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Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed 
citizens can change the world. Indeed, it's the only thing that 
ever has.  

Margaret Mead 

 



 
All the academic knowledge in the world will not help those who lack the self-discipline, 

judgment, social interest, ability to make good choices, and sense of responsibility that 

enable them to act effectively in life.—Positive Discipline 

 

 

Recommended Books 
1. Positive Discipline in the Classroom, Revised 3rd Edition: Developing Mutual 

Respect, Cooperation, and Responsibility in Your Classroom by Jane Ed.D. Nelsen, 
Lynn Lott, and H. Stephen Glenn 

2. The Little Book of Restorative Discipline for Schools: Teaching Responsibility; 
Creating Caring Climates by Lorraine Stutzman Amstutz and Judy H. Mullet 

3. The Morning Meeting Book by Roxann Kriete and Lynn Bechtel 

 

 
Guiding Questions for Restorative Discipline: 

1. Who has been hurt? 

2. What are their needs? 

3. Whose obligations are they? 

4. What are the causes? 

5. Who has a stake in this? 

6. What is the appropriate process to involve 

stakeholders in an effort to put things right? 

 

Implementing Community Meetings 
 
1. Clearly Delineate Values 
Before you can figure out the best route to get somewhere, you first have to know where you’re 

going. The same is true when we’re talking about helping students develop good intra- and 

interpersonal skills. We have to ask and answer the question: What kind of people do we want our 

students to be? 

 

“ ” 



In the book Character Strengths and Virtues, Christopher Peterson and Martin E.P. Seligman set 

out to classify and define twenty-four specific strengths under six broad virtues that consistently 

emerge across history and culture. 

 

After looking through the book, I decided on the following virtues for my classroom: 

LEADERS: 

Live with Integrity 

Eagerly Learn 

Act Courageously 

Don’t Give Up 

Excel 

Respect and Help Others and the Environment 

So that They Shape the World 

 

These values served as a focal point in our classroom and helped create a common vision and a 

common vocabulary.  

 
2. Build Enthusiasm for Community Meetings 
In the classroom, buy-in is everything. If students are invested in an activity, they will approach it 

with enthusiasm, diligence, and a sense of purpose. On the other hand, if they are not invested, 

they will approach the activity with resistance and a negative attitude. You are the chief marketer 

in your classroom; you are the one responsible for creating the buy-in necessary for wholehearted 

student participation.  

 

Creating buy-in is a fairly simple process. Oftentimes, enthusiasm from the teacher is enough to 

incite enthusiasm in the students. Students are also attracted to the idea of a community meeting 

when it is presented as something special—something they are now mature enough to participate 

in. You can also use the following activities to illustrate various benefits of community meetings.  

 
ACTIVITY IDEA: Decision T-Chart 

The purpose of this activity is to convince students that they are already decision-makers and to 

explain that community meetings teach people how to make good decisions for themselves. 

Reiterate that good things happen to students who make good decisions for themselves. This 

activity can be done individually, in partners, in groups, or as a whole class (or a combination of 

those groupings). Create a T-chart and ask students to brainstorm a list of all the things adults tell 

them to do. For example, adults might tell them when to go to bed or to finish their meal before 

they eat dessert. Then have students brainstorm a list of all the decisions they make for themselves 

(e.g., they decide whom they play with on the playground). Finally, help students to see that even 

when adults tell them to do things, they make a choice about whether to obey or disobey. The idea 

is to get students to see themselves as decision-makers.  

 
ACTIVITY IDEA: Human Knot 

The purpose of this activity is to illustrate the idea that community meetings help people work 

together to solve problems that affect everyone. Ask for six volunteers (you can choose any 

number you like, but the bigger the group, the longer the activity takes). The first step is to create a 

giant knot. To create a knot, the volunteers stand in a circle and everyone reaches across the circle 

with their right hands and holds someone else’s right hand in the circle. Everyone holds only one 

person’s hand. Then the students reach across the circle with their left hands and hold someone 



else’s left hand (they cannot choose the same person twice). Once the volunteers are in a knot, they 

work together to untangle themselves. The only stipulation is that they cannot let go of each 

other’s hands. They may step over or under each other’s arms. The activity is complete when the 

students untangle themselves and are standing in their original circle (occasionally, two circles will 

be created, depending on whose hands the students held).  

 

�OTHER IDEAS FOR CREATING BUY-IN 
•    

•    

•  

 
3. Create an Agenda Poster 
When first implementing community meetings, you should post the format of a community 

meeting to give students a sense of control. They can know what will happen next by looking at 

the poster rather than asking the teacher. It’s a minute detail that further empowers students and 

demonstrates that they are capable of answering their own questions. Here is a sample agenda: 

 

1. Greeting (3 min.) 

2. Encouraging Words (“Thumbs Up”) and Apologies (3 min.) 

3. Announcements (3 min.) 

4. Lesson (5 min.) 

5. Follow up on prior solutions (4 min.) 

6. Issues (10 min.) 

a. Share feelings while others listen 

b. Discuss  

c. Ask for problem-solving help 

7. Closing (2 min.) 

 

�OTHER COMMUNITY MEETING COMPONENTS 

•    

•    

•  

 

4. Practice Forming a Circle 
In the classroom, it’s important to establish and reinforce expectations for every activity—even 

forming a circle. The circle is the foundation of a good community meeting, and it can be formed 

with chairs or on the floor. Depending on the arrangement of your classroom, you may need to 

move desks in order to make space. Therefore, it’s important that students are able to form a circle 

quickly, quietly, and safely. The circle is not complete until everyone is comfortably a part of it. 

Try the following activity to invest students in the formation of their circle:  

 
ACTIVITY IDEA: Brainstorm 

The purpose of this activity is to empower students to find their own solution to forming a circle in 

the most efficient and effective way. Elicit ideas from students, and list these ideas. Once the 

students have voiced their ideas, review the list according to the following criteria: 



• Does the idea allow us to create a circle safely? 

• Does the idea allow us to create a circle quickly? 

• Does the idea allow us to create a circle quietly? 

Once the best idea has been selected (either through elimination, consensus, or vote), ask the 

students to try it out and time the process. Afterwards, allow the students to reflect on the process. 

What worked well? What needs to be changed? Continue practicing until the class is satisfied with 

their time. Like with any procedure, your students may need to practice it periodically throughout 

the year to ensure that they continue to make the best use of their time. 

 

�NOTES 

•    

 
5. Practice Encouraging Words 
Encouraging Words (or “Thumbs Up” according to my students) are the first agenda item for the 

community meeting. They foster a feeling of acceptance, appreciation, and self-worth among 

students. They also encourage the development of communication skills and create a positive 

atmosphere. At first, students tend to give general praise, such as, “I want to give Keilan a thumbs 

up for being nice.” Challenge students to give more specific praise, such as, “Keilan is nice 

because she let me borrow a pencil.” When you notice students treating each other respectfully 

throughout the day, remind them to give a thumbs up during community meeting. Receiving 

positive reinforcement from peers is a definite way to ensure that the good behavior continues. 

 

Your first community meeting can simply include forming a circle and exchanging encouraging 

words. You might not want to discuss issues until the students have learned the basic components 

of problem-solving. Having the students hold an object while they speak reiterates the idea that 

only one person should speak at a time. It also tends to make the quieter students more confident 

when they have something tangible to hold. A ball works well because it can be passed quickly 

across the center by rolling it.  

 

�IDEAS FOR OBJECTS 

•    

•    

 

6. Generate Lesson Ideas 
Whereas the Issue section of the meeting is reactive, the Lesson section of the meeting is 

proactive. It’s your chance to proactively teach conflict resolution strategies, anticipate issues, 

instill values, build empathy, etc. Here is a list of possible lesson ideas: 

• Class values 

• Building trust instead of breaking it 

• Interdependence within a community (What one person does affects everyone else) 

• Good things happen to people who make good choices for themselves 

• “I want” motivation (i.e., the importance of doing well in school) 

• “I can” motivation (i.e., hard work = success) 

• Impulse control (i.e., listening to the good voice instead of the bad voice) 



• Bullying (bully, victim, and bystanders)  

 

I present lessons in a variety of ways, including role-playing, books, newspaper articles, etc. Often 

times, I stretch lessons out over several days, since only a short amount of time is available during 

each community meeting. Most of the time, my lessons are in response to issues I notice in the 

classroom or things I hear students talking about. 

 

7. Create a List of Issues 
A list of issues is the crux of the community meeting. Through the discussion of their own issues, 

students become more aware of the fact that their behavior is a choice. They are empowered to 

make decisions for themselves that lead to positive consequences. They begin to understand the 

rationale beyond their choices and the emotional context that pushes them toward certain actions. 

Students should understand that certain decisions are the result of negative motivations. For 

example, students might misbehave for any of the following reasons: 

 

 1. They want attention. 

 2. They want power. 

 3. They want revenge. 

 4. They feel insecure.  

 
ACTIVITY IDEA: Role-Playing 

The purpose of this activity is to enable students to identify the underlying motivation guiding 

individuals’ actions. First check for student understanding of each category of misbehavior. Then 

pass out the role-playing cards to volunteers. They enact the scene, and the class decides whether 

the misbehavior was because the individual wanted attention, power, or revenge or because the 

individual felt insecure.   

 

Although daily community meetings take time away from the academic subjects in the short-term, 

they actually save time in the long-run. First, they allow you to continue teaching instead of being 

interrupted to deal with an issue. For example, if the class returns from recess and a student 

complains about an argument with another student, you can simply add the issue to the agenda and 

commence teaching. It is much more efficient to consolidate all of the issues and discuss them at 

one time. Students feel validated because their concern is added to the agenda, even if you don’t 

immediately address it during their learning time.  

 

Second, using community meetings to resolve discipline issues is likely to reduce the number of 

discipline problems. Students are much less likely to misbehave when they are empowered to 

analyze their own behavior and when their peers hold them accountable for that behavior.  

 

When students come to you to “tattle” on another student, ask them if they would like to put the 

issue on the community meeting agenda. Soon, they will come to you requesting to add an item to 

the agenda. To further empower students, you may want to let them add the items themselves (for 

example, in a notebook or on a clipboard).   

 

�OTHER IDEAS FOR ADDING AGENDA ITEMS 

•    

•    

•  



 

8. Teach Active Listening Skills 
Before students can discuss issues, they must learn to really listen to each other. They must 

internalize the five components of active listening (which they can generate themselves using a T-

Chart of what active listening sounds like and looks like). 

1. Do not talk. 

2. Keep hands still. 

3. Look at the speaker. 

4. Concentrate. 

 
ACTIVITY IDEA: Active Listening Song 

The purpose of this activity is to help students internalize the five components of active listening. 

The song is to the tune of “I’m a Little Teapot”: 

 I’m an active listener, see me look. 

 My hands are folded in my lap. 

 When someone is talking, my mouth shuts. 

 I sit up straight and concentrate. 

The students also enjoy adding hand motions.  

 
ACTIVITY IDEA: Talk Together 

The purpose of this activity is to illustrate that only one person should speak at a time to ensure 

that everyone feels listened to and can communicate their ideas effectively. Give students the 

signal to begin talking at the same time. After a sufficient amount of time, allow students to think 

about how they felt during the experience. Then ask students to share with their partners how they 

felt. Finally, ask volunteers to share with the entire group. 

 
ACTIVITY IDEA: Raising the Roof 

The purpose of this activity is to illustrate the importance of keeping hands still and concentrating 

during active listening. Select one volunteer to talk about a personal experience (e.g. what they did 

last weekend or what their favorite animal is and why). While the volunteer is talking, the other 

students should raise their hands and wave them in the air, as if they are eager to share their own 

experiences. Then ask the volunteer to express how s/he felt during the activity.  

 
ACTIVITY IDEA: Telephone  

The purpose of this activity is to convince students of the importance of really concentrating and 

listening while someone is speaking. In a circle, the teacher whispers a sentence to the person 

sitting next to them (be careful that no one else hears the sentence). The sentence is then “passed” 

from student to student in a whisper. Do not allow the students to repeat the sentence if they didn’t 

hear it the first time. Once the message has returned to the beginning, compare the end result with 

the original sentence.   

 
ACTIVITY IDEA: Partner Talk 

The purpose of this activity is to give students practice with active listening. Give each partnership 

a topic to discuss. Sample topics include: Should students be required to wear uniforms? Why or 

why not? What is the best holiday of the year? Why? Then ask one partner to share with the class 

what the other partner said. Ask the first partner to discuss how well the partner listened to and 

repeated their ideas.  

 



9. Teach “I” Statements 
“I” statements are a way of expressing one’s feelings without blaming others. For example, instead 

of saying, “You hurt me,” an “I” statement would be, “I felt hurt when you said those things about 

my mother.” “I” statements encourage students to recognize and admit their emotions, which is the 

first step to resolving conflict. They also prevent students from speaking to each other in 

judgmental ways. When you hear students start to blame others, challenge them to rephrase their 

words within an “I” statement.  

 
ACTIVITY IDEA: “I” Statement Sampling 

The purpose of this activity is to give students the opportunity to practice “I” statements. Put the 

“I” statement cards into a paper bag and pass it around the circle. Each person draws out a card, 

reads the statement to the class, and fills in the blank. A sample card reads: “I feel embarrassed 

when___________.” 

 

10. Teach the Decision-Making Model 
Children don’t often realize that they make choices at every turn. Even when an adult tells them to do 

something, they have a choice about whether or not to do it. Although they may be punished for their 

disobedience, they can still choose disobedience at any time. This fact is important because it 

acknowledges that kids have power and control. Our role as educators is not to usurp this control from 

them through more stringent punishments. Instead, we must teach children how to use this control 

toward positive ends. We must help them learn how to make decisions that lead to positive 

consequences.  
 

I developed to following model to help my students visualize themselves as decision-makers. I draw one 

component of the diagram at a time (in the order they are numbered). At each step, I try to empower 

students to see themselves as agents of their own consequences. If they make good decisions, they will 

create good outcomes for themselves. On the other hand, if they make bad decisions, they will create 

negative outcomes for themselves. 

 

 

 

 

 
  



Real-life Scenarios 
Problem Discussion Solution 
Jerric frequently lost control 

of his anger in class whenever 

he got frustrated. 

The class listened to Jerric express 

how he felt leading up to these 

episodes. The class validated his 

feelings but then expressed the 

fear they felt whenever Jerric lost 

control of his anger.  

The class brainstormed ways to 

help Jerric control his anger (e.g. 

breathing deeply, counting to 10). 

Then they vowed to positively 

reinforce Jerric whenever he did 

control his anger. 

The class was having 

problems turning homework 

in.  

The students who were doing their 

homework held the other students 

accountable by forcing them to 

discuss the reasons why they 

weren’t turning their work in. 

Then the students who were doing 

their homework discussed their 

strategies for getting their work 

done after school. 

The students decided to write 

down each other’s phone numbers 

so they could make homework 

reminder calls.  

Students were getting in 

trouble for talking in line, but 

they were merely apologizing 

for accidentally stepping on 

someone’s toes. 

The students explained their side 

of the story. Then I explained that 

it was impossible for me to 

distinguish between chatting 

(which is not allowed in the halls) 

and apologies (which I want them 

to offer each other). 

The class decided to learn how to 

say, “I’m sorry” in sign language. 

 

The class role-played this solution 

for practice. 

Students were doing little 

things to annoy each other. 

The class realized that students 

who annoy each other are probably 

seeking attention.  

The class reached a consensus on 

“What to Do If Someone Mess 

with You” 

1. Ignore them. 

2. Give them the cut-it-out 

signal in sign language. 

3. Tell the teacher. 

The class role-played this solution 

for practice. 

Students were too loud during 

math centers. 

The class discussed how much 

they like math centers and how the 

elevated noise is due to their 

excitement.  

We agreed that they would self-

regulate the noise. When the noise 

continued, we decided to do a day 

of bookwork instead of math 

centers. 

 



In Their Own Words 
 

What do you think about community meeting? 
“I like when we do the Thumbs because all kinds of people get a thumbs up for nice 

things they’ve done. I think other teachers should do community meeting because it’s 

fun. You get to talk about things people have done for you and things you’ve done 

wrong.” –Emily Blanchard, age 9 

 

“I think other teachers should do community meeting because if you do you can hear 

what students want to give thumbs up for. You can learn about your issues and what 

you’ve done and how you can solve that problem. My favorite part of community 

meeting was discussing issues because when we discuss issues we know how we can help 

ourselves make good decisions.” –Hawaia Jennings, age 8 

 

“I think teachers should have community meetings because you get to discuss all your 

issues and then you get to do Star Student and purple ticket. It’s good to discuss your 

issues so the whole group can come up with an answer and if it happens next time, you 

know what to do.” –Kearnisha McDaniel, age 9 
 


