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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this multiple site case study was to determine whether 

implementing the cooperative learning element of structuring student interactions is a 

possible contributing solution to student disenfranchisement and lack of social skills.  

This study explored student and teacher attitudes and perceptions, in seven separate 

secondary social studies classrooms, regarding their classroom environment before and 

after an intervention that trains teachers on how to implement four structured student 

interactions focused on class building and teambuilding.   

This study is in response to the diagnosis of educational administrators and 

classroom teachers facing challenges in building positive school and classroom 

environments.  The lack of social skills and the inability to work well with each other 

diminishes the opportunities for the creation of positive school and classroom 

environments.  As a result, students may become disenfranchised, evidenced by dropout 

rates and the disinterest in activities provided in the classroom.   

The study consisted of case study methodology using surveys, interviews, focus 

group sessions, lesson plans, teacher journals and classroom observations to document 

the story of the possible impact of implementing structured student interactions.  The 

study revealed that it was inconclusive whether the intervention strategies had an overall 

positive or negative effect in the perceptions of engagement, interdependence, 

accountability and equity.  Despite the conclusion, the data provide several opportunities 

for discussion within the areas of classroom environment, instructional leadership, 

instructional coaching, implementation fidelity of new strategies and teacher self-study of 

practice. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 The purpose of this multiple site case study is to determine whether implementing 

the cooperative learning element of structuring student interactions is a possible 

contributing solution to student disenfranchisement and lack of social skills.  Structuring 

student interaction is one ingredient of the overall philosophy of cooperative learning.  It 

is the only element of cooperative learning being studied.  Over the past fifty years, 

several theorists have identified the need for fostering collaboration in the classroom and 

have created models for teachers to follow (Aronson, 1978; DeVries, Slavin, Fennessey 

& Lombardo, 1980; Johnson & Johnson, 1988; Kagan, 2009; Slavin, 1986).  Much of the 

emphasis of these models is on unstructured team collaboration for reward and 

productivity.  The focus of this study is on how the implementation of structuring the 

most basic student-to-student interactions might affect classroom environment. 

  ―Research has shown that proper use of classroom discourse can strengthen 

teacher-student rapport, create an open and supportive learning environment and provide 

students with new ways of exploring information that can lead to deeper understanding of 

new concepts (Sloan, 2008.  p. 1).‖  Despite these findings, the predominant mode of 

classroom talk is still teacher centered.  Courtney Cazden (2001), author of Classroom 

Discourse:  The Language of Teaching and Learning, concludes that the juxtaposition of 

more diverse classrooms with the wider world‘s demand for 21
st
 century skills, such as 

collaborating with persons of diverse backgrounds.  This makes understanding the role of 

classroom discourse even more urgent than in the past.  By allowing students to voice 

their opinions, personal connections to content and insights makes them part of the larger 

group that helps define knowledge (Mitra, 2003).  This group includes students and their 
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teacher developing the classroom environment.  Given the importance of classroom 

discourse in forming a supportive learning environment, it is appropriate to investigate 

the impact of introducing new strategies designed to improve the discourse and in turn 

the classroom environment.   

 Educational administrators are faced with some of today‘s students entering 

school with fewer social skills as compared to previous generations (Andrews & Wooten, 

2005; Josephson Institute of Ethics, 2008; Meredith & Christensen, 2002; Pate-

Clevenger, 2008).  The inability to work well with each other diminishes the 

opportunities for the creation of positive school and classroom environments (Bausman, 

1999; Corcoran & Silander, 2009; Kavale & Forness, 1996).  If an environment lacks 

support and academic challenges, students may become disenfranchised and either act out 

or shut down (Fredericks, Bumenfeld & Paris, 2004; Kelly, 2009).   

The erosion of social skills has produced a generation of students who are more 

likely to exhibit more aggressive and violent behaviors (Barth, 2004; Josephson Institute 

of Ethics, 2001, 2008; Barth, 2004; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 

Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, 1997).  Instructional 

leaders are responsible for improving academic achievement and school culture despite 

these facts.  Collectively, classroom environments shape school culture and instructional 

leaders need to be aware of the impact individual classrooms have on an entire school.  

This study provides instructional leaders and classroom teachers with the tools to 

examine individual classroom environments.   

 The influence of cooperative learning on increasing student achievement is well-

documented (Hall 1989; Johnson, Maruyma, Johnson, Nelson & Skon, 1981; Lipsey & 
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Wilson, 1993; Marzano, Pickering & Pollock, 2001; Scheenrens & Bosker, 1997; 

Walberg, 1999).  There are unanswered and unexplored questions regarding the 

reciprocal relationship between structured student interactions and classroom 

environment (Dart, 2000; So & Brush, 2008; Walshaw & Anthony, 2008).  Answers to 

these questions can best be addressed by an in-depth study of the perceived impact on 

classroom environment due to the implementation of these strategies.  The findings of 

this study informs instructional leaders and classroom teachers about the essential 

components, per student and teacher perception, of classroom environment, the 

relationship of structuring student interaction and classroom environment and specific 

techniques to structure student interaction.  

 The following sections will provide an explanation of the problem, the purpose of 

the study and the overarching research questions and definitions.  The significance of this 

study and its relative position within the current literature will attempt to fill the void left 

for classroom environment-based cooperative learning research studies.  Lastly, David 

Goleman‘s Social Intelligence theory (2006) and Barry Fraser‘s (1997) classroom 

environment dimensions framework provide the theoretical underpinnings for this study.   

Statement of Problem 

 The prospects for instructional leaders and classroom teachers to build positive 

school and classroom environments fade as students fail to develop social skills (Barth, 

2004; Levine 2003).  Some research studies show that today‘s students do not share the 

basic positive social values and behaviors once taken for granted by educational 

professionals (Kagan, 2009).  The social skills needed to produce a positive classroom 

environment are reported as declining due to rapid urbanization, which in turn affects 
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family structure and socialization practices (Ibid).  Students are radically different from 

the students of a generation ago.  Some students do not possess fundamental values of 

respect, honesty, kindness and lawfulness (Josephson, 2008).  According to the 2008 

Josephson Institute Report Card on Ethics of American Youth: Part 1, the following 

statistics expose the frequency of unethical behavior of today‘s students:   

 83%  lied to a parent about something significant 

 64%   lied to a teacher about something significant 

 36%   copied an Internet document to turn in as a school assignment 

 64%   cheated during a test at school 

 30%   stole something from a store 

 40%   believe that a person has to lie or cheat sometimes in order to                            

 succeed. 

  

HOWEVER,  

 

93%  stated they were ―satisfied with their personal ethics and character.‖ 

 

 From 1965 to 1994, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services reported 

a constant increase in youth violent crimes and aggression (U.S. Department of Health 

and Human Services, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, 

1997).  The rate of youth arrest for violent crimes quadrupled between this time, rising 

from 58 to 231 per 100,000 youth under age 18 (U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, 1997).  

According to the FBI‘s Uniform Reporting and its National Incident-Based Reporting 

System, juvenile crime, from 1994 to 2004, fluctuated substantially as rates of overall 

youth violence fell from a 30-year high to a 30-year low.  However, in a few offense 

categories, increases in sexual offenses, assaults and weapons possession existed for 

preteens.  Butts and Snyder (2008) concluded that the justice system today might be 
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dealing with child behavior problems that were once the responsibility of social welfare 

agencies, schools and families.   

 This aggression and verbal behavior penetrates our schools and decreases the 

ability to produce positive school and classroom environments (Barth et. al., 2004; 

Levine, 2003).  In turn, some students may avoid school due to the negative environment 

produced by others lacking basic social skills.  During the 1990s, one hundred sixty 

thousand students skipped school each day because they feared bullies (U.S. Department 

of Health and Human Services, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and 

Evaluation, 1997).  More than one in three students report they do not feel safe at school 

(Peterson, 2001).  Eighty-three percent of girls and 60% of boys have been sexually 

harassed at school—touched, pinched or grabbed in a sexual way (Josephson Institute of 

Ethics, 2008).   

Gastic (2008) conducted a study describing the truancy and disciplinary problems 

of high school bullying victims in the United States.  Using data from the Educational 

Longitudinal Study of 2002, a national representative sample of 10
th

 graders, the author 

concluded that ―being bullied is found to be positively associated with increased risk of 

being frequently absent, getting into trouble excessively at school and at risk for dropping 

out of school‖ (Ibid., p. 400).  It is evident that the lack of social skills may perpetuate the 

problems within the environments of schools and classrooms. 

 Paradoxically, ―there is an increasing demand for positive social skills in the 

workplace, yet we are becoming morally bankrupt as a nation‖ (Kagan, 2009, p. 2.6).  A 

mismatch exists between the needs of employers and the reality that some students lack 

the social skills of teamwork, communication and interpersonal skills.  Goleman (1995) 
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refers to this as a person‘s emotional intelligence, which includes self-awareness, self-

control, self-motivation, empathy and relationships skills, as a better predictor of life 

success than IQ does.  The National Association of Colleges and Employees stated the 

most frequent employer desired skills are the ability to work well with others, 

interpersonal skills and traditional virtues like honesty, integrity, initiative and a strong 

work ethic (National Association of Colleges and Employers-NACE, 2006).   

In conclusion, the erosion of social skills has produced a generation of students 

who are more likely to exhibit socially inappropriate behavior that in some cases result in 

aggressive and violent action.  The reported decrease in social values contradicts the 

needs of employers to hire people possessing strong relationship skill sets.  In addition, 

the decrease in social values may contribute to negative school and classroom 

environments as well as students becoming disenfranchised.  Consequently, students may 

make the dire decision to remove themselves from school.  If schools continue to take a 

neutral position regarding whose responsibility it is to teach social skills to students, then 

indirectly they support or reinforce the status quo. 

Purpose of the study 

 The purpose of this study is to understand how classroom environment may be 

impacted by the implementation of a cooperative learning element called structured 

student interactions.  This study explored student and teacher attitudes and perceptions, in 

seven separate secondary social studies classrooms, regarding their classroom 

environment before and after an intervention that trains teachers on how to the 

implementation of  four structured student interactions focused on class building and 

teambuilding.   
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This study documents perceptions and attitudes about classroom environment 

before and after the introduction of the strategies.  In addition, this study examined how 

students perceived equality, interdependence, accountability and engagement within their 

environments.  In addition, it examines whether connections between learners of diverse 

backgrounds increase and become respected.  Barriers were identified about building a 

positive classroom environment and examined whether the implementation of structured 

student interactions might remove those identified barriers.   

  This study analyzes through surveys, interviews, focus group sessions and 

observations whether the insertion of structured student interactions had any impact on 

teacher and student perceptions of classroom environment.  It was beyond the scope of 

this study to analyze any impact on student academic achievement involved in the study.  

However, the literature review will address how and why classroom environment 

contributes to a student‘s ability to learn content. 

 Scholarly research provides examples of how student achievement improves 

when incorporating cooperative learning.  The largest body of research on cooperative 

learning was conducted by Robert Marzano through the meta-analysis of 892 studies 

(Marzano, Pickering & Pollock, 2001).  These studies analyzed various types of 

cooperative learning models that will be explored during the literature review.  These 

studies focused on the academic achievement results of the implementation in specific 

models of cooperative learning.  The specific structuring of student interaction, using 

protocols, time and turns, is one element of cooperative learning (Aronson, 1978; 

DeVries, Slavin, Fennessey & Lombardo, 1980; Johnson & Johnson, 1988; Kagan, 2009; 

Slavin, 1986).  It should be noted that each model studied provides different definitions 
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of structured student interaction.  For the purpose of this study, a structured student 

interaction is repeatable instruction sequences that organize the interaction of students 

through time, turns and equal opportunity.   

Research questions 

The following questions the research study:   

 Does the introduction of four different structured student interactive strategies 

designed to promote class building and teambuilding impact student and 

teacher perceptions of their Social Studies classroom environments?  If so, 

how? 

 How do students perceive engagement, accountability, interdependence and 

equity within their environments as compared to pre intervention conditions? 

Definitions 

The following terms and definitions will be used in the study: 

1. Classroom Environment—A shared perception of an organization of 

students led by a teacher that operates as an ―open system‖ in which members 

adapt, form relationships in order to survive and attempt to proceed through a 

series of developmental stages: Orientation, Establishing Norms, Coping with 

Conflict, Productivity and Termination (Moos 1979; Morgan, 2006; Stanford, 

1977).   

2. Structured Student Interaction—Content-free, repeatable instruction 

sequences that organize the interaction of students through time, turns and 

equal opportunity (Kagan, 2009). 
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3. Engagement—depict students' willingness to participate in routine school 

activities, such as attending class, submitting required work and following 

teachers' directions in class (Chapman, 2003).  Student engagement also refers 

to a "student's willingness, need, desire and compulsion to participate in, and 

be successful in, the learning process promoting higher level thinking for 

enduring understanding‖ (Bomia, 1997, p. 294). 

4. Accountability—the belief by each individual that she/he will be accountable 

for her/his performance and learning.  Individual accountability exists when 

the performance of each individual is assessed and the results are given back 

to a partner or team and the individual in order to ascertain who needs more 

assistance, support and encouragement in learning (Johnson, Johnson, & 

Holubec, 1998, p. 4:7). 

5. Interdependence—the belief by each individual that there is value in working 

with other students and that both individual learning and work products will 

be better because of collaboration.  “Students understand that each group 

member‘s efforts are required and indispensable for group success and that 

each group member has a unique contribution to make to the joint effort 

because of his or her resources and/or role and task responsibilities‖ (Johnson, 

Johnson, & Holubec, 1998, p. 4:7). 

6. Equity—the belief that students are treated fairly and equally.  Students have 

equal opportunities for success because all students can contribute to a 

partner, team or class‘s success by improving their level of past performance.  

Six approaches to equalizing participation are 1) taking turns, 2) time 
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allocation, 3) think and write time, 4) rule, 5) individual accountability and 6) 

roles (Johnson, Johnson & Holubec, 1998; Kagan, 2009). 

7. Implementation Fidelity—evidence that is based on data showing that an 

intervention has been put into effect as intended. 

(www.evaluationtoolkit.org/glossary)                      

Theoretical Base and Framework 

 This study has one theoretical base and one theoretical frame.  First, the work of 

Daniel Goleman provides the theoretical rationale for the study through his research on 

social intelligence (2006).  Second, the work of Barry Fraser (1997) provides the 

theoretical framework for data collection.  Both theories examine the influence 

interaction has on human behavior and recognize the importance of studying human 

interaction in order to improve it.   

Goleman-Social Intelligence 

Goleman‘s theory on social intelligence is divided into two parts.  First, ―social 

awareness refers to a spectrum that runs from instantaneously sensing another‘s inner 

state, to understanding his or her feelings and thoughts, to getting complicated social 

situations.  Second, social facility is sensing how another feels, or knows what another 

person intends…builds on social awareness to allow smooth, effective interactions.‖  

Students need to develop both parts in order to achieve success after school; however, 

they are at the mercy of the classroom environments created by the teacher and the school 

at large (2006, p. 84).   

Goleman also believes that the nurturing of human beings can overcome their 

genetic predispositions.  Throughout his book, Social Intelligence, Goleman provides 

http://www.evaluationtoolkit.org/glossary
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examples of how life experiences can alter genetic ―givens‖ in behavior (Ibid, p. 156).  

As in classroom environments, students come to classrooms with a predisposition of 

behavior shaped by their genetics and previous classroom experiences.  This study will 

alter the learning experience and measure any impact on students‘ perceptions.  

Goleman argues that human beings are wired to connect with each other and the 

more strongly connected we are to someone emotionally, the greater the mutual force.  

He recognizes that the opportunities for people to connect are vanishing due to 

technological advances and their effect on society.  In addition, he states that our social 

interactions play a role in reshaping our brain through neuroplasticity, which means that 

repeated experiences sculpt the shape, size and the number of neurons and their synaptic 

connections.  In fact, Goleman identifies several studies where the medical health (i.e., 

blood pressure, immune system and cardiovascular system) of participants was affected 

when placed into stressful encounters with others.  The constant exposure to these 

negative health factors has lasting effects on overall health.   

Therefore, by having positive interactions with others in a structured way our 

social brains and medical health can change over time.  In a classroom environment, if 

there is a collective change in the social brain chemistry, then it is possible that an 

environment can change.  Damasio, a University of Southern California neuroscientist, 

supports Goleman by linking brain science to human experience.  He notes that when the 

mind has internal harmony, ease, efficiency, rapidity and power are at maximum.  This 

study actively promoted structured interaction and studies whether an overall 

environment can change as a result.   
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Goleman also explores the learning atmosphere of classrooms.  He concludes that 

since emotions influence performance, it is the job of instructional leaders and classroom 

teachers to help students get and stay close to optimal cognitive efficiency, which is 

moderate stress with relatively low boredom and an absence of anxiety.  Goleman‘s work 

supports Vygotsky‘s social learning theory of the zone of proximal development (1978).  

The underlying assumption behind the concept is that psychological development and 

instruction are socially embedded; to understand them one must analyze the surrounding 

society and its social relations (Hedegaard, 1990).  Vygotsky (1978) believed:  

Every function in the child‘s cultural development appears twice: first on 

the social level and later, on the individual level; first between people  

inter-psychological) and then inside the child (intra-psychological)…It 

applies equally to voluntary attention to logical memory and to the 

formation of concepts…All of the higher function originates as actual 

relationships between individuals. (p. 64) 

  

Goleman further discusses how people feel when their connections are pleasant, 

engaging and smooth.  This concept of rapport creates an environment where creativity 

flows and decision-making is more efficient.  Social bonds and mutual empathy develop 

between people in this state of rapport.  Despite this phenomenon, he notes how 

technology, ―with its varieties of anonymous and isolation communication, disconnects 

people emotionally‖ (p. 7).   

Creative thinking, cognitive flexibility and the processing of information are 

enhanced when there is heightened prefrontal activity (Aspinwall, 1998).  Studies on the 

effects of mood on learning conclude that when students are neither attentive nor happy 

in class they absorb only a fraction of the information being presented (Csikszentmihalyi 

& Larson, 1984).  Durlark and Weisberg‘s meta-analysis of more than one hundred 

studies found that students learned more effectively when exposed to social/emotional 
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learning (2005).  Evidence includes improved grades and scores on academic 

achievement tests.  This is supported in the literature review section entitled Student 

Disenfranchisement.  By providing students opportunities to interact in a structure, this 

study may further support the notion that interaction increases bonds between students, 

who belong to different social circles.   

In order to measure the possible impact of the intervention strategies, the selected 

classroom environments had three months to develop.  This development and 

establishment of the environment may have been a strong deterrent to change.  A 

negative classroom environment has less of a chance to be influenced.  Goleman provides 

further rationale through his concept of fine-tuning.  He states,  

If students in a classroom environment feel distress, they will do minimal 

activity to survive the length of the period.  Therefore, creating lasting 

bonds is not a priority to their survival.  Because nature puts a premium on 

smooth communication, students respond to situations that ease this 

distress, thus fine-tuning a situation for success.  When teachers promote 

an environment focused on others, student problems and preoccupations 

contract and the capacity for connections increases (p. 54). 

 

Fraser-Classroom Environment Dimensions 

Fraser‘s dimensions of classroom environment provide the organizational 

framework used for data collection analysis.  While researching and developing 

classroom environment surveys used internationally, Fraser developed a theoretical 

framework that identifies seven dimensions for measuring a classroom environment 

(1997).  Table 1.1 below defines each of the dimensions. 
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TABLE 1.1 

 Fraser’s Classroom Environment Dimensions 

 Dimension Description:  The extent to which… 

 
 

Student Cohesiveness 
…students are friendly and supportive of each 

other. 

 
 

Teacher Support 
…the teacher helps, befriends, trusts and is 

interested in students. 

 
 

Involvement 

 …students have attentive interest, participate in 

discussions, do additional work, assess the 

viability of new ideas and enjoy the class. 

 
 

Investigation 
…there is emphasis on the skills of inquiry and 

their use in problem solving and investigation. 

 
 

Task orientation 
…it is important to complete planned activities 

and stay on the subject matter. 

 
 

Cooperation 
…students cooperate rather than compete with 

one another on learning tasks. 

 
 

Equity 

…the teacher treats students equally, including 

distributing praise, question distribution and 

opportunities to be included in discussion. 

 
 

 

To simplify the data analysis and reporting, each of the dimensions has been associated 

with one of the basic principles of cooperative learning as identified by Slavin (1986), 

Johnson and Johnson (1998) and Kagan (2009).  The principles are engagement, 

accountability, interdependence and equity.  Each was previously defined in this chapter.  

The following table shows the correlations. 
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TABLE 1.2 

 Principles of Cooperative Learning Correlations 

 

Dimension 

Cooperative Learning 

Principle 

 
 

Student Cohesiveness Interdependence 

 
 

Teacher Support Interdependence 

 
 

Involvement Engagement 

 
 

Investigation Engagement 

 
 

Task orientation Accountability 

 
 

Cooperation Interdependence 

 
 

Equity Equity 

 
 

 

Significance of the Study 

More research has been conducted on cooperative learning techniques than on any 

other educational paradigm (Panitz, 1999).  However, most of the research is focused on 

the academic achievement results.  The studies ignore the importance of constructing and 

assessing the classroom environment.  The current literature addresses classroom 

environment on a global level and does not investigate the impact that the minute-to-

minute interactions have on classroom environment.  Many of the notable methods 

promote students working together as a team, but do not detail the structure of the 

interaction leaving the equity of contributions from all students questionable.  Teachers, 

therefore, implement cooperative learning techniques as a quick fix without any 

consideration of building a lasting classroom environment.  Thus, this study describes for 

instructional leaders and classroom teachers the importance of classroom environment.   
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First, this study measures how students and teachers perceive classroom 

environment before and after an intervention of four structured student interactive 

strategies.  Knowledge gained from this study of the perceived impact on classroom 

environment can be used by classroom teachers and instructional leaders to inform their 

practice.  It will provide evidence for decision-making regarding the pedagogical 

directions of their classrooms and schools. 

 Second, this study creates a new perspective on the importance of structuring 

student interaction for the sake of improving classroom environment.  It uncovers a 

cyclical development between improving classroom environment and willingness to 

learn.  It further supports constructing a positive classroom environment for students.   In 

addition, the study shares insight on how to structure student interaction and provides the 

tools for teachers and administrators to analyze their current practice of structuring 

student interaction.   

Third, this study adds to the existing research by placing students in situations to 

practice their social skills and analyze the perceptive impact of the implementation of 

structured student interactions on their classroom environment.  This study informs 

instructional leaders and classroom teachers ways to investigate the implementation of 

student interaction in their buildings and classrooms. Readers will become aware of the 

importance of classroom environment on creating student engagement and improving 

social skills. 

Fourth, this study will add to the research concerning the relationship between 

classroom environment and the cooperative learning element of structured student 

interactions, as already defined.  The study‘s conclusion hypothesizes that not only does 
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the classroom environment affect the quality of student interactions; student interactions 

affect the quality of the classroom environment.  This study‘s results contribute to the 

existing body of research on cooperative learning by informing instructional leaders and 

classroom teachers about the importance of building positive classroom environments 

and the possible connection to using structured student interactions.   

Fifth, the study‘s conclusion will add to the literature on social studies classrooms 

implementing elements of cooperative learning, specifically the elements of structuring 

student interaction through protocols, time and turns.  Due to No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB) requirements, mathematics, reading and writing have become the focus of 

concern and investigation.  Social studies, as well as other subject areas such as art, music 

and the like, may be considered ancillary subjects because they are not tested for Annual 

Yearly Progress.  Thus, this study informs and assists instructional leaders and classroom 

teachers to investigate classroom environments in all subject areas.  It may enlighten 

instructional leaders and classroom teachers about the philosophy of teaching social 

skills.  It should not be a special block of content taught by someone else, such as the 

guidance department of a school, but should be part of their practice.   

Finally, this study provides instructional leaders with insight regarding the 

individual classroom environments that collectively form a school culture.  Most studies 

on school level factors for student achievement success did not investigate factors at the 

classroom level (Creemers & Reezigt, 2006).  Aldridge, Fraser and Laugksch (2011) 

suggest that past research suggests a link between the school-level environment and 

student outcomes.  However, the literature is void of significant study on the relationship.   
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In one study investigating the connection between school and classroom 

environments in South Africa secondary schools, Aldridge, Fraser and Laugksch (2011) 

examined the connection between school and classroom environments and concluded that 

the school environment is not a strong influence on what happens in classrooms.  The 

study revealed a weak relationship between school and classroom environments.  It found 

that the classroom was somewhat insulated from the influence of the school-level 

environment.  Despite the weak association, it does offer insight on implementation 

fidelity.   

The authors concluded that despite the importance of school climate for a new 

curriculum and for school improvement, their results suggest that is unlikely that those 

factors will influence changes in an individual teacher‘s behavior.  Therefore, they 

suggest that the successful implementation of instructional reform rests more on the 

professional development of individual teachers in a bottom-up approach.  This study 

supports Nisbett‘s (2010) assertation that big interventions are not always big enough and 

small interventions can yield surprising results for closing the achievement gap.  Small 

interventions included activities that encouraged changes in student perceptions about 

academics, provided students with mentor support and other socially related activities.  

The introduction of structured student interactive strategies is considered a small 

intervention without the big costs to a school‘s budget. 

This study reveals potential value of improving classroom environment for the 

sake of school-level environment.  Instructional leaders may want to consider the 

potential effect implementation of structured student interactions may have on their 

school.  Students want to be engaged in the classroom.  However, as the literature review 
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will reveal, student disenfranchisement is evidenced by dropout rates and disinterest in 

activities provided in the classroom.  For example, according to the National Center for 

Education Statistics, more than 1.2 million United States high school students drop out 

every year—roughly 7,000 each school day (Editorial Project in Education, 2007).   

To combat dropout rates and disinterest, instructional leaders must analyze school 

environment, which is collectively created by the cubicles of classroom environments.  

Moreover, as dropout rates and disinterest increases, the academic performance of 

students decreases.  Since instructional leaders are responsible for improving overall 

academic achievement, they need to be aware of the connection established through the 

literature that classroom environment has been tied to academic achievement and 

efficacy.  This study provides a template for instructional leaders and classroom teachers 

to examine classroom environments and analyze the possible impact that structuring 

student interaction may have on those environments.   

Limitations of the Study 

 This study was limited in several respects.  This study was conducted in seven 

separate secondary social studies classroom environments in three different school 

districts.  The classrooms were located within a 50-mile radius in a central mid-Atlantic 

state.  One teacher from each of the three separate school districts was selected based on 

the superintendent‘s recommendation, willingness to participate, five to fifteen years of 

experience and a history of successful teaching.  Despite inviting members of Social 

Studies departments in 56 school districts, only four teachers responded.  One of the four 

pulled out of consideration before the study began.  When communicating to the 
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superintendents, the following qualities were offered as guidance to selecting possible 

candidates (Kennedy, 2008; Waddell, 2009): 

 Students frequently achieve academic success. 

 Teacher is focused on academics and known for academic rigor. 

 Teacher has ability to connect with and motivate students. 

 Teacher is willing to be reflective about the teaching and learning process. 

 Teacher received ―Satisfactory‖ rating on state performance evaluations. 

After receiving teacher commitments, the next challenge was recruiting student 

volunteers to participate in the data collection activities.  Despite my explanation of this 

study as requiring no student commitment outside of the regular class period, followed by 

teacher encouragement to participate and a letter home to parents and guardians, parent 

and student response were lower than expected.  Since only a fraction of students in each 

classroom environment agreed to participate in the data collection activities of this study, 

their answers and insights may or may not be reflective of non-participants residing in the 

same classroom, same district or other districts.  The surveys, interviews, focus group 

sessions and observations were limited to the individuals who consented and participated 

in the data collection.  Therefore, the results may not be generalized to other classrooms 

using or not using cooperative learning.  Identifying generalizations is not the primary 

purpose of this study; thus, no assumptions will be drawn that these results or procedures 

used are representative of all structured student interaction implementations.  This study 

stands alone as a valid and complete picture of this particular population during the 

study‘s timeframe (Caldwell, 2008). 
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 Outside perspectives on the studied classroom environments from administrators 

and other students were not part of this study.  There may have been additional variables 

that affected the classroom environments involved in this study; however, they were not 

explored.  Additionally, the study of only seven secondary social studies classroom 

environments means that not all building levels in a K-12 district and subject areas may 

be represented.  Future studies may warrant validating the findings of this study in other 

building levels and subject areas.   

It should be noted that throughout my career, I provided cooperative learning 

workshops for administrators and teachers.  Always on the delivery side of professional 

development, I never had an opportunity to study the effects of this cooperative learning 

training.  I was fully prepared to document the findings of this study from a neutral stance 

and accepted the inconclusiveness of the evidence of impact.  This study informs 

instructional leaders and classroom teachers about the tenets of classroom environment 

and structuring student interaction and not for the advancement of any particular 

theorist‘s model of cooperative learning.    

Several measures were in place to control bias.  For example, an independent 

reviewer was retained in order to examine the data collected.  The independent reviewer 

was far removed from any participating teachers and students.  The independent reviewer 

has a background in evaluation projects.  Another measure is that the intervention 

training (described in the Methodology section) was conducted by a graduate level 

instructor with no ties to the outcomes of the study.  The researcher examined this topic 

from a fresh, unassuming perspective.  Trained as an evaluation specialist, I have the 

background and skills to document and analyze data without prejudice.    
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Finally, in addition to the lack of attention social studies classrooms receive as 

previously discussed due to the requirements of high stakes testing of certain subject 

areas, these classrooms were selected due to the nature of the content associated with 

community building and civics.  The Pennsylvania Standards on Civics and Government 

provide teachers with content that is aligned with the principles of class building and 

teambuilding.  As a former social studies teacher of eleven years, I am able to conduct 

observations that focus on the classroom environment and not be distracted by the 

teaching of unfamiliar content area.   

Conclusion 

Chapter One has provided an overview of the purpose, significance and 

frameworks for this research study into structuring the interaction and its impact on 

classroom environment perceptions.  Chapter Two, the review of the literature, describes 

the previous work that has been done regarding student disenfranchisement, the 

importance of classroom environment, cooperative learning models and positive and 

negative aspects of cooperative learning. Chapter Three describes the design and 

methodology of this study.  This chapter includes the multiple site case study 

methodology research design used to explore perceptions of classroom environment.  

This chapter also includes the research questions that will guide this study, the methods 

used to gather data, the selected sample, the researcher‘s role in the study, the data 

collection process and data analysis.  Chapter Four describes the results of the study.  It 

includes the lesson plan and classroom environment observations, teacher interviews, 

student focus group sessions and student surveys.  Chapter Five summarizes the findings 

of the study, central themes that emerged from the study and a discussion of the study‘s 

impact in the field of classroom environment and instructional leadership.  The chapter 
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also includes limitations of the study and implications for further research.  A 

bibliography and appendices can be found following Chapter Five.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 Researchers and practitioners have extensively studied the effectiveness of 

cooperative learning on academic achievement.  Most of the literature that deals with 

cooperative learning is based on different models of implementation, which concentrates 

on students working in groups using unstructured student-to-student interaction.  As the 

workplace demands a workforce that has superior communication and social skills, 

providing students opportunities to practice these skills is essential.  While most are 

focused solely on academic performance, few studies have focused directly on the effect 

structuring student interaction has on classroom environment.   

This study examined the impact four strategies, designed to structure student 

interaction using time, turns and/or equal opportunity, had on classroom environment.  

The study focused on how teachers and students perceived their classroom environments 

before and after the exposure to these strategies.  The literature on cooperative learning 

and classroom environment, respectively, is rich.  However, it is lacking one element, 

how structuring the interaction may affect the perceptions of students and teachers.    

Student disenfranchisement can be evidenced by dropout rates and disinterest in 

the activities provided in the classroom.  Instructional leaders are responsible for building 

positive school environment, which is collectively created by the cubicles of classroom 

environments.  Classroom environment has been tied to academic achievement and 

efficacy in many studies explored in this literature review.  Even though only one 

element of cooperative learning is tested in this study, a brief history of cooperative 

learning is warranted.  The literature is limited to studies that examined the possible 

impact of structuring student interaction on classroom environment.  Thus, the literature 
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review will only include related studies on structuring the interaction and their 

connections to academic achievement.  

The review of the literature is organized into five sections.  The chapter begins 

with an investigation into the status of student disenfranchisement and includes the 

impact on classroom environment.  The second section acknowledges the connection 

between classroom environment and its connection to academic efficacy and 

achievement.  This section explores how the tenets of classroom environment relate to the 

emerging 21
st
 century school culture.   

The third section of this chapter provides an overview of various cooperative 

learning models and the academic, social and psychological benefits for students.  The 

opposing negative aspects are also explored.  The fourth section is an examination into 

previous research studies measuring the impact of implementing structured student 

interaction on academic achievement.  As previously noted, no research was identified 

that explored the specific possible relationship of structuring student interaction, defined 

in Chapter One, and classroom environment.  The last section, inspired by the results of 

the study, reviews the critical elements needed when implementing instructional reform.   

Student Disenfranchisement 

The research explored describes the statistics associated with student 

disenfranchisement and its consequences.  As the research will show, many students have 

become disenfranchised from school for a variety of reasons.  Many students fall into 

following what Sizer (1984) describes as Horace‘s Compromise: ―as long as I do well 

enough and do not humiliate myself or the school, most teachers will leave me alone.‖  

Depending on their family situation, students may have pressures that limit their ability to 
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participate fully in school life.  Thus, it falls on the classroom teacher facing these factors 

to create a community atmosphere.   

 This study examines the perceived effects of structuring student interaction on 

classroom environment.  The interplay of student social skills contributes to the overall 

classroom climate.  A poor classroom environment causes student disenfranchisement 

and a lack of a collaborative atmosphere.  Instructional leaders faced with these declining 

factors supervise teachers who may not possess the tools to build positive classroom 

environments.  Therefore, this study will contribute to an instructional leader‘s 

understanding of the importance of positive classroom environments and exposure to 

possible tools to assist him/her in implementing them in his/her schools. 

 The importance of creating a collaborative positive classroom environment may 

be ignored as an essential element of instruction at the secondary level.  By increasing 

student engagement, student and teacher perception of their classroom environment may 

improve.  Because many students do not believe their school experience has much 

bearing on their future and do not feel that they are accepted by their classmates and 

teachers (Zyngier, 2008), they gradually feel disaffected and withdraw from school life.  

Some students become disruptive and exert a negative influence on other students 

(Willms, 2003).  Zyngier (2008) found the following: 

Teachers claim over a period of time some young people become alienated 

from education and from their schools.  This is too often equated with 

disengagement.  While this disengagement might be seen as a problem of 

the individual student in terms of dropping out or problematic behavior at 

school, it can also more appropriately be seen in terms of the school 

failing to enable the student to achieve their potential (p. 1767). 

 

Some students simply endure thirteen years of schooling at minimum participation levels.  

If we are to encourage lifelong learning skills in students, then we need to address low 



27 

 

engagement within school (Fullarton, 2002).  Student engagement is one of the best 

predictors of academic achievement (Fredericks, Bumenfeld & Paris, 2004).  In one 

study, 44% of elementary students and 75% of middle school students who reported 

higher levels of engagement had higher levels of academic achievement (Klem & 

Connell, 2004).  Conversely, lack of engagement is associated with a number of negative 

outcomes such as higher disciplinary rates, absenteeism and school dropout (Croninger & 

Lee, 2001; Finn & Rock, 1997).   

The United States government has taken notice of the high school dropout crisis 

by holding states accountable for progress in four-year graduation rates starting in 2011-

12.  According to the National Center for Education Statistics, more than 1.2 million 

United States high school students drop out every year—roughly 7,000 each school day 

(Editorial Project in Education, 2007).  The United States‘ high school graduation rate 

fell for the  second year to 68.8% in 2007 according to the ―Diplomas Count 2010‖ 

produced by Editorial in Education Research Center.  The report notes that racial and 

ethnic gaps persist.  Forty-six percent of Black students, 44% of Latinos and 49% of 

Native Americans did not earn a diploma in four years (Khadaroo, 2010).  The US 

Department of Education‘s effort over the past decade to curb the dropout problem 

appears to be working.  The number of high schools that graduate less than 60% (known 

as ―dropout factories‖) has decreased 19% since a record high in 2002 (Paulson, 2011).   

―The consequences of this crisis, for dropouts and for society at large are severe.  High 

school dropouts are far more likely to be tax consumers than taxpayers, use welfare and 

public health services and commit crimes‖ (Wise 2009, p. 9).  Levin et al. estimate that 
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each high school dropout costs society about $209,000 over the course of his or her 

lifetime (2007).   

This phenomenon is not only an American crisis.  Nearly one third of young 

people in the United Kingdom drop out or fail their studies (Deaden, Emmerson, Frayne 

& Meghir, 2005).  ―In South Africa, where the HIV/AIDS pandemic has engendered a 

dangerous nihilism among the young…people aren‘t concerned about school, breaking 

the law, or getting involved in self-destructive activities‖ (Klein, 2007, p.11).  ―Although 

substantial differences exist among countries, young peoples‘ attitudes toward school are 

often eerily resonant of one another‖ (Klein, 2007, p.10). 

 The context for this study is the possible impact of structuring student interaction 

on student and teacher perceptions of classroom environment.  Despite attempts by 

teachers to provide student interaction opportunities to discuss content, positive 

interdependence, individual accountability and equal participation may be omitted from 

these interactions.  Nelson-LeGall (1992) captures the nature of structured student 

interaction when she states: 

Learning and understanding are not merely individual processes supported 

by the social context; rather they are the result of a continuous, dynamic 

negotiation between the individual and the social setting in which the 

individual‘s activity takes place.  Both the individual and the social 

context are active and constructive in producing learning and 

understanding (p. 52).   

 

The reality of our current educational system is quite the opposite.   

 Within today‘s schools and classrooms, individual student performance is 

celebrated though athletics, clubs or extracurricular activities.  The lack of structured 

student interaction decreases the opportunity for the practice of resolving disputes 

through compromise and/or mediation.  Students are expected to solve problems 
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individually and are not taught how to interact with other students.  They need to be 

taught how to share ideas and information, to seek additional information and to make 

decisions in concert with others.  Students are not empowered to help structure the 

classroom experience, format or procedures.  Therefore, students do not develop the 

maturity and responsibility for their own learning.  A class where students interact fosters 

an environment conducive to high student motivation and participation and student 

attendance (Garibaldi, 1976; Treisman, 1985). 

Students are not encouraged to question each other, debate issues and discuss 

their ideas and approaches to answering questions and solving problems.  Our imposed 

isolation blocks a much deeper understanding of individual personality and cultural 

differences among students.  If students work in a supportive environment, where group 

processing skills are taught, they are much more inclined to accept different approaches 

than if they work in a competitive, non-interactive system which credits individual effort 

above team effort (Johnson, 1974; 1975). 

Scherer explains how dire the high school scene has become.  ―Nearly one in 

three U.S. high school students leaves school before graduating.  In surveys many 

dropouts admit they could have graduated had they been more motivated to work hard, 

received more support from parents or teachers or found their classes more relevant‖ 

(2008, p. 7).  She connects the recent America‘s Promise Alliance findings that about 

one-half of students served by the main school systems in the nation‘s 50 largest cities 

graduate from high school (2008).  Supporting Scherer‘s conclusions, The Indiana 

University‘s Center for Evaluation and Education Policy‘s most recent (2007) High 
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School Survey of Student Engagement (HSSSE), http://ceep.indiana.edu/hssse, surveyed 

thousands of students on their perceptions and attitudes regarding high school.   

 50% of the respondents reported being bored every day. 

 When asked ―If you have been bored in class, why?‖, respondents gave the 

following reasons: 

 Material wasn‘t interesting: 75% 

 Material wasn‘t relevant to me: 39% 

 Work wasn‘t challenging enough: 32% 

 No interaction with teacher: 31% 

 Work was too difficult: 27% 

 50% of the respondents have skipped school either ―once or twice‖ (34%) or 

―many times‖ (16%) 

 22% of the respondents have considered dropping out of high school, either 

―once or twice‖ (15%) or ―many times‖ (7%) 

 Among those who have considered dropping out of high school, the most 

prevalent reasons given were: ―I didn‘t like the school‖ (73%), ―I didn‘t like 

the teachers‖ (61%) and ―I didn‘t see the value in the work I was being asked 

to do‖ (60%) 

 48% of respondents were ―not at all excited‖ by teacher lectures 

 Students identified discussion and debate (83%), role-playing (69%) and art 

and drama activities (67%) as the most exciting or engaging   

This HSSSE study further supports the findings the Bill and Melinda Gates 

Foundation released in 2006 reporting the reasons students drop out of school.  The Gates 

http://ceep.indiana.edu/hssse
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Foundation reported that of those who already dropped out, 47% found school 

―uninteresting.‖  Seventy percent commented that they did not feel ―inspired‖ at school 

(Bridgeland, DiIulio & Morrison, 2006).   

Damon, in the Moral North Star, concludes that when students lack clear purpose 

and meaning to their work in the classroom, they do not make goals that go beyond their 

day-to-day existence.  Some feel dejected, anxious, apathetic or a combination of the 

above and do not seek success in school.  He contends that ―only when students discover 

personal meaning in their work do they apply their efforts and imagination‖ (p. 10).  A 

study conducted by Damon for the Stanford Youth Purpose project states that ―about 

20% of students of a diverse national sample approached their studies with a clear sense 

of purpose‖ (p. 10).   

 Without confidence and purpose, some students lack self-esteem and are hesitant 

to speak out and offer opinions publicly in a traditional classroom setting for fear of 

appearing foolish.  Students do not have the opportunity to work with another person in a 

structured method, which could diffuse the effects of criticism and teach them how to 

offer constructive criticism.  In a lecture format, an individual student responds to a 

question before the entire class without much time to think about his/her answer; such a 

situation creates a threatening environment (Sandberg, 1995). 

 Traditional classrooms based on a competitive model focus on the achievement of 

a few and not on the collaborative efforts among students.  This competitiveness allows 

some students to fall behind the rest of the students academically and socially (Slavin, 

1987).  According to Kagan, competition fosters a win-lose situation where superior 

students reap all rewards and recognition and mediocre or low-achieving students reap 
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none (2009).  In a collaborative classroom, students help each other and in doing so build 

a supportive community which raises the performance level of each member (Ibid).  This 

supportive community leads to higher self-esteem in all students (Webb, 1982). 

 Traditional classrooms assign leadership roles to the highest achievers and/or 

most outspoken individuals.  In the future, most of these students will assume, wanted or 

unwanted, the role of a leader in either their careers or their personal lives.  Lecture and 

unstructured student interaction do not provide opportunities for students to practice these 

essential leadership skills.  These interactions tend to be unequal and provide 

opportunities for the higher achievers and/or most outspoken to dominate a discussion or 

task.  In addition, many students are unaware of their behavior when it comes to gender-

related issues and class behavior; therefore, female students are blocked from practicing 

leadership skills.  The traditional lecture method does not provide opportunities to 

socialize in an academic setting.  It creates a passive, solitary environment where 

competition is the rule and collaboration is discouraged.  Some teachers consider 

collaboration among students cheating.   

 Without collaboration in the classroom, students do not continue to form 

relationships with other students outside the classroom.  Students still eat lunch with their 

immediate friends, do not form study groups, do not get together in the evening or on the 

weekends to work on projects or study for exams.  Students do not exchange email 

addresses or screen names to get help with academic questions or problems they are 

having with class content.  Teachers are not formally trained on encouraging these 

interactions and it takes an instructional leader to provide the guidance and accountability 

for their implementation.  Consequently, instructional leaders need to take the initiative to 
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investigate student disenfranchisement in their building and look for strategies to correct 

any negative feelings that students possess.   

Importance of Classroom Environment and Learning 

Classroom environment sets the stage for learning.  The perceived environment 

emerges from a fluid state of complex transactions of many factors, including physical, 

material, operational and social variables (Adelman & Taylor, 1997).  Despite the teacher 

playing a central role in designing the structure and organization of the classroom, 

students are entering our classrooms without the basic social skills to interact within these 

structures.  This part of the literature review examines how the characteristics of 21
st
 

century classrooms and school culture interact with the tenets of classroom environment.  

In addition, a connection between academic achievement and positive classroom 

environment will be established by the summary of specific studies.  This section 

concludes with a synopsis of the tools available to measure classroom environment 

through surveys and classroom observations.    

Role of the 21st Century School Culture 

The evolving 21
st
 century culture has implications for today‘s classroom 

environments.  A classroom environment is formed from the behaviors and values of its 

inhabitants.  It is the product of individual classroom environments, which form the entire 

school culture.  According to Boyd (2002),  

The culture of the school will be viewed as the existence of interplay 

between three factors: the attitudes and beliefs of persons both inside the 

school and in the external environment, the cultural norms of the school, 

and the relationships between persons in the school.  Each of these factors 

may present barriers to change or a bridge to long-lasting implementation 

of school improvement (p. 27).   
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Patterson, Purkey and Parker (1986, p. 98) summarize the general knowledge base 

regarding school culture:  

 School culture does influence the behavior and achievement of elementary 

and secondary school students (though the effects of classroom and student 

variables remain greater).   

 School culture does not fall from the sky; it is created and thus can be 

manipulated by people within the school.   

 School cultures are unique whatever their commonalities.  No two schools 

will be exactly alike—nor should they be.   

 To the extent that it provides a focus and clear purpose for the school, culture 

becomes the cohesion that bonds the school together as it goes about its 

mission.   

 Though we concentrate on its beneficial nature, culture can be 

counterproductive and an obstacle to educational success.  Culture can also be 

oppressive and discriminatory for various subgroups within the school.   

 Lasting fundamental change (e.g., changes in teaching practices or the 

decision making structure) requires understanding and, often, altering the 

school‘s culture; cultural change is a slow process.   

Boyd (2002) concludes,  

The attitudes and beliefs of those in the school create mental models of 

what schooling is and how others in the school should and will respond to 

events and actions.  It is from these attitudes and beliefs that the culture of 

the school is created (p. 29). 

   

Education environments have the power to shape self-concept and determine what we 

think of ourselves and our abilities (Olson, 2008, p. 46).  ―Student affect—the attitudes, 
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interests and values that students exhibit and acquire in school—can play a profoundly 

important role in students‘ post school lives‖ (Popham, 2009, p. 85).   

The effect on academic achievement can be seen through a report produced by the 

Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL).  Its review of 

more than 700 studies indicates that when school climate measures go up, student 

performance on statewide tests in reading, mathematics and writing goes up (2008).  

―When teachers or principals perceive their schools to be safe and respectful places, they 

may be blind to the problems going on right under their noses; therefore, they are 

unresponsive‖ (Preble & Taylor, 2009, p. 35).  Consequently, instructional leaders‘ 

attention to individual classroom environments is warranted due to the collective impact 

it has on school culture (Freilberg, Driscoll & Knights, 1999; Hoy & Hannum, 1997; 

Kober, 2001; Loukas & Robinson, 2004; Shindler et al., 2009).   

Tenets of Classroom Environment 

Each classroom environment presents a different set of challenges for a teacher to 

produce a positive classroom environment due to the group dynamics.  A classroom 

environment, much like any group of people, experiences different stages of development 

over time.  Researchers have studied groups to understand how they develop.  Several 

different models have been suggested, but they tend to follow a similar progression 

(Fisher, 1970; Forsyth, 2010; Johnson & Johnson, 2006; Poole, 1981; Stanford, 1977; 

Tubbs, 1995; Tuckman, 1965).  Most of the researchers aforementioned discussed group 

development within a business context.  However, Gene Stanford, author of Developing 

Effective Classroom Groups, described group process in terms of individual classrooms.  

His model will serve as the group development framework for this study.  According to 
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Stanford, group dynamics examines the way people behave in groups and attempts to 

understand the factors that make a group more effective.  Stanford defines an effective 

group as one that shares the following characteristics: 

1. The members understand and accept one another. 

2. Communication is open. 

3. Members take responsibility for their own learning and behavior. 

4. Members cooperate. 

5. Processes for making decisions have been established. 

6. Members are able to confront problems openly and resolve their conflicts 

constructively (1977, p. 25-26). 

Over time, these characteristics develop in stages with a concerted effort by the teacher.  

Stanford identifies the stages each group experiences: 

Stage One:  Orientation-Getting to the know the initial environment 

Stage Two:  Establishing Norms-Group Responsibility, Responding to Others,  

Cooperation, Decision Making and Confronting Problems 

 Stage Three:  Coping with Conflict-Interpersonal conflict begins to rise and the  

group utilizes established norms 

 Stage Four:  Productivity-Group identity emerges, accomplishing tasks and  

meeting emotional needs of its members 

 Stage Five:  Termination-Depending on the development members experience  

grief or relief 
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Stanford explains that each group has a finite life and its development may operate across 

two stages simultaneously.  From the chart below, the effectiveness of a group increases 

over time.   

Figure 2.1.  Stages of Group Development

 

 

―Group dynamics will develop with or without the teacher focused attention.  Intervening 

to facilitate the transformation of a classroom of individuals into a productive group can 

make a significant difference in the lives of students in the class‖ (p. 33).  Stanford 

proposed three benefits:  1) improved subject-matter learning, 2) classroom management 

and 3) improved social skills. 

Within each group, peers reinforce and model behavior.  Classrooms containing 

high numbers of students with poor academic skills or behavior problems are likely to 

promote these behaviors to other individual students.  A two-year study (Barth et. al., 

2004) that examines the concurrent and longitudinal effects of 65 classrooms in 
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seventeen school environments found that poorer classroom environments were 

associated with poorer levels of student aggression, peer relations and academic focus.  

The study also concluded that changes in student behavior over time could be explained 

by the current classroom environment.  This secures the importance of every teacher at 

every grade level to be cognizant of constructing a positive classroom environment and 

not rely on past efforts of teachers.  Accordingly, teachers are unable to be complacent 

about classroom climate and blame the students‘ previous teachers for the social skill 

inadequacies passed onto them.  This further cements that students will behave according 

to the environment in which they have been placed. 

 Students desire to have a positive classroom environment that is supportive and 

safe.  Bartholomew (2008) identifies six items that students perceive as essential to 

building a trusting and supportive classroom environment.  Students want… 

 an adult to listen and respond to them. 

 a safe, well-managed classroom. 

 fair, equitable treatment. 

 peer approval. 

 feedback on progress and a map for ―getting there.‖ 

 encouragement. 

A learning environment rich in verbal interaction and exploratory activities provides for 

substantial benefits for motivation.  The perceptions students have with their current 

classroom environment differ from their ideal classroom environment.  A study from the 

University of Alberta concluded that the achievement of a match between students‘ 
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preferences and instructional settings is a necessary condition for maximizing their 

cognitive, social and affective outcomes (MacAulay, 1990).  MacAulay concludes,  

Assessment of classroom environments has proved sensitive to both 

quantitative and mixed methodology measurement scales.  Research 

conducted in elementary classrooms, utilizing the My Class Inventory 

(MCI), has yielded data, which point to the efficacy of considering such 

variables as Structure and Organization, Cognitive Processes, Student 

Characteristics and Teacher Characteristics.  (p.1) 

 

Studies investigating students‘ perceptions of classroom environment 

demonstrate that the actual climate present usually differs significantly 

from that preferred by pupils.  Students pay more attention to the task on 

hand and are observed to be more motivated towards learning and 

achievement when in classrooms that have a preference of cooperative 

rather than competitive climates, Such classrooms are also characterized 

by low rates of friction and disruption as well as an emphasis on self-

efficacy.  (p. 1) 

  

This study will measure the perceptions of students and teachers.  The importance of 

student perceptions in depicting classroom climate is well researched.  More recently, the 

research attention has been directed toward the role of individual student perceptions and 

interpretations of the construction of the classroom environment (Ames, 1992).  Ames‘s 

philosophy supports this study by stating,  

Specific treatments or interventions may have different effects on different 

students, depending on the students‘ prior experiences and the meaning 

they give to their current experiences.  Focusing on how students change 

with regard to their perceptions and progress in other ways may provide a 

meaningful approach to evaluation of classroom environment.  (1992, p. 

4) 

 

Classroom as a Community of Diverse Learners 

As discussed, classroom environment is made up of students with different needs.  

―Schools are increasingly acknowledging the heterogeneity of their student populations 

and the need to respond thoughtfully and responsibly in the classroom‖ (Sapon-Shevin, 

2008, p. 49).  Sapon-Shevin proposes putting community building and the emotional 
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climate of the classroom back at the center of organizing values, where teachers 

recognize and value diversity and design and implement productive, sensitive responses.  

Because a climate that fosters open discussion of negative feelings can encourage a 

change to more positive attitudes, ―classrooms cannot feel safe to anyone if discussions 

of differences are avoided, discouraged or considered inappropriate‖ (Ibid, p. 50).   

Sapon-Shevin suggests making time for community building throughout the year 

and proactively teaching positive social skills.  In addition, the author states, ―…students 

will remember only some of what you taught them but everything about how they felt in 

your classroom‖ (p. 51).  David Brooks, author of The Social Animal, might argue that 

teaching social skills to students aligns with the latest psychological research.  Brooks 

says, ―People tend to be influenced by their underlying, unconscious emotional state, 

which in turn influences the social relationships surrounding them (p. xv).  This results in 

how students develop their social capital based on the interaction within a classroom 

environment.  According to Portes (2000), social capital is a description of how a person 

is socially networked throughout his or her surroundings.  A student‘s social capital can 

have a positive or negative effect on student success (Haghighat, 2005).   

Banks (2002) and Bennett (2007) each provide frameworks for integrating the diversity 

and building social capital within a classroom through equity pedagogy (facilitating 

academic achievement for all), knowledge construction (helping students discover 

through many perspectives) and teaching toward social justice (commitment to combat 

prejudice and discrimination of all kinds).  Banks and Bennett built upon the work of 

Carol Ann Tomlinson in The Differentiated Classroom (1999).  She concludes that 

students value the teachers most when they create an inviting learning environment.  
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Healthy classroom environments have teachers that appreciate each child as an 

individual, remember to teach the whole child, link students and ideas, strive for joyful 

learning, offer high expectations and provide scaffolding, use positive energy and 

disciplines covertly versus overtly (Tomlinson, 1999).   

Research about the Connections to Classroom Environment to Achievement 

The connection between student efficacy/achievement and school/classroom 

climate has been well established in the research (Freilberg, Driscoll & Knights, 1999; 

Hoy & Hannum, 1997; Kober, 2001; Loukas & Robinson, 2004; Norton, 2008).  Shindler 

et al. state ―the quality of the climate appears to be the single most predictive factor in 

any school‘s capacity to promote student achievement‖ (2009, p. 1).  The collection of 

classroom environments assists in producing a school climate (Freilberg, Driscoll& 

Knights, 1999; Hoy & Hannum, 1997; Kober, 2001; Loukas & Robinson, 2004; Shindler 

et al., 2009).  Studies report strong associations between achievement levels and 

classrooms that are perceived as having greater cohesion and goal-direction and less 

disorganization and conflict (Fraser, 1998).   

Academic Achievement Research  

Church, Elliott and Gable (2001) sought to investigate the role of perceived 

classroom environment on graded performance.  One hundred and three male and 194 

female University of Rochester undergraduates participated in the study.  The results 

demonstrated that the influence of the perceived classroom environment on performance 

outcomes was indirect.  The perceived classroom environment influenced achievement 

goal adoption, and achievement goal adoption, in turn, directly influenced graded 

performance and intrinsic motivation.   
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Baek and Choi (2002) investigated the relationship between students‘ perceptions 

of classroom environment and their academic achievement in Korea.  This study used a 

Korean version of the Classroom Environment Scale (CES) with a sample of 1,012 

students in 10
th

 and 11
th

 grades at the same school in Seoul, Korea.  The data revealed 

that there were statistically significant differences in classroom environments as well as 

the seven subscales (involvement, affiliation, competition, task orientation, order and 

organization, rule clarity and teacher control) had significant correlations with students‘ 

academic achievement.  Overall, the results showed that classroom environment was a 

good predictor of students‘ academic achievement. 

Klem and Connell (2004), in a meta-analysis of student engagement and 

achievement, conclude that a caring school environment influences student academic 

performance.  Using the data sets of six elementary schools and three middle schools 

collected by the Institute for Research and Reform in Education, the study concluded:  

Student engagement is a predicator of student achievement and behavior 

in school regardless of socioeconomic status.  Students engaged in school 

are more likely to earn higher grades and higher test scores and have lower 

dropout rates.  In contrast, students with low levels of engagement are at 

risk for a variety of long-term adverse consequences, including disruptive 

behavior in class, absenteeism and dropping out of school.  (p. 262)   

The results indicated that teachers, who created a caring, well structured learning 

environment, in which expectations are high, clear and fair, were more likely to have 

students report engagement in school.  In turn, high levels of engagement are associated 

with higher attendance and test scores.   

Chionh and Fraser (2009) conducted a study of 2,310 Singaporean 10
th

 Grade 

students in 75 geography and mathematics classes in 38 schools.  Their findings showed 

that the classroom environments with greater student cohesiveness were linked to higher 
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achievement in geography and mathematics.  In addition, self-esteem and attitudes were 

more favorable in classrooms with more teacher support, task orientation and equity.   

Academic Efficacy Research  

In a meta-analysis involving 634 correlations from twelve studies of 823 classes, 

in eight subject areas encompassing 17,805 students, Haertel et al. (1981) found that 

student learning was positively linked with classroom cohesiveness and goal direction 

and negatively linked with friction and disorganization.  Those findings indicate that the 

cognitive, affective and social aims of students are best served in instructional settings 

committed to the practical application of empirically based strategies derived from 

research on classroom environments.   

Byer (2002), of the University of West Alabama, measured the effects of 

students‘ perceptions of classroom environment on academic self-concept in high school 

social studies classes.  He studied 392 11
th

 grade students at an Alabama high school.  

Using the CES and Academic Self Description Questionnaire II, Byer revealed a 

statistical significance between the two variables.  The research indicates student 

perceptions of classroom involvement and academic self-concept were positively related 

to academic achievement.   

Dorman, Adams and Ferguson (2003) conducted a study of 3,602 mathematics 

students from Australian, British and Canadian secondary schools assessing ten 

dimensions of mathematics classroom environments.  The ten dimensions were pulled 

from the What is Happening in This Classroom (WIHIC) Survey and the Constructivist 

Learning Environment Survey (CLES).  Simple and multiple correlation analyses 

revealed statistically significant correlations between these classroom environments and 
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academic efficacy.  Results showed that classroom environment relates positively with 

academic efficacy.   

Dorman and Adams (2004) conducted a study of more than 2,600 students aged 

12-18 in British and Australian schools comparing their belief of their mathematics 

ability with their perceptions of classroom climate.  Using WIHIC and CLES, grade level 

groups of students reported higher levels of confidence if they perceived their classroom 

environment to be task orientated, equitable, cooperative, cohesive and supportive.  They 

concluded that student confidence was likely to be raised in classrooms characterized by 

high levels of cooperation, harmony, genuine teacher support, student cohesiveness, task 

orientation and equity.   

Kwong (2007) found that learning experiences were strong predictors of quality 

of school life after controlling for the effects of gender, school level and average school 

achievement.  His findings provide strong support for the significance of classroom 

learning experiences for students‘ social and affective development.   

Allen and Fraser (2007) found that parents and students desired a more positive 

classroom environment than the one perceived to be actually present.  Using a modified 

WIHIC, 520 students and 120 parents were studied.  The qualitative methods suggested 

that students were generally satisfied with the classroom environment, but that students 

would prefer more investigation while parents would prefer more teacher support.   

Cooperative Learning Models and Research 

 The concept of cooperative learning is not a 20
th

 century educational innovation.  

It is one of the most studied topics in the educational world.  This literature review 

concentrates on one aspect of cooperative learning:  structuring the student interaction.  
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Thus, the following section will address the literature associated with this particular 

element.  An overall examination of cooperative learning is beyond the scope of this 

study. 

Brief History 

―Human beings are social creatures by nature and cooperation has been used 

throughout history in all aspects of our lives.  Therefore, it follows that cooperative 

learning groups in schools would be used as a logical teaching method‖ (Dotson, 2001, p. 

1).  The suggestion of cooperative learning can be traced back to the first century.  

Johnson and Johnson (2009) provide a brief overview of the early development of 

cooperative learning.   

 In the first century, Quintillion argued that students could benefit from 

teaching each other.   

 The Roman philosopher, Seneca advocated cooperative learning through such 

statements as "Qui Docet Discet‖ (when you teach, you learn twice).   

 Johann Amos Comenius (1592–1679) believed that students would benefit 

from students teaching each other. 

 In the late 1700s, Joseph Lancaster and Andrew Bell made extensive use of 

cooperative learning groups in England and the idea was brought to America 

when a Lancastrian school was opened in New York City in 1806.   

 Within the Common School Movement in the United States in the early 

1800s, there was a strong emphasis on cooperative learning.   

 In the last three decades of the 19th Century, Colonel Francis Parker 

advocated cooperative learning with enthusiasm, idealism, practicality and an 
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intense devotion to freedom, democracy and individuality in the public 

schools.  Parker‘s advocacy of cooperation among students dominated 

American education through the turn of the century. 

 John Dewey promoted the use of cooperative learning groups as part of his 

famous project method in instruction.   

 In the late 1930s, however, interpersonal competition began to be emphasized 

in schools.   

 In the late 1960s, individualistic learning began to be used extensively.   

 In the 1980s, schools once again began to use cooperative learning. 

 

 For the last three decades, cooperative learning has been implemented in 

classrooms with diverse populations primarily as a means of fostering positive student 

interactions and viewed as an approach to facilitate racial integration.  In response to the 

public education system being an agent of integration, several researchers developed 

different models of cooperative learning.  ―In the 1980s , when cooperative learning was 

‗the big new thing‘ in education, when researchers were finding positive results for 

cooperative learning in just about every dimension studied, there were numerous 

approaches to cooperative learning‖ (Kagan, 2009, p. 17.1).  The following paragraphs 

identify the major researchers and their approaches. 

Major Theorists 

Elliott Aronson. 

 Aronson is famous for the Jigsaw Classroom experiment conducted in 1971.  

During the experiment, classrooms using traditional individual competitive learning 

techniques were compared to those requiring cooperative learning in race-integrated 
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groups.  The cooperative learning groups, known as jigsaw groups, are responsible for a 

specific piece of knowledge that they discuss with other classmates and requires that 

students rely on one another to succeed on exams (Aronson, 1978).  The drawback to this 

technique is the rewriting of the curriculum so each student on the team had access to 

only one part of the curriculum, but tested on the whole curriculum. 

David Johnson & Roger Johnson. 

Learning Together is Johnson and Johnson‘s cooperative learning model.  

Teachers are trained in five principles and they make specific decisions to design lessons 

that incorporate those principles.  The five principles are 1) Positive Interdependence, 2) 

Face-to-Face Interaction, 3) Individual Accountability, 4) Interpersonal Skills and 5) 

Group Processing.  In Learning Together, teachers follow a set of eighteen scripted steps 

to designed instruction for students in cooperative learning lessons (Johnson & Johnson, 

1988). 

Robert Slavin 

 Robert Slavin is a noted psychologist who studies educational and academic 

issues.  He founded the non-profit organization, Success for All Foundation, which 

designs and evaluates reform programs for primary and secondary schools located in 

high-poverty areas.  Slavin‘s cooperative learning refers to a set of instructional methods 

in which students work in small mixed ability learning teams to achieve a common goal.   

 The students in each team are responsible not only for their own learning, but also 

for helping their teammates learn (Slavin, 2003).  This creates a sense of positive 

interdependence.  He emphasizes team goals that can only be achieved when all members 

of the team are learning and improving.  Because individual students compare their 
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scores only with their past performance, every team member is able to contribute equally 

to the success of the team, Slavin (1989, 1992, 1995, 2003) has identified four major 

theoretical perspectives that interact with each other and produce the achievement effects 

of cooperative learning.  The four perspectives are motivationalist, social cohesion, 

cognitive-development and cognitive-elaboration.  The motivationalist theoretical 

perspective proposes that if students value the success of their group or team, they will 

help one another achieve their learning goals.  Slavin‘s (2003) research concludes to 

ensure that each person values the learning goal, teamwork and team success the 

following three central concepts must be present: 1) Individual accountability, 2) Team 

recognition, and 3) Equal opportunities for success.  By implementing cooperation 

incentive structures, it creates a situation in which the only way group members can 

attain their own personal goals is if the group is successful.   

 For individual accountability, team members focus on helping one another, 

providing opportunities for each individual to get meaningful practice and feedback and 

making sure that everyone on the team is ready for an assessment, which students take 

without the help of their teammates.  During team recognition, partnerships or teams may 

earn awards if they achieve at or above the designated criterion.  The teams are not in 

competition to earn scarce rewards because all teams may achieve the criterion and be 

equally recognized.  Students have equal opportunities for success because all students 

can contribute to their team‘s success by improving their level of past performance.   

 The social cohesion perspective suggests that the effects of cooperative learning 

are largely dependent on the cohesiveness of the group (Ibid).  Students help each other 

learn because they care about the group and its members and come to derive self-identity 
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benefits from group membership.  A feature of this perspective is an emphasis on 

teambuilding activities in preparation for cooperative learning and processing or group 

self-evaluation during and after group activities.   

 The fundamental assumption of the cognitive-developmental theoretical 

perspective is that interaction among students around appropriate tasks increases their 

mastery of critical concepts (Ibid).  Vygotsky (1978) recognized that collaborative 

activity among students promotes growth because students of similar ages are likely to be 

operating within one another‘s proximal zones of development.  Group behaviors that are 

more advanced than those that they could perform as individuals provide evidence of 

growth.  ―Functions are first formed in relations among children and then become mental 

functions for the individual‖ (Ibid, p. 17).  Thus, students learn from each other best 

because they are at the same or similar developmental levels.  Students use similar 

vocabulary so they may understand each other‘s explanation better than adult 

explanation.  Students will learn from one another because in their discussions of the 

content, cognitive conflicts will arise, inadequate reasoning will be exposed and higher 

quality understandings will emerge (Slavin, 2003).   

 Finally, the cognitive-elaboration theoretical perspective (Ibid, 2003) explains that 

in order to learn new information, the new information must be connected to prior 

knowledge and cognitively restructured which may be done by explaining it to another 

person.  Cognitive processing helps students transfer information from short-term to 

long-term memory.  By talking with others, students understand and remember things 

better.   
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 Slavin is responsible for several cooperative learning techniques that include 

Jigsaw II, Student Teams Achievement Division (STAD), Team Accelerated Instruction 

(TAI) and Cooperative Integrated Reading and Composition (CIRC).  In response to 

impractical rewriting of the curriculum as required in Aronson‘s model, Slavin and his 

associates developed Jigsaw II where students were assigned expert topics to read from a 

regular text or curriculum materials, met in expert groups to master the material and then 

returned to their teams to report on their topic.   

  STAD is a simple form of cooperative learning that can be applied to any subject 

or grade level.  Students are assigned to four-member, heterogeneous teams.  The teacher 

presents a lesson and students study the associated academic materials as a group.  The 

students try to ensure that all team members have mastered the lesson and then they 

individually take a quiz or test without any outside help.  Based on the average of 

individual scores (or gains), teams receive recognition or other rewards.  The main thrust 

of STAD is to motivate students to help each other master the skill presented to them by 

the teacher.  They are encouraged to share their work in preparation for the upcoming test 

or quiz.   

 TAI was designed by Slavin and associates to create a connection between 

cooperative and individualized learning.  As students work at their own pace on 

individual tasks, they earn points for their teams (Slavin, Leavey & Madden, 1986).  

Individual learning modules are designed to be self-explanatory and teammates tend to be 

at different places within the module, making it difficult for peer tutoring.   

 CIRC represents Slavin‘s attempt to apply cooperative learning principles to areas 

of reading, writing, spelling and English language mechanics.  The approach incorporates 
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training in metacognitive strategies for comprehension, retention and thinking skills 

(Madden, Slavin & Stevens, 1986).  Slavin (2005) explains the process:  

After the teacher introduces a story from a basal text or trade book, 

students work in their teams on a prescribed series of activities relating to 

the story.  These include partner reading, treasure hunt activities, in which 

students work together to identify elements to the story and use a 

cooperative writing process approach.  Teams earn recognition based on 

the performance of their members on quizzes, compositions, book reports 

and other products.  (p. 29) 

 

David DeVries & Keith Edwards 

 DeVries and Edwards developed one of the first cooperative learning methods 

used at Johns Hopkins University known as Team-Games-Tournaments.  This method is 

similar to Slavin‘s STAD except it uses academic game tournaments instead of quizzes 

and a bumping system instead of individual improvement scores.  Students play the 

games at three-person ―tournament tables‖ with others with similar past records in 

mathematics.  A bumping procedure keeps the games fair.  The top scorer at each 

tournament brings sixty points to his or her team, regardless of which table it is, thus 

giving low achievers and high achievers equal opportunities for success (DeVries, Slavin, 

Fennessey, & Lombardo, 1980). 

Spencer Kagan 

 Spencer Kagan devised a structural approach to cooperative learning.  Kagan‘s 

approach has similar concepts and basic beliefs as the Johnson and Johnson model and 

allows teachers to integrate freely the two approaches.  In his more recent research, 

Kagan refers to new cooperative learning where teachers are encouraged to use simple 

cooperative structure interactions and strategies to convert existing lessons into 

cooperative ones (Kagan, 2009; 2001; 1986).  This approach is more likely to be readily 
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accepted than having to devise specific cooperative lessons.  The tenets of his theory are 

explained at length in the methodology section of this proposal.   

Benefits of Structuring Student Interactions 

 Students who work in collaborative groups tend to complete more assignments, 

are more satisfied with their classes and generally like school better (Summers, 2006).  

Collaboration includes students interacting in a structured fashion.  Unfortunately, the 

research shows that collaboration is not being implemented in social studies classrooms.  

During 106 observations conducted in middle and high school social studies classes, it 

was found that 90% of instruction involved no discussion whatsoever.  When discussion 

was noted, it was short: 42 seconds on average in eighth-grade classes and 31 seconds for 

ninth-grade classes (Hess, 2004). 

Substantive conversation ranks as one of the critical authentic instructional 

strategies as part of a dynamic social studies program.  Communicating to learn and to 

understand the substance of a subject is intrinsic to the nature of good pedagogy 

(Newmann & Wehlage, 1993), which means that students use meaningful dialogue and 

authentic writing heuristics to demonstrate their sophistication in understanding the ―big 

ideas‖ presented in class.  Learning is thwarted when students are not given the 

opportunity to explain fully themselves or to delve more deeply into a concept because 

teachers need to ―cover‖ content (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). 

In a ―coverage‖ social studies class, one finds little or no substantive 

conversation.  The basic interaction typically consists of a lecture with recitation, in 

which the teacher deviates very little from delivering a preplanned body of information 

and a set of questions.  Students routinely give very short answers (Newmann & 
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Wehlage, 1993).  A class without meaningful conversation, disciplined dialogue and 

extensive writing only scratches the surface of learning and gives the teacher few, if any, 

insights into the depth of what student understanding has taken place. 

When important concepts are ―covered‖ by the teacher, students are not 

necessarily learning, much less understanding.  Students have to uncover a concept to 

understand its value and importance.  Deeper understanding is the result of inquiry and 

argument—making meaning of acquired knowledge (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005).  

Formative assessment, which provides an opportunity for teachers to learn what students 

know, understand and/or misunderstand as their learning progresses, rests at the very 

heart of teaching for understanding.  The most significant formative assessment that 

teachers can use is substantive conversation and authentic writing.  Good discussions do 

not spontaneously occur.  Effective teachers structure the student interaction that is 

appropriately placed within the lesson. 

Academic Benefits of Cooperative Learning. 

 A synthesis of research about cooperative learning finds that cooperative learning 

strategies improve the achievement of students and their interpersonal relationships.  

―Academic benefits include promoting critical thinking skills, involving students actively 

in the learning process, improving classroom results, modeling appropriate student 

problem solving techniques, personalizing large lectures and motivating students in 

specific curricula‖ (Panitz, 1999, p. 1). 

 In 67 studies of the achievement effects of cooperative learning, 61% found 

significantly greater achievement in cooperatively taught than in traditionally taught 
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control groups.  Positive effects were found in all major subjects, all grade levels, in 

urban, rural and suburban schools and for high, average and low achievers (Slavin, 1991).   

In a meta-analysis of 158 studies, Johnson and Johnson (2000) reported that research 

findings present evidence that cooperative learning methods are likely to produce positive 

achievement results.  The studies included eight methods of cooperative learning: 

Learning Together and Alone, Constructive Controversy, Jigsaw Procedure, Student 

Teams Achievement Divisions (STAD), Team Accelerated Instruction (TAI), 

Cooperative Integrated Reading & Composition (CIRC), Teams-Games-Tournaments 

(TGT) and Group Investigation.  In each case, the achievement levels were significantly 

higher when cooperative learning methods were used as compared to individualistic or 

competitive methods of learning. 

Social Benefits of Cooperative Learning 

Cooperative learning has been found to be a successful teaching strategy at all 

levels, from pre-school to postsecondary.  ―Young adolescents need to socialize, be a part 

of a group, share feelings, receive emotional support and learn to see things from other 

perspectives‖ (Dotson, 2001, p. 1).  Social benefits of cooperative learning include 

developing a social support system for students, building diversity understanding among 

students and staff, establishing a positive atmosphere for modeling and practicing 

cooperation and developing learning communities. 

 Grouping is essential to cooperative learning.  ―The most widely used team 

formation is that of heterogeneous teams, containing a high, two middle and a low 

achieving student and having a mix of gender and ethnic diversity that reflect the 

classroom population.  The rationale for heterogeneous groups argues that this produces 
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the greatest opportunities for peer tutoring and support as well as improving cross-race 

and cross-sex relations and integration‖ (Dotson, 2001, p. 1).   

 Cooperative learning enhances social interaction, which is essential to meet the 

needs of at-risk students (Johnson, 1998).  Within the framework of cooperative learning 

groups, students learn how to interact with their peers and increase involvement with the 

school community.  Positive interactions do not always occur naturally and social skills 

instruction must precede and concur with the cooperative learning strategies.  ―Social 

skills encompass communicating, building and maintaining trust, providing leadership 

and managing conflicts‖ (Goodwin, 1999).   

Psychological Benefits of Cooperative Learning 

 Psychological benefits of student-centered instruction include increasing students‘ 

self-esteem, reducing anxiety and developing positive attitudes towards teachers.  

Cooperative learning enhances student satisfaction with the learning experience.  Panitz 

states, ―By their very nature, people find satisfaction with activities, which value their 

abilities and include them in the process.  Effective teams or groups assume ownership of 

a process and its results when individuals are encouraged to work together toward a 

common goal, often defined by the group‖ (1999, p. 1).   

 Cooperative learning places emphasis on understanding the material as evidenced 

by the student‘s ability to explain ideas to their peers.  This leads to a sense of mastery of 

content versus a passive acceptance of information from an outside expert, which 

promotes a sense of helplessness and reliance upon others to attain concepts (Panitz, 

1999).  Cooperative learning encourages students to seek help and accept tutoring from 

their peers.  Nelson-LeGall (1992) concludes that help seeking, particularly the seeking 
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of information, is valued more positively than volunteering information in cooperative 

work conditions; these evaluations are reversed, however, in competitive work 

conditions.  Classroom anxiety is significantly reduced with cooperative learning 

(Kessler, Price & Wortman, 1985).  Theodore Panitz states: 

In a traditional classroom when a teacher calls upon a student, he/she 

becomes the focus of attention of the entire class.  Any mistakes or 

incorrect answers become subject to scrutiny by the whole class.  Such 

experiences produce embarrassment and anxiety in many students.  In 

contrast, in a CL situation, when students work in a group, the focus of 

attention is diffused among the group.  (1999, p. 1) 

  

Negative Aspects of Cooperative Learning. 

Much like how specific research supporting the implementation of structuring 

student interaction is absent, so is the research arguing against its implementation.  

Therefore, this section outlines some of the negative aspects of cooperative learning as a 

whole.   

Despite the numerous studies supporting its implementation, critics of cooperative 

learning point out various drawbacks such as time requirements, group work, noise level 

and vague outcomes.  Teachers are forced to create additional materials for learners and 

many times these materials are made from scratch.  In addition to creating new materials, 

it is very time consuming for teachers.  They are using more instructional time to cover 

the same material, thus are forced to make curricular decisions on what to diminish 

(Palmer, Peters & Streetman, 2003). 

Some learners do not prefer or are not comfortable working in a group.  Because 

cooperative learning is centered on group work, learners are concerned that other 

members of their group are going to decrease their grades.  This is especially true because 

the learners are grouped by mixed ability, requiring higher-ability learners to guide 
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lower-ability learners.  Robinson (1990) examines the research on cooperative learning 

with academically talented students and considers the potential for abuse of cooperative 

learning as an educational provision for this population.  She argues that the limitations 

of cooperative instruction, such as use of grade level materials and evaluations based 

primarily on basic skills, are unfairly applied to gifted students. 

Some learners resist cooperative learning because of the non-competitive style 

and learners being comfortable with the traditional method of instruction (Robinson, 

1990).  There are learners who often want to work independently.  Learners with a 

competitive spirit may not be challenged by a non-competitive method.  Mills and 

Durden (1992) believe that there are several problems with cooperative learning 

including the beliefs that: 

1. group work allows for lazy students to ride on the coat tails of overachievers, 

2. higher achieving students will not learn as much because they will be held 

back by lower achieving students,  

3. arguments will break out and there will be a wealth of classroom management 

issues,  

4. teachers are not preparing students for a competitive world and  

5. cooperative learning methods are taking away from the fundamentally    

important direct instruction. 

They also argue that the studies examining the effectiveness of cooperative learning are 

all based on comparisons with traditionally taught control groups.  They claim, therefore, 

that cooperative learning is the most effective means of serving the needs of all students.  

However, this claim cannot be made because it is not based on a direct comparison 
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between cooperative learning and all other instructional practices.  Although some 

cooperative learning arrangements may be an improvement over traditional approaches, 

there may be other equally beneficial or, in some cases, more effective educational 

options (Ibid). 

Randall (1999) argues that vague objectives, avoidance of teaching and lack of 

critical thinking activities are additional problems associated with cooperative learning.  

With the focus on managing groups, it is possible for teachers to overlook the learning 

outcomes and tasks.  Therefore, learners are not receiving the needed guidance to learn 

effectively the task.  It is also suggested that teachers who rely on group work are 

avoiding responsibilities.  Furthermore, making members of the group responsible for 

each other‘s learning can place too great a burden on some learners.  In mixed-ability 

groups, the result is often that stronger learners are left to teach weaker learners and do 

most of the work.  It encourages only lower level thinking and ignores the strategies 

necessary for the inclusion of critical or higher-level thought.  In small groups, there is 

sometimes only enough time to focus on the task at its most basic level. 

Finally, Holt, Michael and Godfrey (1997, p. 1) believe that ―cooperative learning 

may lead to inefficient allocation of student time and that this inefficient allocation may 

reduce student knowledge.  Further, by lowering the variance and increasing the means of 

grades, cooperative learning limits students‘ ability to signal their quality to potential 

employers.‖  

Despite the positive research indicating cooperative learning as a positive 

teaching method, the reader must be aware of the drawbacks of implementing such 

instructional reform.  A time commitment is necessary to create new materials that satisfy 
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the needs of all learners in a classroom.  One must be aware of the individual learning 

styles and how cooperative learning methods potentially hold back high achieving 

student in groups and enables teachers to relax the rigor with vague objectives.  Finally, it 

must be noted that much of the research compares the traditional classroom to 

cooperative learning methods and not to other alternative methods, such as curriculum 

acceleration to cooperative learning.  Therefore, the reader must be aware of the bias that 

the current research presents in favoring cooperative learning above all other methods.   

Research on the Implementation of Structured Interactions 

Peer reviewed research articles specific to the implementation of structured 

student interactions are limited.  However, there are several action research examples of 

instructional leader and classroom teacher projects focused on the impact that structuring 

the student interaction had on academic achievement.  Below is a summary of this 

research.   

Heusman and Moenich (2001) reported substantial achievement gains because of 

implementing Kagan structures at the Catalina Ventura School.  This K-8 elementary 

school has a 72% poverty rate.  After extensive training and mentor support, standardized 

test scores dramatically improved as teachers became more confident with using the 

structures.  The following graphs are some of the highlights of the Stanford Nine 

Achievement Test results.  Catalina Ventura School scored well above the national 

average.  As poverty continued to increase in the community (72% free and reduced 

lunch), test scores also increased. 

Beginning in 1999, Catalina teachers began using structured student interactive 

strategies in their classrooms to get students actively involved in learning and to make 

learning fun.  Since then, teachers have worked diligently to increase the strategies used 



60 

 

in their classrooms.  As a result, each year the Stanford test scores in grades two through 

sixth significantly improved. 

Dotson‘s (2001) study compared achievement scores of sixth-grade social studies 

students who participated in classes using structured student interactive strategies with 

students who did not.  Student scores from each assessment were recorded and a class 

period mean was calculated.  The mean percent correct on each assessment for the 

control groups was 8.55% higher.   

The students in the study presented a wide variety of abilities and functioning 

levels; including mildly mentally impaired (MMI), learning disabilities (LD), attention 

deficit (ADD), obsessive compulsive (OCD), English as a second language (ESL) and 

gifted (GT).  All students with special needs in the treatment group were more successful 

than those in the control group. 

Burkich (2005) analyzed Anderson County Schools in Lawrenceburg, Kentucky 

who used structured student interactive strategy training to make tremendous strides in 

their academic achievement.  He identified the achievement gains for the county‘s 

elementary schools.  The district is comprised of six schools and over 270 teachers.  

Perhaps most impressive is that the gains were not limited to selected subjects.  He 

reports that the training changed the climate and culture of what teaching and learning 

looks like in our entire school district.  The study compared 2002 and 2004 test data for 

the elementary schools for Reading, Mathematics, Science and Social Studies.  Each of 

the subject areas increased.  (Reading=8%, Mathematics=9%, Science=15% and Social 

Studies=16%).  In addition, students scored 7% higher on the Comprehensive Test of 

Basic Skills. 
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In another example, Maddox (2005) reported that Foster Road Elementary had the 

highest growth points in its district.  They exceeded California‘s API target by 485%.  

Since the inception of the Public Schools Accountability Act, Foster Road‘s gains have 

surpassed the state‘s target by large margins.  Dr. Maddox attributes much of their 

success to their work with structured student interaction.  It should be noted that Foster 

Road has 68% of the students participating in the free and reduced school breakfast and 

lunch program.  The following table shows Foster Road Elementary School‘s Academic 

Performance Index (API) history. 

Table 2.1 

Foster Road Elementary API 

Year State Target Actual Growth Difference % Difference 

2000 18 62 44 244% 

2001 15 48 33 220% 

2002 12 25 13 108% 

2003 10 41 31 310% 

2004 7 41 34 485% 

 

Howard (2006) conducted a study to determine the effect(s) of using cooperative 

learning strategies on Performance Assessments and Attitudes of Journalism students.  

The Journalism class of sixteen students participated in a three-week unit on ―Students‘ 

Legal Rights and Responsibilities.‖  Two cooperative learning strategies used were Quiz-

Quiz-Trade and Timed Pair Share.  A pre-test and post-test were given at the beginning 

and end of the unit, as well as comparing the Journalism class‘s Performance Assessment 

scores to the previous two classes taking this unit.  An attitudinal survey was also given 

at the beginning of the study and at the end to determine attitudes toward Student Legal 
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Rights and Responsibilities and Cooperative Learning Strategies.  The results of this 

study indicated that using these two cooperative learning strategies had a positive impact 

on performance assessment scores and attitudes.   

At the conclusion of the unit, the teacher gave a post-test, administered the survey 

once again and then administered a performance assessment on a separate day.  After the 

unit was completed in 2005, the teacher compared the scores on the pre-test and post-test 

and compared the performance assessment against the scores from the previous two 

Journalism classes that had taken the same performance assessment.  He chose to use the 

previous two classes because the 2004 data only included six students.  The 2005 cohort 

had the greatest growth at 27% compared to 15% and 12% for 2003 and 2004.  The 2005 

cohort scored the highest of the three.  The average 2005 cohort score was 91% compared 

to 83% and 81% respectively for the 2003 and 2004 cohorts. 

Wetering (2008) of Downers Grove North High School examined the impact of 

structuring student interaction on student achievement.  Consistent achievement gains as 

measured by class averages were found when structured interaction was implemented 

versus traditional instruction for Algebra and Advanced Algebra with Trigonometry.  The 

study also included student survey results and comments about their attitudes toward 

using the new strategies, as well as teacher reflections on their implementation.   

 

SPECIAL NOTE:  The preceding pages provided the theoretical foundation for studying 

classroom environment and the implementation of cooperative learning strategies.  The 

observation of the study and its results provoked my investigation into the critical 

elements needed when implementing instructional reforms.  Those critical elements 
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include instructional leadership through systems thinking, teacher leaders and the use of 

data to support the implementation of reform.  The follow pages provide a review of the 

literature about these critical elements. 

Instructional Leadership. 

Expectations for building principals and district leaders have grown from building 

and facilities management to providing instructional leadership for teachers and students 

(Smith & Andrews, 1989).  Through systems thinking, instructional leaders can promote 

shared leadership of classrooms and produce teacher leaders to direct the implementation 

of instructional reform.  This study provides a template for instructional leaders and 

classroom teachers to examine classroom environments and analyze the possible impact 

that structuring student interaction may have on those environments.  This section 

highlights the importance of the expectations for building principals and district leaders 

to provide instructional leadership for teachers and students instead of just management.  

This is especially important when implementing instructional reform.  The following 

examines systems thinking and its connections to teacher leadership.  It discusses how 

data inform instructional leaders and classroom teachers to promote change in practice.   

Systems Thinking 

Instructional leaders and classroom teachers need to use systems thinking when 

analyzing instructional reform.  Each classroom environment is a system that must be 

addressed by the instructional leaders and classroom teachers.  According to Senge et al. 

(2000), the classroom is an ongoing gathering of students and teachers whose purpose is 

learning.  Classrooms are embedded within the crossroads of attitudes and perceptions of 

teachers, students, parents, superintendents, principals, school leaders, higher education 
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administrators and community members.  The following graph illustrates the interaction 

of these elements.  These interactions may become barriers to implementing instructional 

reform.   

Figure 2.2.  Cross Roads of Classroom Influence 

 

Senge, P. M., Cambron-McCabe, N., Lucas, T., Smith, B., Dutton, J., & Kleiner, A.  

(2000). Schools that learn: A fifth discipline fieldbook for educators, parents, and 

everyone who cares about educators.  New York: Doubleday. 
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One barrier to classroom learning is the quick fix mentality towards student 

achievement.  Instruction has become an area where this type of thinking is the response 

to the low achievement scores on high stakes testing.  To eliminate quick fixes to larger 

instructional problems, instructional leaders need to incorporate systems thinking when 

addressing instruction (Senge, 2000).  Systems thinking can be of considerable influence 

in what Mid-Continent Research for Education and Learning refers to as the ―Personal 

Domain‖ of the school system.  The Personal Domain includes school and district 

leadership and personal relationships among the people who make up the system (e.g., 

students, teachers, administrators, boards of education).  It contains ―the attitudes, skills 

and behaviors of the people in the system‖ (McREL, 2000, p. 3).  Students are, of course, 

a vital part of the system of a school.  They must recognize that ―their voices are heard 

and respected‖ (McREL, 2000, p. 3).  Structuring the interaction between students may 

give them opportunities to have their voices heard in the classroom and possibly decrease 

disenfranchisement.   

In addition to the personal domain of individual participants, individual 

classrooms may be studied as a system.  While Stanford provides the group development 

context, Morgan (1997), author of Images of Organization, offers a broader view of how 

groups of people (organizations) operate.  He identifies eight metaphors for 

organizations.  They include machine, organismic, brain, culture, political, psychic prison 

and flux/transformation.  His metaphors can be used to describe interaction within the 

stages of development.  In chapter five, Senge‘s systems thinking and Morgan‘s 

metaphors will be used to discuss the impact that structured interactions may have had on 

classroom environments operation.   
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Teacher Leadership 

When implementing instructional reform, instructional leaders need to utilize the 

system of teachers and students.  Building a shared vision within a school requires that 

classrooms participate in this shared leadership, redefine collaboration and build capacity 

in the classroom (Conway, 2005).  Therefore, instructional leaders need the tools to 

promote teacher leadership when incorporating instructional reform, such as 

implementing structured student interactions into daily classroom activities.  Teachers 

who are leaders make the conscious decision to take ownership of their schools‘ success 

rather than to settle for tenure (Lambert, 2003).  Teacher leaders ask the tough questions 

rather than settle for the status quo.  Their goals are to encourage students to develop to 

their fullest potential, to improve their schools and to meet their own personal goals.   

Teacher leaders are teachers who are energized by their own curiosity and 

problem-solving dilemmas (Lambert, 2003).  They are often characterized by their peers 

as professional, lifelong learners who are active in continuing their own education, open 

to change, adaptive to new situations and optimistic in temperament (Patterson, 2001).  

Ultimately, they are teachers who look beyond traditional leadership roles for teachers 

and challenge themselves to create new paradigms in which to operate as mentor, 

facilitator, researcher, coach and writer (Hirsch, 1997).  Accepting and sharing 

responsibility for the success of students, school and self, teacher leaders welcome new 

learning, and they continue to develop a strong sense of themselves (Lambert, 2003).  

They realize that true leadership begins with the ―self,‖ combining ―knowledge, skill and 

desire‖ (Terry, n.d., p. 4).  This study included three teachers that met the identified 

criterion and asked them to reflect upon the implementation of structured interaction, 



67 

 

knowing other professionals will read this research and contribute to their own 

instructional growth.   

Leadership builds upon trial and error.  The process is research, practice, process 

and analyzes performance (Lieberman & Miller, 2004).  Active research based on new 

strategies, ideas and assessments allows teacher leaders to form a vision for the future 

that focuses on goals for themselves, for their students and for the school community.  

This study provides an opportunity for both instructional leaders and classroom teachers 

to repeat the procedures and build upon their experience of classroom environments to 

support instructional reform.   

As a teacher leader, a teacher has the potential to model numerous habits of 

successful people: risk taking, self-confidence, self-motivation, decision-making and 

leadership practices.  First, however, teacher leaders should define their market in the 

classroom; in other words, they must know their students.  Students today have been 

culturally influenced to be skeptical of authority, to focus on consumption rather than on 

creation and to look for the immediate payoff (Wagner, 2001).  If the desire is for 

students to take risks, to build self-confidence and to possess self-motivation (Lieberman 

& Miller, 2004), teacher leaders must strive to understand what students need to know, 

what they will be asked to do, how they function as citizens and what will help them to 

learn better (Wagner, 2001).   

Second, teacher leaders should encourage their students to create a clear and 

shared vision for the classroom, using decision-making strategies since sharing allows 

students to learn (Lieberman & Miller, 2004).  Recognizing that students need to learn 

how to solve problems, work cooperatively and learn independently in order to prepare 
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for their future leadership roles in the larger community (and realizing that students are 

not culturally taught to do so), teachers leaders should conceptualize strategies to help the 

students move from their starting place to a place of growth (Wagner, 2001).  This 

encourages students to ―own‖ rather than ―buy into‖ classroom strategies (Wagner, 2001, 

p. 3).   

Third, teacher leaders need to model, create and sustain an interdependent 

community of learners who are accountable for the success and achievement of all in the 

classroom (Wagner, 2001).  Community members in the classroom need to be 

encouraged to build relationships based on mutual respect and trust so that they can 

commit to learning as a community rather than complying with external forces (Wagner, 

2001).  They must inspire students to raise the bar for their own achievements through 

high expectations and opportunities for students to work as mentors and role models 

inside the classroom (Wagner, 2001).  Thus, students are encouraged to learn by doing 

their own research (Lieberman & Miller, 2004).   

The teacher leader in the classroom strives to inspire, model, monitor and support 

collaborative research, application and learning in the classroom.  In the end, through 

raising expectations, modeling habits and creating authentic practice, teacher leaders 

allow students to become intrinsically motivated leaders in their own learning 

(Lieberman, & Miller, 2004).  In order to achieve these goals, instructional leaders and 

classroom teachers need to collect data to analyze potential growth areas and existing 

strengths.  Next, the literature review examines the importance of using data to support 

instructional change.   
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Using Data to Support Instructional Change 

Throughout the research, data collection and analysis is a common theme 

embedded in the instructional and teacher leadership frameworks.  This study models for 

instructional leaders and classroom teachers how to use data to examine instructional 

changes.  The following section discusses the importance of examining data for 

instructional evaluation and encouraging reflective practice 

Instructional leaders at the district level make decisions about assessments, 

curriculum, textbook adoption, technology purchases and the focus of professional 

development.  Instructional leaders at the school level are forced to make decisions about 

assigning students to classes, creating a master schedule and allocating staff and other 

resources.  Teachers make decisions about how to group students for instruction, which 

students need extra interventions or how to pace their instruction.   

In the past, it was common to find that decisions were based on previous practice, 

hunches, information from vendors, economic priorities, stereotypes or conventional 

wisdom rather than on the analysis of data.  However, with the high-stakes accountability 

that comes with No Child Left Behind, decision makers are compelled to justify their 

decisions by the results of their data analysis.   

Historically, schools have had many data sets available: student assessment 

scores, schedules, checklists, budgets, demographic data, professional development 

records, attendance, discipline files and so on.  Often data were collected and reported for 

compliance purposes—to satisfy the requirements of various state and federal programs 

or for reporting grant activities.   
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With the bar of academic standards rising dramatically over the years, students 

are expected to know more and teachers are expected to teach more.  Assessment and 

accountability have become key components in the educational world, placing increased 

demands on instructional leaders and teacher leaders (Cromey, 2000).  Basing decisions 

on the analysis of data helps instructional leaders and classroom teachers to focus their 

attention and resources effectively. 

A study by Cromey and Hanson (2000) identified characteristics of school 

districts that actually use their data effectively to improve instruction: 

 Local curriculum and assessments are aligned with state standards.   

 Assessment results are analyzed to monitor student progress.  Data are 

disaggregated by subgroups to provide information about their progress.   

 State assessment results are used to check the validity of locally developed 

assessments.   

 Assessment results are used to evaluate the effectiveness of curriculum 

and instructional practices.   

 The number of student assessments is limited to what is purposeful and 

what can be aligned with local curriculum and state standards.   

 Time is allocated for teachers to collaborate, reflect and make decisions 

based on student data. 

Schools, districts and educational organizations are shifting their focus to using their data 

to guide instructional planning.  Schools are beginning to realize that collecting, 

analyzing and interpreting data can have a positive impact on curriculum, instruction and 

most importantly student learning (Rudy & Conrad, 2004).  Bernhardt (1998) has 
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identified four types of data that should be available and used.  This study collected 

various examples of the four types.   

1. Student learning–These data, assessment scores, standardized test scores, 

teacher-assigned grades, authentic assessments and checklists, show the 

impact of instruction and the progress of individuals or groups of students. 

2. Demographics–These data provide a context for the other types of data.  

These include gender, age, ethnicity, absenteeism, mobility, special education 

status and economic status of individual students, as well as teacher and 

community characteristics. 

3. School processes–These data include programs, curriculum, instructional 

practices, student schedules, grouping practices, interventions, types of 

professional development and the availability of materials. 

4. Perception–What students, parents, teachers and community members believe 

about the schools has an impact on how they interact with the schools.  These 

data are often collected through surveys, interviews and observations.   

Student learning and demographics are the traditional kinds of data that schools 

have available.  However, the other two kinds, processes and perception, help the 

instructional leaders and classroom teachers to put the achievement scores in perspective.  

Schools often spend time collecting assessment data that are not used.  Therefore, schools 

should have a plan in place for identifying relevant data to be collected.  Data should be 

collected if they will assist teachers in meeting the needs of students or if they are 

beneficial in determining whether the school is meeting the goal(s) and/or addressing 

problem areas. 
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By examining their data, instructional leaders and classroom teachers can get a 

clear picture about the school system, student performance and teacher instruction.  

Analyzing multiple forms of assessments will provide a balanced view of the school‘s 

strengths and weaknesses (Love, 2002).  Analyzing the data can help identify problems.  

However, the most important step in data-driven decision-making is to take action based 

on the data analysis to solve the problems.  The school should move past collecting and 

analyzing the data to actually using the data as a justification for further actions.  These 

actions may include goal setting or prioritizing, designing professional development, 

realigning the curriculum and determining the structure and intensity of interventions.  A 

crucial step is to examine teaching strategies.  Teachers can use the information gained 

from the data analysis and reflect on their teaching practices.  The data may show 

teachers where groups and/or individual students have gaps in their learning.  This study 

models this crucial step.   

Discussing how to use data can become a focus of faculty meetings and 

professional development sessions.  Instructional leaders play a large role.  They can 

initiate conversations with teachers, encouraging them to use the data to identify 

strengths and weaknesses in their instruction.  Instructional leaders can also provide 

opportunities for teachers to meet and discuss assessment data and teaching strategies 

with colleagues (Protheroe, 2001).  When instructional leaders provide this opportunity 

for teachers, they are also showing an interest in the process and it becomes a team 

approach rather than an isolated effort.  One way to encourage administrators and 

teachers to participate in reflective practice is through action research.   
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Kurt Lewin, a social psychologist and educator, developed the concept of action 

research during the 1940s in the United States.  ―Lewin is credited with coining the term 

‗action research‘ to describe work that did not separate the investigation from the action 

needed to solve the problem‖ (McFarland & Stansell, 1993, p. 14).  Action research is a 

process in which participants examine their own educational practice systematically and 

carefully using the techniques of research.  It is characterized by spiraling cycles of 

problem identification, systematic data collection, reflection, analysis, data-driven action 

taken and finally, problem redefinition (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988).   

 Ferrance (2000) identifies four types of action research: individual, collaborative, 

school wide and district wide.  The different types provide instructional leaders with a 

variety of options to consider.  The collaborative type best matches the design of this 

study.  The following chart explains the purpose, the potential impact and potential side 

effects for each of the four types. 
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Figure 2.3.  Four Types of Action Research Methods 

 

 There are several advantages to conducting action research.  It provides a degree 

of empowerment to all participants.  There are no hidden controls or preemption of 

direction by the researcher.  It involves researcher and participants‘ viewpoints of a 

problem.  The results can influence thinking skills, sense of efficacy, willingness to share 

and communicate and attitudes toward the process of change.  Through action research, 

teachers learn about themselves, their students, their colleagues and can determine ways 

to improve continually.  In addition, the low control over the environment of action 

research projects prevents manipulation to generate highly focused data whereas high 

control of the environment may lead participants to behave in an artificial way and bias 
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the research results.  As teachers conduct action research, they are more apt to look at 

questions that address school and district concerns rather than questions that affect the 

individual teacher (Ferrance, 2000).  It should be noted that successful action research 

needs the district and school commitment to support participating teachers.  This includes 

access to a coach/mentor and technology, assistance with data organization and analysis, 

providing release time and substitutes (if necessary) and a principal with knowledge of 

the research and actively supports the teacher.    

Conclusion 

This literature review provides the foundation for this study.  In five sections, it 

examined student disenfranchisement, the importance of classroom environment, an 

overview of cooperative learning models, benefits and research studies and the role of an 

instructional leader.  Given that the literature and research studies on cooperative learning 

is centered on the gestalt implementation at the group level and its interaction is mainly 

unstructured, this study is designed to inform the field of more complex analysis at the 

student-to-student interaction level.   

Despite having a significant amount of literature supporting the use of cooperative 

learning in terms of academic achievement, there is diminutive literature on the impact 

structuring student interaction has on specific classroom environments, in a large scale 

manner and within the geographic parameters of the identified population.  Knowledge 

gained from the study of the perceived impact on classroom environment will be used by 

teachers, principals and curriculum directors to inform their practice and provide 

evidence to base decisions about the pedagogical directions of their schools and 

classrooms.  This study addresses the literature gap pertaining to the importance of 
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classroom environment as an explanation of why cooperative learning methods produce 

greater achievement gains.  The next chapter explains the study‘s methodology and a 

blueprint for replication by classroom teachers and instructional leaders. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

The intent of this chapter is to provide an overview of the available research 

strategies and methods, as well as describe which strategies and methods are most 

appropriate for this study.  This chapter is broken into six major sections.  The first 

section restates the research questions presented in chapter one.  The second section 

describes the rationale for the multiple site case study methodology, the role of the 

researcher and the sample used for the study.  Next, the third section describes the 

intervention training and strategies.  Data collection and analysis methods follow as 

section four and five respectively.  The chapter ends with a brief discussion of the 

potential ethical issues and confirmation of following the guidelines set forth by the 

university‘s Institutional Review Board. 

Research Questions 

Applying Goleman‘s and Fraser‘s theoretical base and frameworks, this study focused on 

two primary research questions, which included: 

 Does the introduction of four different structured student interactive strategies 

designed to promote class building and teambuilding impact student and 

teacher perceptions of their Social Studies classroom environments?  If so, 

how? 

 How do students perceive engagement, accountability, interdependence and 

equity within their environments as compared to pre intervention conditions? 

Introduction to Study Process 

This case study methodology study used surveys, interviews, focus groups, lesson 

plans, teacher journals and classroom observations to document the story of the possible 
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impact of implementing structured student interactions in seven separate secondary social 

studies classroom environments.  A majority of the data collected were qualitative.  

However, quantitative calculations were used to analyze the student surveys.  The data 

collection was divided into two phases:  pre intervention and post intervention.  The 

subsequent flow chart represents the process that the study will follow for each of the 

seven classroom environments studied.   

  



79 

 

Figure 3.1.  Flow Chart for Study Process 
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Assumptions and Rationale for Multiple Site Case Study Methodology  

 The study elicited the perspectives of students and teachers concerning their 

classroom environment during pre and post intervention conditions.  Using case study 

methodology research to interpret a phenomenon allows the ability to define classroom 

environment and offer meaningful insight into the engagement, accountability, 

interdependence and equity.  Case study research allows for the participants‘ 

perspectives, which are not simply their account of events and actions, to be assessed in 

terms of its truth or falsity.  It is part of their reality that the researcher is trying to 

understand (Maxwell, 2005).  The rationale for this study lies in the current gap in 

research for the possible impact structured student interactions have on the perceptions 

students and teachers have of classroom environment.  The goal is to comprehend how all 

of the component parts of classroom environment work together.   

 Every class has a different mix of students that bring their own unique 

backgrounds, experiences and perspectives.  This uniqueness produces a special group of 

students worthy of being a case study to understand the dynamics and their interplay 

within the classroom environment.  Collecting quantitative data on the interplay of 

personalities and behavior in response to structured student interaction is very difficult in 

terms of validity.  Case study methodology will assist in understanding the particular 

context within which students act.  Case study research consists of a relatively small 

number of individuals or situations, and preserves the individuality of each of these 

analyses, thus enabling an opportunity to understand how events, actions and meanings 

are shaped by the unique circumstances in which these occur (Maxwell, 2005).  
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 Not only will readers of this study benefit from reviewing the results, the study 

itself will serve as formative evaluations for each teacher‘s classroom environment.  As 

cited in Maxwell, Scriven identifies conducting formative evaluations as ones intended to 

help improve existing practice rather than to simply assess the value of a program 

(Maxwell, 2005).  Because classroom environment is contained within four physical 

walls, the study provides an understanding of the process by which things happen in 

particular situations in that particular classroom.  These observations can be used by the 

teacher participants to inform their own practice of building classroom environment, as 

well as by instructional leaders in analyzing individual cubicles of classroom 

environment that collectively influence the development of school culture. 

 This study engaged the teacher participants in collaborative action research.  After 

an observation period, an interaction expert and graduate-level instructor provided a three 

hour training session for the teacher participants on four specific structured student 

interactions that promote class building and team building.  In addition to observation 

field notes, teacher participants were asked to keep a weekly journal detailing the use of 

the intervention strategies and observations of each classroom environment.  Teachers 

were asked to reflect on their practice, perceptions and attitudes during the study.  The 

credibility of case study methodology research, and its focus on particular context and 

their meaning for the participants in these contexts, makes it particularly suitable for 

collaborations with these participants. (Maxwell, 2005, p. 24).   

 To ensure objectivity, teachers could only ask questions about the implementation 

of structured interactions to the interaction expert.  The interaction expert was available 

to answer questions after the intervention training via emails, instant messaging and 
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phone conversations.  This was to ensure the valid measure of the student perceptions of 

the teacher‘s professionalism and pedagogical implementation.  Therefore, events were 

witnessed as they naturally unfold.  Due to time constraints, it was impossible to observe 

each time a teacher used intervention strategies.  These events were to be recorded by the 

teacher participants through their lesson plans and the weekly journal entries.   

 Multiple site case study research requires a bounded event.  This study examined 

seven secondary social studies classroom environments located in a central mid-Atlantic 

state over an eight-month period.  Rural and suburban classroom settings were equally 

represented.  Through observations, surveys, interviews and focus group sessions, a 

variety of perspectives were discovered.  Descriptive reports containing the various 

perspectives and identification of many variables were created.  Total immersion into the 

various data collection sets provided a comprehensive examination of classroom 

environment and the impact of student structured interactions.  The structure and results 

of this study stands on its own merit.   

Role of the Researcher. 

Currently, I am a doctoral student at a public Doctoral/Research University.  At 

the present time, I am employed as a program evaluator, data specialist and staff 

development provider for an educational service center located in south central 

Pennsylvania.  Having spent time as an educator, working with K-12 teachers in the 

public and private sector, I have a degree of familiarity with effective pedagogy and 

classroom environment.  As trained program evaluation specialist, I have the background 

and skills to document and analyze data without prejudice.  I examined this topic from a 

fresh, unassuming perspective.    
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Before becoming an administrator, I was a high school social studies classroom 

teacher and supervisor of twenty-three teachers.  Formerly trained in various cooperative 

learning models, I previously provided instruction for teachers and implemented many 

strategies at each level of my professional career.  Despite seeing the results of structured 

student interactions in former high school classes and graduate-level courses, I have 

limited exposure to the successes of implementation outside my own experience.   

Population and Sample 

 The sample for this study was seven classroom environments taught by three 

different teachers.  The three teachers were employed by three separate school districts 

located in a central mid-Atlantic state.  The geographic area consists of rural and 

suburban populations within a 50-mile radius.  Despite several communications to 

administrators and classroom teachers within the 50-mile radius, only three districts 

agreed to recommend a teacher to participate.   

 Site One is a public school district located in Dauphin County, Pennsylvania.  It 

encompasses approximately 32 square miles.  The district operates one elementary school 

and one junior/senior high school.  According to the district website, it serves a resident 

population of 6,420 and provides basic educational services to 927 pupils through the 

employment of 84 teachers, 33 full-time and part-time support personnel, and 8 

administrators.  The participating teacher was a female with 13 years of teaching 

experience. 

Site Two is a public school district located in Dauphin County, Pennsylvania.  It 

encompasses approximately 17 square miles.  The district operates three elementary 

schools, one middle school and one high school.  According to the district website, it 
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serves a resident population of 18,355 and provides basic educational services to 2,427 

pupils through the employment of 212 teachers, 110 full-time and part-time support 

personnel, and 18 administrators. The participating teacher was a male with 28 years of 

teaching experience. 

Site Three is a public school district located in Cumberland County, 

Pennsylvania, U.S.  It encompasses approximately 20 square miles.  The district operates 

two elementary schools, one middle school and one high school.  According to the 

district website, it serves a resident population of 18,215 and provides basic educational 

services to 2,835 pupils through the employment of 240 teachers, 108 full-time and part-

time support personnel, and 21 administrators.  The participating teacher was a female 

with 5 years of teaching experience. 

The superintendents were instructed to recommend teachers who had a 

willingness to participate and five to fifteen years of experience with a record of 

accomplishment of successful teaching.  When communicating with the superintendent 

the following qualities were offered as guidance to selecting possible candidates 

(Kennedy, 2008; Waddell, 2009): 

 Students frequently achieve academic success. 

 Teacher focused on academics known for academic rigor. 

 Teacher has ability to connect with and motivate students. 

 Teacher is willing to be reflective about the teaching and learning process. 

 Teacher received ―Satisfactory‖ rating on state performance evaluations. 

The first four characteristics were offered from an article written by Gary Waddell 

(2009), entitled Who’s That Teacher: Matrix, which shows how to support teachers at 
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different levels.  This Journal of Staff Development article explains how teachers fall into 

one of four categories in the Teacher Efficacy Matrix.  Gradients of these qualities were 

identified within the Technician, Caretaker, Struggler and Master Teacher quadrants.    

To ensure maximum success of the study, teachers identified as a ―Strugglers,‖ 

were not selected to participate.  This type of teacher accomplishes little academically or 

socially and emotionally for students.  Far too many unrelated variables would have 

existed, potentially shifting the focus away from studying the impact structuring student 

interaction has on classroom environment.  Informed by Kennedy‘s (2008) different 

definitions of teacher quality, the approaches that this study utilized to select participating 

teachers were credentials, personality traits, effect on student learning and effect on 

student motivation and responsibility.   

After the superintendents supplied potential participants, teachers were first 

contacted by email to schedule a phone interview.  The phone interviews attempted to 

confirm the qualities aforementioned and gather information about their knowledge and 

implementation of structuring the student interaction within the teacher‘s classroom.  The 

conversation also included a discussion about his or her class environments.  Questions 

were asked to identify which classroom environments would be the best to study the 

effects of structuring student interactions.  Not only did potential participants need to 

possess the aforementioned qualities, their willingness to experiment with a classroom 

environment was essential.  After confirmation of participation, teachers selected the first 

classroom environment to be studied.  A second classroom environment was then 

selected, occurring immediately before or after the previously selected environment.  Due 
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to the limited time available during the school day, it was more efficient to study back-to-

back classroom environments.   

Intervention Strategies 

 After the baseline collection of data during the pre intervention phase, an 

interaction expert and graduate-level instructor, Nancy Neusbaum, provided a three-hour 

training session for the teacher participants.  There she introduced four structured student 

interaction strategies that promote class building and team building.  Explained below are 

the intervention strategies.  The intervention strategies were selected from Kagan‘s 

(2009) Cooperative Learning book.  Kagan offers several examples of interaction 

strategies that ensure equal time, turns and/or opportunity. 

Timed Pair Share 

 In pairs, students share a response to a question with a partner for a predetermined 

time while the partner listens (Kagan, 2009, p. 6.38).  Then partners switch roles. 

Step 1:   The teacher announces a topic, states how long each student will  

share and provides think time. 

Step 2:  In pairs, Partner A shares, Partner B listens. 

Step 3:  Partner B responds with a positive gambit. 

Step 4:  Partners switch roles. 

Rally/Round-Robin/Table 

 Students take turns responding orally or written regulated by time or turns.  Rally 

means partners while Round means team.  Robin means oral while Table means writing.  

(Kagan, 2009, p. 6.33-34).   

 Step 1:  Teacher poses a problem to which there are multiple possible  

   responses or solutions and provides think time. 
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 Step 2:  Students take turns stating responses or solutions. 

Quiz-Quiz Trade 

 A student quizzes his or her partner and then his or her partner quizzes them.  

After each have answered a question, partners trade cards and find a new partner.  The 

process repeats with the next partner.  The teacher prepares a set of question cards for the 

class or each student creates a question card to be used in the structure (Kagan, 2009, p. 

6.32). 

 Step 1:  The teacher tells students to ―Stand up, put a hand up and    

   pair up.‖ 

 Step 2:  Partner A quizzes B. 

 Step 3:  Partner B answers. 

 Step 4:  Partner A praises or coaches. 

 Step 5:  Partners switch roles. 

 Step 6:  Partners trade cards and thank each other. 

 Step 7:  Repeat step 1 through 6 a number of times. 

Numbered Heads Together 

 Teammates put their ―heads together‖ to reach consensus on the team‘s answer.  

Everyone keeps on their toes because their number may be called to share their team‘s 

answer.  The teacher prepares questions or problems to ask teams (Kagan, 2009, p. 6.30). 

 Step 1:  Students form teams and number off. 

 Step 2:  Teacher poses a problem and gives think time.   

 Step 3:  Students privately write their answers. 
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 Step 4:  Students stand up and ―put their heads together,‖ showing   

   answers, discussing and teaching each other. 

 Step 5:  Students sit down when everyone knows the answer or has   

   something to share. 

Step 6:  Teacher calls a number.  Students with that number answer   

  simultaneously using:  Answer Board Share, Choral Practice,  

Finger Responses, Chalkboard Responses, Response Cards or  

Manipulative. 

 Step 7:  Classmates applaud students who responded. 

Only four structures were chosen to be implemented.  The structures represent a 

range of functions (interpersonal and academic) and group size.  Functions include 

processing, procedural learning, knowledge building and promoting thinking skills 

(Kagan, 2009).  Group sizes include pair work, as well as teamwork.  Less than four 

structures may have been perceived by students as an anomaly of instruction; whereas 

more than four may have been overwhelming for the teacher participants to effectively 

and confidently implement each structure several times within the given time restraints of 

the study.  

Data Collection 

This study contained seven separate classroom environment.  Observational field 

notes recorded how teachers used different strategies for structuring student interaction.  

In addition, students and teachers were surveyed and interviewed about their perceptions 

of the classroom environment.  The result is an inductive analysis of whether structured 

student interactions influence the perceptions of classroom environment.     
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Incorporating a case study methodology approach, detailed and descriptive data 

collection was necessary to understanding the classroom environment concepts.  Data 

included verbatim transcripts of interviews and focus group sessions.  Teachers provided 

data through a variety ways.  For instance, teachers responded to a weekly email journal 

prompt documenting their perceptions of the classroom environment.  In addition, pre 

and post intervention lessons were reviewed.  Moreover, classroom observations occurred 

during the pre and post intervention phase.    

Students provided data through classroom observations, surveys and focus group 

sessions.  Surveys were distributed at the end of the pre and post intervention phase.  The 

focus group consisted of every student who consented to participate in the study.  The 

focus group sessions occurred at the end of the pre and post intervention phase.  

 The seven classroom environments provided rich data that produced similar 

themes and patterns in the attitudes and perceptions regarding their classroom 

environment.  The varied responses from the students and teachers served as the basis for 

drawing conclusions about the impact the structured student interactions had on the 

student and teacher perceptions of the classroom environment within the given sample of 

the population. 

All participants signed a General Consent Form and Permission to Audiotape 

before participating in the pre intervention surveys and focus group sessions.  Participant 

confidentiality was insured by coding and concealing their identities.  In addition, each 

site and classroom environment was coded with numbers and letters respectively.  Data 

were located and organized using the software package called ATLAS.ti. 
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Lesson Plans 

Each teacher participant submitted copies of all pre and post intervention phase 

lesson plans.  A special lesson plan format was not required.  Teachers were asked to 

submit in the same format as required by their supervisors.  A review of the lesson plans 

documented the number of planned structured and unstructured interactions.  In addition, 

the frequency planned for each intervention strategy was recorded.  A review of the 

lesson plans provided insight to the cognizant planning of student interaction using 

academic content.  In addition, it may provide evidence of the teacher‘s confidence 

implementing the structured interaction strategies.   

Teacher Journals 

Teacher participants were asked to submit weekly personal reflections about their 

perceptions of each classroom environment being studied and noted any changes 

occurring after the implementation of structured interactions.   

Classroom Observations. 

Each classroom environment was observed several times during the study.  

During and after each observation, detailed and descriptive notes on specific concrete 

observed events were recorded.  The classroom observations assisted in understanding 

the state of each classroom environment and determining the fidelity of intervention 

strategies implementation.   

In attempt to find a tool that organizes qualitative data for classroom observations 

of classroom environment, the following tools were reviewed:   

 Reformed Teaching Observation Protocol developed by the Arizona 

Collaborative for the Excellence in the Preparation of Teachers (ACEPT) 
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 Local Systemic Change Classroom Observation Protocol developed by 

Horizon Research Inc. 

 

 Protocol for Classroom Observations developed by the Annenberg Institution 

for School Reform 

 

 OMLI Classroom Observation Protocol developed by the Oregon 

Mathematics Leadership Institute 

 

 Classroom Climate Inventory developed Calvin College‘s Committee on 

Faculty Teaching 

 

 Classroom Climate Quality Analytic Assessment Instrument developed by 

Alliance for the Study of School Climate 

 

Unfortunately, a tool measuring classroom environment in terms of engagement, 

accountability, interdependence and equity does not exist.  With time limited, it was 

difficult to design and validate a new observation tool and in consultation with the 

interaction expert.  Therefore, I decided that classroom observations would include a time 

study on the type of interaction occurring.  Every two minutes the percent of students 

talking to another student about academic content was recorded on a chart.  Each 

interaction data point was categorized as one of the following:   

Z Teacher talking or zero students overtly interacting with academic content 

1S One student talking either asking or answering a question 

US Unstructured interaction between students regarding academic content 

S Structured interaction between students regarding academic content 

In addition to the time study, the frequency of observed social skill behavior that 

would potentially satisfy a student‘s achievement towards the Pennsylvania Department 

of Education‘s Student Interpersonal Skills Standards was recorded (Draft-Awaiting State 

Board Action as of March 19, 2010.).  Each observed social skill behavior was 

categorized as acceptable and unacceptable.  It should be noted that the categorization 



92 

 

was subjective as quality criteria has yet to be developed.  The standards provided 

guidance as to which behaviors to observe during the classroom observations.  The 

behaviors can be organized in two areas:   

I.  Self-awareness and self-management skills. 

 Manage one‘s emotions and behavior. 

 Demonstrate skills related to achieving personal, civic and academic goals. 

 

II. Social-awareness and interpersonal skills to establish and maintain positive 

relationships and respect for cultural diversity. 

 Respect and recognize the feelings and perspectives of others. 

 Respect and recognize individual and group similarities and differences. 

 Use communication and social skills to interact effectively with others. 

 Demonstrate an ability to prevent, manage and resolve interpersonal 

conflicts in constructive ways. 

 Apply decision-making skills to deal responsibly with daily academic and 

social situations. 

 

Student Survey 

Each student who participated in the study completed the ―What is Happening In 

this Classroom?‖  (WIHIC) survey, designed by Aldridge and Fraser.  According to 

Fraser,  

The WIHIC questionnaire brings parsimony to the field of classroom 

environment by combining modified versions of the most salient scales 

from a wide range of existing questionnaires with additional scales that 

accommodate contemporary educational concerns such as equity and 

constructivism (1998, p. 13). 

   

The WIHIC has 56 items assigned to the seven dimensions described in Chapter One.  

Those dimensions include:  Student Cohesiveness, Teacher Support, Involvement, 

Investigation, Task Orientation, Cooperation and Equity.  The WIHIC survey has been 

validated by researchers in Australia (Aldridge, Fraser & Huang, 1999), Singapore 

(Fraser & Chionh, 2000), Korea (Kim, Fisher & Fraser, 2000), Indonesia (Margianti, 



93 

 

Fraser & Aldridge, 2002) and the United States (Allen and Fraser, 2007; Martin-Dunlop 

& Fraser, 2008; Ogbuehi and Fraser, 2007).   

As a cross-national validity study example, Dorman (2003) validated the tool 

using a sample of 3,980 high students from Australia, the United Kingdom and Canada.  

His study focused on reliability analyses, exploratory factor analysis and confirmatory 

factor analyses to study the structural attributes of the WIHIC.  His purpose was to show 

that the WIHIC scales have wide applicability to a population.  He concludes, ―the 

factorial invariance of model parameters across three countries, three grade levels and 

gender attests to the wide applicability of this instrument…and reports substantive 

international validation…(p. 1)‖  Most recently, Dorman‘s (2008) study of 978 secondary 

school students from Australia validated the WIHIC using a multi-trait/multi-method 

approach within a confirmatory factor analysis framework.   

The seven dimensions of Fraser‘s framework conceptually correlate to the 

cooperative learning elements of engagement, accountability, interdependence and 

equity.  In Chapters Four and Five, the dimensions provide the framework for discussion 

of the four elements aforementioned. 
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TABLE 3.2. 

 
Conceptual Correlation 

 
Fraser‘s Dimensions CL Element 

  
Student Cohesiveness Interdependence 

 
 

Teacher Support Interdependence 

 
 

Involvement Engagement 

 
 

Investigation Engagement 

 
 

Task Orientation Accountability 

 
 

Cooperation Interdependence 

 
 

Equity Equity 

 
 

 

The dimensions organize the Likert scale items.  Each student measured the frequency of 

an action.  Each descriptor is associated with a specific point value.  It is the sum of all 

point values from each student on each question within a dimension that provides a 

collective quantitative measurement of a dimension.  The descriptors and points values 

follow as Almost Never = 1 point, Seldom = 2 points, Sometimes = 3 points, Often = 4 

points and Almost Always = 5 points. 

Interviews and Focus Group Sessions 

Each participating teacher and all participating students in each classroom 

environment were interviewed for approximately one-hour pre and post intervention.  

The focus group sessions took place in a private room within the school during the school 

day.  The responses during the interviews and focus group sessions are held confidential.  

Both the interviews and focus group sessions used open-ended questions with a focus on 
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obtaining information regarding the participants‘ perceptions of the classroom 

environment.  Interviews and focus group sessions were audio taped and completely 

transcribed.  Copies of the questions can be found in the appendices. 

Data Analysis 

 The constant comparative analysis method was applied to recognized common 

themes and significant patterns.  Data analysis occurred in conjunction with data 

collection.  During the course of the pre intervention phase, a rough definition of each 

classroom environment developed by analyzing the surveys, interviews, focus group 

sessions and observations.  A comparison of the pre intervention student focus group 

responses and surveys and the teacher‘s perceptions occurred next.  After completing this 

process with one classroom environment, it was repeated six more times.  ―These 

comparisons lead to tentative categories that are then compared to each other and to other 

instances‖ (Merriam, 1998, p. 195).    

After the intervention training and once teachers started to implement the student-

to-student structured interactions, several unannounced observations to each classroom 

environment ensued.  The events and behaviors of post intervention observations were 

compared to the pre intervention observations.  The final step of the data collection was 

the post intervention surveys, interviews, focus group sessions and observations.   

In this study, each classroom environment represents one element of the multiple 

comparative studies.  Therefore, a within-case analysis and the cross-case analysis were 

conducted.  The data collected from each classroom environment needed to be 

comprehensive and rich, in order to learn as much about the contextual variables.  After 

studying each case individually, the researcher will (as cited by Merriam), ―attempt to 
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build a general explanation that fits each of the individual cases, even though the cases 

will vary in the details‖ (1998, p. 195).  

Methods of Verification 

 The existence of methods and procedures alone does not guarantee validity.  

However, certain strategies were employed to increase the credibility of this study.  The 

length of the study and access to qualifying teachers increases the stability of the study.  

(See the Population and Sample for criteria.)  The data collected are an array of rich data.  

The data included verbatim transcripts of the interviews and focus group sessions.  

 Ensuring respondent validation was achieved by the systematic sharing of the 

interview and focus group session transcriptions, field notes and conclusions with the 

participating students and teachers.  This ensured that inferences during the pre and post 

intervention phases were accurate and representative of the participants‘ responses.  In 

addition, an independent reviewer, who has experience with evaluation projects, 

examined the data collected and made observations of the data.  Lastly, I met regularly 

with colleagues to discuss and receive constructive feedback on the overall study, 

protocols, transcripts and data.    

The strategy of triangulation was used to enhance validity of the study by 

addressing possible threats to the conclusions drawn about the participants‘ perceptions 

of the classroom environment.  By incorporating a variety of information sources, 

validity was enhanced.  Three teachers from rural and suburban schools provided a 

diverse range of individuals and settings.  This reduces the chance for associations and 

allow for a better assessment of generalizations.  Triangulation has been generally 

considered a process of using multiple perceptions to clarify meaning, verifying the 

repeatability of an observation or interpretation (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).   
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Ethical Issues 

 This study was conducted within the guidelines required by the university‘s 

Institutional Review Board.  This study met the requirements of the school districts‘ 

policies on research performed within their schools.  All participants signed a consent 

form stating their understanding of the conditions of the study and being fully informed 

of its purpose, rationale and potential benefit to future students and teachers.   

 Confidentiality was protected by the secure acquisition of all case study 

methodology data including interview and focus group session transcripts, observation 

and field notes and names and other types of identifying information.  Codes have been 

created for teacher participants and students guaranteeing anonymity.   

 A possible threat was the student focus group sessions conducted at each school.  

Focus group sessions were planned because of their efficiency of gathering information 

about classroom environment.  Despite asking participants not to share information 

discussed during the focus group sessions, it was difficult to limit what participants 

shared with others outside of the study.  The disclosure of this type of information could 

be damaging to a student or teacher‘s reputation.  The importance of maintaining 

confidentiality, including how it protects individuals from unwarranted scrutiny was 

shared to all participants. 

 The researcher did not encounter entanglement into the local forces at play within 

the subject groups or institutions.  For success of the study, maintaining the role of 

investigator and displaying professional behavior was essential.  Questions from 

individuals outside of the subject groups were handled succinctly and did not reveal the 

philosophical underpinnings of the study.  This assisted in keeping those outside of the 

study from influencing the teacher participants and from affecting the results based on 
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personal opinions about cooperative learning.  Lastly, my presence during classroom 

observations should be recognized as a possible threat to the results.  Students may or 

may not have acted differently, in a positive or negative way, towards the teacher and 

other students.   

Conclusion 

This chapter provided an overview of the available research strategies and 

methods.  It described how case study methodology strategies and methods were most 

appropriate for this study.  After describing the role of the researcher and the sample, the 

intervention trainings and strategies were explained.  Next, an explanation of the various 

tools used to collect data and the process used to analyze the data follows next.  Lastly, 

the chapter concludes with a brief discussion of the potential ethical issues and 

confirmation of adhering to the guidelines set forth by the university‘s Institutional 

Review Board.  The next chapter reports the data results from implementing the methods 

described in this chapter.   
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CHAPTER 4 

DATA RESULTS AND ANALYSIS  

 

The prospects for instructional leaders and classroom teachers to build positive 

school and classroom environments fade as students fail to develop social skills (Barth, 

2004; Levine, 2003).  Some of today‘s students do not share the basic positive social 

values and behaviors once taken for granted by educational professionals (Kagan, 2009).  

Some research studies report that students are radically different from the students of a 

generation ago.  Some students do not possess fundamental values of respect, honesty, 

kindness and lawfulness (Josephson, 2008).   

As cited in Chapter Two, it is evident that the lack of social skills perpetuates the 

problems surrounding the environment of schools and classrooms.  A mismatch exists 

between the needs of employers and the reality that students often lack the social skills of 

teamwork, communication and interpersonal skills.  The decrease in social values 

contradicts the needs of employers to hire people possessing strong relationship skill sets.  

In addition, the reported decrease in social values may contribute to negative school and 

classroom environments and students becoming disenfranchised.   

This study investigated the impact of implementing an element of cooperative 

learning on the perceptions of seven different classroom environments.  The element was 

structuring student-to-student interaction using four specific intervention strategies.  Each 

strategy defined the interaction by time, turns and/or opportunity.  The four strategies are 

defined in Chapter Three.  Specifically, this study was designed to answer the following 

research questions: 

 Does the introduction of four different structured student interactive strategies 

designed to promote class building and team building impact student and 
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teacher perceptions of their Social Studies classroom environments?  If so, 

how? 

 How do students perceive engagement, interdependence, accountability and 

equity within their environments as compared to pre intervention conditions? 

Each research question was answered using both quantitative and qualitative 

analyses.  As stated in the methods section, answering the research questions was based 

on the results of lesson plan and implementation observations, the analysis of individual 

teacher journals and interviews, a validated student survey (What is Happening in This 

Class?) and student focus group sessions.  A limitation of this study was only a fraction 

of students in each classroom environment responded and agreed to participate in the data 

collection activities.  Therefore, the perceptions recorded may not represent the entire 

classroom roster.  This chapter is an exploration of each classroom environment as 

individual case studies on the pre and post intervention conditions.  The reader will learn 

about the classroom environment through the teacher‘s perspective and then the students‘ 

perspective during both the pre and post intervention phases.  Utilizing Fraser‘s 

framework, the chapter concludes with a comparative analysis of seven classroom 

environments.   

Introduction of Case Studies 

The following seven case studies provide documentation of pre intervention 

conditions for each classroom environment followed by the documentation of any 

quantitative and/or qualitative perceptual changes for each classroom.  After the 

independent analysis of each case study and a dimensional comparison, I conclude that 

the impact of introducing four different structured interactive strategies designed to 
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promote class building and team building on student and teacher perceptions of their 

social studies classroom environment is inconclusive.   

Each case study does provide an analysis of how students perceive engagement, 

interdependence, accountability and equity within the classroom environment that 

compares pretest and posttest conditions.  Collectively, it is inconclusive whether there 

was an overall positive or negative impact on the percept of each of these principles as 

each case study is different to the site location, teacher, demographics of students, time of 

day and implementation fidelity of the intervention strategies. 

Site One 

Description 

Site One included one teacher participant teaching the same Social Studies course 

content to Classroom Environments A and B.  Classroom Environment A had 10 

participating students (six males & four females) out of a total possible 24 students.  

Classroom Environment B had six participating students (two males & three females) out 

of a total possible 25 students.  The grade-level of each classroom environment was 9
th

 

grade.  The seating arrangement of the students was in rows during the pre and post 

intervention phases.  During the post intervention phase the teacher identified specific 

partners with which to work when directed.   

Lesson Plans 

Since Classroom Environment A and B were participants in the same course 

subject, the teacher used the same lesson plans for both.  The data collected from the 

lesson plan observations are organized in the following table.  This type of chart is 

repeated for each participating teacher.  The table cites the number of planned structured 

and unstructured student interactions in both the pre and post intervention phases.  In 
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addition, the table cites the incidence of each type of structured interaction strategy 

during the post intervention phase.   

As observed in Table 4.1, Teacher #1 planned zero structured and one 

unstructured interaction during the pre intervention phase.  During the post intervention 

phase, the teacher planned 15 structured interactions.  One Timed Pair Share (TPS), eight 

Rally/Round Robin/Table (R/R/R/T) and six Quiz Quiz Trade (QQT) strategies were 

planned during the post intervention phase.  The teacher only planned to use three of the 

four intervention strategies. The teacher did not plan to use Numbered Heads Together 

(NHT).  Zero unstructured interactions were planned during the Post Intervention phase.  

An overall conclusion is the teacher increased the number of structured interactions 

planned in the post intervention phase.   

TABLE 4.1 

 
Teacher #1 Planned Interactions in Lesson Plans 

 
Pre-S Pre-US Post-S TPS R/R R/T QQT NHT Post-US 

 
       

0 1 15 1 8 6 0 0 

 Note: 

Pre-S=# of Pre Intervention Structured Interactions      Pre-US=# of Pre Interventional Unstructured Interactions 
Post-S=# of Post Intervention Structured Interaction   TPS=Timed Pair Share Strategy 

R/R R/T=Rally/Round Robin/Table Strategy                 QQT=Quiz-Quiz Trade 

NHT=Numbered Heads Together Strategy                 Post-US=# of Post Intervention Unstructured Interactions 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 



103 

 

 
 

Data Collection 

The following provides an overview of the data collection for Classroom 

Environment A and B located at Site One.   

09/30/10 Pre Intervention Classroom A and B Observations 

10/18/10 Pre Intervention Classroom A and B Observations 

10/28/10 Pre Intervention Teacher Interview 

10/28/10 Pre Intervention  Student Survey and Student Focus Group Sessions 

11/02/10 Intervention Training 

11/17/10 Post Intervention Classroom A and B Observations 

12/08/10 Post Intervention Classroom A and B Observations 

01/18/11 Post Intervention Classroom A and B Observations 

02/04/11 Post Intervention Classroom A and B Observations 

02/09/11 Post Intervention Teacher Interview and Student Focus Group Sessions 

 

Classroom Environment A 

A-Pre Intervention Classroom Observations 

The following table shows a summary of the recorded interaction patterns during 

the pre intervention classroom observations.  The interaction type was recorded at two-

minute intervals.  The table shows the frequency of each interaction pattern and social 

skill application.  In addition, it contains the percentage of the total interaction for each 

type.  For instance, during Observation #1, 23 students (N) were in the classroom during 

the time of the observation.  Sixteen incidences of ―Teacher talking or zero students 

overtly interacting with academic content‖ (Zf) were recorded at the two minute intervals.  

The 16 incidences represented 76% of the interactions recorded every two minutes (%Z) 

during the classroom observation.  Three incidences of ―One student answering or asking 

a question‖ (1Sf) were recorded.  The 3 incidences represented 14% of the interactions 

recorded (%1S).   

Two incidences of ―Unstructured interaction between students regarding 

academic content‖ (USf) and zero incidences of ―Structured interaction between students 
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regarding academic content‖ (Sf) were recorded.  The 2 and 0 incidences respectively 

represent 10% (%US) and 0% (%S) of the interactions recorded.  The last two columns 

display the observed incidences of acceptable (Af) and unacceptable social skills (Uf).  

During observation #1, 6 acceptable and 7 unacceptable social skill applications were 

recorded.  The total number of observed acceptable and unacceptable social skill 

frequency resulted in a ratio of 1.44 to 1 respectively.   

In analyzing both pre intervention observation #1 and #2, the majority of 

interaction at the data points were the teacher talking to students or the students 

interacting with each other about non-academic content.  Less than 5% of interaction was 

among pairs or teams observed at the data points.   

TABLE 4.2 

 Classroom Environment A Pre Intervention Observations 

 Ob# N Zf %Z 1Sf %1S USf %US Sf %S Af Uf 

         
 

 
 

1 23 16 76 3 14 2 10 0 0 6 7 

         
 

 
 

2 25 16 76 5 24 0 0 0 0 7 2 

         
 

 
 

Note:   N=Number of students present in class 

Z=Teacher talking or zero students overtly interacting with academic content 

1S=One student answering or asking a question 
US=Unstructured interaction between students regarding academic content 

S=Structured interaction between students regarding academic content 

A=Observed acceptable social skill 
            U=Observed unacceptable social skill 

 

A-Pre Intervention Teacher Journal Entries 

At the beginning of the study, the teacher expressed within the journal entries an 

interest on whether participation is relevant and thoughtful.  In addition, the teacher 

wanted to explore how to ask thought provoking questions for both learning support 

students and gifted within the same classroom environment.  In terms of implementing 

thought provoking questions, the teacher shared frustration with the lack of initiative 
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students have to participate in teacher-led classroom-wide discussions.  Towards the end 

of the pre intervention phase the teacher indicated that student participation in classroom 

discussion improved slightly.   

In summation, the entries addressed the classroom environment on a surface level 

and did not contain deep discussions of how students interact, either positively or 

negatively.  The teacher provided minimal evidence that structured student interactions 

were planned or occurred.   

A-Pre Intervention Teacher Interview 

At the end of the pre intervention phase the teacher was interviewed regarding the 

current status of classroom A‘s and B‘s environment.  First, the teacher described a 

positive classroom environment as one where learning can take place without disruptions, 

and distractions and is friendly.  To achieve a positive classroom environment, the 

teacher during the first and second weeks of the school year ―spends the first three to four 

minutes of the class getting to know the students at a different level.‖  If the teacher 

develops a good relationship with a class, then the teacher continues the practice of using 

the first three to four minutes to have non-academic conversations.  In addition to the 

initial first three to four minute conversations at the beginning of the period, students in 

the second week of the year participated in an activity where they wrote one positive 

statement about each student.  Then, the statements were shared with the students during 

the following week.   

Specific to classroom environment A, the teacher describes the class as free of 

distractions and disruptions.  Whether in a direct lesson or working in pairs, students tend 

to follow the directions without much hassle.  The teacher found it difficult to describe 
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the overall engagement of students.  However, the teacher stated that students are 

reluctant to participate attributing this to their lack of academic confidence.  Despite 

understanding body language in knowing who has the confidence of contributing a 

correct answer to the class, the teacher prefers to call on students who do not raise their 

hands.  The teacher did not provide evidence of how students are individually held 

accountable for the taught content within a lesson plan.   

To encourage engagement the teacher uses several unstructured interaction 

methods.  They include Think Pair Share, expert jigsaws and ask students to call on 

others to respond to the next question.  It is through these strategies that the teacher 

attempts to promote interdependence among students.  Other than the identified 

strategies, the teacher did not feel interdependence was encouraged.  The teacher did not 

provide evidence of strategies that encourage students to work as a team towards a 

common goal or require effort of every student in a different way for the success of a 

task.  In addition, it is through these three strategies where the teacher identified how 

positive relationships were built between students.  The teacher did not appear confident 

that building interdependence and relationships between students was a result of their 

direct actions and strategies.   

In terms of equity, the teacher felt equity existed in the classroom through actions 

such as calling on students one-by-one to ensure equal participation.  At times students 

are not afforded a pass option to a question.  One way the teacher promotes equity is 

allowing students to call on other students in the classroom to answer the next question.  

Sometimes a student is purposely called upon knowing he/she will be incorrect.  Then, in 

retaliation, the incorrect student will call on the student that called on them.  The teacher 
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allows them to continue this practice to teach the lesson of why one should not pick on 

another student.  The teacher did not provide evidence that equity is ensured by the use of 

time, turns and/or opportunities within tasks.   

A-Pre Intervention Student Surveys 

Ten students in Classroom Environment A agreed to participate in the study.  

Therefore, for each of Fraser‘s classroom environment dimensions a total of 400 points 

was possible.  The following table collectively quantifies students‘ perceptions regarding 

the Classroom Environment A at the end of the pre intervention phase.  As described in 

Chapter Three, each of Fraser‘s dimensions corresponds with the elements of cooperative 

learning.  (See Dimensions Correlation Explanation in Chapter Three).  The table shows 

the mean response for each element (SM) as well as the total points for each element 

(DT).  The last column represents the percentage of the total possible value recorded for 

each element (%DT).  For example, the student response mean for Student Cohesiveness 

was 32.9 out of a total possible of 40.  Collectively, the students assessed Student 

Cohesiveness with 329 points.  The 329 points represented 82.3% of the total possible 

points for Student Cohesiveness.   
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TABLE 4.3 

 
Classroom Environment A Pre Intervention Survey Results 

 
Fraser‘s Dimensions SM DT %DT 

   
 

Student Cohesiveness 32.9 329 82.3 

   
 

Teacher Support 30.6 306 76.5 

   
 

Involvement 26.0 260 65.0 

   
 

Investigation 23.2 232 58.0 

   
 

Task Orientation 35.3 353 88.3 

   
 

Cooperation 30.1 301 75.3 

   
 

Equity 34.8 348 87.0 

 
 

 
 

Note: SM=Student Mean; DT=Dimension Total Point Value 

  

Engagement and Accountability. 

In terms of engagement, Involvement and Investigation items had the lowest rate 

of incidence occurring in the classroom environment.  Each dimension measured 65% 

and 58% respectively of the total point possible.  Relevant Involvement and Investigation 

items that measured particularly low were:    

17.  I discuss ideas in this class.  (50% < Sometimes) 

18.  I give my opinions during class discussions.  (50% < Sometimes) 

22.  I explain my ideas to other students.  (80% < Sometimes) 

23.  Students discuss with me how to go about solving problems.  (60% <    

       Sometimes) 

24.  I am asked to explain how to solve problems.  (70% < Sometimes) 

26.  I am asked to think about the evidence for my statements.  (50% <   

       Sometimes) 

 

Conversely, the items that measured Task Orientation, mostly associated with 

accountability, held the highest position of all dimensions.  Students identified 

themselves as motivated, goal-orientated and informed of the class expectations.   
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Interdependence and Equity. 

 Students favorably identified the Teacher Support items such as taking a personal 

interest in me, taking feelings into consideration and assisting when struggling with 

academic content.  Students measured each item as scoring at least 50% > Sometimes.  

Collectively, Teacher Support held the fourth highest position of the dimensions.  As the 

Teacher Support provides a foundation for building a positive environment, the output is 

Student Cohesiveness, Cooperation and Equity.  Student Cohesiveness was relatively 

positioned as the third highest of the dimensions.  In seven of the eight items, 70% or 

more reported the statements as Often or Almost Always.  For example, these statements 

were measured as having the highest incidence: 

2.  I know other students in this class.  (90% reported Almost Always) 

3.  I am friendly to members of this class.  (90% reported Almost Always or  

     Often) 

5.  I work well with other class members.  (90% reported Almost Always or  

     Often) 

 

Ironically, the dimension of Cooperation measured 7% less than Student Cohesiveness.  

It appears that when students work together on academic content, cooperation decreases 

slightly.  For instance, the following items had a high incidence of Sometimes, which 

may account for the 7% difference with Student Cohesiveness: 

45.  I learn from other students in this class.  (50% < Sometimes) 

46.  I work with other students in this class.  (40% = Sometimes) 

48.  Students work with me to achieve class goals.  (40% < Sometimes) 

 

It is the combination of Teacher Support, Student Cohesiveness and Cooperation that 

contributes to the perception of equity within a classroom environment.  Equity measured 

at 87% of the total possible points, relative positioned as the second highest of all 
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dimensions.  Students reported favorably equitable attention to their questions/needs, 

equitable opportunities to participate and equitable reception of praise for their successes.   

A-Pre Intervention Student Focus Group Interviews 

 During the pre intervention focus group session, students defined a positive 

classroom environment as possessing a teacher who is happy, fun and willing to help 

students.  Students working well together were also an indicator.  Students described their 

social studies classroom environment as fun, tolerant and mostly accepting.  It is 

perceived that some students may not feel accepted by others in the classroom.  

Engagement was encouraged using A/B partners working together on tasks or sharing 

answers.  Each student described his or her confidence level with the academic content as 

High.  One participant shared, ―the environment is safe for me to learn and I am not 

afraid to make mistakes.‖  Each student reported they were engaged in the class pointing 

specifically to the content and depth of teacher-led discussion.   

 According to the students, the teacher uses pairs and review games by splitting the 

class into two teams to encourage interaction between students.  The interaction was 

described as unstructured providing no evidence of the use of time, turns or opportunities 

to guide the interaction.  One student reported that ―everyone pretty much gets along 

without any arguments.‖  All of the other students concurred with this statement.  

Students felt accountable for content because of the number of questions the teacher 

posed to students and how students who did not raise their hands were randomly called 

upon to answer.  Students did admit to using body language to encourage the teacher not 

to call on them.  At times, students are given different problems and expected to share 

their answers with their partner.  There were no other examples reported that required 
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students to work together towards a common goal, needing each other to complete a task 

or requiring a student to publicly perform in front of at least one other student.   

 Lastly, the students discussed the existence of equity within the classroom 

environment.  One participant stated and all others agreed that, ―We are treated the same 

by the teacher.‖  Another participant referring to how students interact with each other 

said, ―Everyone feels they are on the same level.‖  Other than randomly calling on 

students and making sure each student had to answer a question, there were no other 

examples reported of how the teacher used time, turns or opportunities to equalize the 

participation among students.   

A-Post Intervention Observations 

The following analysis is based on the data table below which follows the same 

logic as explained for Table 4.2.  During the post intervention classroom observations, 

the average incidence of the teacher talking to students or the students interacting about 

non-academic content decreased 26%.  The amount of observed structured interaction 

among students increased from pre intervention average of 0% to 13%.  I observed the 

intervention strategies of Quiz-Quiz-Trade and Rally Robin respectively twice.  The 

teacher may have compromised the implementation fidelity by revising the steps of the 

intervention strategies. 

The total number of observed acceptable and unacceptable social skill frequency 

resulted in a ratio of 2.9 to 1 respectively.  This represents a 97% increase in overt 

acceptable social skill application.  I observed the teacher highlighting appropriate 

models of socially acceptable behaviors when students were interacting.  The table shows 

the frequency of each interaction pattern during the post intervention phase.  In addition, 
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it contains the percentage of the total interaction for each type.  For example, observation 

#3 recorded 13 incidences of ―Teacher talking or zero students overtly interacting with 

academic content‖ (Z).  Thirteen represents 62% of the interactions recorded every two 

minutes. 

TABLE 4.4 

 Classroom Environment A Post Intervention Observations 

 Ob# N Zf %Z 1Sf %1S USf %US Sf %S Af Uf 

         
 

 
 

3 24 13 62   4 19 0 0 4 19 8 3 

         
 

 
 

4 22 16 76   0   0 0 0 4 19 5 1 

         
 

 
 

5 25   4 19 17 81 0 0 0   0 6 2 

         
 

 
 

6 24   9 43   9 43 0 0 3 14 7 3 

         
 

 
 

Note: N=Number of students present in class 

Z=Teacher talking or zero students overtly interacting with academic content 
1S=One student answering or asking a question 

US=Unstructured interaction between students regarding academic content 

S=Structured interaction between students regarding academic content 
A=Observed acceptable social skill 

U=Observed unacceptable social skill 
 

A-Post Intervention Teacher Journal Entries 

Two and five weeks after the intervention training, the teacher did not report any 

change despite having implemented the strategies.  Then, during the 11
th

 and 12
th

 journal 

weeks the teacher reported that, students were becoming restless and had difficulty 

adding other strategies because implementation is taking longer than anticipated.  

Towards the end of the post intervention phase the teacher reported that students seemed 

more focused and had success with Rally Robin as a pre-reading strategy.  The teacher 

summarized the experience by stating, ―My class grew from the experience but students 
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did not request doing the new strategies.  They would always go with the flow when it 

came to new things and often do them well.‖ 

In summation, the entries addressed the classroom environment on a surface level 

and did not contain deep discussions of how students interacted, either positively or 

negatively.  The teacher provided minimal evidence that structured student interactions 

were planned or occurred.   

A-Post Intervention Teacher Interview 

The teacher could not definitively cite a change in overall classroom environment 

due to the everyday exposure and inability to view from a removed state.  During the 

explanation, the status of student-to-student relationships was not mentioned.  Since the 

intervention training, the teacher noticed that engagement increased as evidenced by 

their improved overall discussion skills.  The types of questions, the depth of responses 

and the willingness of students to share a response without being prompted were 

indicators of improvement.  An increase in academic confidence was also cited.  When 

prompted, the teacher stated that the number of positive relationships among students 

increased as the number of negative relationships decreased.  However, based on the 

awareness of the defined principles, the teacher‘s perception of the promotion of 

interdependence, individual accountability and equity was no different from pre 

intervention levels.   

In terms of implementing the intervention strategies, the teacher did organize 

students into pods of four that provided for instant pairings of students.  However, 

students continued to sit in rows.  The teacher did not feel 100% comfortable with the 

understanding of the structures.  ―If it didn‘t work well the first time, I slacked off using 
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it again.‖  At the beginning of the post intervention phase, structures were used three to 

four times a week.  The teacher stopped doing the ones that appeared too difficult.  After 

the Christmas break, the pressure to prepare students for the midterm exam increased 

and the use of structures decreased to one to two times a week.  The citation of barriers 

to implementation included: 

1) Comfort level with strategies 

2) More time to implement new strategies 

3) Too impatient for significant change to occur 

4) Physical room setup 

 

When asked how many times the interaction specialist who provided the intervention 

training was contacted, the answer was zero.  The teacher cited available time and lack of 

comfort asking for help via an email correspondence.  In addition, the number of 

strategies expected to be implemented was too many in the short time frame. 

A-Post Intervention Student Survey 

The following table collectively quantifies students‘ comparable overall 

perceptions regarding pre and post interventions in Classroom Environment A.  (See 

Chapter Three for Dimensions Correlation Explanation).  It shows the measurement of 

each dimension through student mean (SM) and total dimension points (DT) at the end of 

the post intervention phase.  In addition, it displays the percentage change in student 

means (%∆SM) and dimension total points (%∆DT) from the pre intervention phase and 

post intervention phase.  For example, classroom environment A had a post intervention 

student mean of 33.2 for Student Cohesiveness.  This mean was an increase of 0.9% from 

the pre intervention measurement.  The post intervention total point value was 332, which 

equals 82.3% of the total possible for the dimension (400).  The 82.3% was an increase of 

0.7% from the pre intervention measurement. 
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TABLE 4.5 

 

Classroom Environment A Post Intervention Survey Results 

 

Fraser‘s Dimensions SM %∆SM DT %DT %∆DT 

 
  

 
  

Student Cohesiveness 33.2   0.9 332 82.3   0.7 

 
  

 
  

Teacher Support 30.0  -2.0 300 76.5  -1.5 

 
  

 
  

Involvement 26.6   2.3 266 65.0   1.5 

 
  

 
  

Investigation 24.8   6.9 248 58.0   4.0 

 
  

 
  

Task Orientation 35.8   1.4 358 88.3   1.3 

 
  

 
  

Cooperation 34.1 13.3 341 75.3 10.0 

 
  

 
  

Equity 36.1   3.7 361 87.0   3.3 

 
  

 
  

Note: SM=Student Mean; DT=Dimension Total Point Value 

 

Engagement and Accountability. 

In terms of engagement, Involvement and Investigation items continued to be the 

lowest rated dimensions in the classroom environment.  (See Chapter Three for 

Dimensions Correlation Explanation).  Each dimension measured 66.5% and 62% 

respectively of the total possible points.  However, it should be noted that the total for 

investigation did increase from pre to post.  Investigation items that affected the increase 

were:    

25.  I carry out investigations to test my ideas.  (19% increase in total points) 

26.  I am asked to think about the evidence for my statements.  (13% increase in  

       total points) 

 

Task Orientation continued to be highly positioned, slipping one spot to the second 

highest dimension.  Students continued to identify themselves as motivated, goal-

orientated and informed of the class expectations.   
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Interdependence and Equity. 

Students identified less favorably Teacher Support dimension items.  Items that 

affected the decrease in percentage total and relative position were:   

11.  The teacher considers my feelings.  (15% decrease in total points) 

14.  The teacher is interested in my problems.  (14 % decrease in total points) 

 

Collectively, Teacher Support relatively positioned as the fifth highest of the dimensions.  

Student Cohesiveness had less than 1% difference from the pre intervention survey.  Due 

to higher increases in Cooperation and Investigation, it dropped to fourth highest of the 

dimensions.  Seven of the eight items continued to measure at 70% or more reporting the 

statements as Often or Almost Always.  Once again, these statements were measured as 

having the highest incidence: 

2.  I know other students in this class.  (90% reported Almost Always) 

3.  I am friendly to members of this class.  (90% reported Almost Always or  

     Often) 

5.  I work well with other class members.  (90% reported Almost Always or  

     Often) 

 

The dimension of Cooperation had the largest increase at 13.3.  In addition, the 

increase equated to a 10% increase towards the total possible.  Cooperation items that 

affected the increase were:   

43.  When I work in groups in this class, there is teamwork.  (30% increase in  

       Often & Almost Always) 

46.  I work with other students in this class.  (80% = Almost Always; Pre  

       survey measure = 50%) 

  

Lastly, equity was measured at 90.3% of the total possible points, relative positioned as 

the highest of all dimensions.  Students continued to report favorably equitable attention 

to their questions/needs, equitable opportunities to participate and equitable reception of 

praise for their successes.  There was an increase in responses associated with receiving 
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the same treatment as other students, receiving the same encouragement as other students 

and receiving the same opportunities to contribute to classroom discussion and answer 

questions as other students.   

 As part of the post intervention, surveyed students were given the open-ended 

question of ―Have you noticed anything different about your social studies classroom 

environment?  If so, please explain.‖  Below are responses identifying change: 

 Student B:   The classroom environment is more happy than usual. 

 

Student C:    I have noticed that other students are helping each other 

more than the beginning of the year.  

 

Student E:   I have noticed that everyone is really familiar with each 

other, we all get along and things are easy going. 

 

 Student G:   The environment of our classroom has definitely gotten  

better, and I know that I have definitely improved as far as  

how I process information and I think it is because of the 

positive way my teacher has improved their teacher skills. 

 

A-Post Intervention Student Focus Group Interviews 

Students described their social studies classroom environment as everyone getting 

along and no one appears to be excluded.  They cited the increased interaction among 

them as a factor.  One student stated, ―There‘s more excitement about coming to class.‖  

Students shared their experiences within their assigned team of four and with strategy of 

Quiz-Quiz Trade.  A majority of students felt they were more engaged in class because of 

the opportunities to work with a partner or their team.  Two students shared that their 

academic confidence increased since the pre intervention phase and mentioned working 

in groups more as a factor.   

A majority of students stated that the number of positive relationships they had 

with classmates increased, as well as experiencing a decrease of negative relationships.  
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One student stated, ―Working together we get to know each other better.‖  Another 

student said, ―More people are talking to other people than they normally did.‖  It should 

be noted that the interaction cited by these students was unstructured.  The teacher did not 

promote relationship building by asking students to share information with other students.  

Despite the improved relationships, students did not feel any more accountable for 

content or to other students since the pre intervention phase.   

 Lastly, the students discussed how the existence of equity within the classroom 

environment has not changed since the pre intervention phase.  One participant stated and 

all others agreed that,  

Equity does exist.  The teacher doesn‘t play favorites and everyone is 

expected to participate and randomly calls on students.  Much different 

from my other classes, students in here don‘t think that they are better than 

anyone else is. 

 

Classroom Environment A Conclusion 

 When triangulating the collected data, it appears the implementation of structured 

interactions may have had an effect on teacher and student perceptions of classroom 

environment.  Evidence in both quantitative and qualitative methods indicates an increase 

in engagement, interdependence and equity during the post intervention phase.  Further 

investigation into the effect that the fidelity of implementation had on this classroom 

environment will be explored in the next chapter. 
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Classroom Environment B 

B-Pre Intervention Observations 

During the pre intervention classroom observations the majority of interaction at 

the data points were the teacher talking to students or the students interacting with each 

other about non-academic content.  Less than 5% of interaction was among pairs or teams 

observed at the 21 data points.  The total number of observed acceptable and 

unacceptable social skill frequency resulted in a ratio of 1 to 3.7 respectively.   

TABLE 4.6 

 Classroom Environment B Pre Intervention Observations 

 Ob# N Zf %Z 1Sf %1S USf %US Sf %S Af Uf 

         
 

 
 

1 24 15 71 4 19 2 10 0 0 5 15 

         
 

 
 

2 25 13 62 8 38 0   0 0 0 2 11 

         
 

 
 

Note:  N-Number of students present in class 

Z=Teacher talking or zero students overtly interacting with academic content 
1S=One student answering or asking a question 

US=Unstructured interaction between students regarding academic content 

S=Structured interaction between students regarding academic content 
A=Observed acceptable social skill 

U=Observed unacceptable social skill 

 

B-Pre Intervention Teacher Journal Entries 

At the beginning of the study, the teacher shared expectations and curiosity with 

thought provoking participation.  For a review of these reflections, the reader should 

reference the Pre Intervention Teacher Journal Entries under Classroom Environment A.  

Specific to Classroom Environment B, the teacher expressed concern that students 

needed more assistance staying on task while participating.  Four weeks into the pre 

intervention phase, the teacher wrote, ―Class B is getting worse.  The population is not as 

diverse in learning, but instead in behavior.  I have students in that class who are super 

and others who purposely seek attention no matter what the cost.‖  In summation, the 



120 

 

 
 

entries addressed the classroom environment on a surface level and did not contain deep 

discussions of how students interact, either positively or negatively.  The teacher 

provided minimal evidence that structured student interactions were planned or occurred.   

B-Pre Intervention Teacher Interview 

During the pre intervention interview the teacher made global comments 

regarding classroom environment and not specific to either classroom being studied at 

this site.  To review these comments the reader should reference the Pre Intervention 

Teacher Interview under Classroom Environment A. 

Specific to classroom environment B, the teacher described the interaction 

between students and with the teacher as 50% socially acceptable.  The teacher felt that 

50% of students were good listeners and participate by raising their hands.  Conversely, 

about five students consistently attempt to ―raise the roof‖ with their behavior despite 

others in the class.  The teacher addresses the behavior by forcing them to participate and 

disciplining them for infractions.  Students were not reassigned seats because the teacher 

felt that they needed to learn to behave in their assigned seats.  ―They win if I move 

them.‖ 

The teacher found it difficult to describe the overall engagement of students.  

However, the teacher stated that students were reluctant to participate attributing this to 

their lack of academic confidence.  Despite understanding body language in knowing 

who has the confidence of contributing a correct answer to the class, the teacher prefers 

to call on students who do not raise their hands.  The teacher did not provide evidence of 

how students are individually held accountable for the taught content within a lesson 

plan.   
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To encourage engagement the teacher uses several unstructured interaction 

methods.  They include Think Pair Share, expert jigsaws and ask students to call on 

others to respond to the next question.  It is through these strategies that the teacher 

attempts to promote interdependence among students.  Other than the identified 

strategies, the teacher did not feel interdependence was encouraged.  The teacher did not 

provide evidence of strategies that encourage students to work as a team towards a 

common goal or require effort of every student in a different way for the success of a 

task.  Despite these strategies and the student mix, the teacher did not feel that positive 

relationships were being built between students.  The teacher did not appear confident 

that building interdependence and relationships between students was a result of their 

direct actions and strategies.   

In terms of equity, the teacher felt equity existed in the classroom though actions 

such as calling on students one-by-one to ensure equal participation.  At times students 

are not afforded a pass option to a question.  One way the teacher promotes equity is 

allowing students to call on other students in the classroom to answer the next question.  

Sometimes a student is purposely called upon knowing he/she will be incorrect.  Then, in 

retaliation, the incorrect student will call on the student that called on them.  The teacher 

allows them to continue this practice to teach the lesson of why one should not pick on 

another student, because it comes back to haunt you.  The teacher did not provide 

evidence that equity is ensured by the use of time, turns and opportunities of tasks.   

B-Pre Intervention Student Surveys 

Six students in Classroom Environment B agreed to participate in the study.  

Therefore, for each of Fraser‘s classroom environment dimensions a total of 240 points 



122 

 

 
 

was possible.  The following chart collectively quantifies students‘ perceptions regarding 

the Classroom Environment B at the end of the pre intervention phase.  (See Chapter 

Three for Dimensions Correlation Explanation).   

TABLE 4.7 

 
Classroom Environment B Pre Intervention Survey Results 

 
Fraser‘s Dimensions SM DT %DT 

   
 

Student Cohesiveness 32.2 193 80.4 

   
 

Teacher Support 23.2 139 57.9 

   
 

Involvement 20.7 124 51.7 

   
 

Investigation 21.3 128 53.3 

   
 

Task Orientation 36.2 217 90.4 

   
 

Cooperation 29.5 177 73.8 

   
 

Equity 38.0 228 95.0 

 
 

 
 

Note: SM=Student Mean; DT=Dimension Total Point Value 

 

Engagement and Accountability. 

In terms of engagement, Involvement and Investigation items had the lowest rate 

of incidence occurring in the classroom environment.  Each dimension measured 51.7% 

and 53.3% respectively of the possible total points.  Involvement and Investigation items 

that measured particularly low were:    

18.  I give my opinions during class discussions.  (67% < Seldom) 

19.  The teacher asks me questions.  (50% < Seldom) 

23.  Students discuss with me how to go about solving problems.  (83% =  

       Seldom) 

26.  I am asked to think about the evidence for my statements.  (50% <   

       Sometimes) 
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Conversely, the items that measured Task Orientation, mostly associated with 

accountability, relatively positioned as the second highest of all dimensions measuring 

90.4% of the total possible points.  Students identified themselves as motivated, goal-

orientated and informed of the class expectations.   

 Interdependence and Equity. 

 Students did not favorably identify the Teacher Support items, such as taking a 

personal interest in me and willingness to go out his/her way to help me.  However, 

students did respond favorably to the teacher helping me when I have trouble with the 

work.  Collectively, Teacher Support relatively positioned as the fifth highest of the 

dimensions.  As the Teacher Support provides a foundation for building a positive 

environment, the output is Student Cohesiveness, Cooperation and Equity.  Student 

Cohesiveness relatively positioned as the third highest of the dimensions.  In seven of the 

eight items, 70% or more reported the statements as Often or Almost Always.  For 

example, these statements were measured as having the highest incidence: 

3.  I am friendly to members of this class.  (67% reported Almost Always) 

5.  I work well with other class members.  (83% reported Almost Always) 

6.  I help other class members who are having trouble with their work.  (83%  

     reported Almost Always or Often) 

 

Ironically, the dimension of Cooperation measured 15.5% less than Student 

Cohesiveness.  It appears that when students work together on academic content, 

cooperation decreases slightly.  For instance, the following items had a high incidence of 

Sometimes, which may account for the 15.5% difference with Student Cohesiveness: 

44.  I work with other students on projects in this class.  (83% < Seldom) 

45.  I learn from other students in this class.  (67% < Sometimes) 

48.  Students work with me to achieve class goals.  (50% < Sometimes) 

 



124 

 

 
 

It is the combination of Teacher Support, Student Cohesiveness and Cooperation that 

contributes to the perception of equity within a classroom environment.  Equity was 

measured at 87% of the total possible points, relative positioned as the second highest of 

all dimensions.  Students reported favorably equitable attention to their questions/needs, 

equitable opportunities to participate and equitable reception of praise for their successes.   

B-Pre Intervention Student Focus Group Interviews 

During the pre intervention focus group session, students described a positive 

classroom environment, as being quiet, calm, productive and containing students who 

follow directions.  All students described their social studies classroom environment as 

loud, noisy, non-productive and full of name calling and bullying.  Students further 

described a clique of students that call themselves the ―Bermudian Triangle‖ who 

controls the environment by their constant inappropriate behavior.  It is perceived that 

some students may not feel accepted by others in the classroom.  Students did not share 

any evidence the teacher overtly used strategies to build positive relationships among 

students. 

Engagement was encouraged using A/B partners working together on tasks or 

sharing answers.  The interaction was described as unstructured providing no evidence of 

the use of time, turns or opportunities to guide the interaction.  Two students shared their 

frustration when other students simply copied their answers during the unstructured pair 

work.  Student A said, ―I feel like I am doing all of the work for my partners.‖  Because 

of the constant distraction, more than 50% of the students described their academic 

content confidence level.  The following statements provide insight to their self-

assessment:   
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Student C: I don‘t like to be wrong because people make comments 

about it…I want to participate more, but I feel very 

uncomfortable.  

 

Student D: This class is my lowest part of my day. 

 

Student E:   My confidence is lacking because the flow of learning is  

always interrupted and I cannot follow along.  So  

sometimes, I daydream. 

  

All of the students expressed anger with the state of the negative classroom environment.  

Students seemed most bothered by the snide and sarcastic comments and constant 

physical contact used to bully other students throughout the teacher‘s lesson. 

  Students felt accountable for content because of the number of questions the 

teacher poses to students and randomly calling on students without their hands raised.  

Students did admit to using body language to encourage the teacher not to call on them.  

At times, students are given different problems and expected to share their answers with 

their partner.  There were no other examples reported that required students to work 

together towards a common goal, needing each other to complete a task or requiring a 

student to publicly perform in front of at least one other student.   

 Lastly, the students discussed the lack of equity within the classroom 

environment.  All students agreed with the following statements,  

Student E: Most of the teacher‘s attention is concentrated on a certain 

small group of students.  They get most of the questions in 

attempt to control their behavior. 

 

Student D: I resent their behavior. 

 

Student C: I would rather be in another class with different students. 

   

Other than randomly calling on students and making sure each student had to answer a 

question, there were no other examples reported of how the teacher used time, turns or 
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opportunities to equalize the participation among students.  It was obvious that the 

students cared about the teacher and felt the teacher‘s frustration was unduly deserved.  

The students‘ frustration with the classroom was very evident in their responses.   

B-Post Intervention Observations 

During the post intervention classroom observations, the average incidence of the 

teacher talking to students or the students interacting about non-academic content 

decreased 12%.  The amount of observed structured interaction among students increased 

from pre intervention average of 0% to 12%.  I observed the intervention strategies of 

Quiz-Quiz-Trade and Rally Robin respectively twice.  The teacher may have 

compromised the implementation fidelity by revising the steps of the intervention 

strategies. 

The total number of observed acceptable and unacceptable social skill frequency 

resulted in a ratio of 1 to 2.4 respectively.  This represents a 35% decrease in the ratio of 

observed acceptable and unacceptable social skill application.  I observed the teacher 

attempting to highlight appropriate acceptable behaviors when students were interacting.    
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TABLE 4.8 

 Classroom Environment B Post Intervention Observations 

 Ob# N Zf %Z 1Sf %1S USf %US Sf %S Af Uf 

         
 

 
 

3 25 13 62   4 19 0 0 4 19 3 13 

         
 

 
 

4 23 17 81   0   0 0 0 3 14 6   8 

         
 

 
 

5 24   5 24 16 76 0 0 0   0 4   6 

         
 

 
 

6 24 11 52   7 33 0 0 3 14 3 12 

         
 

 
 

Note:  N-Number of students present in class 

Z=Teacher talking or zero students overtly interacting with academic content 
1S=One student answering or asking a question 

US=Unstructured interaction between students regarding academic content 

S=Structured interaction between students regarding academic content 
A=Observed acceptable social skill 

U=Observed unacceptable social skill 

 

B-Post Intervention Teacher Journal Entries 

Two weeks after the intervention training, the teacher did not report any changes 

to the environment despite implementing some of the strategies.  The teacher noted that 

Classroom Environment B had been more challenging due to commitments that forced 

the teacher to be absent.  Then, during the eighth and ninth weeks the teacher cited an 

improvement in the environment; however, the next two weeks the teacher reported that 

students were becoming restless and had difficulty adding other strategies because 

implementation is taking longer than anticipated.  The downslide continued after the 

holiday break.  Students were not completing their class work  or their homework.  Not 

completing the homework decreased the effectiveness of the strategies.  Towards the end 

of the post intervention phase the teacher reported that the students seemed to challenge 

the implementation of structures, specifically Quiz-Quiz Trade.  The teacher summarized 

the experience by stating:  
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My fourth period class became increasingly hard to do some of the 

activities included in your model.  They were not very responsive and 

would often change the directions to meet their warped needs.  For 

example, the quiz/quiz trade became a way to see who could collect more 

of the questions.   

 

In summation, the entries addressed the classroom environment on a surface level 

and did not contain deep discussions of how students interact, either positively or 

negatively.  The teacher provided minimal evidence that structured student interactions 

were planned or occurred.   

B-Post Intervention Teacher Interview 

The teacher could not definitively cite a change in overall classroom environment 

due to the everyday exposure and inability to view from a removed state.  The teacher 

described the environment as ―driven by student behavior beyond academics.‖  An 

initial improvement in behavior was cited, but as the school year moved into January 

and February, there was a relapse.  The teacher stated, ―It could have been the strategies 

or it was me who got miserable.‖  During the explanation, the status of student-to-

student relationships was not mentioned.  Since the intervention training, the teacher did 

not notice a change in engagement or academic confidence.  When prompted, the 

teacher could not conclude whether the number of positive or negative relationships 

among students increased or decreased.  The teacher did mention several times that 

unacceptable classroom behavior increases when a substitute teacher is present.  

However, based on the awareness of the defined principles, the teacher‘s perception of 

the promotion of interdependence, individual accountability and equity was no different 

from pre intervention levels.   
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In terms of implementing the intervention strategies, the teacher did organize 

students into pods of four that provided for instant pairings of students.  However, 

students continued to sit in rows.  The teacher did not feel 100% comfortable with the 

understanding of the structures.  ―If it didn‘t work well the first time, I slacked off using 

it again.‖  At the beginning of the post intervention phase structures were used three to 

four times a week.  The teacher stopped doing the ones that appeared to difficult.  After 

the Christmas break, the pressure to prepare students for the midterm exam increased 

and the use of structures decreased to one to two times a week.  The citation of barriers 

to implementation included: 

1) Comfort level with strategies 

2) More time to implement new strategies 

3) Too impatient for significant change to occur 

4) Physical room setup 

 

When asked how many times the interaction specialist who provided the intervention 

training was contacted, the answer was zero.  The teacher cited available time and lack of 

comfort asking for help via an email correspondence.  In addition, the number of 

strategies expected to be implemented was too many given the short time frame. 

B-Post Intervention Student Surveys 

The following table collectively quantifies students‘ comparable overall 

perceptions regarding pre and post intervention Classroom Environment B.  (See Chapter 

Three for Dimensions Correlation Explanation). 
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TABLE 4.9 

 

Classroom Environment B Post Intervention Survey Results 

 

Fraser‘s Dimensions SM %∆SM DT %DT %∆DT 

 
  

 
  

Student Cohesiveness 30.3   -5.7 182 75.8   -4.6 

 
  

 
  

Teacher Support 20.8 -10.1 125 52.1   -5.8 

 
  

 
  

Involvement 18.7   -9.7 112 46.7   -5.0 

 
  

 
  

Investigation 20.2   -5.5 121 50.4   -2.9 

 
  

 
  

Task Orientation 33.3   -7.8 200 83.3   -7.1 

 
  

 
  

Cooperation 24.5 -16.9 147 61.3  -12.5 

 
  

 
  

Equity 26.2 -31.1 157 65.4 -29.6 

 
  

 
  

Note: SM=Student Mean; DT=Dimension Total Point Value 

 

 Engagement and Accountability. 

The results of the post intervention survey show that each dimension decreased in 

regards to percent total.  In terms of engagement, Involvement and Investigation items 

continued to be the lowest rated dimensions in the classroom environment.  Each 

dimension measured 46.7% and 50.4% of the possible total points.  The total number of 

involvement items decreased by 9.7%, whereas investigation items decreased by 5.5%.  

Involvement and Investigation items that affected the decreases were:    

17.  I discuss ideas in this class.  (33% decrease in total points) 

20.  My ideas and suggestions are used during classroom discussions.  (23%  

       decrease in total points) 

29.  I carry out investigations to answer questions that puzzle me.  (20%    

       decrease in total points) 

 

Task Orientation rose to be the highest positioned dimension during the post 

intervention phase.  However, the total points measured by students actually decreased by 
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7.8%.  Collectively, students identified a decrease in their motivation and goal-orientated 

attitudes.  The following items had a major impact on the decrease overall for the 

dimension:  

36.  I am ready to start class on time.  (22% decrease in total points) 

37.  I know what I am trying to accomplish in this class.  (18% decrease in total  

       points) 

  

Interdependence and Equity. 

Students identified less favorably Teacher Support dimension items.  Overall, 

student responses measured this dimension at 52% of the total possible points.  Items that 

affected the decrease in percentage of total and relative position were:   

11.  The teacher considers my feelings.  (24% decrease in total points) 

15.  The teacher moves about the class to talk with me.  (25% decrease in total  

       points) 

 

Student Cohesiveness fell 4% from the pre intervention survey.  The items asking how 

often students help other class members who are having trouble with their work had the 

largest decrease by 28%.  The Cooperation dimension had the second highest decrease 

with 16.9%.  Cooperation items that influenced the significant decrease were:   

41.  I cooperate with other students when doing assignment work.  (24%  

       decrease in total points) 

43.  When I work in groups in this class, there is teamwork.  (24% decrease in  

       total points) 

46.  I work with other students in this class.  (26% decrease in total points) 

48.  Students work with me to achieve class goals.  (30% decrease in total  

       points) 

 

Lastly, the total number of Equity points decreased by 31.1%.  It was the largest 

reduction compared to the other dimensions.  Despite scoring 95% of the total possible 

points during the pre intervention, student perception equity decreased to 65.4% of the 

total possible points.  The following items had a high impact on the large decrease: 
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49.  The teacher gives as much attention to my questions as to other students'   

       questions.  (26% decrease in total points) 

51.  I have the same amount of say in this class as other students do.  (32%  

       decrease in total points) 

52.  I am treated the same as other students in this class.  (30% decrease in total  

       number) 

53.  I receive the same encouragement from the teacher as other students do.   

       (36% decrease in total points) 

55.  My work receives as much praise as other students' work.  (35% decrease in  

       total points) 

 

 As part of the post intervention, surveyed students were given the open-ended 

question of ―Have you noticed anything different about your social studies classroom 

environment?  If so, please explain.‖  Below are responses identifying change: 

Student A:   I have noticed that some good changes have occurred when 

the teacher split up a group of boys.  But, we still have 

some problems. 

 

Student C:    The environment is sort of unstructured because of all the 

rowdiness and different personalities. 

 

Student E:   I have noticed that behavior and listening to directions the 

first time given is an issue. 

 

Student G:   It is more controlled since the beginning of the year but 

sometimes I feel like we‘re treated more like elementary 

students than high school students. 

 

B-Post Intervention Student Focus Group Interviews 

All students again described their social studies classroom environment as loud, 

noisy, non-productive and full of name calling and bullying.  Students further emphasized 

the increasing influence a group of students had on the classroom environment.  This 

group is openly defiant to the teacher‘s directives.  It is perceived that some students may 

not feel accepted by others in the classroom.  Students did not share any evidence the 

teacher overtly used strategies to build positive relationships among students. 
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Students described how their engagement decreased, as the use of structured and 

unstructured interactions decreased.  For instance, the teacher attempted the Quiz-Quiz 

Trade structured interaction and one particular student decided to sabotage the structure 

by collecting all of the cards instead of trading.  More than half of the students described 

their post intervention engagement as decreased compared to the pre intervention session.  

They cited problems associated with unstructured pair work, including non-contributory 

partners and a disruptive partner slows the other down in completing tasks.   

Four students shared their frustration when other students simply copy their 

answers during the unstructured pair work.  Student F said, ―I am always doing all of the 

work myself and they copy it.‖  Because of the constant distraction, more than 50% of the 

students described their academic content confidence level as decreased or staying the 

same from pre intervention levels.   

Students stated that the number of positive relationships they had with classmates 

decreased or stayed the same.  In addition, only one student said they increased the 

number of negative relationships with classmates whereas the majority of students shared 

the number of negative relationships stayed the same.  It should be noted students did not 

experience structured interaction for the purpose of relationship building.  Those 

activities only occurred during the first week of school.  .   

 Lastly, the students discussed the existence of equity within the classroom 

environment.  An overwhelming feeling of the students was the misbehaving individuals 

received too much attention and were confused by the inconsistent acceptance of 

inappropriate actions such as slapping, shouting across the room and defiantly disobeying 
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the teacher‘s wishes.  One student, interjected with ―Well, that‘s high school.‖  The rest 

of the students shook their heads in agreement with defeatist body language.   

All of the students again expressed anger with the state of the negative classroom 

environment.  Students seemed most bothered by the snide and sarcastic comments and 

constant physical contact used to bully other students throughout the teacher‘s lesson. 

 As during the pre intervention session, it was obvious that the students cared 

about the teacher and felt the teacher‘s frustration was unduly deserved.  The students‘ 

frustration with the classroom was very evident in their responses.  Students shared that 

the school environment influences the classroom environment and ―if the school 

administrators continue to accept it, things will only get worse.‖ 

Classroom Environment B Conclusion 

 When triangulating the collected data, it appears that the implementation of 

structured interactions may have had a negative effect on teacher and student perceptions 

of classroom environment.  Evidence in both quantitative and qualitative methods 

indicated a decrease in engagement, interdependence and equity during the post 

intervention phase.  Further investigation into the effect that the fidelity of 

implementation had on this classroom environment will be explored in the next chapter. 
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Site Two 

Description 

Site Two included one teacher participant teaching the same social studies course 

content to Classroom Environments C and D.  Classroom Environment C had five 

participating students (two males & three females) out of a total possible 28 students.  

Classroom Environment D had seven participating students (one male & six females) out 

of a total possible 25 students.  The grade-level of each classroom environment was 10
th

 

grade.  The seating arrangement of the students was a combination of rows of tables and 

desks horizontally positioned from right to left.  Two students sat at each table during the 

pre and post intervention phases.  During the post intervention phase the teacher 

identified the use of ―pods‖ that consisted of four students with specific partners with 

which to work when directed. 

Lesson Plans 

Since Classroom Environment C and D were participants in the same course 

subject, the teacher used the same lesson plans for both.  As observed in the below chart, 

the teacher increased the number of structured interactions planned in the post 

intervention phase.  Despite the expectation of implementing all four strategies during the 

post intervention phase, the teacher only planned to use two of the four intervention 

strategies.  Prior to the intervention training, zero structured interactions were planned. 
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TABLE 4.10 

 
Teacher #2 Planned Interactions in Lesson Plans 

 
Pre-S Pre-US Post-S TPS R/R R/T QQT NHT Post-US 

 
       

0 13 19 4 15 0 0 19 

 Note: 

Pre-S=# of Pre Intervention Structured Interactions      Pre-US=# of Pre Interventional Unstructured Interactions 

Post-S=# of Post Intervention Structured Interaction   TPS=Timed Pair Share Strategy 
R/R R/T=Rally/Round Robin/Table Strategy                 QQT=Quiz-Quiz Trade 

NHT=Numbered Heads Together Strategy                 Post-US=# of Post Intervention Unstructured Interactions 
 

Data Collection 

The following provides an overview of the data collection for Classroom 

Environment C and D located at Site Two.   

10/01/10 Pre Intervention Classroom C and D Observations 

10/21/10 Pre Intervention Classroom C and D Observations 

10/29/10 Pre Intervention Teacher Interview 

10/29/10 Pre Intervention  Student Survey and Student Focus Group Sessions 

11/02/10 Intervention Training 

11/30/10 Post Intervention Classroom C and D Observations 

12/08/10 Post Intervention Classroom C and D Observations 

01/25/11 Post Intervention Classroom C and D Observations 

02/08/11 Post Intervention Classroom C and D Observations 

02/09/11 Post Intervention Teacher Interview and Student Focus Group Sessions 

Classroom Environment C 

C-Pre Intervention Observations 

During the pre intervention classroom observations the majority of interaction at 

the data points were the teacher talking to students or the students interacting with each 

other about non-academic content.  On average 26% of the interaction was among pairs 

or teams observed at the 21 data points.  The total number of observed acceptable and 

unacceptable social skill frequency resulted in a ratio of 1 to 3.11 respectively.   
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TABLE 4.11 

 Classroom Environment C Pre Intervention Observations 

 Ob# N Zf %Z 1Sf %1S USf %US Sf %S Af Uf 

         
 

 
 

1 24 10   48 0 0 11 52 0 0 5   7 

         
 

 
 

2 25 21 100 0 0   0   0 0 0 4 21 

         
 

 
 

Note:  N-Number of students present in class 

Z=Teacher talking or zero students overtly interacting with academic content 

1S=One student answering or asking a question 
US=Unstructured interaction between students regarding academic content 

S=Structured interaction between students regarding academic content 

A=Observed acceptable social skill 
U=Observed unacceptable social skill 

 

C-Pre Intervention Teacher Journal Entries 

At the beginning of the study, the teacher did not reflect on the classroom 

environment, failing to respond to the first three weeks of journal prompts.  Within the 

week four journal response, the teacher felt that Classroom Environment C is ―a bit wild 

and might be a little skewed by their behavior.‖  The teacher thought that these students 

were ―for the most part good at working together and would be ok, but they like to 

perform.‖  During a following week, students created a Facebook page for someone from 

the middle ages.  The teacher described students interacting by seeking help from each 

other finding information on the computer and getting ideas on how to set up the 

Facebook page.  The teacher felt that, ―students were much more in tune with one another 

and were engaged in the learning process.‖   

Unfortunately, the teacher combined journal reflections for both Classroom 

Environment C and D.  Other than one mention of Classroom Environment C during the 

first journal entry, all of the following entries addressed a collective perspective of the 

teacher‘s classroom environment.  In addition, the entries addressed the classroom 

environment on a surface level and did not contain deep discussions of how students 
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interact, either positively or negatively.  The teacher did not provide any evidence that 

structured student interactions were planned or occurred.   

C-Pre Intervention Teacher Interview 

At the end of the pre intervention phase, the teacher was interviewed regarding 

the status of classroom C‘s and D‘s environment.  First, the teacher described a positive 

classroom environment as one that is orderly and routine.  ―It has known expectations 

and students learn the behavior the teacher expects.‖  The teacher cited, ―a balance needs 

to be struck between how friendly you can be with students and how strict disciplining 

them.‖   

Specific to classroom environment C, the teacher described the class as a very 

social group who are very familiar with each other.  They do not take academics seriously 

until you ―pound it into them and then they get into it.‖  Relationships among students are 

―love-hate as they are not afraid to let each other know they do not like one another.  

They are very verbal with name-calling.  The teacher stated, ―the class isn‘t horrible, but 

they are a challenge.‖ 

The teacher described the overall engagement of students as high with 

approximately 85% of the class normally participating, as evidenced by the students 

writing down notes and asking and answering questions.  Despite the perceived high 

engagement, the teacher felt that the students‘ academic confidence was low to medium.  

―They don‘t take it serious and the social wrangling and the inappropriate behavior gets 

in the way.‖  When prompted about how engagement with content was structured, the 

teacher did not provide evidence of how students are individually held accountable for 

the taught content within a lesson plan.   
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To encourage engagement the teacher uses unstructured pair and small group 

discussion interaction for students to process content.  It is through pairs and small 

groups that the teacher attempts to promote interdependence among students.  The 

teacher did not provide evidence of strategies that encourage students to work as a team 

towards a common goal or require effort of every student in a different way for the 

success of a task.  Through pairs and small group discussions and tasks, the teacher 

identified how positive relationships were built between students.  The teacher did not 

appear confident that building interdependence and relationships between students was a 

result of their direct actions and strategies.   

In terms of equity, the teacher felt equity existed in the classroom by giving 

everyone a chance to answer a question and write down his or her response.  The teacher 

attempted to make sure everyone was participating.  However, the teacher admitted, 

―some students do get more attention from me, especially through the verbal aspect.  

Despite my efforts kids, can hide without participating and use body language to appear 

engaged.‖  The teacher did not provide evidence that equity is ensured by the use of time, 

turns and/or opportunities within tasks.   

C-Pre Intervention Student Surveys 

Five students in Classroom Environment C agreed to participate in the study.  

Therefore, for each of Fraser‘s classroom environment dimensions a total of 200 points 

was possible.  The following table collectively quantifies students‘ perceptions regarding 

the Classroom Environment C at the end of the pre intervention phase.  (See Chapter 

Three for Dimensions Correlation Explanation).   
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TABLE 4.12 

 
Classroom Environment C Pre Intervention Survey Results 

 
Fraser‘s Dimensions SM DT %DT 

   
 

Student Cohesiveness 36.0 180 90.0 

 
 

 
 

Teacher Support 27.0 135 67.5 

 
 

 
 

Involvement 29.4 147 73.5 

 
 

 
 

Investigation 23.8 119 59.5 

   
 

Task Orientation 34.4 172 86.0 

   
 

Cooperation 29.8 149 74.5 

   
 

Equity 34.4 172 86.0 

 
 

 
 

Note: SM=Student Mean; DT=Dimension Total Point Value 

 

Engagement and Accountability. 

In terms of engagement, Involvement and Investigation items were among the 

lowest of incidence occurring in the classroom environment.  Each dimension measured 

73.5% and 59.5% respectively of the possible total points.  Involvement and Investigation 

items that measured particularly low were:    

17.  I discuss ideas in this class.  (60% < Sometimes) 

24.  I am asked to explain how to solve problems.  (83% < Sometimes) 

25.  I carry out investigations to test my ideas.  (83% < Sometimes) 

27.  I carry out investigations to answer questions come from discussions.  (67%  

       < Sometimes) 

 

Conversely, the items that measured Task Orientation, mostly associated with 

accountability, relatively positioned as the second highest of all dimensions measuring 

86% of the total possible points.  Students identified themselves as motivated, goal-

orientated and informed of the class expectations.   
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Interdependence and Equity. 

 Students favorably responded to Teacher Support items associated with ―the 

teacher helping students when experiencing trouble with the work and the teacher 

providing questions to help students understand.  However, students did not favorably 

respond to items such as teacher considers my feelings and interested in my problems.  

Collectively, Teacher Support relatively positioned as the fifth highest of the dimensions.  

As Teacher Support provides a foundation for building a positive environment, the output 

is Student Cohesiveness, Cooperation and Equity.  Student Cohesiveness positioned as 

the highest of the dimensions measured at 90% of the total possible points.  Items that 

measured particularly high were: 

2.  I know other students in this class.  (80% reported Almost Always) 

4.  Members of the class are my friends.  (100% reported Almost Always) 

7.  Students in this class like me.  (80% reported Almost Always) 

 

Ironically, the dimension of Cooperation measured 15.5% less than Student 

Cohesiveness.  It appears that when students work together on academic content, 

cooperation decreases slightly.  For instance, the following items had a high incidence of 

Sometimes, which may account for the 15% difference with Student Cohesiveness: 

43.  When I work in groups in this class, there is teamwork.  (40% = Almost  

       Never) 

45.  I learn from other students in this class.  (40% < Sometimes) 

48.  Students work with me to achieve class goals.  (60% < Sometimes) 

 

It is the combination of Teacher Support, Student Cohesiveness and Cooperation 

that contributes to the perception of equity within a classroom environment.  Equity was 

measured at 86% of the total possible points, relative positioned as the second highest of 

all dimensions.  Students reported favorably equitable attention to their questions/needs, 

equitable opportunities to participate and equitable reception of praise for their successes. 
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C-Pre Intervention Student Focus Group Interviews 

  During the pre intervention focus group session, students defined a positive 

classroom environment as one with students who are paying attention and knowing what 

is happening.  Students cited that the teacher needs to be ―fun and cool‖; however 

stressed the importance of structured content presentation, enthusiasm and different ways 

to engage the students.  One student stated, ―There needs to be chemistry among the 

students and with the teacher.‖  Another student followed with saying, ―It is important to 

me to have friends in a class.‖   

When describing their social studies classroom environment, students described it 

as positive overall mentioning one negative relationship that at times stops the flow of the 

teacher‘s lesson.  Since many of the students have known each other since elementary 

school, they appeared to be comfortable with most other students.  Because of the 

comfort level, students shared that ―students like to joke around with each other verbally, 

mainly making fun of other students or name calling.‖  One student stated, ―This class is 

downright rude and constantly harasses those who do not fit in well, including upper 

classmen.‖  Other students claimed that no one takes the ―joking around‖ serious.   

Engagement was encouraged using A/B partners working together on tasks or 

sharing answers.  Students shared that the teacher provides different opportunities for 

students to interact, however in an unstructured fashion.  They further explained when 

working in pairs, some students do all of the work while do none of the work.  Many 

times, they get to pick their partner and naturally, they always work with existing friends.  

At times, they are forced to work with people with whom they don‘t want to work with.  

One student stated, ―I like partners because I like working with my friends.  I don‘t like 
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when I am put with someone other than my friends.‖  The pair interaction was described 

as unstructured providing no evidence of the use of time, turns or opportunities to guide 

the interaction.  There were no other examples reported that required students to work 

together towards a common goal, needing each other to complete a task or requiring a 

student to publicly perform in front of at least one other student.   

Except during the first week of school, students did not share any evidence of the 

teacher overtly using strategies to build positive relationships among students.  The 

possible effect of the lack of relationship building appears when students are prompted 

about their academic confidence.  One student responded, ―I don‘t ask questions because 

people think I am dumb and stupid.‖  An example of how the lack of engagement may 

affect the relationships within a class is captured by this student‘s statement: 

I like to ask people for the answers because I don‘t like to work.  I don‘t 

like to try.  I constantly look at the smart girl‘s answer who sits next to me.  

I know she gets annoyed when I ask her for the answers.  Sometimes I try 

to steal her answers.  She would never tell me to stop because she is afraid 

of me. 

.   

Lastly, the students discussed the concept of equity within the classroom environment.  

Students felt the teacher treated everyone the same and no inequities existed.  On the 

contrary, students felt inequities among the students existed. 

C-Post Intervention Observations 

During the post intervention classroom observations, the average incidence of the 

teacher talking to students or the students interacting about non-academic content 

decreased 4%.  The amount of observed structured interaction among students increased 

from the pre intervention average of 0% to 4%.  I only observed one of the four 

intervention strategies, All Write Round Robin, on two different occasions.  The teacher 
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may have compromised the implementation fidelity by revising the steps of the 

intervention strategies. 

The total number of observed acceptable and unacceptable social skill frequency 

resulted in a ratio of 1 to 2.8 respectively.  This represents only 2.3 % decrease in the 

ratio of observed acceptable and unacceptable social skill application.  

TABLE 4.13 

 Classroom Environment C Post Intervention Observations 

 Ob# N Zf %Z 1Sf %1S USf %US Sf %S Af Uf 

         
 

 
 

3 28 15 71 5 24 0   0 1   5 4 13 

         
 

 
 

4 28 16 76 0   0 3 14 2 10 7 15 

         
 

 
 

5 27 15 71 0   0 5 24 0   0 5   7 

         
 

 
 

6 25 13 62 0   0 8 38 0   0 4 21 

         
 

 
 

Note:  N-Number of students present in class 

Z=Teacher talking or zero students overtly interacting with academic content 

1S=One student answering or asking a question 

US=Unstructured interaction between students regarding academic content 

S=Structured interaction between students regarding academic content 

A=Observed acceptable social skill 
U=Observed unacceptable social skill 

 

C-Post Intervention Teacher Journal Entries 

The week after the intervention training, the teacher appeared to have an epiphany 

regarding the difficulty of engaging students in this classroom environment.  The teacher 

wrote, 

I realized why students have a hard time engaging in activities.  The lack 

of social skills and not being able to say and act in a manner that is 

acceptable is truly the problem.  I am excited to get started and work on 

some of the new techniques and try to teach students how to respond to 

others in a proper way.   

 

Despite the teacher‘s excitement, the implementation of the structured interactions was a 

challenge.  During journal week seven and eight, students were not as willing to work 



145 

 

 
 

together when asked to review for a test.  The teacher felt getting the students to work 

together was ―like pulling teeth to get them to take part.‖  Up to this point of the journal 

entries, zero structured student interactions were cited.   

 However, the teacher claims to see a change in student engagement and behavior 

during journal weeks nine and ten. 

The more I use the strategies the more I like them.  I am seeing students 

engaging and taking the learning much more seriously.  They are taking 

part in all of the activities and doing a much better job.  Individual 

accountability seems to have had a real effect.  Things are getting much 

more interesting to watch and my students seem very happy with how we 

are doing things. 

 

Despite these positive effects cited in the journal, the teacher returned to pre intervention 

methods during journal weeks 11 and 15 (no responses submitted during journal weeks 

13 & 14).  The teacher cited reviewing for a test, the holiday season and upcoming 

midterm exams as a reason for the reduction of implementation of structured interactions.  

After midterm exams ceased, the teacher appeared rejuvenated by the use of the created 

―pods‖ of students using round robins in many different formats during a period.  The 

teacher stated,  

It has just become the way I teach and I really believe that the students are 

getting much more out of the interactions then classes that are not using 

the method.   

 

C-Post Intervention Teacher Interview 

The teacher could not definitively cite a change in overall classroom environment.  

During the explanation, the status of student-to-student relationships was the focus.  

Since the intervention training, the teacher noticed that engagement increased as 

evidenced by their improved quality of academic discussion and decreased social talk.  

The students appeared to want to work with others in their assigned groups and were 
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disappointed when unable.  An increase in academic confidence was also cited.  In years 

past, student performance in the teacher‘s class normally decreased during the second 

marking period.  However, this year during the study it appears that student achievement 

has actually increased.  When prompted, the teacher stated that the number of positive 

relationships among students increased as the number of negative relationships 

decreased.  However, based on the awareness of the defined principles, the teacher‘s 

perception of the promotion of interdependence, individual accountability and equity 

was no different from pre intervention levels.   

In terms of implementing the intervention strategies, the teacher did organize 

students into pods of four that provided for instant pairings of students.  However, 

students continued to sit in rows.  At the beginning of the post intervention phase 

structures were used three to four times a week.  After the Christmas break, the pressure 

to prepare students for the midterm exam increased and the use of structures decreased 

to one to two times a week.  The citation of barriers to implementation included: 

1) Time to implement new strategies into redesigned lesson plans 

2) Close supervision of the implementation of the strategies 

3) Lack of a system to provide constructive feedback on implementation of 

strategies 

 

When asked how many times the interaction specialist who provided the intervention 

training was contacted; the answer was zero.  The teacher cited available time.  ―With the 

number of responsibilities I have beyond the classroom, I totally forgot that she was 

available to assist me.‖ 
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C-Post Intervention Student Surveys 

The following table collectively quantifies students‘ comparable overall 

perceptions regarding pre and post intervention in Classroom Environment C.  (See 

Chapter Three for Dimensions Correlation Explanation). 

TABLE 4.14 

 

Classroom Environment C Post Intervention Survey Results 

 

Fraser‘s Dimensions SM %∆SM DT %DT %∆DT 

 
  

 
  

Student Cohesiveness 34.4  -4.4 172 86.0 -4.0 

 
  

 

 

 Teacher Support 25.0  -7.4 125 62.5 -5.0 

 
  

 

 

 Involvement 28.0  -4.8 140 70.0 -3.5 

 
  

 

 

 Investigation 26.4 10.9 132 66.0  6.5 

 
  

 
  

Task Orientation 35.6   3.5 178 89.0  3.0 

 
  

 
  

Cooperation 33.6 12.8 168 84.0  9.5 

 
  

 
  

Equity 34.2  -0.6 171 85.5 -0.5 

 
  

 
  

Note: SM=Student Mean; DT=Dimension Total Point Value 

 

Engagement and Accountability. 

In terms of engagement, Involvement and Investigation items continued to be two 

of the lowest rated dimensions in the classroom environment.  Each dimension measured 

70% and 66% respectively of the total possible points.  However, it should be noted that 

the total for Investigation items increased.  Investigation items that influenced the 

increase were:    

25.  I carry out investigations to test my ideas.  (15% increase in total points) 

31.  I find out answers to questions by doing investigations.  (8% increase in  

       total points) 
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Task Orientation became the highest positioned dimension.  Students continued to 

identify themselves as motivated, goal-orientated and informed of the class expectations.   

Interdependence and Equity. 

Students identified less favorably Teacher Support dimension items.  Items that 

influenced the decrease in percent total and relative position were:   

10.  The teacher goes out of his/her way to help me.  (25% decrease in total  

       points) 

15.  The teacher moves about the class to talk with me.  (19% decrease in total  

       points) 

16.  The teacher's questions help me to understand.  (16% decrease in total  

       points) 

 

Collectively, Teacher Support dropped to the lowest positioned dimensions.   

Student Cohesiveness had less than a 5% difference from the pre intervention 

survey and due to an increase associated with Task Orientation, it dropped to the second 

highest positioned of the dimensions.  The dimension of Cooperation had the largest 

increase at 12.8.  In addition, the increase equated to a 9.5% increase towards the total 

possible.  Cooperation items that influenced the increase were:   

43.  When I work in groups in this class, there is teamwork.  (33% increase in  

       total points) 

48.  Students work with me to achieve class goals.  (38% increase in total points) 

 

Lastly, students measured Equity at the same rate of the pre intervention measurement 

decreasing only .5%.  Students continued to report favorably equitable attention to their 

questions/needs, equitable opportunities to participate and equitable reception of praise 

for their successes.   

As part of the post intervention, surveyed, survey students were given the open-

ended question of  ―Have you noticed anything different about your social studies 

classroom environment?  If so, please explain.‖  Below are responses identifying change: 
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Student A:   I definitely think it has helped because when we 

brainstorm, we have other opinions to hear and we review 

what we have learned.  We also think more about what we 

are learning. 

 

Student C:    Because of working in groups and partners, the class gets 

work done faster.  I think there is a better classroom 

environment.  

 

 Student D:   We do pods, which I hate. 

 

 Student E:   Brainstorming in pods makes the class more fun, because  

we all like to work together. 

 

C-Post Intervention Student Focus Group Interviews 

Students described their social studies classroom environment as ―everyone 

working pretty well together most of the time.‖  They did share that when students can 

get the teacher off topic, some students use that time to misbehave and ―put downs‖ to 

other students increase.  They cited the organization of ―pods‖ increased their interaction 

with students who were not their friends.  One student shared,  

Student C: I worked with someone for the first time since being in 

pods and we have become friends.  This wouldn‘t have 

happened in the old way we used pairs, because I only 

worked with my established friends. 

 

Students share their experiences with their assigned pods of 4 to 5 students and 

the strategy known as Round Robin.  The students described the implementation as 

breaking down into a group discussion and not being regulated by time or turns.  

Therefore, students shared how certain students dominated the conversation in their 

groups.  Students did appreciate hearing the opinions and feedback from others.  Students 

also enjoyed the frequency (two to three times a class period) of the interactions with 

other students to break up the monotony. 
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Unanimously, students felt they were more engaged in class because of the 

opportunities to work with a partner or their team.  Three students shared that their 

academic confidence increased since the pre intervention phase and mentioned working 

in groups more as a factor.  However, two shared their confidence decreased with one 

citing, ―My new seat is next to a friend who is a major distraction to me.‖ 

A majority of students stated that the number of positive relationships they had 

with classmates increased as the number of negative relationships stabilized.  Two 

students cited an increase in their negative relationships.  One student stated, ―The 

increased interaction with others has alerted me to the differences we have and I found I 

don‘t like one or two students.‖  Another student added, ―The teacher has a pulse of who 

gets along and who doesn‘t.‖  It should be noted that the interaction cited by the students 

was unstructured.  The teacher did not promote relationship building by asking students 

to share information with other students.  Despite the improved relationships, students did 

not feel any more accountable for content or to other students since the pre intervention 

phase.   

 Lastly, the students discussed how the existence of equity within the classroom 

environment has not changed since the pre intervention phase.  One participant stated and 

most others agreed that, ―there is a relaxed attitude towards discipline and it is applied 

equally among students.‖  One student cited, ―Some cliques exist and the teacher does 

favor certain students, in a classroom it‘s always going to be like that.‖  All students 

agreed to this statement of inherent inequities of attention by teachers. 
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Classroom Environment C Conclusion 

 When triangulating the collected data, it appears the implementation of structured 

interactions may have had an effect on teacher and student perceptions of classroom 

environment.  Evidence in both quantitative and qualitative methods indicates an increase 

in engagement and interdependence during the post intervention phase.  Further 

investigation into the effect that the fidelity of implementation had on this classroom 

environment will be explored in the next chapter. 
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Classroom Environment D 

D-Pre Intervention Observations 

During the pre intervention classroom observations, the majority of interaction at 

the data points were the teacher talking to students or the students interacting with each 

other about non-academic content.  On average 21% of the interaction was among pairs 

or teams observed at the 21 data points.  The total number of observed acceptable and 

unacceptable social skill frequency resulted in a ratio of 1 to 5 respectively.   

TABLE 4.15 

 Classroom Environment D Pre Intervention Observations 

 Ob# N Zf %Z 1Sf %1S USf %US Sf %S Af Uf 

         
 

 
 

1 27 12   57 0 0 9 43 0 0 3   9 

         
 

 
 

2 24 21 100 0 0 0   0 0 0 2 16 

         
 

 
 

Note:  N-Number of students present in class 

Z=Teacher talking or zero students overtly interacting with academic content 
1S=One student answering or asking a question 

US=Unstructured interaction between students regarding academic content 

S=Structured interaction between students regarding academic content 
A=Observed acceptable social skill 

U=Observed unacceptable social skill 

 

D-Pre Intervention Teacher Journal Entries 

The teacher did not differentiate the journal entries by each classroom 

environment.  Therefore, the explanation of the Pre Intervention Teacher Journal Entries 

within Classroom Environment C will serve as the explanation for Classroom 

Environment D.  Please refer to Classroom Environment C to review the reflections.   

D-Pre Intervention Teacher Interview 

During the pre intervention interview the teacher made global comments 

regarding classroom environment and was not specific to either classroom being studied 
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at this site.  To review these comments the reader should reference the Pre Intervention 

Teacher Interview under Classroom Environment C. 

Specific to classroom environment D, the teacher describes the class as congenial 

and friendly with each other.  They do not take working with one another seriously.  It 

appears a few cliques exist, but relationships among students are ―healthy and focused.‖  

The teacher felt the class knows the boundaries of behavior. 

The teacher described the overall engagement of students as high with 

approximately 100% of the class normally participating as evidenced by the students 

writing down notes and asking and answering questions.  In concert with the perceived 

high engagement, the teacher felt that student academic confidence was average to high 

indicated by their good work and one-third of the students typically raising their hands to 

participate.  When prompted about how engagement with content was structured, the 

teacher did not provide evidence of how students are individually held accountable for 

the taught content within a lesson plan.   

To encourage engagement the teacher uses unstructured pairs and small group 

discussion interaction for students to process content.  It is through pairs and small 

groups that the teacher attempts to promote interdependence among students.  The 

teacher did not provide evidence of strategies that encourage students to work as a team 

towards a common goal or require effort of every student in a different way for the 

success of a task.  In addition, the teacher identified the use of discussion in pairs and 

small groups, as well as group tasks, as example of how positive relationships were built 

between students.  The teacher did not appear confident that building interdependence 

and relationships between students was a result of their direct actions and strategies.   
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In terms of equity, the teacher felt equity existed in the classroom by giving 

everyone a chance to answer a question and write down his or her response.  The teacher 

attempted to make sure everyone is participating.  However, the teacher admitted that, 

―some students do get more attention from me, especially through the verbal aspect.  

Despite my efforts, kids can hide without participating and use body language to appear 

engaged.‖  The teacher did not provide evidence that equity is ensured by the use of time, 

turns and/or opportunities within tasks.   

D-Pre Intervention Student Surveys 

Seven students in Classroom Environment D agreed to participate in the study.  

Therefore, for each of Fraser‘s classroom environment dimensions a total of 280 points 

was possible.  The following table collectively quantifies students‘ perceptions regarding 

the Classroom Environment D at the end of the pre intervention phase.  (See Chapter 

Three for Dimensions Correlation Explanation).   

TABLE 4.16 

 
Classroom Environment D Pre Intervention Survey Results 

 
Fraser‘s Dimensions SM DT %DT 

   
 

Student Cohesiveness 35.1 246 87.9 

 
 

 
 

Teacher Support 26.7 187 66.8 

 
 

 
 

Involvement 23.6 165 58.9 

 
 

 
 

Investigation 19.6 137 48.9 

   
 

Task Orientation 32.9 230 82.1 

   
 

Cooperation 32.7 229 81.8 

   
 

Equity 36.3 254 90.7 

 
 

 
 

Note: SM=Student Mean; DT=Dimension Total Point Value 
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Engagement and Accountability. 

In terms of engagement, Involvement and Investigation items were among the 

lowest of incidence occurring in the classroom environment.  Each dimension measured 

58.9% and 48.9% respectively of the total possible points.  Involvement and Investigation 

items that measured particularly low were:    

17.  I discuss ideas in this class.  (58% < Seldom) 

18.  I give my opinions during class discussions.  (58% < Seldom) 

25.  I carry out investigations to test my ideas.  (83% < Seldom) 

26.  I am asked to think about the evidence for my statements.  (83% < Seldom) 

 

Conversely, the items that measured Task Orientation, mostly associated with 

accountability, relatively positioned as the third highest of all dimensions measuring 

82.1% of the total possible points.  Students identified themselves as motivated, goal-

orientated and informed of the class expectations.   

 Interdependence and Equity. 

 Students favorably responded to Teacher Support items associated with the 

teacher helping students when experiencing trouble with the work and the teacher 

providing questions to help students understand.  However, students did not favorably 

respond to items such as teacher considers my feelings and is interested in my problems.  

Collectively, Teacher Support relatively positioned as the fifth highest of the dimensions.  

As Teacher Support provides a foundation for building a positive environment, the output 

is Student Cohesiveness, Cooperation and Equity.  Student Cohesiveness positioned as 

the second highest of the dimensions measuring at 87.9% of the total possible points.  

Items that measured particularly high were: 

2.  I know other students in this class.  (100% > Often) 

3.  I am friendly to members of this class.  (100% > Often) 

5.  I work well with other class members.  (100% > Often) 
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Ironically, the dimension of Cooperation measured 6.1% less than Student 

Cohesiveness.  It appears that when students work together on academic content, 

cooperation decreases slightly.  For instance, the following items had less favorable 

responses, which may account for the 6.1% difference with Student Cohesiveness: 

43.  When I work in groups in this class, there is teamwork.  (71% = Sometimes) 

45.  I learn from other students in this class.  (71% = Sometimes) 

48.  Students work with me to achieve class goals.  (57% < Sometimes) 

 

It is the combination of Teacher Support, Student Cohesiveness and Cooperation 

that contributes to the perception of equity within a classroom environment.  Equity was 

measured at 90.7% of the total possible points, relatively positioned as the second highest 

of all dimensions.  Students reported favorably equitable attention to their 

questions/needs, equitable opportunities to participate and equitable reception of praise 

for their successes. 

D-Pre Intervention Student Focus Group Interviews 

During the pre intervention focus group session, students defined a positive 

classroom environment as students actively listening, everyone participating and the 

teacher explaining things well.  Students are respectively quiet when another student is 

answering a question from the teacher.  Students‘ working well together was also an 

indicator.  When describing their social studies classroom environment, students 

identified it as ―relaxed‖ and ―a division exists between the students seated in the front of 

the room versus the ones in the back.‖  At times, the students in the back of the room can 

be obnoxious and rude to other students.  Because the classroom can be loud at times, the 

teacher is unaware of the negative comments made towards other students.  It is 

perceived that some students may not feel accepted by others in the classroom.   
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Except during the first week of school, students did not share any evidence of the 

teacher overtly using strategies to build positive relationships among students.  The 

possible effect of the lack of relationship building appears when students are prompted 

about their academic confidence.  One student responded, ―I don‘t even bother answering 

a question because other students don‘t care about each other‘s responses.‖  On more 

than one occasion, students expressed frustration that students only copy each other‘s 

work instead of working together to find an answer.  Lastly, the students discussed the 

concept of equity within the classroom environment.  Students felt the teacher treated 

everyone the same and no inequities existed.  Students felt the same way about how 

students treat each other.   

D-Post Intervention Observations 

During the post intervention classroom observations the average incidence of the 

teacher talking to students or the students interacting about non-academic content 

decreased 10%.  The amount of observed structured interaction among students increased 

from the pre intervention average of 0% to 4%.  I only observed one of the four 

intervention strategies, All Write Round Robin, on two different occasions.  The teacher 

may have compromised the implementation fidelity by revising the steps of the 

intervention strategies. 

The total number of observed acceptable and unacceptable social skill frequency 

resulted in a ratio of 1 to 2.75 respectively.  This represents a 45% decrease in the ratio of 

observed acceptable and unacceptable social skill application.   
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TABLE 4.17 

 Classroom Environment D Post Intervention Observations 

 Ob# N Zf %Z 1Sf %1S USf %US Sf %S Af Uf 

         
 

 
 

3 27 14 67 6 29 0   0 1   5 4   8 

         
 

 
 

4 28 17 81 0   0 2 10 2 10 5   7 

         
 

 
 

5 27 14 67 0   0  7 33 0   0 3 15 

         
 

 
 

6 26 13 62 0   0 8 38 0   0 4 14 

         
 

 
 

Note:  N-Number of students present in class 

Z=Teacher talking or zero students overtly interacting with academic content 
1S=One student answering or asking a question 

US=Unstructured interaction between students regarding academic content 

S=Structured interaction between students regarding academic content 
A=Observed acceptable social skill 

U=Observed unacceptable social skill 

 

D-Post Intervention Teacher Journal Entries 

The teacher did not differentiate the journal entries by each classroom 

environment.  Therefore, the explanation of the Post Intervention Teacher Journal Entries 

within Classroom Environment C will serve as the explanation for Classroom 

Environment D.  Please refer to Classroom Environment C to review the reflections.   

D-Post Intervention Teacher Interview 

The teacher could not definitively cite a change in overall classroom environment.  

During the explanation, the status of student-to-student relationships was the focus.  

Since the intervention training, the teacher noticed that engagement increased as 

evidenced by their improved quality of academic discussion and decreased social talk.  

The students appeared to want to work with others in their assigned groups and were 

disappointed when unable.  An increase in academic confidence was also cited.  In years 

past, student performance in the teacher‘s class normally decreased during the second 

marking period.  This year it appears that student achievement remained stable.  When 
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prompted, the teacher stated that the number of positive relationships among students 

increased as the number of negative relationships decreased.  However, based on the 

awareness of the defined principles, the teacher‘s perception of the promotion of 

interdependence, individual accountability and equity was no different from pre 

intervention levels.   

In terms of implementing the intervention strategies, the teacher did organize 

students into pods of four that provided for instant pairings of students.  However, 

students continued to sit in rows.  At the beginning of the post intervention phase 

structures were used three to four times a week.  After the Christmas break, the pressure 

to prepare students for the midterm exam increased and the use of structures decreased 

to one to 2 times a week.  The citation of barriers to implementation included: 

1) Time to implement new strategies into redesigned lesson plans 

2) Close supervision of the implementation of the strategies 

3) Lack of system to provide constructive feedback on implementation of 

strategies 

 

When asked how many times the interaction specialist who provided the intervention 

training was contacted; the answer was zero.  The teacher cited available time.  ―With the 

number of responsibilities I have beyond the classroom, I totally forgot that she was 

available to assist me.‖ 

D-Post Intervention Student Surveys 

The following table collectively quantifies students‘ comparable overall 

perceptions regarding pre and post intervention Classroom Environment D.  (See Chapter 

Three for Dimensions Correlation Explanation). 
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TABLE 4.18 

 

Classroom Environment D Post Intervention Survey Results 

 

Fraser‘s Dimensions SM %∆SM DT %DT %∆DT 

 
  

 
  

Student Cohesiveness 35.9    2.0 251 89.6     1.8 

 
  

 

 

 Teacher Support 28.3    5.9 198 70.7     3.9 

 
  

 

 

 Involvement 22.1   -6.1 155 55.4    -3.6 

 
  

 

 

 Investigation 21.4    9.5 150 53.6     4.6 

 
  

 
  

Task Orientation 33.3    1.3 233 83.2     1.1 

 
     

 
    

Cooperation 33.1    1.3 232 82.9     1.1 

 
  

 
  

Equity 31.0 -14.6 217 77.5 -13.2 

 
  

 
  

Note: SM=Student Mean; DT=Dimension Total Point Value 

 

Engagement and Accountability. 

In terms of engagement, Involvement and Investigation items continued to be the 

two lowest rated dimensions in the classroom environment.  Each dimension measured 

55.4% and 53.6% respectively of the total possible points.  However, it should be noted 

that the total for Investigation increased by 4.7% of the total possible points.  Task 

Orientation became the second highest positioned dimension, but not because of a 

significant point increase.  The former highest positioned dimension, Equity, decreased 

dramatically.  Students continued to identify themselves as motivated, goal-orientated 

and informed of the class expectations.   

 Interdependence and Equity. 

Students identified more favorably Teacher Support dimension items.  Items that 

influenced the 4.6% increase in total points.   
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9.    The teacher takes a personal interest in me.  (21% increase in total points) 

12.  The teacher helps me when I have trouble with the work.  (19% increase in  

       total points) 

14.  The teacher is interested in my problems.  (22% increase in total points) 

 

Student Cohesiveness became the highest positioned dimension, due in part to the 

dramatic decrease in Equity items.  The dimension of Cooperation had only a slight 

increase of 1.1% of the total possible points.  Lastly, students measured Equity drastically 

lower than the pre intervention level, with the total points decreasing by 13.2%.  All eight 

items were scored lower during the post intervention phase.  Items that had a greater 

impact on the drastic decrease were: 

49.  The teacher gives as much attention to my questions as to other students'   

       questions.  (23% decrease in total points) 

50.  I get the same amount of help from the teacher as other students do.  (13%  

       decrease in total points) 

51.  I have the same amount of say in this class as other students do.  (21%  

       decrease in total points) 

52.  I am treated the same as other students in this class.  (17% decrease in total  

       points) 

As part of the post intervention, surveyed students were given the open-ended 

question of ―Have you noticed anything different about your social studies classroom 

environment?  If so, please explain.‖  Below are responses identifying change: 

Student B:   We work with other people more often now.  We work with 

the people we sit around so we have learned to become 

friends with them. 

  

Student C:    The classroom environment is more relaxed.  We have fun  

but at the same learn, too. 

 

 Student D:   I think that everyone can get along and they can work well  

together in groups when assigned groups. 

 

 Student E:   We work more in groups now than before.  Everyone  

contributes something to answer whatever questions. 

  

Student F: Personally, I haven‘t learned a thing.  I think the  
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atmosphere of the classroom with the people placed where  

they are has had a big impact. 

 

D-Post Intervention Student Focus Group Interviews. 

Students had different perspectives of the post intervention classroom 

environment.  One side felt the class was fun because of the group activities and the 

chance to talk with their peers, mainly about non-academic topics.  The other side found 

the classroom environment unorganized and loud, where students do not take the 

academics serious.  They cited that the organization of ―pods‖ increased their interaction 

with students who were not their friends.  However, one student shared,  

Student C: I can‘t stand working in pods.  My teammates are rude and 

I have to do all of the work.  I prefer to stay in my own 

little bubble. 

 

Students shared their experiences with their assigned pods of 4 to 5 students and 

with the strategy of Round Robin.  The students described the implementation as 

breaking down into a group discussion and not being regulated by time or turns.  

Therefore, students shared how certain students dominated the conversation in their 

groups.  Students did appreciate hearing the opinions and feedback from others.  Students 

also enjoyed the frequency (two to three times a class period) of the interactions with 

other students to break up the monotony.  However, students complained that there 

neither was enough time allotted for discussion nor were the directions clear.  The 

frustration was apparent with non-participating students. 

Unanimously, students felt they were less engaged in class.  Students cited the 

length of time with the same group and becoming annoyed with fellow group members as 

sources of disengagement.  In addition, two students shared that they received good 

grades for the class yet performed poorly on the tests.  ―Obviously, we don‘t have to be 
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engaged to get good grades.  How do you explain me getting a 61% on the midterm and 

getting an A for the marking period?‖  Students felt the classroom activities were 

disconnected to the grades they were receiving and therefore did not see their value.  As a 

result, each student felt his or her academic confidence had decreased over time. 

All students stated that the number of positive relationships they had with 

classmates either increased or stayed the same.  With the exception of one student, all 

stated that the number of their negative relationships decreased.  One student in particular 

expressed frustration with members of the pod and felt it was having a detrimental effect 

on her performance.  Student C explained, ―The more I am with these people, the more I 

can‘t stand them.‖  It should be noted that the interaction cited by the student was 

unstructured.  The teacher did not promote relationship building by asking students to 

share information with other students.   

 Lastly, the students discussed how equity existed within the classroom 

environment.  Each student felt comfortable asking questions to the teacher and was 

provided an equal opportunity to discuss and give input.  However, when the discussion 

turned to equity among students, they had a different opinion.  Students felt that certain 

cliques of students received more of the teacher‘s attention than others.  They also 

mentioned the frequency of name-calling and put downs occurring in the class.  Student 

D shared, ―Some students do think they are better others and expected better treatment 

from the teacher and they treat others poorly.  It makes me sick to see.‖ 

Classroom Environment D Conclusion 

 When triangulating the collected data, it appears the implementation of structured 

interactions may have had an effect on teacher and student perceptions of classroom 
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environment.  Evidence in both quantitative and qualitative methods indicates a decrease 

in equity during the post intervention phase.  Engagement with the content also appears 

to have decreased.  Interdependence and Accountability appear to have no significant 

change.  Further investigation into the effect that the fidelity of implementation had on 

this classroom environment will be explored in the next chapter. 
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Site Three 

Description 

As discussed during Chapter Three, the study incurred an unexpected change 

regarding the classrooms to be studied.  At Site Three, I planned to study two classroom 

environments (E and F) under one teacher participant.  However, due to circumstances 

beyond the study‘s control, there were three classroom environments studied.  Site Three 

conducts a trimester system in which students sometimes switch teachers within the same 

course.  I was informed after the study began that Classroom Environments E and F 

would cease to exist approximately one month after the intervention training.   

The teacher participant and I decided to modify the post intervention activities for 

Classroom Environment E and F and add Classroom Environment G.  The new 

environment would serve as an example of a classroom environment that starts 

immediately with implementing structured student interactions.  Therefore, this new 

environment started to be studied at the beginning of December 2010 and would not have 

a pre intervention phase as a comparison. 

The teacher taught the same social studies course content to Classroom 

Environments E, F and G.  Classroom Environment E had three participating students 

(two males & one female) out of a total possible 27 students.  Classroom Environment F 

had two participating students (two males) out of a total possible 22 students.  Classroom 

Environment G had seven participating students (one male & six females) out of a total 

possible 23 students.  The grade-level of each classroom environment was 10
th

 grade.   

During the pre intervention phase, Classroom Environment E and F‘s seating 

arrangement had students organized by rows of desks.  After the intervention training, the 
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teacher reorganized the desks into six teams of four students.  The teacher identified 

specific partners with which to work when directed.  Classroom Environment G started 

the study in the six teams of four students each configuration. 

Lesson Plans 

Since Classroom Environment E, F and G were participants in the same course 

subject, the teacher used the same lesson plans for three classroom environments.  As 

observed in the following chart, the teacher increased the number of structured 

interactions planned in the post intervention phase.  In addition, the teacher only planned 

to use three of the four intervention strategies.  Prior to the intervention training, zero 

structured interactions were planned.   

TABLE 4.19 

 
Teacher #3 Planned Interactions in Lesson Plans 

 
Pre-S Pre-US Post-S TPS R/R R/T QQT NHT Post-US 

 
       

0 13 33 4 24 0 5 22 

 Note: 

Pre-S=# of Pre Intervention Structured Interactions      Pre-US=# of Pre Interventional Unstructured Interactions 
Post-S=# of Post Intervention Structured Interaction   TPS=Timed Pair Share Strategy 

R/R R/T=Rally/Round Robin/Table Strategy                 QQT=Quiz-Quiz Trade 

NHT=Numbered Heads Together Strategy                 Post-US=# of Post Intervention Unstructured Interactions 
 

 

Data Collection 

The following provides an overview of the data collection for Classroom 

Environment E, F and G located at Site Three. 

10/06/10 Pre Intervention Classroom E and F Observations 

10/18/10 Pre Intervention Classroom E and F Observations 

10/29/10 Pre Intervention Teacher Interview 

10/29/10 Pre Intervention  Student Survey and Student Focus Group Sessions 

11/02/10 Intervention Training 

10/29/10 Post Intervention  Student Survey and Student Focus Group Sessions 

11/18/10 Post Intervention Classroom E and F Observations 

12/01/10 Post Intervention Classroom G Observations 
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01/24/11 Post Intervention Classroom G Observations 

01/31/11 Post Intervention Classroom G Observations 

02/07/11 Post Intervention Classroom G Observations 

02/09/11 Post Intervention Teacher Interview and Student Focus Group Sessions 

 

Classroom Environment E 

E-Pre Intervention Observations 

During the pre intervention classroom observations, 58% of interactions at the 

data points were the teacher talking to students or the students interacting with each other 

about non-academic content.  Forty percent of the interaction was unstructured among 

pairs or teams observed at the 33 data points.  The total number of observed acceptable 

and unacceptable social skill frequency resulted in a ratio of 1.8 to 1 respectively.   

 

TABLE 4.20 

 Classroom Environment E Pre Intervention Observations 

 Ob# N Zf %Z 1Sf %1S USf %US Sf %S Af Uf 

         
 

 
 

1 27   7   21 0 0 26 79 0 0 4 3 

         
 

 
 

2 26 19 100 0 0   0   0 0 0 5 2 

         
 

 
 

Note:  N-Number of students present in class 

Z=Teacher talking or zero students overtly interacting with academic content 

1S=One student answering or asking a question 
US=Unstructured interaction between students regarding academic content 

S=Structured interaction between students regarding academic content 

A=Observed acceptable social skill 
U=Observed unacceptable social skill 

 

E-Pre Intervention Teacher Journal Entries 

During journal week one, the teacher identified positive and negative observations 

of the classroom since the first day of school through the first week of October.  The 

following positive interactions were recorded:  

1) Students willing to help catch up another student by letting them copy missed 

notes. 
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2) Students pointing out to other students what they are supposed to be doing in a 

friendly manner.   

 

However, the teacher expressed frustration with students following directions by stating,  

 

―The class just doesn't seem to want to listen to directions and gets very 

frustrated and feels that they do not have to be accountable.  I had a 

student who didn't look on the other side of her paper for the directions 

and she blamed me for not reminding her!  It is frustrating!"   

 

At times the following negative interactions were noticed:  

1) Students pointing out one another's mistakes  

2) Students not wanting to work with certain people 

3) Students ignoring when others are talking (at times the teacher) 

4) Some students feel that they are above one another 

 

During journal weeks two and three, students worked on a group project that 

required them to complete several tasks at different stations.  The point of the assignment 

was to learn about Lewis & Clark, but also practice skills in communication, teamwork 

and following directions.  The teacher wanted to see how well the students helped each 

other complete the task versus just copying each other‘s work.  The teacher observed that 

there was some copying taking place, but I heard kids trying to get their team members to 

work and stay on task.   

During journal weeks four and five, it was reported that students worked well 

together on a project and that random groups seemed to work better.  They were forced 

into specific roles and were evaluated based on their roles and teamwork.  Once students 

realized they were graded individually and as a group, they felt motivated to complete 

their task. 

E-Pre Intervention Teacher Interview 

At the end of the pre intervention phase the teacher was interviewed regarding the 

status of classroom E‘s and F‘s environment.  First, the teacher described a positive 
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classroom environment as one that students feel comfortable and safe.  ―Students can 

express their ideas with no one telling them they are wrong.‖  The teacher emphasized the 

importance of organization, communicated expectations and modeling of appropriate 

behavior.  Next, the teacher explained how important forming relationships with each 

student is, citing greeting and talking with students about their feelings and interests as 

much as possible.  Not until prompted did the teacher acknowledge the importance of 

student-to-student relationships affecting the classroom environment.  The teacher 

concluded, ―If students feel accepted, they will participate and I need to do my best to 

create an environment for this happen.‖  

Specific to classroom environment E, the teacher described it as ―frustrating.‖  

The teacher shared, ―Some students are motivated, others are not, this frustrates those 

students who are and unfortunately I sometimes display my frustration in front of them.‖  

The students‘ desire to work only with their friends has limited the teacher‘s success of 

pairing and grouping.  The teacher cited, ―They think it is okay to make fun of each other, 

despite my efforts to stop it.  Resentment has grown since the beginning of the year 

against those who are causing disruptions.‖ 

The teacher described the overall engagement and academic confidence levels as 

medium.  To encourage engagement, the teacher consistently used pairs and teams.  

However, the teacher did not provide evidence of how students are individually held 

accountable for the taught content nor the interaction structured through time, turns or 

opportunities.  The teacher also did not provide evidence of strategies that require effort 

of every student in a different way for the success of a task.  Therefore, the unstructured 
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nature of the interaction allowed for certain students to dominate the interaction while 

others could choose not to work, yet were credited for the completion of the task. 

The teacher attempted to build positive relationships by pairing, grouping students 

together and providing opportunities for them to coach each other.  In addition, the 

teacher required that students work with other students who are not their friends or seated 

near them.  At times, this technique was met with resistance from the disruptive students.  

In addition, the teacher promoted interdependence by having students share their 

homework with partners and assigned roles to students when participating on group 

projects.  Despite these strategies, the teacher did not feel that positive relationships were 

being built between students.  The teacher did not appear confident that building 

interdependence and relationships between students was a result of their direct actions 

and strategies.   

In terms of equity, the teacher felt that it was promoted in the classroom by 

ensuring all students are participating in question and answer sessions during a review of 

the previous lesson‘s content, during a lecture and as a review of the class period‘s 

content.  The teacher said, ―They always feel on the hook, because I randomly call on 

students with of course an opportunity to ask another student for help.  If they need help, 

I always come back to them for another question.‖  The teacher did not provide evidence 

that equity is ensured by the use of time, turns and opportunities of tasks.  Nor did the 

teacher provide any explanation to whether students perceived equity existing among the 

students in their actions and behaviors towards each other.   

E-Pre Intervention Student Surveys 
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Three students in Classroom Environment E agreed to participate in the study.  

Therefore, for each of Fraser‘s classroom environment dimensions a total of 120 points 

was possible.  The following table collectively quantifies students‘ perceptions regarding 

the Classroom Environment E at the end of the pre intervention phase.  (See Chapter 

Three for Dimensions Correlation Explanation). 

TABLE 4.21 

 
Classroom Environment E Pre Intervention Survey Results 

 
Fraser‘s Dimensions SM DT %DT 

   
 

Student Cohesiveness 34.0 102 85.0 

 
  

 

Teacher Support 30.3   91 75.8 

 
  

 

Involvement 30.0   90 75.0 

 
  

 

Investigation 26.0   78 65.0 

   
 

Task Orientation 37.3 112 93.3 

   
 

Cooperation 30.7   92 76.7 

   
 

Equity 35.3 106 88.3 

 
 

 
 

Note: SM=Student Mean; DT=Dimension Total Point Value 

 

Engagement and Accountability. 

In terms of engagement, Involvement and Investigation items were among the 

lowest of incidence occurring in the classroom environment.  Each dimension measured 

75% and 65% respectively of the total possible points.  Conversely, the items that 

measured Task Orientation, mostly associated with accountability, relatively positioned 

as the highest of all dimensions measuring 93% of the total possible points.  Students 
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identified themselves as motivated, goal-orientated and informed of the class 

expectations.   

 Interdependence and Equity. 

 Students responded to Teacher Support items with 75.8% of the total possible 

points.  Students favorably responded to items describing the teacher as helpful when 

students struggle with content or tasks as well as providing questions to help students 

understand the content.  As Teacher Support provides a foundation for building a positive 

environment, the output is Student Cohesiveness, Cooperation and Equity.  Student 

Cohesiveness relatively positioned as the third highest of the dimensions measured at 

85% of the total possible points.  Ironically, the dimension of Cooperation measured 

8.3% less than Student Cohesiveness.  It appears that when students work together on 

academic content, cooperation decreases slightly.   

It is the combination of Teacher Support, Student Cohesiveness and Cooperation 

that contributes to the perception of equity within a classroom environment.  Equity was 

measured at 86% of the total possible points, positioning as the second highest of all 

dimensions.  Students reported favorably equitable attention to their questions/needs, 

equitable opportunities to participate and equitable reception of praise for their successes. 

E-Pre Intervention Student Focus Group Interviews 

During the pre intervention focus group session, students defined a positive 

classroom environment containing students working well together, full of positive 

interaction and fun.  Students described their social studies classroom environment as ―a 

lot of people getting made fun of.‖  Examples of how students of smaller stature, lower 

ability or who are quiet are targets of inappropriate comments and actions were shared.  It 
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is perceived that some students may not feel accepted by others in the classroom.  

Students cited evidence of certain groups of students not interacting with other groups in 

the class.   

Engagement was encouraged with random partners and teams at least twice a 

week.  The interaction was described as unstructured providing no evidence of the use of 

time, turns or opportunities to guide the interaction.  Students expressed frustration with 

students who choose not to participate and that there is nothing holding them accountable 

to do so.  One student said, ―It puts a lot of pressure on you if you are stuck doing work 

by yourself.‖  In addition, students felt accountable for content because of the number of 

questions the teacher poses to students and randomly calling on students without their 

hands raised.  Students did admit to using body language to encourage the teacher not to 

call on them.  There were no other examples reported that required students to work 

together towards a common goal, needing each other to complete a task or requiring a 

student to publicly perform in front of at least one other student.   

 Lastly, the students discussed the existence of equity among students in the 

classroom environment.  Students felt strongly that the teacher attempted to provide equal 

opportunities to participate in class.  However, they recognized and expressed 

aggravation that disruptive students received a majority of the teacher‘s attention.  In 

addition, students felt strongly that students did not perceive each other as equals as 

evidenced by the constant bullying and inappropriate comments made to other students.   

E-Post Intervention Observation 

Due to circumstances beyond the study‘s control, only one post intervention 

observation was completed.  The row entitled with the number three represents the 
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recording of interaction and social skill applications.  Due to the low number, it is not 

feasible to conduct a comparable analysis of pre and post intervention observations.  It 

should be noted that I did observe the use of structured interaction during the post 

observation. 

TABLE 4.22 

 Classroom Environment E Post Intervention Observation 

 Ob# N Zf %Z 1Sf %1S USf %US Sf %S Af Uf 

         
 

 
 

3 26 18 55 6 18 5 15 4 12 6   3  

         
 

 
 

Note:  N-Number of students present in class 

Z=Teacher talking or zero students overtly interacting with academic content 

1S=One student answering or asking a question 
US=Unstructured interaction between students regarding academic content 

S=Structured interaction between students regarding academic content 

A=Observed acceptable social skill 
U=Observed unacceptable social skill 

 

E-Post Intervention Teacher Journal Entries 

Right after the intervention training and concerned about behavior in the 

classroom, the teacher allowed students to have a discussion about the behavior in class.  

They discussed what the problems were as a class without mentioning names.  Students 

suggested seat changes that would give them a better opportunity to not be distracted and 

asked to have assigned groups to eliminate confusion and people not doing their work.  

This led the teacher to create teams of fours, numbering each student, identifying 

shoulder and face partners and designating AB partners.  The teacher felt that the students 

would benefit from this configuration, which allowed them to work with assigned 

partners staying where they were seated.  It appeared to eliminate wasted time moving or 

"finding" groups.  The teacher expressed excitement about implementing the strategies. 

During journal weeks seven and eight, students worked on newspaper projects in 

their assigned groups.  The teacher had them check each other‘s work which required 
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students to know each members task and be accountable as double checkers for their 

work.  The teacher wrote, ―This really got them into working productively in groups and 

accounting for their work and others.  I think this project encouraged them to rely and be 

relied upon making them produce better projects.‖    

E-Post Intervention Teacher Interview 

Since the post intervention phase lasted only four weeks due to the circumstances 

previously described, the teacher did not have enough time to observe long-term effects 

of implementing the structured interaction.  The teacher did comment that the timing of 

implementing new strategies is important.  ―Students were set in their way and operated 

within the pre intervention environment for far too long and when I attempted to change 

it within the time left together, it was difficult for students to accept.‖  The journal entries 

above better capture the teacher‘s perception of the classroom environment because of 

the intervention strategies.  When asked how many times the interaction specialist who 

provided the intervention training was contacted, the answer was zero.  The teacher cited 

available time and lack of comfort asking for help from an unfamiliar source.   

E-Post Intervention Student Surveys 

The following table collectively quantifies students‘ comparable overall 

perceptions regarding pre and post intervention Classroom Environment E.  (See Chapter 

Three for Dimensions Correlation Explanation). 
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TABLE 4.23 

 

Classroom Environment E Post Intervention Survey Results 

 

Fraser‘s Dimensions SM %∆SM DT %DT %∆DT 

 
  

 
  

Student Cohesiveness 31.3    -7.8   94 78.3   -6.7 

 
  

 

 

 Teacher Support 26.7  -12.1   80 66.7   -9.2 

 
  

 

 

 Involvement 27.0  -10.0   81 67.5   -7.5 

 
  

 

 

 Investigation 27.3     5.1   82 68.3    3.3 

 
  

 
  

Task Orientation 35.0    -6.3 105 87.5   -5.8 

 
  

 
  

Cooperation 24.3  -20.7   73 60.8 -15.8 

 
  

 
  

Equity 33.7    -4.7 101 84.2   -4.2 

 
  

 
  

Note: SM=Student Mean; DT=Dimension Total Point Value 

 

Engagement and Accountability. 

The results of the post intervention survey show that each dimension, except one, 

decreased in regards to percent total.  In terms of engagement, Investigation was the only 

dimension to increase slightly.  The total number of Involvement items decreased by 

7.5%, whereas Investigation items increased by 3.3%.  Task Orientation continued to be 

the highest positioned dimension during the post intervention phase.  However, the total 

points measured by students actually decreased by 5.8%.  Collectively, students identified 

a decrease in their motivation and goal-orientating attitudes.   

Interdependence and Equity. 

Students identified less favorably Teacher Support dimension items.  Overall, 

student responses measured this dimension at 66.7% of the total possible points.  Student 

Cohesiveness fell 6.7% from the pre intervention survey.  The item asking how well 
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students worked with other class members had the most influence on the decrease.  The 

Cooperation dimension had the largest decrease with 15.8%.  Cooperation items that 

influenced the significant decrease were:   

45.  I learn from other students in this class.  (36% decrease in total points) 

46.  I work with other students in this class.  (21% decrease in total points) 

47.  I cooperate with other students on class activities.  (33% decrease in total  

       points) 

 

Lastly, the total number of Equity points slightly decreased by 4.2% of the total points.   

 As part of the post intervention, surveyed students were given the open-ended 

question of ―Have you noticed anything different about your social studies classroom 

environment?  If so, please explain.‖  Below are responses identifying change: 

 Student A:   I have noticed that some of the students who pick on other  

students have stopped doing that and actually took interest  

in the class. 

 

Student B:    I have noticed an increase in noise level, disrespect towards 

the teacher, much more socializing and discrimination 

among students. 

 

E-Post Intervention Student Focus Group Interviews 

Due to circumstances beyond the study‘s control described in Chapter Three and 

in the introduction of this site, post intervention student focus group interviews were not 

conducted.   

Classroom Environment E Conclusion 

When triangulating the collected data, it appears that the implementation of 

structured interactions may have had a negative effect on teacher and student perceptions 

of classroom environment.  Evidence in both quantitative and qualitative methods 

indicated a decrease in engagement, interdependence and equity during the post 

intervention phase.  In addition, the short-term impact of the intervention strategies may 
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not have continued as long-term effects on perceptions.  Unfortunately, the long-term 

effects will not be discovered because of the shortened post intervention phase that was 

beyond my control.  Further investigation into the effect that the fidelity of 

implementation had on this classroom environment will be explored in the next chapter. 
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Classroom Environment F 

F-Pre Intervention Observations 

During the pre intervention classroom observations, 56% of interactions at the 

data points were the teacher talking to students or the students interacting with each other 

about non-academic content.  Forty-four percent of the interaction was unstructured 

among pairs or teams observed at the 33 data points.  The total number of observed 

acceptable and unacceptable social skill frequency resulted in a ratio of 3 to 1 

respectively.   

TABLE 4.24 

 Classroom Environment  F Pre Intervention Observations 

 Ob# N Zf %Z 1Sf %1S USf %US Sf %S Af Uf 

         
 

 
 

1 22 21 64 0 0 12 36 0 0 6 2 

         
 

 
 

2 18 16 48 0 0 17 52 0 0 8 3 

         
 

 
 

Note:  N-Number of students present in class 

Z=Teacher talking or zero students overtly interacting with academic content 

1S=One student answering or asking a question 
US=Unstructured interaction between students regarding academic content 

S=Structured interaction between students regarding academic content 

A=Observed acceptable social skill 
U=Observed unacceptable social skill 

 

F-Pre Intervention Teacher Journal Entries 

During journal week one, the teacher identified positive and negative observations 

of the classroom since the first day of school through the first week of October.  The 

teacher made the following observations that are contributing to the positive classroom 

environment: 

They are so encouraging towards each other.  Even students that do not get 

along the best still give each other positive comments to get others on 

board to answer a question.  Many students also are aware of who does 

their homework and keep on top of the kids who forget.  This class is 

small, but has a good spirit to get work done and cheer each other up.  
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Only one negative exists and that is students distract one another when 

they do not feel the information is important to them. 

 

During journal weeks two and three students participated in a review game that 

encouraged all students to ―get into the questions and cheer each other on.‖  The teacher 

reported that there were times of competitiveness, but not to the degree where students 

became frustrated, but were motivated to think "harder.‖  The weeks following students 

worked in groups to create a New Deal project comparing FDR and Obama with great 

success.  The teacher reported that, ―students worked well in teams and really did a great 

job communicating and finding similarities.‖ 

F-Pre Intervention Teacher Interview 

During the pre intervention interview the teacher made global comments 

regarding classroom environment and not specific to either classroom being studied at 

this site.  To review these comments the reader should reference the Pre Intervention 

Teacher Interview under Classroom Environment E. 

Specific to classroom environment F, the teacher described it as ―absolutely 

wonderful, I love this class.‖  The teacher shared that, ―even though they are 

academically lower, they follow my modeling of expected behavior.‖  The students were 

described as, ―willing to work with anyone in the class and very supportive of each other.  

They don‘t make fun of each other.‖    

The teacher identified the overall engagement and academic confidence levels as 

high and medium respectively.  To encourage engagement the teacher consistently used 

pairs and teams.  However, the teacher did not provide evidence of how students are 

individually held accountable for the content taught or how interaction is structured 

through time, turns or opportunities.  Therefore, the unstructured nature of the interaction 
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allowed for certain students to dominate the interaction while others could choose not to 

work, yet were credited for the completion of the task. 

The teacher attempted to build positive relationships by pairing and grouping 

students together and providing opportunities for them to coach each other.  In addition, 

the teacher required that students must work with other students who are not their friends 

or seated near them.  At times, this technique was met with resistance from the disruptive 

students.  In addition, the teacher promoted interdependence by having students share 

their homework with partners and assign roles to students when participating in group 

projects.  Because of these strategies, the teacher felt that positive relationships were 

being built between students.  The teacher appeared confident that building 

interdependence and relationships between students was a result of their direct actions 

and strategies.   

In terms of equity, the teacher felt equity was promoted in the classroom by 

ensuring all students are participating in question and answer sessions during a review of 

the previous lesson‘s content, during a lecture and as a review of the class period‘s 

content.  The teacher said, ―They always feel on the hook, because I randomly call on 

students with of course an opportunity to ask another student for help.  If they need help, 

I always come back to them for another question.‖  The teacher did not provide evidence 

that equity is ensured by the use of time, turns and opportunities of tasks, nor did the 

teacher provide any explanation to whether students perceived equity existing among the 

students in their actions and behaviors towards each other.   
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F-Pre Intervention Student Surveys 

Three students in Classroom Environment F agreed to participate in the study.  

Therefore, for each of Fraser‘s classroom environment dimensions a total of 80 points 

was possible.  The following table collectively quantifies students‘ perceptions regarding 

the Classroom Environment F at the end of the pre intervention phase.  (See Chapter 

Three for Dimensions Correlation Explanation).   

TABLE 4.25 

 
Classroom Environment F Pre Intervention Survey Results 

 
Fraser‘s Dimensions SM DT %DT 

   
 

Student Cohesiveness 32.5 65 81.3 

 
  

 

Teacher Support 29.0 58 72.5 

 
  

 

Involvement 26.0 52 65.0 

 
  

 

Investigation 25.0 50 62.5 

   
 

Task Orientation 31.5 63 78.8 

   
 

Cooperation 30.5 61 76.3 

   
 

Equity 37.0 74 92.5 

 
 

 
 

Note: SM=Student Mean; DT=Dimension Total Point Value 

 

Engagement and Accountability. 

In terms of engagement, Involvement and Investigation items were among the 

lowest of incidence occurring in the classroom environment.  Each dimension measured 

62.5% and 65% respectively of the total possible points.  Conversely, the items that 

measured Task Orientation, mostly associated with accountability, relatively positioned 

as the third highest of all dimensions measuring 78.8% of the total possible points.  
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Students identified themselves as motivated, goal-orientated and informed of the class 

expectations.   

 Interdependence and Equity. 

 Students responded to the Teacher Support items with 72.5% of the total possible 

points.  As the Teacher Support provides a foundation for building a positive 

environment, the output is Student Cohesiveness, Cooperation and Equity.  Student 

Cohesiveness positioned as the second highest of the dimensions measured at 81.3% of 

the total possible points.  The dimension of Cooperation measured 5% less than Student 

Cohesiveness.  It appears that when students work together on academic content, 

cooperation decreases slightly.   

It is the combination of Teacher Support, Student Cohesiveness and Cooperation 

that contributes to the perception of equity within a classroom environment.  Equity was 

measured at 92.5% of the total possible points, positioning as the highest of all 

dimensions.  Students reported favorably equitable attention to their questions/needs, 

equitable opportunities to participate and equitable reception of praise for their successes. 

F-Pre Intervention Student Focus Group Interviews 

During the pre intervention focus group session, students defined a positive 

classroom environment that included students who get along well, complete their work 

and discuss academic and non-academic topics.  The students cited the importance of a 

sense of order, as well as student respect for the teacher.  Student respect was earned by 

the teacher developing individual relationships with each student. 

Students described their social studies classroom environment as ―comfortable‖ 

and meeting all of the characteristics listed in the previous paragraph.  It is perceived that 
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all students feel accepted by others in the classroom.  Students cited evidence of different 

groups of students interacting with other groups in the class.  One student said, ―I look 

forward to coming to social studies because how we learn and the teacher‘s style.‖ 

Engagement was encouraged with random partners and teams at least twice a 

week.  The interaction was described as unstructured providing no evidence of the use of 

time, turns or opportunities to guide the interaction.  All three students felt highly 

engaged with the content and other students.  In addition, students felt accountable for 

content because of the way the teacher structures the tasks.  Even if working in groups, 

students felt they could complete assigned tasks without the help of others.  There were 

no other examples reported that required students to work together towards a common 

goal, needing each other to complete a task or requiring a student to publicly perform in 

front of at least one other student.   

 Lastly, the students discussed the existence of equity among students in the 

classroom environment.  Students felt strongly that the teacher attempted to provide equal 

opportunities to participate in class.  They provided evidence as to how the teacher 

equitably distributes attention to those students who need it most.  In addition, students 

felt strongly that students perceived each other as equals as evidenced by the ―close knit‖ 

feel of the classroom.  One student concluded, ―We may not be the smartest class, but we 

sure think of ourselves as a family.‖ 

F-Post Intervention Observation 

Due to circumstances beyond the study‘s control, only one post intervention 

observation was completed.  The row entitled with the number 3 represents the recording 

of interaction and social skill applications.  Due to the low number, it is not feasible to 

conduct a comparable analysis of pre and post intervention observation.  It should be 
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noted that teacher did have more structured interaction than in the previous pre 

intervention observations. 

TABLE 4.26 

 Classroom Environment F Post Intervention Observation 

 Ob# N Zf %Z 1Sf %1S USf %US Sf %S Af Uf 

         
 

 
 

3 22 11 33 13 39 5 15 4 12 4 1 

         
 

 
 

Note:  N-Number of students present in class 

Z=Teacher talking or zero students overtly interacting with academic content 

1S=One student answering or asking a question 
US=Unstructured interaction between students regarding academic content 

S=Structured interaction between students regarding academic content 

A=Observed acceptable social skill 
U=Observed unacceptable social skill 

 

F-Post Intervention Teacher Journal Entries 

Soon after the intervention training, the teacher reported rearranging student 

seating to provide more opportunities for students to interact with others in structured 

ways.  This led the teacher to create teams of fours, numbering each student, identifying 

shoulder and face partners and designating AB partners.  The teacher felt that the students 

would benefit from this configuration, which allowed them to work with assigned 

partners staying where they were seated.  It appeared to eliminate wasted time moving or 

"finding" groups.  The teacher expressed excitement about implementing the strategies. 

During journal weeks seven and eight, the teacher described specific student tasks 

that implemented the intervention strategies.  For example, students were given a specific 

World War II battle to discuss with their face partners and how they would have 

strategized differently in battle.  Each person was assigned to take the perspective of the 

Allies or Axis powers.  Then, they shared with each other how they could have won the 

battle using different tactics.  The teacher wrote, ―It was nice to see them work together 
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and summarize.  I think that this was something that they enjoyed and I will do in the 

future.‖ 

F-Post Intervention Teacher Interview 

Since the post intervention phase lasted only four weeks due to the circumstances 

previously described, the teacher did not have enough time to observe long-term effects 

of implementing the structured interaction.  The teacher did comment that the timing of 

implementing new strategies is important.  ―Even though students were set in their way 

and operated within the pre intervention environment for far too long as compared to the 

remaining time together, students accepted my efforts to implement the intervention 

strategies.‖  The journal entries above better capture the teacher‘s perception of the 

classroom environment because of the intervention strategies.  When asked how many 

times the interaction specialist who provided the intervention training was contacted, the 

answer was zero.  The teacher cited available time and lack of comfort asking for help 

from unfamiliar source.   

F-Post Intervention Student Surveys 

The following table collectively quantifies students‘ comparable overall 

perceptions regarding pre and post intervention Classroom Environment F.  (See Chapter 

Three for Dimensions Correlation Explanation). 
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TABLE 4.27 

 

Classroom Environment F Post Intervention Survey Results 

 

Fraser‘s Dimensions SM %∆SM DT %DT %∆DT 

 
  

 
  

Student Cohesiveness 33.5   3.1 67 83.8   2.5 

 
  

 

 

 Teacher Support 28.0  -3.4 56 70.0 -2.5 

 
  

 

 

 Involvement 30.5 17.3 61 76.3 11.3 

 
  

 

 

 Investigation 25.0   0.0 50 62.5   0.0 

 
  

 
  

Task Orientation 33.0   4.8 66 82.5   3.8 

 
  

 
  

Cooperation 33.5   9.8 67 83.8   7.5 

 
  

 
  

Equity 35.5  -4.1 71 88.8 -3.8 

 
  

 
  

Note: SM=Student Mean; DT=Dimension Total Point Value 

 

Engagement and Accountability. 

The results of the post intervention survey show that four of the dimensions 

increased, two decreased and one did not change.  In terms of engagement, Investigation 

has zero change from pre and post intervention measurement.  The total number of 

Involvement items increased to 11.3.  Task Orientation continued to be the third highest 

positioned dimension during the post intervention phase.  The total points measured by 

students increased by 3.8%.   

Interdependence and Equity. 

Students identified less favorably Teacher Support dimension items.  Overall, 

student responses measured this dimension at 70% of the total possible points.  Student 

Cohesiveness rose slightly by 2.5% from the pre intervention survey.  The Cooperation 
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dimension had the second largest increase with 7.5%.  Lastly, the total number of Equity 

points decreased by 7.5% of the total points.   

 As part of the post intervention, surveyed students were given the open-ended 

question of ―Have you noticed anything different about your social studies classroom 

environment?  If so, please explain.‖  Below are responses identifying change: 

 Student A:     I noticed that everybody gets ready to work and help people  

out if they were in trouble. 

 

Student B:    The environment in social studies is very nice.  We all act 

and enjoy each other‘s company as a family. 

 

F-Post Intervention Student Focus Group Interviews 

Due to circumstances beyond the study‘s control described in Chapter Three and 

the introduction of this site, post intervention student focus group interviews were not 

conducted.   

Classroom Environment F Conclusion 

When triangulating the collected data, it appears that the implementation of 

structured interactions may have enhanced an already perceived high quality positive 

classroom environment.  Evidence in both quantitative and qualitative methods indicated 

an increase in engagement, interdependence and equity during the post intervention 

phase.  In addition, the short-term impact of the intervention strategies may not have 

continued as long-term effects on perceptions.  Unfortunately, the long-term effects will 

not be discovered because of the shortened post intervention phase that was beyond my 

control.  Further investigation into the effect that the fidelity of implementation had on 

this classroom environment will be explored in the next chapter. 
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Classroom Environment G 

This classroom environment does not have a pre intervention phase as explained 

in Chapter Three and the introduction to Site Three.  Therefore, the following data 

measure the potential impact of structuring interaction from the first day a teacher has a 

set of students in class. 

G-Post Intervention Observations 

During the post intervention classroom observations, 50% of the interactions at 

the data points were the teacher talking to students or the students interacting with each 

other about non-academic content.  Twenty-seven percent of the interaction was one 

student answering or asking a question to the teacher.  Thirteen percent of the interaction 

was structured using the intervention strategies.  Ten percent of the interaction was 

unstructured.  The total number of observed acceptable and unacceptable social skill 

frequency resulted in a ratio of 2.75 to 1 respectively.   

TABLE 4.28 

 Classroom Environment G Post Intervention Observations 

 Ob# N Zf %Z 1Sf %1S USf %US Sf %S Af Uf 

         
 

 
 

1 23 13 39 13 39 0 0 7 21 5 2 

         
 

 
 

2 23 13 39 17 52 3 9 0 0 7 1 

         
 

 
 

3 22 15 45 6 18 2 6 10 30 6 0 

         
 

 
 

4 23 25 76 0 0 8 24 0 0 4 5 

         
 

 
 

Note:  N-Number of students present in class 

Z=Teacher talking or zero students overtly interacting with academic content 
1S=One student answering or asking a question 

US=Unstructured interaction between students regarding academic content 

S=Structured interaction between students regarding academic content 
A=Observed acceptable social skill 

U=Observed unacceptable social skill 
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G-Post Intervention Student Surveys 

Seven students in Classroom Environment G agreed to participate in the study.  

Therefore, for each of Fraser‘s classroom environment dimensions a total of 280 points 

was possible.  The following table collectively quantifies students‘ perceptions regarding 

the Classroom Environment G at the end of the post intervention phase.  (See Chapter 

Three for Dimensions Correlation Explanation).  

TABLE 4.29 

 

Classroom Environment G Post Intervention Survey Results 

 

Fraser‘s Dimensions SM %∆SM DT %DT %∆DT 

 
  

 
  

Student Cohesiveness 37.1 NA 260 92.9 NA 

 
  

 

 

 Teacher Support 31.9 NA 223 80.6 NA 

 
  

 

 

 Involvement 27.9 NA 195 69.6 NA 

 
  

 

 

 Investigation 27.0 NA 189 67.5 NA 

 
  

 
 

 
Task Orientation 34.6 NA 242 86.4 NA 

 
  

 
 

 
Cooperation 32.9 NA 230 82.1 NA 

 
  

 
 

 
Equity 36.6 NA 256 91.4 NA 

 
  

 
  

Note: SM=Student Mean; DT=Dimension Total Point Value; NA=Not Applicable 

 

Engagement and Accountability. 

In terms of engagement, Involvement and Investigation items had the lowest rate 

of incidence occurring in the classroom environment.  Each dimension measured 67.5% 

and 69.6% respectively of the total possible points.  Relevant Involvement and 

Investigation items that measured particularly low were:    

17.  I discuss ideas in this class.  (69% of total possible) 

18.  I give my opinions during class discussions.  (69% of total possible) 
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24.  I am asked to explain how to solve problems.  (69% of total possible) 

 

Conversely, the items that measured Task Orientation, mostly associated with 

accountability, relatively positioned as the third highest of all dimensions.  Students 

identified themselves as motivated, goal-orientated and informed of the class 

expectations.   

 Interdependence and Equity. 

 Students favorably identified the Teacher Support items such as taking a personal 

interest in me, taking feelings into consideration and assisting when struggling with 

academic content.  However, students less favorably identified items such as the teacher 

taking interest in student problems and the teacher moves about the class to talk with me.  

Collectively, Teacher Support positioned as the fifth highest of the dimensions.  As the 

Teacher Support provides a foundation for building a positive environment, the output is 

Student Cohesiveness, Cooperation and Equity.  Student Cohesiveness relatively 

positioned as the highest of the dimensions, measuring at 92.9% of the total possible 

points.  In six of the eight items, 100% or more reported the statements as Often or 

Almost Always.  For example, these statements were measured as having the highest 

incidence: 

1.  I make friends among students in this class.  (86% = Almost Always) 

5.  I work well with other class members.  (86% = Almost Always) 

6.  I help other class members who are having trouble with their work (100% =  

     Almost Always) 

 

Ironically, the dimension of Cooperation measured 10.8% less than Student 

Cohesiveness.  It appears that when students work together on academic content, 

cooperation decreases slightly.  Students were more likely to select Often instead of 

Almost Always, which may account for the ten percent difference with Student 
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Cohesiveness.  In addition, the following items had a negative effect on the total possible 

points: 

45.  I learn from other students in this class.  (43% < Sometimes) 

47.  I cooperate with other students on class activities.  (43% = Sometimes) 

 

It is the combination of Teacher Support, Student Cohesiveness and Cooperation that 

contributes to the perception of equity within a classroom environment.  Equity was 

measured at 91.4% of the total possible points, positioning as the second highest of all 

dimensions.  Students reported favorably equitable attention to their questions/needs, 

equitable opportunities to participate and equitable reception of praise for their successes.   

As part of the post intervention, surveyed students were given the open-ended 

question of ―How would you describe your social studies classroom environment?‖  

Below are responses identifying change: 

Student B: The teacher makes up creative ways for us to get involved 

with what we are learning.  For the most part, I have a fun 

time in class. 

 

Student C: Sitting in groups helps especially when you are confused.   

Sometimes sitting in a group is bad because you talk more  

than you would if you sat in rows. 

 

Student D: I like the idea that when we learn new information we talk 

about it in our groups.  When we go to do something and 

don‘t understand it we can ask the people in our group. 

 

Student E: I have noticed in this class that everyone likes one another 

and can get along. 

 

Student F: From my perspective everyone seems to like the class and 

how everyone acts towards each other. 

 

Student G: Classmates don‘t always be respectful to others or the 

teacher.  We work well in groups though.  Everyone has 

someone‘s back in the class. 
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G-Post Intervention Student Focus Group Interviews 

Starting with the first day of the new trimester students were exposed to the 

intervention strategies; therefore, they had a comparable experience during the post 

intervention phase as Classroom Environments A through D.  Students described their 

social studies classroom environment as ―friendly and engaging.‖  Students felt that all 

primarily related to each other well and enjoyed discussing academic and non-academic 

topics with their assigned teams.  Even though students stated, ―students get along well,‖ 

it is perceived that not all students feel accepted by others in the classroom.  Students 

cited evidence of different groups of students not interacting with other groups in the 

class.   

Engagement was encouraged with the use of assigned partners and teams at least 

twice a class period.  The interaction was described as structured providing evidence of 

the use of time, turns or opportunities to guide the interaction.  A majority of students felt 

highly engaged with the content and other students.  Because of the structured 

interaction, a majority of students experienced an increase in the number of positive 

relationships they had in the classroom environment.  A majority of students experienced 

a decrease or stabilization of negative relationships.  One student shared, ―the forced 

interaction with people in my group made me less judgmental of them and realized we 

had more in common than not.‖ 

In addition to increased engagement, students felt accountable for content because 

of the way the teacher structures the tasks.  Students mentioned higher confidence levels 

with the content due to the opportunities of talking about the content with their peers.  

One student said, ―I am not afraid to answer a question in front of the class anymore, 
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because I am able to get feedback from my partner or team first.‖  Students gave 

examples of how students worked together towards a common goal, needing each other 

to complete a task and requiring a student to perform publicly in front of at least one 

other student.    

Lastly, the students discussed the existence of equity in the classroom 

environment.  Students felt strongly that the teacher attempted to provide equal 

opportunities to participate in class academically.  They provided evidence as to how the 

teacher attempts to distribute equitably academic attention to those students who need it 

the most.  They were less favorable regarding the social attention that students receive 

from the teacher in terms of differentiated responses to inappropriate behavior conduct.  

In addition, students felt that cliques of students formed outside class still operate within 

the environment unbeknownst to the teacher.   

Classroom Environment G Conclusion 

When triangulating the collected data, it appears that the implementation of 

structured interactions may have enhanced the classroom environment.  Evidence in both 

quantitative and qualitative methods indicates a high-level of engagement, 

interdependence, accountability and equity during the post intervention phase.  However, 

without a formalized pre intervention phase where students operated as a class prior to 

the implementation of the intervention strategies, it was not possible to measure whether 

growth or decline would have occurred.   

Throughout the focus group session, students consistently compared their 

experiences in this classroom environment to other classes not using the intervention 

strategies.  When comparing, students highlighted the negative aspects of their other 
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classes when referencing the positive aspects of their social studies classroom.  I 

conclude the fidelity of the implementation played a significant role in the students 

identifying the positive aspects and the resulting measurements of Fraser‘s dimensions.  

All but two dimensions measured at 80% or greater of the total possible points.   

Cross-Classroom Environment Analysis 

The preceding seven case studies provide documentation of pre intervention 

conditions for each classroom environment followed by the documentation of any 

quantitative and/or qualitative perceptual changes for each classroom.  The independent 

analysis of each case study and a dimensional comparison potentially shows the impact 

introducing four different structured interactive strategies designed to promote class 

building and team building had on student and teacher perceptions of their social studies 

classroom environment is inconclusive.   

Each case study does provide an analysis of how students perceive engagement, 

interdependence, accountability and equity within the classroom environment that 

compares pretest and posttest conditions.  Collectively, it is inconclusive whether there 

was an overall positive or negative effect on each of these principles, as each case study 

was different to the site location, teacher, demographics of students, time of day and 

implementation fidelity of the intervention strategies. 

When comparing all of the classroom environments using the total percent 

difference in each dimension at the end of the pre and post intervention phases, 19 

increased, 22 decreased and one stayed the same.  Each dimension had one or two 

classrooms environments that measured change greater than the others, with the 
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exception of Cooperation with 5.  Of the five classroom environments, three increased 

and two decreased .   

Another way to view comparably the classroom environments is through an 

analysis of relative position.  Relative position refers to the position of a particular 

dimension‘s total point value within a particular classroom environment.  Within each 

classroom environment, dimensions are ordered by the total number of points.  For 

example, if the sum of Student Cohesiveness items had the third highest point total 

among the other dimensions in a classroom environment, it has a relative position of 

three. (See APPENDIX I for Pre and Post Rankings) 

When comparing the pre and post relative positions of each dimension within 

each classroom, Investigation, Task Orientation and Cooperation ranked closer to the first 

position in at least 3 classroom environments at the post measurement.  Ironically, the 

relative positions of Equity and Teacher Support ranked closer to the last position in at 

least 3 classroom environments.  In each classroom environment there was a presence of 

social student cohesiveness.  However, the data show that when students are forced to 

work together on academic content, cooperation decreases.  Conversely, the 

implementation of the intervention strategies appears to have had an effect on the 

students gathering, sharing and conducting their own investigations into their learning.  

Lastly, students viewed the teacher addressing the emerging lack of social skills by some 

student when implementing an intervention strategy as a loss of teacher support for their 

own learning. 

Conclusion 

The data presented in this chapter appear inconclusive regarding the impact of 

introducing structured interaction on teacher and student perceptions of key classroom 
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environment principles (engagement, accountability, interdependence and equity).  

Despite this conclusion, the study illuminated a number of unintended observations and 

issues to be further discussed in the next chapter.   

For instance, the outcomes and implementation of the intervention strategies did 

not match the study‘s original design.  Even though a practical design was in place, I did 

not foresee the reality of a teacher‘s daily responsibilities or the impact of his or her 

teaching style.  In addition, I did not fore 

see the effect of established student attitudes and perceptions of classroom 

environment.  This observation will be explored in terms of what support was missing 

and what is essential to implement successfully new strategies in classrooms.   

 The data provided several opportunities for discussion areas in the next chapter.  

For instance, students in the same classroom environment explained their level of 

engagement differently.  Therefore, one must consider whether the lesson topics had a 

greater influence than intervention strategies.  For instance, a debate based on a 

contemporary issue may enhance engagement versus a debate based in the 19
th

 century 

where students have less of a personal connection.   

 Some students shared examples of how their relationships with other students 

limited their engagement in class.  For example, one student did not ask questions 

because she perceived that people thought she was dumb and stupid.  Another student 

shared her disinterest in class explaining how she intimidated a fellow student to retrieve 

answers.  On the other hand, some students shared their experiences of making new 

friends outside of their normal circle of friends.  They cited the new strategies as the 
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reason for those connections.  This discrepancy among experiences is intriguing and will 

be further addressed in the next chapter.   

 Even though the study did not produce overarching results for each of the 

classroom environments, it did provoke teacher reflection on their classroom 

environments through the theoretical foundations of Goleman and Fraser.  Promoting this 

type of reflection may have more of an impact for the teachers‘ future classroom 

environments versus the studied environments.  The fact that the teacher participants 

were willing to participate signaled the eagerness to be reflective of their practice.  Yet, 

when provided access to the interaction expert for assistance and clarifications, none of 

the teachers took advantage of her knowledge.  Teachers cited the lack of time and 

feeling uncomfortable asking for help from a source they did not form a strong trusting 

relationship.   

 These observations highlight how hard it is to carry out this type of study in a real 

time classroom.  However, this type of research can benefit instructional leaders and 

classroom teachers by using action research methods.  Given all of the limitations on this 

study (teacher attitudes, school pressures and lack of participating students), its 

replication may be more effective using action research.  It should be noted that 

successful action research needs the district and school commitment to support 

participating teachers.  This includes access to a coach/mentor and technology, assistance 

with data organization and analysis, providing release time and substitutes (if necessary) 

and a principal with knowledge of the research and actively supports the teacher.    
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support of instructional leaders by providing Several methods were explored in Chapter 

Two.   

In summary, the study‘s results produced several questions for further 

consideration.  For example, what effect did the fidelity of implementation have on the 

results of this study and the classroom environments?  How do instructional leaders 

encourage instructional innovations, offer support, hold teachers accountable and at the 

same time encourage self-reflection without judgment or penalty?  An exploration into 

the psyche of why some teachers do not wish to be studied and how they might affect 

instructional systematic reform will be explored.  In addition, the study raises interest as 

to why students or parents chose not to be part of the study despite zero impact outside of 

the classroom environment time.  Lastly, the next chapter will cite opportunities for 

further study centered on these questions.  
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 

 As an aide to the reader, the final chapter of this dissertation provides a brief 

overview of the study including a statement of the problem and the major methods 

involved.  The majority of the chapter is devoted to a summary and gestalt discussion of 

the seven case studies and the pertinence of the results for the study of classroom 

environment and structuring interaction among students.   

Summary of the Study Problem and Methodology 

 Educational administrators are faced with some of today‘s students entering 

school with fewer social skills as compared to previous generations (Andrews & Wooten, 

2005; Josephson Institute of Ethics, 2008; Meredith & Christensen, 2002; Pate-

Clevenger, Rebecca 2008).  The inability to work well with each other diminishes the 

opportunities for the creation of positive school and classroom environments (Bausman, 

1999; Corcoran & Silander, 2009; Kavale & Forness, 1996).  Due to the lack of a 

supportive and academically challenging environment, students become disenfranchised 

and either act out or shut down (Fredericks, Bumenfeld & Paris, 2004; Kelly, 2009).   

 The erosion of social skills has produced a generation of some students who 

exhibit more aggressive and violent behaviors (Barth, 2004; Josephson Institute of Ethics, 

2008, 2001; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of the Assistant 

Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, 1997).  Despite these facts, instructional leaders 

are responsible for improving academic achievement and school culture.  Collectively, 

classroom environments shape school culture and instructional leaders need to be aware 

of the impact individual classrooms have on an entire school.  This study provides 
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instructional leaders and classroom teachers with the tools to examine individual 

classroom environments.   

 The purpose of this study was to collect data on whether implementing the 

cooperative learning element of structuring student interactions is a possible contributing 

solution to student disenfranchisement and a lack of social skills.  The study was 

conducted in seven different classroom environments within a 50-mile radius in south 

central Pennsylvania.  Using multiple site case study methodology, this study 

investigated the impact of implementing an element of cooperative learning on the 

student and teacher perceptions of seven different classroom environments.  Data sets, 

including surveys, interviews, focus group sessions, observation and document review, 

the perceptions of engagement, interdependence, accountability and equity within their 

environments as compared to pre intervention conditions were recorded.   

 The study consisted of two phases, pre intervention and post intervention.  During 

the pre intervention phase, classroom environments were observed and lesson plans were 

reviewed for the incidence of structured student interaction and characteristics of each 

classroom environment.  At the end of the pre intervention phase teachers and 

participating students were surveyed and interviewed on their perceptions of engagement, 

interdependence, accountability and equity.  In addition, teachers were provided training 

on four specific structured student interactive strategies by an interaction expert.   

During the post intervention phase, teachers were directed to implement four 

specific structured interactive strategies.  After several weeks, teachers and students were 

once again surveyed and interviewed.  Chapter four details the results of the data 

collection for each classroom environment as individual case studies on the pre and post 



202 

 

 
 

intervention conditions.  The reader learned about each classroom environment through 

the teacher‘s perspective and then the students‘ perspective during both the pre and post 

intervention phases.  The chapter concludes with a comparative analysis of seven 

classroom environments using Fraser‘s dimension of classroom environment and their 

alignment with engagement, interdependence, accountability and equity.  Each case study 

provided an analysis of how students perceived engagement, interdependence, 

accountability and equity during pre and post intervention conditions.   

 Collectively, it is inconclusive whether the intervention strategies had an overall 

positive or negative effect in the perceptions of the four principles aforementioned.  Each 

case study was unique to the site location, teacher, demographics of students, time of day 

and implementation fidelity of the intervention strategies.  Therefore, the study‘s 

hypothesis of the classroom environment affecting the quality of student interactions and 

conversely student interactions affecting the quality of the classroom environment cannot 

be proven by the inconsistent results across the studied classroom environments.  Despite 

my conclusion, the data provide several opportunities for discussion within the areas of 

classroom environment, instructional leadership, instructional coaching, implementation 

fidelity of new strategies and teacher self-study of practice.  The next section discusses 

the study‘s results throughout Goleman‘s work on Social Intelligence and Fraser‘s 

Dimensions of Classroom Environment.   

Discussion of Classroom Environment Conclusions 

 This study has one theoretical base and one theoretical frame.  First, the work of 

Daniel Goleman provides the theoretical rationale for the study through his research on 

social intelligence (2006).  Second, the work of Barry Fraser (1997) provides the 
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theoretical framework for data collection.  Both theories examine the consequence 

interaction has on human behavior and recognize the importance of studying human 

interaction in order to improve it.   

Goleman-Social Intelligence Analysis 

Goleman‘s theory of social intelligence provides the theoretical base for the 

importance of studying classroom environment and its student interactions.  The 

classroom environment provides opportunities for students to develop their social 

intelligence.  His theory is divided into two parts.  First, ―social awareness refers to a 

spectrum that runs from instantaneously sensing another‘s inner state, to understanding 

his or her feelings and thoughts, to getting complicated social situations.‖  Second, social 

facility is sensing how another feels, or knowing what they intend…builds on social 

awareness to allow smooth, effective interactions.‖  Students need to develop both parts 

in order to achieve success after school; however, they are at the mercy of the classroom 

environments created by the teacher and the school at large (p. 84).   

A classroom environment that implements structured student interaction, where 

the tasks are designed for interdependence, accountability and equity, may allow students 

to be placed into situations where they become aware of their own thought process, 

feelings and opinions as well as that of a partner or a team.  By structuring the interaction 

through equal time, turns or opportunities, students may develop and internalize their 

social intelligence versus students in a classroom environment where interaction is not 

promoted in a structured way.  This study concludes that the interaction frequency and 

implementation fidelity of structured student interaction may have skewed the results as 

compared to a set number of interactions required and pristine implementation.  
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Goleman also believes that the nurturing of human beings can overcome their 

genetic predispositions.  As in classroom environments, students come to classrooms 

with a predisposition of behavior shaped by their genetics and previous classroom 

experiences.  This study attempted to alter the learning experience and measure the 

impact on their perceptions.  Each teacher participant shared examples of specific 

students who were previously disengaged, but were now participating in class activities.  

Students, who were previously outcasts, now were part of teams and wanted by others to 

be their partners.  Evidenced by several responses during the focus group sessions and the 

post intervention survey, students appeared to have developed relationships that are more 

positive and decreased negative relationships.  At times students were forced out of their 

comfort zone through the structured interactions and benefited by making connections 

with others outside of their normal circle of friends.   

Goleman argues that human beings are wired to connect with each other and the 

more strongly connected we are to someone emotionally, the greater the mutual force.  

Opportunities for students to develop these emotional bonds have diminished due to the 

technological advances decreasing the amount of face-to-face interaction.  This decrease 

means that students are entering classrooms with less experience interacting with others 

in a deeper consciousness, such as working with others towards a common goal or 

identifying with others who are outside of their normal circle of friends.   

In a majority of classroom environments, the perception of cooperation associated 

with interdependence did increase.  Interestingly, students did share instances where their 

perceptions of other students turned negative after interacting during the strategies.  In 

each classroom, student cohesiveness was reported favorably.  However, after the 
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implementation of the structured student interactions about content, student cohesiveness 

appeared to decrease.  By virtue of the strategies, equal time, turns or opportunities are 

guaranteed.  Students in each classroom expressed frustration over students not 

participating when expected to during the interaction structures.  During the pre 

intervention data collection when most of the instruction was teacher-led, containing very 

little or no student interaction, differences in personalities did not appear.  Conversely, 

when forced to interact during the post intervention phase, students who had not 

developed their social intelligence struggled to interact in a positive way.   

As explained in Chapter two, students are entering our classrooms less equipped 

to interact effectively and meaningfully with other students.  Teachers have a decision 

whether to operate in this new paradigm by providing rational incentives (i.e. grades, 

teacher attention, not receiving punishment etc.) or address head on the lack of social 

skills even though it used to be the responsibility of parents to prepare their children in 

these areas.  David Brooks, author of The Social Animal, might argue that teaching social 

skills to students aligns with the latest psychological research.  Brooks says, ―People tend 

to be influenced by their underlying, unconscious emotional state, which in turn 

influences the social relationships surrounding them‖ (p. xv).   

A teacher‘s reliance on simple student reward or punishment to control behavior 

will continue to be the status quo of disenfranchisement as students unconsciously seek 

out social connections during the learning process.  During the pre and post intervention 

data collections, students identified the need for social connections for the classroom 

environment to be considered positive.  Whereas, the teacher participants measured a 

positive classroom environment based on whether students followed their rules and the 



206 

 

 
 

relationships they built with the group of students.  Since emotions and social 

connections can influence performance, instructional leaders must help classroom 

teachers be aware of how to build classroom environments that produce optimal cognitive 

efficiency.  The results of this study may support the use of structured student 

interactions to produce this type of classroom environment that can be highly interactive 

in meeting the social needs of students.   

Several students during the study cited their increased engagement and 

understanding of content because of the increased interaction with other students.  The 

increased interaction with other students created new social bonds with students outside 

of their normal circle of friends.  This supports Goleman‘s assertion that creativity flows 

and decision-making is more efficient when social bonds and mutual empathy develop 

between people in the state of rapport.  One caution to these observations is whether the 

increased engagement was due to the topics of lessons versus the structured interaction 

between students.   

In addition, the study‘s results supports Csikszentmihalyi and Larson (1984) and 

Durlark and Weisberg (2005) that students learned more effectively when exposed to 

social/emotional learning.  Evidence includes citations of improved grades on their work.  

By providing students opportunities to interact in a structured way, social bonds between 

students increase and brain functionality is enhanced.    

Conversely, the study also supported Goleman‘s assertion that when students feel 

distress, they will do minimal activity to survive and creating lasting bonds are not a 

priority.  For instance, Classroom B students expressed distress during the pre 

intervention and it appeared to increase throughout the post intervention phase.  
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Noteworthy decreases in engagement, interdependence and equity were recorded during 

the post intervention data collection.  The existing negative classroom environment had 

little chance to be influenced as compared to the Classroom G, which was exposed to 

structured student interaction from the very first day together.  Thus, the timing of 

implementing interventions is a consideration for instructional leaders and classroom 

teachers.  This point will be discussed later in this chapter. 

Fraser-Classroom Environment Dimensions Analysis 

Fraser‘s dimensions of classroom environment provide the framework for which 

data were collected and prepared for analysis.  While researching and developing 

classroom environment surveys used internationally, Fraser developed a theoretic 

framework that identifies seven dimensions for measuring a classroom environment 

(1997).  To simplify the data analysis and reporting, each of the dimensions has been 

associated with one of the basic principles of cooperative learning as identified by Slavin 

(1986), Johnson and Johnson (1998) and Kagan (2009).  The principles of engagement, 

accountability, interdependence and equity were previously defined in Chapter One.   

The impact of structuring student interaction on the level of student engagement, 

as measured by Fraser‘s Involvement and Investigation, had mixed results.  The survey 

results were described in Chapter Four.  Student Involvement characterized by attentive 

interest, participating in discussions, doing additional work, assessing the viability of new 

ideas and enjoying the class decreased during the post intervention phase.  Conversely, 

students measured an increase in the skills of inquiry and problem solving. 

Overwhelmingly, students noted they felt more engaged and enjoyed working with others 

if everyone did their share of the work.  However, if the task was not structured for equal 



208 

 

 
 

time, turns or opportunity the opposite was true.  Despite the intervention strategies 

having safeguards against this happening, the fidelity of implementation is again 

noteworthy.  An overall increase in student engagement characterized by the need, desire 

and compulsion to participate and be successful in the learning process and enduring 

understanding could not be measured.  In summary, the impact of structuring student 

interaction on student engagement is inconclusive. 

The effect of structuring student interaction on the level of accountability, as 

measured by Fraser‘s Task Orientation also had mixed results.  Task Orientation 

characterized by the importance to complete planned activities and stay on the subject 

matter increased and decreased in different classroom environments.  Due to the wide 

range of implementing the intervention strategies, collectively measuring the belief of 

each individual feeling accountable for her/his performance and learning was difficult 

and inconclusive.  Therefore, inconsistencies existed among classroom environments on 

how individual performance was assessed, how results were given back to a partner or a 

team and how individuals sought assistance and support in learning.  In summary, the 

affect of structuring student interaction on accountability is inconclusive. 

The effect of structuring student interaction on the level of interdependence, as 

measured by Fraser‘s Student Cohesiveness, Cooperation and Teacher Support also had 

mixed results.  Student Cohesiveness and Cooperation characterized by how students are 

friendly, supportive of each other and cooperate rather than compete with one another on 

learning tasks increased and decreased in different classroom environments.  Ironically, 

in some classroom environments student cohesiveness decreased while cooperation 

increased.  Therefore, inconsistencies existed among classroom environments on how 
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individuals valued working with other students and whether work products were better 

resulting from collaboration.  Collectively in each classroom environment, students did 

not cite how partners or team members were essential and indispensible for partner/group 

task success.  Teacher Support also affects the production of a classroom environment.  It 

is characterized by how the teacher helps, befriends, trusts and is interested in the 

students.  Often overlooked by instructional leaders, a teacher‘s personality can have a 

major impact on classroom environment.  Students in each classroom environment 

studied cited the importance of the teacher‘s personality.  Ultimately, a teacher structures 

the interaction between students consequently providing academic opportunities for 

students to develop cohesiveness and cooperation.  Coupled with the inconsistencies of 

implementing the intervention strategies, it is inconclusive on whether it had an impact 

on interdependence among students.   

 The effect of structuring student interaction on the level of equity, as measured by 

Fraser‘s Equity, had negative results.  Equity is characterized by how the teacher treats 

students equally as well as by how students treat each other.  All but one classroom 

environment measured equity lower in the post intervention phase.  Cited inequities 

associated with teacher participants included disruptive students receiving more attention 

than non-disruptive ones, the teacher only calling on certain students and behavior 

acceptance dependent on the student.  Cited inequities associated with students included 

the existences of outside cliques influencing classroom relationships, students putting 

down other students by sarcastic comments, name-calling and physical contact.  During 

the very first post intervention student focus group session one student said, ―Some 

cliques exist.  The teacher does favor certain students in a classroom.  It‘s always going 
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to be like that.‖  This statement was shared with the other focus sessions that followed.  

All students agreed to this statement of inherent inequities of a classroom.   

 Despite providing opportunities for students to develop social connections, the 

lack of social skills may have been a barrier.  Before and during the intervention training, 

teacher participants cited concerns about whether students had the foundational social 

skills to implement the strategies effectively.  These concerns were realized during the 

post intervention phase.  The lack of implementation fidelity may have highlighted the 

lack of socials skills.  In a traditional classroom, where the teacher stands and delivers 

information with very little student-to-student interaction, exposure to social skills 

deficiencies is limited to the time before and after a lecture.  This limited exposure 

provides little insight to the social skills needing addressed.  Therefore, when intervention 

strategies were introduced into the classroom environment, teachers were exposed to 

social skills not exhibited before the intervention.  Consequently, the teacher paid more 

attention to the disruptive students than non-disruptive.  During some of the focus group 

sessions, students appeared annoyed with this shift in attention.  Teacher participants 

either embraced the challenge of infusing the teaching of social skills or decreased the 

number of strategies implemented.  In summary, it appears that structuring student 

interaction had a negative effect on equity. 

 The study‘s results assists in identifying the potential optimal classroom 

environment desired by both teachers and students.  However, the conflicting perceptions 

of existing pre and post intervention classroom environment produced several 

conclusions.  The following paragraphs will discuss observations made about the concept 

of classroom environment within this given sample. 
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 Prior to the intervention, teachers shared that classroom environment was a result 

of their own actions in terms of class rules and discipline.  An orderly, safe and 

disciplined classroom environment was stressed as a positive learning environment.   

None of the teachers mentioned the influence that relationships among students had on a 

classroom environment.  In addition, when interviewed and journaling each teacher 

lumped all of his or her classes into one description of the classroom environment.  Very 

little distinction was made between different periods of the day.  When describing their 

classroom environments, the responses were superficial and lacked the detail associated 

with Goleman and Fraser‘s models.  Journal entries were not deep discussions of how 

students interacted, either positively or negatively.  The teacher provided minimal 

evidence that structured student interactions were planned or occurred.  The lack of deep 

processing is no fault of the participating teachers.  Besides participating in this study, 

teachers were never asked about the status of their classroom environments nor expected 

to provide the details.  Prior to the study, none of the teachers received training specific to 

forming positive classroom environments.  According to the teachers, the introduction of 

new strategies were not presented to improve classroom environment but were treated as 

a potential ancillary effect.    

 Students added another perspective to the study of classroom environment.  As 

described in the previous chapter, some students during the focus group sessions 

explained that a teacher‘s personality played a major role in the creation of a classroom 

environment.  Once students knew the environment in which they had to operate, they 

would work within or around the teacher‘s parameters to continue their social 

connections with other students.  For instance, some students admitted texting their 
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friends during class and using group work time to socialize.  Students described a 

positive classroom as one where learning was made fun and interesting (engagement), 

there were opportunities for students to work together (interdependence), they possessed 

clear expectations of behavior and content (accountability) and the teacher treated all 

students fairly (equity).  Students reported that very few of their classes met these 

requirements.  In addition, students felt the overall school environment influenced how 

classroom environments developed.  This presents an interesting question.  Does the 

collection of all classroom environments create the overall school environment or is it the 

absence of efforts at the classroom level that the school environment defaults to the 

lowest common denominator?   

 Interestingly, students did not mention the importance of equity among students.  

Instead, they focused on the teacher‘s personality and actions when describing their 

classrooms.  If the classroom is teacher-centered, students may feel irrelevant due to the 

lack of student-to-student interaction.  Therefore, students may be unable to recognize 

themselves as an important part of the classroom environment.  Treated much like a 

short-term relationship, students may not invest time into developing deep connections 

with other students since the teacher did not provide opportunities or stress the 

importance of relationships.  To record the development of relationships in future 

research on structuring student interaction, a research could use sociograms to diagram 

the structure and patterns of group interactions.  These observations present another 

interesting question.  Do teachers understand the importance of creating a learning 

environment within an effective classroom environment?  The implementation of 

structured student interaction may be a way to stress the importance of deep connections 
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and for students to develop a sense of classroom unity over time.  However, an 

exploration into whether the structured interactions are an end or are they a means to an 

end is needed.  Should instructional leaders and high school teachers validate the mastery 

of social intelligence as an equally important end product in today‘s test-focused 

environment? 

Discussion of Implementation Fidelity Conclusions 

  As districts struggle to increase the number of proficient students, many have 

decided to introduce common frameworks for instruction and learning.  Even though 

these frameworks are presented in different formats, each one requires teachers to adjust 

or change their current instructional practices.  Ornstein (2009) writes, ―It is more 

comfortable to stay with what is known than to attempt change and trigger the unknown‖ 

(p. 256).  This study represented a case of three teachers asked to change their 

instructional practice and struggling with the implementation as Ornstein described.  

Despite knowing that the intervention strategies were designed to promote student 

perspective, personalization, sensitive and high quality student feedback (Gladwell, 2008) 

teachers struggled to implement the four strategies in a consistent and pervasive fashion.   

If the intervention strategies were implemented effectively, then solid judgments 

could have been made on their impact.  Therefore, one must analyze whether the results 

are an artifact of the strategies, implementation difficulties or something else.  At the very 

least, each teacher recognized a heightened awareness of his or her classroom 

environments because of their participation in the study.  Even though the study was my 

main focus, the same was not true for the participants.  During the teacher interviews, the 

introduction of the new strategies was among many of their daily responsibilities.  At 
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times, the new strategies took a backseat to other pressing tasks, such as completing 

paperwork, meetings and grading student work.  Therefore, implementation was not 

necessarily a top priority for teacher participants.  Given the period of the study, teacher 

participants did not have enough time to try the strategies and bring them under their 

executive control.  Joyce and Showers (1988) explains that up to 30 trials may be 

required to bring a new teaching strategy under "executive control.‖  Executive control is 

the appropriate and consistent use of new strategies in the classroom.  Similarly, 

Shalaway (1985) found that 10 to 15 coaching sessions may be necessary for teachers to 

use what they have learned in their classrooms.  To assist researchers who want to 

replicate this study, advice on how to improve the implementation fidelity will be 

discussed in the Directions for Future Research section at the end of this chapter.  

Instructional Leadership 

 Even though the intervention training was well received by the teacher 

participants, one must question why it was difficult for the teachers to implement these 

simple strategies.  Schools have the same experience when a professional development 

session appears to inspire teachers to change, but the implementation fades over time and 

is soon forgotten.  In this study, teacher participants had available the support of the 

interaction expert yet none of them took the initiative to contact her for guidance and 

advice.  Much like schools and the unsuccessful professional development example, the 

participating teachers did not have an instructional leader or coach providing modeling, 

constant feedback and accountability guidelines for implementing the new strategies.  

The expectations for building principals and district leaders to provide instructional 
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leadership for teachers and students are especially important when implementing 

instructional reform.   

As discussed during the literature review, each classroom environment serves as a 

system and operates as part of the collective personal domain of a district and a school.  

As described in Chapter Two, classrooms are embedded within the crossroads of attitudes 

and perceptions of teachers, students, parents, superintendents, principals, school leaders, 

higher education administrators and community members (Senge et al., 2000).  Students 

are a vital part of the system of a school.  They must recognize that ―their voices are 

heard and respected‖ (McREL, 2000, p. 3).  Structuring the interaction between students 

may give them opportunities to have their voices heard in the classroom and possibly 

decrease disenfranchisement.   

As a result of participating in the study, all three participating teachers explained 

that they had a different and deeper appreciation for classroom environment as a system 

of relationships instead of the environment equaling their management style.  For 

instance, during the pre intervention interviews the teachers described their classroom 

environments operating much like machines.  The teachers set the goals and objectives.  

The wanted their classrooms to be organized, disciplined and efficient.  Clearly, 

hierarchies were established by the teacher leading the instruction and controlling the 

conversations and actions of students.  If students did not follow the teachers‘ lead, then 

discipline would follow (Morgan, 2006).  These characteristics are at times the focus of a 

supervisor‘s expectations and classroom observations.  Thus, the teacher‘s classroom 

management abilities are measured during classroom observations instead of the impact 

of education strategies on student learning. 
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As described in Chapter Four, the intervention strategies had mixed results.  In 

classrooms where positive results were reported, the environments appeared to operate 

like organisms.  Not only did the teacher cite being aware and improving relationships 

and social skills, so did the students.  For instance, some students made friends with other 

students with whom they would not normally associate.  Within these classroom 

environments, basic student needs were addressed in terms of safety, social interaction 

and cohesiveness (Morgan, 2006).  In classroom environments with positive results, little 

or no disruption was experienced by students and teachers.   

In classrooms where negative results were reported, the environments appeared to 

operate in turbulent flux.  Initially operating like machines, these classrooms were 

disturbed by the introduction of the intervention strategies.  ―Random disturbances can 

produce unpredictable events and relationships that reverberate throughout a system, 

creating novel patterns (Morgan, 2006, p. 251).  It appeared that in some cases relations 

among students and with the teacher worsened.  The structured interactions intensified 

the lack of student social skills and challenged the teacher‘s classroom management 

skills.    As described in Chapter Four, in classroom environments with negative results 

students and teachers experienced moderate turbulence (Shapiro & Gross, 2007).  

Frustrated students expressed their heightened awareness of the inequities among 

students and the teachers‘ treatment of students.  One teacher described one of the 

classroom environments as cascading in chaos and reverted to the machine-like control 

prior to the intervention strategies.   

Understanding classroom environment as a system is critical for instructional 

leaders to grasp when introducing new instructional reforms.  As evidenced by this study, 
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the environment, including relationships and sense of order, may affect the success of 

innovative strategies.  This produces interesting insights into what role an existing 

environment has on innovations, as well as what effect classroom management skills 

have on the introduction of these innovations.  Not only is it important to understand this 

at the classroom level, but also at the school and district level.  This same system analysis 

may be utilized for school and district-wide initiatives.  For instance, when utilizing 

teacher leaders to institute change, a principal must be aware of the relationships among 

the teachers, as well as the leadership skills of teacher leaders.   

Teacher Leadership 

When implementing instructional reform, instructional leaders need to utilize the 

system of teachers and students.  Building a shared vision within a school requires that 

classrooms participate in this shared leadership, redefine collaboration and build capacity 

(Conway, 2005).  Therefore, instructional leaders need the tools to promote teacher 

leadership when incorporating instructional reform, such as implementing structured 

student interactions into daily classroom activities.  Teachers who are leaders make the 

conscious decision to take ownership of their schools‘ success rather than to settle for 

tenure (Lambert, 2003).  This study included three participants that exhibited teacher 

leader characteristics.  Knowing that other professionals would read this research, all felt 

their participation would contribute to their own instructional growth.  It provides an 

opportunity for both instructional leaders and classroom teachers to repeat the procedures 

and build upon their experiences of classroom environments to support instructional 

reform.   
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Teacher leaders need to model, create and sustain an interdependent community 

of learners who are accountable for the success and achievement of all in the classroom 

(Wagner, 2001).  Students in the classroom need to be encouraged to build relationships 

based on mutual respect and trust so that they can commit to learning as a community 

rather than complying with external forces (Wagner, 2001).   

 In conclusion, teacher participants clearly did not have access to an instructional 

or teacher leader within their school building knowledgeable about structuring student 

interaction according to the parameters of this study.  Therefore, the structure of the study 

was flawed as measured by the principles of Leading Change in Your School written by 

Reeves (2009).  He cites the implementation gap between intention and action as the 

downfall of much educational change.  He identifies four specific strategies to close this 

gap.  They are: 

1.  Create short-term wins for immediate consumption of implementers, 

2. Recognize effective practices simply and clearly throughout the year, 

3. Emphasize effectiveness, not popularity and 

4. Make the case for change compelling, and associate it with moral imperatives 

rather than compliance with external authority. 

The structure of the study did not provide for short-term wins for the teacher participants 

to experience.  Therefore, teachers were not formatively assessed or recognized for their 

efforts throughout the study.  Events naturally unfolded even when student behavior was 

inappropriate or when the implementation of the structured interaction was incorrect.  

This preserved my role as purely an observer of the classroom environment.  In regards to 

strategies three and four, the interaction training did emphasize the effectiveness and 
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moral imperative for implementation.  Despite the impact of the message, teacher 

participants did not have a previous relationship with the trainer.  They were reluctant to 

access her knowledge.  In summary, the intervention training was similar to a school 

having an outside expert present for one day.  After the session, teachers appear inspired 

to take action and implement; however lack the proper support.  This lack of support 

produces an implementation gap that increases over the course of time.   

Implementing New Instructional Strategies 

 When implementing new instructional strategies into classrooms, instructional 

leaders must first look at the teaching strategies and curriculum, as well as the 

professionals delivering these changes.  Milstein (2003) suggests that many people are 

uncertain about change.  They may feel as though it is a risk.  This risk may produce 

thoughts of fear, anxiety and frustration.  To help with the process, instructional leaders 

need to voice and communicate their thoughts for the need of change and try to create a 

comfortable environment.  Milstein further explains that to help create this collegial 

environment, one must have a sense of belonging.  Having a sense of belonging among 

classroom teachers leads to energy associated with the change and it becomes more likely 

to be sustained.  When a high level of morale and trust among teachers exists, decisions 

and their implementation tend to be more effective 

 White (1990) concludes that change relies on the human face of its participants.  

The change process must be approached from the teacher‘s perspective, because what the 

teacher does and thinks is essential to the reform initiative.  When teachers are aware or 

convinced that change is necessary, they are more willing to alter or change their 

behaviors.  An examination of their teaching styles, beliefs and pedagogical assumptions, 
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may start the impetus in recognizing a need for change.  Teachers must be provided 

answers to three sets of questions.  

1. What is the change about?  What weaknesses have been identified in the 

school program?  How change will affect their personal space?  

2.   What changes are teachers expected to make?  What is expected from them? 

3. What will they have to give up managing change?  What behaviors need 

altering?  (White, 1990). 

Hall and Hord (2010) offer a process called Innovation Configuration to assist 

instructional leaders in identifying the standards of implementation and communicating 

expectations to the teachers.  The process has instructional leaders describe the new 

initiative, set long-range and interim goals, establish realistic expectations and timeline 

for implementation, monitor and gauge implementation through observations and gather 

data to diagnose emerging needs for professional development 

Instructional Coaching 

 Another consideration when implementing new instructional strategies is 

incorporating the use of instructional coaches to assist teachers in meeting the 

expectations.  ―Research supporting the effectiveness of coaching is inconsistent.  

Despite the enormous popularity of coaching, the jury is out on whether this development 

has been a good use of time and resources‖ (Reeves, 2009.  p. 73).  With the current 

economic situation and districts no longer receiving stimulus money, major budgetary 

shortfalls have been created.  To deal with these problems, coaching positions are being 

eliminated because of the insufficient evidence about the impact of coaching.   

 Teacher participants were offered the services of the interaction expert as a coach.  

However, none of them contacted her for assistance.  Feeling uncomfortable talking with 
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a stranger, not having enough time in the day and a positive self-perception of 

implementation were reasons cited for not contacting the expert.  It should be noted that 

that the assigned coach did not make contact with the teacher participants after the 

intervention.  Clearly, a permanent collegial relationship had not developed after one 3-

hour intervention session.  The lack of communication among the teacher participants 

and the instructional coach may have had an impact on the implementation fidelity 

discussed later in this chapter.  In short, careful consideration is needed when 

instructional leaders assign instructional coaches to teachers.  In future studies mandatory 

follow-up discussions over the phone, classroom visitations and/or other technological 

tools should be required at appropriate intervals.  These responses relate to the next 

section on reflective practices.  Even though the study included the services of a coach, it 

did not meet the criteria for what a school needs to implement effectively new strategies.  

 Connell and Klem (2000) clearly identified defined goals and the development of 

district supports for change as essential to securing educational change.  By establishing 

defined goals, it gives teachers a focal point.  Throughout the entire implementation, it is 

essential to have an instructional or teacher leader to work with others to process the 

successes or failures.  Instructional coaches join forces with teachers to examine new 

teaching techniques and to model these techniques.  ―District leaders know that 

traditional workshops, conferences and courses do not provide the ongoing, context-

sensitive support that teachers and principals need to improve teaching and learning 

substantially‖ (Neufeld & Roper, 2003, p. iii).  A large part of the coach‘s role is to 

encourage communication and accountability among the teachers.  It is crucial for all 

teachers to take ownership of student learning.  Neufeld and Roper describe how 
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coaching encourages a shift in instructional relationships by stating, ―There is a 

willingness among teachers to share their practice with one another and seek learning 

opportunities from their peers and their coaches and a willingness to assume collective 

responsibility for all of their students‘ learning‖ (2003, p. 2).   

 It was beyond the scope of this study to provide the level of administrative 

support and intense instructional coaching as described above.  Even though the goal of 

the study was clear to the teacher participants, it did not provide the urgency or the 

accountability necessary to incorporate the intervention strategies on a consistent and 

pervasive approach.  The intervention training was similar to a workshop and the 

presenter provided an email address for the group to pose questions regarding the 

presentation.  Most often participants do not take advantage of the offer, much like the 

teacher participants did not for this study.     

 In summary, the implementation fidelity may have influenced the overall results 

of the study.  Although the intervention training was well received and praised by the 

teacher participants, an implementation gap developed between my expectations and the 

actual implementation of the structured interactions.  Critical elements of instructional 

leadership, teacher leadership and instructional coaching were absent in the study.  In 

addition, the study‘s design did not have control over the issues that Milstein and White 

identified as essential elements of implementing new strategies.   

Discussion of Reflective Practice Conclusions 

 This study was in jeopardy of not commencing due to the lack of willing teacher 

and student participants.  Despite inviting members of Social Studies departments in 56 

school districts, only four teachers responded.  One of the four pulled out of consideration 
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before the study began.  The lack of interest to participate in a professional development 

activity, such as this study, is concerning.  It begs the question of why do we not want to 

study our own professional practice.  It may be the fear of being judged or not wanting to 

be told their practice is subpar or professionally incorrect.  It might also be that teachers 

are under a lot of pressure to cover curriculum and worry about being blamed for not 

making progress.  Studies involving real time classroom environment and teacher self-

refection are complex and difficult to initiate.  Therefore, there is a void in the research 

that could influence instructional practice.  One way to increase classroom environment 

research is for instructional leaders to encourage action research methodology within 

their schools.   

 One purpose of this study is to provide a model for instructional leaders and 

classroom teachers to replicate a procedure for studying classroom environments.  

Elements of this study are reminiscent of the qualities of action research (McFarland & 

Stansell, 1993).  Having experience as a classroom teacher, professional staff developer, 

program evaluator and intermediate unit administrator, I have observed many unengaged 

classrooms with disenfranchised students.  Intrigued by these observations, I reflected 

upon and researched the problem, created an action plan (the study) and reflected upon 

the results (dissertation).  The next step is to identify problems of implementation and 

create another research study.  The process is cyclical.  As an instructional leader, the 

results of this study have enabled me to identify the errors of my thinking about 

structured interaction and classroom environment.  In addition, I will be able to provide 

higher quality consultations to districts I serve in my intermediate unit capacity.  In 

addition, this study has provoked further questions to investigate because of my increased 
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curiosity in this topic.  Despite the uneven implementation of the structured interaction, 

the results and reflections upon this study would not have been realized unless it was 

conducted.   

 If instructional leaders and classroom teachers conduct research modeled after this 

study, it may provide a degree of empowerment to all participants.  The results can 

influence thinking skills, sense of efficacy, willingness to share and communicate and 

attitudes toward the process of change.  Through this type of research, teachers may learn 

about themselves, their students, their colleagues and can determine ways to improve 

continually.  The results of their research may encourage them to look deeper into 

questions that address school and district concerns rather than questions that affect the 

individual teacher.   

Additional Limiting Considerations 

In addition to the limitations described in Chapter One, additional ones were 

identified during the data analysis.  First, the individual group development for each 

classroom environment, according to Stanford‘s (1977) Stages of Group Development 

(See chapter two), was diverse at the time of pre intervention measurement.   
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Figure 51.  Stages of Group Development 

 

After two and a half months, each classroom environment could have been 

described at different degrees and stages of development.  For instance, Classroom 

Environments A, C and F were entering Stage Four:  Productivity.  Classroom 

Environments B, D and E were still in Stage Three: Coping with Conflict.  Classroom 

Environment G was unique because the intervention strategies were implemented starting 

with the first class meeting.  This classroom environment started the intervention during 

the Orientation Stage.   

Each classroom environment started to experience the intervention strategies at 

different points of their group development.  Therefore, the study captured the 

perceptions in seven different contexts.  The resulting perceptions may have been 

differentiated based on what point of development.  This is an area for further 

investigation into the timing of introducing new strategies in classrooms already 

developing.   
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Another potential limitation to more expansive future studies is the underlying 

attitudes regarding cooperative learning of participating teachers.  Not considered a major 

limitation to this study, there may be teacher participants in future studies, who  may 

resent being forced to implement these strategies and allow their personal opinions to 

block the fidelity of implementation.  It is unfortunate that some teachers may resist fully 

participating because they do not want to change their well-entrenched practices, despite 

the research supporting the new instructional strategies. 

Directions for Future Research 

 Despite the study‘s obstacles in terms of teacher and student participation and 

implementation fidelity, the observations and conclusions aforementioned would not 

have been possible without conducting the study.  If replicated, the following changes are 

recommended to address the obstacles.  To increase the pool of possible teacher 

participants, the geographic area needs widen and invitations opened to all disciplines to 

participate.  In addition, offering monetary compensation to schools that participate in the 

study and provide release time for teachers to attend network meetings with other 

participants may be a consideration.  These virtual network meetings would focus on 

implementation challenges and sharing observations of their classroom environments.   

 Student participation is another challenge.  How do you ask potentially 

disenfranchised students to participate in a study that requires them to take the initiative 

to complete the required consent forms to participate?  How many students actually gave 

the introductory letter and consent forms to their parents to sign?  Offering extra credit is 

not an option, as participation in the study should not reflect a measurement of a student‘s 

mastery of content.  One way is to offer monetary compensation through gift cards for 
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student related interests.  In addition, for participating in the study each student could be 

eligible for random drawings for a variety of prizes.   

Another obstacle to student participation is parental permission.  In a few cases, 

students returned unsigned consent forms with a note from the parent requesting their 

child not be part of the study.  Parents could have simply not returned the unsigned 

consent forms.  The fact that some parents made overt notifications is intriguing.  Despite 

the assurances of confidentially and benefits to the field of education, an improved 

information campaign highlighting the specific benefits for the school and the field of 

education is needed.  The letter to parents needs to include the ethical imperative 

associated with the study.  Understanding that this type of research may contribute to 

improving social skills and better prepare their children for the workplace could result in 

a higher number of participants.  Sadly, though, the potential of their child winning a 

variety of prizes may be enough for parents to sign the consent forms. 

Regardless of the cited obstacles, the operation and results of this study have 

produced several potential opportunities for further research.  The following questions 

provide the foundation for additional research projects in the areas of classroom 

environment, instructional leadership and implementation fidelity. 

1. If the study is replicated in different grade levels, subject areas or schools, as 

well as a greater number of classroom environments, would it produce the 

same results?   

a. What role does implementation fidelity play in different situations?   

b. Does the timing of implementation and stage of group development have 

an effect on the results?   
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2. What are the factors that caution teachers, students and parents to participate 

in research studies?   

3. Why do some school districts not welcome or encourage their teachers to be 

participants in research studies?    

4. What type of alternatives exist to encourage instructional leaders and 

classroom teachers to participate in research projects? 

5. What role does content play in encouraging engagement? 

6. What is the relationship between positive school environments and the 

individual classroom environment?  Are there common factors? 

7. Who controls the development of classroom environment?  Which has a 

greater influence: teacher personality, teacher actions, student interactions or 

the school environment?  Which is the true classroom environment, teacher 

present or substitute present?   

8. Does the collection of all classroom environments create the overall school 

environment or is it the absence of efforts at the classroom level that school 

environment defaults to the lowest common denominator?  

9. How do instructional leaders strategically plan efforts to improve classroom 

environment as an indirect effect on student achievement?  What tools are 

used to measure school and classroom environments?  How are data used to 

inform stakeholders and action plans? 

10. Can effective social skill instruction be infused successfully into high school 

classrooms given the established pattern of behavior of students?  
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11. What are the most effective methods to holding classroom teachers 

accountable   for implementation fidelity of new instructional strategies? 

12. Are structured student interactions an enhancement to existing improvement 

efforts or does it represent a foundational shift in thinking about school 

reform? 

Conclusion 

It is my hope that this study can educate instructional leaders and classroom 

teachers on the importance of classroom environment, plus how one element of 

cooperative learning may have the potential to produce a long lasting positive classroom 

environment.  First, this study determined how students and teachers perceive their 

classroom environment before and after an intervention of four structured student 

interactive strategies.  Knowledge gained from this study of the perceived impact on 

classroom environment can be used by classroom teachers and instructional leaders to 

inform their practice.  It will provide evidence for decision-making regarding the 

pedagogical directions of their classrooms and schools. 

 Second, a new perspective on the importance of structuring student interaction for 

the sake of improving classroom environment is explored.  It uncovers a cyclical 

development between improving classroom environment and willingness to learn.  It 

further supports constructing a positive classroom environment for students.  

Third, the results of the study provide opportunities for additional insight on the 

existing research by placing students in situations to practice their social skills and 

analyze the perceptive impact of the implementation of structured student interactions on 

their classroom environment.  The results may influence instructional leaders and 
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classroom teachers to study the current implementation of student interaction in their 

buildings and classrooms, consequently become aware of the importance of classroom 

environment on creating student engagement and improving social skills. 

Fourth, the results of the study adds to the research concerning the relationship 

between classroom environment and the cooperative learning element of structured 

student interactions, as already defined.  The study‘s conclusion affirms that not only 

does the classroom environment affect the quality of student interactions; student 

interactions affect the quality of the classroom environment.  This study‘s results 

contribute to the existing body of research on cooperative learning by informing 

instructional leaders and classroom teachers about the importance of building positive 

classroom environments and the possible connection to using structured student 

interactions.   

Fifth, the study‘s conclusions adds to the literature on social studies classrooms 

implementing elements of cooperative learning, specifically the elements of structuring 

student interaction through protocols, time and turns.  Due to No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB) requirements, mathematics, reading and writing have become the focus of 

concern and investigation.  Social studies, as well as other subject areas such as art, music 

and the like, may be considered ancillary subjects because they are not tested for Annual 

Yearly Progress.  Thus, the results may inform and assist instructional leaders and 

classroom teachers to investigate classroom environments in all subject areas.  It may 

enlighten instructional leaders and classroom teachers to teach social skills as part of their 

daily practice.  Then, it may eliminate the belief that teaching social skills is a special 

block of content taught by someone else, such as the guidance department of a school. 
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Sixth, the results provide instructional leaders with insight regarding individual 

classroom environments that collectively form a school culture.  Aldridge, Fraser and 

Laugksch (2011) suggest that past research suggests a link between the school-level 

environment and student outcomes.  However, the literature is void of significant study 

on the relationship.  Most studies on school level factors for student achievement success 

do not investigate factors at the classroom level (Creemers & Reezigt, 2006).   

To combat dropout rates and disinterest, instructional leaders must analyze school 

environment, which is collectively created from the cubicles of classroom environments.  

Moreover, as dropout rates and disinterest increases, the academic performance of 

students decreases.  Since instructional leaders are responsible for improving overall 

academic achievement, they need to be aware of the connection established through the 

literature that classroom environment has been tied to academic achievement and 

efficacy.  However, given employer needs to collaborative employees and the moral self-

satisfaction of today‘s student explained in Chapter One, an instructional leader needs to 

analyze the extent to which social skills should be embedded into the academic content.   

 Lastly, this study has inspired me to investigate whether structuring student 

interaction may contribute to influencing school reform through the development of what 

Dana Mitra calls ―student voice.‖  ―Through increasing student voice in schools, students 

have the potential for contributing their opinions on a variety of levels, including sharing 

their views on problems and potential salutations in their school‖ (2003, p. 289).  In 

addition, increasing student voice in schools also has been shown to help re-engage 

alienated students.  Pervasive implementation of structured interactions may contribute to 

increasing student confidence in sharing opinions beyond the academic content within the 
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classroom.  Even though the results for structuring student interaction via four specific 

strategies are inconclusive, this study provides many discussion points for instructional 

and classroom leaders to debate, including classroom environment, cooperative learning, 

instructional leadership, implementation fidelity and reflective practice.  
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APPENDIX A:  Superintendent‘s Permission to Study 

Connecting Cooperative Learning to Classroom Environment  

 

Investigator‘s Name: Jason A. Conway 

Department:  College of Education., ELPS 

Telephone: (717) 732-8400 (o), (717) 292-7050 (h) 

Advisor: Dr. Steven Jay Gross, Professor 

Department College of Education., ELPS 

Telephone: (215) 204-8064 

 

In order to gain insight into the topic of structured student interactions and their impact 

on the perceptions and attitudes regarding classroom environment, I am requesting 

authorization to conduct a case study of one secondary social studies teacher‘s classroom 

in the (Enter Name Here) School District.    

 

With the district assistance, I expect to select one social studies teacher and two of his/her 

classroom environments.  The students and teachers will be surveyed, observed and 

interviewed regarding classroom environment before and after an intervention of five 

structured student interactions designed to promote class building and teambuilding.  I 

plan to ask questions about the factors of classroom environment and how structuring 

student interaction had an impact on their perceptions of the environment.  Interviews and 

focus group sessions will be conducted school grounds during school hours.  

 I will also conduct several classroom observations to observe interaction between 

students and overall classroom environment.  The information that I hope to obtain 

through this process will expose the participant‘s perceived impact structuring student 

interaction has on his or her class satisfaction. 

 

In conclusion, this study should reveal valuable information for the incorporation of 

structured student interactions to improve classroom environment in your school district.  

It should provide information for all school districts searching for ways to improve 

classroom environments.  It should also provide information for all school districts 

regarding important factors to be included in the development of future staff development 

regarding classroom environment and structuring student interaction.  

 

A copy of my approved study proposal is available upon request.  The final defended 

dissertation study will be available to the office of the Superintendent upon its 

conclusion. 

 

I grant permission for Jason A. Conway to conduct the study in the (Enter Name Here) 

School District. 

 

                                                   __________                 

Superintendent Signature          Date 
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APPENDIX B:  General Consent Form 

Connecting Cooperative Learning to Classroom Environment  

 

Protocol No. 13077 

Investigator‘s Name: Jason A. Conway 

Department: College of Education., ELPS 

Telephone: (717) 732-8400 (o), (717) 292-7050 (h) 

Advisor: Dr. Steven Jay Gross, Professor 

Department: College of Ed., ELPS 

Telephone: (215) 204-8064 

 

I am currently engaged in a study about the classroom environment before and after the 

implementation of structured student interactions.  To help me gain insight into this topic, 

I am asking you to participate in a survey, interview and/or focus group session in which 

you will be asked to describe your observations and experiences as they relate to your 

classroom environment. 

 

At the beginning and the end of the study, you will be asked to complete a survey 

anonymously during class time that will take approximately 15 minutes to complete.  If 

randomly selected the time span for the interviews and focus group sessions will be 

approximately 45 minutes to an hour.  Interviews and focus group sessions are scheduled 

to take place September 2010 through May 2011.  All interviews and focus group 

sessions will take place in a location provided by the district in which the classroom is 

located.  Interviews and focus group sessions will be conducted by the researcher only. 

 

The interview and focus group session data will be videotaped and kept anonymous. 

Your participation and anything you say during the survey, interviews or focus group 

session will be held in the strictest confidence.  The data will be stored in a secure cabinet 

until the completion of the study and then destroyed.  All identities in the final report will 

be disguised. 

 

I welcome questions about the research at any time.  Your participation in the study is on 

a voluntary basis.  You may discontinue participating at any time with no consequences 

or penalty.  Questions about your rights as a research subject may be directed to Richard 

Throm, Program Manager, & Coordinator, Institutional Review Board, 3
rd

 Floor Hudson 

Building (555-00), 3425 North Carlisle Street, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 19140, (215) 

707-8757. 

 

Signing your name below indicates that you have read and understood the contents of this 

Consent Form and that you agree to take part in this study. 

 

 

Participant Signature   Date 

 

 

Investigator Signature   Date 
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APPENDIX C:  Permission to Audiotape 

Connecting Cooperative Learning to Classroom Environment  

 

Investigator‘s Name: Jason A. Conway 

Department: College of Education, ELPS 

 

Subject: ____________________________________  Date:  ______________________________  

Log # _____________________________________   

 

I give Jason A. Conway permission to audiotape me.  This audiotape will be used only for the following 

purpose(s): 

 

Research 

This audiotape will be used as part of a research project at Temple University.  I have already given written 

consent for my participation in this research project. At no time will my name be used. 

 

When 

I agree to be audiotaped between September 2010 and May 2011. 

 

Permission Use 

I give my permission for these tapes to be used from January 2010 through December 2010.  (This 

audiotape will be stored in a locked file cabinet at the investigator‘s residence for a period of three (3) years 

after completion of the study.) 

 

I understand that I can withdraw my permission at any time.  Upon my request, the audiotape(s) will no 

longer be used. This will not affect my care or relationship with Jason A. Conway or Temple University in 

any way. 

 

I understand that I will not be paid for being audio taped or for the use of the audiotape(s). 

 

If I want more information about the videotape(s) or if I have questions or concerns at any time, I can 

contact: 

 

Protocol No. 13077 

Investigator‘s Name: Jason A. Conway 

Department: College of Education., ELPS 

Telephone: (717) 732-8400 (o), (717) 292-7050 (h) 

Advisor: Dr. Steven Jay Gross, Professor 

Department: College of Education., ELPS 

Telephone: (215) 204-8064 

 

Subject‘s Name:  ___________________________________________________________________    

Date:  ___________________________________________________________________  

Address:  ___________________________________________________________________  

  ___________________________________________________________________   

Telephone:  ___________________________________________________________________  

 

Subject‘s Signature:  _______________________________________________________ 

 

(Alternatively, signature of parent or legally responsible person if subject is a minor or is incompetent to 

sign.) 

Relationship to Subject:           ____________________________________________________________________  

Subject cannot sign because:   ____________________________________________________________________  

                                                 ____________________________________________________________________  

however, consents orally to be audiotaped under the conditions described above. 
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APPENDIX D: Student Survey 

Connecting Cooperative Learning to Classroom Environment 

 

Overview 

Each participating student was surveyed twice (pre and post intervention) by the 

researcher.  The survey took no longer than 15-minutes and was administered within the 

classroom environment location and meeting time.  To protect the identity of the 

students, they were assigned a number accompanied by a code representing their name, 

school, classroom environment.  The location of the interview was secured to ensure the 

confidentiality of the student comments. 
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APPENDIX E:  Student Focus Group Session Protocol 

Connecting Cooperative Learning to Classroom Environment 

Overview 

Each participating student was part of a focus group twice (pre and post intervention).  

The sessions lasted no longer than one-hour and were conducted on the school site during 

school hours.  During the focus group students were numbered, #1 through #8, with #1 

answering the first question first, then #2 answering second, etc.  Then, the subsequent 

questions were answered first by the next highest number and continued through the 

numbers.  Once the highest number answered the question, then #1 answers and it 

continued to increase until you reach the person who originally answer the question.  This 

rotation continued throughout the sessions.   

 

To protect the identity of the students, they were assigned a number accompanied by a 

code representing their school, classroom environment.  The location of the interview 

was secured to ensure the confidentiality of the student comments.  The session was 

audiotaped and viewed only by the researcher and a contracted transcriptionist.   

 

Pre Intervention 

1. Describe a positive classroom environment. 

2. How would you characterize your classroom environment? 

3. How does your teacher structure the interaction between students? 

4. Tell me about the positive relationships you have with other students in your 

classroom. 

5. Tell me about the negative relationships you have with other students in your 

classroom. 

6. How does your teacher promote the positive and/or the negative relationships? 

7. Describe classroom instances when you were needed by a fellow classmate and/or 

you needed another classmate to complete a task.  

8. Describe your confidence level with your academic achievement within this class. 

9. How does your teacher hold you accountable for content? 

10. How does your teacher hold you accountable to other students? 

11. Describe how equity is promoted or demoted in your classroom. 

12. Do you feel engaged in class?  Why or why not? 

 

Post Intervention Questions 

1. How would you characterize your classroom environment? 

2. Have any relationships with other students in the class changed over the course of 

the last few weeks?  Please explain. 

3. Did you collaborate with another student that you typically would not have 

collaborated with on your own?  Explain the outcome. 

4. Do you feel more accountable for content and/or to other students as compared to 

our previous interview?  Why or why not? 

5. Has the equity in your classroom increased or decreased? Please explain. 

6. Has your perception on learning content changed as a result of the teacher 

structuring the interaction with other students?  Pease explain. 
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7. Do you feel more or less confident with your academic achievement within this 

class as compared to our previous interview?  Please explain. 

8. Which structured student interaction techniques did you enjoy the most? Why? 

9. Which structured student interaction technique did you dislike the most? Why? 

10. Do you feel more engaged in class?  Why or why not? 
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APPENDIX F:  Teacher Interview Protocol 

Connecting Cooperative Learning to Classroom Environment 

 

Interviewee Profile: 

Participant ID: ___________________________________ 

School District: ___________________________________________________ 

 

Overview 

Each teacher was interviewed twice (pre and post intervention) by the researcher.  The 

interview lasted no longer than one-hour and was conducted on the school site during 

school hours.  To protect the identity of the teachers, they were assigned a number 

accompanied by a code representing their school and classroom environments.  The 

location of the interview was secured to ensure the confidentiality of the teacher‘s 

comments.  Students were unaware of the location of the interview.  The interviews were 

audiotaped and viewed only by the researcher and a contracted transcriptionist.   

 

Pre Intervention Questions 

1. Describe a positive classroom environment. 

2. How do you attempt to create a sense of community within your classes? 

3. How would you describe the classroom environment in class #1? 

4. How would you describe the classroom environment in class #2? 

5. How do you promote positive relationships among students? 

6. How do you promote interdependence among students? 

7. How do you promote equity in your classroom? 

8. How would you describe the confidence level with academic content in each 

classroom environment? 

9. Describe the engagement of your students in each classroom environment. 

10. Discuss the ways in which you promote student interaction. 

 

Post Intervention Questions 

1. How would you describe the classroom environment in class #1? 

2. How has the classroom environment in class #1 changed? 

3. How would you describe the classroom environment in class #2? 

4. How has the classroom environment in class #2 changed? 

5. Describe, if any, changes in terms of relationship building. 

6. Describe, if any, changes in terms of interdependence. 

7. Describe, if any, changes in terms of equity. 

8. Describe, if any, changes in the quality of student interaction. 

9. Describe, if any, changes related to the confidence students have with the 

academic content. 

10. What effect, if any, did the structured student interaction techniques have on 

engagement in each classroom environment? 

11. Did any of the specific structured student interaction techniques have a great 

impact on the classroom environment? 
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APPENDIX G:  Intervention Training Presentation 
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APPENDIX H:  Interaction Expert-Nancy Neusbaum Resume 

Nancy E. Neusbaum 

1115 Musket Lane  

Mechanicsburg, PA  17050 

(717) 766-1291                 

nneusbaum@verizon.net 

 

Education/Certification: 

 B.S., Elementary Education, Shippensburg State College, Shippensburg, PA.  May 

1973. 

 M.Ed, Elementary Education, Shippensburg State College, Shippensburg, PA. August 

1976. 

 Supervisor of Elementary Education Certificate, Fall 2000. 

 

Employment History. 

 Curriculum Specialist, Capital Area I.U., Summerdale, PA.  March 2005 - Present 

 Adjunct Instructor, Temple University, Harrisburg, PA.  2002 - Present 

 Supervisor of Elementary Education, Cumberland Valley School District, 

Mechanicsburg, PA  October 2000 – March 2005. 

 Adjunct Instructor, Pennsylvania State University, Harrisburg, PA.  1994 – 2002. 

 Elementary Teacher, grade 1, West Shore School District, New Cumberland, PA  

1973-1980. 

 

Professional Activities: 

 Curriculum Consultant.  Have served as a consultant to various school districts 

throughout Pennsylvania regarding mathematics curriculum and assessment. 

 Staff Development Presenter.  Have worked with various school districts throughout 

Pennsylvania training teachers in elementary mathematics and Diagnostic and 

Prescriptive Mathematics, Learning Focused Schools, SAS, PVAAS, and other state 

initiatives 

 Secretary, member of the Board of Directors for Diagnostic & Prescriptive 

Mathematics Association.  Assisted in the planning of two annual conferences.  Have 

presented workshops for school districts and intermediate units throughout the state 

of Pennsylvania on the basic principles of diagnostic and prescriptive mathematics.  

1987-present 

 Conference Speaker.  Have presented at many local, state and regional conferences 

such as NCTM, PCTM, and DPMA  

 

Mrs. Nancy Neusbaum earned her Bachelor‘s of Science degree and Master‘s Degree in 

Elementary Education from Shippensburg University.  Her student-teaching experience 

was done in first grade in the West Shore School District under the tutelage of Charlotte 

Bernstein, a state-wide leader in the field of elementary mathematics. Upon graduation, 

Nancy was employed by the West Shore School District, teaching first grade at Fishing 

Creek Elementary School, where she taught for seven years. 

mailto:nneusbaum@att.net
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During the ensuing years she conducted staff develop, focusing on elementary 

mathematics.  She worked for such organizations as Math Science Alliance, Penn State 

Harrisburg, Diagnostic and Prescriptive Mathematics Association (DPMA) and Temple 

University Harrisburg.  She has presented at regional and local conferences for 

Pennsylvania Council of Teachers of Mathematics, National Council of Teachers of 

Mathematics, Pennsylvania Middle School Association, the Pennsylvania Title I 

conference, and the Title I Assessment Conference for Diocesan Educators.  She has also 

presented at various PTO meetings and Title I parent workshops. 

 

She is a founding member of Diagnostic and Prescriptive Mathematics Association, 

serving on the Board of Directors for over ten years.  She also held the position of 

Director of Training for DPMA.  Her accomplishments included collaborating on the 

training  manuals for the various workshops offered by DPMA.  She trained all the 

current trainers in the use of these materials.  She was also a major contributor to the 

development of the three Diagnostic and Prescriptive Mathematics graduate level courses 

offered through Penn State Harrisburg.   

 

She has taught at both the graduate and undergraduate levels, currently on staff as an 

adjunct instructor at Temple University Harrisburg, where she teaches the course 

Teaching Math to Children, N – 6.  

 

Nancy worked for six years at Cumberland Valley School District, where she held the 

position of Elementary Math Supervisor.  Her responsibilities included the selection, 

training and implementation of a new math series.  She co-chaired the Selection 

Committee of 25 teachers and administrators, planned and facilitated the three-day 

training for over 150 elementary teachers and offered continual support and on-the-job 

professional development for the teachers in the district.  She was instrumental in the 

creation of the position of math coach at Cumberland Valley in 1999.  She directly 

supervised the math coaches and saw the program grow from two coaches to four 

coaches at the time of her departure in 2005.    

 

Nancy is currently employed by the Capital Area Intermediate Unit (CAIU # 15) in 

Enola, Pennsylvania as a curriculum specialist. Her responsibilities include trainer of the 

Learning Focused Schools four-day training, mentor to coaches in the Pennsylvania 

Institute for Instructional Coaches (PIIC) initiative, facilitator of monthly trainings for 

coaches and facilitator of sessions for coaches and administrators from across the state at 

the quarterly PIIC conferences.    
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APPENDIX I:  Relative Position of Classroom Environment Dimensions  

 

 
 

 

 

 

I.  Student Cohesiveness IV.  Investigation VII.  Equity

Pre Post Difference Pre Post Difference Pre Post Difference

A 3 4 1 A 7 7 0 A 2 1 -1

B 3 2 -1 B 6 6 0 B 1 3 2

C 1 2 1 C 6 6 0 C 2 3 1

D 2 1 -1 D 7 7 0 D 1 4 3

E 3 3 0 E 7 4 -3 E 2 2 0

F 2 2 0 F 7 6 -1 F 1 1 0

G X 1 X G X 7 X G X 2 X

2.33 2.33 0.00 6.67 6.00 -0.67 1.50 2.33 0.83

0.00 -0.67 0.83

II.  Teacher Support V.  Task Orientation

Pre Post Difference Pre Post Difference

A 4 5 1 A 1 2 1

B 5 5 0 B 2 1 -1

C 5 7 2 C 2 1 -1

D 5 5 0 D 3 2 -1

E 5 6 1 E 1 1 0

F 5 5 0 F 3 3 0

G X 5 X G X 3 X

4.83 5.50 0.67 2.00 1.67 -0.33

0.67 -0.33

III.  Involvement VI.  Cooperation

Pre Post Difference Pre Post Difference

A 6 6 0 A 5 3 -2

B 7 7 0 B 4 4 0

C 4 5 1 C 3 4 1

D 6 6 0 D 4 3 -1

E 6 5 -1 E 4 7 3

F 6 4 -2 F 4 2 -2

G X 6 X G X 4 X


