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Introduction


Congratulations on starting, renewing, or tweaking your journey using morning meetings in your elementary special needs classroom. The morning meeting method is a framework to use to start your day of learning. It involves bringing your students together as a community to learn. This book will provide instructional strategies to use during your morning meeting time.


Morning meetings enhance the learning experiences of your students and provide you the opportunity to work on goals; teach important social, emotional, and problem-solving skills; and informally assess students. I used the morning meeting method for over 10 years when I was a classroom teacher. It was the most essential routine of my day because of the long-lasting rewards it afforded me and my students.


As a school administrator, I’ve found the morning meeting to be an excellent strategy, which has proven to help build a culture and climate that is supportive and inclusive for the special needs population. When I walk through classrooms, I’m amazed to see students engaged in authentic inclusive learning. Study after study has concluded that morning meetings not only support building an inclusive culture and climate, but also serve as a catalyst for student academic success. I could not imagine teaching without utilizing the morning meeting method.


I will provide information about diverse strategies for using morning meetings to work with students with special needs. The strategies illustrate how the morning meeting routine helps support an inclusive learning environment and different learning targets. I will then share specific techniques on how to implement the routine in your elementary classroom. This book contains 100 activities that can be implemented during your morning meeting routine. Each activity is followed by a Common Core English Language Arts (ELA) Anchor Standard or Mathematical Practice or Next Generation Science Standard. The standards listed indicate the standard that addresses the instructional practices in the strategy listed.
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Chapter 1


Why Morning Meetings?


Often, teachers feel that morning meetings are a waste of instructional time. Actually, the contrary is true. When students start their day on a high note they will have fewer behavioral issues, which are real time-wasters.


I have seen the morning meeting implemented in special needs classrooms across the United States. It can be utilized in self-contained models for students with varied needs. It can also be used in all grade levels. One of the underlying benefits of the morning meeting routine is that it provides a sense of belonging for students. When students join the morning meeting, they are asked to participate in the learning process; this immediately makes them feel like they belong and have an important role in their learning process. It also helps them feel like part of something bigger than themselves. They start to see that the classroom is theirs and that the learning revolves around all students.


This is an important leveling tool that teachers can benefit from when they implement the morning meeting routine in their classrooms. The days of the teacher being the sage on the stage, or the ruler of the roost, are over. The sage on the stage premise promotes the idea of the teacher being the dominant figure in the classroom who takes sole responsibility for what happens there. The paradigm has shifted in the twenty-first century classroom, where we now see the importance of having students guide the instructional process and be active participants in their own learning. With this idea in practice, students are part of the discussion, have classroom jobs, vote on classroom issues, and help and guide one another in their learning. All of these twenty-first century skills are highlighted in the morning meeting routine.


Today’s classrooms are inclusive places of learning, where teachers serve as facilitators of the learning.


Teacher as Facilitator of Learning


As a facilitator, your job is to make the learning process accessible and stress-free for your learners. Facilitation means you provide students with the tools to be problem solvers and self-dependent learners. It does not mean making the curriculum unchallenging or providing low levels of rigor in the classroom. Students should be able to meet the expectation levels that you set for them. As the facilitator of the morning meeting, your job is to provide kids with the tools they need to maneuver the school day by starting it off with a positive routine.


What Constitutes a Good Classroom Environment for Learning?


Classroom environment has been shown to be pivotal in student achievement. Students thrive in classroom environments that are safe, inclusive, orderly, attractive, and comfortable.


Safe Classroom Environment


A safe classroom environment is one in which students feel physically, emotionally, and socially secure. These classroom environments have a positive tone, and students feel that the adults in the classroom care about them and their needs.


Physical safety is accomplished by establishing classroom rules and expectations of behavior. When you model the appropriate ways to solve conflict, talk to others, and disagree, you help students learn the skills they need to ensure they feel safe and secure.


Emotional safety is accomplished by ensuring students don’t endure undue emotional stress. Today many of our students come to class with a lot of outside issues from home. These issues can trickle into the classroom and cause emotional stress. As a teacher, you can curtail emotional stress by getting to know your students and having authentic conversations with them about their lives. This book will outline several getting-to-know-you strategies that you can easily implement during your morning meeting routine to help ease emotional stress.


Social safety is also important in the classroom. Students need to feel free, when appropriate, to interact with their classmates, teachers, and other adults inside and outside of the classroom. Social safety is threatened when students do not feel that they have a voice or that they belong to the group. To combat these fears and develop social safety, students need opportunities to talk to their classmates and build teams. In the upcoming chapters, you will learn numerous team-building, social networking, and classroom inclusion strategies to help students feel socially accepted and enjoy contributing, which are necessary parts of the classroom environment.


The morning meeting offers a plethora of opportunities to help build a sense of security and safety in the classroom. Taking the time to get to know your students and having them take time to get to know one another will accomplish this.


Inclusive Classroom Environment


An inclusive classroom environment is one in which every student has a part in the learning process and is considered an equal contributor to the learning. Inclusive classroom environments have been shown to foster greater student academic growth than non-inclusive classrooms. “Inclusive” refers to making the learning connected to student interest and providing opportunities for students to engage. In an inclusive environment, teachers see to it that all students participate.


Taking Student Interest into Account


Students have been shown to learn at greater levels when they are exposed to content that has meaning for them. Think about your own learning experiences. Did you do better in courses that you had an interest in? I know I did better in courses that interested me. I’d be far more engaged in a sewing class than in an auto mechanics course. These two examples may be far out there, but are they? With the morning meeting routine, you can find ways to take student surveys on activities or themes that your students have interest in. There are many strategies shared in the book on how to use trade books and literature to teach concepts and skills. When selecting the books or passages that you want to share, think inclusively and provide materials that your students will have a special connection with.


Orderly Classroom Environment


Chaos reaps chaos in the classroom and in any work environment. Students do not thrive in a chaotic environment and, in fact, are more likely to act out aggressively or become introverted when they are victim to chaotic learning environments.


An orderly classroom is pivotal if you are going to use the morning meeting method there. An orderly environment will ensure that your morning meeting routine flows, and is well planned and executed. The upcoming chapters share numerous strategies regarding ways to set up your morning meeting area and to run your morning meetings to create an orderly routine that is predictable for students.


Attractive Classroom Environment


An attractive classroom helps students acclimate to their learning environment. Do not feel pressured to make your classroom look like something out of a designer magazine, but do take the time to spruce up your room and make it attractive and warm. Think about the colors that you are using in your classroom. Red, yellow, and other very bright colors can make students agitated and distracted. Try to use colors from nature, like green, blue, and brown in your morning meeting area. These colors have been associated with creating a sense of calm and well-being in the classroom. Also, watch the clutter. We all have so much stuff these days. Although it is wonderful that we have so many resources to provide for our students’ needs, it’s important to make sure that you organize those materials in a way that ensures your classroom remains orderly and clean. This will help cut down on student anxiety and stress, which you want to avoid. Students learn a lot about their own orderliness from the school environment.


Comfortable Classroom Environment


Having a learning environment that is comfortable is another important step in preparing to implement the morning meeting routine in your classroom. By comfortable I refer not only to physical comfort by having the classroom clean and orderly, but also social comfort by allowing students the ability to express their thoughts and feelings without distractions. Students should feel comfortable during morning meeting to ask questions, share opinions, sing, dance, and act silly. This book is full of exciting strategies you can use to enhance the fun and comfort your students will thrive on.


The Responsive Classroom Philosophy


One of the founding principles behind the morning meeting method is the responsive classroom philosophy. The responsive classroom philosophy is based on the link between academic achievement and social and emotional learning. The responsive classroom philosophy was developed in 1981 by a group of educators who saw the need to embrace social and emotional learning to meet the needs of students. The four components of the responsive classroom method are engaging academics, positive community, effective management, and developmental awareness.


Engaging Academics. When teachers develop engaging academics, they take into account student interests when creating assignments. This is accomplished during the morning meeting when teachers provide opportunities for student choice and student input in the topics that are presented.


Positive Community. The morning meeting is all about students. Without students there would be no morning meeting. This is very significant in building a positive learning community.


Positive communities are ones where students have voice and feel safe and secure in their learning environment. During morning meeting, students work with different partners to share the learning experience and build positive relationships. Students also have a clear feeling of belonging to something that matters.


Effective Management. One of the most important things to remember before implementing the morning meeting is that you must have structures in place to maintain order. The morning meeting is a time to engage in conversation and explore different learning activities. This cannot be well-executed without maintaining a sense of order and routine.


Developmental Awareness. As I have reiterated, morning meeting is for and about kids. When working with students with special needs, it is imperative the activities are developmentally appropriate and manageable so that all learners can engage in the activities. Each strategy has a suggested modification and a tip so that all students have the opportunity to participate. This is the most important tenet of the responsive classroom philosophy.


Morning meetings are the building blocks of the responsive classroom philosophy. They have their own morning meeting framework that includes many of the same structures that are presented in this book. One additional practice that the responsive classroom model supports is implementing a closing meeting, which I will discuss in the final chapter of the book as a way to keep your morning meeting fresh and alive.


Why Focus on Social and Emotional Learning?


The activities and structure of the morning meeting have a direct correlation with social and emotional learning, which have been linked with easing anxiety for students with special needs.


Students tend to be happier and more ready to learn when they are in classrooms that use the morning meeting. Often, children with special needs suffer from anxiety or have problems with transitioning throughout the day. We have found that when these kids are in classrooms that use morning meetings, they are less agitated and have more success. In a research study titled “Efficacy of the Responsive Classroom Approach: Results from a Three-Year, Longitudinal Randomized Controlled Trial,” researchers found that schools that focus on social and emotional learning have higher academic results than those that do not. Research also has indicated that students with special needs do much better when this model is implemented in their program.


It works, because we all need to feel accepted and welcome. Morning meetings serve as a way to provide a sense of connection for your students. Often, students with special needs require time to assimilate to their surroundings. Research has found that when kids feel connected, they are far more successful in their learning routines. The morning meeting is an awesome way to bridge this gap.


Special Needs Populations and Morning Meetings


Having a morning routine that includes coming together as a class to discuss the schedule for the day and teach essential skills is a great way to create an inclusive learning environment for your students. Students with special needs are especially in need of structured environments that are predictable and well-managed. They also thrive in environments that foster inclusion and celebrate diversity.


There are numerous benefits in using the morning meeting routine with your special needs students. In this section, I will discuss specific ways to ensure students with disabilities are given an opportunity to thrive during the morning meeting routine.


Cognitive Deficits. Students with cognitive delays benefit from the morning meeting routine because it is a time when they can be successful in the classroom. They are able to participate in the singing and movement activities as well as many of the other routines.


Processing Deficits. Students with processing deficits are typically classified as having learning disabilities. These students benefit from the morning meeting routine because they will receive intense instruction that is spiraled and differentiated. When you design your morning meeting mini lessons, you can target the lessons to focus on specific deficits that your students need to master.


Sensory Deficits. The small setting of the morning meeting routine is beneficial to students with sensory deficits because they will be able to hear and see the material that is being presented. They will have the opportunity to sit close to the teacher and be actively involved in the learning process. I share some strategies that teach students sign language and social cues, like reading body language. These are very important skills that students with sensory deficits will find beneficial.


Emotional and Behavioral Concerns. Many students with social and behavioral concerns lack social cuing skills and do not know how to properly interact with others. The morning meeting routine serves as a wonderful place to teach these important social skills in a group setting. Students will practice their listening skills along with how to take turns when speaking. They will also have opportunities to rate their day and discuss how they are feeling. These are just some of the many opportunities the morning meeting routine will offer to assist students in building their social and emotional intelligence, which is so important for students with emotional and behavioral concerns.


Physical and Health Problems. A benefit of using the morning routine with students with physical and health problems is that they will be able to participate in the group learning and not have to be held back in any way. All of the activities in the morning meeting routine, including each of the strategies in this book, can be differentiated to accommodate the physical needs of all students.


Autism


Students with autism will find the morning meeting routine a perfect opportunity to work on communication skills. During the morning meeting, students work in groups and discuss ideas with a neighbor. These are key skills that will be beneficial for students with autism. Another important skill that students with autism will practice during morning meeting is taking turns when talking or sharing information. This is a skill that many children with autism lack. Structures will be set up to ensure students are aware of what taking turns looks like, and they will be able to practice this important skill in a group setting where immediate feedback occurs.


Gifted and Talented


Students classified as gifted and talented will have the opportunity to showcase their talents during morning meeting. It is the perfect venue for students to lead discussions and take part in engaging research projects. It also serves as a perfect structure to support peer-to-peer interaction, which will be helpful for your gifted and talented populations.


Improved Academic Performance


There have been numerous studies that have concluded that when students work in inclusive environments, their achievement soars. Research study after research study has concluded that students who are in classrooms that support integration of content, differentiate instruction, foster independence, and promote a safe learning environment perform better academically than those in classrooms that don’t have these characteristics. The morning meeting routine does all of these things on a daily basis. Students are introduced to and taught multiple skills in an integrative method. They are taught to work independently and modeled the social skills they will need to be successful in school and beyond. They experience a safe learning environment where they have ownership and feel safe to take risks. They take part in making the rules and enforcing them.


Where Do You Begin?


The morning meeting ritual helps fulfill students’ need to feel like they belong, be safe, and most importantly, start the day in fun way. I have been in education for over 15 years. During this time, I have seen a lot of programs come and go. One thing remains: kids are kids, and we need to ensure they feel supported and happy when they are in our care.


I have used the morning meeting method in my regular education and special education classrooms, and the results speak for themselves. Kids feel welcome, are able to share what they know, and have a sense of well-being that sets the tone for the day. Seeing children smiling and eager to share their ideas is proof enough for me that the method is worth using. I have seen children come out of their shell and begin to talk and interact with others when using the method. I have watched children smile from ear to ear when their friends validate their ideas. I have witnessed shy children going over to high-five friends with confidence and joy. In the next few pages, I will share some strategies, pitfalls, and ideas so that you too can start utilizing this powerful method with your students.


Following are four steps you need to take to get started right away with morning meetings.


Set Up a Morning Meeting Area in Your Classroom


Where will you hold your morning meeting? The area needs to be roomy enough so each student has room to write if necessary and talk to a neighbor without being too crowded. Many teachers set up their morning meeting on a large carpet that is facing a whiteboard or bulletin board. You will need to decide which area in your classroom will best facilitate this.


Some teachers like to have their students sit in a circle during morning meeting. Some like to have the kids in chairs, and others have the students sit on the floor. This, again, is entirely up to you. You might want to try it a few ways and see what seating arrangement works best for your kids.


The key is to have an area where everyone feels comfortable and has plenty of space to work.


The teacher setup for morning meeting is very important. You will be doing some direct instruction, so you want to have access to a whiteboard, chalkboard, or something similar so you can write information to share with students when necessary. You will also share the calendar and use charts to display information. Keep all this in mind when deciding on the area you want to set up for your morning meeting. Most classrooms have a few areas with whiteboard space, so you can typically find a corner of the room that will serve as your morning meeting area that will not interfere with your main teaching area for the bulk of the day. I suggest having a distinctive area for your morning meetings that is not part of your classroom teaching area. This will help make the morning meeting area special.


Plan Your Morning Meeting Routine


Take the time to think about how your morning meeting routine is going to flow. Remember there is no right or wrong way to run your morning meetings. The key is to create a routine that you can stick with and that is conducive to student learning.


There are a few things to keep in mind when developing your routine. You want to have time for students to greet each other, go over the schedule for the day, and work on a skill. These are the three essential things you will want to include in your morning meeting each day.


There are a lot of different things that you can do during morning meeting. Singing, reading stories, and writing are all important and should be included in your morning meetings throughout the week, but keep in mind that you can alternate your morning meeting routine so that you can sprinkle in different content and activities for your students’ benefit.


In several classrooms I have visited, teachers have singing time on Monday and Friday to start and end the week with a fun activity. Think about the activities you want to alternate to best meet your classroom needs.


Sample Schedule


Greeting. Start your morning meeting with a greeting. This is very important as it sets the stage and helps everyone loosen up. You can have kids greet one another by shaking hands, exchanging high fives, or sharing another form of greeting. The goal is to make sure everyone is greeted with a friendly hello.


Calendar. Share the calendar and discuss any important events.


Song/story. Engage students in a song or story to help set the tone for the day. The story or song chosen can support the main learning objective of the day.


Content teaching. This is where you will teach or reinforce your teaching point for the day. You can choose from any of the strategies shared in the book to teach during this time.


Group activity/individual work time. This is where you will have the group work together to complete a task.


Review. Review the major objective of the lesson or skill taught during the session. This will enable students to process they key ideas of the session.


Closing routine. End your morning meeting with a closing routine. This routine may include celebrating the students’ effort during morning meeting, singing a closing song, or having kids do a chant to get them started for the day. The closing routine is important because it ends your morning meeting in a structured way each day.


Plan the Time Slot


Most teachers have a 30- to 45-minute morning meeting routine. Yours will depend on your schedule. One of the issues teachers report is that they may have special classes like physical education, art, or music that interfere with their morning routine. Work with school administration to get your specials scheduled around your morning meeting timeframe. It is important to start the day with morning meeting. You may start 30 minutes later on certain days of the week, but I advocate for having the morning meeting be the first thing you do each day. This helps set your tone for the rest of the school day.


As you implement your morning meeting, you will soon be able to determine how much time you need to get through all the necessary components. You don’t want the meeting to be too short or too long. Keep tweaking until you get it just right for you and your students.


Get All Necessary Supplies


You will need several supplies to ensure your morning meeting is successful. Make sure to secure the following:


•  Calendar with numbers


•  Chart stand


•  Pointer


•  Pens


•  Markers


•  Index cards


The following are optional items you may consider using based on your preferences and classroom needs:


•  Large carpet for students to sit on


•  Dry erase boards


•  Pocket chart


•  Big bookstand


•  Timer
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