Teacher Inquiry: “What classroom practice formulates community best?”
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My assumptions on this question led me to believe that high school students would find certain activities – writing, drawing, playing thought provoking board games, listening to popular music – would construct community. I had hoped in the academic year of 2006 – 2007 I would have experimented with numerous classroom activities, recorded in my teaching journal each activity as “hit” or “miss” among the students, and drawn my future teaching plans from such information. I was not completely wrong in my assumptions, but I was not completely correct either. 


I tested some brilliant activities I gleaned from the West Tennessee Writing Project Summer Institute 2006 from some of West, and Middle, Tennessee’s best teachers. Two particular activities were Soundtrack to My Life: Personal Experiences Narrated Through Music presented by Nancy Warden of Lewisburg, and Literate Life Histories: Our Stories, Our Students’ Stories presented by Dr. Margrethe Ahlschwede of UT Martin (in which case I adapted the presentation to Musical life history for my music classes). As a kind of follow-up workshop during the year, I attended Every Child Has A Story in August 2006 at UT Martin, and Diane Shaw of UT Martin presented that Art, particularly visual art, is inherent in every child, and I believe (as does she) every human being. In the workshop I attended Diane Shaw’s presentation in which she demonstrated to participants several accessible activities any teacher of any subject could provide for their students. My favorite, and one my students loved, included the folding of drawing paper into four equal quadrants, a simple, single line drawn in each square, and passing the page to a neighbor in order for the neighbor to draw something new out of the simple, single line. All of these activities were well received by my students.


On the other hand, activities seem to have become “worn out” for my students, as I began to hear mutterings of, “again?” and “another one?” Certainly teachers are out to teach self-discipline and perseverance; however, I thought those important things could be taught more interestingly for my students. I changed directions. Not that I abandoned the activities completely, but I found that topics themselves engage students as an entire class and in small groups. 


I thought about how high school students have already formulated communities within the student body. I observed that there is certainly a “pecking order” and there are several segregations they create based on several criteria, such as social “coolness” – a widely accepted vocabulary (particularly the overuse of the words like and dude) – the appearance of having a lot of money, musical likes and dislikes, student involvement in groups and organizations, and (of course) sports students play. Basically, I observed at my school that the well-liked students are those that look nice and play sports. A student is socially all right if he/ she is in FFA or Theater, and the thing that will save the social status of any child is their ability to make people laugh. Any of these topics formulates community, but the one that will quickly grab the attention of students is the topic of love. Love plus laughter equals community among my high school students. 


It is hard to break down a well established social hierarchy and help students understand that all of us are people putting on our clothes and smiles just like the next person. Since I am always up for challenging tasks, I made it my duty to teach the topic of love through the subject of music. I taught, and still am teaching, to my students that hate is made up and does not exist and that the idea of love is on a continuum; there is a degree of love they feel toward each and every single person with whom they come into contact. So in the process of teaching music and theater, I teach that everyone loves everyone in some sort of manner, and amazingly my students do not label me a “hippie” or crazy; therefore, I must be making some sort of progress.

