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Learning Community Inquiry Plan

One major problem that exists within the learning community of my classroom is that several of the students are constant blurters, shouting out answers to questions when they have not been called on or simply saying whatever comes to their mind without thinking about the fact that they are interrupting a lesson or thought process.  The students who are the most frequent culprits are KD, EH, MW, JK, and CR.  These five students have sometimes caused lessons to take up to twice as long as necessary because of their blurting and the management required so that all students have an equal opportunity to learn the material.  

Additionally, there are issues with students choosing good learning spots on the carpet.  I often have to take time either at the beginning of a lesson or stop a lesson to help students find a better spot to listen and learn from.  This slows down the process of learning, which not only is frustrating, but takes up time from the already short attention span of the average second grader.  I would much rather use the prime attention span time for lesson activities instead of behavior management.

In an effort to counteract these issues, my CT and I have tried a variety of techniques including:

· Playing the ‘quiet game’ for prizes

· Desk groups work together to earn points and the group with the most points earns a prize

· ‘Dragon Tickets’ in the classroom –a school PBS token that can be used to enter into a weekly prize drawing

· Students losing recess to make up work or lessons, or for being disruptive/disrespectful

Although we have seen marginal success with these techniques, it has not been consistent enough to maintain a calm enough atmosphere to ensure a calm enough group of students to make it through a lesson time without wasting time for behavior managements.  In response to this, I plan to try something new.  The class has brainstormed ideas and voted on a whole class team name, The Monkeys.  This class of Monkeys will have a banana tree in the corner, but they must work as a class team to earn bananas.  Every person in the whole class needs to be doing his/her job in the appropriate way for a whole lesson to earn a banana point (and helping others to make the right choices is encouraged).  When the class earns 10 banana points, they will earn a prize.  The prize will be of the class’ choice, and will be proportionate to the effort required to earn this prize.

Final Analysis:

Now that I have implemented the ‘Banana Point’ system for the entire duration of a science unit (although the points could be earned during any lesson), I have noticed several behavior changes in the students who were my most frequent disruptors.  My CT and I have noticed the students beginning to hold each other accountable for their behavior choices.  I taught specific strategies for the students to use that provide polite reminders to others about their choices that will not disrupt a lesson, and nearly every student has been observed during at least one lesson using one or more of these strategies.  These strategies include a quiet tap on the shoulder, pointing to the banana tree in the corner of the room, or a whispery reminder “banana point!”
At the beginning of the implementation of the banana point system the students attempted to utilize the strategies, but the blurting students did not respond to the reminders the class was giving him.  After several lessons where one student prevented the class from earning a banana point and we had class discussions about why the banana point did not get earned, I began to notice some positive changes.  There was no immediate change in behavior, but the gradual changes I observed definitely provided me with more instructional time for all subject areas, especially during science lessons.  

Our science lessons are usually our most consistently hands-on and include most of the independent explorations that our students encounter.  With this level of academic independence, my CT and I need to be able to trust that the students will remain on task, follow class behavior expectations, and complete the requirements for the lesson while remaining engaged in the material and not remove learning opportunities from any other students.  The lessons that fit into these criteria have definitely improved with regards to time on task.  Several of my students have told me that this is, in part, due to the fact that when my CT and I circulate around the room we expect to hear conversations that relate to the materials they are exploring or the activity being completed.  If we hear conversations or see behaviors that are off task, they lose the chance to earn banana points.  I will give the class one warning to think about their choices before I make the decision about whether or not a banana point has been earned.
Another factor that tells me that this method is having a more profound effect on my students is the frequency of banana point being earned.  At the start of the implementation, the students were lucky to earn one banana point per week for any subject area.  Since then, the level of frustration that the class has for students who are deliberately causing disruptions or blurting during a lesson has increased because the students know that this will prevent banana points being earned.  Now, however, the students are earning points with confidence-boosting regularity.  The reward for reaching ten bananas is becoming more tangible, and the students are being proactive in their attempts to earn the points.  They are reminding each other not to sit next to friends and choosing better spots for themselves to listen from.  The level of excitement in the room when I reach up to tape a banana to the tree is very high, and I can tell from student comments that they truly feel proud when those points are earned.  
The fact that the students are so proud of themselves as the bananas are placed on the tree tells me that I did my job in the respect that I wanted these points to be difficult to earn.  They are not earned for most of the class doing their job or everyone doing their job for only some of the lesson, they are not earned when one student is rolling around on the carpet during a lesson.  When the students earn a banana, they know that each student was making excellent behavior and learning choices and that they have every right to feel proud about the execution of the lesson.  These points are no longer just pieces of laminated yellow paper stuck in a clip on the wall.  These are tokens of pride for the class, and they constantly are discussing which option for a reward (from a list generated at the implementation of the banana tree) they would like to vote for once that last banana makes it up on the tree.  
With regards to the length of time needed to successfully complete lessons, especially science, before the start of the banana point system lessons took up to twice the necessary time span because of behavior management issues.  At this time there are still minor stops for behavior help, but in general, lessons are using the intended amount of time or only slightly longer.  In this assessment I am trying to take into account the fact that some behavior choices need to be ignored, and only behaviors that are disrupting the learning of the entire class are regularly addressed.  
My CT and I do our best to avoid stopping lessons for management, and we have observed a significant decrease in the stoppages necessary to maintain a learning environment during lessons.  This allows for learning to continue at a quicker pace, which means that the students can be learning during their prime attention span and not being forced to keep their attention on the lesson while fidgeting or after having lost focus.  The quicker pace allows for more lessons to be included each day, which makes it easier for us, as teachers, to include science lessons on a regular basis.  More frequent science instruction means that students have more exposure to science material, making it more likely for students to learn and remember material.
This more frequent science learning gives students a better opportunity to come to enjoy and become actively interested in the subject area.  This interest might develop into a passion that can be carried through their middle and high school years into the rest of their lives.  The fact that the students are making better behavior choices that allow for more science learning to occur may mean that more of my students will develop a love for science that would not have happened if they associated the subject with long, slow moving, and annoyingly loud lessons. While the banana tree system has definitely showed significant improvements, the system is not perfect by any means.  There are still instances when behavior management becomes the focal point and disrupts the lessons, but these times are becoming more infrequent.  The banana points are not getting earned with the regularity that I would like, but the progression the class is making shows promise.  I believe that, given more time, and if this system is implemented from the beginning of the year instead of halfway through, the successes will meet or possibly exceed the promising data from this first try.

