
• reflect on their learning and on their participation
• question
• process new information in different ways
• experience learning as an opportunity for connecting, processing, and

transforming and personalizing new information

One of the few rules of the classroom that we officially share with the students
is that the classroom must be a safe place for everyone. Students will not take
risks in sharing their ideas and fully participating in activities if they perceive
that others criticize their opinions. They also do not want to engage in group
activities if they feel that they are not welcome to join a particular group. It is
critical for our classroom to become a community where all students belong.

Initially, the students are placed into working groups. If many students in the
class know each other already, we have them write down the names of two
classmates with whom they would like a chance to work. Using these lists, we
try to work in some of the requests each time we make class groupings.
Students are guaranteed that, at some point in the year, they will get their first
and second choices of groupmates.

Much useful information is gained from this quick sociogram:

• We notice which students are willing to work with any members of the
class. These are often students who may be empathetic to all students,
including those with special educational needs. We do not want
empathetic students exclusively in groups with students with special needs
(or vice versa), but at the beginning of the year they can, with only a little
support and coaching, be peer models of inclusion for the rest of the class.

• We take note of which students are most and least frequently listed in the
student requests. Many times students want the opportunity to work with
another student who is not usually in their social group but who is
perceived to be academically strong. These students, who look beyond
their immediate social group for working partners, are the ones we want to
enlist as peer models in the development of social skills.

• The students whose names appear infrequently are carefully placed in
groups. We circulate throughout the class during group work, assisting
students in the inclusion of all members of the group, in cooperative ways
of speaking to each other, and in ways of resolving conflict.

We truly believe in the social aspect of learning and in the students’ strong
desire to belong. Our personal goal for group work is that, by the end of the
year, each student in the class can work with any other student in the class, in a
way that promotes the learning of all members of the group.

Day One: A People Search

Having students make lists of preferred groupmates, of course, does not work if
most of the students are new to one other; for example, students entering a
new, large middle or secondary school from a variety of elementary feeder
schools. If this is the case, we proceed to a People Search (Fogarty, 1990) to
help students learn their classmates’ names and begin to become acquainted.

During the first week, we want activities that will require students to move
about the room and speak to each other. In a People Search, students must ask
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The classroom must be a safe place for
everyone if it is to become a community
where all students belong.

During the first or second class, the
students are placed in working groups.
This can be done randomly or by taking
into account the students’ requests.

Participating in this People Search on the
first day alerts the students to the fact
that this is a class where talking is
expected. As we listen to the noise and
notice their smiles, we are reminded of
what on-task, engaged, happy students
look and sound like. We hope to keep
this in mind throughout the year.

their classmates a series of questions in order to discover some of the things
that were done over the summer holiday (see People Search, page 15). In this
way, every member of the class is approached by others and every member
must initiate some conversations. The students love finding out about each
other’s summers. Even the students who are learning English as a second or
third language actively participate in this activity. Once they have heard a
question asked, students can use this as a model for approaching others. We
move among the students, bridging as necessary to ensure that all are included.

Days Two and Three: A Strategic Sequence

Having now established working groups, we are ready to begin a strategy
sequence with a piece of text. There are many different sequences from which
to choose. The sequences are built from strategies, each strategy chosen to
match a particular purpose:

• connecting with background knowledge and with others, building
personal questions

• processing new information by interacting with it, making new
connections, revising former understandings

• transforming and personalizing new information so it is stored in
long-term memory

We present two different strategy sequences. Both sequences are open-ended
enough that all can participate. Both model the active learning we expect in the
classroom.

Sequence One: Questioning/Quadrants of a Thought/Information Write

Choose a text. One book we have used is the picture book A River Ran Wild by
Lynne Cherry, about a river endangered by pollution.

1. Questioning

• Choose three pictures from the text to share with the students.
• Place the students in groups of four.
• Each group responds to the question, “What do you wonder when you

look at this picture?” and records their questions. Students are encouraged
to wonder, but to resist the urge to tell or to answer each other’s questions.

• Repeat this with each picture, changing the recorder in each group with
each picture.

• Ask students to choose their most creative question to share from the first
picture, their most thoughtful from the second, and their most
imaginative in the third.

• Collect and share these questions from the groups. Try to talk about the
questions without answering them. This allows the students to search for
personal answers before reading and as they hear the text.

• Discuss the process used in each group to come to consensus on which
question to choose. This gives you more information on what social skills
to emphasize in the coming weeks.
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Sequence One consists of these
strategies:
1. Questioning (Connecting)
2. Quadrants of a Thought (Processing)
3. Information Write (Transforming and

Personalizing)

See also People Hunt on pages 111 and
112.
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People Search

Have each person sign in only once! Find someone who, over the summer…

� played a lot of video games

____________________________________

____________________________________
Signature

� went overseas

____________________________________

____________________________________
Signature

� traveled by train or by boat

____________________________________

____________________________________
Signature

� learned how to do something new

____________________________________

____________________________________
Signature

� enjoyed spending time alone

____________________________________

____________________________________
Signature

� read a great book

____________________________________

____________________________________
Signature

� went somewhere they had never been
before

____________________________________

____________________________________
Signature

� camped

____________________________________

____________________________________
Signature

�

____________________________________

____________________________________
Signature

�

____________________________________

____________________________________
Signature

�

____________________________________

____________________________________
Signature

�

____________________________________

____________________________________
Signature
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