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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

A person's self-concept controls remarkably much of what he 

feels, thinks, and becomes. Wide agreement seems to exist that our 

feelings about ourselves largely determine what we are as children 

and as adults. Whether we see ourselves as good or bad, healthy or 

ill, attractive or unattractive, successful or unsuccessful will in large 

measure affect our relationship with ourselves, our family, our 

friends, and society as a whole. 

Many factors influence the ways in which we come to perceive 

ourselves. Family relationships, physical appearance, peer approval, 

social status, and religious affiliations are but a few examples of 

influences on our self-concept. 

School experiences are among the major molders of self­

concepts of children and are continuing influences on adults. A child 

enters school when young and easily influenced and usually remains 

there for most of the waking hours of approximately half the days of 

that time. Little wonder then that school experiences can largely 

affect a child's identity particularly concerning whether he sees him­

self as a success or a failure. 
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In a br oad surve y of American education 
' Silberman (1970) 

contends that our schools are in a er · · d ·t · 1s1s con 1 10n. In his view ther e 

are m any element s r e s pons ' bl f h' · · · · · 1 e or t 1s condition 1nclud1ng un1nt er -

es t ing, i rrelevant subJ·ect matter, cold, · uncaring teachers, and the 

lack of success for many students. 

Students who begin school as interested and excited youngsters 

too soon become bored; and for many of these, failure results. Holt 

( 19 69) contends that imagination and excitement are often snuffed out 

because students do not have the opportunity to express themselves 

because, quite simply, teachers do too much of the talking. Even when 

discussions do take place in class and the student supposedly has the 

chance to express himself, too often he cannot. The teacher often 

requires thinking and talking to be directed toward the goal of answering 

a pointed question with a concrete answer. Thus, creative thinking and 

the free exchange of ideas are stifled. 

A voice expressing great concern in the area of school failure 

is that of William Glasser, a psychiatrist. He contends (1969, c) that 

all people need an identity. He describes it as the "basic human need 

(1969, a)." Identity may take the form of a failure identity or a success 

identity (1969, c). 

There are two basic pathways to a success identity. One is the 

ability to give love and the ability to accept love. The second is the 

ability to feel worthwhile and to believe that others consider one 
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worthwhil e (Glass e r, 1965 ; Glasse r , 1969, a ). Gla sser (1969 , b) has 

s h own increasing concern that too many students do not achieve this 

succ ess identity and instead become convinced that they are failures. 

As a result these students take the failure pathway that usually cons i s ts 

of either delinquency or withdrawal from positive relationships with 

others (Glasser, 1969, a). 

Glasser (1969, c) contends that it i s the school's responsibility 

to help these students overcome these failure identities and to prevent 

them from developing in others. He explains that the most fundamental 

requirement for doing this is through human personal involvement, 

i . e., teachers and administrators need to care about students as 

important unique human beings ( 1969, a). The failing child must be 

helped to overcome the great loneliness and isolation that he feels, 

and the already successful child must continue to feel so (Glasser, 

1969, a). 

Glasser makes a number of suggestions for eliminating failure 

and thereby vastly improving the school situation. One vital and neces­

sary technique is that of the classroom meeting which he describes as 

the most important opportunity for students and teachers to become 

involved with each other ( 1969, c). Glasser recommends that these 

meetings be instituted at the beginning of the school year and be con­

tinued regularly and frequently throughout the school year. In fact, 

he contends that i t is most effective for these meetings to be held 
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daily with s h ort per i od s f t · f 0 1me or very young students and longer 

periods fo r older ones (Glasser , 1969 , c). 

Glasser describes in detail three types of classroom meetin gs: 

( 1) Social problem-solving, which deals with problems arising i n th e 

students' social and educational behavior; (2) Open-ended, which 

deals with any topic that is viewed as relevant; (3) Educational­

diagnostic , which helps determine how well students grasp certain 

curriculum concepts ( 1969, c). 

Statement of the Problem 

"Most children in school fail (Holt, p. xiii, 1964). 11 This 

rather alarming statement might very easily be the subject of debate, 

but certainly few people would argue with the fact that many students 

fail. Indeed, most educators would probably agree that too many fail. 

Failure in the schools hae been and continues to be an area of 

great concern among teachers, administrators, parents, and anyone 

vitally interested in the process of education. Students who fail con­

sistently seem to lack motivation and the desire to do anything well. 

Frequently it is this group of students who cause the problems in 

schools. For an individual the implications of failure become deeply 

ingrained into his concept of himself. He may grow to reject himself 

as worthless and withdraw from society because he believes he is not 

good enough to participate. He may strike back in anger to cry out 
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ag inst his feelings. He may drown h ims elf in alcohol o r d r ugs to deny 

what h e fe els h ims elf to be . In general, then, it seems s a fel y said tha t 

sch ool failure can produc e det r imental , i f not di s astrou s, e ffe ct s on an 

i ndividual. 

Widespread agreement seems to exist that something m u st be 

don e to alleviate this chronic element of failure in our schools for it 

i s neither productiv e nor helpful to those people who directly experi enc e 

the failure or to society as a whole. Thus, it was deemed important t o 

take a technique advanced to help reduce failure in a classroom and 

det ermine if the technique had an effect on changing the self-con cept of 

m e mbers of .the class. 

Purpose of the Study 

Because the a ctivities that go on in school are dire ctly related 

to a student's success or failure and consequent perception of self, 

it was seen as important to determine if the specific type of activity 

designed to reduce school failure could be used as a tool for changing 

student self-concepts. The chosen activity was daily open-ended 

classroom meetings advocated by William Glasser. To measure self­

conc epts, the Piers-Harris Children's Self-Concept Scale was given 

before the meetings were instituted and again at their conclusion. From 

this the effects of the classroom meetings could possibly be seen and 

if s u ccessful could be more widely used in schools to help reduce failure . 
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Statement of the Hypothesis 

The present study was concerned with the effects of daily open­

ended classroom meetings on the self-concepts of a class of seventh 

grade students as measured by the Piers-Harris Children's Self ­

Concept Scale. The classroom involved in the meetings was compared 

on a pretest and posttest measure of their self-concepts with a class 

which was not involved in a program of su ch classroom meetings. The 

hypothesis, stated in the null form, is that there will be no signi ficant 

difference in the self-concept scores of a seventh grade class pa rtici­

pating in daily classroom meetings and those af a seventh grade class 

involved in no such activity. 

Review of the Lite r ature 

Schools which have initiated class r oom meetings report enthu-

siasm from both teachers and students (Glasser, 1969, c). Glasser 

attributes this to the considerati on that ideally in these meetings stu-

dents do not fail; they succeed. Their ideas are neither criticized nor 

attacked but rather are accepted and explored. This increased accept-

ance of the students and their ideas reportedly leads to greater car ing 

and respect for others as well as increased acceptance and respect for 

self the conditions necessary for a success identity. Glasser reports 
' 

that he has conducted hundreds of demonstration classroom meetings 



o ve r the past several years and is convinc ed that the y ar e effecti \'E' rn 

pr oducing beneficial changes in students (1969, c). 

Glasser 's technique of classroom meetings has been success­

fully applied in several schools in the Los Angeles, California , ar ea 

including Miramonte School, 75th Street School, Melrose School, and 
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the Ventura School for G1'rls (1969 ) 
' C • One school reports increased 

maturity of students, increased thought by students on their proble ms 

and the problems of society, increased involvement between teachers 

and students, and increased interest in "personal adjustment" espe-

cially by the boys (O'Donnell & Maxwell, p. 72-73, 1971). 

The open-ended discussion is des c ribed by another repo r t as 

the most useful of the three types (Hawes , 1969). This type allows 

much involvement because topics are discussed which are of impor-

tance to the lives of the students. These open-ended classroom me et-

ings "are designed to supplement the academic program by stimulatin g 

the children to think and respond (Hawes, p. 122, 1969). 11 In addition, 

"the sessions provide the children with a situation that gives each 

pupil the opportunity for intellectual success without the possibi lity of 

failure (Hawes, p. 122, 1969). 11 Although there are apparently many 

school systems which are now using the discussion groups, there 

appears to be a paucity of reported research on the effectiveness of the 

group discussions. 



CHAPTER II 

PRESENTATION AND INTERPRETATION OF DATA 

Subjects 

The subjects for the present study were students at Burt Junior 

High School, Clarksville, Tennessee, a school composed of approxi ­

mately 650 seventh graders. Participants in the present study were 

the members of two science classes taught by the same teacher. One 

class had thirty-six members, the other thirty-one. Both groups wer e 

labelled as low-average in school achievement and were selected for 

study because it was noted that the incidence of failure in school would 

be greater for these groups than for a higher track of students. The 

morning class of thirty-six members was selected to be the partici­

pants in the program of daily open-ended classroom meetings. The 

afternoon class of thirty-one served as a control group. 

Description of Instrument 

The Piers-Harris Children I s Self-Concept Scale was used to 

determine the children's perceptions of self (Piers & Harris, 1969). 

It was used as both the pretest and posttest measure of self-concept. 

The scale, as developed by Ellen V. Piers and Dale Harris, is 

• h factors relating to self-concept as happiness, 
designed to measure sue 



9 

beha vi o r , anxiety , po 1 ·t 
pu an Y, academi cs, and appearance (Pie r s & 

Harris , 1964). Th 1 1 f 
e eve O difficulty of comprehension of this ins t r u -

ment was conside r e d appropriate for the subJ·e cts of the pr e s ent st udy 

as the manual state th · s e instrument is des i gned for a third grade 

reading level. Administration and scoring procedures as outlined in 

the t e st manual were followed in the study (Piers & Harris, 1969). 

Th e instrument is composed of eighty items to which the 

examinee circles a yes or no response. Scoring is in the direction of 

a high, rather than low or inadequate, self-concept (Piers & Harris, 

1969). 

A reliability coefficient of • 77 was reported by Piers and 

Harris (1969) to be the best approximation of this instrument's 

stability over time. A standard error of measurement of about s i x 

points has been determined with a twelve point difference required for 

significance at the • 05 level of confidence. Piers and Harris therefor e 

conclude that any change in the self-concept scores of less than ten 

points cannot be considered of importance. Further, the authors re­

port that group means appear to rise on retests with this instrument 

therefore the use of control groups is strongly recommended. Piers 

and Harris report efforts at content and construct validation of this 

instrument as being relatively successful (1969). 
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Procedure 

T h e guidance counselor at Burt Junior High School pre sent ed 

the p roposal for the study to the faculty of t h h 1 ft · · e sc oo a e r pe rm1 ss1on 

was secured from the dir e ctor of school s to c onduct the study a t Burt . 

Following this presentation one of the science teachers vol­

unteered her services and her classes for participation. Previous to 

the initiation of the classroom meetings themselves, a number of 

planning sessions were held with the teacher. Because Glasser recom-

mends that the teacher actually lead the meetings and because in the 

present study the researcher would be the leader, it was felt that 

better relations could be established with the class if the teacher 

worked closely with the researcher on the project. Because of the 

teacher's eagerness to participate and interest in the work, a good 

working team was established. 

Before beginning the daily meetings, the researcher worked 

for one hour per day for one week in the classroom that was to undergo 

the program of meetings. It was felt that the class should become 

acclimated to the presence of a new individual in their midst. This 

time was spent chiefly in helping students individually as they did the 

various tasks assigned to them by their instructor. On the last day 

. . k the class was presented with a description 
of this orientation wee , 

of the daily classroom meetings. 
The purpose, goals, and responsi-

h d . ssed Student responsibility for 
bilit ies of the group were eac iscu ' 
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lis t ening and c ontributing t o th e me t· 
e ings was empha s i zed. Some of 

the topics that were being pla d f • 
nne or discussion were announced and 

the students were en d 
courage to begin thinking of t opics they might 

wish t o discuss. 

On the day prior to the onset of the program of daily discus­

sions, the teacher administered to two of her classes the Piers-Harris 

Children's Self-Concept Scale. One of the classes, hereafter denoted 

the experimental group, was to participate in the classroom meet ings. 

The other group, hereafter denoted the control group, would not be 

involved in any such activities. Scores were obtained from this first 

administration of the instrument and were used to determine if the 

two groups differed significantly at the outset. 

On the day following the pretesting, the program of daily open­

ended classroom meetings was begun and was continued for thirty-two 

consecutive school days. The meetings were held each day for approx­

imately thirty minutes in the cafeteria. Meetings could not be held in 

the science classroom because nonmovable furniture therein prohibited 

the arrangement into a circle, whi ch Glasser insists i s necessar y for 

effective communication (1969, c). Thus, the group and both leader s 

were seated in a circle for all meetings. The leaders changed the i r 

t . ·t · ach day in the group also as Glasser recommend s . sea ing posi ions e 

F 1 h d I eti·ng i' n the cafeteria, the class returned to i ts ol owing eac ay s me 

room for the remainder of the class peri od . 
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The open-ended class room meet · 
ing was chosen as the onl y type 

of the three u s e d b y Gla s s er ( 19 69 ) 
, c t o be empl oyed in the p resent 

study. Glas s er reports tha t · • - . 
maximum participant in volvem ent is 

obtained m ore quickly with the ope d d n-en e g roup . Als o topics fo r 

discussion could be more conv eniently d 1 d f h . eve ope or t 1s type of 

di s cussion because it was not possible to tak th t · 1 · d e e en ire c ass peno 

with the group each day in order to develop social-problem solving 

a nd educational-diagnosti c subject s. A thi r d r eason for the select ion 

of t he open-ended type was the number of reports of success with this 

k ind of meeting (Glasser, 1969, c). These open-ended meetings 

followed as closely as possible, without being flexible, the guide­

lines as set forth by William Glasser ( 1969, \c). 

Topics for discussion came from four chief sources: ( 1) those 

suggested by Glasser in his book, Schools Without Failure, (2) thos e 

de veloped by the researcher , (3) those developed jointly by t he teacher 

and researcher, and (4) those suggested by the students. The typical 

procedure involved the researche r openi ng each sessi on with a que stion 

followed by student response. Every attempt was made t o allow the 

expression of interest by the students determine the course of th e rest 

of the sess i on. Frequently the students wanted mat ters discuss ed tha t 

· tant and th e d i s cussion would focus on their the y viewed as 1mpor , 

concerns. b th leaders worked diligently to keep discuss ions 
However, o 
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directed toward a broad goal of b tt 
e er understanding of self and others 

rather t han allowing them to deter1·orat t d " · 
e o 1scuss1ons of trivia with 

litt l e intent or purpose behind them. 

Generally the group met as a whole but on a few occasions it 

was broken down into smaller discussion groups. This breakdown 

was most effective when one leader took half the group and the other 

leader the rest. Groups of smaller size with the two leaders moving 

from one to another were for the greater part too unstructured for 

these students to continue moving toward the group goals of listening 

and participating respectfully with each other. A particularly effective 

division of the group was grouping by sexes, with boys in one group 

and the girls in another. The leaders both felt participation was 

excellent on these days. 

Occasionally writing exercises were used for approximately 

the first ten minutes of the session with the topic written on being used 

as the springboard for discussion. For example, writing down three 

wishes or voting for favorite stars, songs, and television programs 

were activities that stimulated good participation. Also role playing 

was used with the situation being analyzed following its enactment. 

Participation ranged from excellent to poor with it most 

frequently being good. Perhaps the least constructive days were those 

t rather than the regular teacher. when a substitute teacher was presen 

h d"d seem to cause the group to be The presence of the regular teac er 1 
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Also some t opi c s 
r e sulted in better participation and 

c omnmnic ati on t han did othe rs. Particularly effect ive topi c s we r e 

tho s e d ealin g with school pe e d f . 
' r an am1l y r elationships, sports, and 

cur r ent fads and fashions. 
Less effective topi cs we r e t r ave l , money, 

and r eading . 

Two days following the conclusion of the group meetings the 

t eacher re-administered the Piers-Harris scale. to both the experi­

mental and control groups in order to obtain a posttest score. Ther e 

was a period of forty-five days between the first and second admini ­

strations of the test. 

Analysis of Data 

Following the scoring of the pretests and posttests, the scor e s 

of subjects who had been present for only one of the testing sessions 

were eliminated. Thus, only those subjects who had both pretest and 

posttest scores were included in the analysis of the data. 

To analyze the data, t tests for the independent groups we r e 

run on the pretest data set and on the posttest data set. The re we r e 

thirty-one subjects from the experimental group and twenty-five fr om 

the control present for both test administrations. Significance was 

te sted at the • 05 level of confidence. 

The analysis of the pretest data yielded the follo wing r e sult s : 

t = 0. 164, df = 54, p?. 05. 
The mean of the experimental group scor e s 
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was 53 . 45 . The c ontrol group 
mean was 52. 84. The self-concept 

s c ores of the two groups were th 
us not significantly diffe rent on the 

pretest. Table 1 presents the pretest re s ults. 

Table 1 

Differences in Mean Pretest S lf C e - oncept Scores 
of Experimental and Control Groups 

Subjects N Mean Score df t-value t-.0 5 

Experimental 31 53.45 

Control 25 52.84 54 0.164 2. 042 ::, 

··-···• o 5 level of confidence 

The results of the analysis of the posttest scores are as 

follows: t = O. 195, df = 54, p). 05. The mean of the posttest scores 

of the experimental group was 53. 87 and of the control group 54. 64. 

The self-concept scores of the two groups were not significantly 

different on the posttest. The posttest results are presented in 

Table 2. 



Subjects 

Table 2 

Differences in Mea p 
of Experime:tai°stt;st Self-Concept Scores 

an Control Groups 

N Mean Score df t-value 

Experimental 31 53.87 

Control 25 54.64 54 0.195 

,:: 
• 05 level of confidence 

Interpretation of Data 

l 6 

t-. 05 

2. 042':' 

The lack of a significant difference on pretest scores for 

experimental and control groups (t = 0.164, p). 05) suggests that the 

program of daily classroom meetings was instituted with a group not 

significantly different from a class undergoing no such treatment. Thus, 

had a significant difference on posttest results been found the conclusion 

might have been supported that the classroom meetings affected the self­

concepts of these seventh graders. However, a significant posttest dif­

ference was not found thus supporting the null hypothesis that there wer e 

no differences between the groups (t = 0. 195, p> • 05 ). 

Subjective Verbal Evaluations 

t cher reported improvement in the 
The regular classroom ea 

. d attitude when they returned to the 
experimental group's behavior an 
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r egu lar classroom each da y followin th . 

g e dis cuss i on group . Seve r al 

explana ti ons of this are possible with the 
one most strongly offered 

by th e teacher being that it broke the . . 
rather long fifty -five minute 

class period down into two small 
er segments thus not requiring these 

s eventh graders to maintain their tt t· 
a en ion span to the classroom 

setting and academic affairs only for th' 1 h . . -
1s engt y period of time. The 

teacher reported that she was very enthus · t· th h 1as 1c roug out the course 

of the meetings and at their conclusion express d d · t · e a es1re o continue 

them until the end of the year with the present group anci to institute 

them next year with other classes, 

Student evaluations of the group meetings were all positive 

but for various reasons. Some reported that they enjoyed being out 

of class for half an hour with few demands placed upon them. Others 

reported that they liked to participate in discussions with their class­

mates thus becoming better acquainted with them. Some said the 

meetings helped them better understand other sexes and races. A 

few students mentioned that it was good to be able to talk to and listen 

to adults on topics not typically discussed in school. No student 

reported a change in his feelings about himself as a result of the 

discussions. ts We re made verbally to the researcher 
These commen 

asked to express its 
on the day of the posttesting after the group was 

opinion of the meetings• 
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SUMMAR y' CONCLUSIONS AND RE COMM 
, ENDATIONS 

Summary 

The present study was designed primarily to determine i f a 

program of daily open-ended classroom discussions would be an 

e ffective tool for changing the self-concepts of a class of seventh 

grade students at Burt Junior High School in Cl arksville, Tennessee. 

The discussion group was compared on pre- and posttest measures 

of self-concept to a group which did not participate in daily meetings. 

The Piers-Harris Children's Self-Concept Scale was used to measure 

self-concept. 

The participants in the experimental group were labelled a 

low-average class, and they had been selected as the subjects for the 

study because it was felt that their experiences with school might not 

have been as favorable as those of a higher ability group and that as 

. ht be more in need of efforts to increase a result their self-concepts m1g 

them . !so a low-average class conducted by The control group was a 

h imental class. the same teacher as t e exper 
These two groups were 

Sl·m1·1arities would possibly serve as chosen because their 

for some deg;ee of error• 

controls 



Pr et est data indi cated that th 
e two groups involved in this 

s tud y were not significantly different on thei· r 
self-concept scores. 

Thus , two groups essentially equal 
O 

th · 
n 1s measure could be treated 

differently and compared at the end of th t 
e reatment to see if signifi-

cant changes had occurred as a result of th 1 • 
e c assroom meetings. 

The experimental group participated in daily classroom 

discussions for thirty-two consecutive school days. These sessions 

followed generally the outline for such meetings as developed by 

William Glasser (1969, c). Meetings were held for approximately 

thirty minutes each day. The researcher in conjunction with the 

classroom teacher conducted the meeti11gs using topics that were con­

sidered relevant to seventh grade youngsters. 

The analysis of the posttest data supported the null hypothesis 

that there was no significant difference between the two groups on the 

self-concept measures. The treatment approach with one group did 

not cause measured self-concepts to vary from those of an untreated 

group. Verbal reports from the participating teacher and students 

Support of the program of daily classroom meetings. were positive in 

Conclusions 

The lack of a statistically significant difference as measured 

1 
the posttest measures indicates that the 

by the Piers-Harris sea eon 

self-concepts of the seven 
. ntal group were not changed 

th grade experime 
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by th e dai ly open-ended classroom meet · 

ings. Thus, statistically the 

implemented program of discussions . . 
within the experimental group 

did not work to cause changes in the s lf 
e -concepts of these school 

children . 

However, positive verbal rep t f 
or s rom the participating 

students and teacher suggest that to some d d . 
egree un erstandmg of 

others, enjoyment of school, and knowledge of the s ct · ld urroun 1ng wor 

were increased through this daily group activity. Thus, while failing 

to reach the criterion to show significantly increased .self-concepts , 

some worthwhile effects appear to have resulted from this period of 

classroom meetings. The lack of statistical significance might be 

attributed to a number of factors. For example, the total time invol ved 

from the administration of the pretest to the posttest was only fort y- fi ve 

days thus suggesting the possibility that there was a lack of suffici ent 

time for a significant change in self-concept to occur. Also, other 

experiences in the school may have interfered with the group ' s progress. 

Further, the self-concept measure may have been inappropriate as a 

measure of what the group was affecting. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

Verbal reports from participants in the present 
Because the 

ded that this type of group experi­
study were positive, it is recommen 

ence be given further study. 
1 recommendation Perhaps a genera 
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should be th at Glasser's outline for a 

program of daily classroom 

meetings as described in Schools W' th . 
1 out Failure should be followed 

more closely. Specifically this b d 
roa recommendation would include 

the following considerations: 

1. The class room teacher h ld s ou be the leader of the daily 

meetings in his or her own room as opposed to an outsider coming in 

to direct the group. 

2. Meetings should be held within the classroom itself rather 

than elsewhere in the school so that feelings generated in the daily 

meetings might become directly associated with the classroom itself. 

3. Meetings should start at the beginning of the school year 

and be held daily if possible until the end of the year rather than being 

started near the end of the year and lasting only a brief time. 

4. Each of the three types of meetings {social problem-solving, 

open-ended, and educational-diagnostic) should be used rather than one 

type exclusively in order to allow for a full range of experiences for 

the students and teacher. 

5. The pretest on the self-concept scale should be given at 

b . . of the year and the posttest at the very end. Thus, the very eg1nnmg 

t1 difficult to make will have 
changes in self-concept which are frequen y 

more time to be realized and become apparent. 
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6. Once teacher and students have become fairly well acquainted 

at the beginning of school, measurement devices such as teacher -rating 

scales and peer-rating scales could be given and then re-administered 

the end of the school to determine in what ways these dimensions near 

of behavior might have changed. 
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