


IB Journal of Teaching Practice, Volume 2, Issue 2     1

IB Journal of Teaching PracticeIB Journal of Teaching Practice Action research reports

A growing body of research confirms the benefits of building a 
sense of community in school; at International College, six pre-
school teachers formed an action research group to study how 
the implementation of community-building activities in the 
classroom would affect pre-school students in taking independ-
ent action to serve their community. Using a pre–post treatment 
test design with a sample of 180 students aged between 3 and 
6, data was collected from various sources such as anecdotal re-
cords, photographs, videos, teacher interviews, a student survey, 
self-assessment rubrics and a checklist. Taking action was tar-
geted through behaviours such as taking the initiative in solving 
group problems or conflicts, in being helpful, and in organizing 
the community, as well as through cooperation, tolerance and 
concern for others. Various community-building activities were 
implemented; among the most prevalent, were group-work ac-
tivities, cooperative learning, conflict-resolution strategies, peer 
coaching, positive talk, community service, making pledges and 
team-building activities. The results of this study show that the 
community-building activities implemented contributed to in-
creased independent social action in students. This was evident 
in the change in students’ behaviour, particularly the significant 
increase in taking initiatives, cooperation, tolerance and show-
ing concern for others in the post-treatment assessments.

Developing increased  
independent social action in 
pre-school students through 
community-building activities
DohA BerjAwI

InTroDUCTIon

Context

The study took place at the International College (IC), an Interna-
tional Baccalaureate (IB) World School in Lebanon. At the beginning 
of the academic year 2012–2013, six pre-school teachers formed an 
action research group to study how the implementation of commu-
nity-building activities in the classroom would affect pre-school stu-
dents in taking independent action to serve their community.

IC is one of the largest schools in the Middle East, with a population 
of nearly 3,500 students. Its main campus is located in Beirut. It has 
a second branch in the Metn Mountains. It offers three programmes: 
the Lebanese Baccalaureate programme, the French Baccalaureate 
programme, and the International Baccalaureate. Consequently, in-
struction is given in three languages. IC became an IB World School 
with the Diploma Programme (DP) in 2001. The Primary Years 

Programme1  (PYP) has been implemented since 2001, but received 

authorization in 2008. Through the PYP, the IB learner profile is tar-

geted and positive attitudes are cultivated. Taking action is one of 

the PYP essential elements. “An explicit expectation of the PYP is 

that successful inquiry will lead to responsible action, initiated by the 

student as a result of the learning process” (IB 2009). The school does 

not offer any character and moral education programmes besides 

what is addressed in the PYP. All such characteristics are embedded 

within PYP units of inquiry or within the personal, social, and physi-

cal education (PSPE) scope and sequence.

At IC, taking action is an integral part of every unit. However, it was 

observed that action happened mainly as part of planned tasks, and 

was guided by teachers. There were rarely instances of independent 

action beyond the units of inquiry. We decided to turn to action re-

search to investigate the issue.
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In this study, we aimed to nurture a sense of community in the stu-
dents, to instill the motivation that could lead to independent initia-
tives to serve others. IC’s guiding statement declares that “graduates 
of IC will have developed … social responsibility”. Furthermore, IC’s 
objectives state that “IC curricula promote the development of the 
whole person … ethically … through the promotion of the values 
of integrity, service, and respect for individual differences and the 
environment”. Through our action research, we set out to determine 
if community service is feasible at such an early age (pre-school).

reVIew oF LITerATUre

Research is replete with the benefits of building a sense of community 
in school. Students’ experience of school as a community has been re-
ported to be causally linked to student concern for others, democratic 
values, the skills and desire to resolve conflicts fairly, altruistic behav-
iour, positive interpersonal behaviour, and achievement motivation 
(Battistich 2001; Schaps, Lewis 1999). Noonan (2004) affirms that 
community-building activities are among the most effective tools for 
creating a school with a climate conducive to learning. Furthermore, 
these benefits are often lasting. Researchers found that the positive 
effects of community-building programmes for elementary schools 
persist through middle and high school (Schaps 2003).

A case study of the experience of a classroom teacher with her elemen-
tary students highlights the process of using an emergent curriculum, 
creating a democratic classroom and facilitating an active citizenship 
project led by the students. At a fundamental level, the effect of this 
citizenship programme resulted in enhanced motivation and enthusi-
asm towards school which, in turn, led to improved attendance. The 
students also came to appreciate the standards of self-discipline neces-
sary to carry out their project and took the initiative to be school and 
community leaders. Students began to see that their role in society 
was important and that the curriculum was meaningful because it 
directly related to real-world issues (Ponder, Lewis-Ferrell 2009).

Curricula focusing on citizenship and social justice are rarely enact-
ed within schools, as the role of schooling to prepare students for 
democratic and civic participation has been overshadowed by stand-
ards, testing and accountability (Berman 2004; Cochran-Smith, Ly-
tle 2006; Wraga 2006). Building a sense of community as a prerequi-
site for social action is a challenge for teachers in schools nowadays, 

particularly with the increasing demands—as early as pre-school—
for academic disciplines, skills, technology and additional languages.

Even though community-building activities have proved to have pos-
itive effects in various school settings, there are few studies conducted 
about elementary and pre-school students. In Epstein and Oyler’s 
case study (2008), a first grade teacher enacted a social action curricu-
lum requiring critical thought and action around social problems to 
improve the common good. Curricula for this social action developed 
the understanding that active citizenship can be taught and practised 
as part of the regular school curriculum. The study illustrated that 
young children can come to feel concern for social issues that do not 
directly relate to their own lives, but rather to the lives of others, and 
then be compelled to act.

Although young children are sometimes characterized as intellectu-
ally egocentric, which makes it difficult for them to take the position 
of another person, this should not label pre-schoolers as lacking em-
pathy or sympathy (Hoffman 1977). Pre-schoolers often see things 
from their own perspective; however, when another child is injured 
or is feeling sad about something, a four-year-old seems to be able 
to see things from another’s point of view and may offer sympathy 
(Miller 2006). Child psychologists argue that elementary-aged chil-
dren can build empathy toward others—a step seen as necessary in 
the solidarity-building process. By the time they enter school, many 
children can recognize the difference between their perspective and 
that of others (Selman 1980), enabling them to build a connection 
to interests that are not theirs. Children are morally prepared to em-
pathize with individuals and groups, and to experience an inclination 

towards justice at a young age (Hoffman 2000).

FrAMInG The reSeArCh QUeSTIon

The goal of this action research is to study the effect of implement-
ing community-building activities with young children on their abil-
ity to initiate independent social action. The participating teachers 
first agreed on a common understanding of the term “community 
building”. Schaps’ research (2003) described community building as 
“a web of respectful, supportive relationships among and between 
students, teachers and parents”, with distinctive features such as sup-
portive relationships, common purposes and ideals, opportunities to 

“We set out to determine if community service is feasible at ... an early age.”
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help others, and opportunities for autonomy and influence. Oster-
man (2000) defined community building as “a feeling that one be-
longs and is accepted within a group”.

Other important concepts overlapped with our vision of community 
building: cooperative learning, citizenship, civic involvement, service 
learning, solidarity and social action. Our aim was to reach a state 
“when individuals within communities consider others’ concerns as if 
they are their own and act for the betterment of everyone involved” 
(Epstein, Oyler 2008).

Our aim was to implement a variety of community-building activities 
throughout the academic year, either integrated in the units of in-
quiry or initiated through situations or occasions around the school. 
So, with a definition of community building that encompasses citi-
zenship, belongingness, connectedness, solidarity, social service, civics 
and social action, our study addressed the following research ques-
tion: “What community-building engagements can we apply to lead 
pre-school students to take action?” We agreed on “community build-
ing” as “any activity that develops a sense of belonging to the commu-
nity of the students including class, family and school”. We defined 
“taking action” as being any independent initiative the students take 
in order to solve a problem in their community. Our hypothesis was 
that students will show more independent social action with the con-
sistent implementation of community-building activities.

MeThoDoLoGY

The research design used was a pre–post treatment test design. Our 
independent variable was community-building activities and we 
needed to measure its effect on students taking action. Qualitative 
data were collected in the pre-assessment phase, which included mul-
tiple sources for the purpose of triangulation: anecdotal observational 
records, annotated photographs and videos in the classroom and 
outside, teacher interviews and a checklist. For the post-assessment 
phase, data from these multiple sources was again collected. One 
teacher developed a student survey for her KGII (Kindergarten) class.

The pre-assessment results served as a baseline for the study against 
which post-assessment results were compared. “Taking action” was 
identified through observed behaviours such as taking the initiative 
in solving group problems or conflicts, being helpful, and organizing 
the community, as well as through cooperation, tolerance and con-
cern for others. These behaviours were used as categories for analysing 
the data. New categories emerged later during the data analysis phase.

Method

Five teachers participated in this study: four homeroom teachers and 
one language teacher. Each homeroom teacher chose her class as a 
sample for the study. The Arabic language teacher, who worked with 
two grade levels, decided to apply the activities with her KGII class. 
The support teacher helped with data collection, especially across 
KGII classes, as the nature of her work allowed her to rotate between 
classes on a daily basis. The sample classes selected for the application 
of the action research were two KGII classes (5–6 years), one KGI 
class (4–5 years) and one nursery class (3–4 years), each constituting 
18 students. In total, 72 students participated in the study, ranging 
in age from 3 to 6 years. The number of boys was slightly higher than 
the number of girls. 

Our first planning meeting took place at the start of November 2012. 
The participating teachers met monthly for progress sharing and for 
planning new activities and strategies. First, we identified what al-
ready existed in our school as community-building activities. The list 
included: team-building games in physical education classes; helping 
each other in buckling art aprons; engaging cooperatively through the 
different units of inquiry; encouraging students to cooperate in play-
ing puzzles and games and in sharing class material; donating to or-
phanages on holy occasions; recycling boxes in classrooms and in the 
playground; collaborating on a Christmas art project to help decorate 
restaurants in the school’s neighbourhood; and collecting plastic bot-
tle caps for recycling to raise money to buy a wheelchair for a needy 
handicapped person. There was also a buddy reading programme that 
was implemented in the previous year and was intended to be more 
prominent this year. However, it was noted that these activities were 
performed in a scattered manner across the school, and as spontane-
ous initiatives. We identified the need for a well-developed, consist-
ently applied plan for applying community-building activities that 
would develop a sense of social responsibility in students.

Each teacher was assigned two tasks:

1. To search for different community-building activities that would 
be applicable to her group.

2. To collect the pre-assessment evidence of students’ initiatives for 
taking positive social action.

By the second meeting, teachers had prepared the list of activities 
they planned to implement in their classrooms and had pre-assess-
ment data to present. 
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The implementation of the activities took place over a period of 
14 weeks. Various community-building activities were implemented 
in the participating classes. These are described in Appendix 1, but 
included group-work activities, cooperative learning, conflict reso-
lution strategies, peer coaching, encouraging positive talk among 
students, community service, making pledges, and team-building 
activities. These activities were introduced into morning meetings 
and reinforced throughout the day, as they mostly dealt with student 
social behaviour rather than academic content.

Data analysis 

At the first stage of the data analysis, all pre-assessment data collected 
from anecdotal records, annotated photographs, videos and inter-
views were categorized using a checklist (see Appendix 2) of student 
names against the following themes:

•	 Takes independent initiatives to organize the community

•	 Shows concern for others and the community

•	 Is part of the group and participates in team activities (coopera-
tion)

•	 Shows tolerance of others (tolerance)

•	 Displays conflict resolution skills

•	 Shows independent initiative to be helpful

•	 Finds solutions to group problems.

Behaviours in the categories of cooperation and tolerance were indi-
cated with a plus sign (+) if positively corresponding to the category, 
or with a negative sign (−) if corresponding to a lack of the behaviour 
described in the category. For example, “sharing markers at center 
time” was classified with a (+) in the cooperation category, whereas 
“snatching toys from others during play” was classified with a (−) in 
the same category. This allowed me to organize the data into clusters 
that would reflect where the majority of student behaviours clustered 
at different stages of the study.

The same procedure for data analysis was used for categorizing the 
post-assessment results with the addition of a student survey and self-
assessment tool (Appendix 3). 

FInDInGS AnD DISCUSSIon

A significant increase in the frequency of occurrence of “taking initia-
tives” from pre- to post-assessment was observed, especially in stu-
dents being helpful to others and in conflict resolution situations (see 
figures 1 and 2). We observed more actions such as peer coaching, 
recognizing social cues for helping others and acting upon these cues 
in class and in the playground, organizing games, and assigning roles 
in group work. Fewer incidents, but not an absence of conflict, were 
reported to the teacher. In some instances, as reported from teacher 
observation notes, a student would come to report a conflict, look 
at the teacher for a few seconds, recite “1, 2, 3 then come to me” (a 
strategy introduced as a community-building activity to solve con-
flicts) then return to the group to find a solution.

pre-assessment 12
post-assessment 23

0

10

20

30

pre-assessment post-assessment

 

Figure 1: Pre- and post-assessment observations of “taking initiatives”
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Figure 2: Pre- and post-assessment observations of “showing concern for  
others”

“Students’ sense of belonging to the group and their social responsibility improved.”
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There was an increase in the positive behaviours observed and a de-
crease in the negative behaviours (see figures 3 and 4). This observa-
tion was especially evident in actions of cooperation. For example, 
students were observed to play for longer periods of time with the 
same partners, play groups were bigger than before, and making 
compromises was more frequently observed during play and group 
work.

 

(+) positive behaviours (–) negative behaviours
pre-assessment 7 12
post-assessment 13 8
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15

pre-assessment post-assessment

(+) positive behaviours
(–) negative behaviours

Figure 3: Pre- and post-assessment observations of (+) and (−) behaviours 
within the category of “cooperation”
 

pre-assessment post-assessment
(+) positive behaviours 3 3
(–) negative behaviours 4 3

0

2

4

pre-assessment
post-assessment

(+) positive behaviours
(–) negative behaviours

Figure 4: Pre- and post-assessment observations of (+) and (−) behaviours 
within the category of “tolerance”

Behaviours demonstrating social skills, friendship, happiness, com-
munication skills and self-discipline emerged. For example, parents 
of some students reported that their children were happier coming to 
school in the morning and cried when they were absent from school. 
These behaviours were more frequently reported in the post-applica-
tion observations. The overall bonding of students was also observed 
to have undergone a major change from detachment from the group 
or a few pairs of friends to groups of students enjoying each other’s 
company. Incidentally, teachers observed that there was progress in 
reading and writing in struggling students.

Most students who participated in the survey reported that they loved 
helping others; they wrote comments that described the activities as 
fun, and that they made them happy and proud.

A total of 83% of students preferred playing with others, whereas 
17% reported that they preferred to play alone. The 18 students sur-
veyed indicated varying responses to “taking initiatives”. There was 
an equal distribution of responses ranging from “not taking initia-
tives” to “taking a lot of initiatives”, with a slightly higher number of 
students self-reporting as “always” taking initiatives with regards to 
helping others (figure 5).

Participating teachers agreed that students’ sense of belonging to 
the group and their social responsibility improved. This was evident 
through increases in peer coaching, even towards the less popular stu-
dents, and invitations to birthdays that included all students in the 
class. After implementing community-building activities, there was an 
observed increase in responsible behaviour towards the younger stu-
dents, such as offering to help them in free play, playground games or 
classroom work.

It was occasionally noted that students’ behaviours were not consist-
ently maintained, particularly in engagements with different teachers 
in new situations outside the classroom setting where community-
building was originally encouraged. Further follow up was still need-
ed for internalization and consolidation of social behaviour, especially 
conflict resolution and discipline.

LIMITATIonS oF The STUDY

Several limitations of this study were identified.

•	 Multiple researchers were involved in the qualitative data collec-
tion process. This may have contributed to subjectivity in assessing 
the behaviours of students.
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•	 The community-building activities were different from class to 
class, depending on the needs of each class, its interests, and the 
curriculum.

•	 The ages of the participating students ranged between three and 
six years. The interaction with the programme and the independ-
ent action that was taken by students varied depending on their 
age. The data was analysed holistically to represent pre-school-
aged students.

•	 The maturity of the participating students changed across time, 
which might have contributed to changes in their social attitude 
and sense of responsibility.

•	 A variety of tools were used in pre- and post-assessment activi-
ties. However, we were able to assess the change mainly through 
the tools that remained constant, such as the teacher observations, 
anecdotal records and videos.

•	 The impact of other factors, such as parents’ and other teachers’ 
influence, may have contributed to the recorded results.

ConCLUSIon AnD reCoMMenDATIonS

We concluded that the community-building activities implemented 
in the classroom contributed to increased independent social action 
in students. This was evident in the changes of students’ behaviour, 
particularly the significant increase in taking initiatives, cooperation, 
tolerance and showing concern for others in the post-treatment as-
sessments.

A curriculum that supports a sense of community helps children 
become capable of taking action regardless of their young age and 
egocentrism. The findings of this study suggest that the community-

building activities helped these students develop social skills, toler-

ance, concern for others and cooperation. The children demonstrated 

these skills through simple actions like making signs for organizing 

the playground or helping their peers buckle their art aprons. These 

simple actions may develop into more sophisticated social service in 

the future that can have an effect on society at large. Similar to “the 

butterfly effect”—the notion that a single flapping wing from a min-

ute insect can lead to a chain of events that will produce large-scale 

alteration to the system—these small acts can cause a ripple effect 

that can impact society on a larger scale (Ponder, Lewis-Ferrell 2009).

We strongly recommended to our team the expansion of the com-

munity-building activities throughout our pre-school in the coming 

years. In the PYP, we believe that education must extend beyond the 

intellectual to include not only socially responsible attitudes, but also 

thoughtful and appropriate action. The action component of the PYP 

can involve service in the widest sense of the word: service to fel-

low students, and to the larger community, both in and outside the 

school. Through such service, students are able to grow both person-

ally and socially, developing skills such as cooperation, problem solv-

ing, conflict resolution, and creative and critical thinking (IB 2009).

The longitudinal effects of the implementation of community-build-

ing activities on the students in the elementary school and its ef-

fect on students’ academic and social/emotional development need 

further investigation. This may be particularly addressed through a 

longitudinal study that would follow select students from pre-school 

through elementary school, focusing particularly on community-

building activities.

Figure 5: Continuum of student initiative—data from the student survey

No initiative Very little Sometimes A lot Always
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Doha Berjawi is a pre-school teacher at the International 
College (IC) in Beirut, Lebanon. She has been teaching 
for the past 25 years. She holds a Master’s degree in Ed-
ucational Psychology and a Bachelor’s degree in TEFL. 
She has been involved with the implementation of a 
number of school initiatives and has been appointed 
as the Coordinator of Projects at the IC pre-school. She 
describes teaching as an exciting mission since every 
year presents a new experience. “Children are like snow-
flakes,” she says. “Every snowflake that ever falls from the 
sky has a unique shape and pattern!”

enDnoTeS

1 The International Baccalaureate Primary Years Programme is an 
educational programme managed by the International Baccalaureate 
for students aged 3 to 12 years.
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AppenDIx 1

Activities implemented and method of data collection.
Pre-assessment tools •	 Anecdotal records

•	 Video recording

•	 photographs

•	 Checklist

•	 Interviews

Community-building activities implemented •	 Cooperating in group projects

•	 helping each other in specific situations such as buckling art aprons 

•	 “1, 2, 3 then come to me” strategy for conflict resolution

•	 Team-building games and activities in physical education

•	 peer coaching

•	 Group work for morning meetings

•	 Group work in building a block tower

•	 Applying a penalty for using a negative word to a peer: to say three 
positive words to that same person

•	 “Say something nice” activity

•	 100 acts of kindness wall with pledges and a “caught in the act” 
display

•	 Community service to younger students, to aid their learning

•	 Group work/cooperative learning in various class activities

Post-assessment tools •	 Anecdotal records

•	 Interviews

•	 photographs

•	 Video

•	 Checklist

•	 Student questionnaire

•	 Self-assessment rubric
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AppenDIx 2
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AppenDIx 3

Appendix 3 
Student survey 
Colour one of the choices that best describes how you feel. 

1- Do you prefer to work  
 
 
 or  

 
2- Do you help others?  

 
 	  
	  
 

3- How do you feel about helping others? 
 
 
 
 

I don’t like it   OK   I love it 
 

4- Have you ever done an act of kindness? 
 
 
 
Explain:________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
___________________________ 
 

5- Which of the class projects did you like the most? 
 
 “Say something nice” project 

 Peer coaching 

 “Act of kindness” display board 

 Helping nursery 

 
Explain:________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
___________________________ 

with	  others	  

Yes	   Sometimes	   No	  

alone	  

Sometimes	   VeryNo	   A 	   lot	   A lways	  
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AppenDIx 4
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