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Abstract 

 

Increasing the Sense of Agency in a First Grade Classroom 

 

Larissa Jo Johnson, MEd 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Jennifer Adair 

 

This report describes a year-long practitioner-research study documenting the 

challenges and successes of a first grade teacher‟s attempt to increase her students‟ sense 

of agency in the classroom.  Through the insight gained from my classes in graduate 

school, I decided to alter my practices into a more child-centered approach.  Throughout 

the 2011-2012 school year, I have documented the reactions to these changes in my 

students and myself.  I have altered my practice in three main areas.  These areas include:  

implementing a project-approach time period in the classroom schedule entitled, 

“Discovery Time;” taking a supporting role (as opposed to a directing role) in peer-to-

peer conflicts that occur in the classroom; and providing students with more of a voice 

when learning new concepts which enables them to teach each other more than I teach 

them.   Each of these three areas has required me to give up a substantial amount of 

control in the classroom and reallocate this control to my students in order to allow them 

more ownership and direction in their own learning and development.  This, in turn, has 

given my students a greater sense of agency in our classroom.  
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INTRODUCTION 

During my first semester of graduate school, at The University of Texas, I quickly 

began to realize that although I thought my first-grade classroom was child-centered, in 

reality it was not.  Over the past two years and ten graduate classes, my practices have 

begun to drastically change.  I would like to emphasize that my practices have changed 

but my philosophy has not.   I have always believed that children are greater teachers to 

other children than adults.  Additionally, I have believed that children learn and develop 

best through self-directed exploration and play.  I have also always believed that slowing 

down and diving deeply into concepts develops deeper understandings, but I have not 

always acted on these beliefs.    

Through the insight gained from my classes in graduate school, I decided to alter 

my practices into a more child-centered approach.  Throughout the 2011-2012 school 

year, I have documented the reactions to these changes in my students and myself.  I have 

altered my practice in three main areas.  These areas include:  implementing a project-

approach time period in the classroom schedule entitled, “Discovery Time;” taking a 

supporting role (as opposed to a directing role) in peer-to-peer conflicts that occur in the 

classroom; and providing students with more of a voice when learning new concepts 

which enables them to teach each other more than I teach them.   Each of these three 

areas has required me to give up a substantial amount of control in the classroom and 

reallocate this control to my students in order to allow them more ownership and 

direction in their own learning and development.  This, in turn, has given my students a 
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greater sense of agency in our classroom.   A “sense of agency” or “sense of ownership” 

is explained by Gallegher (2000) as the experience of one‟s own actions as belonging to 

him/her, and not the actions of others.  This sense of agency is a crucial aspect of learning 

and development for young children.  It encourages self-directed learning, increases self-

motivation and self-confidence, and makes new learning memorable. 

In this report, I will explore my year-long attempt to give control back to my 

students.   I will begin by discussing the theoretical justification behind the changes I 

have made in my practice and my personal rational for making these changes.  I follow 

this by describing the current research around the topic of student agency.  Then, I will 

explain my research methods, and after this, I will describe classroom examples of both 

the successes and challenges faced with such changes to one‟s practice.     I will conclude 

by discussing applications of my practitioner-research to my future endeavors as an 

educator. 
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MAJOR THEORISTS WHO HAVE INFORMED MY DECISIONS 

Throughout my graduate work, I have been fortunate to study several early 

childhood theorists and theories that have impacted my understanding of the development 

of children.  Three theorist and theories have been particularly influential to my practices.  

These three have provided guidance and insight to me and my goal of increasing the 

sense of agency in the classroom.  The first theorist I will explore is Allison Gopnik, A 

Professor of Psychology at the University of California, Berkley and recognized leader in 

the study of children‟s learning and development.  The second theorist is Fredrick 

Froebel, a German educator who is known as the “Father of Kindergarten” and who 

believed it is the educator‟s job to provide an environment for which children can learn.  

The final theory I will explain is the Project Approach Theory which asserts all children 

have the inner desire to learn and when provided with optimal opportunities will do so. 

Allison Gopnik, Fredrick Froebel, and The Project Approach Theory have all 

provided much insight and validation for my efforts to increase a sense of agency in my 

students.  All three of these theorist and theories advocate for adults and educators to take 

a supporting stance instead of a directing stance in the education of young children, and 

all three insist children are naturally curious and self-directed learners. 

Allison Gopnik believes that children are natural scientist.  They develop theories, 

test their theories, and learn from their failure and success.  She encourages adults 

(parents and educators) to provide multiple experiences for young children in order for 

them to develop deep understandings and dismiss their misconceptions.  Gopnik (1999) 

writes of this in her book, The Scientist in the Crib: 
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Gradually, though, as enough different kinds of contrary evidence accumulate, it‟s 

no longer possible to just ignore or reinterpret the facts.  When the new theory 

finally replaces the old one, there are far-reaching implications.  The new theory 

doesn‟t just let us deal with the contrary evidence; it also lets us understand many 

other phenomena in a new way.  And the new theory lets us create a whole set of 

new predictions about what will happen in the future. (p. 57) 

 

After reading this, I feel the hour-long project-approach time period I have put in 

to place this year, entitled “Discovery Time,” is validated.  This is a large portion of an 

already short learning day devoted to student-directed-independent study, and reading 

Gopnik‟s views on the necessity of repeated experiences for all students, confirmed my 

decision to implement Discovery Time.   

Gopnik also supports peer-to-peer teaching and conflict resolution.  She believes 

adults should help children to develop independence so that when they grow older they 

will be able to function as contributing members in our society.  She understands the 

uneasy feeling of the loss of control that occurs when children are allowed to take on 

more responsibility for their learning and problem solving.  Gopnik (1999) stresses the 

importance of our responsibility as educators to release this control:  

There is also a deeper sense in which we have less control than responsibility.  

The whole point of the enterprise, after all, is to end up creating an autonomous 

agent, a person who can leave us, who can choose to make grave mistakes and 

decide to be thoroughly miserable. (p. 200-201)   

 

Gopnik encourages educators and parents to let children take on more 

responsibility for their problems, learning, and overall happiness. 

Fredrick Froebel, the “Father of Kindergarten” also believed that children were 

intrinsically motivated to learn independently, and it is the job of the educator to provide 

an environment for which this learning will naturally occur.  He believed that adults have 
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the tendency to dominate children‟s learning with their own selfish agendas and this, in 

turn, decreases child-motivation.  Froebel was an enormous proponent of play.  He 

believed children are strong and confident, and through their play they naturally develop 

and learn. 

I believe Froebel would applaud my efforts to interfere less in my students 

learning, and instead provide them with the room and time needed for their natural 

curiosity‟s to grow and develop.  Froebel (1912) compares children to plants and animals 

in a garden.  He questions why adults allow these organisms the time and space to grow 

and develop, but adults do not provide the same allowances to children: 

We give room and time to young plants and animals, well knowing that they will 

develop and grow according to the laws inherent in them.  We do not interfere, 

because we know that this would disturb their healthy development.  But the 

young child is treated as wax or clay which can be moulded into any form. (p. 32-

33) 

 

I believe Froebel would have supported my efforts to increase the amount of play 

in a first-grade classroom through Discovery Time.  I also think he would have agreed 

with my attempts to let students teach each other and problem solve together without the 

interference of adults. 

The Project Approach Theory is the most direct correlation to Discovery Time of 

the three theories I have discussed.  When I first designed Discovery Time, it was a 

fusing of The Project Approach and free play.  I want my students to have the 

opportunities to discover what they are interested in, but the restraints in my district 

prevent me from having “play time” in the classroom.  It is believed “play time” should 

be restricted to the “playground.”  Imbedding The Project Approach Theory into 
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Discovery Time ensures my students are learning, as well as having fun, and I am able to 

defend this time of day to my superiors.   

The Project Approach Theory rests on the belief that all children have an innate 

desire to learn, and they should be allowed to construct their own knowledge along with a 

teacher who will facilitate and guide this process.  With this theory, the teacher acts as a 

co-constructor of knowledge as opposed to the keeper of knowledge to be dispersed at 

her leisure.  The Project Approach Theory places as much emphasis on social-emotional 

development as it does academic knowledge.   It enables students to learn from each 

other and grow as individuals by promoting a positive self-esteem and sense of agency 

while capitalizing on students‟ strengths, weaknesses, interests, backgrounds and 

differences.   

The Project Approach Theory also supports my attempts to encourage peer-to-

peer conflict resolution and student-to-student teaching.  The most challenging aspect of 

all three of the changes to practice I have made is being supportive to my students, but 

not taking over the learning process.  Helm and Katz (2000) summarize this constant 

balance beautifully:  

There is a fine line between supporting children‟s investigation and teacher-

directed inquiry – between supporting children‟s learning and taking over the 

learning experience.  One of the most challenging tasks in teaching young 

children is to learn how to recognize that line and avoid crossing it. (p. 11-13) 

 

This is something I continue to struggle with and remind myself throughout the 

day in my classroom.  I hope that one day; I will be proficient at “walking the line.” 
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AGENCY IN EDUCATION 

The “agentic child” as described by Reesa Sorin (2005) is a “relatively new image 

of childhood.” (p. 18) Sorin attributes the recent popularity of educators viewing children 

as “equal partners in life and in education decision-making” (Sorin, 2005, p. 18) to the 

Reggio Emilia movement.  The Reggio approach has not been the only contributing 

factor encouraging teachers to allow students more agency and decision making within 

the classroom.  Kamii (1991) discusses Piaget interpretation of agency as “morality of 

autonomy” and describes autonomy as “being governed by oneself.” (p. 382) The idea 

that children thrive when in control of their own curiosities and natural development, 

seems to be one some educators, including myself, sometimes forget.  It is this adult or 

educator‟s role in child-agency that has been getting more attention in recent years. 

Some educators have taken it upon themselves to empower students by 

developing their sense of agency.  Eric (Rico) Gutstien (2007) conducted a self-study of 

his mathematics classroom.  His goal was to empower students to speak up for what they 

believed in, and he designed his instruction to do just that.  The results were twofold.  He 

was actually persecuted and forced from his position because of his methods, but, in the 

end, it was his students who stood up for him and enabled him to regain his position. 

Johnmarshall Reeve (2009) believes teachers can support student-agency by 

adopting an “autonomy-supportive” sentiment.  He describes teachers who are autonomy 

supportive as those who have a more positive purpose within the classroom, who 

consider students‟ perspectives, who intrinsically motivate students, and those who are 
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supportive to students‟ feelings and thoughts.  Reeve argues teachers who embrace an 

autonomy-supportive sentiment produce more positive outcomes in their students.   

Susan Engel (2011) would agree that teachers directly influence students‟ natural 

curiosities.  She defines this curiosity as “the mechanism that underlies the best learning.” 

(Engel, 2011, p. 626) Engle gives several classroom examples of the inadvertent 

suppression of students‟ natural curiosities by their teachers.  She believes some teachers 

do not realize they are suppressing this curiosity because they are under so much pressure 

to produce performing students.  Engel recognizes that children have the natural ability to 

learn what they need to know if they are given the chance to do so.  She also believes 

educators value children‟s natural curiosities and are able to nurture these curiosities if 

they are given the chance to do so.  Engel acknowledges the tremendous pressure on 

educators to keep up the pace, teach to the test, and master the standards. She calls for 

curiosity to “become the center of the classroom.” (Engel, 2011, p. 643), and she is 

certain this change has to come from the top.  She urges lawmakers, curriculum writers, 

and administrators to change their “educational priorities…to make room for this 

emphasis.”  (Engel, 2011, p. 643)  Kamii (1991) also believes the overall education 

system needs to keep student-agency in the forefront: 

What education needs more than money today is a fundamental 

reconceptualization of objectives.  By focusing on the child‟s autonomy, we may 

well foster development of children with old values, such as love of learning and 

self–discipline.  Children respect the rules they make for themselves.  They also 

work hard to achieve the goals they set for themselves.  Autonomy as the aim of 

education is in a sense a new idea that will revolutionize education.  In another 

sense, however, it can be viewed as a return to old human values and human 

relationships.” (p. 389) 
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It is clear that many in the field of education value a child‟s autonomy, curiosity, 

power, and sense of agency, but, as of yet, this message has not been widespread.  The 

next step is relaying the importance of respecting a child and all they have to bring to 

those of us working with these children every day. 
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RESEARCH METHODS 

When preparing for the 2011-2012 school year, I realized I needed to make a 

conscious effort to increase student agency in my first-grade classroom.  I decided to 

make this a priority and began to think about what I would need to do in order to make 

my vision a reality.   

I knew the only way to improve one‟s practice is to attempt new ideas and then 

reflect on their effectiveness.  In order to prepare for my year-long self-study, I read 

Teaching Other People’s Children (1999) by Cynthia Ballenger.  This book is an 

incredibly insightful account of teacher-research in action.  Ballenger is terrific at 

describing both her research process, as well as what she learned from the experience.  

Ballenger describes the essence of teacher-research beautifully.  She believes the ultimate 

goal of teacher-research is “letting the children…teach you – both about themselves and 

about their view of the domain you are jointly studying – while you are teaching them.” 

(Ballenger, 1999, p. 9)  The ultimate goal is not to discover a definite answer or solution 

to a question or problem, but instead, to learn and discover more about myself and my 

students.  

To allow for this close inspection to occur, Ballenger suggests audio taping 

conversations within the classroom.  We all agree that classrooms are alive and bustling 

with an almost frenetic energy throughout the day.  Ballenger draws an excellent parallel 

when she describes teaching as “stir(ring) a giant cauldron.” (Ballenger, 1999, p.84) 

Obviously, in this environment, a teacher cannot deeply inspect and reflect on the actions 
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in her classroom while they are occurring.  Instead, she must use both audio taping and 

field notes to aid in reflection.   

Audio taping and transcription are important because they allow teachers to pause 

time.  This enables one to listen again and again and think deeply about what has been 

said within the context of a busy day.  According to Ballenger, field notes are also a 

crucial part of the research process because they tend to happen during the moment or not 

long after and reflect the immediate reactions of the teacher.  When looking at field notes 

at a later time, a teacher can reflect on his/her initial reactions to a particular moment, 

action, or event.  This provides insight into the foundation and background of the values 

and beliefs that are held, and will in turn allow these values and beliefs to be scrutinized.   

This book helped me understand many important aspects of teacher research that I 

had not previously considered and it helped me to develop a plan.  Throughout the 2011-

2012 school year, I used audio-taping and field notes to assist me in tracking the 

effectiveness of the new practices I have implemented.  These techniques have enable me 

to reflect on my own responses as well as the responses from my students, make 

adjustments when needed, and enjoy the growth and development my students and I 

experienced.  

I teach first graders in a fast-growing, middle-class community on the outskirts of 

Austin, Texas.  The school I teach at is one of four public elementary campuses in the 

community for prekindergarten through fourth grade students.  My class consists of ten 

boys and eleven girls that are between the ages of six and seven years old.  Seven of these 

students are Hispanic, and the remaining fourteen are White.  Ten out of the class are 
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considered “Economically Disadvantaged.”  Three of these students have qualified as 

Gifted and Talented one is a special-needs student who is diagnosed with an Emotional 

Disturbance.     

Throughout the remainder of this report I will describe documented classroom 

examples as well as my students‟ and my own responses to my attempts to reallocate 

“teacher control” to them, and allow them more ownership and direction in their own 

learning and development.   As I stated before, I have strived to alter my practices in 

three main areas:  implementing a project-approach time period in the classroom schedule 

entitled, “Discovery Time;” taking a supporting role (as opposed to a directing role) in 

peer-to-peer conflicts that occur in the classroom; and providing students with more of a 

voice when learning new concepts which enables them to teach each other more than I 

teach them.  My overall goal in making these changes was to provide my students with a 

greater sense of agency in their classroom.  I do not suggest that my attempts were 

exceptional or completely successful, but instead, an effort to encourage self-directed 

learning, increase self-motivation and self-confidence, and make new learning 

memorable. 
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DISCOVERY TIME 

My very first class in graduated school focused on the importance of play in 

early-childhood classrooms.  We studied the National Association for the Education of 

Young Children‟s (NAEYC) position advocating for play in early-childhood classrooms, 

and we explored Developmentally Appropriate Practice (DAP).  After this, I knew I 

needed to make changes to my own classroom.  Where had the play gone?  Had it ever 

really been there?  I knew I must give my students more time to explore and learn in a 

more self-directed approach.  This realization, lead to the development and 

implementation of “Discovery Time.”  

Discovery Time is forty-five minutes to an hour of the day in my first grade 

classroom in which students get to explore and learn about whatever they choose.  The 

only “rule” to Discovery Time is: you must be learning.  My students read about and 

research animals, practice and develop math concepts through repeated exploration, act 

out stories or make plays, and much, much more.  For my students, the most enjoyable 

aspect of Discovery Time is the opportunity for them to be in complete control of their 

learning, and the possibilities for their discoveries are endless.  The most enjoyable 

aspect of Discovery Time for me, is witnessing the joy of learning my students exhibit 

and the development they achieve.  Through Discovery Time, I have seen tremendous 

growth in my struggling students, sparks ignite in my less-motivated students, and 

interests‟ peeked in my gifted students.    

For example, meet William and Cody, two extremely intelligent and gifted six-

year olds.  They have both qualified for the Gifted and Talented program at my school, 
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and, because of recent cut-backs, I am the sole provider of their supplemented 

curriculum.  During the day, William is usually the first person finished with his work, he 

takes pride in completing his work accurately and neatly, and has the compelling need to 

please adults and do what is expected of him.  Although I am witness to these traits of 

William, I cannot help but notice he often seems bored with the concepts in our 

curriculum.  Cody acts very differently from William.  He is not usually the first person 

finished because his mind is continuously bouncing from one idea and topic to the next.  

This makes concentrating on one task somewhat difficult for him.  He also seems bored 

with some of the concepts we study because he usually knows so much about it 

beforehand.  They both typically have tremendous background knowledge in the concepts 

studied in language arts and science, and they continually do well on the pre-assessments 

I give at the beginning of each math unit of study.  Because of this knowledge base, 

despite my attempts to challenge them both intellectually by differentiating the 

curriculum, I continue to feel as if I should be doing more.  However, when it is 

Discovery Time both of their interests are heightened.  They dash to gather the materials 

for their current projects and are quickly consumed with new learning.  It is easy for me 

to ask questions and inquire about areas they would like to learn more about.  For 

example, they both wanted to know more about the sun.  They read several books about 

the Sun and I was able to direct them to a video about the Sun and Earth.  This led to a 

week-long project which concluded with a detailed lesson to the class entailing all of the 

new learning they had acquired.   The following is an audio recording of the classroom 

discussion that ensued from this presentation: 
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William:  The Sun shines light to the moon, and then it reflects off the moon.  

And the moon points it to earth to make the moon bright when you see it at night.  

 

Elizabeth:  You can tell that the Earth is moving slow because the Sun comes up 

really slowly when the earth is moving. 

 

William:  And it takes twenty-four hours for the Earth to turn around once. 

 

Me:  One whole day. 

 

Cody:  AND it takes a whole year for the Earth to move around the Sun…365 

days. 

 

Me:  It looks like Stewart is raising his hand.  Let‟s see what he has to share. 

 

Stewart:  You can tell when it‟s almost gonna be night time because um…the 

Earth moves around so slow that it kinda gets darker and darker. 

 

Me:  That‟s true. 

 

Cody:  And the really, really cold places have less day. 

 

William:  Yeah 

 

Cody:  And the really, really hot places have more day. 

 

Me:  Yeah, the sun is pointing toward the center of the Earth because the Earth is 

tilted.  That‟s why the top of the Earth and the bottom of the Earth don‟t get as 

much direct sunlight.  And that‟s why they are usually cold and snowy. 

 

William:  In the summer, in the middle of summer in Texas, we barely get any 

night. 

 

As you can tell from this excerpt, for two gifted children, Discovery Time 

provides the space and time required for them to explore and unveil the many nuances of 

their curiosity, and they bring their classmates along with them!   

Discovery Time has also been beneficial to my students who are less-motivated to 

participate in other areas of the learning day.  Ben, for example, is a seven year-old first 
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grader in my class who often makes “unoptimistic” groans when it is time for reading or 

writing because he lacks enjoyment in these activities and typically does just enough to 

appease me during these periods of the day.  However, during Discovery Time, his 

interest is suddenly sparked.  He shared he has a true interest in gemstones.  He found a 

book in the classroom about the different types of gemstones found in Earth and was 

immediately captivated.  He read about the different types of gems, carefully inspected 

the photos, artfully copied the photos himself, and wrote a description about each of the 

gems he drew.  He worked on this project for almost an entire month, and, in the end, was 

able to teach his classmates everything he had learned.  For the child who I struggled 

with to read and write during Language Arts, he certainly wanted to read and write about 

gems during Discovery Time.  It was having the opportunity to study what he wanted to 

study and do with it what he chose that ignited the spark in this child.  The sense of 

agency and ownership he felt during Discovery Time led him to grow and develop as a 

reader and writer. 

Another example of the benefits of Discovery Time occurred when Elizabeth, 

who sometimes lacks self-confidence and often resists difficult tasks, decided to learn 

more about Polar Bears.  She read a beginning reader book about them and studied the 

pictures closely.  She copied the pictures and some of the words to make a book of her 

own.  When she was sharing her book with me, I noticed she had drawn some of the 

Polar Bears with brown fur.  I asked her about this, and she said that is what color they 

were in the book.  I asked her to show me the book and I immediately understood.  Some 

of the photos looked as if they were taken when the sun was low in the sky which made 
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the Polar Bear‟s color more orange.  I could tell this was what was causing the fur to look 

more brown than white.  I asked her what she thought about the sun and the sky in the 

pictures, but she seemed unsure.  I decided to let her present her book to the class, and 

then pose the question of the change in color of the Polar Bears‟ fur to everyone.  The 

following is the audio from this presentation and discussion: 

Elizabeth:  (Reading her book.) Polar bears can swim 100 miles at a time. 

 

Me:  Does anyone know how long 100 miles is? 

 

Matt:  It‟s a LONG time. 

 

Me:  It‟s a LONG way. 

 

Elizabeth:  (Reading again.) In the spring the cubs come out. 

 

Me:  Do you want to show the pictures.  (She holds up the picture to the class.) 

Why, Elizabeth, do you think the Polar Bears are not cold? 

 

Elizabeth:  Because they have warm fur. 

 

Me:  They have warm fur? 

 

Jennifer:  I know what they‟re called. 

 

Me:  What? 

 

Jennifer:  Coats 

 

William:  Fur coats 

 

Elizabeth:  (She continues to read.) Polar Bears like to slide in the snow.  Polar 

Bear cubs are brown in the winter. 

 

Me:  So, talk to the class about what you and I talked about…about Polar Bears 

being brown.  What do you mean by that? 

 

Elizabeth:  The sun is shining on the Polar Bears. 
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Me:  In some of the pictures the sun looked like it was setting or rising and they 

looked a little brownish didn‟t they?  (To the class) Did you know that? 

 

Several Students:  No 

 

Me:  That sometimes their fur looks more yellowy, brownish than white? 

 

William:  A lot of Polar Bears have yellow fur, it looks yellow. 

 

Me:  (Matt was raising his hand) Matt? 

 

Matt:  Well I know..like..how their fur sticks on.  They basically, they grow their 

fur like we grow our hair. 

 

Me:  I think your right!  That is how that works. 

 

Me:  (Stewart was raising his hand) Stewart? 

 

Stewart:  Sometimes when Polar Bears are white they can blend in to the snow so 

no enemies can get them. 

 

Me:  What do you call that Stewart, when you blend in? 

 

Olivia: Camouflage  

 

Stewart:  Yeah, camouflage.  

 

Me:  I‟m wondering if we need to write down the question about why Polar Bears 

look a little brownish sometimes.  Would anybody be interested in finding out the 

answer to that question? 

 

Several Students:  Yeah 

 

Me:  So, Elizabeth, we‟re going to write down the question: Why do Polar Bears 

look brownish sometimes?  And would you like to find the answer to that 

question?  Maybe you could get some people to help you. 

 

Cloe:  I can help you. 

 

William:  We can look it up. 

 



 
 

19 
 

Emily decided to help Aayliah.  They did some more research and found in a 

book that each Polar Bear‟s hair is actually a clear, hollow tube.  This makes the bear 

look white sometimes and yellowish at other times depending upon the reflection of the 

sunlight.  They were able to share this new knowledge with their classmates.  Both Emily 

and Elizabeth lack self-confidence at times and do not usually participate in classroom 

discussions, but in this case they were able to become “the experts” and teach the class 

and me something new.  The smiles on their faces were priceless and their self-

confidence was boosted! 

Another example of the benefits of Discovery Time to my students is Andrew.  

Andrew is a student in the special education behavior unit at my school.  He has been 

diagnosed with an Emotional Disturbance.  Andrew is significantly behind academically 

and socially in comparison to his peers as a result of the behaviors he exhibits from his 

disability.   He often pushes or hits his classmates when they are bothering him or if he 

does not get his way instead of talking it out and solving his problem respectfully.  

Academically, despite being incredibly intelligent, Andrew came to first grade reading at 

Reading Level “A” according to the Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA).  This 

level is an emergent reading level and is considered “at risk” in first grade.    He spent his 

Kindergarten year acting out, in the principal‟s office, or sleeping.  As a result, the 

knowledge he possesses of academic concepts such as reading and writing has suffered 

immensely.   Refusing to write and throwing a temper tantrum during Writer‟s Workshop 

is a regular occurrence in the classroom.  Reading group often results in silliness and 

flippant attempts at my requests.  In summation, Andrew does not enjoy Language Arts; 
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however, during Discovery Time we see a different side of Andrew.  Andrew is excited, 

happy, and willing to learn and participate with his classmates.  He joins groups of 

children eagerly to tackle new projects.  He examines books, draws pictures, and attempts 

to write what he learns.  He participates in deep conversations and respectful arguments 

regarding new topics.  He has a willingness to develop the skills I have been struggling to 

teach him during reading and writing time, and he has the desire to work with and get 

along with his peers.  They learn from him as much as he learns from them.  He feels as if 

he is the authority, and others look to him instead of away from him.  It is truly a 

remarkable sight.  Discovery Time has not only helped Andrew to develop much needed 

skills, but it has also increased his self-confidence.  I believe it is the increased sense of 

agency he feels during this time of the day that has led to these developments.  

Another example of interest being sparked during Discovery Time is Alexis.  For 

a period of three weeks, Alexis was very curious about the magnets that are available to 

explore with during this time.  She carried them around the room and tried to stick them 

to everything.  She used the magnets to move the other magnets on my whiteboard 

which, in turn, made things hanging on my white board fall to the ground.  Alexis 

sheepishly grinned and whispered, “Sorry” to me.  I smiled and continue to watch her 

walk around the room touching the magnets to everything.  When she found something 

they stuck to, she would stay and do it over and over again.  One day, she realized the 

magnets would pick up staples from the floor.  For the rest of Discovery Time, she 

searched the room for staples hidden in the carpet.  Another day she discovered the 

magnets would still work through paper, and she began to pick things up with paper in 
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between the object and the magnet.  I cannot help but believe this constant and repeated 

exploration with magnets is feeding her scientific mind, and through this practice, she is 

developing deeper understandings that she can build on in the future.  

As my examples have eluded, Discovery Time has been a welcomed addition to 

our classroom.  My students, from all backgrounds, thrive in its‟ freedom and self-

directedness.   They take ownership of their learning and flourish through the amount of 

choices available and the time set aside that is just for them.  Their natural curiosities and 

innate drives to learn are awakened, and, as a result, great academic and emotional 

learning and development are achieved. 
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PROBLEM SOLVING:  PEER-TO-PEER CONFICT 

During a graduate class that focused on the early childhood education in different 

cultures, I read the book Preschool in Three Cultures Revisited by Joseph Tobin.  While 

reading the accounts of the classroom observations in this book, I became curious about 

the manner in which the teachers reacted to social conflicts within their classrooms.  It 

was interesting to read of students left alone to resolve problems independently without 

assistance from an adult, and although in some instances children got a little out of hand 

(for American classroom standards), the social lessons the children taught each other 

were, in reality, remarkable!  For example, in Preschool in Three Cultures Revisited, at 

Sinanlu, a preschool in China, a dispute is reported to a teacher, Wang laoshi, during play 

time.  “Wang laoshi replies, „Really?  Why is she crying?‟ and returns to eating and 

chatting” (Tobin, 2009, p. 62).  The children resolved the problem without adult 

intervention.  The problem and solution were later discussed with the class, but the 

teacher did not get involved during the initial conflict.  Another instance included in 

Preschool in Three Cultures Revisited was at Komatsudani, a preschool in Japan.  One of 

the teachers, Morita-sensei, continues to clean up while a group of girls‟ dispute over a 

teddy bear becomes physical.  Her only intervention was calling out, “Hey” or “Stop” 

long after the conflict had commenced (Tobin, 2009, p. 100).   The girls did stop, and the 

issue was resolved through a very impactful teaching moment from the older girls 

involved to the younger girl involved.   

These accounts made me question my current tactics when dealing with peer-to-

peer conflict.  I realized I was over-using mediation strategies, and I did not allow my 
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students to problem solve independently.   Instead, I walked them through a forced 

“script” of asking for an apology and receiving an apology.  My students only learned to 

seek a teacher for mediation during a problem instead of attempting to work it out 

independently.   After my study, I have realized that the conflict belongs to the children, 

and the children are perfectly capable of resolving or learning to resolve this conflict 

(Chen, 2003).   

This year I have taken a new approach.  Instead of interfering and solving 

problems for my students, I have taken a removed approach.  When I hear students 

arguing, I do not interject but listen to see what comes of it.  Usually the problem is 

resolved by the children involved or forgotten about completely.  If a problem is brought 

to my attention, I ask the class or a group of nearby students for their help, explain the 

problem to the group, ask the group how they think the problem should be solved, and 

allow them to work together to find a “fair” solution that all parties agree upon.  The 

results have been remarkable. 

An example of this occurred when the class was working on a list of what they 

were thankful for at Thanksgiving.  Jennifer announced, “I‟m thankful for the Sun 

because without it we would not be alive!”  Many of the other students agreed and began 

adding the Sun to their own lists.  Jennifer became irritated because other students were 

“stealing” her idea.  I was nearby listening to the interaction, and resisted the temptation 

to step in and put the problem to rest.  In the end I was pleased that I did not intervene 

because Kathy, a very intelligent and wise-beyond-her-years first grader, also overheard 

the disagreement.  She simply responded, “Well, Jennifer, of course they are going to 
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write down your idea because it‟s a good idea.  If you don‟t want people to steal your 

ideas you shouldn‟t say them out loud so everyone can hear them.”  Jennifer seemed to 

understand this explanation and the problem was dropped.  I probably would have given 

similar advice to Kathy‟s, but imagine how much more powerful this was coming from a 

peer rather than from the teacher. 

Another example of peer-to-peer conflict resolved completely by the children 

occurred when the morning bell had just rung and the students were getting their chairs 

for the day.  I overheard an argument between Sharon and Matt and began to listen in.  At 

the same moment a quiet child, Emily, who does not usually get involved in others‟ 

conflicts, joined in the conversation.  She said, “Whoa, whoa, whoa!  What‟s the big 

problem?”  Sharon responded, “I have the broken chair.”  (The broken chair is a desk 

chair that is missing the flat piece at the bottom of one of its legs.  It is fine to sit in, but it 

does wobble a bit.)  Matt said, “Yeah, and I want the broken chair.”  Emily looked at 

Sharon and added, “Well, you have to share.  It‟s not nice to not share.”  Matt agreed, 

“Yeah, I‟ve never had the broken chair.”  At this point, it was my impulse to tell the 

students that it really did not matter who had the broken chair and we should not argue 

with each other over this or that Matt could have the chair the next day, but I resisted and 

kept my lips sealed.  As it turned out, I did not need to say anything at all.  Kathy, who 

had been standing near me and also listening, said, in a matter of fact tone, “Matt, it 

doesn‟t matter…all the chairs are the same.”    Matt, Sharon, and Emily all shook their 

heads in agreement and walked away.  They all seemed satisfied with this solution.  I still 

felt bad for Matt because he had never had the broken chair that he wanted so badly, but 
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when looking at Matt afterward he seemed fine with Kathy‟s response.  As of yet, Matt 

has not mentioned wanting the broken chair again. 

Some of the problems in our classroom are easily solved by my students, but 

others require my attention because of their nature.  Sometimes a parent or a student will 

bring a problem to my attention.  Other times students might discuss or do something 

inappropriate.  When this occurs, I do step in, but I attempt to offer support to the 

children in solving the problem themselves instead of coming up with my own solution.  

The motivation for making this change came from reading the book Under Deadman’s 

Skin (2001) by Jane Katch.  This book describes Katch‟s year-long study of the students 

in her kindergarten classroom.  She does an excellent job explaining her feelings and 

beliefs which are similar to my own.  She also discusses the inner struggle she feels 

between her feelings and beliefs and her actions and discussions with the children in her 

classroom.  Katch confronts problems in her classroom very differently than I have in the 

past, despite how uncomfortable she is with the nature of the problem.  For example if 

two students are having a conflict, I would typically guide the two of them to work it out 

using their words. Katch, on the other hand, poses the problem to a nearby group of 

children or the class as a whole, and they all work together to find a “fair” solution that 

all parties agree upon.  She allows her students the time to problem-solve together with 

very little intervention, even when she feels the needs to interject, she does not.  The 

students take ownership of their problems and make plans to ensure they do not happen 

again.  Katch strives to do much more listening than talking, and she is deliberate with 

her questions.  For example she may ask, “Is this fair?” or “How can we make (a student) 
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feel better?”  She very rarely gives suggestions.  It almost never ends the way she 

anticipated, but it always ends well. 

Katch also tackles inappropriate talk very differently than I have in the past.  I 

typically sit the class down and discuss the inappropriateness and ask the students to 

avoid this type of talk.  She, on the other hand, discusses these problems in detail to help 

the students understand their nature.  For example, she describes using the middle finger 

and curse words as using words in a “hurtful way” (Katch, 2001, p. 109).  She explains 

that all words can be used in a hurtful or rude way depending upon their usage and tone 

of voice, and if you are being friendly you would not want to use words in this way.   

I realized, by asking students to avoid these topics I was doing them a disservice.  

They are learning about these topics in my classroom, weather I want them to or not.  By 

preventing them from discussing them, I was driving them to discuss them in secret and 

this lead to even more problems because of a lack of understanding.  I decided, in the 

future, I would need to sit my students down and discuss the true nature of these topics 

and help them to develop understandings that include respect and empathy.   

The first time an inappropriate topic came up this year was during the first two 

weeks of school and because of my new understandings I decided to handle it differently 

than I would have in the past.  I overheard a group of students talking about “pee” at their 

table.  I walked over and noticed Maria had added a yellow line coming from one of the 

people in her drawing to the ground.  In the past, I would have pulled Maria out in the 

hallway and spoken to her about this privately.  I would have told her it was inappropriate 

and to please not do something like it again.  Instead, because of my new motivation to 
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empower my students, I asked the class to come to the carpet to discuss the situation 

together.  I know, from experience, that children this age are fascinated with matters such 

as these, and I knew it would not be the last time something like this would come up.  I 

thought, if we got it out in the open and if the students could understand why it was not 

appropriate to draw “pee” on their pictures it might prevent instances such as these from 

happening in the future.  The following is an audio recording of our classroom 

discussion: 

Me:  So, let‟s talk about what just happened at William‟s table.  William‟s table, 

what‟s going on at your table? 

 

(Silence) 

 

Me:  Matt, do you want to tell us what‟s going on at that table? 

 

Matt:  Well…um...they‟re drawing something inappropriate. 

 

Me:  Something inappropriate.  Okay Matt, what was being drawn? 

 

Matt:  Pee 

 

Me:  Pee, okay so what do we know about pee? 

 

Matt:  It‟s gross. 

 

Me:  Why is pee gross? 

 

Cloe:  Because it comes out of your private area. 

 

Me:  Because it comes out of your private area.  Okay, what else do we know 

about pee? (Jennifer raises her hand.)  Yes, ma‟am? 

 

Jennifer:  Because it looks yellow like the sun.  That‟s why it‟s inappropriate. 

 

Me:  Okay, it‟s yellow.  Why is pee inappropriate?  Does everyone pee? 

 

Class:  Yes 
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Me:  Um hum, do you know why we pee? 

 

Jennifer:  Cause you drink a lot of water. 

 

Me:  That‟s right!  So you drink water and your body takes from the water what it 

needs and what it doesn‟t need it comes out like pee. So, is pee something that‟s 

funny or is it something that we all have to do? 

 

Class:  We all have to do. 

 

Me:  Okay, so, people at William‟s table or Matt if you want to answer since you 

know what was going on too, how did it make you feel when there were people 

talking about pee? 

 

Matt:  Disgusting 

 

Me:  (To Matt) You didn‟t like it?  (He shakes his head.) Okay Matt, tell me why 

you didn‟t like it. 

 

Matt:  Because it‟s disgusting. 

 

Me:  You think it‟s kind of gross to talk about pee? (He nods) 

 

Bella:  It gives me the goose bumps. 

 

Me:  It gives you goose bumps.  Why? 

 

Bella:  I don‟t know…cause it freaks me out. 

 

Me:  Okay, so you don‟t really like to think about pee?  (She nods)  Is it because 

going pee is kind of private?  

 

Class:  Yes 

 

Me:  Do we usually go to the bathroom in front of other people? 

 

Class:  No 

 

Matt:  Yeah, that‟s why it‟s inappropriate. 

 

Elizabeth: That‟s why there‟s bathrooms. 

 



 
 

29 
 

Me:  And that‟s why bathrooms have doors because it‟s something private.  Is it 

something bad? 

 

Class:  No 

 

Me:  No.  Is there anything wrong with going pee? 

 

Class:  No 

 

Me:  Is it funny? 

 

Class:  No 

 

Me:  No, it‟s just part of how we are as human beings.  So, it makes some people 

feel uncomfortable when you draw about pee or you talk about pee.  Like Matt, it 

kinda of made him feel a little uncomfortable.  It kinda makes me feel a little 

uncomfortable too because it makes me feel like that‟s something private. (Pause) 

What can we do to solve this problem about pee as a whole class?  What can we 

do? 

 

Cloe:  Don‟t talk about it. 

 

Me:  Don‟t talk about pee.   

 

Matt:  Don‟t draw it. 

 

Jennifer:  Don‟t pay attention to it. 

 

Me:  If someone is talking about pee maybe you ignore it or don‟t pay attention to 

it.  Or what could you tell them? 

 

Several Students:  Please stop. 

 

Me:  Um hum…or (you could say) hey I don‟t like it that you‟re talking about pee 

cause that‟s kinda private and that‟s something that kinda grosses me out and I 

don‟t really want to talk about it. 

 

Cloe:  Or you could ignore it. 

 

Me:  (Elizabeth raises her hand) What do you think, Elizabeth? 

 

Elizabeth:  If someone‟s using the restroom just wait your turn. 
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Me:  Wait your turn, don‟t bother them.  Um hum.  (Anthony is raising his hand.) 

What do you think Anthony? 

 

Anthony:  Well, you could tell the teacher. 

 

Me:  Could we solve it another way without having to tell the teacher? (Anthony 

nods.) Telling the teacher is something we could do if we‟ve tried all the other 

ways and it‟s still not happing.  (Pause) Okay, so, like we said peeing is 

something we all do.  Is it something we do in the classroom? 

 

Class:  No  

 

Me:  Is it something that helps us learn? 

 

Class:  No 

 

Me:  So, is there really any reason to talk about it in the classroom? 

 

Class:  No  

 

Me:  Is there really any reason to draw about it in the classroom?   

 

Class:  No  

 

Me:  Is it funny? 

 

Class:  No  

 

Me:  No, it‟s just part of life.  So, can we all agree to leave the pee talk out of the 

classroom because it makes some people feel uncomfortable? 

 

Class:  Uh huh 

 

William:  Keep it away from the classroom. 

 

Me:  And what if someone slips and they forget and they start to talk about pee?  

What can you say to them? 

 

Class:  Stop 

 

Me:  Can you say, “Please stop talking about that because it makes me feel 

uncomfortable and we all agreed that we weren‟t going to talk about that?”  

(Several students nod.)  Give me a “thumbs up” if you agree to not talk about pee 
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because it makes some people feel uncomfortable.  (Everyone gives a “thumbs 

up.”)  Give me a “thumbs up” if you agree that if someone is talking about pee 

and it makes you feel uncomfortable you will say to them, “Please don‟t talk 

about pee because that makes me feel uncomfortable.”  Okay? (Everyone gives “a 

thumbs up.”)   Okay!  Thank you, guys!  Now, let‟s get back to work! 

  

As I stated above, this incident happened within the first two weeks of school, and 

it was my first attempt at letting my students solve a problem together.  I did more of the 

talking than I would have liked, and my students seemed to be unsure about what I 

wanted from them when we started to discuss the situation.  I think they thought I was 

going to be angry and accusatory toward Maria.  After this discussion, they realized that I 

really did want their input and I really wanted them to solve the problem.  With future 

discussions, I was able to do less talking, and, as the following examples illustrate, my 

students took more of a central role in developing their own solutions.   

One of the future incidences occurred on “hat day.”  All of the children were 

allowed to wear a hat in the building and in the classroom under one condition:  they left 

the hat on their head and did not play with it during learning time.  Elizabeth was sitting 

on the carpet, while I was teaching, playing with her hat.  I gave her a warning and 

reminded her of our rule.  She smiled sheepishly but then continued playing with it, so I 

asked her for the hat and put it behind me on the table.  She immediately put her head 

down in her lap and began to get upset.   I continued teaching, and a moment later, I 

asked the students to turn to their carpet partner and discuss a question I had posed to the 

class.  Bella, Elizabeth‟s carpet partner, turned to talk with Elizabeth who still had her 

head down in her lap.  Bella got frustrated and promptly tattled on Elizabeth to me, 

“Elizabeth isn‟t talking to me!”  Instead of explaining to Bella that Elizabeth was upset 



 
 

32 
 

right now because she just had her hat taken away, I asked the class what they thought 

Bella should do about her problem.  Many students suggested typical ways we solve 

problems such as “talk it out” or “ignore it,” but suddenly Alexis offered an amazing 

insight.  She said, “Maybe…Bella could tell her that she was sorry she got her hat taken 

away and, and…she‟s sure Mrs. Johnson will give it back at the end of the day 

and…don‟t be upset.”  I was stunned.  Little Alexis, who always seems to be preoccupied 

with her own personal matters, offered such understanding and compassion and conveyed 

her response in a much better way than I ever could have.   

Another example of peers helping to solve other peers‟ conflicts came one day at 

the end of recess.  Stewart came up to me after I blew the whistle for recess and said four 

girls (Susan, Olivia, Cloe, and Sharon) were pulling on his arms and shirt and tackling 

him (but not to the ground).  I asked, “Did you tell them to stop?”  “Yes” he replied.  Josh 

ran up beside him and told me they were doing the same thing to him, but he said he had 

not told them to stop.  I asked the girls and the two boys to stay back with me from lunch 

and questioned the girls about it.  Sharon quickly admitted they were playing rough with 

the boys.  Susan nodded her head in agreement and Olivia argued that she was softly 

touching the boys‟ arms.  Cloe seemed confused about the situation, but after a few 

probing questions she admitted to the incident.  Then I asked the girls if Stewart had 

asked them to stop and all four of the girls violently shook their heads and said, “NO!”  I 

looked back at Stewart and suddenly his story had changed.  He explained, “Well, I kept 

running away, and they just kept chasing me pulling on my sleeve.” I asked, “You didn‟t 

ask them to stop?”  “No,” he replied.  At this point I was at a crossroads.  Should I walk 
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them through the step-by-step apology that I would have in previous years so the problem 

would be wrapped up quickly and we could all eat our lunch, or should I attempt to have 

them solve the problem themselves?    I decided to try the later.  I asked the two boys, 

“What should you do when someone is chasing you and pulling on you and you don‟t 

want them to?”  Josh replied, “Tell them to stop.”  I probed, “So, what should we do 

about this problem?”  Sharon said, “We shouldn‟t do that again.”  I responded, “That‟s 

right, but what should we do now to make this better?”  Cloe added, “We should say 

sorry.”  I said, “I think that‟s a good idea, and maybe you should tell the boys you won‟t 

do that again too?”  They nodded and the apologies began.  I was excited that they came 

to the same conclusion I would have asked them to come to myself, but they did it mostly 

on their own. 

An additional peer-to-peer conflict was brought to my attention by a parent.  A 

mother called to tell me her son was being harassed by a little girl in my class.  This girl 

was squeezing his face between her hands or hugging him roughly as a way of playing 

with or teasing him.  Her son had not asked the girl to stop, but was very bothered by her 

lack of respect for his personal space.  Instead of speaking with the two children myself, 

as I would have done in the past, I decided to pose the problem to the class and a 

brainstorming session ensued.  We discussed what personal space is and what it means to 

respect someone‟s personal space.  Then, the class decided they must ask each other to 

“please stop” when they feel their space is being invaded.  I asked, “Well, what if they 

ask the person to stop, but they won‟t stop?  What should they do then?”  Sharon offered 

a suggestion, “What if we gave them a signal or something, so they would remember that 
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we all said we were gonna stop.”  The class thought this was a great idea and a silent 

signal was thought up and agreed upon.   

A few weeks later I noticed Alexis sitting on the carpet almost on top of Bella.  

Bella told her to stop and gave her the silent signal.  Alexis recognized what the silent 

signal meant, stopped, and sat correctly.  The silent signal the class came up with 

worked!  The students have continued to use the silent signal throughout the year with 

great success.  The following example involves another instance of personal space that 

took place months later, but the students still relied upon the silent signal to help solve 

this problem. 

One day, during carpet time, I noticed Nathan and Tyler trying to kiss Ryan.  

Ryan did not seem happy about this and I asked them what was going on.  Ryan said, 

“They keep trying to kiss me.”  I quickly turned on the audio recorder to capture this 

discussion:  

Bella:  You‟re spreading germs and your family has almost like, the same germs 

and other people have different germs.  So, you can get sick if you‟re kissing 

them.  And they can get in your mouth and your nose and your eyes and you can 

get sick.  And you‟re spreading germs. 

 

Me:  (Cloe is raising her hand.)  Okay, Cloe what were you going to say? 

 

Cloe:  You could just do it with your family. 

 

Me:  Why can you kiss your family? 

 

Cloe:  Because (pause) I don‟t really know. 

 

Ryan:  Because you touch them all the time. 

 

Olivia:  Because you have the same germs. 
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Me:  Okay, (I overheard Cody saying something toward the back of the room.)  

What were you saying, Cody, about how it‟s not appropriate? 

 

Cody:  I said I didn‟t know how it‟s not appropriate. I just knew it wasn‟t 

appropriate. 

 

Ryan:  Cause you‟re around a lot of people. 

 

Me:  What do we call that when you‟re with a lot of people? 

 

Ryan:  In public. 

 

Me:  In public, okay.   Is it okay to kiss each other in private? 

 

Class:  No 

 

Bella:  In private, yeah. 

 

Ryan:  Yeah 

 

Me:  In private it‟s okay to kiss your friends? 

 

Class:  No 

 

William:  Not with your friends but in private like with your family. 

 

Me:  It‟s okay if your family kisses you.  Are we supposed to be kissing our 

friends in private or in public?  Because we have, what Bella, did you say? 

 

Bella:  Different germs. 

 

Me:  And we‟re spreading our germs. 

 

Bella:  They can get in your mouth, nose, eyes, or ears. 

 

Ryan:  Wherever there‟s an opening. 

 

Me:  So what are we going to do with this problem with the boys kissing each 

other? 

 

Jennifer:  Say, please stop trying to kiss me. 

 

Ryan:  I wasn‟t doing that.   
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Bella:  Do the signal.  (While making the personal space silent signal discussed 

above.) 

 

Me:  Give them the signal.   

 

Ryan:  I don‟t kiss any of them. 

 

Me:  Yes, but you still have a problem don‟t you?  They‟re trying to help you 

solve your problem. 

 

Matt: Give them a check mark.  (The check mark is a signal to help a friend 

remember to make the right choice.) 

 

Me:  Give them a check, give them the signal, tell them to stop. 

 

Jennifer:  Or just walk away from them. 

 

Matt:  Tell them to stop. 

 

Me: (Olivia is raising her hand.) Let‟s hear Olivia‟s. 

 

Olivia:  Tell them to stop and if they don‟t stop…  

 

Ryan:  Tell the teacher. 

 

Olivia:  …just move close to the teacher and they‟ll stop. 

 

Cloe:  Talk it out, Mrs. Johnson, talk it out. 

 

Me:  Okay, so what should we have someone do if this happens again? 

 

Bella:  Stay away from each other.  They could sit in different parts of the room. 

 

Ryan:  We have to be spreaded out. 

 

Me:  Can‟t sit next to each other.  What‟s another solution? 

 

Bella:  Or can‟t play with each other, or you can talk as long as you aren‟t going 

to do that anymore.  

 

Me:  Because you could spread germs. 
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Olivia:  Like, you could be close to each other but you aren‟t going to do any of 

that kissy stuff.   

 

Alexis:  You can hug each other. 

 

Me:  Why can you hug but not kiss, Alexis? 

 

Alexis:  Because like, hugging is like, nothing.  Like, I hug my friend and nothing 

happens to me. 

 

William:  Hugging spreads germs but it doesn‟t, like, get into you. 

 

Me:  So do we want to be kissed in this classroom? 

 

Class:  No 

 

Cloe:  It‟s not appropriate. 

 

William:  Hugging, yes. 

 

Me:  We are saying it‟s okay for us to hug each other, but it‟s not okay for us to 

kiss each other? 

 

Class:  Yes 

 

Me:  Should I be hugging people if they don‟t want me to hug them though? 

 

Class:  No 

 

Me:  You probably need to ask them if it‟s okay to give them a hug? 

 

Alexis:  Yeah 

 

Me:  To make sure you‟re respecting their personal space.  So, are we all agreed 

that we will remember our new rule about no kissing?  And if someone forgets 

and starts to do that, what can you do, Ryan?   

 

Ryan:  The signal 

 

Me:  Um hum…What else can you do? 

 

Ryan:  Check them 
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Me:  Okay, can we remind each other and help each other with this? 

 

Class:  Yes 

 

Me:  Y‟all handled this problem very responsibly.  Does everyone understand our 

new rule? 

 

Class:  Yes 

 

Me:  I know this is not going to be a problem anymore! 

 

I was very impressed with my students‟ response to this situation.  What a change 

from the first time we tried to solve a problem as a class.  The amount of ownership of 

the problem and resolve to find a solution that all of the students possessed was very 

rewarding to witness.  As a mediator, I feel as though I can still improve.  I tend to repeat 

what my students say, when there is no need for it because they have already said it 

perfectly.  This is something I will continue to work on in the future. 

 In each of these situations the problem was the children‟s and the problem 

remained the children‟s.  I did offer some mediation, but the solutions were developed for 

the children by the children.  The results of providing my students with a greater sense of 

agency and ownership and allowing them to solve problems in this manner have been 

remarkable.  The classroom climate in our room is better than I have ever had before.  

The children respect each other and me.  They know it is a safe place to learn, grow, have 

disagreements, and work them out.  The conflicts within the classroom occur less and 

less, and when they do occur, they are minor and easily solved amongst the children.  The 

power and agency over happiness and friendships truly lies with my students. 
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STUDENT-TO-STUDENT TEACHING 

In graduate school, I also had the opportunity to read the book Little Kids – 

Powerful Problem Solvers by Angela Giglio Andrews and Paul R. Trafton (2002).  While 

reading this book, I began to reflect on the teaching practices I utilize in my classroom.  I 

realized, just as in peer-to-peer conflict, I was doing most of the talking, directing, and 

teaching while my students were passively receiving the information.  I have always 

believed that children are the best teachers of children, but I have not been allowing my 

students to teach each other as much as I should.  Andrews (2002) states, “At these times 

I have to let go of my plans and allow the children to take side trips and detours.  Letting 

go doesn‟t mean standing back, however.” (p. 90) This statement was truly enlightening 

for me.  I realized I need to “let go” of some of the control in the classroom and give the 

power of teaching to my students.   

This year, I have attempted to do this by allowing my students to teach the class 

when they would like to share new learning with everyone.  This not only allows a 

student to explain and teach his idea, which as we know is the true display of a deep 

understanding, but it also allows other students to take that idea and expand on it even 

further.  I have strived to instill respect and encourage risk-taking in our classroom, and 

the results have been positive.  Bright students who have the urge to speak and explain 

their thinking have been given the opportunity to do so and insecure students have felt 

safe enough to share thoughts that I might not have previously heard. 

Cody, an ingenious and imaginative six-year old who knows an incredible amount 

of information about a variety of topics, has flourished in the type of environment that 
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allows him to express his prior knowledge, digest new learning, and contemplate 

unknown topics of discussion.  He often interjects during learning to explain further for 

his classmates or question something he is uncertain of.  One day, we were reading a 

book in which the main character had an accident and spilt several boxes of grapes.  The 

main character gets very upset and leaves the grapes in the sun to go inside and dwell on 

his misfortune.  Later the book states, the main character “returns to the scene” to find 

raisins in place of the grapes.  My students did not understand what the word “scene” 

meant in the book.  In the past, I would have given a detail explanation of what the word 

scene means, but on this day I resisted this temptation.  Cody chimed in, “Oh….you 

know the scene of something.  Like…the scene of a crime or like the scene of a picture.  

It‟s where…you know…it happens.”  All of the students nodded their heads in 

understanding and the question was no more.  Cody explained the definition of a scene 

better than I could have and provided his classmates with examples they could identify 

with.  I was relieved that I did not quickly answer this question, but instead allowed 

Cody, and his wealth of knowledge, to do the explaining for me. 

Another instance of students teaching students occurred during Writer‟s 

Workshop.  Alexis was writing about having dinner with her family.  Alexis exhibits a 

focus for a first grader that is unparalleled to any other student I have taught.  Often 

times, she is focused on features of her life that are off-topic from what we are studying, 

but non-the-less she is focused still.  During writing time she displays much 

concentration on her work, and I often find it hard to encourage her to clean up when 

Writer‟s Workshop is finished.  On this day, it is because of this tremendous focus that 
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she was able to teach her peers.  Throughout the school year, we had been studying the /r/ 

sound at the end of the word is spelt with an “er,” and I had been working with the 

students repeatedly on recognizing that a “silent e” will make a vowel say it‟s long sound.   

Alexis wrote the word “dinner” in her writing and at first spelt it “dinr,” but then 

remembered /r/ at the end of the word is spelt with an “er” and changed her spelling to 

“diner.”  Then, she remembered the “silent e” would make the “i” say its‟ long sound and 

that she needed to double the “n” to prevent that from happening.  Finally, she had the 

correct spelling of “dinner.”  After this, she came to me and asked if it was correct.  I said 

that it was and asked her if she would like to explain to the class the process she went 

through to figure out how to spell the word.  Alexis happily took a white board maker, 

stood at the white board at the front of the room, and walked her classmates through her 

entire processes while they watched with great attention.  Her “lesson” took quite a bit of 

time that I had not planned for, but it sparked much more learning to occur.  Students 

began looking in their own writing for words that needed a “silent e” or words that had a 

“e” but needed the consonant doubled to prevent the vowel from saying its‟ long sound.  

They looked for the /r/ sound at the end of the word and changed it to an “er.”  All of this 

learning, that I had worked so painstakingly to enable my students to do, was finally 

occurring spontaneously because of Alexis and her teaching!  What a powerful moment.  

Alexis took on a sense of agency and ownership of what she had learned and felt the 

confidence and desire to teach it to her classmates. 

Another example of giving the students more ownership and control in the 

classroom happened when it was our class‟ turn to do the morning announcements the 
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following week.  In years past, I would have figured out how many students we needed 

for each day of the announcements, how many children would need to do more than one 

part, and then let the students decided which part they would like to be in charge of.  This 

year, because of my focus on letting my students have more responsibility and 

independence with problem solving, I handed the planning over to the class.  I asked the 

students to share the parts of the announcements we would be responsible for on each 

day.   I wrote the five days of the week on the board and then listed the five parts of the 

announcements under each day.  I asked, “How many people will we need to do the 

announcements?”  Ryan quickly figured out twenty-five.  I asked him to explain to the 

class how he figured this out.  He said, “Well, we have to count by fives because there‟s 

five parts for every day, (while pointing to each group) five, ten, fifteen, twenty, twenty-

five.”  Then William said, “But, we only have twenty-one kids in our class.”  I 

responded, “That‟s right!  That means some people will have to go twice.  How many 

people will get to go twice?”  Susan said, “Oh! I know, four!”  I asked Susan to explain 

how she figured this out.   She replied, “Um…I start with twenty-one and count until I 

get to twenty-five.” She did this will holding a finger up each time she said a number and 

then exclaimed, “And I get four!”  Then, I asked, “How should we assign the parts fairly 

because four people will get to go twice, and what if more than five people want to be in 

charge of saying the Pledge of Allegiance?”  Cloe suggested, “We could draw the sticks” 

(“The sticks” are popsicle sticks in a container that have all the students‟ names written 

on them.)   The class agreed this was a fair solution, so that is what we did.  I could have 

figured out this entire problem myself, but I was so glad I decided not to.  Putting the 
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class to the task was so much more effective.  They were able to apply math skills that we 

have learned to a real life problem.  When reflecting on this, I wish I would have 

separated the class into small groups and let the students figure this out with less support.  

If I had done this, more than the few who did participate would have had the opportunity 

to practice problem solving skills.  This is something I will have to remember to do in the 

future.   

Another part of the day when peer-to-peer teaching happens often is during read 

aloud time.  This time of the day prompts many questions from students regarding 

comprehension of the text, making inferences and drawing conclusions, and interpreting 

pictures.  The following incident occurred after reading The Legend of the Bluebonnet 

(1983) by Tomie DePaola.  This book depicts a legend of how the Bluebonnet came to 

grow commonly in Texas.   The story is about a young, Comanche girl named She-Who-

Is-Alone who has lost all of her family due to drought and famine.  The only possession 

she has left is a doll made by her family members that has the feather of a Blue Jay in its 

hair.  The Great Spirits tell the Comanche people that they have become selfish and they 

must offer a burnt sacrifice of their most prized possession to end the drought.  No one in 

the tribe wants to do this, so She-Who-Is alone decides to make the ultimate sacrifice, her 

doll.  Every year I read this book and every year my first graders seem to relate to this 

story.  In years past, I usually discuss the sacrifice the young girl made and explain it to 

my students, but this year I wanted them to explain it to each other.  The following is the 

audio of our discussion after reading the book: 
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Me:  Talk to your partner about the lesson this just taught you.  (Students talk for 

a few moments.)  I want to know what Stewart thinks. 

 

Stewart:  The rain comes because she burnt her doll because she really wanted for 

the rain to come and she wanted to help her people. 

 

Me:  (Cloe is raising her hand.)  Cloe, (do) you want to add to that? 

 

Cloe:  The book taught us to not be selfish. 

 

Matt:  That‟s what I was going to say. 

 

Me:  (To Cloe‟s partner.) Susan, (do) you want to add to that? 

 

Susan:  She gave up the only thing she had.  And she was teaching us that you 

don‟t need any toys to live you just really need food and water and family. 

 

Bella:  And love  

 

Me:  Do you have something more to say, Bella? 

 

Bella:  If you give away your most precious thing in the world, good things might 

come. 

 

Me:  (Elizabeth is raising her hand) Elizabeth? 

 

Elizabeth:  She wanted to help her country and her friends. 

 

William:  And that‟s also kinda how she‟s respecting her people. 

 

Me:  Um hum she‟s showing respect.  (Cody raises his hand.)  Cody? 

 

Cody:  Um…she was unselfish and she gave away instead of receiving something 

and the more you give the more you get. 

 

Me:  Wow!  You guys got a lot out of that!  Nice job!   

 

I was incredibly impressed with how much my students had taken away from this 

story, and I did not have to say anything at all.  They were capable of understanding the 
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deep concept of the book, and when I allowed them to, they were also capable of 

explaining it to those that had not quite grasped it.     

Another instance during a read aloud when students were able to teach each other 

happened when we were reading Rosie’s Walk (1968) by Pat Hutchins.  Before we began, 

we were examining the cover.  I asked, “Who do you think Rosie is?”  Nathan replied, 

“The chicken.”   He was right, but how could I get him to explain how he knew this?  He 

does not usually participate during group time and sometimes seems to lack self-

confidence.  I asked, “Why do you think that, Nathan?”  He looked at me but did not 

reply.  I tried again, “You‟re right, the chicken is Rosie.  How did you know that?”  He 

still would not answer.  I‟m not sure if he knew how he knew and if he did, he did not 

seem to know how to put it into words.  Behind him on the carpet Kathy was urgently 

raising her hand.  I asked, “Kathy, would you like to help Nathan?”  She nodded and 

explained, “The chicken is in the middle (of the front cover) and you can see all of her, so 

you know she‟s important.”  I asked, “What about the fox?”  She replied, “It‟s over on 

the side, and you can‟t see all of it so it‟s not that important.”  I asked Nathan, “Is that 

what you were thinking too, Nathan?”  He nodded in agreement.  I had to resist the 

temptation to reiterate everything Kathy had just said to make sure everyone else 

understood.  She had explained it well and in “kid language,” and I knew that Nathan had 

understood.  He was the one who needed and benefited from the explanation at that 

moment.  

My final example of students teaching students comes from an unlikely source, 

Anthony.  Anthony‟s mother speaks Spanish but does not know English and his father 
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speaks both English and Spanish.  Anthony‟s first language is Spanish, and he sometimes 

struggles to explain his thoughts in English.  He is a very kind-hearted and quiet boy, and 

rarely speaks up during class discussions.  During a science lesson about sources of light, 

I had planned for the students to do a “scavenger hunt” to find both pictures of sources of 

light (sun, stars, lightening, etc.) and actual sources of light (light bulbs, flashlights, unlit 

candles, etc.) around the room.  After the students located the sources of light, I had 

planned for them to sort the sources by natural sources versus manmade sources.  I had 

been striving to do less teaching and allowing the students to take on more of the 

responsibility, so I did not tell them how I wanted them to sort the light sources.  Instead, 

I let them brainstorm ways to sort them as a class.  The sorting went on much longer than 

I had anticipated.  They sorted by many ways, but no one thought of natural versus 

manmade.  I was about to give up and ask them to sort in this way when shy, Anthony 

piped in.  He said in an unsure voice with a bit of a stutter, “Well…we c-could do the 

ones that God made and…the ones that-that we made.”  I asked, “What do you mean, 

Anthony?”  He replied, “Like the sun…God made that, but people made the flashlight.”  

The students got very excited and Cody added, “Oh yeah!  Like the natural ones and the 

not natural ones.”  Several students quickly responded with, “Good idea, Anthony!” and 

the class began sorting the light sources as I had originally wanted them to do, but in this 

case it was much more memorable and applicable because the idea came from one of 

their classmates.  Anthony had the biggest smile on his face and a sense of pride beaming 

off of him.  On this day, I witnessed a little piece of his insecurity being chipped away.  It 
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was the sense of ownership and agency he felt during this classroom investigation that 

allowed for this to occur. 
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CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, throughout this report, I have discussed the three areas of my 

teaching practice that I have altered as a result of my learning from graduate school: 

implementing a project-approach time period in the classroom schedule entitled, 

“Discovery Time;” taking a supporting role (as opposed to a directing role) in peer-to-

peer conflicts that occur in the classroom; and providing students with more of a voice 

when learning new concepts which enables them to teach each other more than I teach 

them.  I chose these areas because I realized I was not allowing my students as much 

power and ownership over their learning and development as I would have liked.  I 

believe I have provided much evidence to support the benefits of this increase.  A child‟s 

sense of agency is a crucial aspect of learning and development for young children.  It 

encourages self-directed learning, increases self-motivation and self-confidence, and 

makes new learning memorable.  My goal is to walk the fine line between supporting my 

students inquiry, development, and learning without taking it over completely.  Although 

I am not always successful with this balance, I believe I owe it to my students to continue 

to direct my efforts in supporting and increasing their invaluable sense of agency.   
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