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Abstract

This study examined the effects of social emotional learning (SEL) on student
perceptions of safety and comfortability in the theatre classroom. The researcher implemented
SEL lessons using a morning meeting/class meeting format. Data was collected using a pre-
survey, field notes, and focus group interviews. Data was analyzed using the constant
comparative method to look for recurring themes to use for poetic transcription. Four primary
codes, entitled “Will You Please Join Us?,” “Friend or Foe?,” “Climbing the Mountain of
Anxiety,” and “The Love of Theatre” were used to create their own unique poem demonstrating

the thoughts and emotions of the students in the classroom.
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Examining the Effect of Social Emotional Learning on Student Perceptions of the Safety
and Comfortability in the Theatre Classroom
“The theatre classroom reminds me of a made-up home but instead of guests, there are
intruders, people who had no choice but to come here.” This quote was written by a seventh-
grade student about the theatre classroom. The theatre classroom can appear like home to many.
It’s fun, exciting, and can bring joy and comfort to students who might be experiencing a
monotonous day of learning. This homey environment must be cultivated by all those occupying
it, including both teachers and students. All must work together to welcome and respect those in
the space in order for it to continue to feel like home. But, when “intruders” have penetrated the
safety of the home, it can no longer act as a home for those who found safety within its walls;
instead, they find a place to fight for survival.
Purpose
Students often will describe the theatre classroom as a “safe space.” This is the kind
of environment that theatre teachers strive to create; students put together the best
performances when the space feels safe enough to take risks. While this feeling occurs for
some, there are other students who experience the opposite. Some will enter into the theatre
classroom with extreme fear and anxiety and having to perform in front of others becomes
very difficult. The space thus becomes “unsafe” and unwelcoming to the student; as a
result, some students do not achieve as highly as others. To practice theatre properly and
take risks in the theatre space, students must be comfortable in it and deem it to be “safe”

(Lacoe, 2016, p. 1396) The theatre community has learned about the importance of creating
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a safe community within a theatre classroom and how hard discussions can lead students to
feeling more unified (Garcia et. al, 2018).

Through the implementation of morning meetings, a daily classroom ritual designed
to build community, I sought to better understand students’ perceptions of the theatre
classroom as a “safe space” and facilitate further feelings of comfort within the space.
Allen-Hughes (2013) discussed the importance of the morning meeting, or class meeting, as
it will be referred to in this study, how it can be used to create community and begin the
day/period right. I intended to investigate how student perceptions are influenced by the
SEL topics, provided by Khazanchi et. al (2021), which served as the focus of our morning
meetings. Possible classroom meeting topics could include but were not limited to,
emotions, conflict resolution, decision-making, and relationships. The study addressed the
following research questions:

Question: What are student perceptions of the theatre classroom?

Sub-Question: In what ways does a class meeting intervention influence student
perception of the theatre classroom?

This action research study took place during my graduate year-long clinical teaching
placement. This occurred in a West Texas city with a population of approximately 124,000. My
placement was in Castle Middle School (all names are pseudonyms) with a population of roughly
850 sixth through eighth grade students. Castle MS is one of four middle schools in Abraham
ISD. Castle MS demographics include 16.8% African American students, 45.4% Hispanic,
31.7% White, .3% American Indian, 2% Asian, and 4% of students falling under two or more
races. At Castle MS, 71% are economically disadvantaged, 6.1% are English learners, and 18.1%

of students utilize special education services.
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Literature Review

When thinking about safe and comfortable spaces, one may be asking why this is
necessary. Of course, it is never a bad thing for someone to feel comfortable, but why should we,
as teachers, be making safety and comfortability a priority for our students? The importance of
this concept can be seen in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Maslow hierarchy is built from the
bottom to top with five levels of needs that must be met for a person to feel truly fulfilled. At the
second lowest level is safety needs, the focus of this study. This is described as protection,
security, stability, and freedom from fear (Maslow, 1943). In order to reach the fulfillment of the
needs above it, safety must be felt. Without comfort and safety within the classroom, students
will experience insufficient trust, lack a feeling of belonging or respect from others, and struggle
to reach high levels of achievement (Maslow, 1943). When student comfort is achieved, students
are more likely to learn the content and have a more positive perception of the teacher and the
instruction (Keiner et. al, 2014). Although we are easily able to identify the “why” in creating
safe and comfortable spaces, it is far more difficult to identify the “how.”

As humans, we know what it means to feel safe and can determine who and what makes
us feel safe. But when identifying what we need to make an environment feel safe, it is difficult
to determine where to begin and what exactly is necessary. Twemlow et. al’s (2002) research
provides some clarity on what is needed to create a safe space for children. He wrote that in
order for children to feel safe, they need to be comforted and soothed when confronted with
anxiety as a result of internal or external conditions (Twemlow et. al, 2002, p. 319). Students
need assistance in navigating emotions and circumstances that they have never experienced

before. Teachers and students must work together in absorbing, holding, and processing student
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Appendix D

SEL Lesson Slides

11. Today | choose to think positive.

12. Today | choose to be a leader.
13. Everything will be okay.
14. Today is going to be an awesome day.
| 15. My mistakes help me learn and grow.
-, - 16. It’s okay not to be perfect at everything.
’ 17.1f | fall, | can get back up again.
.. 18.1 forgive myself for my mistakes.
19.1t’s okay to ask for help when | need it.
20. | love myself.

Emotions

A0

31
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Cautious e
Feellost |~ "

Worried

Frustrated

R AN

How did your emotions change
from yesterday?

What can we do to bring our
emotions back to the green zone?

7,

32
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Being a Good
Friend

ANOA

What characters from movies, television,
or theatre productions do we consider to
be good friends?

\ [

What characteristics make them good
friends?

33
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Talk about a time someone has been a
. good friend to you. How did that make
- you feel?

;- Listen carefully. You will share your
- partner’s response.

Belonging

ANQOA

Draw or write about a time where you
felt like you didn’t belong.

34
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What can we do to help others feel like
they belong?

https://youtu.be/s1vHPtyoGv0 //

Answer the following questions.

e Do you agree or disagree with their
R definition of kindness?

Write your own definition of kindness.
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