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Introduction

Welcome to the wonderful world of morning meetings and closing circles! I am so happy you are here. Are you new to these procedures? No problem! You have come to the right place. We are going to get you up and running in no time at all, and with very little effort and preparation on your part. Are you more experienced with morning meetings and closing circles? That’s great, too, because the ideas presented in this book will help rejuvenate and reenergize your meeting and circle routines.

My love for morning meetings and closing circles began in my fifteenth year of teaching. While browsing the Internet one day, I came across two daily routines that teachers around the globe were implementing in their classrooms. Teachers in elementary and high school classrooms were hosting little get-togethers with their students, at the beginning and end of each day. I thought it was a wonderful idea until I began to do more research on the topic. Different authors presented different ideas on how meetings and circles should take place, and I was worried that I was going to do something that was ineffective and contrary to what I wanted to accomplish. To say I was overwhelmed by the wealth of opinions and ideas on these topics was an understatement.

Although I loved the idea of morning meeting and closing circles, I did not have a lot of spare time to sift through the many books, articles, and opinions on how to host these classroom get-togethers. I found myself liking aspects of some books but not others and found ideas around the Internet that fit my personality and teaching philosophy. With all these new ideas floating around in my head from many different perspectives, I sat down and came up with a morning meeting and closing circle formula that works best for me and my students. That is the formula I am sharing with you in this book.

Feeling a little overwhelmed yourself? Let me comfort you. Repeat after me: “There is no right or wrong way to host a morning meeting or closing circle.” The ideas provided in this book are just guidelines to get you started or to give you a little extra support. You know your students and teaching style better than anyone else. Part of the magic of these procedures is adding your own special twist to how you host a meeting or a circle. Trust me, your students are going to learn so much about you and themselves because of what you bring to the morning meeting and closing circle experience. I guarantee that these activities will not only become the highlight of your students’ day, but your day as well!

The topics in this book will provide you with the opportunity to get to know your students on a deeper level and to add an element of social emotional learning to the school day. These 100 activities will not only ensure that you and your students are practicing a wide variety of social, emotional, educational, and physical activities, but will also serve as a guide to challenge you, the teacher, to implement your own morning meetings and closing circles once the book is finished. The relationships you forge with your students during the first fifty activities will shape the way you continue the morning meeting and closing circle process for the rest of the school year.

So, without further ado, let’s jump into the wonderful world of morning meetings and closing circles. With just 20 dedicated minutes a day, you will foster a greater sense of community, collaboration, and mutual respect within your classroom and among your students. I also guarantee you will all have a great time participating in these activities!







Chapter 1 What Are Morning Meetings?







Think of yourself for a moment. When you enter your school first thing in the morning, what is it that you do? Do you dive directly into your work? Do you tackle a pile of corrections on top of your desk right away? Probably not! If you are like me, you say good morning to your co-workers, empty your personal mailbox, engage in conversations, talk about the day ahead, and perhaps you even grab a cup of coffee. Essentially, you are easing yourself into your new work day.

Now think of your students. For various reasons, your students might not come to school ready to take on the day. Some may not have slept well the night before. Some might have had a bad experience, perhaps at home or on the school bus, that has made them feel insecure and vulnerable. Some may be ill and others may be hungry. On the other hand, some may be superexcited about the day ahead. We never know what reality our students are living. It is impossible to know for certain what they are going through on any particular day or at any particular moment. Does it seem reasonable to ask our students to get straight to work the moment they enter the classroom, considering we, as adults, do not?

To facilitate the transition from child to learner at the beginning of each school day requires a metaphorical bridge; one that helps children embrace, with pride, the title of student. According to a study published in the Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, the way in which a teacher greets their students every morning has a direct effect on the increase of on-task academic activity.1 Morning meetings are designed to enhance and build upon this daily greeting. Taking a few precious minutes at the beginning of the school day to come together as a community, allows children to relax, compose themselves, and build upon their confidence before beginning a day of academics.

Quite simply, morning meetings are mini-classroom assemblies that are held at the beginning of each school day. To an outside observer, a well-run morning meeting will look similar to circle time routines that are popular in preschool and kindergarten. Circle times in the lower grades are mainly used to talk about the calendar, the weather, and academics like counting or recognizing colors. Morning meetings are an expansion of this idea. In the elementary and high school grades, morning meetings are a special learning experience, dedicated to the development of verbal communication, active listening, and mutual respect among all participants. This special time, with emphasis placed on the simple art of communicating and active listening, provides students with the opportunity to develop these skills in a safe, teacher-guided, social setting.

The benefits of hosting morning meetings are abundant. Students learn patience, kindness, and how to deal with and accept randomness. They learn to listen to others and truly hear what others are saying to them. They learn to take risks and step outside of their comfort zones. They learn to talk and cooperate with others they might never have chosen to talk to on their own. They learn to deal with their feelings of being shy and anxious. They learn self-control and most importantly, they learn that they have a voice that is to be heard, respected, and valued.

The greatest benefit of the morning meeting routine is that students learn strategies for social, emotional, and behavioral learning through talking, observation, and practice. Textbooks, workbooks, and curriculum are set aside during these meetings and students learn subtle social cues from listening to and watching their teacher. As the morning meeting routine develops throughout the school year, the teacher and students learn to speak openly with one another, talk respectfully to one another, and forge a relationship built on trust and mutual respect. The skills learned in each morning meeting are continually reinforced throughout the year, which ensures that all the positivity students are practicing become second nature.

A sense of belonging is a basic human need, just like the need for food and shelter.2 Students who feel loved and accepted in a classroom setting will perform better academically and behaviorally. This is my favorite outcome of the morning meeting experience.

Watching the sense of community flourish among the students in my classroom was pure joy. As my students began to implement the social skills worked on during our morning meeting time together, I noticed that they were getting along better, and their collective classroom behavior changed for the better as well. My students were more attentive and happier, and the level of engagement in their classwork was off the charts.

Coincidence? Maybe, but I doubt it. Once students feel a personal connection to you and their classmates, the more emotionally invested they’ll be in their education. Positivity promotes positivity, and morning meetings are the perfect way to start each day on the right foot.

Increasing student engagement is the key to unlocking educational success. The problem that teachers face is that they are working with children with many different academic, social, and emotional needs. A lot of students follow individualized education plans as well. Not only do teachers struggle to fit in all the academic requirements their students need, they now have to plan how to meet the social, emotional, and behavioral needs of their students as well. How can one teacher to do that without knowing the background of their students? How can a teacher know which characteristics to focus on? How can a teacher build a trusting relationship with their students without making the students feel uncomfortable? All the answers lie within the first 10 minutes of each day.

By focusing on all the other needs of our students before their academic needs, we show students that we care about them and are genuinely interested in their health and well-being. Once a student feels that level of love and caring, behavior and academic improvement increase. The students begin to become active participants in their learning. The teacher-student dynamic changes from teacher centered to community centered. And that is when real learning can start to take place.

If you think students are the only ones who benefit from morning meetings, think again! As an educator, you will learn a wealth of priceless information about your students. You will learn about their hopes and dreams, their likes and dislikes, and you will gain valuable information about their home lives. You will laugh with your students. You will celebrate their achievements. The social and emotional development of your students from the beginning of the year to the end will amaze you as you continue to develop strong relationships with each and every one of them.

Beginning a morning meeting routine may seem a little strange to you and your students. It takes time for the rhythm of the meetings to become familiar and comfortable. Some students may be too shy to participate right away while others may try to monopolize the sharing experience. Some students may be in the midst of learning English as a second language and may feel too self-conscious to speak in front of their classmates. Some children may have a hard time sitting patiently while waiting for their turn. All of these are okay! With your gentle guidance, all of your students can and will actively participate in all the wonderful, well-structured morning meeting activities provided in this book. And when that happens, you will be able to sit back and watch the magic happening in your classroom throughout the entire school day.

1 Allan Allday and Kerri Pakurar, “Effects of Teacher Greetings on Student On-Task Behavior.” Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis 40, no. 2 (2007): 317–20, https://doi.org/10.1901/jaba.2007.86-06.

2 Karyn Hall, “Create a Sense of Belonging: Finding Ways to Belong Can Ease the Pain of Loneliness,” Psychology Today, March 24, 2014, https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/pieces-mind/201403/create-sense-belonging.





Chapter 2 What Are Closing Circles?







The end of the school day can be a struggle for both students and teachers. Packing up school bags, arranging the classroom, getting dressed, and heading out to the school bus or pick-up area is very hectic! Plus, students are tired after a full day of learning. How many times have you felt like the last period of the day would never end? Have you ever felt stressed and rushed trying to get everyone ready to leave at the end of the day? Have you ever breathed a sigh of relief once you have everyone out the door? I used to feel that way all the time.

To make matters worse, I began leaving work feeling relieved to have survived the end-of-the-day madness. I returned home each night to my family who commented on how I was becoming more and more irritable with each passing work day. How negative is that? Why wasn’t I feeling triumphant over all the wonderful things my students and I accomplished? I knew that I had to do something to flip the narrative; to force myself to end each day on a more positive note. Once again, I took to the Internet to find some inspiration and that search led me to closing circles.

As important as morning meetings are to the beginning of the day, closing circles are just as significant. Run in much the same way as their morning counterpart, closing circles are another way to reinforce concepts learned throughout the day and to continue to practice important interpersonal skills.

Coming together at the end of the school day brings a sense of closure to you and your students and gives everyone the opportunity to decompress and reflect upon their day. The closing circle provides students and teachers an opportunity to speak and listen to one another in a safe atmosphere and allows them both to be heard and offer their own perspectives.3

The benefits of closing circles are numerous. Whether students had a good day or a tough day, a closing circle can help build trust and cooperation in the classroom. This safe environment enables students to take risks so that they can do their best learning.4 Did you notice that a student was frustrated at some point during the day? Closing circle time would be a great time to discuss feelings of frustration and how to deal with them in a positive manner. Did you have difficulty with a student during the day? Flipping the narrative during a closing circle and concentrating on the positive qualities of that particular student will do so much more for the child’s self-esteem than getting upset at them. Bringing up an issue during a closing circle, a place that students will learn to feel safe, strengthens the relationship you have, or would like to have, with that child.

The closing circle times I have shared with my students have been a wonderful addition to my daily routine. It feels so good being able to leave the school knowing that my students and I are leaving each other on a positive note. As the school year’s closing circles progressed, students would ask me if it was circle time yet! If that doesn’t show you how much the students looked forward to and loved closing circle time, then I don’t know what would!

Another thing that is great about the closing circle process is that it starts around the time when students are starting to reach their breaking point. Be realistic. Are all your students fully engaged right to the last bell of the day? I know mine aren’t. This is the time when students exhibit behaviors that are less than satisfactory. That is another reason why closing circles play such an important part in your daily routine. It gives you and your students a chance to break away from formal curriculum and academic activities and ease into a more social and emotional frame of mind before leaving for the day.

The goal of closing circles is simple. You want to wrap up the school day in the best possible way. You want to allow you and your students an opportunity to reflect upon the events of the day. Whether you would like to review concepts taught during the day, discuss issues that came up between students, or even sing a song, this time is set up to finish the day on a positive note. You and your students will still be exhausted from all the engaging activities and academic rigor of the day, but you will all go home with peace in your hearts and calm in your minds.

Some of you may be worried about the amount of time it takes to host a closing circle. My first few weeks of closing circles took between 15 and 20 minutes to complete. Don’t worry about it! It takes time for you and your students to adjust to this new routine. In addition, especially if you are beginning this routine at the start of a new school year, you will have many students who are shy and not yet comfortable to share with you and their classmates. Just like the morning meetings, it will take time for you and your students to get into a rhythm where the process feels familiar and natural. That is normal. Once you get your timing down pat, you will be able to have your closing circle completed in just 10 minutes or less! My advice to you is to be consistent and precise! Make sure your students understand and follow the rules you have set for the closing meeting procedures. As time goes by, your students will become familiar with the process and the routines will become automatic for everyone!

3 K. Pranis, The Little Book of Circle Processes (Intercourse, PA: Good Books, 2005).

4 Dana Januszka and Kristen Vincent, Closing Circles: 50 Activities for Ending the Day in a Positive Way (Turners Falls, MA: Northeast Foundation for Children, Inc., 2012).





Chapter 3 How Do I Start a Morning Meeting and Closing Circle Routine?







When planning to begin your morning meeting or closing circle routine, there are four main factors that you need to consider before starting. The following is a checklist to help you out:

1. How many students do I have?

Morning meetings and closing circles are successful with small or large groups of students, however, many morning meetings require partner or group work. Because of time restraints, such as specialist teachers coming in for first period classes or special events that may be taking place, it is very important to know how you can quickly group your students for various activities. The activities provided in this book mostly suggest grouping your students into groups of even numbers of two or four. With that being said, you also have to be willing to jump in and take the spot of someone if you have an odd number of students or if a student is absent for the day.

2. How much room do I have?

Depending on how much room you have to move around, you might need to get creative with how you host your morning meetings. Ideally, morning meetings and closing circles are done in a circle formation but classroom sizes and the number of students can make that idea unrealistic. I have had successful morning meetings take place with as little as 18 students and as many as 28. Take an inventory of the amount of free space you have to dedicate to morning meetings in your classroom. Do you have room for your entire class to sit in a circle? Will you have them sit on the floor? On a carpet? On chairs? If you find that you do not have enough space, do not despair! You can always host a morning meeting while the students are sitting at (or on!) their desks. With the group of 28, there was no room with all the desks and furniture to make a circle without having to move all the desks each morning. Instead, I opted for the students to remain at their desks during the morning meeting. The students will benefit from the morning meeting experience no matter where they are situated.


3. Am I willing to devote up to 20 minutes a day to develop these routines in my classroom?

Those unfamiliar with the benefits of morning meeting and closing circles will probably shudder at the thought of having to “give up” 20 minutes of teaching time in order to host and facilitate these daily routines. Don’t worry about it! Realistically, your students need these precious minutes to get them ready to face the day at the beginning and to decompress at the end. Consider this time as an investment in the well-being of your students and an investment in your classroom management plan! Would you rather your students be engaged in meaningful conversations with their peers, or in off-task or avoidance work behaviors?

If 20 minutes a day seems unrealistic to you because of administrative or timetable restrictions, I strongly suggest just starting with the morning meetings. We want our students beginning their academic day with a positive attitude toward you and their schoolwork. Keep in mind that as your students learn to effectively communicate with each other and learn how to truly listen to what each other is saying, you will see that those skills transfer into every aspect of your classroom. My advice is to jump into morning meetings and closing circles with both feet. As you will learn from this book, the best way to increase student engagement and promote a positive learning environment is by doing both the morning meeting and closing circle on a daily basis. Trust me, the more time you dedicate time to these routines, the sooner you will notice a change for the better in your students.

4. Am I willing to stick with it?

The key to running effective and successful morning meetings and closing circles is consistency. It requires daily repetition in order to reinforce all the routines and goals that you want to instill in your students. There will be days, especially in the beginning, where it will feel like the process is not working. You may want to skip a day, but it is important to keep up the routine. Like any lesson plan, some morning meetings and closing circles will not run as smoothly as you hoped, but you must not allow those 10 or 20 minutes to get you down. Push yourself through those hard days and continue working the routines with your students. Deciding to partake in morning meetings and closing circles in order to benefit from all the positives of the experiences requires you to make a long-term commitment to hosting them. For these to work, and for your students to benefit from all the social, emotional, and developmental learning that will take place, you have no choice but to be all in.

Now that you have decided to go ahead with morning meetings and/or closing circles, you can let the fun begin! Get ready to watch your students shine and participate like they never have before. In a very short period of time, you will fall in love with these routines and all that they have to offer. Don’t even think about forgetting or choosing not to do one! Your students, who will love these routines just as much as you, will definitely remind you when it is time to have one.

There are no right or wrong ways to host a morning meeting or closing circle. Develop your own procedure that works well for you, fits into your daily school schedule, and is not overwhelming to integrate into your daily routine. The morning meetings and closing circles are designed to enhance your interpersonal relationships with your students and are not meant to be added pressure to your already busy day. You need them to work for you in order for them to work for your students.

Morning Meetings and Closing Circles While Social Distancing

In our rapidly changing world, educators have had to navigate new teaching methods that include virtual learning and social distancing. Many of you might be wondering how you can successfully implement the morning meetings and closing circle activities that are presented in this book. The answer lies in your ability as a teacher to think on your feet, your ability to adapt to numerous challenges, and your creativity. But don’t worry! You’ve got this!

For those of you mandated to teach virtually, the inability to have proximity with your students will change how you do your morning meetings and closing circles, but that should not deter you from giving them a try. Your discussion and rules will reflect the distance learning rules and expectations that you will need to establish with your students. Your morning meetings will focus on speaking and social skills more so than physical activities. Therefore, you will be fostering more personal and interpersonal connections with the students through speaking and listening to one another.

Those of you who will be working in a classroom setting may have to follow new directives for social distancing in your classroom. What those directives are depends on where you live and the school district you work for. Should your students be placed in small groups called pods, or bubbles, these students will be working in close proximity to each other and, therefore, can participate in all the activities together in their respective groups. Please ensure that you and the students have access to personal protective equipment such as face masks or shields, and that students have access to hand sanitizer or soap and hot water in order to wash their hands before and after each activity.

Those of you who will be in the classroom but must have their students respect the 6-feet-apart distance rule can have your students participate in most of the morning meetings and closing circles from their own desks. As with virtual learning, you will have to adapt many of these activities as they are presented in this book, but please do not underestimate the power of promoting and practicing speaking and active listening skills.

At any time you or any of your students feel uncomfortable attempting any of the morning meetings and closing circles because of physical proximity, please take a step back and rethink how you could do the activity from a safer distance. Your health and safety, as well as the health and safety of your students, is paramount. These activities are meant to bring out the best in all of you, not to add any undue stress or anxiety. Just keep reminding yourself that there is no right or wrong way to conduct one of these meetings. No matter how you choose to perform these activities, you and your students are going to benefit greatly from the effort you put in to making them a success.





Chapter 4 Starting Your First Morning Meeting







The goal of this chapter is to help you get your very first morning meeting up and running.

Establish Randomness Using Craft Sticks with Students’ Names on Them

As outlined below, randomness is a difficult concept for students to accept, but it is a necessity when it comes to morning meetings. Choosing sticks to make groups or to choose speakers is a strategy that comes with the following benefits:


	It alleviates students from raising their hands each time they have something to contribute to the discussion.

	Picking sticks challenges students to learn to wait their turn when communicating within group of people.

	Randomness teaches students that although they may have something to say, they might not be given the opportunity to do so.

	Picking sticks to form groups provides students the opportunity to work with students with whom they might not choose to work with.

	No student has to feel like they are unwanted or unaccepted when the class is asked to form groups on their own.

	Picking sticks allows for teachers to choose a wide variety of students to contribute to the class discussion. It gives every child in the class an equal opportunity to take part in the morning meeting experience.



Your craft sticks do not need to be fancy. I use regular brown craft sticks and write the names of my students on them with black marker. I keep them in a little mason jar that travels with me throughout the school day. I love the idea of randomness so much that I use the strategy in my math and language arts classes as well! My students have transferred our usage of the sticks to their other classes and it has been a wonderful classroom management tool. My students wait patiently for their names to be called when we are reading or correcting, and I do not have the same confident students raising their hands all the time to answer questions.

Choose a Starting Signal

Having a starting signal is a great way for your students to know when it is time to practice their morning meeting skills, conversational skills, or sharing time. Your start signal could be a simple “Go!” command to let the students know they can begin their activity. Other great ways to give a starting signal is to use a Bluetooth wireless doorbell, sound buzzers, or a handclapping sequence. Whatever you choose to use, make sure to be consistent. You will be training your students to respond appropriately to whatever sound you choose. Hearing your specific starting signal lets your students know that it is time to get to work on their morning meeting skills.
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