient but for me to have a whole 
week where that’s what I’m doing completely during lunch. 
 
Tammy: I kind of feel like, on the other hand, if I don’t do something it’s going to 
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blow up. Especially with this one little girl who’s really a ring leader, that if I 
can’t help her to be a positive role model, you know, will affect other classmates 
on the grade level because it’s intertwined with the two other classrooms that 
we’re going to be dealing with this all year long. 
Leah: Diversity is huge, like you said, it can be somebody on the autistic range or 
it’s somebody who has special needs in social areas. Its way, way broad. But I 
think that all of that affects your ability to have a community where everybody 
really cares about each other and where they wouldn’t do something like that 
because they care. 
 

The idea of using the week of lunch half hours might appear to be a time consuming way 

to promote a sense of mutual respect among a group of struggling students. However, it 

enabled Tammy to collaborate with students and was a good example of the “qualities 

that must characterize the classroom community: the give and take of joint problem 

solving and welcoming conflict” (Allen, 2000, p. 24). 

 
The Researcher’s Findings about the Essence  
of Student Service and Cooperation 
 
 Some students have already learned to compromise and others to provide daily 

service before entering school, while others still need to be taught such skills. The 

concept of cooperating in groups and providing service to others is magnified when the 

teacher models and provides cooperative learning and structured service opportunities on 

a day-to-day basis in the classroom. However, this type of service and collaboration is 

different from the formal cooperative learning processes (Johnson et al., 2000), and 

service projects (Billig, 2000), which were described in the literature. No one in our 

group reported generating a large-scale service project during her initial teaching year, 

and formal cooperative learning group experiences were not brought up voluntarily 

during our sessions. However, the following exchange did occur when I structured our 
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January review and planning session to promote discussion on topics that were included 

in my literature review. 

Holly: Formal cooperative learning is a little more difficult in first grade than I’m 
sure it would be in fourth or fifth grade. It’s just not the same because you would 
have to teach each job and then teach it again because they are just not at the 
ability to think well this is my new job this month. Okay this is my new job this 
week. It is too much for them. But, there are times when I’m, like, so I have a 
little boy who’s struggling and a girl who’s not so I’ll put them together and 
they’ll buddy read and they know that the last 5-8 minutes everyone’s going to 
buddy read. I did that right before we left for Christmas, we had a read-a-thon, 
and they loved it and they sat together and they took turns and everyone was 
loving it. 
 
Leah: I’ve done partners and talk at your table, and even the literature circles, you 
know, everybody has a job everyday and I did that when they were doing surveys 
in math. So I had each table work as a group, and they each had a particular job, 
and we had a social goal, which is what is supposed to be there with cooperative 
learning. I hadn’t really been doing that. Then in social studies we’re doing 
groups for studying Native Americans in Utah and there’re enough groups that 
they can have four to a group and they each have a particular job with that, too. 
 
Melanie: For cooperative learning, it’s difficult to get kindergartners to work in 
groups, but I do need to do more partner work. Then, I put this in the cooperative 
learning, especially during January I want to focus on sharing books and have a 
show-and-tell of just their favorite book so they can bring in their favorite book 
and summarize it. 
 
Tammy: Yes. I think I use a lot of cooperative learning. Well, I think I use some 
cooperative learning and some group work. Because in cooperative learning each 
person has to have a specific job, and sometimes [in my class] it’s more like “turn 
to your neighbor and talk amongst yourselves” kind of thing, but I have done 
some jigsaw and I think that it has done good. Sometimes it has to be scaffolded 
because they don’t get along as well. There are some personality problems, but I 
think that it is good for them. (Group Transcript, January 3, 2008, pp. 15-16) 

 
Ways in which we encouraged our students to work effectively with one another also 

included performing acts of service for one another. Our discussions indicated that 

service, for the most part, was built into our daily procedures. However, during one 

session, the conversation turned to the possibilities provided by a Secret Server procedure 
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my students and I had started in January. 

Leah: Actually I did do something, I sort of fell into it before the holiday. I think I 
told you that the last three days before the holiday, we did Secret Server. And the 
kids said they wanted to keep doing it after. So they are picking a name out each 
Monday and Friday we take about two minutes to see can anyone guess who their 
Secret Server was this week. 
 
Holly: Have the kids write something about it. This week I Secret Served so and 
so and this is how it helped me.  
 
Melanie: And this is how it made me feel… 
 
Leah: I think that is a great idea because that would also be a teaching device. Ask 
the kids to write down how they’ve been good friends. 
 
Melanie: Then it will also help them mentally process and identify their feelings.  
 
Holly: What have you done to help build a relationship with someone in the class? 
It can’t be surface. It can’t be like I gave this kid a pencil, because that is very 
surface level. And you want, well mine would probably be I gave this kid a pencil 
because that is where they are at.  
 
Melanie: I pushed in his chair. 
 
Holly: But yours could probably go deeper. Yours could go to well Joe left our 
class and then he came back and I was really nice to him and we became friends. 
That’s a little deeper than I gave him something. 
 
Leah: Yeah and what we’ve done with Secret Server—a lot of little sticky notes. I 
have asked what can you do beyond that? Well someone was absent and the other 
person cleaned out his desk for him.  
 
Tammy: Oh, that is nice.  
 
Leah: Yeah, he cleaned out his stuff and left a little note. Look inside your desk 
and see…. (Group Transcript, January 31, 2009, pp. 51-52) 

 
This discussion appeared to generate an enthusiasm among our group members to begin 

their own version of this informal kind of service. Although we valued both concepts, it 

would appear that implementing time consuming, lengthy, formal projects was beyond 
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the scope of our novice teacher group’s ability to envision. However, sharing of artifacts 

often resulted in the group’s brainstorming and each member’s adapting the idea in a way 

that could work for community building with her students during our first year of 

teaching.  

 
The Researcher’s Findings about the Essence  
of Mutual Responsibility for the Environment 
 
 Each of our group’s members, whatever our grade level, realized the importance 

to community building of our students sharing in the responsibility for the classroom 

environment. Each of us set up procedures that allowed every student to take a leadership 

position for which he or she alone was accountable. Despite the fact that we might have 

accomplished the tasks more quickly ourselves and had to be patient with each child 

remembering, his or her self-esteem was visibly strengthened as the responsibility was 

consistently fulfilled. The conversation below illustrates how even our group members 

who worked with early grades dealt with this challenge. 

Holly: Another form of delegation in my [first grade] classroom, and I talk about 
this with the kids all the time. “I’m the teacher and there are a million things that 
I’ve got to do so you need to help.” So our job chart has become a big part of my 
delegation to them. They trade every week. I’ve added jobs, I have 17 jobs 
because I have 17 kids, so everyone has a job. I don’t ever have to let a child go 
without a job.... Then they feel important and part of the community because 
they’ve got this big, important job. Everyone’s a manager of something and that’s 
an important word for them, I guess. Because it means something big so 
everyone’s a manager of something. No one’s, like, a sub or a pencil sharpener. It 
would be the pencil manager. The plant manager. 

 
Melanie: Yah, [in kindergarten] we have our jobs and they’re good at their jobs. 
We have our lid person, that they go around and make sure all the markers are 
closed and chair person that makes sure all the chairs are happy and pushed in.  
 

Another time, Tammy, Holly and I discussed the positive outcomes when they gave 
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major responsibility to the students for managing their economic unit designed to meet 

the fifth-grade core requirement to understand the free market system. 

Leah: I heard Rafe Esquith, Teach Like Your Hair’s on Fire…. I just didn’t want 
to get into the pay part of it but I’d like to hear how it works for you…I’m 
working real hard to stay away from rewards and punishments but it’s darn hard 
to make things work. 
 
Holly: Do you use your pay as a punishment? 
 
Tammy: Yes. 
 
Holly: I don’t use mine as a punishment. They get paid; I don’t take it away. 
 
Tammy: My cooperating teacher did it and he didn’t use the punishment unless 
you really got in trouble, but it wasn’t like I do. But the kids loved it still. They 
got paid for their jobs; then they had an auction. I’m having our first auction on 
Monday and they can buy their desk. 
 
Leah: And they pay rent… 
 
Tammy: They have to pay rent on their desk. They can buy it and it becomes a 
condominium. They can buy other people’s desks, then they have to pay property 
taxes but it’s never as much as their rent. 
 
Leah: Who handle’s that because that sounds like a lot of work… 
 
Tammy: The bankers. There’s no paperwork. The only thing I keep track of is if 
they pay rent. If they’re late they get fined $5. That’s the only thing I keep track 
of and they do the banking. Central Bank donated all the check registry stuff so 
they’ve got the deposit slips and all, so I also see it as very much a money thing. 
 
Holly: Math. 
 
Tammy: Yes. I have four bankers and they keep track; everyone has the same 
bankers. It ran really smoothly yesterday. It was payday, and I didn’t have to 
worry about it. 
 
Leah: And what do they get paid for? 
 
Tammy: Just their job. They apply for their job and they get paid for it. If they 
don’t do their job, they do get fined, or if they’re not doing their job well. 
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Leah: How much do they get paid for a job? Is that enough to pay your rent? 
 
Tammy: They get paid anywhere from $25-$31 every two weeks. 
 
Leah: How much is rent on a desk? 
 
Tammy: $45 a month. It’s $150 to buy it but they have to pay rent that month too, 
so it’s $195 to buy it. 
 
Leah: So there’s no downside to it that you see? 
 
Tammy: The kids love it. Parents love it. (Group Transcript, November 15, 2008, 
pp. 1-2) 
 

There were times when one or another of our group showed doubts about other members’ 

strategies, which was when spirited exchanges like the one above occurred. What worked 

for community building in one novice teacher’s classroom did not need to be adopted by 

all of us. Both Holly and Tammy believed their payment system provided students the 

opportunity to simulate the free market economy of our country while Melanie and I 

remained devoted to the belief that our students should perform their classroom duties 

because of the shared responsibility we had for our common environment. 

 
The Researcher’s Findings about the  
Essence of Student Self-Responsibility 
 
 A great amount of time was spent by each of us to help students desire and gain 

the skills to take charge of their own learning. Again, the effort involved on our parts 

might be greater, but the results from students developing lifelong learning skills were 

definitely satisfying. The conversation below demonstrates how the process applied to 

students’ personal reading.  

Tammy: But I also think that their love of reading or their interest in reading can 
be jump started by you, by your loving to read. I’ve noticed that in my classroom 
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with my kids. I do a lot of book talks right now.... I think it’s really important, but 
I, gosh, have seen the kids—boys and girls—get on fire about some of the books 
that I’m recommending.... And one of the girls came up and she said, Mrs. H., this 
is the first book that I’ve really finished in so long. And it’s one of the books I 
recommended, and a lot of my girls are reading these books. She says, “Usually I 
get half way through the book, and I never finish it. 
 
Holly: The “Just Right” book, that’s all they talk about in 1st grade and 
kindergarten is the Just Right book. What is a Just Right book for you? I’ve got 
my posters over there…. I’ve got one that says, it’s a little rhyming one, it says, 
“0-1: A vacation book,” so it’s too easy, it’s just something I take on vacation. “2-
3: Just right for me. 4-5: Way too hard.” So 2-3 is the one they want to think 
about. If I can only miss 2-3 words it’s a just right book. 
 
Leah: And then they’re testing themselves. The only question I have about that is, 
I have a couple of readers that are picking books that are too hard but if they’re 
doing it on their own, the 5-finger test and they don’t know they’re missing a 
word. I have Harry Potter going through my class and not everybody in my class 
is ready to read Harry Potter and this boy is not.... Somebody helped him, 
probably his mom, to find an easier fantasy book. It’s got the dragons on the front. 
So he seems to be okay with that but this boy, I’m feeling pretty sure that he does 
not know what words he’s missing. 
 
Tammy: I had to break two girls from Junie B. Jones in 5th grade. I said, “Uh uh. 
If those were your just right books for you two that would be just fine but they’re 
not. Do you want to become better readers? You do not get to be a better reader 
by reading books that are too easy, you become a better reader by reading just 
right books.” They’ve been coming and asking, “Is this a just right book?” I’m, 
like, “You tell me.” I don’t want them bringing me every single book. If 
everybody needs to ask you what they can do personally all you’re doing is 
answering questions all day and you’re not able to really teach them, but if they 
can do it themselves... 
 
 Leah: It’s part of my program to have kids be responsible for themselves. And I 
think, in the long run, when they move on, how does anybody get to be a thinker, 
a thoughtful citizen if they’ve never been asked or given the opportunity to have 
responsibility? So again, same reason, the more they can do, I see them being 
prouder of themselves. (Group Transcript, October 25, 2008, pp. 26-28) 
  

The dilemma of discovering what each student’s capability was and helping him or her 

fulfill that potential remained a challenge. The fact that we endeavored to work 

collaboratively with each student to determine his or her personal best rather than taking 
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on the entire challenge ourselves was an important aspect of our community building 

efforts. 

 
The Researcher’s Findings about the Essence  
of Curriculum Organization and Choice 
 
 Throughout our initial year, we, novice teachers, gained an understanding how to 

implement our curriculum so that our students elected to cooperate and willingly 

accepted part of the responsibility for their learning. Examples of how we used 

curriculum for community building is demonstrated by conversations during our sessions. 

One of the topics we discussed was how to build choice into integrated studies. 

Leah: Would you tell about your hero unit? Because I wanted to share some 
thoughts I had and get your input on it on creating your own curriculum on it. 
 
Tammy: Yeah it’s something that we do. It’s a Social Studies and Writing unit 
where they pick an American hero, you know someone who they think is an 
American hero. They have to get three sources, one can be the internet and two 
have to be a book and they have to be American born. Then, they start on the 
writing part and you teach them how to get the notes. We have this Tarzan and 
Jane talk where the Tarzan talk they have little squares where they have to put 
their notes on...Then they cut them up and then they sequence them where they 
want to go in their story. Then they turn it into Jane talk, which is putting them in 
complete sentences. 
 
Leah: I started from day one with Investigate Your Interest, so each one is doing 
non-fiction reading during reading time and investigating an interest, and I’m 
going to teach them how to do research, the steps of research. They can choose 
their topic and their resources. It seems to be something they like. We did shadow 
boxes as a way of sharing. There’s no huge quality yet, but I brought one to show 
you. He was studying wildfires, so he did this and it turned out kind of cute. 
(Group Transcript, January 31, 2009, pp. 1-2) 
 

At another point, we discussed establishing literature circles as a means for our upper 

grade students to become responsible for their own reading groups. 

Tammy: Yes, I’m starting literature circles. I’m teaching my kids right now the 



159 
 

different jobs. We’re going through a story as a whole class so I can teach them 
the jobs. We’ll be done this week with it and then they will start with books. 

  
Leah: Because that’s what it is as you read about literature circles; that is the way 
that they are supposed to be. The kids are supposed to be able to do it on their 
own. But, I don’t know. I think you learn an awful lot having them come to you. 
Like I had them do read-alouds. We do break-in read-alouds where if you are 
reading and you want to break in, you can so maybe I get to hear a paragraph or 
so where each kid reads aloud. Well that gives me enough.  
 
Tammy: How do they decide who is going to break in; like what do they do? Is 
there a saying or something if they want to read? 

 
Leah: They just do it. They just start to read and the other person fades out. And if 
you’ve read one time and you both start and the one who has already read is to 
drop out. It seems to work pretty well. They don’t do it for a long time but I can 
hear them read aloud enough. Plus, I made a little card and I just put four things 
on it; Chunking, Expression, Reading the Exact Words and Observing Signals. So 
before they do the read aloud, as they come into their group, I just say “What are 
you going to work on today when you are reading aloud? Is it going to be 
chunking?” , and it’s helped their fluency a lot I think. I hear them all reading 
aloud better. (Group Transcript, October 25, 2008, pp. 10-11) 
 

A final example of how we involved our students as collaborators in integrating the 

curriculum was a discussion that occurred as Holly explained how she worked with her 

first graders. 

Holly: Right now we are studying cultures. I have them take home a little writing 
assignment for a culture in their family so its writing with the cultures and then 
they bring it back and present it to the whole class. My class is really good at 
presentations because we’ve been doing them since the beginning.  
 
Leah: Good! So when they do a presentation is it 2 minutes, 3 minutes? 
 
Holly: It’s a minute and a half. Then this upcoming week we are doing national 
symbols so we are going to start studying our national symbols and we’ll talk 
about that during reading time because I have a lot of books on national symbols 
like the statue of liberty and the liberty bell things like that. So we are crossing 
that over into reading time and then writing time as well because I have a little 
book that goes along with that. 
 
Leah: So then will they do another oral presentation about that or is that kind of a 
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cycle you do? 
 
Holly: I don’t know if I’ll do a writing assignment this time, because then we 
need to start our research projects. I probably will have them research and pick a 
national symbol instead of going home and having mom or dad help you with it 
you have to research it on your own to find a book in the library and look in the 
library and research a symbol. (Group Transcript, Janury 31, 2009 pp. 60-61) 
 

It was clear that we used many collaborative strategies to facilitate our students’ 

autonomy and interest in the core curriculum, which are community building elements, 

regardless of our grade level or the subject areas.  

 
The Researcher’s Findings about the  
Essence of Fulfilling High Expectations 
 
 Helping each child determine and fulfill realistically high expectations was 

directly related to their willingness to accept responsibility for their own learning. The 

conversation below demonstrates how important helping students discover and achieve 

their personal best, whatever their ability level, was to building a successful classroom 

community.  

Leah: Any thoughts about delegating?… I just read the first part of this article and 
I thought it was so interesting because it’s reading about self-efficacy and self-
regulation, which is what you were talking about.... But it talks about in here how, 
by your willpower, by your self-efficacy, by self-regulation that you can 
scholastically set goals.... If a kid has self-efficacy they think they can and if 
they’re self-regulating, that allows them to actually do it. 
  
Tammy: That’s true, I’m just thinking, I have a kid that’s really bright, my kid 
that they think is defiant. I had him out talking to him and said, “Let’s do 
something else again,” and he said, “Mrs. I’m just a jerk! I’ve been this way since 
the first grade. Nothing but art and reading.” I said, “Hogwash. Do not pull that 
baloney. You are smart.” Because he is smart and I think it’s just that he aims so 
low that, because, probably because he doesn’t… 
 
Holly: Well, probably because that was accepted. Some teachers don’t set the 
expectations very high. 
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 Tammy: Well, and he’s always been known as the bully since the beginning of 
time. But he is really smart and when he wants to do something he’ll do it well. 
 
Leah: Dweck (2006) has done 30 years of research and it talks about telling kids 
what great effort they’re making and not telling them that they’re smart. Did I 
share that with you? Her point is, and her research says, that when you’ve been 
told you’re smart you need to protect that smartness so you take fewer risks 
because you’ve got to hang onto how smart you are. And if you’ve been told what 
great effort you’re making and what a hard worker you are that you’re ready to 
take on that risk because you want to make an even greater effort. 
 
Holly: I can see that in some of my kids because some of my kids who are the 
lower level, they are the lower end. I don’t tell them they’re smart, I tell them, 
“Oh, you made great “r’s” today.” I do that during writing all the time. And one 
actually came over to me specifically, found me in my room, tapped my shoulder 
and said, “Today I wrote two sentences. I’m trying my hardest.” I’m, like, “Good 
for you! You did write two sentences.” So he was willing to take that risk because 
I always compliment him on his one sentence. “You wrote a capital. You did a 
period. Good job on that one sentence.” So he was willing to take that risk, rather 
than hearing, “Oh, you’re so smart,” he was willing to more of a risk. So I’ve seen 
that in my classroom. It does work. 
 
Leah: Yah, and just think, for somebody like [Tammy’s] smart kid. I’ve had them 
over the years. I have one kid in my class who’s always been very bright but he 
doesn’t do his work, and I just wonder. I just wonder. And I wonder how many 
kids I did that to over the years, without even recognizing it. My own kids. So I 
can look back and think, wow, there’s really a lot of truth to that. How you roll 
the clock back on somebody like that and get them to buy into…I’m trying to 
correct that in myself. I’m trying not to say, “You’re smart,” to the kids in the 
class. It’s darn hard for me. Because some kids, this kid, is not making a huge 
effort but he is very smart, so how do I get at, I mean, I can’t tell him he’s making 
great effort when he’s not. So I guess it’s just the small, little things, that you’ve 
done this well or you’ve done that well. (Group Transcript, November 15, 2008, 
pp. 32-34) 
 

Helping students believe in themselves and encouraging them to put forth the effort to 

achieve their personal best remained a challenge to developing a community of learners.  

 At another session, we discussed the importance of our ability to teach subject 

matter in a way that students with different learning abilities could believe in their 

abilities was also critical to our efforts at community building. 
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Leah: What we do in our subject matter, I think, affects community building. I 
have one girl in my class who is really bright. She’s one of my top readers. I 
figure she’s got to be one of my top thinkers but she’s not. If I even put a math 
assignment up she’s just in tears and I really want to work with her on… stopping 
and taking a deep breath. And maybe just because it’s math. “Can you figure out, 
I wrote it on the board and it shows you and can you find it in the book?” and it’s 
just so atypical for somebody… Do your top readers not tend to be your top 
thinkers? 
 
Melanie: I wonder if it tends to be just a parenting thing because my 
kindergarteners…I have one little boy that, like you said, he’s really smart. He’s 
right there ready to read and everything like that but if I explain something to the 
whole class he comes up in tears afterwards and he’s like, “Teacher, I don’t know 
how to do it. Tell me how to do it.” I really think it’s just because some parents 
just do everything for their kids. “Oh, this is hard, let me do it for you. Let me 
take you through it step by step.” That’s what I’ve always assumed is that it’s a 
parenting thing but still, in school it’s frustrating. 
 
Holly: My top readers are my top thinkers and I can write something on the board 
and they’re fine.... No, I don’t experience that. We’re in school, we’re here to 
learn. If you need assistance I can help you but I’m not gonna do it for ya. I can 
read the problem to you. You have to think about it. So, yah, I don’t hold their 
hand. I don’t hold anyone’s hand. Even my lower kids, I don’t hold their hand. 
 
Melanie: It’s frustrating too, the opposite. I have some kids that I’ll explain things 
to and they’ll go off and do it and I’m, like, “Oh good, they’re doing it.” Then I’ll 
go over and I tell them to write something that begins with an “n” and they’re 
drawing and apple tree and I ask “What starts with ‘n’?” and it’s “Oh, I drew a 
house and my family,” and the thought process isn’t there but they’re working by 
themselves. 
 
Tammy: I heard a teacher once when I was at professional development and she 
said with kids to “work with what you know.” Because sometimes, especially in 
math, kids tend to see a word problem and totally shut down. It’ll be just addition 
but it’s a word problem. So I’m trying to help these kids to just go “Okay, let’s 
take a deep breath. What do you know here?” and help them feel like they have 
some strategies and that we don’t have to freak out every time an assignment’s 
put on the board. 
 
Leah: So, to relate it to community building, when math time comes I’ve got kids 
that...I don’t want to move too fast because then I’m losing those kids that want to 
understand but I know I’m moving too slowly. And I’m just tearing my hair out 
and it affects how my caring comes across to them and it affects their feeling 
about each other because I’m the fast, fast and you’re the slow, you know. I have 
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several kids in my class that just aren’t with it and I can see how the class feels 
about them. They’re not saying anything out loud, but I see the body language.... I 
don’t know, that’s something that I would like to be able to do better, so I’m 
throwing it out there. Maybe it’s something we might think about and talk again, 
keep experimenting. But I’m not where I’d like to be. 
 
Holly: We work on strategies a lot. Like, math strategies, we always name our 
strategies to begin with, “What are some strategies I can use?” and yah, they come 
from my highest kids but their strategies are there, I write them on the board, then 
the lower kids understand what they’re supposed to be doing because the higher 
kids are teaching them as well. So they’re teaching each other. (Group Transcript, 
November 15, 2008, pp. 35-37) 

 
 
Reactions and Reflections of the Researcher  
about Suggesting Essences from Analysis  
of Group Session Transcriptions  
 
 Participating in a collaborative inquiry truly was an adventure—perhaps a bit like 

riding a roller coaster, which is not one of my activities of choice. As has been 

demonstrated in other journal entries, facilitating the sessions while reconciling myself to 

group dynamics and decisions promoted varying degrees of discomfort and satisfaction 

throughout the experience. As a result, how I reached the decision to complete the step as 

well as the process of individual analysis I performed to uncover essences of community 

building that might be suggested in our session discussions proved to be one of the more 

comfortable, although tedious aspects for me, as is made clear by reviewing the series of 

my journal entries. 

Reaction/Reflection: I believe in collaborative inquiry that we are supposed to 
reach our truth at the close of our sessions, but I’m bothered about all the 
information from so many pages of transcriptions and field notes we won’t use 
except that we member checked them to verify that’s what we said or wrote. It 
doesn’t make sense, and I feel like I must be missing something. I need to take 
some time to review my sources on the collaborative inquiry process. Spring 
Break will be a good time. (Journal Entry, April 5, 2009) 
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Reaction/Reflection: I’ve read Yorks’s entire dissertation chapter about his 
collaborative inquiry group—not the core group where they reached consensus 
about what makes a collaborative inquiry—but the one he did with his colleagues 
at the college where he works. They met monthly for a whole year but spent the 
first several meetings agreeing on exactly what there question would be and the 
last few meetings trying to make progress toward answering it. They did come up 
with a project for change at the college that was their artifact. Reading it didn’t 
help me too much except that Yorks acknowledges how he resolved his concerns 
about needing to facilitate and be actively involved more in leading the group 
than he wanted. I’ve had the same concerns about me, and feel good that he 
resolved the issue as I did. (Journal Entry, April 14, 2009) 
 
Reaction/Reflection: I reread the collaborative inquiry book that Yorks and his 
group wrote, and I found a couple of ideas I’d highlighted during my first reading 
that I think will help me. In their core group, the members used bracketing and the 
approach of hermeneutical phenomenology to find themes they eventually agreed 
by consensus defined the collaborative inquiry process. What they did sounds 
similar to the coding themes like I did for my ethnography pilot studies. I need to 
read more about this. (Journal Entry, April 16, 2009) 
 
Reaction/Reflection: I found a paper from Sage online at the library that defines 
bracketing, and I reread the part of Patton’s book about qualitative research that 
explains phenomenology and hermeneutics. It’s interesting how much more I 
understand about what he says than I did when I first read and highlighted parts 
during my Qual II research course. I’ve decided to do one more part to my study 
using reflexive bracketing! (Journal Entry, April 17, 2009)  
 
Reaction: Man, why did I make myself do this task! Especially after transcribing 
and writing up the statements to send out to my group members. The whole 
process takes forever and is so tedious. Plus it’s not easy to know if I’m really 
setting aside my “presuppositions” about what constitutes community building. I 
guess I don’t have to try to do that completely since I’m doing “reflexive 
bracketing” which acknowledges that I can’t wash all that I know out of my brain. 
I hope I’m looking at what we said with fresh eyes and not just wasting my time 
and those who have to read my dissertation. However, I’m afraid NOT to do it!  
 
Reflection: I think, just like Dr. Marx asked us to do field notes during class 
visits, none of us entirely believes that the collaborative inquiry process can be the 
whole method by itself—not even me. Doing this process feels right, if only as 
another form of triangulating the data—or quadrilateraling the data (if there is 
such a thing? :0) Regardless of the time it takes, I will pursue the task. (Journal 
Entries, June 16, 2009) 
 
Reaction: I have finished the task of seeking possible essences of community 
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building in our prior sessions! The transcriptions are quite colorful now, often 
with overlapping colors because the dialogue didn’t always clearly reveal a single 
essence to me. I believe that I’ve found representative comments for the areas my 
past research, and that of others, has suggested. But there are some new ideas as 
well. (Journal Entry, June 23, 2009) 
 

When I finished the bracketing and finding of possible essences of community building 

suggested by our prior session discussions, I had a distinct feeling of satisfaction—and an 

even greater appreciation for the collaborative inquiry process. My findings paralleled 

our statements of truth about community building by novice teachers, supported by 

collaborative inquiry process, while inhibited by a number of factors that constitute the 

world of the novice teacher’s classroom. 

 
Summary 

 
 

 The purpose of this chapter was to place into context the experience of 

participating in our collaborative inquiry in a way that helps the reader understand how 

the truth of community building was created by the group’s members. Patton (2002) 

stated that hermeneutics 

reminds us that what something means depends on the cultural context in which it 
was originally created as well as the cultural context within which it is 
subsequently interpreted.... hermeneutics challenges the assertion that an 
interpretation can ever be absolutely correct or true. The meaning of text, then, is 
negotiated among a community of interpreters, and to the extent that some 
agreement is reached about meaning at a particular time and place, that meaning 
can only be based on consensual community validation. (Italics added; pp. 113-
114). 

  
The italicized statement describes exactly what we novice teachers accomplished through 

our collaborative inquiry process. We completed a series of planning/action/reflection 

cycles that helped us both develop and examine the practice of creating a community of 
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learners. It was a challenging time period to choose to participate in such a daunting 

process, but the concepts we had studied in school or believed from our past life 

experience became crystallized through our interactive discussions. For each of us, the 

essences of community building became the warp and weft that create the fabric for 

learning in a classroom of diverse 21st century students.  
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CHAPTER V 
 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS OF NOVICE TEACHER COMMUNITY 
 

BUILDING USING COLLABORATIVE INQUIRY 
 
 
 During this final chapter, I intend to complete a deep critique of several aspects of 

my dissertation study. First, I will evaluate the efficacy of the collaborative inquiry 

method as it applied to my dissertation study of novice teacher community building. In 

addition, I will analyze each of the features delineated in our statements of truth, 

examining what was consistent and inconsistent with the review of literature on 

community building I completed in Chapter II. Finally, I will examine the session 

transcription excerpts from our sessions, included in Chapter IV, to determine what 

intended and unintended messages might have been revealed about the attitudes of our 

collaborative group members toward individuals and groups of children, since our 

comments may have significance for novice teacher community building. For clarity’s 

sake, I will include each statement of truth in its entirety at the beginning of the 

discussion, and, following each analysis, I will close with implications for further study. 

 
Discussion of Novice Teacher Participation in Collaborative  

 
Inquiry Groups 

 
 

 The statement of truth developed by our members about the viability of novice 

teachers’ participation in a collaborative inquiry group during their initial year of 

teaching is listed below. In it is defined what we, as novice teachers, found were the 

advantages and disadvantages of such an experience. 
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Participating in a collaborative inquiry group provides a positive opportunity for 
novice teachers although it is challenging with respect to the time involved. One 
advantage is that novice teachers become part of a small, supportive group that is 
outside of their grade level team. Moreover, if novice teachers are not involved in 
school collaborative groups that address issues like community building, the 
collaborative inquiry group can fill that vacuum. The ideas and fresh perspectives 
the cross-grade level collaborative inquiry group of novice teachers provides are 
helpful in the initial years of teaching. Meeting periodically for group reflection 
that focuses upon a common question causes self-reflection to occur within 
novice teachers during one of the busiest times of their career. This time for self-
reflection helps novice teachers to focus on improvement and successes when it 
might be easier simply to do what is necessary to get by. Such interaction and 
reflection also facilitate the efforts of novice teachers to remain focused upon 
their personal teaching goals. Novice teachers who are willing to devote the time 
and effort to participate in a collaborative inquiry group can find it a positive 
benefit as they become accustomed to the necessities of daily life in their 
classrooms. (Collaborative Inquiry Rough Draft ‘Truth’ Sheet, p. 2-3) 
 

From the above statement, the reader may correctly conclude that group members’ 

believed that participation in the collaborative inquiry process was advantageous in a 

number of ways, which bear discussion. However, from the point of view of the 

researcher, the experience was problematic, and this, too, is important to analyze.  

 
Advantages from the Members’  
Point of View 

 
 First, there is such confusion during the initial year of teaching and so many 

demands made upon novice teachers that it would have been easy to allow our personal 

goal to create a community of learners to slip into the background. We could have 

implemented one element of community building, Morning Meeting, for example, and 

been satisfied for our first year (Kriete, 2002). We could have focused closely upon any 

one of a number of areas in our teaching and not reflected upon the overriding goal of 

community building. It was the fact that we had committed to the group to consistently 
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take action and to follow the action with personal reflection that made us choose a 

different path (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2006). We knew we would meet with one another 

sometime during the month and needed to be ready to discuss our thoughts and feelings 

(Bray et al., 2000). We were aware that others shared our vision of community building 

and would offer suggestions and encouragement to accomplish our goal of community 

building.   

 Second, at our sessions, each of us was able to discuss in a frank manner with 

colleagues who would keep what we said confidential. It helped to know that we could 

readily admit our failures, self-doubts, as well as successes to colleagues not from our 

school or grade level. We profited from being able to ask questions and state our 

concerns regarding some of the professional development experience we had, for 

example, without fearing judgment (Evelein et al., 2008).  

 Third, because we worked across the grade levels, our collective perspective was 

broader than our grade level colleagues’ view could be. It was beneficial for us, upper 

grade teachers, to hear the somewhat different points of view of primary teachers and 

vice versa. We also found many commonalities—options for community building that 

were effective regardless of the age and grade of the children. We maintained a 

willingness to share whatever we found or developed about community building for 

others to adopt or adapt. Thereby, each of our efforts had the potential to, and, in a 

number of instances, did benefit the entire group, which made the overall experience a 

positive one from the standpoint of developing practice. 
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Disadvantages from the Researcher’s  
Point of View 

 
 As the researcher and group member most familiar with the collaborative inquiry 

method, I believe that its disadvantages outweighed its advantages for use as my 

dissertation method for our particular group of novice teachers. First, the other members’ 

preservice program had included only short-term, self-examinations of their practice, 

completed for various fieldwork experiences. I had supervised other students during their 

20 weeks of fieldwork over 2 years and had firsthand knowledge of the simplicity of their 

requirements. Thus, in reality, our collaborative inquiry group was these women’s initial 

experience in extended research, a factor that might have made preferable a simpler, 

more delineated form of action research rather than the “often random, messy, and 

divergent ambiguity [that] is intrinsic to an inquiry conducted by equals” (Bray et al., 

2000, p. 62). 

 Second, due to my impacted doctoral schedule, we were unable to conduct our 

organizational meeting until August, when I provided each group member with a one-

page synthesis I wrote about the essence of the collaborative inquiry method. Included 

were the need for conflict resolution due to the likelihood of divergent views and the fact 

that tools for reflection would be necessary to provide important artifacts to record the 

group’s thinking and construction of meaning during the repeated cycles of planning and 

action. I asked, but could not require, that they carefully read and digest the ideas in this 

document. Because of the imminence of the start of the school year with its initial teacher 

trainings and myriad of pressures, the essential requirements for a collaborative inquiry 

group may not have not sufficiently internalized. Evidence of this likelihood was 
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apparent in that the depth of reflection necessary to challenge one another about ideas 

occurred rarely amongst our group members, and I was the only member who designed 

artifacts to use for self-examination of our practice when I was the designated session 

leader for two meetings.  

 Moreover, at our mid-year session, where we talked about what we had yet to 

accomplish with our communities, it was mentioned that perhaps our commitment to 2-

hour sessions was longer than necessary. No one pressed the issue, and we maintained the 

designated time that had been established in our constitution, for which I was thankful as 

the transcriptions of these periods of reflection provided the bulk of my dissertation data. 

In addition, at our last session, when our group members concluded about what made 

participation in collaborative inquiry difficult, the element of the time involved was 

emphasized together with some discomfort at not having sufficient knowledge of what 

should be included in the portfolio, the primary artifact that members had agreed to 

complete.  

 Third, other than the requirements for the meeting structure that were listed in our 

constitution, the remainder of our collaborative inquiry process emerged during our 

sessions, which, as the researcher, was initially quite difficult for me to accept. I had 

studied the collaborative inquiry process in great depth and was aware of the basic 

expectations and criteria defined by Bray and colleagues (2000). When the majority of 

the group members elected not to create the list of artifacts we would complete to bring 

about change in our practice, I felt especially uncomfortable, yet powerless to achieve a 

different outcome. My discomfort led me to seek further knowledge about the 
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collaborative inquiry method, and I read the dissertation of Yorks (1995), where he 

recorded how the method was developed by the core group of collaborators. As he 

worked with his extended collaborative inquiry group of experienced educators, Yorks 

delineated difficulties similar to mine that he experienced:  (a) resolving scheduling 

conflicts, (b) moving the group forward without taking too much control, and (c) 

achieving conclusive evidence of the group’s progress toward achieving consensus.  

 At last, I was able to better reconcile myself to our situation. From my reading 

and reflection, it became clear that what was difficult for experienced educators to 

achieve in a collaborative inquiry group could not realistically be expected of novice 

teachers. I recognized that novice teachers might not create conflict in the collaborative 

inquiry process to the same degree as experienced teachers because they were still 

developing much of their practice rather than refining it. Furthermore, even if novice 

teachers were able to identify appropriate artifacts to analyze their practice, with the 

excessive stress involved in their initial year of teaching, it might be unrealistic to expect 

them to willingly add further requirements to their workload. In fact, the collaborative 

studies involving novice teachers were completed with groups still involved in their 

preservice courses where the professor could require that specific assignments be 

completed (Doyle, 1997; Kitchen & Stevens, 2004; Moran, 2007; Nelson et al., 2008; van 

Zee et al., 2002), a factor that had not occurred to me when I considered selecting 

collaborative inquiry as a possible method. Finally, I reached the conclusion that, from 

the other novice teachers’ perspective, our collaborative inquiry’s purpose was to support 

the implementation of their initial efforts at community building, and I must work within 
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those parameters. 

 The concept of achieving and maintaining equality among the group’s members 

also created distress for me. Although I had worked in a variety of collaborative settings 

over the years, I was either clearly the one in charge (as in my principalship) or clearly an 

equal (as in my grade level teaching group). I was able to assume with comfort the role of 

leader or follower. During this collaborative inquiry experience, however, because it 

served as my dissertation method and because of my prior teaching experience, I 

consistently felt the tension between the need to maintain the status of an equal member 

of the group to honor the method and to assume the leadership that would ensure that 

sufficient, pertinent data was collected for my dissertation. I felt that I spoke too often or 

too much—that I was trying too hard to facilitate our discussions. I also hesitated to 

pressure the group to do more or behave differently because the fact that any of the 

group’s members could opt out at any time loomed in the back of my mind.  

 I became more reconciled to my uncomfortable role in our collaborative inquiry 

group during my reading of Yorks’ (1995) dissertation where he discussed having similar 

doubts during his extended collaborative inquiry group process participation. His 

concerns were allayed when he was reassured by one of his mentors to feel comfortable 

with whatever level of involvement he found necessary, and I was reassured by reading 

of his experience. I was further comforted during our final session as each group member 

was able to confidently delineate her conclusions about the essence of community 

building, the degree of success she had achieved, and the value of the collaborative 

inquiry group experience. Moreover, when the collaborative inquiry group members 
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debriefed at our final summer meeting to finalize our statements of truth, I asked each 

one if she felt she had had sufficient time to speak during our discussions. Everyone 

acknowledged that, although the amount of time each of us was involved in conversation 

varied with the topic and the session, each was satisfied with her overall level of 

involvement. Finally, when I completed the bracketing experience of seeking the 

essences of community building that were evidenced during our sessions, I found that 

each of our members had, in fact, represented her thinking about the various topics we 

discussed. Nevertheless, the persistent concern I experienced, with so much riding on the 

success of the collaborative inquiry method, is not a feeling to be easily forgotten. 

 Our collaborative inquiry group achieved satisfactory results with regard to 

answering my dissertation questions, I believe, because of our established relationship 

with one another and the group’s persistence. However, the challenges the experience 

presented to me, as the researcher, were sufficient that I would not recommend the 

collaborative inquiry method be used by others as their dissertation method with novice 

teachers, especially for whom it is their initial action research experience. On the other 

hand, if action research experiences were incorporated throughout their preservice 

coursework, novice teachers might thrive in such a situation because deep self-reflection 

had become simply a positive, customary aspect of their professional duties. Those 

responsible for novice teacher induction programs might then profitably involve their 

inductees in collaborative inquiry groups to provide a more instructive transition into the 

Professional Development Communities (PDCs) currently so common in districts 

throughout our nation.  
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Implications for Further Study about Novice Teacher Participation  
 

in Collaborative Inquiry Groups 
 
  

 More studies involving such groups as ours would be beneficial with a major goal 

to analyze the adjustments that need to be made in the collaborative inquiry process itself 

when completed with novice teachers. Another fruitful area of study would be to begin 

such focused collaborative inquiry groups during preservice programs so that novice 

teachers begin to reflect earlier upon their practice. My experience in teaching at the 

college level revealed more fragmentation and less integration than is beneficial for 

novice teachers to experience (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005). Although these 

neophytes may be assigned to cohorts for their entire experience and are given group 

assignments to complete in most of their courses, repeated cycles of action and reflection 

over an extended period within supportive groups did not occur. It was the sort of support 

and guidance inherent in the collaborative inquiry process that I hoped to generate during 

the final classroom management course I taught. That level of reflection was too much to 

expect for most novice teachers to achieve in a one-unit course during their final 

preparatory semester. However, I believe the goal of completing deep reflection on their 

practice might well be achieved if the collaborative inquiry process became part of the 

comprehensive preservice education program, and I suggest that more research be done 

to shed greater light upon this promising method. 

 
Discussion of Community Building in the Elementary Classroom 

 
 

 The statement of truth developed by our collaborative inquiry group focused upon 
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five features, which are listed below and defined what we, as novice teachers, believe 

constituted the essence of our first-year community building experience. 

Orchestrating a community of learners in an elementary classroom, regardless of 
the age and grade level of the students, involves five key features. First in 
importance to community building is to foster a sense of caring among all class 
members whether they give specific compliments, participate in a class cheer, or 
receive correction for an inappropriate choice. Giving service and showing 
empathy for one another are consistent practices. The teacher is willing to devote 
whatever time and energy are necessary to enthusiastically show evidence of her 
caring. Second is to establish a feeling of mutual respect and belonging. When 
students have been absent, the teacher and other children demonstrate the 
absentees were genuinely missed. Class members actively listen to one another 
during frequent pair sharing and small group interactions. Students and the 
teacher share in everyone’s joys and sorrows because opportunities are provided 
to know one another well. Third is to set high expectations for both the teacher 
and students, understanding that failures are only bumps on the road to success. 
Seeking personal best is the rule, although it is understood that a person’s best is 
not the same each day nor in every skill area. Celebrating individual and mutual 
success is characteristic among the group. Fourth is to actively involve class 
members in creating and maintaining the classroom environment for learning. The 
teacher delegates as many duties to students as they are able and willing to accept. 
Being responsible for the care and management of the classroom gives rise to a 
sense of mutual ownership and self-efficacy as well as the desire to practice self-
responsibility. Fifth, the teacher collaborates with students to provide engaging 
curriculum that includes options and student choice. Daily learning experiences 
range from answering essential questions to participating in simulations to 
teaching one another, to experiencing authentic learning individually or in 
cooperative groups, all of which motivate focused attention and fix concepts in 
the memory of class members. These five ingredients, measured and mixed 
appropriately to fit the teacher’s personality and the students’ qualities, result in a 
recipe for learning outcomes that exceed what anyone might have imagined 
possible. (Collaborative Inquiry Rough Draft “Truth” Sheet, p. 1) 
 

Many features delineated in our truth statement about community building are described 

individually in other studies; yet, our experience was different because we arrived at our 

synthesis over a year of cycles of reflection and action. We experienced our first year 

with one another through first-hand interaction rather than second-hand reporting and 

realized different dimensions from those about which I read in my review of literature. 
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