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Looking at an Open Classroom: 

A Field Study Approach (June 1974) 

John C. Fagan, Ed. B., Rhode Island College 

M. Ed., University of Massachusetts 

Directed by: Dr. David S. Flight 

This dissertation is both a study of an elementary school 

open classroom and an application of anthropological field 

research techniques to an educational setting. An underlying 

premise of the study is that each classroom has all the ele¬ 

ments of a complex social organization, that a school adminis¬ 

trator should develop skills which will lead to an understand¬ 

ing of that organization, and that such understanding will be 

an asset to the administrator's decision making. 

Open education classroom practices are based on assumptions 

about the characteristics of children and teachers. These 

assumptions, however, are about individuals without regard to 

their social situations. This study selected several of these 

assumptions which would appear to result in social interactions 

and used them as guidelines for observation to assist in the 

identification of the classroom social organization. The data 

that were used to define the classroom social structure were 

also analyzed for the reasons for the development of that 

particular organization, and for the effects of that organiza¬ 

tion on the individual members of the class. 
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In this particular classroom, th se individuals who were 

included in the larger social sphere functioned in an autono¬ 

mous manner. Those individuals who were excluded from that 

group had difficulty with their schoolwork and with their 

classmates. The personality and the expectations of the 

teacher appeared to be the central force in the development 

of the social order. Her leadership role v/as recognized and 

accepted by most of the students. 

Research for this study was done mostly by participant 

observation, supplemented by interviews and investigation of 

school records, in one classroom over a period of four months. 

The anticipated complexities were identified and the feasi¬ 

bility of conducting field studies in classrooms was supported. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Background 

Open education is an approach to instruction in schools 

that is characterized by active participation of the students 

in a variety of learning experiences that grow out of the 

students* own ideas about what their educational needs are. 

In the United States it is an approach that has received con¬ 

siderable attention in recent years. It has been lauded and 

criticized; books have been written describing successful open 

classrooms and instructing teachers how to convert their class¬ 

rooms to open ones; schools have been built with movable walls 

or no walls to foster open education. This study is not 

intended to be a testimonial for or a critique against open 

education; nor is it a blueprint for implementation of open 

education practices. Rather, it is an attempt to look closely 

at one open setting, describe some of the events that occur 

there, and then try to analyze those events in terms of what 

happens to the people who are a part of that environment. 

The methodology for this study is based on the premise 

that a classroom is a society, and that standard social 

anthropological field research techniques can be adapted to 

study the classroom. A field study approach, grounded in 

the reality of one specific classroom, allows a researcher 

1 
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to consider the multitude of variables found in that specific 

situation, rather than control the variables out of the study 

as research designs often attempt to do. It is my contention 

that a school administrator, specifically an elementary school 

principal, should have research skills that will enable him/ 

her to look at his/her specific setting and understand what 

is happening there. Being able to gather and analyze data 

from relevant action settings the administrator should add 

insight to decision making. A major intention of conducting 

this particular investigation as a field study was to improve 

my own data gathering and analyzing skills with the hope that 

these skills will be useful to me as a school administrator. 

Statement of the Problem 

One basic premise of open education is that children 

will learn better in an environment that allows them to 

interact Vi/ith each other while pursuing academic goals. This 

social interaction is supposed to further the personality 

development of the children in the direction of autonomy. 

However, this rationale for open education practices is only 

an assumption; research on the social learnings of open 

education is lacking. This study attempts to identify the 

sociol structure of one open classroom, account for its 

development, and monitor its effect on the children in 

that classroom. 
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Significance of This Study 

Open education practices are based on a set of assump¬ 

tions. Although open classroom practices are being elaborated 

and refined, the assumptions themselves have not been tested. 

There is a need to look at the validity of the assumptions 

that are the reasons for the practices. This study focuses 

on the assumptions that deal with children's social develop¬ 

ment in an open classroom. Other studies of open classrooms 

have not emphasized this area. Since open education practices 

are a reality in many classrooms today, and since some of the 

premises for those practices have not yet been validated, this 

research is both timely and necessary. 

Methodology 

I used anthropological field research techniques to study 

one open classroom over a period of four months to discover 

the social organization of that classroom. I functioned as 

a participant observer in that setting with the teacher, but 

not the students, aware of the purpose of my study. The 

theory was inductively developed from the situation as it 

existed. Most of the data was anecdotal with observations 

and interviews as the main types of data elicitation. Con- 

culsions of this study were compared to other social organi¬ 

zation studies for possible similarities. 
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Anticipations 

Although this study did not attempt to elicit data to 

support or refute any predetermined set of premises about 

social organizations, some general results were anticipated. 

I expected the teacher's influence on the social order to be 

high. I expected students would recognize role expectations 

and demonstrate role behaviors that conformed to some set of 

norms. I expected that this teacher influence and this role 

behavior of the students would affect individual students in 

different ways which could only be determined by looking 

closely at the total classroom situation. 

Chapter Organization 

In the remainder of this chapter I will highlight the 

contents of the remaining chapters, then provide a very brief 

historical and philosophical overview of open education in 

the United States with some examples of how an open classroom 

operates. 

Some of the writings and research about open education 

will be reviewed in Chapter II. I will also specifically 

define the problems with which this study is concerned, will 

state why a classroom ethnography is an appropriate way to 

study these problems, and will explain the theory that under¬ 

lies this study with reference to both the general theoretical 

system and to its applications to classroom organization. 

In Chapter III I will detail the research procedures 

used in this study. Included will be those assumptions of 
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open education which I used as guides for the research, the 

criteria for selection of a site, my role as a researcher in 

the classroom, and the types of data elicitation used. 

A description of the classroom studies, background mate¬ 

rial on the students and the teacher, and examples of the 

daily classroom procedures will be found in Chapter IV. 

The focus of Chapter V will be on the students and their 

activities in the classroom with some analysis of the social 

system in operation there. The activities of the teacher and 

an analysis of her place in the social structure of the class¬ 

room are in Chapter VI. 

In Chapter VII are the conclusions of this study with im¬ 

plications for further research that can be done in open class¬ 

rooms and some reflections on the field study approach to research. 

An Overview of American Open Education 

American open education in the seventies is strongly 

modeled after an educational plan in operation in many of the 

British primary schools in the sixties. Joseph Featherstone 

(1971) described the operation of these British informal class¬ 

rooms in Schools Where Children Learn. The book not only 

praised the British approach; it was critical of many practices 

in American schools. 

Charles Silberman's extensive study of American schools. 

Crisis in the Classroom (1970), was written in a style intended 

to appeal to the general public. This report on practices in 

American schools did not show those practices to be in line 

with American ideals. 



6 

adults take the schools so much for granted, 
they fail to appreciate what grim, joyless places most 
American schools are, how oppressive and petty are the 
rules by which they are governed, how intellectually 
sterile and esthetically barren the atmosphere, what an 
appalling lack of civility obtains on the part of 
teachers and principals, what contempt they uncon¬ 
sciously display for children as children, (p. lo) 

In recommending school reforms, Silberman (1970) gave his 

impressions of what schools could be like after he looked at 

British primary schools. 

Schools can be humane and still educate well. They 
can be genuinely concerned with gaiety and joy and indi¬ 
vidual growth and fulfillment without sacrificing concern 
for intellectual discipline and development. They can be 
simultaneously child-centered and subject- or knowledge 
centered. They can stress esthetic and moral education 
without weakening the three R's. They can do all these 
things if - but only if - their structure, content, and 
objectives are transformed, (p. 208) 

Although the educational reforms suggested by Featherstone 

and Silberman were nev; ideas to many Americans, they were not 

so new to a small group of American professional educators. 

Nyquist and Hawes (1972) list several of the American experi¬ 

ments with open education that were going on before the general 

public was familiar with the concept. In fact, many of the 

principles and practices of the British primary schools appear 

to be direct applications of the educational philosophy of 

John Dewey (1916). However, once public support was achieved, 

the' transformation of many American classrooms was rapid. The 

British organizational term "integrated day" was changed by 

Americans to "open education" and the British "informal class¬ 

room" became the American "open classroom." 
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Underlying the open education programs that Featherstone 

and Silberman advocated are two basic assumptions: (l) stu¬ 

dents should be active participants in the learning process, 

and (2) students should bo active in planning their own learn¬ 

ing experiences. A visitor to an elementary school open class¬ 

room might expect to find it organized very unlike a tradi¬ 

tional classroom. Missing would be the straight rows of desks 

and chairs with seats assigned to individual students, each 

desk containing the same set of textbooks and workbooks, all 

desks facing the front of the room where the teacher and his/ 

her desk are located. Instead one might find a room organized 

into work areas with round tables and rectangular tables, 

places where children might work sitting or standing, areas 

where one child might work alone or an area where a group 

might gather on the floor. If there is a teacher's desk in 

the room it has probably been pushed into a corner or con¬ 

verted into a work or storage area. 

Certainly one would find books in an open classroom - 

books of all kinds on many, many subjects. Vlhot one would not 

find would be thirty copies of the same book. And there would 

be an abundance of materials besides books - math materials like 

a balance scale, Cuisenaire rods, geo-blocks, measuring tapes, 

an abacus; language arts materials like spelling games, records, 

puppets; a science area with live animals and plants, batteries 

and bulbs, objects to sort and classify, microscopes and mag¬ 

nifying glasses; and all kinds of other things like tools. 
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construction paper, paints, a box of hats, cassette tape 

recorders, rhythm band instruments, road signs, or a cuckoo 

clock. 

The children in the open classroom v/ould have direct 

access to this variety of materials because open educators 

believe that the most productive learning occurs when children 

actively engage their environment. Children would be seen 

working on different tasks with different materials, talking 

to each other, helping each other, moving from v/ork area to 

v/ork area as their tasks change. The busy teacher seems to 

be everywhere, helping some students get started, assisting 

others who are having difficulty, probing and provoking think¬ 

ing as he/she moves about. 

All learning is not random in the open classroom. Much 

learning can be directed by the teacher just by the materials 

made available to the students. Part of each day is spent by 

the teacher and students planning what learnings might result 

during the school hours. The success of these planning sessions 

depends to a large extent on the mutual trust of the teacher 

and the students. Each has input to these planning sessions, 

both to the objectives and to the appropriate activities. The 

students recognize the expertise of the teacher and teacher 

respects the interests of the students. Likewise, there is 

often a time for reflection on the day's activities when 

students and teacher discuss what was accomplished that day, 

what might be considered completed, and what needs additional 

work. 
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It was classrooms like this that impressed Featherstone 

and Silberman, and classrooms like this that have been finding 

their way into many American elementary schools. It is such 

a classroom that this study will attempt to look at more closely. 



CHAPTER II 

THE PROBLEM AND THE THEORY 

What social growth actually occurs in an open classroom? 

What part does the teacher play in the social growth of the 

students? What part do the other students have? These ques¬ 

tions are the basis of this study. 

Research on Open Classrooms 

Throughout the literature of open education runs the 

theme that the personal growth of each child is of major 

importance. Balanced against the academic objectives are 

another set of goals. These goals include "developing inde¬ 

pendence, self-reliance, autonomy, trust, self-confidence, 

responsibility, and the like (Rathbone, 1971)." These are 

noble goals of education for citizens in a democracy. But 

specifying such goals as objectives of classroom experiences ^ 

does raise some questions. How does one know when such goals 

are being achieved? What does a teacher do with students 

that promotes the development of independence, autonomy, 

trust, self-confidence, responsibility, and the like? What 

effect, if any, do pupils have on each other with regard to 

this type of growth? Research to support or refute the premise 

that open education practices in the United States actually 

result in individuals who are independent, autonomous, trusting. 

10 
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self-confident, and responsible just has not been done. In 

fact, open classrooms are such a relatively new pattern of 

organization in the United States that research on any out¬ 

comes is just beginning. 

The most extensive study of actual operating classrooms 

was done by Evans (l97l) and concentrated on differentiating 

open classroom practices from those of traditional class¬ 

rooms to see if an open classroom could be identified as 

such. Briefly, Evans developed a checklist of classroom 

practices, some considered to be open and some non-open, and 

sent observers into a number of classrooms to rate them. The 

items on the list that were considered to reflect open class¬ 

room practices were based on open education literature and 

were confirmed by recognized proponents of open education. 

A group of classrooms considered by Evans to be open were 

compared with a similar group considered to be traditional. 

Observers using the prepared checklist were able t o differ¬ 

entiate between the two kinds of classrooms on many of the 

items. 

As an early effort in research on open education prac¬ 

tices the Evans' study is worth noting,particularly because 

it did look at actual classroom practices. However, the 

intent of the Evans' study was to show that open education 

practices were different from traditional practices, not to 

measure the results of these practices. Even the items on 

the Evans' checklist only touched lightly on the personal and 
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social aspects of the open classrooms, those aspects that this 

study considers primary. Twenty-five of fifty items referred 

to "provision for learning" (defined as flexibility in the 

organization of instruction and materials). The categories 

of "humaneness" (respect for children, openness, warmth) and 

"assumptions" (ideas about children and the process of learning, 

including ideas about children's innate curiosity and trust in 

children's ability to make decisions) were minimally represented 

on the rating scale because of the difficulty in writing spe¬ 

cific items. "Items written for Humaneness or Assumptions 

about children's learning were often considered platitudes or 

cliches (p. 7)," again pointing out that some critical open 

education practices have received little research attention. 

Social Growth in Open Classrooms 

It is inadequate to develop educational practices that 

are grounded in an educational philosophy that is justified by 

the practices the philosophy encourages. When a philosophy 

is used to generate practice and then the practices are used 

as a defense for the philosophy, the entire process becomes 

circular and sterile. Henderson (l97l) maintains that 

much of open education is trapped in such a circuit. He 

would prefer open education practices to be studied in a 

scientific manner. 

The methods of science come into play only when proce- 
cedures are instituted to demonstrate in a verifiable 
way that given practices, whatever their genesis, lead 
to predictable and specifiable outcomes (p. 7). 
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Evans (l97l) has shown that the practices of open education 

can be identified; what remains is to see what results from 

these practices. 

Positive social growth and the influence on that growth 

in a student by the teacher and other students is the subject 

of this study because it appears to be the aspect of develop¬ 

ment most taken for granted by open education advocates. It 

is as if they are saying that in a classroom where open educa¬ 

tion principles are adhered to, positive social growth auto¬ 

matically follows as though it were locked inside each 

individual and only needed to be released. Rathbone (1971) 

implies this automatic growth when he says, 

Being expected to behave as an independent agent and 
living in an environment that assumes that every child 
has the innate capacity and urge to make sense of the 
world and to make meaningful decisions concerning his 
own activities in that world - these expectations do 
have their effects on the child. They teach him to 
accept himself as a maker of meaning and as someone 
whose choice count. They teach, however obliquely, a 
self-respect and self-esteem - and again, a view of him¬ 
self as an agent (p. Ill), 

Finally, the point must be made that some of the major 

objectives of open education are goals for individuals. Words 

like independence, autonomy, and self-reliance imply indivi¬ 

dualism. Yet the classroom is a group setting. Children 

interact with the teacher and with other children throughout 

the day, but the child is to remain as the focus in the open 

classroom, Hassett and Weisberg (1972) write: 

Each child is unique by virtue of all that makes this 
child to be what he is ... . The emphasis must always 
be placed here. Learning has a social element .... 
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We all learn many 
neighborhood, soc 
ultimately, it is 
individual child 
makeup, stage of 
vidual child must 
that makes up the 
interaction of th 
child with other 
basis (p. 65). 

things in the social context of home, 
lal gatherings, sports, and play. But 
the individual who learns, and the 

can only learn in accord with his own 
development, and ability. Every indi- 

be the center of the social group 
classroom. The social life - the 

e teacher with the pupils, of the 
children - must be predicated on that 

Does this happen? If it does, does each child develop inde¬ 

pendence, self-reliance, and autonomy? If open education 

practices do not result in every child being "the center of 

the social group that makes up the classroom," what then? 

Barth (1972) recognizes that open educators have not 

put much emphasis on the impact of learning in a social 

context. 

Open educators emphasize the individual .... There 
is talk about the interpersonal relation of child with 
teacher, but very little of the relationship of one 
child to another; yet children come to school together, 
eat together, and learn together. Children are seen 
as individual learners with unique styles, while in 
fact they are o ften members of many groups. V/hdt role 
do other children play in an individual's learning? 
. . . The dynamics among children are essential to any 
educational rationale. As yet open educators have not 
either the meaning for the child or the effect on learn¬ 
ing that such interaction might have (pp. 30-31). 

The effects of open education on children are a signi¬ 

ficant problem because the results of these ongoing processes 

in open classrooms are largely undocumented to date. Open 

education is today a reality in many American schools. The 

time has come to look closely at open education practices 

and analyze the outcomes. Refinement of both principles and 

practices might be the expected logical outgrowth of such a 
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study, not leading to less open education but to better open 

education through understanding. 

A Field Study Approach 

Identifying an area of open education that needs to be 

researched defines one part of the problem. A second part 

of the problem addressed by this study is finding a satis¬ 

factory method of obtaining relevant data when the pertinent 

behaviors of concern have not been clearly delineated by 

anyone. To find out what social interactions are occurring 

in an open classroom, a reasonable beginning seems to be 

documenting the behaviors that do occur in such a setting in 

preference to trying to imagine v/hat behaviors might be 

happening and looking only for those. In the latter case, the 

risk of not noting behaviors that were not listed introduces 

the possible error of overlooking the most relevant of the 

actual interactions. 

This technique of looking at a total social situation 

for the purpose of documenting and analyzing what happens in 

it - referred to in this study as a field study approach and 

in anthropology as ethnography - has received support as a 

viable way of developing understandings of classrooms. Lutz 

(1973) has called the approach "more exciting, more difficult, 

and more important" than most other types of studies for "it 

will lead to asking the right questions v/hich v/ill lead to 

later statistical studies," while Gearing (1973) maintains 

that the hidden curriculum (value transmission) can only be 
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seen through such field studies. Henry (1972) has written 

that if the needs of the school child are to be met, the 

first step is to start 

. . . by investigating with a mind free from preconcep¬ 
tions, the social processes of learning as observable 
in schools. When this is done a new universe of know¬ 
ledge opens to us requiring new concepts (p, 40). 

Henry (1972) urges the making of a record of children func¬ 

tioning in schools and asking, "What are the values, percep¬ 

tions, and attitudes of the people in the school? V/hat is 

the internal structure of the school? V/hat goes on in the 

classroom?” with the dynamic sum of these questions resulting 

in classroom descriptions from which can be derived the 

general answer to what is happening to students in classrooms. 

A field study approach seems particularly appropriate to 

situations such as open classrooms where the behaviors to be 

studied are complex and somewhat undefined at present. A 

field study approach allows the researcher the flexibility of 

incorporating unpredicted data while focusing on a particular 

area of concern. Malinowski (1922) explains it this way; 

Good training in theory and acquaintance with the 
latest results is not identical with being burdened 
with 'preconceived ideas.' If a man sets out on an 
expedition determined to prove certain hypotheses, if 
he is incapable of changing his views constantly and 
casting them off ungrudgingly under the pressure of 
evidence, needless to say his work will be worthless. 
But the more problems he brings with him into the field, 
the more he is in the habit of moulding his theories to 
facts, and of seeing facts in their bearing upon theory, 
the better he is equipped for his work. Preconceived 
ideas are pernicious in any scientific work, but fore¬ 
shadowed problems are the main endowment of a scienti¬ 

fic thinker (pp. 8-9). 
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This study has already cited some of the appropriate open 

education philosophy and the problems that philosophy fore¬ 

shadows. Description and analysis of actual classroom behav¬ 

iors would be a beginning step in the development of generali- 

zations about their effects. 

In choosing to employ field techniques to study the 

social aspects of learning in an open classroom, this research 

agrees with the recommendations of Smith and Schumacher (1973) 

and Ben-David (1973). Speculating on the socializing effects 

of schooling, Smith and Schumacher say, 

The vigor and variety of schools and classrooms, reflect¬ 
ing different societal conceptions and ideals, seem an 
important part of the elementary school scene. In our 
judgment, the descriptive and analytic realities of such 
schooling deserve a high priority on the agenda of social 
scientists concerned with elementary education (p, 323) . 

Ben-David advocates a reconception of social science research 

models, urging that more basic studies be done as a first step 

in theory building., 

There is an assumption that social science theory has to 
have a very high degree of generality, like, presumably, 
physics theory. Since to aspire to such generality is 
completely out of tune with the empirical inquiries of 
social scientists, what actually happens is that social 
scientists present empirical approaches as if they were 
general theories . . . But in no case can ( a social 
scientist) explain the whole situation from his know¬ 
ledge of basic underlying processes and their interrela¬ 
tionship. He must relate these processes to particular 
events and to particular conditions of social structure 
and culture prevailing in a particular place and time. 
Therefore he must start with a more or less empirically 
gounded and partly intuitive explanatory model and then 
check it constantly both against empirical evidence and 
against his improving knowledge of underlying processes 
and structural regularities (pp. 39-40). 
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The initial model used in this study is explained in the next 

chapter, while the strategies tor checking the theory against 

emerging data are explained in the chapter on research pro- 

cedures. 

Classroom Field Study 

This study is not the first attempt at an elementary 

classroom field study. Philip Jackson (1968) used some 

basic field study techniques to develop the ideas he presents 

Life in Classrooms. However, the text itself, as Jackson 

admits, is not a scientific explanation of how he arrived at 

his opinions, nor is it even clear much of the time which are 

merely speculations of the author. 

Smith and Geoffrey (1968) are more rigorous in their 

study of a traditional urban elementary classroom. Smith 

explains his approach as one of selecting and defining prob¬ 

lems, checking frequency and distribution of phenomena, con¬ 

structing social systems models, and making final analyses 

and presenting results. Even in this traditional setting 

where pupils were located at separate desks throughout the 

day and direct communication between pupils was not encour¬ 

aged, Smith was able to identify the development of a social 

structure and analyze the effects of it. 

After thorough researching I have not been able to locate 

any field studies of open classrooms. What are appearing more 

and more frequently are handbooks for organizing open classrooms 
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or journalistic accounts of some open classroom situations. 

The first mentioned are not intended to be research studies 

and the second most often suffer from a lack of any attempt 

to analyze rigorously what effects are resulting. Children 

Come First (Murrow and Murrow.1971), although not based on 

a U. S. setting, is an example of a well-written description, 

'^hile Open Education; Alternatives within Our Tradition 

(Hassett and Weisberg, 1972) is such a confusion of descrip¬ 

tion and opinion it cannot even qualify as good journalism. 

The need for a field study of an open classroom exists 

both because there is still much that is unknown about the 

effects of open education and because such a study would be 

the first of this type to be done in an open situation. The 

problem of what are the realities of open education and how 

can they be defined and measured, particularly with reference 

to the social aspects, is a problem that deserves attention. 

Theoretical Framework 

Although this study concentrates on one elementary school 

classroom,the approach employed aims to contribute to general 

theory development in the social sciences. Parsons and 

Shils (1951) say such general theory should, first, aid in 

the codification of existing knowledge; second, serve as a 

guide to research by providing hypotheses for investigation; 

and, third, control against biases of observation and inter¬ 

pretation that occur when specialized work is carried out. 
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Tho classroom is here viewed as a system, 

. . . a rather circumscribed complex of relatively 
bounded phenomena, which, within those bounds, retains 
a relatively stationary pattern of structure . . . in 

degree of variability in the details of 
distribution and interrelations among its constituent 
units of lower order (Weiss, 1969). 

And for the analysis of this system to contribute to general 

theory, the complexity of it must be described as something 

more than a sum of its parts. 

The more . . . does not at all refer to any measurable 
quantity in the observed systems themselves; it refers 
solely to the necessity for the observer to supplement 
the sum of the statements that can be made about sepa¬ 
rate parts by such additional statements as will be 
needed to describe the collective behavior of the parts, 
when in an organized group. In carrying out this up¬ 
grading process, he (the observer) is in effect doing 
no more than restoring information content that has been 
lost on the way down in the progressive analysis of the 
unitary universe in abstracted elements (Weiss, 1969, 
P. 11). 

Thus, the theory here is inductively developed. It 

attempts to account for specific units of data and develop 

them into generalizations while not neglecting the total 

setting from which the data was gathered. Smith (1968) was 

describing this process of reasoning when he told why he 

chose to do a field study of an urban classroom. 

The purpose of this investigator was twofold. He wanted 
to look at the 'real world' and describe it carefully. 
Then he wanted to back away and conceptualize this 'real 
world' in broader, more abstract terms that would be 
applicable to any classroom (p. 5.) 

Smith likened his analysis to that of putting together a 

jigsaw puzzle. 
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The pieces are strewn about. One has faith that order 
exists. Simple fits occur with struggling. Later 
sections of green merge with the sections of reds and 
browns and blues. In time, the whole is there (p. 15). 

While a classroom can be classified as a micro-society 

because it has relatively stable membership operating within 

relatively defined boundries to achieve some common goals, 

it also is an open system with inputs from and outputs to 

the larger macro-society. The personalities, the social 

behaviors, and the cultural backgrounds of the members of the 

classroom society cannot be accounted for in a general theory 

without regard for the influences of the macro-society. Like¬ 

wise, when focusing on a classroom setting as the source of 

empirical data that will be used for theory building, it 

will often be convenient to refer to phenomena as being part 

of the personality systems, social systems, and cultural 

systems of the members, divisions suggested by Parsons and 

Shils (l95l). These divisions are proposed as an aid to 

conceptualization; understanding of the total system requires 

that the interrelationships of these divisions be understood. 

In the present context, cultural systems is intended to 

be synonomous with Harris' (l97l) term ideology. 

Ideology embraces the entire realm of socially patterned 
thought. It includes the explicit and implicit know¬ 
ledge, opinions, values, plans and goals that people 
have about their ecological circumstances: their under¬ 
standing of nature, technology, production, and repro¬ 
duction; their reasons for living, working, and repro¬ 
ducing. Ideology also embraces all thoughts and patterned 
expression of thoughts that describe, explain, and jus¬ 
tify the parts of social structure; that give meaning 
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and purpose to domestic and political economy and to 
the maintenance of law and order in domestic and poli- 
tical relations; that describe, justify, and plan^the 
delegation of authority, the division of labor, the 
exc ange of products, the sharing or non-sharing of 
resources (p. 146). , ^ 

Per_spnality. systems have as foci the individuals them¬ 

selves. They are here used to refer to individual motives, 

needs, drives, and satisfactions. Included in these systems 

would be behaviors that appear to be motivated by the needs 

of a particular individual in the sense that the motivation 

is intrinsic rather than only extrinsically expected. 

Social systems are a product of interactions. These 

interactions result in expectations that lead to the formation 

of roles. 

For most purposes the conceptual unit of the social 
system is the role. The role is a sector of the indi¬ 
vidual actor's total system of action. It is the point 
of contact between the system of action of the indivi¬ 
dual actor and the social system . . . The primary 
ingredient of the role is the role-expectation . . . 
\pVhat an actor is expected to do in a given situation 
both by himself and by others constitutes the expecta¬ 
tions of that role (Parsons and Shils,1951, p. 192). 

Social systems are also characterized by a variety of behav¬ 

iors which result in many members of that system interacting 

with each other to achieve shared or collective goals. 

By collective goals we mean (l) those which are either 
prescribed by persons acting in a legitimate position 
of authority and in which the goal is expected to involve 
gratification for members other than but including the 
particular actor, or (2) those goals which, without 
being specifically prescribed by authority, have the 
same content as regards the recipients of their grati¬ 
fications (Parsons and Shils, 1951, p. 192). 

Finally, role expectations and shared goals give a social 

system boundries. 
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are criterion whereby some persons 

members The^'inr?'"'"-''^ excluded as non- 
members. The inclusion or exclusion of a person deoends 

n whether or not he has a membership role in the collec¬ 
tivity (Parsons and Shils, 1951, p. 192). ^oiiec- 

Classroom societies have all the complexities of larger 

societies. The individuals who are collected there bring with 

them their own set of needs and drives; they already have been 

exposed to many of the values and beliefs of some other soci¬ 

ety and have probably internalized some of those expectations; 

and, they most likely have learned to play some roles. The 

classroom system that develops will be a product of the stu¬ 

dents' existing systems and the new drives, values, and role 

expectations stimulated by the classroom environment. Any 

comprehensive understanding of life in classrooms must deal 

with these complexities, otherwise, only distortion would 

result. 

The initial theory presented here proposes a model that 

explains classroom behaviors of both teacher and students in 

terms of the needs of the individuals, their values, and their 

successes in role performance. V/hen what is happening in any 

classroom can be explained as interrelationships of the above 

factors, then the goals of elementary school education or of 

open education can be measured and the results of certain 

pedagogical practices can be more predictable. Dewey (1938) 

cautions against promoting any philosophy of education as 

dogma. "Any theory and set of practices is dogmatic which 

is not based upon critical examination of its own underlying 
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principles (p. 22)." A social science approach to theory 

building can help educators avoid such a pitfall. 

\ 



CHAPTER III 

RESEARCH PROCEDURES 

The first step of this study was to determine specifi¬ 

cally which areas of open education would be of concern. Not 

all the principles of open education were of equal interest 

to this study. V/hile, in fact, I did pay attention to most 

of what v/as occurring in the classroom under observation, 

having certain guidelines for attention helped me select cer¬ 

tain events for closer observation and follow-up. V/hat was 

avoided was establishing in advance any limits for observing 

specific incidents, thereby freeing me to incorporate any and 

all relevant data as they developed. 

The focus of this study was on the interpersonal behav¬ 

iors of the students and the teacher in an open classroom. 

This included student-to-student interactions, student-to- 

teacher interactions, and any other interactions that seemed 

pertinent to the classroom under observation. At times I 

felt it was necessary to include observations of an inter¬ 

action between a student and his/her physical environment 

because such interactions seemed relevant to the principles 

in question. 

25 
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Basic Assumptions 

Open education practices are based on assumptions. 

These assumption^ explained in detail by Barth (1972), are 

often related closely to the goals of open education: the 

development of independent, autonomous, self-reliant, trusting 

individuals. The assumptions that provided the base for the 

observations here included the following: 

(l) Children have the potential of intrinsic motivation 

for learning which can be actualized in an open setting (Barth, 

1972). 

Children may have in and of themselves the capacity for 
motivation, but motivation is realized only through the 
relationship of the individual to something outside him¬ 
self, to other persons or to bits and pieces of the 
world (Barth, 1972, p. 20). 

What actual effect does the outside world have on a child's 

motivation? 

It remains for open educators to clarify the place of 
the adult in releasing or activating the child's moti¬ 
vation and to differentiate the child's control from 

the adult's (Barth, 1972, p.2l). 

(2) Self-confidence is developed when children make 

important choices about their learning (Barth, 1972). What 

are the "important" choices? Does confidence follow choice, 

or is it the other way around? 

The important point here is that open educators have 
not yet considered, let alone established, a realtion- 
ship between development of self-confidence and the 
ability to make responsible choices about learning. 
So far, the two are seen as necessary to each other, 
but the nature of the relationship remains to be spelled 

out (Barth, 1972, p. 22). 
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(3) Children are competent to make significant deci¬ 

sions about their learning and will choose activities that 

are of high interest to them (Barth, 1972). What are the 

factors that influence children's choices? Does a child 

usually base his/her choice on a personal learning need? 

What makes an activity interesting to a child? 

(4) When children are interested in the same activity, 

"they will often collaborate in some v/ay (Barth, 1972)." 

When and why do children choose or not choose to collaborate? 

(5) "When a child learns something which he considers 

important to him, he will wish to share it with others (Barth, 

1972)." V/hat kinds of sharings occur and what results from 

these sharings? 

(6) "The structure of knowledge is personal and indio- 

syncratic and a function of the synthesis of each individual's 

experience with the world (Barth, 1972)." This assumption 

raises the complex question that underlies this study. Vihat 

do individuals learn from interactions with a world that is 

largely made up of other people? 

VJhile the above assumptions are concerned with the stu¬ 

dents, there are assumptions about the teacher that are impor 

tant to consider, too. These include: 

(l) The learning environment of any classroom is an 
extension of the personality of the teacher . . . What¬ 
ever else the teacher in an open classroom does, it is 
vital that he know himself and be himself, for only 
through encounters with real persons will children learn 
to know and be themselves (Barth, 1972, p. 65). 
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(2) The teacher in the open classroom respects children 
as individuals by stressing the quality of the relationship 
between adult and child and amont children rather than the 
frequency or quantity, in the belief that a highly indivi¬ 
dual contact between individuals is more important for 
learning than continual group exposures (Barth, 1972, p.74). 

(3) "It is vital to the successful functioning of the 

open classroom that the teacher be an authority,without becom¬ 

ing an authoritarian (Barth, 1972)." The distinction here is 

that an authority relies on experience and judgment, while an 

authoritarian relies on the power to sanction or punish. 

If a teacher behaves according to the above expectations 

what effect does it have on the students' behaviors tov/ard the 

teacher and toward each other? 

The above nine assumptions and the questions they raise 

provided the initial structure for the observations that were 

to follow. They cued me in deciding which incidents to watch 

closely, suggested follow-through procedures and guided the 

analysis of the data. Focusing on the social learnings was 

done at the expense of determining the quality of the academic 

learning that was also resulting. For example, an observation 

might include factors involved in a student's choice of a mathe¬ 

matics activity, that student's involvement with the teacher or 

other students as concerned the activity, and any outcomes that 

resulted from pursuing the choice or from the interactions. 

What was not noted was the student's progress in mathematics as 

the weeks passed. Attention to subject matter learning was 

noted when it appeared to be directly linked to social learnings 
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Site Selection 

Once the direction of the observations was established, 

the task of locating a suitable site to observe was begun. 

Since the observations were intended to be done in an open 

classroom, such a classroom had to be identified. The two 

chief criteria categories I used for selection were (l) the 

classroom organization with regard to the assumptions it made 

about the students, and (2) the perception of the teacher about 

his/her role as an open educator. This division is supported 

by Chittenden and Bussis: 

A major assumption of an open philosophy is that the 
organization of experiences and growth of knowledge can 
best take place when the child himself is very much at the 
center of the learning process and acquires responsibility 
for learning. On the other hand, this does not imply that 
the teacher is merely understanding and supportive in any 
essentially passive way. V/hile teachers certainly should 
strive to understand and support children, they are also 
perceived as active, thinking adults whose job it is to 
extend and integrate children's learning in all spheres. 
It therefore (is) apparent that 'child-centeredness' and 

'adult-centeredness' might be well viewed as independent 
dimensions, rather than as opposite ends of a single 

continuum (1971, p. 361). 

Suggestions for possible observation sites were sought 

from university staff members involved in open education teacher 

training programs. From this initial list of suggestions some 

classrooms were eliminated because distance from the university 

was so great that observation time would be limited. Another 

set of classrooms was eliminated because those classrooms 

involved many student teachers and volunteers, and I felt that 

such situations were so unique that generalizations about a 

more typical adult-child ratio would be difficult. Other 
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classrooms were deemed inappropriate after I visited them and 

discovered that although the students were involved in many 

learning activities, they were assigned to the activities rather 

than allowed to choose them. One situation was not selected 

after the teacher revealed to me in an interview that students 

in the class "had open education in the afternoon," leaving 

her morning time to make sure "the important things got done." 

The final site was tentatively chosen after an interview 

with the teacher indicated her perceptions of her role accorded 

in many respects with the characteristics of an open classroom 

teacher listed by Chittenden and Bussis (1970). At the time of 

the interview the teacher was attending a workshop designed to 

stimulate ideas for instruction in an open setting. Her com¬ 

ments indicated she was seeking a balance between the child as 

a self-learner and the teacher as a learning guide. Question: 

"Do you think you have an open classroom?" Answer: "We are 

about three-quarters open. I'm still working at letting child¬ 

ren make decisions about their learning and helping them see 

the value of activities I have provided.” On a later occasion, 

after the observations were underway, my impressions of the 

initial interview were reinforced when the teacher shared with 

me a chart she used to explain to parents the operation of the 

open classroom. It was the same chart I had used as an inter¬ 

view guide. Developed by Chittenden and Bussis (1970), it called 

for high input of both students and teacher to the learning 

situation. 
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A discussion with the teacher of the daily class schedule 

indicated that time was provided each day for students to suggest 

and choose learning activities, that during the working time the 

teacher both assisted in the learning and evaluated the progress 

of individuals, and that a time was set aside each day for the 

students to reflect on their work and share their accomplish¬ 

ments with their classmates. This discussion between the teacher 

and me took place in July, 1973, when the classroom under consid¬ 

eration was not in session, so no evaluation of actual operations 

could be made then. I was able to visit the site a week before 

school reopened, and, at that time, was able to note that there 

was an abundance of learning materials easily accessible to the 

students, that areas were provided for children to work in small 

groups or alone, that a variety of activities was possible at 

one time. The room was organized vyith children in mind. The 

bookshelves were low; large floor pillows were on the rug near 

the books; tools were hung at child height; paper, scissors, 

paints, staplers, tacks, and rubber bands were where students 

could see them and get them unassisted. 

The information obtained in the interview with the teacher 

and the arrangement of the classroom noted in the initial visit 

led to a conditional selection of this setting as the observa¬ 

tion site. During the first few days of school in September 

the criteria for selection were confirmed. The children did 

participate in the planning of learning experiences, 

did choose from a variety of activities, and the teacher 

guide rather than direct the students did try to 
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in their experiences. The principal of the school mentioned 

to me that this classroom was one of the "open" classrooms 

in that school where both open and traditional settings were 

operating as alternative instructional styles. Two univer- 

siiy professors who were involved in a teacher preparation 

program that emphasized the integrated day approach and 

who were familiar with this teacher and classroom indicated 

to me that this teacher and classroom operated within the 

definition of an open classroom. And, a student teacher 

who was preparing for integrated day teaching was assigned 

to this classroom for her practical work. The interview and 

the observations of the classroom in action for the first few 

days, along with the confirming opinions, determined the 

choice of this classroom as the site for the extended obser¬ 

vations. 

Observation Agreement 

The teacher agreed to allow me to visit her classroom 

and conduct my observations after I explained as fully as 

possible the purposes of this study and the methods I would 

use to obtain data. I explained that the purpose of 

carrying out this study was to sharpen my observational and 

analytical skills for future use as a school administrator, 

as well as to gain insight into the operations of an open 

classroom. I also explained that I was principally interested 

in the responses of children to open education and in the role 

of the teacher with regard to her impact on the students. 
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Data were to be collected by note taking while the class was 

in session, talking to the children, reviewing the children's 

work and records, discussing of observations with the teacher, 

and using any other methods that later seemed appropriate with 

the teacher being made aware of those additions. In fact, 

additions were made. I participated in parent conferences 

as a listener, interviev/ed the principal, read communications 

to the teacher from parents and the principal, and talked with 

other teachers in the building — all of which were known to 

the teacher involved in the observations. 

It was agreed in advance that I would be allowed to 

observe on days of my own choosing, that all classroom events 

could be noted, that I could talk with any students I chose, 

and -that my notes v/ould not be subject to review by the 

teacher during the observation period. The teacher also 

agreed to spend some time with me each day to answer questions 

I wanted to ask. 

In return for the privilege of observing this classroom 

I agreed to several conditions. Mainly, I agreed to assist 

in the classroom operations as "an extra pair of hands" during 

the observation time, doing whatever the teacher thought would 

be of help. It was understood that v/hat I was asked to do 

should not inhibit my observations or require me to make de¬ 

cisions that were normally reserved for the teacher. I would 

not participate in planning sessions, arbitrate disputes 

between students, assign or choose children for tasks, or 
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decide which students needed what attention. Although 

qualified as an elementary teacher, I was to be treated by 

the teacher must as any non-professional adult who had time 

to volunteer assistance in the classroom. 

I also agreed to discuss the content of my observations 

only with my advisors and to share this dissertation with the 

teacher for discussion before the final draft was submitted 

for final review. She, in turn, agreed not to ask what 

conclusions were developing while the observations were going 

on, but to wait until all information had been obtained and 

analyzed before seeking any feedback. Although the tempta¬ 

tion to bend this last part of the agreement frequently 

occurred, both of us adhered to it rigidly throughout the 

weeks of observation. 

' I informed the principal of the school of the purposes 

and procedures of this study. He agreed to allow the obser¬ 

vations to proceed without adding further conditions. Typical 

of the monitoring of this work by the principal was his friend¬ 

ly question once a week or so, "How's everything going?" My 

steady reply v/as "Fine," and that v/as the extent of the con¬ 

versation. 

Observer's Role and Schedule 

Actual observations began on the first day of school 

in September, 1973. During every v/eek that followed I spent 

tv/o full days a week, usually Tuesday and Thursday, observing 

The final observation was on the last in the classroom. 
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Thursday before the Christmas recess in December, 1973, for a 

total of thirty days of observation. An observation day be¬ 

gan with my arriving at the school ten or fifteen minutes 

before the children entered the building and usually ended 

v/hen the teacher left the building in the afternoon. V/hen 

the children were at recess I v;as in the schoolyard for the 

half of the period that the teacher was on duty. When the 

teacher went to the teachers' lounge for an assigned break, 

I went along. When the children ate lunch, I ate wherever 

the teacher ate. I went with the class on field trips, to 

resource rooms, to assemblies, and to the gymnasium or outside 

activity areas. I tried to see as much during every observa¬ 

tion day as I could, looking for chances to watch both teacher 

and children in as many situations as possible. 
/ 

A primary concern of mine was to be as unobtrusive as 

possible while gathering data. Choosing the role of parti¬ 

cipant-observer facilitated this. In this particular class¬ 

room everyone was busy with learning activities most of the 

time. A nonparticipant would have been more conspicuous than 

anyone who was participating. Other adults, usually parents 

or school resource personnel, were frequently in the room and 

working with students, again reducing my impact. Active par¬ 

ticipation also allowed me access to activities for close 

observation and a natural entry into conversations with the 

students for purposes of eliciting data. 

First, to the students, I was introduced as a person 

teacher, but v/ho was now studying at the who had once been a 
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university and who would be spending o couple of days a week 

helping in the classroom. Later, to other teachers, parents 

and visitors, I was introduced as a graduate student who 

wanted to spend some time in a classroom familiarizing him¬ 

self with some open classroom procedures and helping in the 

classroom whenever I could. No further elaboration of my 

role was given by the teacher that I was aware of, and I 

likev/ise, did not offer any other explanation of my frequent 

presence. I did reveal my previous teaching experience if 

asked, or that my future plans were for a position in edu¬ 

cational administration. Actually, few people questioned my 

presence or pressed for details of what I was doing; the 

self-contained classrooms and the several student teachers 

in the building helped reduce my visibility. 

Also, the very structure of the field study approach 

applied to the classroom brought a degree of its own non- 

obtrusiveness. The teacher soon recognized, as she mentioned 

to me in a conversation, that I would observe often enough to 

get a balanced impression of what was happening in that class¬ 

room. It would have been impossible, I think, for the teacher 

to show me only what she wanted me to see when I observed all 

day long, two days a week, for four months. Thus, I believe 

the teacher pursued her normal activities most of the time. 

No one—not the children, or the teacher, or the student 

teacher—was asked to do anything special, different or 

benefit. No schedules were altered, no tests unusual for my 
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given, no controlled experiments conducted. 

Data Collection 

My single, consistently unusual behavior was to take 

notes constantly while in the classroom, VVhen quizzed about 

this activity by the children I explained that I was writing 

things down so I could remember them later. The children 

each kept a written record of their daily activities in a 

notebook; I likened my recording to theirs except that I chose 

to write things down as they happened instead of waiting for 

the recording period. I did not take notes during times that 

I considered obtrusive. I took no notes while outside for 

recess, in the teachers' lounge, at assemblies, or during 

lunch. When events occurred during those times that I felt 

should be recorded, I did so immediately upon my return to 

the classroom. Notes were taken during after-school talks 

with the teacher and while I was sitting in on parent con¬ 

ferences. 

Narrative note taking was the primary means of recording 

data. Stenographers notebooks were used for this purpose. 

The left half of each page contained a descriptive, running 

account of the activities of a day. The right half was used 

for my personal notes: questions to myself, questions to ask 

the teacher, reminders to review notes for similar incidents, 

opinions, impressions, and material other than direct ob¬ 

servations. The notes taken during the day were recopied 

in the evening into a larger notebook in more complete form 
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than the pace of the day’s activities allowed in the classroom. 

These notes were regularly reviewed for completeness. Among 

the items checked were the attention I paid to verbal be¬ 

havior, nonverbal behavior, use of space, inclusion of all 

students, use of time, and composition of small groups. This 

type of review helped me keep my ongoing observations balanced. 

The notes were also reviewed to make sure description and 

opinion were being kept as separate as possible. 

Watching was only one form of data elicitation; listen- 

ing played an important part, too. Whenever the teacher and 

students grouped for verbal interactions, I placed myself 

where I could hear what was being said. When activities 

were underway I moved around the room frequently to hear 

what was being said among children, or between the teacher and 

a child, to supplement v/hat I could see happening. Since the 

classroom was seldom silent, this moving close enough to hear 

what was being said was vital to understanding the full con¬ 

text of events. Also, my strategy on the playground and in 

the teachers' lounge was to refrain as much as possible from 

entering conversations, but to consciously attend to what the 

teacher said to others and to what others said to her. 

On the playground I usually could avoid being drawn into 

conversations by standing close to the teacher, but facing 

away from the center point of the conversation and watching 

the children at play. In the teachers' lounge I usually 

busied myself with the snack that was available that day 



39 

while the others did the talking. 

More direct verbal information was obtained by interview. 

Often, while engaged in activities with students, I would ask 

them questions designed to fill out my data. I frequently 

asked questions of the student teacher when she was not 

involved with students, and I often used the lunch period 

to ask both the teacher and student teacher questions about 

the events of the morning. No notes were taken during any 

of these informal interview times so as to encourage more 

relaxed replies. What was said was noted immediately after 

the conversations. 

After the students left school for the day I had formal 

interviews with the teacher on an average of one interview 

for every three days of observation, I prepared the basic 

questions in advance and took notes as the teacher replied. 

The formality of this time was evidenced by the fact that 

the teacher stopped everything else and sat down at a table 

with me until the questioning time was over. The teacher 

seemed open to these interviews; I would always ask for after 

school time a day or two ahead and was always accommodated. 

The student teacher frequently sat in on these interviews and 

added her comments more regularly as time passed. All inter¬ 

views were conducted in the classroom with only the teacher, 

the student teacher, and me present. This privacy seemed 

to facilitate openness. V/hen others entered the room during 

an interview, the interview usually stopped until only the 

three of us remained. 
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The combination of narrative entries and interviews was 

intended to give a more complete impression of the operations 

of the classroom than either one alone could provide. I could 

check my impressions of what was happening against the teacher's 

and the teacher's opinions against my observations. This com¬ 

bination also seemed to reduce any threat that the teacher 

might have had about being constantly observed. She was assured 

of a time when she could get on record her impressions of what 

was going on and her reasons for actions she initiated. In 

fact, adhering to this combination right from the beginning 

probably was the reason the teacher started volunteering infor¬ 

mation to me about the reasons for her behaviors during the 

regular day without my asking, resulting in more complete notes 

than I would have had if I had to think of all the questions. 

In addition to the narrative notes and interviews, other 

forms of data were elicited. Pupils' records were surveyed for 

family information, birth dates, and test scores. The teacher 

provided me with copies of notices sent to the school staff by 

the principal, and I was allowed to make copies of notes the 

teacher received from parents. The teacher narrated to me her 

account of meetings she attended at which I was not present, 

such as faculty meetings, meetings involving only the teacher 

and the principal, conversations with parents, and conversations 

with other teachers. I was able to sit in on a number of 

parent—teacher conferences when they were regularly scheduled 

by the school in October. An interview was held with the 
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principal for an hour one morning in December. And the teacher 

usually found time each day I was there to fill me in on things 

that had happened on days I was not present. This last pro¬ 

cedure of filling in the gaps was initiated by the teacher and 

seldom needed any prompting. 

As one check on my intrusion, I asked the teacher to 

report to me anything she consciously did that v/as rooted in 

conversations or interviews we had had. Periodically, I would 

ask during an interview, "Have you made any changes in your 

organization or behavior as a result of anything I have asked 

or said?" Her reply was alv/ays negative. Several times during 

the months of observation the teacher expressed a desire to get 

my opinion as to possible courses of action for her in improv¬ 

ing certain situations, but she, herself, would alvyays recall 

that our agreement prohibited my offering suggestions, and 

she never pressed for such opinions. I, too, resisted the 

frequent urge to offer alternatives that I thought might be 

appropriate to the classroom organization. This became in¬ 

creasingly more difficult as patterns began to emerge from 

the data and empathy between the teacher and me grew. It was 

a conscious effort by both parties that allowed me to main¬ 

tain satisfactory detachment. 

The two-day a week observation schedule also appears to 

have contributed to observer objectivity. Neither teacher nor 

children came to expect me to be present all of the time. The 

break between days of observation was long enough for me to 
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see the newness of each day and made it possible to concen¬ 

trate intensely on the scene for the full observation time. 

The time between observations gave me a chance to review and 

reflect on the data. Even the driving time of two hours to 

and from the observed classroom was used to advantage; I 

carried a cassette tape recorder on those trips, using it 

to record ideas and impressions that occurred during that 

time. 

Two checklists were developed to crosscheck some impres¬ 

sions from the data. One list was used to note which students 

were working together at various random times on selected days. 

The other list noted what a student was doing at randomly 

selected times on selected days: whether that student was 

engaged in the activity he/she had selected, or in a related 

activity, or a nonrelated activity, or appeared not to be 

involved in any activity. The information on these checklists 

supplemented the narrative data also being recorded at the 

same time. 

In sum, the research procedure called for looking at 

an open classroom in action, recording how children reacted 

to one another and with the teacher, asking for information 

to amplify the observations, thinking about all this, and 

then looking some more. The procedure was repeated twice a 

week, every week, for four months. As patterns of behavior 

appeared to emerge, these patterns were looked at in greater 

detail while attempts were made to account for deviations in 
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those patterns. What follows in the next chapters is an 

account of some patterns found in this classroom which seemed 

particularly relevant to the premises of this study. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE CLASS AND THE CLASSROOM 

Information About the Students 

On the first day of school in September eighteen students 

reported to the classroom. The class was designated a mixed 

second and third grade both to offer students an opportunity 

for assignment to a vertical age group situation and to keep 

the total second and third grade population of the school in 

optimum class size. There was also a separate second and a 

separate third grade classroom in this school. According to the 

teacher of concern here, parents of the children in her class 

were told that the class would have second and third graders 

in it, and that the structure of the classroom organization was 

intended to be open education. All parents, reported the teach¬ 

er, had the right to request that their child be assigned to 

another room if they objected to the mixed grade or the open 

structure. Therefore, all students in this classroom should 

have been there with the consent of their parents. 

Six students, two girls and four boys, had been in this 

classroom the previous year as second graders and had elected 

to do their third year v^ork in the same setting. Five of the 

second graders, two girls and three boys, had been in an open 

first grade classroom the year before. Two of the third grade 

boys had been in a more teacher structured second grade the 

44 
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previous year, but that grade was reported to have had an 

individualized reading program that allowed students to 

choose their own books. One third grade girl had been in 

that classroom for about the last month of last year when she 

transferred to this school. One third grade boy had been in 

a very teacher-structured room the previous year. And, a 

second grade boy and girl and a third grade boy were in their 

first year at this school. The class roster follows; all 

names have been changed. 

Name Age as of Oct. 1 Grade Experience last vear 

1. Edward 8 3rd in this room 

2. Beth 8 3rd in this room 

3. Joey 9 3rd in this room 

4. Marc 8 3rd in this room 

5. Martha 8 3rd in this room 

6. Jeff 8 3rd in this room 

7. Raymond 9 3rd non-open class 

8. Alex 9 3rd non-open class 

9. Danny 8 3rd non-open class 

10. Tamico 8 3rd non-open class 

11. Todd 10 3rd not at this school 

12. Cindy 7 2nd open first grade 

13. Marie 8 2nd open first grade 

14. Arnold 7 2nd open first grade 

15. Perry 7 2nd open first grade 

16. Hank 8 2nd open first grade 

17. Betty Ann 8 2nd not at this school 

18. Ross 7 2nd not at this school 

During the first two weeks of October the enrollment 

was increased to twenty- three by the addition of five black 
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students who were bussed to this suburban school from a large 

nearby city. As near as I could determine, students who were 

bussed to this school were assigned to classes in a way that 

would balance class sizes. I saw no indication that the stu¬ 

dents or the parents did any choosing of classes. Prior to 

the assignment of these five black students, there was only one 

other minority student in the classroom, Tamico, a Japanese 

girl whose family was temporarily in this country while her 

father was doing graduate work at an American university. The 

additional students were: 

Name Age as of Oct, 1 Grade Experience last vear 

19. Nora 7 2nd inner-city school 

20. Woodrow 8 2nd inner-city school 

21. Reggie 7 2nd inner-city school 

22. Lisa 8 3rd inner-city school 

23. Dorothy 8 3rd inner-city school 

The class was now made up of thirteen third graders and 

ten second graders, fourteen boys and nine girls. Seven of 

the children had repeated one or more grades of school before 

assignment to this class. Some of the children came from large 

families, some were the only child in a family. Some were the 

oldest child, some the youngest, some somewhere in between. Two 

children did not have fathers at home and one child lived with 

his father and stepmother. In summary, the class population was 

a mixture of sexes, races, physical sizes, sibling status, 

degrees of success in school,and experiences with open educa¬ 

tion . 
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Perhaps unique about this group as a whole was the 

amount of education of the parents of the students. Twelve 

fathers and ten mothers had college degrees. All twelve 

fathers and three of those mothers were actively working in 

professions. This school was located in a town considered to 

be the suburban home of some of the nearby city's professionals. 

However,this particular school drew some of its students from 

the low-rent housing area of that town, and accepted city 

children from low-income families through the bussing program. 

Eight of the parents indicated they worked at non-professional 

jobs. Fifteen parents said they were not vyorking full time, 

including one father. This information was taken from the 

school records and elaborated on by the teacher. The socio¬ 

economic range of the class was a broad one. 

Nov/ in her fifth year of teaching, the teacher had been 

using open education techniques for four of those years. For 

the past two years she had been affiliated with a university 

program that placed student teachers in open settings and that 

provided cooperating teachers with the opportunity to attend 

open education workshops at the university in the summer. 

This teacher took an active part in those workshops. 

Her school day regularly began thirty minutes to an hour 

before the pupils arrived, and she was frequently the last to 

leave the building. During the weeks I observed, she was pre¬ 

sent on all but three school days. 
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Classroom Organization 

All of the classrooms in this school were on the same 

floor of the building located in two wings separated by the 

office area and resource rooms (Fig. 4.1). The observed 

classroom did not connect v/ith classrooms on either side; it 

was completely self-contained. One door opened on the corri¬ 

dor and another door opened on a grassy area between the v/ings. 

The wall of the classroom adjacent to this grassy area was 

mostly windov/s. The grassy area itself was not used as a play 

area, and the children entered the building through the wing 

door which did open on to the playground. 

The classroom was organized into work areas and resource 

areas (Fig.4.2). Children did not have individually assigned 

seats. Each child had an assigned storage bin—actually a 

plastic dishpan—which was kept in one of the two bin frames. 

In the bins v/ere kept the student's notebook, workbook, pencils, 

crayons, and other personal articles. There was no teacher's 

desk in the room; she kept her materials in her closet or file 

cabinet. 

VVhen children were working alone or in groups they 

usually worked at one of the tables, at a desk, on the rug, in 

the corridor just outside the room, or on the cement steps out¬ 

side the door to the grassy area. Vi/hen the class met as a 

whole, they met on the rug. 
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Figure 4.1: Outline of the School Building 
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Key to Figure 4.2 

1 - 9' X 12' rug 

2 - activity selection board, chalkboard 

3 - game and puzzles storage area 

4 — book shelves and student bins 

5 - reading and language materials 

6 - individual desks separated by five foot high partition 

7 — woodworking bench 

8 - wood box 

9 - hexagon table 

10 - coat rack with hats and costume materials 

11 - display shelves and student bins area 

12 - typewriter table 

13 - paper storage area 

14 - tool rack 

15 - word-board and office-type supplies 

16 - teacher's file cabinet 

17 - rectangular table 

18 - gerbil cage and bookshelves 

19 - teacher's coat closet 

20 - miscellaneous storage area 

21 - students' coat rack 

22 - round table 

23 - teacher's storage closet 

24 - painting easel 

25 - sink 

26 - shelf 

27 - math materials storage area 

28 - hexagon table 

29 - book rack 

30 - book shelves 

31 - story chart easel 
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Figure 4.2: Outline of the Classroom 
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A typical daily schedule during the months I observed 

follows: 

8:15 Children enter room. 

8:30 Class meets on rug to plan and choose workshop 
activity. 

8:45 Workshop begins. 

9:30 Class meets on rug to plan and choose math activities. 

9:40 Math activities begin. 

10:00 Recess. 

10:30 Story time. 

10:45 Math continues. 

11:15 Make daily notebook entries. 

11:35 Sharing period. 

12:00 Clean up,prepare for lunch. 

12:10 Lunch. 

1:00 Class meets on rug to plan and choose reading/ 
language activities. 

1:15 Reading/language activities begin. 

2:00 Physical education period. 

2:30 Clean up. 

2:40 Dismissal. 

The basic schedule was kept flexible to allow adjustments to 

the contingencies of the day. Work periods were shortened, 

moved to other time slots, or eliminated when other events 

like assemblies or special visitors with presentations used 

part of the day. The teacher followed this schedule more 

closely at the beginning of the school term then os the weeks 



53 

passed. This was done, she explained to me, to assist the two- 

thirds of the class who were new to this room adjust to the 

routines and expectations of an open classroom. As the chil¬ 

dren became familiar with the materials available and the 

process of choice, planning periods were fewer in number, but 

the plans became more complex. 

The first fifteen minutes of the day really belonged to 

the students. They were free to use any of the materials, to 

follow any of their interests, or just to socialize with their 

classmates. Some children continued activities from the pre¬ 

vious day, some started completely new activities. Some 

played games or worked puzzles together, others read a book 

or worked on something alone. Many frequently chose to use 

this time as a greeting period, sharing with the teacher, 

student teacher, or myself something of personal interest to 

them. In open education terms, there was a lot of "warmth" 

during these minutes; it was a product of friendliness, per¬ 

sonal satisfaction, interaction,and relaxation. 

At eight thirty everyone moved to the rug for planning 

and choosing. As the children got used to participating in 

the organization of their day, this first planning period was 

moved to the afternoon and the rug meeting was just a reminder 

of what choices were made the previous day. But in the 

beginning, planning was done each morning. The teacher had 

arranged a section of the bulletin board as an activity 

Students and teacher suggested activities for selection area. 



54 

the upcoming work period, then the students chose their activ¬ 

ity from those suggested and tacked their name tags under that 

activity's heading on the board. V/hen the number of children 

selecting an activity exceeded the resources of that activity, 

or when the teacher felt a student was limiting his/her own 

experience, the teacher intervened to influence the selection 

process. Planning for all work periods followed this same 

procedure. 

The workshop period was one of the most enjoyed times 

of the day, according to the students. The variety of possi¬ 

ble activities was limited only by the imaginations and resource¬ 

fulness of the children and teacher. To add a dimension of 

unity to this period, activities were developed around a central 

theme. The first theme of this year was "Nature." Other themes 

were introduced as the year progressed. From these core ideas, 

suggestions for activities were made that covered the full range 

of an elementary school curriculum. Children used the workshop 

time for reading about something, writing about something, figur¬ 

ing out something, building something, designing something. 

The basic skills of language and mathematics were put to use, 

and areas like science and social studies were explored. Marc 

commented one day at the sharing period that he liked having 

workshop as part of his school day because it gave him a chance 

to put his skills to use. "People in the world don't just do 
r 

work in books," he said. 
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The math and reading/language times allowed for sugges¬ 

tions and selections in those areas of content. The teacher 

monitored pupil selection more closely during these periods 

than in workshop. On some days the teacher listed the alterna¬ 

tives available and let the children choose from them; on 

some occassions she requested that particular students spend 

some of their time in certain activities that she felt would 

be of special benefit to them. However, in general, the 

planning and choosing sessions were active times with both 

teacher and students as full participants. 

The morning recess period was a half hour long. When 

the weather was fair, as it was on all but one observation day, 

the children played outside in the large schoolyard. All 

classes in the school had recess at the same time. The primary 

grade children used the yard adjacent to the primary wing; the 

upper children played on the opposite side of the school. Sel¬ 

dom did an upper grade student appear in the primary section 

of the yard. v;hen one did he/she was usually told by a teacher 

to return to the other side. 

Teachers shared the yard duty time. Half of the teachers 

were in the yard for the first fifteen minutes while the others 

had some free time, then the roles were reversed. The teacher 

in this study was in the yard for the first part of the recess. 

She usually used that time to converse with the first grade 

teacher who had an open classroom. The other teacher on duty 

did not participate in these conversations, but stationed herself 
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at the opposite end of the yard. I did not see the prin¬ 

cipal in the schoolyard during any of the recess periods. 

And the teachers who had the second-duty shift almost never 

were out at ten-fifteen as scheduled, shortening by as much 

as seven minutes the free time of the first shift. 

All teachers, primary and upper grade, shared the kitchen 

and usually congregated there while their classes were at recess 

and they were free from yard duty. Teachers made and drank 

coffee or tea in this room and there was always some kind of 

pastry or fruit on the table for anyone who wanted some. 

There were eight chairs in the room which was two to five 

less than the number of people who came into the room for a 

break. Often the principal was in the kitchen at break time. 

The children ate lunch in a large room in the basement 

of the school. Each class sat at an assigned table. A non¬ 

professional was hired to monitor the lunchroom, freeing 

teachers during the lunch time. Two other non-professionals 

supervised the schoolyard when the students went outside after 

eating. Each week one teacher was designated the head teacher 

for the lunch period and any problems that came up during 

that time were brought to his/her attention for action. 

The kitchen and lounge could not accommodate all the 

teachers and student teachers at lunch time. Most days, the 

teacher, the student teacher, and I ate at a table in the 

media room. Two or three other teachers often ate there, but 

at a separate table. Some days the teacher decided to have 
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lunch in the classroom and invited students to have lunch 

there,too. On these days the student teacher and I also ate 

in the classroom. If there was time after eating the three 

of us would sit and talk, or the teacher would use that time 

to prepare materials that would be used in the afternoon. 

Everyone was expected to help during the clean-up times. 

The students and teacher had suggested a list of tasks to be 

done. Students were placed next to the tasks on the posted 

lists to designate the individual primarily responsible for 

completion. These names were rotated each week. Teacher, 

student teacher, and I had no assigned tasks, but worked wher¬ 

ever help was needed. The overall supervision of the clean¬ 

up was assumed by the teacher. 

The role of the student teacher deserves some elabora¬ 

tion. At the beginning of the year the student teacher and I 

functioned in much the same way. VVe did what the teacher 

requested of us, helping where the teacher thought we were 

needed. However, after school, the student teacher partici¬ 

pated in the planning sessions which I did not do. Gradually, 

the student teacher began to share more and more of the 

teacher's activities: chairing selection sessions, choosing 

individuals for tasks, evaluating work, and settling disputes. 

By December teacher and student teacher had almost identical 

responsibilities with either able to take charge of the class 

whenever it was necessary. The after-school planning sessions 

became more of a joint effort as the student teacher gained 

confidence and skills. 
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The students during the day did work on a variety of 

tasks, most of their own choosing, some of their own sugges¬ 

tion. A suggesting and choosing period would begin with the 

teacher asking for suggestions from the students for activities 

for the coming work period. All suggestions were listed on 

the activity board, including any the teacher wanted to suggest. 

Then the teacher polled the students for a second time for a 

list of participants for each of the listed activities. V^hen 

every student had indicated with which activity he/she would 

be involved, the planning session ended and the work period 

began. Every student did not have to suggest an activity, but 

everyone was expected to join in one of those that was suggested. 

Seven activity suggestions were an average for the workshop 

time; math and reading/language periods averaged about four 

suggestions each day. Math activities were usually supplemented 

by the teacher expectation—stated verbally at the planning 

session—that all students would spend some of their time com¬ 

pleting some pages in their math workbooks. Some reading in 

a book of the student's own choosing was expected during the 

reading/language time. 

Each child kept a loose-leaf notebook that served as a 

diary. Some time was set aside each day for the students to 

make entries in this book. These entries were to include 

what activities the student had participated in, what had been 

accomplished, and what feelings the student had about his/her 

day. There was no established format; the paper provided for 
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the writing was blank, ruled notebook paper. A student was 

expected to share his/her completed entry with one of the 

adults in the room. The adults were expected to comment on 

the content of the entries as well as suggest any style modi¬ 

fications—sentence structure, spelling, punctuation, detail— 

ness, etc.—as that adult felt were appropriate for the child 

whose work vyas being reviewed. 

All games, math manipulative materials, books, paper, 

typewriter, saws, hammers, hand drill, scissors, staplers, 

thumb tacks, paper clips, paints and paintbrushes were acces¬ 

sible to the students. An electric cardboard saw was used 

with the assistance of an adult. The paper cutter was used by 

an adult, or by a student with adult help. There was a sink 

in the classroom. And there were no restrictions on talking 

during any of the working periods. 

This was the setting in which the assumptions listed in 

the previous chapter were studied. These were the students, 

this was the teacher, and this was the classroom where I tried 

to learn more about the operational, social characteristics 

of open education. 



CHAPTER V 

THE STUDENTS 

Restatement of Assumptions 

V;hat happens to students who participate daily in an open 

classroom because of the social interactions that occur there? 

The previously cited six assumptions about children—part of 

the underlying rationale of open education practices~were 

selected as guidepoints for developing an understanding of the 

social elements of this classroom because they would appear to 

result in social interactions or be effected by such interac¬ 

tions. These assumptions also appear to be directly linked to 

the rationale of open education. Briefly restated, they are; 

(1) Children have the potential of intrinsic motivation, 

which, when actualized, results in more independent behavior. 

(2) Children learn self-confidence by making choices, 

thereby building self-esteem. 

(3) Children can make significant decisions about their 

learning and become more trusting when they are given that 

freedom. 

(4) Children will collaborate when interests are alike 

and will learn about cooperative behavior at the same time. 

(5) Children will share important learnings with other 

children. Sharing produces a knowledge of others which is 

basic to responsibility. 

60 
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(6) A child's personalized synthesis of his/her experi¬ 

ences is respected as fundamental to the child's sense of 

autonomy. 

Two Examples of Positive Social Growth 

Individuals could be selected from the roster of this 

class and behaviors found in the data to support all of the 

above assumptions. Martha and Cindy are two examples. 

Martha is a third grader who has already had one year in 

this classroom. She functions as an autonomous, cooperative 

person, avyare of her own abilities and conscious of the exis¬ 

tence of her classmates. Each planning session is a time of 

involvement for Martha as she exercises her right to make choices 

concerning her learning. Almost daily she suggests activities 

that interest her and follows them through to completion. But 

Martha is open to the ideas of others, too. One time, I noticed 

that she listed one activity on the planning board when sugges¬ 

tions were being solicited by the teacher, then chose one of 

the other suggestions when the students were asked to make 

selections. I questioned her about this and she told me that 

sometimes someone suggested an activity that she thought was 

more interesting than hers after she had already made her 

suggestion. When this happened she revised her own plan 

and opted for another's idea. 

Keeping track of Martha during an activity period was an 

easy task; she v/as where she said she would be. Usually she 

chose tasks that matched her ability, meaning that the task 
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took all or most of the work time allotted to complete. Some¬ 

times I noticed that Martha was continuing to work on an 

activity she had chosen on a second or third day until she 

completed it. V^hen she finished something before the period 

ended, she would seek out another activity for herself or 

just observe others at work, commenting or asking questions 

of the participants. 

Although demonstrating independence when choosing her 

activities, Martha did not v/ork in isolation. When others 

chose the same activity, Martha either initiated collabora¬ 

tion or would join in with others when asked. If someone 

were having difficulty with a task that Martha understood, 

she would stop her own work to assist the other person. 

During the formal sharing time Martha exhibited a sense 

of the purpose of that time. She actively listened to others, 

that is, she looked at the one who v;as speaking, commented on 

what was said, and asked questions of the sharer. She made 

no demands of the teacher to share first even when what she 

had to share seemed particularly important to her as when she 

brought some special treasure from home or was ready to talk 

about an in-class project that had taken two or more days 

to complete. On one occasion she asked to be last. She 

had an elaborately decorated metal box with candies in 
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It. After showing the box, she opened it and gave everyone 

a piece of the candy. I can only wonder if Martha wanted to 

be the last to share because it would add to the effect of 

her presentation, or if she knew that others would not be 

able to match her that day and did not want to detract from 

what they had to share. From watching Martha exhibit her 

concern for her classmates in many different ways during the 

weeks of observation, I would speculate the latter was closer 

to her purpose. 

While Martha was an individual who operated autonomously 

from the beginning of the year, Cindy was a person who 

developed autonomy as the weeks passed. A second grader, 

Cindy hardly even spoke to anyone for the first two weeks 

of school. At planning time she made no suggestions and 

had to be asked by the teacher to choose one of the activities 

suggested by another as her work. During a work period she 

worked on her task alone even when others close to her were 

doing the same thing. If she ran into difficulty, she just 

stopped and waited for an adult to come by and notice that 

she needed help. Even when she completed some project she 

v/ould not volunteer to share her accomplishment with others; 

only when the teacher prompted her with questions about 

something she had done would Cindy have anything to say. 

No independence, collaboration, trust, or willingness to 

share was overtly evident in the first three v/eeks of school. 
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But Cindy changed. By October she was suggesting acti¬ 

vities and exercising her right to make choices. One day 

the teacher suggested that Cindy use her workshop time to 

complete her diorama project started the day before. Cindy 

politely refused saying she preferred to do something else 

that day and would finish the diorama another time. It was 

the first time I ever saw Cindy reject anyone's suggestion as 

to what she should do. Incidentally, when I was in the class 

room the following week, I noticed Cindy had found time to 

complete her diorama, but on the day that is referred to here 

Cindy went her own way. 

Cindy began looking to her classmates for help too. 

One time she chose to build a boat at the woodworking table. 

I was in the same area helping students learn to use the 

tools. I explained to Cindy that she might want to draw 

lines on the boards she wanted to saw before she began cut¬ 

ting, then I turned my attention to another student. I 

noticed when she finished making the lines, she stopped 

working. I was still busy with the other student. After a 

short time, Cindy asked Betty Ann who was also building a 

boat for help with the sawing. For the rest of the period 

those two worked together on their projects. 

Cindy became more active in sharing. One time when 

she had a painting project to show and could not seem to 

get the attention of the teacher for the right to the floor, 

she simply got up from her place and joined three other 
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girls who were sitting together when the teacher recognized 

that group who had also done paintings, sharing hers along 

with them. 

Two Examples of Negative Social Growth 

If Cindy and Martha could be cited as examples of children 

who, in Martha's case, found the open classroom a place to 

function autonomously and cooperatively, or who, in Cindy's 

case, found it a place conducive to the development of inde¬ 

pendence and trust, there vyere other students who were much 

the opposite. Beth and Joey are tv/o. 

Beth, a third grader also in her second year in this 

classroom, was independent to the point that she often was 

unfair to her classmates. She demonstrated an obsession with 

being first and winning at any cost. Every time Beth was a 

part of any game involving others she v/ould announce she was 

to go first because she was the first to announce she was 

going first. Whether this reasoning was logical to her class¬ 

mates or whether they just did not want to hassle with her, 

Beth went first. Only a few of Beth's classmates challenged 

Beth's claim to the right to have the first turn, Martha and 

Jeff being the most common two to object. Then Beth would 

settle for a draw of a card or a roll of the dice. 

vyhen in a game, Beth cheated. I watched her play a game 

that involved moving a marker across a board. The move was 

allowed if the number of syllables on a word card drawn from 
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the top of the player's pile corresponded with the number on 

one of the squares adjacent to the square where the player’s 

marker was. While others took their turns, Beth lifted the 

corner of the next card to see what word she would draw next. 

If it did not correspond with a square she could move to, she 

slipped that card to the bottom of the pile and checked the 

next one. She won the game that day. 

Another time I watched her play a math card game with 

Jeff. Jeff took his turn, added his points to his score, then 

began explaining the rules of the game to me. Beth took her 

turn and added her points to her score. When Jeff was finished 

talking to me he asked Beth if she had taken her turn yet. 

She said she had not and took another turn. 

I noticed during the weeks that there were days when no 

one chose the game Beth chose and she had to find another 

activity. When someone else was without a game partner, Beth 

would shift her activity choice to that game, seemingly delight¬ 

ed to have someone to vyork with, but once the game started 

she appeared only to see her classmate as someone to beat in 

any way possible. Like Martha, Beth v/as in her second year of 

this open classroom experience, yet the two demonstrated very 

different kinds of autonomy. 

If Cindy is an example of a student who grew in an open 

setting, Joey is one who went in the other direction. He began 

the year, his second in this classroom, as an activity sugges- 

tor, a collaborator with others of similar interests,and a 
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person with something to shore almost doily. By December ho 

was assigning himself to what others suggested, seldom finish¬ 

ing any task, and working alone most of the time. In September 

Joey organized and led bug hunts. He helped others identify 

their catches and searched library books for more information. 

In December he would sit alone at a table with a closed book 

in front of him v/aiting for some adult to discover him and 

offer to help him. When he did do something with someone else 

it often did not end well. One morning he was playing a game 

with another student who played by different rules than those 

Joey used which resulted in Joey's breaking into tears, putting 

on his coat, and heading for home. By December he was avoiding 

many of his classmates or having conflicts with those with whom 

he associated, quite a different progression from Cindy. 

Looking at individuals and comparing their behaviors with 

the assumptions about children that are the foundation of open 

education did not prove much in that process alone. Some chil¬ 

dren matched or exceeded the expectations; others in the same 

situation did not come close. If I counted the children in 

the classroom who measured up to the expectations implied by 

the assumptions in December, they would exceed those who did 

not. But that would not say much about why this is so. 

Likewise, those v;ho did not often meet the expectations, did 

meet them sometimes. Vi/hat is needed, and what follows, is a 

more comprehensive look at the total social situation for some 

clues to understanding the individuals and their behavior. 
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Sample Observations 

V.'hat follows are selected observations taken from the 

narrative notes made during the first two and a half months 

of school, a total of twenty observation days covering the 

first forty-seven days of school. I have selected these 

instances because I believe a balanced impression of the 

daily activities of this classroom can be seen in them. These 

observations are also examples of the data I used in my analy¬ 

sis. I intentionally have avoided including a running analy¬ 

sis of these events because I do not want to create the 

impression that I knew what each item meant at the time it 

happened. After eleven weeks of observation I believe I began 

to understand the social organization of this classroom. My 

analysis of that organization follows this presentation of 

data. 

September 5 

This is the first day of school. V/hen the students arrive 

they find that games, puzzles, and books are on the tables and 

rug. The teacher tells them to explore the room and try some 

of the things. She will be busy during the first hour taking 

a few children at a time out of the room and snapping a pic¬ 

ture of each child, then tacking those pictures on a display 

board in the room. Every person is asked by the teacher to 

make time that morning to make a name tag from the materials 

available on one of the tables. Most of the manipulative 

materials are put to use by the students; the books and cross- 
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word puzzles are not touched. Alex twice asks the teacher if 

any "work" will be done that day. She replies that there are 

many types of work and using the materials on the tables can 

be called a kind of work. 

Vyhen the teacher finished taking pictures she calls the 

class to the rug area for a story that she reads to them and 

follows the story with some get—to—knov/—each—other gomes. 

The games are played in pairs; some children choose their 

partners, others are paired by the teacher. One game requires 

each student to interview his partner to find out something new 

about that person. When the interviews are completed, each 

child is asked to report his findings to the full group. Most 

children report their discoveries; some say nothing. 

Today is only a half-day of school, but the teacher has 

arranged to take half of the class to a nearby park for a 

picnic and hike in the afternoon. Tomorrow, another half day, 

the others in the class are scheduled for the outing. 

September 11 

The day starts with fifteen minutes of non-teacher directed 

activities. Students choose their materials and work alone or 

in small groups. At 8:30 the teacher calls the students to 

the rug. It takes about five minutes for the whole group to 

get there,but once there the planning session is a short one, 

and v/ithin three minutes the students are at work on the acti¬ 

vities they had suggested and signed up for yesterday afternoon 
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One activity this morning is leaf printing. The teacher 

shows the group how to begin, then leaves them to their work. 

Alex, nev/ this year to this classroom, asks Martha, in her 

second year in this room, "Do you do projects like this all 

year?" Martha replies, "Yes." Alex; "Do you do any work?" 

Martha: "This is work." 

During the math period Marc and Joey work together to build 

a castle with geoblocks. Alex joins them and adds some pieces 

to the structure. When the period ends, Alex asks Joey for 

permission to knock down the castle. Later that morning 

Edward seeks out Joey for help in spelling the name of a type 

of butterfly; Joey refers him to a book about butterflied on 

the bookshelf. 

In the afternoon an outside period is scheduled. The 

teacher suggests one game, but some students voice other pre¬ 

ferences. Marc calls for a vote. The game Marc suggests gets 

more votes than any other and is the one played that afternoon. 

September 13 

Perry, Arnold, and Betty Ann are working on a mural in the 

hall outside the room this morning. While Betty Ann spreads 

out the nev/spaper on which the mural paper will be placed for 

painting, Arnold and Perry play on the railing of the short 

stairway leading to the outside door. Later Arnold finds he 

has paint left over after he has finished his section of the 

mural. He asks me what else he should paint, but I do not give 
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him any suggestions. He returns to the mural and adds several 

trees v/ith apples on them without asking Betty Ann or Perry 

about it although I understood the mural was planned as a 

group project. 

Martha is supervising the leaf printing today. The dia¬ 

logue goes like this: 

Beth asks Martha: "Can I squeeze my paint tube now?" 

Martha: "Yes." 

Cindy to Martha: "Is that enough paint?" 

Martha: "A little more." 

Cindy: "Martha, will you come over and squeeze my paint 

out?” 

Marie to Cindy: "I'll help you.” 

Marie to Martha: "Is this good?” 

Martha: "Yes, it is." 

Martha to the group: "Take a piece of colored paper. 

Choose the side of the leaf you want to show in your picture 

and roll paint on it. That's good, Cindy. Try not to move 

your papers when printing. That's good Marie. That's a good 

print, Beth. Why don't you try it again with a different leaf?" 

During the entire episode I was standing less than six 

feet from the printing table, but no one asked me for assis¬ 

tance. All questions were directed at Martha. 

Today Betty Ann, Beth, Arnold, and the student teacher 

are assigned to a classification game for math. During the 

period Beth asks the student teacher, "When are we going to 
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do some decent moth?" When asked in return by the student 

teacher why they don’t like this game, Betty Ann and Beth 

say It doesn't teach them anything. Arnold says math is 

learned on paper. The game continues though. 

While planning for the next day's workshop time, Beth 

and Jeff ask the teacher when the workshop period will be 

lengthened. Both were in this classroom last year. 

September 20 

I am invited by Edward to play a counting game during the 

first minutes of school this morning. Martha asks to play the 

winner, and Jeff wants to play after Martha. The game between 

Edward and me ends in a tie. Both of us give up our places 

and Jeff and Martha play each other. Alex asks to learn to 

play the game; Martha volunteers to show him how tomorrow. 

Jeff uses one of the math kits today. No one has sug¬ 

gested using that kit before Jeff did today. Cindy chooses 

leaf printing again, but works without assistance this morn¬ 

ing . 

The teacher asks Perry to show at sharing time some of 

the art work folders he had helped construct but Perry refuses. 

The teacher bargains with him; "You get one of the folders 

and I'll explain it." Perry says he does not know where the 

folders were put. The teacher tells Edward to show Perry 

where the folders are kept. Perry returns with a folder and 

the teacher involves him in the explanation by asking him 

questions about it. 
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On the playing field in the afternoon the game is "Cap¬ 

ture the Flag," Jeff, actually a member of the opposing team, 

tells Joey he will take over as flag guard, then steals the 

flag when Joey leaves it. Joey complains of this trick to 

the teacher, crying while he explains what happened. Back 

in the game Joey gets into a scuffle with Raymond which is 

repeated in the classroom when the outside period ends. \Jhen 

explaining to the teacher why the dispute happened, Joey, 

again crying, says Raymond and Hank always boss him around. 

He has no one to boss. 

September 25 

I found out this morning that the teacher and Arnold's 

mother had a conference yesterday to discuss Arnold's class¬ 

room behavior. Frequently, Arnold interrupts when stories 

are being read or others are telling about something, or bothers 

others who are engaged in learning activities that do not 

involve him. Arnold, present at the conference, agrees to 

improve his behavior in exchange for stickers in his notebook 

awarded by the teacher as recognition of that improvement. 

Cindy and Tamico choose to paint today. They get the 

necessary materials themselves. Alex notices Tamico at work 

and comments on how well she paints, then moves to the other 

side of the easel and compliments Cindy. Joey, Raymond, and 

Hank are at the woodworking table, each working on his own 
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project without any signs of collaboration. Tamico later 

enters in her journal that she painted "with Cindy” that 

morning. 

October 2 

Martha indicates to me this morning that she has some 

purpose in mind for going to school daily. She says to me, 

"You're lucky. You're just a helper here. You don't hove 

to learn anything." (These remarks also indicate to me that 

my observation techniques are unobtrusive to at least one 

person.) 

Reggie arrives today, the first of five black students 

who will be assigned to this class from those children who 

are bussed to this suburban school from the city. The teacher 

asks Ross to show Reggie around the room and help him select 

an activity. Reggie chooses to work at the woodworking bench 

with Ross. Shortly after they begin working together, Reggie 

shoves Ross and in the scuffle that follows Ross is pushed 

to the floor. Ross leaves the bench area and Reggie works 

alone for the rest of the period. 

At sharing time Betty Ann shows her diorama to the group. 

For some reason Alex did not hear the presentation and later 

urged Betty Ann to show her project. When Alex finds out 

that she has shown it and expresses disappointment at 

having missed it, Betty Ann moves from her place to one 
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next to Alex and quietly re-explains her diorama to him. 

October 4 

Martha organizes a math game with counting blocks at 

math time. She invites Alex to join her group and he accepts. 

Martha explains the rules of the game to Alex, Danny, and 

Tamico with no one objecting. Later, in the schoolyard, Alex 

tries to force his way into a game being played by Martha and 

some other girls. Martha complains of this intrusion to the 

teacher and Alex withdraws to the sidelines and watches. 

Reggie is having his share of scuffles. Vi/hen someone 

objects to the way Reggie does something, he challenges that 

person with "Hit me," Whether the challenge is accepted or 

not, Reggie usually pushes or strikes the other person. 

"Capture the Flag" is again the afternoon game. Jeff 

and Marc are the team captains at the suggestion of Jeff 

vyho says he and Marc should be on different teams to make 

the game fair. Alex and Danny choose not to play. 

October 9 

The science resource person for the school system is 

scheduled to spend some time in the classroom today with an 

activity involving rocks. Only Arnold and Perry choose that 

activity. Reggie and Hank do not choose anything, so the 

teacher suggests they try the rock activity and they agree. 

Nora joins the class today, another of the bussed stu¬ 

dents. Marie helps her get acquainted with the room at the 
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start of the morning, then Nora joins Marie and Tamico for 

painting during the workshop time. 

Jeff and Beth again initiate an activity not done by 

other students previously, a math game called chip trading. 

While Jeff tells me how the game is played, Beth throws the 

dice three times, stopping after the third throw which is 

a higher roll than the earlier ones. Jeff does not appear 

to notice Beth's trial rolls. 

The rock activity is a noisy one with Reggie and Arnold 

arguing over the ownership of some rock. Joey is making a 

boat today. When I stop at the woodworking table to check 

student progress there, Edward says, "What do you think of 

Joey's boat?” I reply that it looks pretty good and Edward 

comes back with, ”Pretty good? It's great!" I ask Edward 

if he helped Joey build the boat and he says he did a little 

of the work, but Joey adds, "I did most of it myself." 

Jeff and Beth are now chip trading in base three num¬ 

bers. Jeff tells me about base three numbers while Beth 

takes her turn. When Jeff is ready to resume playing, Beth 

takes another turn. Ross joins them in the game. The 

teacher invites Marie and Raymond to learn the game by 

watching the others play. They watch, but are not invited 

to join in. 

Todd is assigned to report to one of the school's 

resource teachers for some special work this morning, but 

does not go. This assignment was made because of Todd's 
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history of emotional problems in schools in previous years 

and was not Todd*s or the teacher's choice. Todd says he 

prefers to work in the classroom in the morning and the 

teacher agrees to readjust his schedule. 

At sharing time Edward shows a picture he painted that 

morning. Tamico, unable to speak much English, will not 

show a picture she painted even when the teacher asks her. 

For the first time I notice Raymond has something to share. 

He reads from an "I Wish" poem that he has been writing for 

the past several days and which is now over thirty pages 

long. The teacher has to ask him to stop and save some for 

another day to give others time to share. Joey shows his 

boat v/hich is now completely painted. I recall to myself 

that the teacher had told him to wait until tomorrow to paint 

the boat at the beginning of the math period. I later ask 

him when he painted it and he tells me he found time. When 

I ask him if he did any math, he admits he did not. Todd 

also shows a boat he made, and gets annoyed when Reggie 

starts answering questions about the boat that are directed 

at Todd. "You got a big mouth, Reggie," he tells him and 

Reggie stops ansv/ering. 

The bulletin board in the hall outside this classroom 

and outside the open first grade are filled with children's 

work; the other boards in the hall are empty. In the main 

entryway to the school hangs a felt collage done the previous 

year in this classroom. 
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Martha comes into the classroom after the lunch break 

crying. Other students say she has been fighting in the 

schoolyard with a bussed-in student from another class. She 

stops crying, then joins the others on the rug never mention 

ing the incident. 

October 11 

The teacher has to be out of the classroom this morning 

and leaves a note for Beth because Beth has caused some prob¬ 

lems for the student teacher on a previous occasion when the 

teacher was not present. In part the note says, "I'm expec- 

ting you to set an example & help the other children as much 

as possible." When she returns later in the day, the teacher 

asks Beth is she did as the note requested. Beth says she 

could not because she did not understand the "&" sign or what 

the words "set an example" meant. Beth, in my opinion, is 

one of the best readers in the class. 

Two more students are added to the roster today, Lisa 

and Dorothy. During the reading/language period Reggie hits 

Arnold who complains to the teacher. Arnold usually complains 

to the nearest adult when he has difficulty with some other 

student. 

October 16 

There are now five black students in the class with 

yesterday's addition of Woodrow. The teacher tells me that 

the sudden influx of students makes her uneasy with the fast 
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pace with which she has been promoting openness in the daily 

routines. She is not sure the new students have the same 

understandings of her program as those who started in Septem¬ 

ber, now six weeks ago. However, I can't document any pro¬ 

blems other than Reggie's aggressiveness. At this morning's 

planning session Nora and Lisa both suggest activities and 

Reggie is one of the first to indicate his choice. Woodrow 

elects to join a group who are practicing a play. 

Hank paints alone today. Dorothy, Reggie, Nora, and 

Marc are involved in the chip trading game at math time. 

Arnold and Perry build a tower with Cuisenaire rods. 

October 18 

Beth suggests and chooses a math card game for her first 

activity today, but no one else chooses that game. The teacher 

asks me to play the game with Beth which I do. Later Martha 

asks to play too; Beth objects and I am in favor of Martha 

joining us. Martha joins in. Beth demands the first turn. 

When I suggest that the next game should begin with either 

Martha or me going first, Beth threatens not to play another 

game. Time runs out before the present game is finished 

leaving the question of who will be first in the next game 

unanswered. 

Woodrow has begun hitting his classmates in a pattern 

similar to Reggie’s. Most attacks seem unprovoked or are 

the result of minor incidents like someone brushing against 
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Woodrow while passing close to him. Today he starts hitting 

Arnold when the class is seated on the rug for sharing. 

Arnold's only offense appears to be that he chose to sit next 

to Woodrow. 

During the planning time for the next day's workshop 

period, Ross suggests woodworking. When the teacher asks for 

a show of hands of those who would like to do woodworking, the 

number doing so exceeds the space and tool resources. The 

teacher selects three students, but does not include Ross who 

originally suggested the activity. She explains to him that 

she wants to let people vyho have not yet done that activity 

have a chance at it. Ross makes no objection and selects 

something else. 

Arnold,who has been working with Perry most days, works 

alone today. On the way to an assembly this morning I notice 

Hank and Perry walking together with arms over each other's 

shoulders. 

Woodrow fights with another bussed student in the school- 

yard at lunch time. When the classes resume he is still upset 

and kicks Lisa. It is necessary for him to remain in the hall 

several minutes after the rest of the class is in the room 

until his rage subsides. 

October 24 

Last night was parents' night at school. This morning 

the teacher tells me of some of the conversations she had 
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with some of the parents. Reggie's mother expressed pleasure 

with Reggie's attitude toward school. She reports he comes 

home happy, has fewer fights in the neighborhood, and reminds 

her in the evening to wake him early enough to catch the bus. 

During the music period today, conducted by the school's 

music resource teacher, Reggie shows Arnold how to play one 

of the instruments and Martha helps Joey with another. The 

teacher mentions to me how "happy" she thinks Lisa appears 

these days. She recalls that when Lisa arrived she mostly 

scowled and frowned. 

Just before the day ends Woodrow squirts Raymond with 

water from the bottle used to water the classroom terrarium. 

The teacher tells Raymond that she is not going to reprimand 

V/oodrow this time because she now knows that Raymond did the 

same thing to Woodrow earlier in the day. Raymond leaves 

the room crying and saying he will not be coming back to 

school again. 

October 26 

Some time is now set aside each day for group relation¬ 

ship building. The teacher tells me that she feels such a 

time is necessary to minimize the conflicts that some pupils 

are having. The games selected by the teacher are supposed 

to help students find out more about each other or give them 

an opportunity to work with a variety of partners. 
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October 30 

The morning begins with a fight. Reggie shoves Raymond 

for no obvious reason. Raymond shoves back. Now Reggie 

pushes Raymond into Woodrow and fists start flying between 

Reggie and Woodrow. Raymond moves away from the action. 

Reggie stops after a few punches, but Woodrow is now so vio¬ 

lent that he has to be led from the room. 

Lisa and Raymond are paired by the teacher for the 

group relationship building activity this morning. At first 

Lisa refuses to work with Raymond, but gives in when the 

teacher so requests. By this time, however, Raymond is 

objecting to working with Lisa and the teacher does not force 

them to continue participation. Reggie and Todd are partners. 

Reggie pokes Todd and Todd pokes back, but no conflict erupts. 

On the playground at recess, Marc, Jeff, Beth, and Todd 

chase Reggie to the yard supervisors saying they are going 

to beat him up because he is always hitting people and has 

disrupted what had been a good class. Reggie goes into the 

building and works in the classroom for the rest of the recess 

time at the yard supervisor's request. This is the first 

time I have seen Marc and Jeff initiate any conflict. Vi/hen 

recess ends the incident seems to end with it. Woodrow, too, 

goes through the rest of the day without a fight. 

Today Tamico has completed another painting. She volun¬ 

teers to hold it up at sharing time for others to see and 

when she does so Woodrow explains what has been painted while 
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Tamico, still struggling with English, smiles as if she appre¬ 

ciates Woodrow's help. No one asked Woodrow to assist; he 

just did. 

November 1 

I am greeted today by a smiling teacher who tells me 

what a great day yesterday was. When the class was gathering 

at the door to go home at the end of the day someone said, 

"Gee, today was a good day!" The teacher asked the group why 

this was so, and another student said, "There were no fights." 

Then all the children cheered. It looks like today is going 

to start with a fight when Todd pushes Reggie and both raise 

closed fists, but Woodrow steps between them and all three 

start smiling and go off to activities. 

Nora comes in from recess crying because Dorothy has 

hit her. Cindy goes with Nora to the drinking fountain and 

when they return to the room Nora has stopped crying. Later 

Reggie and Joey hit each other until the teacher stops them. 

Woodrov/ seems to regularly push, poke, or hit Arnold who 

always complains of that action to the nearest adult. 

November 6 

Today Reggie and Raymond start the day by arguing over 

who had a pair of dice first. The argument ends when the 

teacher calls both to the rug for the planning session. Hank 

and Marie select painting. Although both share the same 

easel, they work separately. Once Hank says to Marie, "I’m 
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going to paint a car,” but Marie makes no response and there 

is no further conversation. 

November 8 

The teacher is absent today. A substitute is present, 

but the student teacher will try to run the day. Dorothy 

has already had a disagreement with Beth that involved name 

calling and threats before the day is five minutes old. At 

the rug the disagreement erupts again and Lisa sides with 

Dorothy. The student teacher tries to deal with the conflict 

by involving everyone in the search for a solution. Jeff says 

no group solution is possible because the students who are 

bussed to school, except for Nora and Reggie, cannot accept 

the group decisions. Reggie objects to this generalization 

and Jeff points out to him that he had excluded Reggie and 

Nora when he made his remarks. 

The rest of the morning does not go much smoother. 

Other children have conflicts, including Jeff,Marc, Martha, 

Beth, Lisa, Dorothy, Reggie, Joey, and Woodrow. The Joey- 

vyoodrow fight in the schoolyard at lunch time is so physical 

that Joey has to spend the afternoon in the school clinic with 

a bump on his forehead where he was kicked by Woodrow. And 

Woodrow’s jacket was ripped when the yard supervisor tried to 

pull him away from Joey. 

But the afternoon is peaceful. The language/reading 

period is free from conflict and the outside group game is 

played without incident. 
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November 13 

Today is one of Woodrow's most productive days. He spends 

the entire math period doing pages in his math workbook. When 

he needs help with his math he asks Lisa, who is working at 

the same table, for assistance. She replies, "I'll help you 

if you give me a kiss." Woodrow says no, but moments later 

Lisa moves next to him and they work together. Joey is quiet 

today, too, and works mostly alone. 

November 15 

By this date there is a noticeable change in the daily 

events of this classroom. The aggressors of the past weeks 

are now among the most productive members of the class. 

Reggie, Vt/oodrow, and Lisa suggest activities, seek out groups 

to work in, and call for adherence to standards. At sharing 

time, for example, these students remind others to listen and 

wait for a turn to talk. Both teacher and student teacher 

will in a few weeks look back to this week as the time v/hen 

the classroom began to operate smoothly. 

Analysis of Observations 

The events I have chosen to list above are a rough synop- 

g2_5 Q-f the first eleven weeks of school. Studied as individual 

occurrences they might appear fragmented and often unrelated. 

But seen as the definers of an emerging social organization 

they form a coherent pattern. Through analyzing the events 

listed here, supplemented by the more complete notes taken by 
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me during those first eleven weeks, I can identify certain 

social factors which appear to be exerting considerable 

influence on the daily actions of the students. 

The first discernible elements of the social structure 

are the expectations of behavior implicit in the organization 

of the daily routines. At the very beginning of the very first 

day the students find out that they will be expected to choose 

from a variety of activities and involve themselves in the 

activity of their choice with a limited amount of teacher 

direction. The group sessions on the rug imply that the 

students will be expected to do some things as a group and 

some things with one or two other students. V/orking with 

others becomes an expectation. Finally, the class outing on 

those first afternoons helps establish the identity of this 

class. It implies that this group can chart its own direction 

since the rest of the school is not even in session, much less 

on a field trip, and raises the expectation that this class 

will be deciding other things for itself in the year ahead. 

More of the same type of schedule on the following days rein¬ 

forces those initial expectations. 

As the expectations become more explicitly understood 

and accepted by the students, these expectations become stan¬ 

dards or norms against which behaviors can be measured. The 

norms, in turn, imply a way of behaving which becomes a role 

expectation for the student. It is not too surprising to 

discover in this classroom that the students who first come 

closest to meeting these expectations are the students who 
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were in this classroom with this teacher last year. These 

SIX students—Martha, Beth, Marc, Jeff, Edward, and Joey— 

form a kind of core unit. This early social structure can 

be diagrammed as one that consists of six people who know the 

expectations and twelve people who need time to figure them 

out (Fig. 5.1). 

I will call this group of students who seem to most 

clearly understand their role the inside group, and will 

refer to the others as the outside group. Some of the out¬ 

siders recognize who the knowing ones are and seek them out 

for direction, Alex looks to Martha for cues, for instance. 

Others try to behave in accordance with the norms. Betty 

Ann and Cindy try to work with some independence during the 

first weeks. Todd indicates he wants to remain in the class¬ 

room and be involved in the activities there. Marie assists 

Tamico who is having some difficulty with English, 

A few outsiders—namely, Arnold, Perry, Hank, Raymond, 

Ross, and Danny—appear to me to be having difficulty under¬ 

standing the expectations. Their behaviors appear to be 

confused or hav© Q way of irritating their classmates. When 

Arnold, Perry, and Betty Ann work on a mural project, Betty 

Ann has to get everything ready alone while Arnold and Perry 

play. Raymond tries to read a thirty-page poem when he should 

be sharing the time with others as well. Ross needs more 

teacher assistance in selecting learning activities than 

many others. 



88 

Marie 

Cindy Raymond 

Betty Ann 

Ross 

Todd 

Arnold 

Tamico 

Figure 5.1: Student Sociogram After Three Weeks of School 
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Before I can detect any solid rearrangement of the 

initial social structure, the entire classroom organization 

undergoes some disruption with the arrival of the bussed-in 

students in October. Actually, it was the turmoil created 

by Reggie and Woodrow that gave me my first insights into 

the existence of a social structure and caused me to review 

that data that had been accumulating for a more complete 

picture. The battles of Reggie and Woodrow show two distinct 

patterns. First, they do not fight with everyone in the 

class. Raymond, Joey, and Arnold are their regular opponents, 

as well as each other. Second, in both cases, their conflicts 

appear to reach a peak, then their behaviors change dramati¬ 

cally to behaviors more closely approximating the implied 

expectations for this classroom before their arrival. I 

believe that what Reggie and Woodrow do is make a successful 

show of strength that is acknowledged by most of the other 

students, and that this acknowledgment somehow helps these 

boys accept the norms of the classroom as their own. 

v;hen the major amount of the fighting ends in November 

the daily events follow a more consistent pattern. But with 

the clues provided me by the fighting I am able to watch 

these events from a new perspective. In trying to determine 

the patterns of the fights I had started keeping a record of 

which people were involved in a conflict, the time of day, 

the location of the conflict, and the events that followed 

a fight. I mapped where people sat during rug sessions. 
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noted who worked with whom during on activity period, and 

checked to see which people actually did the activity they 

selected, I continued with these techniques and by the end 

of November was able to construct another social organization 

diagram (Fig. 5.2). 

The behaviors of the insiders in this construction 

had certain consistencies, Beth was the exception; her 

behaviors remained much the same as I indicated earlier. The 

others all showed an acceptance of the norms by displaying 

appropriate behaviors. They were active planners of activities, 

regularly cooperated with each other on projects, and took 

an active part in discussions that dealt with norms. For 

example, one discussion considered what kinds of things 

students should be doing when the class was on the rug for a 

story. Another discussion preceded an assembly and elicited 

suggestions for acceptable behaviors for members of this class 

when they were in the assembly area with other classes. 

There appeared to be two ways of moving from the outside 

group to the inside group. One way was by the quiet accep¬ 

tance of the implicit expectations, in other words, an under¬ 

standing of the role expectations and compliance with that 

role. All of the insiders with the exception of Woodrow, 

Reggie, and Lisa did it this way. Not all moved at the same 

rate; Betty Ann and Alex were on their way in the first week 

while Cindy and Perry took much longer. 
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Figure 5.2; Student Sociogram After Eleven Weeks of School 
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The second strategy was a successful show of physical 

force. Reggie, Woodrow, and Lisa were hard fighters. Only 

an adult could cause them to stop pursuing and hitting an 

opponent, and even then the adult could do so only with diffi¬ 

culty and superior strength. These three would not stop 

fighting on command. Only when each had demonstrated some 

zenith of aggressiveness—and I am not sure how each knew 

when he/she had succeeded—did the aggressive behavior give 

way to cooperative behavior. Alex was one who recognized 

this change in Woodrow. He said one day in late November, 

"I used to be afraid of Woodrow because he fought so much, 

but now he doesn't do that any more and I like working with 

him." Jeff seemed to indicate a similar feeling about Reggie 

when he excluded him from his generalization about the hostil¬ 

ity of the bussed students on November 8. The difference 

between the fights of Woodrow, Reggie, and Lisa and those of 

the remaining outsiders is those outsiders never seem to be 

winners. 

Some reasons why Reggie, Woodrow, and Lisa choose to 

fight their way into the stabilizing social structure might 

be guessed. In the first place, they joined the class four 

or more weeks after school started and did not receive the 

indoctrination in expectations that the other students got. 

The teacher hints that she senses this on October 16. 

Secondly, conferences with Reggie's, Woodrow's, and 

Nora's mothers disclose that fighting was common behavior 
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in the city schools that these children formerly attended. 

Nora's behavior in this classroom is an exception to that of 

the other bussed students, but her mother gives some clues as 

to why this might be so. She says she was advised by Nora's 

former teacher to transfer her out of that school because 

Nora was not a fighter. Also Nora was one of the first of 

the bussed students to arrive in this classroom and had a 

week to adjust before the fighting began. Her mother said 

she had always told Nora that no matter how others behaved, 

Nora should behave like "people,” meaning trying to get along 

with others without fighting. After a few days in this class¬ 

room her mother said Nora told her, "Everybody behaves like 

people in this school." Parental expectations were probably 
* 

an influence on Nora's recognition of the expectations of 

this classroom. 

The behaviors of those I believe are in the outside 

group have a different set of consistencies. The continued 

observations of their work habits showed they most often 

worked alone. Raymond, Joey, and Hank frequently tried to 

do something together, but those efforts did not last long 

and often ended in some dispute. Arnold and Dorothy could 

not find anyone who would regularly work with them. Arnold 

tried Perry, Joey, Hank, Betty Ann, and Cindy without esta¬ 

blishing any lasting mutual relationship. Dorothy had only 

limited success with Lisa and Beth. Their classroom behaviors 

were alike in that they worked mostly alone, often did not 
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complete what they started or did not do at all the activity 

they had chosen, always sat on the perimeter of the rug at 

group sessions, and constantly were calling on some adult to 

assist them with their work or to defend them in a dispute. 

One other contrast between the outsiders and the insiders 

should be mentioned. I noticed that insiders often decided 

who they v/ere going to work with before selecting an activity. 

Outsiders appeared to select directly from the activity board 

without regard for who else was choosing an activity. Any 

collaboration that followed was usually between those who had 

planned to work together while the outsider worked on the same 

activity but alone. For example, Alex and Danny would paint 

one picture together while Hank painted a separate one him¬ 

self. Or Martha and Jeff would assist each other on Tangram 

puzzles without regard for what Raymond was doing with the 

same materials at the same table. 

One morning in the middle of December the social struc¬ 

ture sketched here was reinforced, in my opinion, v/hen I 

watched this class perform a play as part of the Christmas 

assembly. Martha had the lead role and Marc and Jeff had the 

tv/o major supporting parts. The rest of the cast included 

Todd, Edward, Reggie, V-Joodrow, Nora, Betty Ann, and Cindy. 

I was not present on the days when this ploy was planned and 

had not seen many of the rehersals of it. I asked the teacher 

how the participants were chosen and how the parts were 

assigned. She told me that everyone who wanted to be in the 
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play was accepted, and that the students decided themselves 

who would get each part. Although not every member of the 

inside group participated in the play, not one of the out¬ 

side members had a part. In fact, while the play was being 

presented before the entire school, only three people had to 

be stopped from playing on the mats at the back of the gym 

by one of the monitors. These three were Arnold, Hank, and 

Raymond; everyone else was watching the play. 

The social structure of this classroom in December 

should not be considered a static one with members either in 

or out of the central group. If the center of the diagram 

were to indicate high adherence to the norms, any given indi¬ 

vidual would vary in proximity to that point on different 

days. Through the weeks it appeared to me that those inside 

the boundry line generally were moving toward the center 

while those outside were moving away from it. The exceptions 

are Dorothy and Beth. From the diminishing interactions of 

Beth with her classmates I suspect that she is gradually 

moving more and more away from the center, but in December 

she still meets enough of the expectations to remain inside* 

Dorothy's continued efforts to establish an alliance with 

some insider indicates to me that she is still trying for 

acceptance. Arnold, Joey, and Hank, on the other hand, have 

little to do with any insider—perhaps their choice, perhaps 

not. 
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Certainly the assumptions about the potential behaviors 

of children who participate in an open classroom do not apply 

to all members of this class in December, The assumptions 

appear to be accurate descriptions of the behaviors of the 

children who have internalized the expectations of the setting, 

that is, those children who perform a role consistent with 

the norms. It is role expectation and role performance, the 

basics of a social system, that explain many of the behaviors 

of the individuals in this classroom. 



CHAPTER VI 

THE TEACHER 

Restatement of Assumptions 

Three assumptions about the teacher in the open classroom 

provided a focus for observation of the interactions of this 

teacher in this classroom. Briefly restatedi those assumptions 

are: 

(1) The personality of the teacher has an effect on the 

learning environment. When a teacher projects an honest self- 

image, the students will be willing to be open about themselves. 

(2) The teacher's respect for children will be evident in 

the quality of the relationships he/she fosters in the classroom. 

(3) The teacher will act as a leader in the classroom 

without resorting to force or coercion to maintain that posi¬ 

tion . 

Sample Observations 

Again, it would be possible for me to detail many of the 

behaviors of this teacher which would seem to be in accord with 

these assumptions. There are examples of such actions in the 

notes of every day of observation. But without trying to 

understand what this teacher believes she is trying to do and 

what success she thinks she is having, and without some efforts 

to try to understand what actual effects her actions are having 

on the students in this classroom, a quantitative analysis would 

97 



98 

not hav© much meaning. The following anecdotes are a sample 

of incidents that involve this teacher. They are typical of 

the events that I used when I analyzed the data for patterns 

of teacher impact in this setting. Again I have tried to keep 

the data separate from the analysis, I will provide my under¬ 

standing of the role of the teacher in this classroom after 

the sample. 

September 5 

It is the first day of school. The teacher has arranged 

the room so that there are many activities the students can do 

without her help. She uses those first minutes of the morning 

to photograph each child individually, in a pose of the stu¬ 

dent's own choosing, outside the classroom. She is wearing a 

name tag she made from materials similar to those provided the 

students to make their tags. Her tag has only her first name 

written on it, but on this day and all the days that follov/ 

the students will call her "Mrs, R_" (surname deleted in 

accordance with our observation agreement), I, too, make a 

name tag of my first name only as does Helen (ficticious name), 

the student teacher. In the next four months the students will 

always call Helen and me by our first names and so will the 

teacher, 

The teacher controls much of the activity of this day. 

She has placed the materials on the tables for the students to 

use when they first come into the room; she selected the story 
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she would read to them; she has decided which games the stu¬ 

dents would play as a group. The students ask her for permis¬ 

sion to use the lavatory or to play on the ball field area of 

the schoolyard during recess. 

September 11 

On this fifth day of school the teacher mentions to me 

her dissatisfaction with the classroom behavior of Arnold. 

She says she is trying to think of ways to control him when 

his behavior become unbearable. She is considering telling 

him to leave the room at sharing time if he continues to use 

that time to talk v/hile others are sharing. V/hen she discusses 
< 

Arnold's behavior with his former teacher in the kitchen during 

morning break, the teacher tells her that nothing will.change 

Arnold. Her reply to this is, "Arnole will work out all right." 

The teacher also tells me today that she is not satisfied 

with the amount of time it takes the students to gather on the 

rug when she announces such a session is to begin. She does 

not like having to call some people a second or third time 

because she feels that introduces too much teacher dominance 

into the routine. 

The morning workshop activities are to generate from the 

central theme of "Nature." The theme was imposed by the teacher, 

but almost all of the specific activities are suggested by the 

students and accepted without exception by the teacher. 

Today at read-aloud time the teacher asks for the student 

opinions of the book she is reading. She follows by calling 

for them to vote on whether she should continue this 
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book or start another. The vote is to continue. I ask her 

later if she had any preference in the issue, but she says 

she did not and was not trying to influence the vote in any 

way. In the afternoon the teacher suggests one outside game, 

but the students respond by suggesting other games. Another 

vote is taken on all suggestions including the teacher's. 

Her suggestion looses and she organizes the game with the 

most votes. 

At dismissal time, the teacher places a pile of notices 

from the office on the bookcase near the door and tells the 

students to take one on their way out. At the bell the stu¬ 

dents leave the room informally with no signs of the tradi¬ 

tional school line. 

September 13 

All students have been told by the teacher to keep a 

journal of their activities. Time is set aside each day to 

make these entries which are to be shown to the teacher or 

some other adult in the room. 

The teacher tells me that yesterday Arnold completed a 

suggested poem writing activity with a poem that was filled 

with childish terms for bathroom functions. She talked with 

the principal about it and he urged her to call Arnold's 

mother, but she does not want to do that yet. She hopes 

downplaying such events will cause Arnold to lose interest 

in them. 
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During the planning period the teacher tells the stu¬ 

dents who are interested in the study of butterflies to get 

together and plan some activities, then share those plans 

with her so she might help if any materials are needed. She 

appoints Martha coordinator of the leaf printing group. 

Martha's own choice of a workshop activity for today was 

puzzles; she does not get much time for that today. 

Alex and Danny complain to the teacher that Joey is 

taking a very dominant position at the geoblock table, telling 

others what they may or may not do. The teacher tells them 

to return to the table and to try to learn to v;ork together, 

that working together is something they should be trying to 

learn. 

The sharing period is still mostly under the teacher's 

direction. She asks most of the questions, repeats many of 

the answers loud enough for the group to hear them, and 

reminds students of the appropriate behaviors at sharing 

time. Before the students leave the rug to make their journal 

entries, the teacher tells them to try to include "what you 

did so far today, what you liked or didn't like, and how 

your group got along." 

September 20 

In our lunchtime conversation today the teacher tells 

me that she thinks her mother is a creative individual and 

that she has learned how to be creative herself from her 
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mother. Creativity is defined as the willingness to try 

something new or do something a different way. One of her 

goals this year is to have a classroom atmosphere in which 

students can risk new learnings without fear of failure. 

The teacher has other goals, too, and lists them for 

me on October 16 in one of our formal interview sessions. 

They are: 

(1) Children will be encouraged to make decisions. 

(2) Learning experiences vyill be relevant to the 

lives of these children. 

(3) Children will choose from learning activities that 

provide for different ways of learning and allow for different 

rates of learning. 

(4) She, the teacher, will actively involve herself 

in the learning experiences and not function only as an 

evaluator. 

(5) The planning will be done by both the teacher and 

the students. 

(6) Children will freely express emotions and feelings, 

and will take an active part in working out any problems that 

arise. 

(7) Children will interact with each other; talking 

to one another will be a common activity. 

(S) Relationship building and communication skills will 

be as important as reading, math, and other traditional school 

subj ects. 



103 

(9) Children will be encouraged to use many kinds of 

manipulative materials, and these materials will be kept where 

children can get them when they need them. 

(10) She, the teacher, will try to convey to the students 

her trust in them as seekers of knowledge by respecting their 

decisions and by seriously accepting their expressions of their 

feelings and wants. 

(11) Thinking will be valued as much as learning. The 

process will count equally v/ith the product. 

The language/reading time today begins with the teacher 

instructing the students to explore the many books and lan¬ 

guage games in the classroom, to select something to read or 

do alone or v/ith others, and to try to learn something from 

that activity through active participation. She explains to 

me that first she wants involvement; later she will assist 

students v/ith developing the skills they need for continued 

progress as she and the students discover those needs. 

Tamico asks the teacher for permission to leave the room 

to use the lavatory. She replies, "You don’t have to ask me. 

Just go when you need to." 

As the teacher is about to begin to read a story to the 

group, Edward tells her that Marie is now sitting on a stool 

that Edward was sitting on before he had to leave the rug 

area to put away some materials. The teacher motions Marie 

off the stool with a wave of her hand. There is a rule in 

this classroom that no student will take the seat of another 
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student if that other student has to leave the rug when a 

group session is in progress. 

Today is the day Joey complains to the teacher of Jeff's 

play in the "Capture the Flag" game. The teacher does not 

intercede, but simply tells Joey to return to the game. 

September 25 

Today I begin noting where people sit when there is a 

rug session. The teacher takes a place on the rug against 

the wall, directly under the planning board. She will sit 

there in most future sessions, I will note. After possibly 

realizing that the sharing period is often confused by people 

sharing from wherever they are sitting, resulting in students 

not being able to clearly see or hear some sharers, she 

requests that the person sharing move next to her when pre¬ 

senting. This makes the period run more smoothly. It seems 

most of the students seat themselves so they can clearly see 

and hear the teacher. 

September 27 

"The more confidence I develop in myself, the easier 

I find it possible to let the students have more of a say 

in their learning," the teacher tells me today._ I try to 

get more information about where her self-confidence comes 

from by talking about some recent events; her attempts to 

understand Arnold's behaviors, her request for bussed students, 

her heavy afterschool commitment to professional activities. 
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She says she sometimes thinks she lets her idealism run away 

from her and has second thoughts about her ability to finish 

something she has said she would do. On the other hand, she 

enjoys challenges and feels she has met most challenges 

successfully. 

We talk about Cindy's decision not to complete her 

diorama. The teacher says that on the day Cindy started that 

project she had requested the teacher's help constantly. The 

teacher thinks she only gave the minimum of assistance to 

those requests. She does not expect Cindy will ever complete 

the diorama. 

Alex and Danny choose the same math activity. The 

teacher asks Alex to change his choice, which he does. She 

tells me, but not Alex, that her purpose in requesting that 

change was to have Alex and Danny work with other people. 

They usually work together. I will notice that as the weeks 

pass Alex and Danny always do everything together, sometimes 

with others involved, too, but always with each other. 

The group of children working with Cuiesenaire rods 

are noisy and argumentative. The teacher goes to that table, 

suggests an activity to them, and leaves. A few minutes 

later the group is arguing again. The teacher returns and 

this time tells them to do the activity she had suggested or 

build with the rods. The group settles into the construction 

activity. 
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At sharing time the teacher requests that the students 

share some of the poems they have been writing. She reads 

those that some students want to share, but are unwilling to 

read themselves. 

October 2 

At the beginning of the year, the teacher collected 

milk and lunch tickets from the students. Now there is an 

envelope on the wall near the front door for students to 

deposit their tickets. When a messenger comes to the room 

for the day's count, one of the students will usually figure 

the total by counting the tickets and telling the messenger 

the number. The task is not assigned to anyone. I notice 

it is usually done by the first student to notice the 

messenger. 

October 4 

The following conversation refers to a pencil Reggie 

had borrowed from the teacher: 

Reggie: "Where's my pencil?" 

Teacher: "What did you do with it?" 

Reggie: "You took it away from me." 

Teacher: "What!" 

Reggie: "I mean I gave it back to you." 

Teacher: "That's right. Now here is one you can keep." 

Arnold's behavior is much improved, the teacher says. 

She is glad no "behavior problems" were assigned to her class. 
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My notes indicate Arnold was a problem to his teacher in the 

first grade, that Todd has a history of emotional instability, 

that Joey and Raymond have both had problems getting along 

with others in past years at this school, and that Reggie is 

already having the first of what will be many fights in the 

next few weeks. 

October 9 

Edward finishes a painting and brings it to the teacher 

to hang on a wire seven feet or so above the floor. Ross 

finishes his birdhouse and asks the teacher to help him open 

a can of paint for him to use. I notice that students often 

work without the teacher, but ask her for help when they need 

someone taller or stronger,or when they don't know where some 

item is stored. Alex comes in from the steps just outside the 

door with some leaves he has been pounding. He asks, "Are 

these pounded enough." She answers, "They need more pounding. 

It takes about fifteen minutes; you've worked about three." 

Alex laughs and goes back out to resume pounding. 

The teacher says all may go out to recess except those 

who have not cleaned up after their workshop activity. Arnold, 

Perry, and Reggie start for the door. She calls them back 

to put away the rocks and they do so without objection. 

Edward shares his painting with the class. The teacher 

asks Tamico to show hers. When she shakes her head no, the 

teacher does not ask again. Today is the day Joey shows his 
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completely painted boat. The teacher makes no mention of the 

fact that she told him to wait until tomorrow to paint it. 

October 11 

There are now twenty-two students in the class. The 

teacher says aloud at one of the planning sessions,”! think 

we need a bigger rug.” Again the teacher accepts all the 

suggestions for learning activities. There are only five 

sections in which to list activities on the planning board. 

When more than five are suggested the lower halves of the 

sections are used for the additions. No one seems to be 

inhibited by a five-section board. I never will see the 

teacher stop accepting suggestions when the fifth section is 

labeled. "Sandcasting” is listed today. It is Arnold's 

choice, but the teacher tells him only those who haven't 

finished work in that activity may do it today. This was 

not mentioned before and the procedure in this class prevents 

further suggestions. Arnold must choose from the other 

activities listed. 

October 16 

Those choosing Cuisenaire rods today will be limited 

to four students who did not do that activity yesterday. 

Arnold raises his hand. The teacher asks, "Did you work with 

the rods yesterday?" Arnold shakes his head no. She asks, 

"Are you sure?" He appears to think a moment then says he 

The teacher adds his name to the rod group. is sure. 
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October 24 

A group activity is being organized on the rug by the 

teacher. Dorothy and Joey leave the rug to join Woodrow at 

a nearby table where he is playing noisily with the balance 

beam. The teacher calls the three of them back, but Woodrow 

refuses. Nora is at the woodworking table, others have started 

playing with puzzles on the mg. The teacher tells the stu¬ 

dents that she is upset by this lack of cooperation. She 

recalls to them that there are times to work alone or in 

small groups and times to work together as a class. She 

invites the students to suggest how these full class activities 

could be improved. After a short discussion she proceeds 

with the planned activity and it appears to go smoothly. 

Woodrow, who did not participate in the discussion, does not 

take part in the activity either. When the activity is 

finished, the teacher goes to Woodrow and explains personally 

to him how this classroom operates. 

October 26 

This morning the class "brainstorms" for activities 

for the new workshop theme, "Jobs," meaning an investigation 

of occupations of people of the world. Both students and 

teacher make suggestions. Whenever a group discussion seems 

to be drifting from the subject, the teacher reminds them of 

the task at hand. When the specific activities for today are 

being suggested. I hear Lisa tell the teacher that she wants 
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woodworking. The teacher reminds her to wait until all the 

suggestions are made before she chooses. Lisa waits. It's 

now time to select and when the teacher asks for woodworking 

participants Lisa and Woodrow jump to their feeti waving their 

hands. The teacher tells them that she does not select 

people who jump up, and she does not let either of them select 

woodworking. Lisa selects another activity, but Woodrow 

refuses to make another choice. V/hen the others go to their 

respective activities the teacher spends some time with 

Woodrow explaining the selection procedures and Woodrow 

chooses an activity. 

At read-aloud time the group is noisy. The teacher 

says the noise bothers her and asks if it bothers others. 

Some say yesi Suggestions are made to control the noise, 

but when the reading resumes, so does the noise. I note 

today that the ones who are making the noise are not the 

ones who make suggestions for its control. 

Cindy asks the teacher how to spell the word "plaque," 

a term used by a visiting dentist who explained the causes 

of tooth decay. The teacher tells Cindy that she is not 

sure how it is spelled, gets out a dictionary, and both 

look for the correct spelling. 

Today is the only Friday I spend observing. As I enter 

the audio-visual room I sense some uneasiness m the teacher 

and ask if she would prefer to eat alone. She shakes her 

had no, and, as I sit down, tears begin rolling down her face 
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Without any attempt to hide the tears she begins telling mo 

how difficult the week has been, how many different events 

have demanded her attention in the classroom, and how diffi¬ 

cult it has been for her to see progress toward the goals 

she has set. She often mentions being concerned with the 

impressions visitors get when they visit her classroom. Most 

outsiders only stay a few minutes, often, the teacher feels, 

at the times when everything isn't running smoothly. These 

visitors include guests of the principal and undergraduate 

education majors, including some who are sent to survey the 

situation before indicating where they would prefer to student 

teach. She wonders what impression they must take away with 

them. The mention of forming impressions makes me a bit 

uneasy, considering my reason for being in that classroom. 

V/hether she senses this or not, she adds that my presence 

does not fall in the same category as that of other visitors. 

She thinks I am around often enough to see things go smoothly 

as v/ell as badly, and from conversations we have had about 

some observations she feels that I am well aware of positive 

events. Perhaps I am even more aware of the positive events 

than she is. I have' no goals to meet; I'm just trying to see 

vyhat is happening. She also says she is satisfied that I am 

keeping the confidences we established, that my observations 

are not discussed with others with whom she works or with 

vyhom she has a professional relationship. The discussion 

shifts to plans for the afternoon and then on to other 
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things. When lunch is over we return to the classroom for 

what turns out to be a very smooth running afternoon. 

October 30 

There appears to be lots of interest in today's sharing 

activity. Even when the teacher leaves the group for a few 

minutes, the activity goes on. The student teacher’is absent 
\ 

today; the group just proceeds. Today is the day Vi/oodrow 

helps Tamico explain her picture. The teacher returns to the 

group. Todd tells the group he sometimes has a problem find¬ 

ing a place to do his math after the workshop period because 

so many items are left on the tables. He suggests everyone 

remember to put things away when finished. The teacher 

supports Todd's suggestion and other appear to be in agree¬ 

ment also. 

November 1 

Todd and Reggie square off with fists raised. The 

teacher, standing about six feet away, asks what is going on. 

Reggie accuses Todd of calling him a name; Todd denies it. 

The teacher, still six feet away, says, "One of you has to 

take the responsibility for stopping the fight." Woodrow 

suddenly steps between them and it ends. The teacher thanks 

Woodrow for his assistance. 

Both the teacher and the student teacher are out of 

the room for about twenty minutes of the workshop period. I 

am standing near the window taking notes or assisting at the 
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woodworking tabl© when asked. Everyone is as busy as when 

the teacher is in the room. 

The teacher starts to organize a group game on the rug. 

Several students continue talking among themselves. 

Teacher: "I'm getting a sore throat from trying to 

talk so loud," and she stops organizing the activity. 

Alex: "Let’s be quiet." 

Beth: "C'mon Reggie, you're spoiling it for others." 

Alex: "Reggie, we are waiting." 

Beth: "Reggie, PLEASE, be quiet." 

Reggie quiets dov/n and the teacher resumes. All the 

time Alex and Beth are calling for order, she waits without 

saying a word. 

On the v/ay to lunch the teacher tells me how good she 

is feeling today. She says another teacher must have noticed 

the change yesterday when that teacher told her, "You look 

less frazzled today." A look back at my notes shows it was 

just two days ago that Marc, Jeff, and others tried to gang 

up on Reggie in the schoolyard. I think I see a pattern of 

the classroom running more smoothly after a conflict of one 

kind or another. The bigger the conflict, the better appears 

to be the recovery. 

Yesterday the teacher talked with Alex's parents. They 

told her that they have noticed Alex now wants to be in on 

the decision-making at home. Furthermore, he had in the past 

insisted on sleeping in the living room with a light on to 
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be nearer his parents' room. Now he stays in his own bedroom, 

sleeping with all lights off. The parents asked if the teacher 

had noticed a nervous tic in Alex's face v/hich regularly appeared 

while he was in school last year. The teacher does not recall 

any such thing this year. I don't either. 

I sit in on a conference v/ith Cindy's mother. She says 

she was a bit concerned at the beginning of the year about Cindy's 

being in a class with so few second graders because she consi¬ 

ders Cindy a shy person, like she is. Now, however, with Cindy 

not mentioning any differences between second and third graders 

in conversations at home, she is no longer worried. She says, 

"Cindy is so happy. She never complains. Sometimes she comes 

home from school happier than when she left the house in the 

morning." 

I notice in my notes that there are no big changes in the 

behavior of the teacher from October through December. In con¬ 

trast to the first two weeks, she now involves the students in 

all phases of planning as well as including them in discussions 

on appropriate standards of behavior while in this classroom. 

She often puts matters to a vote and then supports the majority 

opinion. She appears free to share her ideas with the students. 

The students at times agree with her and at times disagree. 

With me she remains very patient, and, I feel, very open, in 

explaining why she did something or what she is trying to do. 
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Observations of the Student Teacher 

The other events that are beginning to predominate by 

November are those that involve the student teacher. Very 

briefly, here are some samples. 

September 5 

From this day of school, the student teacher is called by 

her first name, Helen,by everyone in the classroom. She sits 

on the rug during group sessions,but not next to the teacher. 

October 4 

The teacher tells me that Helen has been absent four times 

in the past two weeks, sometimes failing to notify the teacher 

that she will be out. 

October 11 

The teacher tells me Helen is frequently late for school. 

Also, she seems to lack the initiative or the desire to assume 

more responsibility. On a recent day when the teacher had 

intended to let Helen run the class, she had not prepared the 

activity the teacher suggested. The teacher says she has made 

other suggestions to Helen that Helen failed to follow through. 

On occasions on which the teacher has left Helen alone with the 

class for an extended period of time, things have not run 

smoothly. 

At recess today I engage Helen in a conversation and try 

to find out more about how things go when she has the 
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class alone. I have not been there on one of these days 

yet. Helen tells me she finds it difficult to keep up 

with all the requests for assistance she gets v/hen she is 

alone. She doesn't notice such a demand v/hen both she and 

the teacher are present. Helen also tells me Beth was some- 

v/hat of a problem yesterday. Beth told Helen, "If Mrs. R_ 

does not come back soon, there will be trouble." Beth con¬ 

tinued to disrupt an activity Helen had organized by refusing 

to play by the rules the others were playing by. 

I also hear today from the teacher about a visit she 

and another teacher had with some of Helen's college faculty. 

When the student teacher of the other teacher was mentioned 

several positive comments were made. When Helen was identi¬ 

fied as this teacher's intern, there was no response other 

than "oh." The teacher tells me she could not find Helen's 

name on a list of student teachers put out by the university. 

She mentioned this to Helen, who replied, "I'm not surprised. 

They are always forgetting me." The teacher now thinks she 

might need to help Helen with her self-image. From this day 

on, I seldom hear the teacher speak of any nonperformance by 

Helen. 

November 1 

The workshop time is ending and the teacher is not in 

the room. Helen tells the class to begin putting things away, 

then moves around the room to remind individuals who are not 

complying with her directions. 
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November 6 

The teacher takes some children from the room for a play 

rehersal. Today Helen is to run the group relationship build¬ 

ing activity. She asks the students to sit in a circle. She 

asks the group eight times, then asks three individuals sepa¬ 

rately before a circle is formed. Beth tries to take over the 

organizing, but Helen tells her that she prefers to do it her¬ 

self. Now Raymond begins whistling and Lisa joins in. Helen 

asks Hank to leave the circle because he has been calling Joey 

names across the circle. Actually, Joey is the protagonist, 

making faces at Hank when Helen's attention is elsewhere. 

Fifteen minutes have gone by; the game is still not underway. 

Beth sits v/ith her back to the inside of the circle. Finally, 

the game is played for about ten minutes. 

Helen is left with the class again in the afternoon 

while the teacher has a conference with Woodrow's mother. 

I sit in on the conference. It is today that Woodrow's 

mother talks about his other school experiences. The 

teacher tells her that she notices some improvement in 

Woodrow's classroom behavior and hopes for more. She 

says to this mother, "I just don't know how to handle 

him when he gets mad.” His mother ansv/ers, "I don't 

know what to do either. It's because all they did at his 

last school was fight. In that school system the teachers 

didn't give a damn. They just sent home a note saying he 

The teacher asks about Woodrow's reaction to 
was bad." 
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school these days. His mother says she has noticed a posi¬ 

tive change in his attitude since the day he came home and 

told her about a boat he made. She goes on, "He now goes 

to bed eager to get up for the bus, and even takes his bath 

without being told." The teacher tells her that she thinks 

once V/oodrow feels he is a part of this class, he will make 

more rapid progress in all areas, 

Vi/hen the teacher and I return to the classroom, Lisa, 

Reggie, Raymond, and Woodrow are in a battle. Most of the 

conflict appears to be between Lisa and Raymond. Helen says 

to us, "A.half-hour alone and I'm mutilated," but she con¬ 

tinues to try to control Lisa and Raymond while the teacher 

stops Woodrow and Reggie, A visitor in the room asks Helen 

hov/ she usually handles fights when the present dispute is 

over, Helen says she has no set approach, that it depends 

on the circumstances. She mentions she is having less 

difficulty with Woodrow these days. The teacher tells us 

that Raymond's father is not in favor of having bussed students 

in this school. She learned this from Raymond's mother who 

also said she had a difficult time preventing him from 

"storming down" to see the principal after Raymond told him 

of some recent conflicts. 

November 18 

Today is the day the teacher is absent. Helen has 

control problems throughout the workshop period. Arguments 
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and fights keep starting. Helen handles each incident 

separately and does not stop the whole class from working. 

The substitute teacher stays out of the conflicts; she oven 

takes a short break before recess. I try to play my regular 

role and do whatever Helen requests me to do. She never 

calls on me or the substitute to dissolve an argument or 

stop a fight. V/hen the class is on the rug I notice Helen 

sits where the teacher usually sits. 

At recess Helen talks to me and the substitute about 

the morning's problems. The sub says she should send the 

offenders to the principal. Helen explains that she would 

rather try to deal with the conflicts in the room as the 

teacher usually does. I say nothing. 

Throughout the day Helen tries to keep to the established 

schedule. She stops to settle some dispute, then returns to 

the activity that is in progress. 

A morning assembly is scheduled. The class attends 

and returns to the classroom right at recess time. They are 

noisy. The substitute yells, "Get your coats on, and go out." 

Lisa and Dorothy yell back, "No." Helen speaks firmly to both 

of them, "Yes." They put on their coats and leave the room. 

When the class gathers near the door before proceeding 

to the lunchroom, there is again a lot of noise. Helen tells 

the group that they "don't sound ready." Marc complains that 

someone has taken a bite of his dessert during the morning. 

Helen sympathizes with him and promises to try to think of 
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a way of preventing this from happening again. 

Woodrow and Joey have their big fight at lunch time and 

are not in the classroom in the afternoon. Helen begins the 

planning session for tomorrow’s workshop period. The group 

is noisy. Todd leaves the group and flicks the lights. The 

group becomes quiet. Helen thanks Todd and proceeds. There 

are no fights this afternoon. 

At dismissal time Beth asks Helen for permission to take 

her math workbook home. Helen reminds her that such is not 

the normal procedure. Beth persists in her request; Helen 

refuses her permission. The sub says, "I'm saying no.” Beth 

ignores her and asks Helen again. Again Helen refuses. Beth 

leaves without her workbook. 

November 13 

Helen tells me at the end of the day that she feels good 

about the way today went. She asked people to do something 

and they did it. I noticed that Helen took charge at times 

when it looked like someone should, and that the pupils 

responded to her directions. 

November 16 

Today I have lunch with a graduate student who knows 

Helen. He mentions to me that he saw her at a student teacher 

meeting this week and noticed that she was smiling. He remem¬ 

bers that his previous recollections of her are most of her 

rather depressed appearance. "Hang-dog look" is the term he 

uses. 
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November 27 

The teacher is absent today. No substitute is present. 

Helen runs the day herself and all goes as smoothly as if 

the teacher were present. 

December 13 

The teacher, Helen, and I talk about how the class has 

been operating in recent weeks. I ask Helen for her comments 

as to how her internship went. She says it was difficult 

for a while, but that recently she found she was having a 

lot of success. I ask her if she can recall when things 

began to get better. She says it was shortly after the day 

Joey and Woodrow had their big fight, the day she was alone 

with the class. I ask her what she thinks made the improve¬ 

ment. She says she noticed a better response from the stu¬ 

dents after that day and she felt more confident in trying 

new things. The teacher mentions she, too, noticed a change 

in Helen and her relationship to the class at about that 

time. Since then she has been more willing to let Helen run 

the classroom. 

Helen mentions one other thing. She says she started 

having more success with the students when she began acting 

more like the teacher. She tried to sit where the teacher 

sat during rug sessions, and she tried to settle disputes 

as she thought the teacher would settle them. She sow what 

techniques worked tor the teacher and found they worked for 

her too. 
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Analysis of Observations 

I have tried to include in the incidents above much of 

the material I used to analyze the role of the teacher in this 

open classroom. From what I observed it seems evident to me 

that the three assumptions I chose to start with are accurate 

assumptions about this teacher. Her openness with the students 

was reciprocated. Her respect for her students was demonstrated 

in her refusal to give up her goals even when nothing seemed to 

go right. She worked through the most difficult situations 

with patience and firmness, not coercion and punishment. But 

I think the data has more to say than that about her role. 

There is the position the teacher occupies in the class¬ 

room social organization to consider. She is at the very cen¬ 

ter of the social structure (Fig. 6.1) for at least three rea¬ 

sons. First, she is the central figure because of the traditional 

design of the school environment. Each classroom has one 

teacher; it is his/her classroom and the students are in his/ 

her class. The students recognize the status of this teacher 

right from the beginning. They call her "Mrs. R_" while all 

other adults in this room are called by their first names. 

Alex first asks the teacher about what work will be required 

of him. Tamico asks her for permission to use the lavatory. 

These actions would be typical behaviors in a traditional 

classroom where most students' attention would always be 

directed at the teacher. But in this classroom a student 

wanting to ask something of the teacher must often seek her 
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out, bypassing in the process others who have the same infor¬ 

mation. That many students do this, especially in the first 

few weeks of school, shows their recognition of her assigned 

central position. The school keeps reinforcing the status 

of this teacher by beginning every announcement to this class¬ 

room over the intercom with "Mrs. R_." The message begins 

the same whether it is for the teacher, for the entire class, 

or for one specific student. 

The second factor that places the teacher at the center 

of the system is that she is the one who sets the expectations. 

Now the question raised by the previous chapter as to where 

do the expectations for student roles originate can be answered. 

The teacher establishes these expectations. She does so by 

arrangement and content of classroom materials, organization 

of daily routines, and verbal explanations of how students 

in this classroom are to "work." During the day she functions 

as timekeeper, reminder of responsibilities, and chairperson 

of group sessions. Some recognition of her central operational 

role appears when the students seat themselves on the rug in 

positions that allow them to direct their attentions in the 

direction of the teacher. The entire sharing process immediately 

improves when students move next to the teacher before speaking 

to the group. There are also examples in the data of the 

teacher reinforcing those expectations with individuals 

she tells Alex and Danny to learn to work Joey — or extin¬ 

guishing non-expectations — she does not fully help Cindy 
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when she requests assistance on every step of a project. 

The third factor is the teacher's own classroom behavior. 

This has as much to do with establishing her central role as 

it does to her ability to maintain that position. Everything 

this teacher expects her pupils to do, she does too and often 

better. She is active in the planning and active in the work 

periods. She tries to work with students in a learning activ¬ 

ity, rather than simply tell them how to do it. She settles 

disputes by showing that she wants to understand the problem 

first, then involves those with the problem in arriving at a 

solution. When a vote is taken, the teacher abides by the 

decision of the group. 

Some other clues as to how the teacher gains the center 

position of the social structure can be found in the progress 

of the student teacher to that position (Figs. 6.2 and 6.3). 

Helen gives the main clue herself when she says she began 

behaving more like the teacher behaved. It appears, then, 

that there are expectations for the role of teacher too. I 

believe that the difficulties imposed on the student teacher 

by the students for the first two months were actually tests 

by them to see if she could qualify for the status of teacher. 

Could she meet the expectations the teacher met when under 

pressure? Helen's performance on the day that the teacher was 

absent seems to be critical to this analysis. If she did not 

keep control of the class, she certainly kept control of herself 

She did not change the standards or abandon the procedures of 
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days when the teacher was present. She resisted the urgings 

of the substitute to invoke punishments or call for the prin¬ 

cipal. I think the students noted her performance and began 

awarding her teacher status from that day. 

Some evidence of this ability to retain her position 

under pressure can also be found in the teacher's actions. 

The most trying examples of those months were her efforts to 

control Woodrow's hostility. She was under pressure from the 

principal, some teachers, and some parents to request his 

removal from her class. No one from whom she requested assis¬ 

tance came to her aid. Yet, she resisted even her own impulses 

to change her expectations for Woodrow or any of the bussed 

students from those of the other members of the class, or to 

incorporate punishments into her strategies for solving con¬ 

flicts. When Woodrow's behavior changed, there was considerable 

relief from a lot of people. I think some of the relief the 

students felt came from their realization that this teacher 

could survive in accord with their expectations. 

Vi/hy this teacher chose to establish the aforementioned 

expectations for her students and herself might be explained 

by the teacher's own personality system. She feels she has 

more confidence in the decisions of the students as she 

recognizes her own self-confidence as a decision maker. She 

can allow students the opportunity to try to learn in different 

ways because she thinks her own creative abilities are stimu¬ 

lated by trying new ideas. She can ask students to persist 
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in the face of obstacles because she faces and surmounts 

obstacles every day herself. 

One of the most obvious traits of personality of this 

teacher in the data is her autonomy. She refuses to be dis¬ 

couraged by Arnold's former teacher. She will not ask for 

V^oodrow's removal from her class when parental and peer 

pressure mounts; she even refuses such a suggestion when it 

comes from the principal. When it seems that no one else 

understands what goals she has for her class, she persists in 

her efforts because she understands. This teacher is probably 

far from the center of this school's social system. The expec¬ 

tations to which she adheres are more a part of her own per¬ 

sonality system than they are of the school system's expecta¬ 

tions for its teachers. 

To say, as the open education assumption does, that the 

personality of the teacher is a major influence on the opera¬ 

tion of the classroom is a superficial statement. It appears 

that the personality system of the teacher must be of a parti¬ 

cular kind if he/she is to have expectations of autonomy from 

others. Perhaps the first step in setting up an open class¬ 

room should be to staff it with an autonomous teacher. 

The role of the teacher in the social system of this 

classroom follows from her personality system. She plays the 

key part in the establishment of the role expectations of the 

students, those elements that will direct the formation of 

When she, herself, shows she can 
a classroom social order. 
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meet the expectations she has for others, the operations of 

the classroom show a reduction in conflict, a committment to 

tasks, and a rise in the level of cooperation. 

It is when a social organization develops from accepted 

expectations of a balance between self worth and group worth 

that the members of that organization demonstrate the charac¬ 

teristics of open education: independence and cooperation, 

autonomy and trust. The teacher begins the process, then the 

social group perpetuates the desired behaviors as the norms 

of the group exert an influence on the behavior of each indi¬ 

vidual member. 



CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSIONS 

There are two sets of conclusions to this study. One 

deals with what was learned about open education; the other 

concerns the methodology used to obtain this knowledge about 

an open classroom. But before proceeding with those conclu¬ 

sions, I want to draw attention to the fact the data used 

to support these conclusions comes from only one classroom. 

Although I feel the analysis of that data provides an accurate 

explanation for the events of that classroom, I am not at 

all certain that the conclusions can be applied to other 

classrooms. Hov/ever, such a broad application was not the 

intent of this study. I believe each classroom situation is 

unique enough to v/arrant a study of its own. Only after many 

studies of individual classrooms are conducted in a manner 

similar to this one will it be possible to compare them and 

derive possible hypotheses for a survey of a large sample 

of classrooms. Then generalizations might be appropriate. 

The purpose of this present study was the description and 

analysis of the social system of one classroom; the conclusions 

are intended to be applicable to that situation. 

Another limit of this study was its focus on the social 

system of the classroom. The cultural systems and personality 

systems that were present did not receive as much attention 
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as the social system. Conclusions that attempt to integrate 

all the systems are based on a lesser amount of data than con¬ 

clusions that are specific statements about the social system. 

Both of these limitations should be remembered when the 

conclusions that follow are considered. 

Conclusions About the Students 

An initial objective of this study was to find out if 

students in an open classroom did behave as autonomous, trust¬ 

ing, independent, cooperative individuals as Rathone (l97l) 

and others (Silberman, 1970; Featherstone, 1971; Hassett and 

Weisberg, 1972) said they would behave when in such an environ¬ 

ment. More information about Barth's (1972) assumptions about 

children was also sought. My conclusion about the children in 

this classroom is that most of them behaved, most of the time 

they were in the classroom after mid-November, as autonomous, 

independent, trusting, cooperative individuals. At least five 

of those students did not fit that description. Those students 

who were identified as members of the major social structure 

of the classroom behaved as autonomous, independent, trusting, 

cooperative individuals. The five who were identified as non¬ 

members of that social structure did not behave this v/ay. Some 

additional insight into this conclusion might be gained from 

more attention to the social organization itself. 

The social organization was characterized by role expec¬ 

tations and role performance. I am further convinced that a 

social order developed by mid-November, and that it was not 
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just a case of some individuals learning the acceptable role 

at different rates, by the apparent formation of a boundry. 

Until mid-November it was possible for students to affiliate 

with members of the central group at different times. After 

that time not one of those I had identified as outsiders 

was able to penetrate the boundry. In the five weeks of 

observation after mid-November I watched the outsiders work 

in greater isolation with less productive efforts. Any one 

of the outsiders would spend up to a whole day without involv¬ 

ing him/herself in any of the activities he/she had selected. 

Hank, Joey, and Raymond at times managed a very loose alliance; 

Arnold and Dorothy seldom found anyone v/ho would work with 

them. I have presented examples of role expectations, role 

performance, and now a boundry. These are the characteristics 

I used to define a social system. I found evidence of all 

three in this classroom. 

Some additional support for these ideas about the forma¬ 

tion of a social organization is provided by Homans (1950). 

His work was a comparison of small group behaviors for con¬ 

sistent characteristics among a number of groups. He defined 

a small group os one in which each member has first-hand 

knowledge of every other members. One characteristic he iden¬ 

tified is the tendency of the group to maintain its equili¬ 

brium. A disruption in that equilibrium is followed by changes 
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that tend to restore the equilibrium. The difficulties that 

this class had with Reggie, Woodrow, and Helen caused disrup>- 

tion in the form of conflicts. Equilibrium was restored when 

a change of attitude was made by the members of the group and 

group acceptance was granted to these three. 

I believe Homans (1950) also provides some clues as to 

why the outsiders in this classroom did not become members 

of the larger group. Homans says that an individual cannot 

become a member of a group unless he has a capacity for mem¬ 

bership and such a capacity is learned in groups. In other 

words, a person must be sensitive to role expectations, a 

skill that is learned in social situations. Joey missed 

much of his first grade year in school because of a recurring 

ear infection. Raymond's house is not near the homes of 

other children, and he is dependent on his mother to trans¬ 

port him to some other child's house or bring someone to his 

house for interaction with other children during non-school 

hours. Arnold's favorite play area is his own bedroom which 

he and his parents have elaborately decorated so he will have 

a place to play his favorite fantasy games like being Superman. 

I do not have enough background information on Hank or Dorothy 

to tell whether they have had interference with social growth. 

Homans (1950) states; "Persons who interact frequently are 

more alike in their activities than they are alike other 

persons with whom they interact less frequently (p.l35)." 
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Not knowing hov; to act in group situations might be the 

basic difference between the outsiders and the inside group 

which prevents the outsider from developing the very capacity 

needed to join this group. 

Another possibility for nonmembership are the personality 

systems of the outsiders. Their demand for continuous assis¬ 

tance, their frequent appeal to adults to help them out of 

conflict situations, their inability to complete tasks unless 

paired with a proficient partner indicates to me a highly 

dependent personality. Spiro (1961) maintains that no society 

knows how to accept high dependency. This similarity in 

personality systems is the only common factor I could detect 

in all five outsiders. I also found this dependent personality 

in Danny and perhaps Marie,but both of these individuals always 

paired themselves with proficient partners. 

There is still Beth to explain. She was a member of the 

larger group, but many of her behaviors differed from behaviors 

of the others. I think she stayed in the group because she 

knew when to back down. Perhaps she sensed the solidarity 

of that group and would not risk ostracism by openly violating 

its norms. Beth knew how to behave in groups. Last year she 

was an accepted member of the class, the teacher told me. 

From other conversations with the teacher, I get the impression 

that Beth is being pressured by her parents to constantly 

demonstrate success. They seem to measure success by high 

test scores and other forms of academic achievement. The 
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values in Beth's cultural system are probably influenced by 

these demands of her parents, and those values might be in 

conflict with the objectives of individual growth that are 

promoted in this classroom. 

Classroom Aggression 

The incidents of aggression have been mentioned so fre¬ 

quently in the data and in this analysis that the subject of 

aggression in this classroom cannot be dismissed without com¬ 

ment in these conclusions. I have found Erich Fromm's book 

The Anatomy of Human Destructiveness (1973), very useful in 

helping me clarify my own ideas about aggression that I 

developed in the course of this study. 

I believe I saw three distinct patterns of aggression in 

this classroom. The first is demonstrated by the fights of 

Lisa, Reggie, and Woodrow. I have stated that they fought to 

show their strength as a way of gaining acceptance from their 

classmates. Fromm (1973) labels this "instrumental aggression. 

It is aggression that is used to "obtain that which is nec^- 

sarv or desirable. The aim is not destruction a.s_.su^. (Fromm, 

1973, p. 207)." In this case, these individuals wanted the 

respect of their classmates which in turn would provide them 

with an entry point into the dominant social order. Being 

inside v/as the desirable thing. 

I am aware of the racial element of these fights. The 

fighting began only after the classroom contained both black 
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and white students. I reject the idea that the conflicts had 

racial origins. Reggie and Woodrow fought as often with each 

other as they did with any white student. When there were 

signs of group acceptance, Reggie, Woodrow, and Lisa stopped 

fighting. 

Why did Reggie, Woodrow, and Lisa choose to fight their 

way into the classroom system? Others who had to gain similar 

entry, specifically the white students new to this class, did 

not use that tactic. Perhaps the black children were calling 

upon a different cultural system than the white children for 

valued behaviors. When the teacher was asking for help in 

understanding the eruptions of October, one person to v/hom she 

talked was a consultant hired by the directors of the bussing 

program. A black himself, who had grown up in a neighborhood 

similar to those from which these bussed students came, he 

told the teacher her problem was the white children. "They 

don’t know how to fight,” he told the teacher. "Somebody 

should teach the white children to fight," he said. Although 

his suggestion was not followed, his comments provided another 

perspective for understanding the fights. 

The second category of aggression involves Marc, Jeff, 

Beth, and Todd, and their persistent attempts to assault 

Reggie in the schoolyard in an event I previously mentioned. 

While I was looking for possible reasons for the fighting in 

general, I looked at use of classroom space for possible 

explanations. Some students had been working in this classroom 
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for a month before some others arrived. I looked for claims 

to specific areas, territorial rights, but could find none. 

The enrollment had increased by almost a third, yet the amount 

of rug space remained the same. Some fights started on the 

rug, but some started in areas where there was no physical 

crowding. I could not detect that the fighting resulted from 

any invasion of personal space either. 

Fromm (1973) points out that there is a type of "crowd¬ 

ing" other than physical crowding that produces aggression. 

Social crowding occurs when the established social order is 

disrupted. If Beth, Marc, Jeff, and Todd saw the fighting 

behaviors of Reggie as a threat to the social structure, they 

might well have responded with defensive aggression. When the 

social order was restored none of these four initiated any 

further aggression. 

The fighting of Raymond, Hank, Joey, and Dorothy that 

occurred after the social system was in equilibrium in mid- 

November, and that appeared to have no effect on the structure, 

requires a third explanation. I believe these fights, mostly 

between each other, resulted from the frustrations these stu¬ 

dents experienced as social isolates. Fromm (1973) believes 

each person must see him/herself as an effective being. If 

denied that self-image, aggressive behoviors are a possible 

reaction. He goes on to say that this type of aggression is 

the most dangerous because cruelty and destructiveness are 

possible outcomes. Again, there is a lot of conjecture here. 
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and much more investigation is needed. 

Conclusions About the Teacher 

A second aspect of this study was the teacher's role in 

the social system, I have already stated that I believe the 

norms and the role templates of the social organization ori¬ 

ginated with the teacher and were conveyed to the students 

through her expectations. Why she was successful in establish¬ 

ing this order requires more explanation. 

In short, this teacher was an effective leader. Using 

Rostow's (1968) definition of leadership as a communication 

process and a learning process, the actions of this teacher 

show a pattern. From the first day she began establishing 

communication channels between her and the students as well as 

among the students themselves. Some of the clearest incidents 

that reveal her priority on communication are her dealings 

v/ith Woodrov/. Vi/henever the teacher made a point before the 

group that Woodrow rejected, she took time immediately after 

the group dissolved to re—explain her point to Woodrow indi¬ 

vidually. She did the same with other members of the class. 

Communication is a two-way process. This teacher was 

a listener, too. She heard her students and found out many 

of their needs from them. This listening was basic to her 

function as a learner. She could lead effectively because 

she knew how to open lines of communication and could chart 

her direction from what was communicated. Levinson (1973) 
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says many people in leadership positions fail to find ways 

to become aware of the motivations of their followers. This 

teacher could succeed because she could discover the motiva¬ 

tions of the students. 

Because this teacher was mostly successful in establish¬ 

ing a classroom that met her expectations, I do not want to 

imply that any teacher can set any expectations and most 

students will comply. The expectations of this teacher have 

some unique qualities; they provided this teacher with some 

guidelines for action that have roots elsewhere than in the 

simplistics of behavioral conditioning theories. I watched 

her put into operation the ideas of Combs (1962) and other 

perceptual psychologist (Avila, Combs, Purkey , 1971 and 1971a). 

She became a helper rather than a driver; she searched for ways 

for the students to experience success; she created situations 

in v/hich students were needed and wanted by each other. Her 

open-ended objectives were not attained by her presenting 

stimuli and rev/arding appropriate responses. She maintained 

her position not by imposing controls on the students, but by 

meeting the expectations herself. She became the accepted 

leader as the expectations became the accepted norms. 

I think now I can clarify Barth's assumption about teachers 

that refers to their being an authority not an authoritarian. 

Again I cite Homans (1950) for support of what follows. He 

found that when people were put in a small group situation, 

one in which all members had firsthand knowledge of each 
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other, and had a task to complete, a social organization 

developed as a result of the interactions that occurred. 

Within that social structure a leader emerged. He/she was 

the individual most at the center of the interactions with 

behaviors that came closest to the norms. The leader promoted 

conditions that prompted the group to discipline itself. He/ 

she gave orders that the members were willing to obey; he/she 

learned what orders v/ould be obeyed from the group members 

and issued those orders. A teacher who is going to function 

as an authority, an order giver who does not rely on sanction¬ 

ing pov/ers for enforcement, must discover the needs of the 

followers before issuing orders. This teacher did just that 

and continued to be effective in directing the group. 

Conclusions About Open Education 

My final comments on the contents of this study are my 

conclusions about the principles and practices of open educa¬ 

tion itself. I believe that the results of this study indi¬ 

cate a need for a restatement of the principles of open 

education as goals to be achieved rather than as assumptions 

about the student growth that will necessarily follow the 

implomentation of open education practices. I have found no 

conclusive evidence in my observations or in my survey of 

related literature to support any premise that the nature of 

every person is to be independent, trusting, and cooperative. 

I think such characteristics are just some of the many 
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potentials included in the human nature. Since social learn¬ 

ing seems to have an effective influence on the development 

of an individual's independence, trust, and cooperative 

potentials, these characteristics should be seen as goals to 

achieve. 

Such a viewpoint would permit a scientific approach to 

improving open classroom practices. VJhen there was evidence 

of movement tov/ard the goals, the practices in operation 

could be continued; when progress toward the goals was not 

noted, the practices could be changed. This suggested revi¬ 

sion of perspective removes the danger of individuals being 

classified as innately deficient when they are unsuccessful 

in an open classroom, that is, when they act as dependent, 

non-trusting, non-cooperative people. It also gives open 

classroom teachers a way around the pitfall to which Barth 

(1973) calls attention. He v;arns that some open education 

practices themselves are becoming highly prescriptive v/ith 

the rising expectation that all open classroom teachers will 

do the same activities in their classrooms. Accepting the 

principles of open education as goals allows teachers to 

incorporate activities of their choice into their classroom 

operation, justifying them by evidence that shows progress 

toward the comon goals. The principles, not the practices. 

are the major guide. 
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I will speculate as to why this classroom began to 

function smoothly once a social organization was established. 

Homans' (l950) research and some anthropological research 

(Coon, 1971) indicate that when the environment permits, 

people will choose to work in small groups. A small group 

in the sense used here means all members have firsthand 

knowledge of each other; that knowledge results from inter¬ 

actions with each other. When interactions were encouraged 

in this classroom setting, the members follov.fed the historical 

pattern and formed a small group. 

Both Homans (1950)and Coon (l97l) point out that small 

groups have a historical importance as a reason for the con¬ 

tinued existence of humans. Group members cooperate to meet 

mutual needs. Individuals who are in need of support find 

it in the group. Ease of communication leads to effective 

problem solving within a small group. A key to continued 

group cohesion is leadership that knows and strives to meet 

the needs of the members of the group. If Homans (l950) and 

Fromm (1965) are correct in their opinions that civilizations 

deteriorate and individuals suffer psychological damage when 

people cannot find or do not knov^/ how to function in small groups, 

then the encouragement of open education in classrooms takes on 
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importance. It might teach children an element of species' 

survival. 

I see an implication in the importance of leadership in 

an open classroom. In the beginning, the teacher is recognized 

as the group leader, but he/she must work to keep that posi¬ 

tion. I think the skills needed to lead are those listed in 

Helping Relationships (Avila, Combs, Purkey, 1971). These 

skills call for listening and understanding on the part of 

t 

the leader before direction is designed. Teachers in open 

classrooms should have or should develop an ability to discover 

the needs of others before proceeding with an open classroom. 

Otherwise, the tendency of the students to form a group and 

recognize a leader might result in a social order that excludes 

the teacher. I think the task of the open classroom teacher 

is underemphasized and underdeveloped. It should be receiving 

more attention. 

Finally, I do not see the exclusion of some members of 

the class as a necessary part of small group organization. 

The individuals who were excluded in this situation had coun¬ 

terparts who were accepted. If I could determine the reasons 

for this, maybe I could suggest ways of maximizing the inclu¬ 

sion. Perhaps, if dependent behavior irritates most people, 

it may not irritate all people to the same degree. If one 

individual who is not highly dependent accepts another who is, 

maybe the others in the group will accept both of them as long 

as they function as a pair, as this group accepted Danny with 
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Alex. If the teacher is one of the most respected members 

of a group, perhaps he/she can share some of his/her strength 

with a weak member and gain enough acceptance of that indi¬ 

vidual so that he/she will be allowed to function within the 

group. I would like to think that being allowed to work in 

a group might eventually change the characteristics of the 

potential isolate so he/she could gain acceptance free of 

sponsorship. 

All this brings me to a redefinition of the terms that 

are characteristic of open education writings. Trust and 

cooperation refer to a person's relationship to other members 

of his/her small group. Independence means acceptance as a 

group member for one's own role performance without sponsor¬ 

ship. Autonomy is a sense of the worth of oneself as an 

effective person in a small group. The long-range effect of 

being able to achieve these goals by successfully participating 

in an elementary school open classroom remains to be seen. 

Comments on Methodology 

This research was done as a field study. I intended to 

describe and analyze an existing situation without trying to 

support any preconceived notions about the operations of an 

open classroom. Rather than start with hypotheses, I began 

with some basic information about the situation I would observe 

and tried to develop further understandings from what I 

saw in the situation itself. I felt no obligation to prove 



146 

or disprove the assumptions of open education that provided 

me with a beginning, and I have not tried to do so in my 

conclusions, I believe enough is still unknown about class¬ 

room operations to justify this approach to research. 

As this study proceeded it became a combination of induc¬ 

tive and deductive investigation. I studied the accumulating 

data for patterns that I then converted into low order pro¬ 

positions, Then I gathered more data and refined those 

propositions. I repeated this process until I felt the pro¬ 

positions could explain many of the recorded behaviors and 

could be used to predict some new behaviors. These high order 

propositions were the basis for the social organization theory 

I developed for this classroom. This refining process results 

in valid conclusions and qualifies this approach to research 

as scientific inquiry. 

Personal Reflections 

My intention in choosing a field study approach to 

research was to improve my own skills of data gathering and 

analyzing, of listening and understanding. Now I am sure 

that the best way to do this was to conduct an actual 

field study. Learning about these skills before going 

into the field was a help, but the refinement of these skills 

under actual field conditions could not have been learned 

elsev/here. VVhile accomplishing that purpose, I learned 

several other things,too. 
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I found out a lot about the operations of an open class¬ 

room. Before beginning this study I had a year of experience 

teaching in an open setting and had read much of what has 

been written about open education. Neither of those experi¬ 

ences taught me as much about the open classroom as my enten- 

sive observations did. 

Vyhen I proposed studying a classroom to document what 

was happening there instead of looking for examples of a 

predetermined list of behaviors, I suspected that much was 

still unknown, at least to me, about the complexities of 

classroom operations. I now know the complexities arc real 

and that my understanding of them is just beginning. However, 

I do not think a fuller understanding will come if that com¬ 

plexity is denied. I think that the systems of action present 

in a classroom deserve more attention. Theories of action, 

like the one underlying this study, need to be expanded and 

refined. There is a need for research to seek out more 

empirical data. The complexity of educational environments 

will not be understood if the complexity itself is ignored in 

research designs. 

I said I did this study to help me in my role as a school 

administrator. I think I learned some valuable lessons in 

The opportunity to spend entire days that respect, too. 
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recording classroom activities gave me a new appreciation of 

the amount of energy a successful teacher must expend to keep 

things going. Being with a teacher who would freely share 

many confidences with me mode me aware of the many frustra¬ 

tions and the loneliness of teaching. I recall the frequent 

and futile attempts of this teacher to secure some support 

for her actions in the classroom, some feedback on how well 

she was doing her job. I am not talking about praise; I am 

saying this teacher needed information about the success of 

her efforts from a perspective other than her own to help her 

chart her course, 

I can remember the helpless feeling I had when I could 

see the teacher asking everywhere for information. I wondered 

then if I would change the groundrules of this study when I 

began observing classrooms as an administrator. Would I tell 

a teacher what conclusions I was formulating as the data 

accumulated? Staying with those rules throughout the study 

helped me answer that question. No, I would not — not 

exactly. 

The most important thing that I learned that I think 

will help me as an administrator I learned both from doing 

this study and from the example of the teacher. She could 

lead because she knew how to listen and learn. The research 

procedures of this study forced me to listen and learn, skills 

I now believe are the foundations for effective leadership. 

I don't think I would have been a lot of help to her if I 
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just told her what I thought, V^hat I would do with a teacher 

in the future isto share with him/her what I was seeing as 

objectively as I could report it. I think developing a clear, 

shared understanding of some situation should be done long 

before any suggestions for action are made. 

It seemed to me that sharing observations objectively 

with the teacher had a lot to do with the rapport that I think 

we developed. I remember occassions when she exhibited some 

trust in me. She invited me to parent conferences. She men¬ 

tioned to outsiders that she liked having an additional pair 

of eyes in the room, eyes whose task it was to watch what 

was happening while the teacher was so very busy making things 

happen. She asked for my observations of events she thought 

she might have missed. Several times, for example, her atten- 

t ion was drawn to two students only after they began fighting; 

she would ask me what I saw happen before the battle began. 

I hope that using these same field study techniques as an 

administrator will help me build similar trust relationships. 

Trust is a basic of good communication, and communication 

is that other half of leadership. 

I have been asked by people to whom I have explained my 

reasons for doing a field study how practical this approach 

really is for the already ever-busy elementary school princi¬ 

pal. I cannot legitimately answer that question yet. I have 

my own questions about what interference will be automatic 

when the classroom observer is the principal instead of an 
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outside researcher. I personally feel, for example, that 

some of the successes I had with this study are traceable to 

the fact that I first secured permission from the teacher to 

observe her classroom rather than secure a principal's per¬ 

mission to observe one of his/her teachers first. I wanted 

no power structure interference. That could be a whole other 

study. 

I prefer to look at the contents of the question another 

way. If a principal's hours are busy ones because the com¬ 

plexities of a school are many, will a principal lose any¬ 

thing by taking time to learn more about those complexities? 

The principal makes many decisions. Are those decisions 

easier to make if the principal does not have much information? 

Certainly, there are many demands on a principal's time. 

Wolcott's (1973) field study of one principal shows that. 

Still, I am convinced that there is a need for school adminis¬ 

trators to continuously conduct their own field studies. Time 

is just another element of the complex system about which I 

still have much to learn. 
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