Robinsons on Parallel

Classroom Meetings

Erika Echle, from Oberwil-Liel, Switzerland, a teacher using the methods of Rudolph Dreikurs in Classroom Meetings, shared the advantages with us participants at ICASSI (The Adlerian Summer Institute).  Erika teaches 6th graders to be responsibility takers and respectful citizens of her classroom. 

 Erika says,  “I’m not the one in power; we are all responsible for the classroom atmosphere.  I’m not the one to apply sanctions.”  She and her students are not in the business of punishing each other; the goal is to help one another.  There is no “squealing” on anyone.  Students have learned to be open with each other.  The idea is to help all the students learn from each other’s mistakes and challenges.

Here’s how the Classroom Meetings work:

1. The students and the teacher all sit in a circle so all can see one another.  The principles of equality and belonging are applied.  A child has a basic need to belong to the group.  In this respectful classroom, every child has  a voice.

2. Encouragement is an important part of the teacher and the students’ jobs.  Together they show each child that “we believe in him/her.”  Erika maintained that even gifted children have the discouraging experience of not having their contributions acknowledged.  Even the smallest success is the basis for appreciation without any sense of falsehood. In 1951, Dreikurs said, “A misbehaving child is a discouraged child.”

3. Establishing a “Tasks Order” is the job of the class.  A class book is used to record all contributions to the agenda.  Respect for oneself and others is the order of the day.  Any idea may be accepted or rejected, but only the idea is rejected, not the person.
Students who have problems with others are listed in the class book in ink. The counselor and the teacher may also add their challenges, whether academic or behavior.  The group is responsible for the solution, not the individual.

4. Checking back in the class book for former results is an important part of the process.  Successes are very encouraging to the students.

5. Rules of conversation include: one person talks at a time while the others listen.  Because each has the right to speak, each has the obligation to listen.  The class meetings help the children to be an integrated group.  The children and the teacher treat each other with respect.  Everyone who has an opinion is right from his/her own point of view.  (Interesting point!)

6. One child is the keeper of the minutes; one child is the leader.  Once the class members understand the process, the teacher turns it over to the students.  The teacher helps by monitoring the keeper of the minutes.  The leader leads the conversation.  Job responsibilities change periodically so each may experience and learn.

7. Brainstorming is crucial to the problem solving process.  All ideas are discussed for acceptability.  If child protests his idea’s not being used, the teacher encourages the student to continue to help with the search for the solution, and the process moves on.

8. Children learn to apply consequences.  Consequences in class situations must be logical in the following ways:

i. The consequence must be connected to the problem at hand.

ii. The consequence must be proportional to the challenge.

iii. Whoever got into the mischief is to be a part of the solution.

iv. The solution must be respectful, not punishment.  

v. If several consequences suggested, the child concerned is to make the decision.  If he/she doesn’t, the class will decide by majority.

9. During the class meeting, the students determine how the solution will be put into action/reality.  Each solution or sanction lasts only a week.  Then it is evaluated as to its effectiveness.

10. The job of the teacher is to train the students in the rituals of the class meeting, keep the class book, and give the jobs over to the students step by step.

11. The class meeting is held once a week at a regular time.  Nearly every class in Erika Echle’s school holds class meetings.  Students do not like it at all if their class meetings are cancelled or postponed.

Such excellent training in democracy, problem solving, responsibility decision-making and leadership prepares these 6th grade students for middle school, high school, college and life!  Hats off to Erika Echle for implementing democracy in action.

