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Abstract

For young children, learning to work cooperatively with others is an important part of the learning that goes on in the classroom.  Unfortunately, with increased pressure from state standards and tests, the limited time spent in the classroom feels inadequate to teach academics and social and emotional skills.  While attention is paid primarily to academic instruction, the import of social skills on a student’s academic success should not be discounted.  Scientific research links students’ social and emotional adjustment and their academic performance.  Early social and emotional intervention positively affect academic achievement, and achievement patterns are often consistent as children grow.  The Responsive Classroom (RC) is a teaching approach that seeks to influence social, emotional, and academic attainment in elementary and middle school students.  The belief that social and academic learning go hand-in-hand drives the program.  Its framework consists of several elements from common meeting times to cooperative learning opportunities.  Started in the early 1980s, it is a well-recognized program among groups concerned with the social/emotional development of students.  Several studies have been and are currently being conducted to determine the value of The Responsive Classroom.  RC can be thought of as a framework rather than a curriculum.  This framework offers tools and techniques for communication with students, classroom management, and learning contexts.  With limited experience with the program I became curious about its claims.  I found RC’s theoretical base to be supported by well-established developmental psychology, from Maslow, to Piaget, to Gardner.  Upon review of research on the social and academic lives of children and Responsive Classroom studies, the approach impresses me as one that would benefit students’ lives both socially and academically.  The research supports schools and classrooms that closely follow the program.  More work should be done to gain a better perspective on the scope of Responsive Classroom’s effect on schools, classrooms, and students.

Social and Academic Effects of the Responsive Classroom

Each year in my eight years of teaching I have been faced with a different group of children with a different social dynamic.  Teachers often refer to the chemistry of a class and the students’ abilities to work and play together.  My first grade students have opportunities every day to work cooperatively with partners and in small and large groups.  Children who are able to manage their emotions are better able to engage in and contribute to productive group learning.  Unlike a conflict-ridden group that is unable to capitalize on the learning opportunities of a given activity, students in a collaborative and cohesive group can learn from one another and enjoy a fruitful learning environment.  The teacher is then able to spend less time managing conflict and behavior and more time leading children toward a deeper understanding of content.

Effective classroom management drives the school day, but there is little time spent learning how to implement it in teacher training programs.  New teachers all too often learn their best techniques on the job out of necessity or observing colleagues.  I recall in my first year of teaching borrowing many strategies from fellow first grade teachers that I still use today.  Strong classroom management leads to a productive school day, and the right elements in a management program can do much more than that.  The Responsive Classroom (RC) is a teaching method developed to support the social, emotional and academic growth of students in elementary and middle school teaching approach.  It initially struck me as one that encompassed effective classroom management tools, from arrangement tips for the physical space, to strategies managing behavior, to how to communicate with students to establish a caring environment.  It is my goal as a teacher of young students to guide their social and emotional growth in such a way that will benefit the sense of community and their academic learning in my classroom.  The construction of this essay has been the pursuit of this professional objective.  I will look closely at the social, emotional, and academic needs of children to lead to their school success and reflect on several elements of the Responsive Classroom and professional research substantiating its claims. 
Our education system is under stress to meet the growing needs of its students.  The public hears most often about falling standardized test scores and failing schools in reference to the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001.  President Bush, in the forward of the introduction of NCLB, recognized the importance the social/emotional piece plays on a child’s education when he stated, “these reforms express my deep belief in our public schools and their mission to build the mind and character of every child.”  With the pressure placed on teachers to follow prescribed and well-defined curricula and improve test scores, time spent in schools is precious and limited.  It becomes ever-more important then to promote the social and emotional growth of students without taking away essential academic learning opportunities.  Various programs have been designed with social and emotional promotion of elementary school children in mind.  Early social-emotional intervention is believed to influence future academic performance, making a case for a program that supports these skills (Alexander et al., 1993).  

The need for research-based methods is on the rise as children’s lives become increasingly troubled as they have in recent years.  No Child Left Behind stresses the need for research-based programs to initiate school improvement.  New Jersey has adopted social emotional learning as part of its core curriculum, while Iowa, Wisconsin, New York, and South Carolina have all included social and emotional ability in their state standards (Kress et al., 2004).  Several studies have been and are currently being conducted to identify the effect of the Northeast Foundation for Children’s (NEFC) Responsive Classroom teaching approach on social and academic learning in school.  The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) published Safe and Sound: An Educational Leader’s Guide to Evidence-Based Social and Emotional Learning Programs in 2003.  After reviewing 80 SEL programs RC was recognized as “Select SEL” among 21 others, rating strong in promoting in students self-awareness, self-management, relationship skills, and responsible decision making as well as several additional categories.  The Character Education Partnership, a Washington-based group focused on identifying effective character education programs to improve student life in school, found out of 300 existing programs 15 had a sound research base.  The Responsive Classroom was recognized again as a program with strong research to back it up (Viadero, 2003).  Many of the social skills targeted in RC could be equally beneficial in a student’s academic life, including cooperation, assertion, responsibility, empathy, self-control, reasoned decision making and motivation for learning (Charney, et al, 1995).
In 1981 the NEFC developed the Responsive Classroom.  The program aims to integrate social and academic learning throughout the school day by including Morning Meeting, rules and logical consequences, and collaborative problem solving as well as additional classroom practices.  I first learned about RC through a colleague several years ago who had gone through training and used several components in her classroom.  The guiding principles of RC include a social and academic curricula of equal value, the how and what of student learning are synonymous, and the belief that cognitive growth is achieved through social interaction.  Knowing your students and their families is also a central part of RC and knowing how to best teach your students (Northeast Foundation for Children, 2008).  Rather than a prescribed curriculum, I found these guiding principles fit naturally with my interactions with my students and teaching style.  I have since attended two workshops and read several NEFC books to learn more about the program, slowly adding elements into my own classroom.  The effect on my students’ interpersonal behavior was apparent, and I became curious if their academic lives were benefiting as well.  According to research studies available, there are several Responsive Classroom practices that promote the social and emotional development of children which in turn affect their academic achievement.  

Several well-established theories of learning support philosophy behind and practices of Responsive Classroom.  One of these theories, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, states that in order to reach the stage of self-actualization, where problem solving and realizing the potential of an individual ultimately occurs, one’s basic needs must be met.  One tier of the four more basic needs is love and belonging.  The love and belonging stage of Maslow’s hierarchy includes friendship and a sense of acceptance within a group.  A classroom is an optimal place to foster these needs, as in its existence it is a community.  Between love and belonging and self-actualization is the esteem stage where one feels confidence, a sense of achievement, and respect for and by others.  Teachers play an integral role in establishing expectations and shaping a classroom environment to cultivate pride and respect for self and others.  Knowing how to do this effectively is the trick to helping your students realize their potential where they will achieve self-actualization and rich learning can take place.  Much research has focused on the social and emotional development of students and the impact on their schooling.  A child’s social skills hold great implications for his academic experiences.  Listening, taking turns, following directions, and staying on task have been identified as examples of work-related social skills that are helpful in the classroom (Cooper and Farran, 1988).  RC aims to improve these goals.
Each day starts with Morning Meeting in the Responsive Classroom approach.  It is a community building time when the students and teacher gather together to greet one another, share important events for the day, read a morning message written by the teacher, and engage in a group activity.  During this time the children utilize several skills, including active listening and respectful communication, and it is an opportunity to review previously taught academic skills.  I conducted Morning Meeting in my first grade classroom everyday this past school year.  It is a routine that allows for a positive start to the school day.  The students enjoy greeting one another in a variety of ways, learning important communication skills like making eye contact and using someone’s name when you address them.  They learn the impact of facial and voice expression when speaking to someone.  Each person is a member of our community and is greeted warmly.  Together we read the morning message which often has embedded in it reading and writing lessons.  The group activity is something in which each cooperating class member participates.  There are any number of activities suggested in The Morning Meeting Book that are designed to build community and communication skills.   The Morning Meeting is an important ritual that makes our class cohesive because it is positive shared time every day in which each member of the class feels a part of a greater whole.  This builds on Maslow’s love and belonging stage.  The learned social skills are believed to contribute to academic performance as well.  

Studies have shown a relationship between emotional management and academic achievement.  Students who have difficulty controlling their emotions often struggle to thrive academically with more pressing issues on their minds.  As young children develop they experience new feelings and are often at a loss how to handle them.  Carroll Izard identifies emotion knowledge and self-regulation as key pieces affecting social and academic ability.  Young children’s emotion knowledge is critical in understanding our increasingly complex emotions as we get older.  Izard posits that helping young students recognize and label their emotions sets the stage for deeper awareness later in life.  Recognizing and labeling feelings helps children use their words rather than act out on their feelings (Denham and Burton, 1996).  Another benefit of recognizing and labeling feelings in young students is a capacity to recognize those feelings in others as well, developing their sense of empathy.  As children better manage their emotions and behaviors their focus can then turn to what is happening in the classroom.  With more self-control they have more time and focus to put into their school lives.  The social skills learned and connections made with peers in Responsive Classroom help students identify and deal with their emotions for more positive interpersonal and intrapersonal experiences, and lead to more optimal learning.

Teaching is a dynamic career.  Each day brings with it new joys and challenges.  The most well planned lesson can fall flat if students do not know the behavior expected of them.  Clear expectations provide elementary school children with both comfort and structure to help them succeed.  Discipline tends to fall into two types, reactive and proactive (Ban, 1994).  Reactive discipline is unplanned and tends to be inconsistent, creating confusion in the classroom.  Proactive discipline, the Responsive Classroom approach to classroom management, involves students in rule creation at the beginning of the school year.   Supported by the social constructivist theory, the belief is that student involvement allows for better understanding and internalization of rules.  The process is teacher-led and involves students stating hopes and goals for the year, and determining and positively stating how to achieve these goals in a manageable number of rules.  The agreed upon goals posted for the remainder of the year will be reviewed and referred to as needed.  Even classrooms with rules regularly reviewed, in place, and internalized by students will have infractions.  Just as knowing the rules and expectations will create a more predictable atmosphere for the class, so will understanding consequences.  Breaking rules and experiencing logical consequences provide learning opportunities for student behavior and self-control and responsibility.  Logical consequences include reparation: “you broke it, you fix it,” breach of contract: “if you are not responsible, you lose a privilege,” and time-outs: “you must forfeit participation” (Charney, 2002).  In each instance the punishment fits the crime and the child is better able to make the connection between his choice and the result.  The goal is that increased self-control can lead to better quality of work and better care for others.  Teachers at Nolan School in a low-income part of Chicago found dramatic changes in student social and academic performance after one year of using RC, and considered it to be the most influential initiative taken on since school improvement goals and programs had been put into place (Horsch et al., 2002).  Among the reported changes in student behavior were an increase in caring behavior, greater sense of community, and calmer, more “ready to learn” students.  Elliott stated in his study review Caring to Learn that observed and realistic evidence provides reason to teach effective social behavior in a classroom, that improvements in behaviors such as cooperation, assertion, self-control, responsibility, and empathy give reduce problem behaviors and academic performance a boost.  
The attitude with which children approach academic tasks influences the extent of their learning.  Child-centered instruction is believed to be a more effective approach than simple delivery of knowledge from teacher to student.  Children learn by doing.  Piaget believed that rather than simply receive new information, learners use what they know to create new knowledge.  Child-centered teaching requires a level of social-emotional maturity and self-control from students.  This is a philosophy held by the creators of Responsive Classroom.  Dr. Stephen Elliott conducted a study from Fall 1996 to Spring 1998 which hypothesized improved social skills acted as “academic enablers” for students as the study progressed and their achievement test scores improved.  It was concluded in the study of the urban Springfield, Massachusetts school that RC created conditions that promoted academic achievement in its students.  In another three year longitudinal study it was found that social skills and assertiveness of students in RC classrooms improved more than classrooms without.  The children more readily helped and comforted others and introduced themselves and initiated conversations with greater ease.  These children also showed fewer signs of fear and anxiety and were more comfortable trying new things (Rimm-Kaufman, 2006).  Since school is a place where children are confronted with new experiences and information every day, building their confidence in this way has great implications for their education.

A daunting challenge facing teachers in the classroom is meeting the individual needs of students to best educate them.  Children come to school with varying experiences, strengths, and weaknesses.  Howard Gardner is well known for his work on multiple intelligences.  In his book Frames of Mind, Gardner identifies seven aptitudes including linguistic, logical and mathematical, and interpersonal intelligences, later adding four additional types.  His theory that people’s strengths are individual based on their intelligences has great implications for education.  Growing and developing young children should have ample opportunity to discover their areas of strength by being exposed to a variety of learning experiences (Gardner, 1993).  Young children are curious and readily try new things, not yet as aware of their gifts and limitations.  Varying instruction to allow for exposure to reach these multiple intelligences is beneficial to all students, capitalizing on their strengths and building the areas where they are less inclined.  A musically talented child can learn the concept of addition more quickly given a musical scenario than a child with logical-mathematical strengths who would understand an arithmetic approach.  Identifying and recognizing strengths in students can build self- esteem.  It is also important to consider assessment with regard to Gardner’s theory.  Great emphasis is placed on paper and pencil assessment in schools.  The mandates from No Child Left Behind increase the pressure on student success on standardized tests.  Based on Gardner’s theory, only a small portion of children best demonstrate their knowledge in this way.  Establishing opportunities for students to demonstrate their understanding through multiple means is a responsible teaching practice.  
Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences provides an argument for academic choice, a leading principle in the Responsive Classroom approach.  Academic choice offers students with strengths in varying intelligences the option to choose a task that will build on their area of strength.  Actively engaging students in their education has proven successful in increasing their motivation and deepening their understanding of subject matter.  This is done in a few ways with Responsive Classroom.  Guided discovery is a way to motivate and stimulate student interest in new materials or subject matter.  The purpose of guided discovery is to expand conceptual thinking and develop student self-esteem in the classroom (Charney, 2002).  Guided discovery can be used as a simple way to introduce proper use of markers in class, or a more involved way to teach Writing Workshop.  It gives the students ownership of the learning process, engaging them early.  The teacher asks open-ended questions to encourage creative student thinking.  Students are given the opportunity to construct knowledge themselves, rather than have it fed to them like in more traditional methods of teaching.  Students learn to properly care for their classroom and the things in it, developing their responsibility.  Academic choice is another piece to give students a feeling of ownership in their education.  By carefully structuring varying activities centered around similar materials and expectations, students have choice, and hopefully increased motivation, when approaching an academic task.  Guided discovery and academic choice tap into students’ intrinsic motivation.  Students begin to see themselves as producers of knowledge, which leads to increased confidence, self-esteem, and engagement (Oldfather et al., 1999).

Working cooperatively with others is both academically and socially beneficial.  Since Responsive Classroom believes academic and social learning are of equal value to in a student’s learning, it is not surprising that cooperative learning is a classroom practice used in the program.  Vygotsky built upon Piaget’s constructivist approach when he theorized that learning is an inherently social process.  According to social constructivism, learning occurs through social interactions with others.  Many elementary school classrooms use cooperative learning throughout the day.  Cooperative learning has been found to promote higher level reasoning and problem solving and improved self-esteem and communication in children (Johnson and Johnson, 1989).  Wentzell found in her 1995 study that sixth and seventh grade students with strong social skills, specifically in the areas of helpfulness and cooperation, were more popular among peers and received higher grades.  With the result that effective social skills have on academics, teachers might consider the impact that fostering these skills could have in their students’ lives.  Learning in groups has proven particularly effective in mathematics.  Group work in math requires the capacity to listen to, value, and respect the solutions of others as well as reflect on one’s own thinking (Hiebert, et al., 1997).   Students reach a deeper understanding of mathematical concepts by knowing how to approach problems in varying ways.  In their chapter “The Social Culture of a Classroom” Hiebert and colleagues stressed the need for students to understand that learning comes not only from the teacher, but from peers as well.  It is the students’ responsibility to use information shared by others to shape their understanding and, in turn, share their understanding with peers.  The teacher modeling sincere curiosity in the solutions of all students, right and wrong, and taking advantage of the teachable moments will offer the class a representation of their behavior.  This method of instruction also encourages students to persist when solving problems, disagree respectfully with one another, verbalize their thought processes, and develop productive working relationships (Cobb et al., 1998).  Elliott’s 1999 study found that working in groups was closely linked to a decrease in problem behaviors.  During cooperative learning students must practice the skills of active listening, cooperation, and responding taught in Morning Meeting and throughout the school day.

Family members and teachers greatly impact the social, emotional, and academic lives of students.  Regular assessment and frequent contact with families are considered an important piece of Responsive Classroom.  The best way to reach your students is to know your students, and parents are an excellent source for access to information.  It is important to become allies with parents from the start, sharing common goals for the success of their children.  Parent involvement has been linked to student academic success in school.  Shaver and Walls (1998) found students whose families were involved in their schooling were more likely to achieve in both reading and math.  Henderson and Berla (1994) collected 66 studies, reviews, reports, and books offering scientific support for familial involvement in schools.  Rather than reduce communication and assessment to the four times yearly report card, RC suggests viewing assessment through a broader lens.  Assessment often brings to mind quizzes, tests, and papers.  While these are forms of assessment, they should not be viewed exclusively, and certainly are not always appropriate for young learners.  Assessment should be ongoing, occurring every day in your classroom, taking the form of work samples, ongoing projects, notes and observations, or hands-on one-on-one time with a student.  Students should have opportunities to display knowledge in multiple intelligences.  Frequent assessment in these forms regularly informs a teacher of the strengths and needs of the students, allowing for early intervention should a problem arise.  These are essential moments to have established a positive rapport with parents, so that when you call with a concern or need they can offer insight in the home life of the student or even assistance at home.  In order to establish an effective working relationship with parents, the teacher must genuinely value the insight and input that parents offer.  Multiple advocates for a child’s success offer emotional and academic support to benefit their school experience.


The teacher sets the tone for every aspect of the classroom, so positive changes in teachers in turn often mean positive changes in students.  An important implication studies have shown to be related to Responsive Classroom is its effect on teachers.  Noted changes in teachers who have used the approach are a greater feeling of success, a greater connection to students, and an increased use of high-quality instruction (Rimm-Kaufman, 2006).  At this time in Rimm-Kafman’s study, teachers’ instruction was observed.  It revealed that teachers who had used RC were more emotionally supportive of student learning, and teachers’ practices demanded higher-level thinking skills than their counterparts.  A study in an urban Chicago school that adopted the program found the teachers changed after a year of using the program.  Student misbehavior was met with an attitude of trust in the children.  Teachers more willingly helped students right the wrongs they had done, and felt more effective in influencing the development of students’ social skills (Horsch et al., 2002).

An issue that came up in the research of Responsive Classroom and other programs promoting social and emotional development was the degree to which teachers “bought into” the philosophy.  School systems are in a position to mandate changes in districts and schools.  Requiring that teachers train in a particular program has a tendency to turn off many teachers who then carry it out half-heartedly.  The effectiveness of the program is difficult to determine then if the integrity of the program is compromised in its implementation.  Several RC studies have taken into account the level of adoption in classrooms and schools in interpreting results.  It has been found that elementary school teachers use the Morning Meeting piece significantly more than teachers of older students, and upper and middle elementary school teachers use cooperative learning more (Elliott, 1993).  Classrooms where elements of RC were adopted showed greater growth socially and academically in the study than students without exposure to the program.  Horsch’s study (2002) conducted in urban Chicago compared four schools that adopted Responsive Classroom at varying levels.  The Nolan School embraced the program from staff to teachers to students.  The positive effects on student behavior and academic performance were dramatic.  At Xavier School, however, the program was not accepted by the administration and faculty with the same enthusiasm.  In fact, before even using the program several teachers had deemed it unfit for students with a similar population to that of the Nolan School.  Implementation was spotty and inconsistent, and results, therefore, were lackluster at best.  
More research is needed to support Responsive Classroom’s success across a wide-range of ages and populations.  A large-scale study of 12 Connecticut schools, half using RC is currently being conducted to gather more information about its effects on student behavior and achievement (Viadero, 2003).  According to Viadero’s article, its results are promising, illustrating an improvement in work-related attributes such as cooperation, assertion, responsibility, empathy, and self-control.  Initial views of the study imply a decrease in misbehavior, an increase in teacher satisfaction, and a small impact on academic achievement.  More studies spanning several years of use of the program would be helpful in determining its success.  Rimm-Kaufman (2006), after reviewing several RC studies, hypothesized that students in classrooms where the program was implemented for two or more years demonstrated a greater increase in reading and math performance, while students in the program for only one year showed an increase in social skills, but not significant growth in academic performance.  This information is valuable so that schools hoping to improve academic achievement through the Responsive Classroom maintain use beyond the first year of implementation.


As I review my research, I consider welcoming a new group of students to my classroom in the fall.  So much of the interactive learning environment I strive to establish in my room is influenced by how students interact with one another.  The knowledge gained through this research has strengthened my belief in the Responsive Classroom approach to teaching.  Not only can using this method positively affect the tone of the classroom, as I have experienced first hand through my use of the Morning Meeting, but there is research to support the link between social and academic success in children.  As a teacher of first graders I have an opportunity to affect change early while so much is fresh and new in the life of a student.  There is great power in the words and tone of a teacher, and using RC as a model simply in conversing with students has changed my perception of the large impact that small comments can make.  The Responsive Classroom is a program that a teacher must practice and preach in her interactions with her students and colleagues.  In modeling alone teachers are able to offer concrete examples for behavior in the classroom.  Establishing a classroom where students have a sense of belonging, where they feel safe and confident when trying something new, where they are able to make mistakes and learn from them, these are all foremost in my mind as I ready my room for this next group of students to walk through the door in August.  These goals can help students connect to and enjoy the people and experiences they encounter in school.  They help them persist when faced with a challenge in the classroom and in life.  They help them consider and solve problems in different ways and value differences in others.  If we can teach children skills in the classroom that they can generalize in life, why would we not?  There must be a shift in the way we view social emotional learning in schools.  Rather than working against the academic progress of students, we must see that it is setting them up for future success in school and beyond.  Given that Responsive Classroom gives students tools to solve problems, persist when faced with a challenge, and communicate effectively with others we are setting our students up to be more independent and confident learners.  
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