Action Research – Final Report

Creating a Community of Successful Students – NASD 105B First Year Seminar Class
Rose Roberts, Cindy Dodd
Teaching and Learning Issue: Creating a supportive environment for students where they look out for each other and support each other, coming up with strategies for success.

Pedagogical strategy used: A talking circle to look at the situations of low attendance, lack of motivation and low completion rates of the seminar class, coupled with journal submissions answering the following questions: 

1. Why am I here at the Northwest Indian College?

2. Who were my educational role models?

3. What would I need to help me succeed in school?

Evaluation strategy:
A. Attendance: There were 5 students registered in the class, a much smaller number than had been in the seminar class in the Fall quarter. Median attendance rate was 75%, lowest rate was 50% and highest rate was 83%. 
B. Completion: Grade assigned to the class was pass/fail, all journal assignments were to be submitted and 70% attendance rate. Three out of the five students received a passing grade. One student only submitted one journal, one student did not submit any journal assignments and attendance was below 70%.

C. Talking Circle: The format of the talking circle was extremely effective in creating a safe, supportive environment within the classroom. One student was so taken with the whole concept that he wanted to start de-briefing as soon as he walked into the classroom. I brought a talking stone to each class and after the initial settling in period where we ate our lunch and visited, the circle would begin. The topic would often be in relation to the above questions but just as often were what we began to call ‘de-briefing’ sessions, where each person could discuss whatever was most on their mind. I repeated the talking circle protocols for the first three sessions, and the most difficult aspect for the students was to remain quiet whilst the person with the rock spoke. Mainly it was wanting to be supportive and wanting to ask clarifying questions. However, by the end of the quarter, everyone was familiar with the protocols.
D. Student evaluations of Talking Circle: The final class was an evaluation of the class including the circle. We also brought our traditional foods to share with the class, in essence our last meal together. Students provided the following feedback on the talking circle: liked it, effective, trust right at the beginning of class, allowed us to open up, didn’t think we would get this close, gave instructors what our world was like, allowed us to slow down and think about stuff, puts everyone on same level. Keep talking circle as part of the seminar. May not have the same effect with more students, took four weeks to develop trust, very apprehensive at beginning of class, moved around so wouldn’t have to speak first, took two weeks to develop trust.

E. Instructor (Rose Roberts) evaluation: I have used talking circles in previous classes so I was familiar with the pedagogical method. I knew that the opportunity to develop a closeness between and among students and instructors is enhanced when everyone sits in a circle. However, this format had been used in classrooms where the content was on health and healing and in Saskatchewan. I was unsure on how it would translate cross-culturally and cross-border. This class was no exception. The talking rocks I brought to class had inspirational words on them; Courage, Hope and Love. Regardless of which rock was used, the word had significance to the students. It appears that the Indigenous strength of the talking circle, that exemplifies respect, caring, sharing and support, providing everyone the chance to not only be listened to but to be heard and acknowledged, will likely work irrespective of the class content.
