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✦ Facilitating problem-solving methods

 ✦ Role-playing, using role-reversal techniques

 ✦ Negotiating the priorities of individual members.

If issues are ignored, the energy of the group is deflected away from its capacity 
to accomplish tasks together!

The sensitive classroom teacher recognizes that continuing to focus on subject 
matter in the midst of interpersonal or group issues is neither academically nor 
emotionally helpful. Having people meet in their tribes to resolve a disruptive 
issue not only transfers responsibility to the class, but promotes a sense of value 
for the students. Once the conflict has been resolved by students, people will go 
back to their work on tasks with renewed energy. 

During the influence stage the facilitator supports the tribes to work as much 
as possible on their own. Maintain contact with the groups by requesting periodic 
reports and circulating among the tribes to determine whether assistance is 
needed. If the facilitator sits down within a group, the dynamic changes immedi-
ately. Group members will once again center on the teacher and cease to partici-
pate with each other. As the influence stage progresses and issues become 
resolved, shared leadership begins to emerge from group members. What a delight 
it is to see the shy child of the class lead an activity in her tribe! And what a relief 
it is to see the dominant member sit back as the others in the tribe demonstrate 
their unique skills and talents. Some folks have called the Tribes process magic...
but we call it a reality that can be achieved by any committed teacher. 

THE STAGE OF COMMUNITY 
Who does not long for a sense of community in the midst of a city, an organiza-
tion, a staff, a school, the classroom...the impersonal crowd? The deep human 
longing is our need to be known, to belong, to care and be cared for. Community 
is the esprit that happens when many minds and hearts come together to work 
toward a common good. Community happens through inclusion and the appreci-
ation of individual differences. One can tell when community has become a real-
ity. It is the delightful surprise one day that those we are with (no matter what the 
difference in age, gender, race, culture, intelligence, or talent) are indispensable 
and beautiful. 

The possibility for community, whether in a classroom, school, or any organi-
zation, depends upon the assumption that interdependence and connection to 
others is key to human development, learning, and the accomplishment of task. 

You will know that you 

are in a community if 

you often hear laughter 

and singing. You will 

know you are in an 

institution or 

bureaucracy if you hear 

the silence of long halls 

and the intonations of 

formal meetings.3 
—JOHN MC KN IGHT
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At this point in the Tribes process, the classroom, faculty, or school community 
needs to ask itself the following:

✦ How well do we know the unique strengths and weakness of each of our 
members? 

 ✦ Do we share responsibility for accomplishing goals for the good of the whole 
community using our diverse talents and skills?

 ✦ Are we freely expressing our caring and consideration for one another?

 ✦ Do we take time to tell stories and reflect on our experiences together? 

 ✦ Do we laugh, play, and enjoy each other as we create new approaches or solve 
old problems together?

 ✦ How well do we recognize contributions and celebrate our community 
accomplishments and shared traditions?

The caring community we long for doesn’t just happen; it can be intentionally 
developed. It depends upon any group of people deliberately creating inclusion for 
all members, and working through the nitty-gritty issues of influence. 

FIVE INDICATORS OF COMMUNITY

John McKnight, author, points out five indicators:4

 CAPACITY: Communities are built upon recognizing the whole depth, the 
strengths, weaknesses, the unique capacities of each member.

 COLLECTIVE EFFORT: They share responsibility to achieve goals for the com-
mon good, and engage the diversity of individual talents and skills to 
do so.

 INFORMALITY: Transactions of value are based on consideration; care and 
affection take place spontaneously.

 STORIES: Reflection upon individual and community experiences provide 
knowledge about truth, relationships, and future direction.

 CELEBRATION: Activities incorporate celebration, parties, and social events. 
The line between work and play is blurred as people enjoy both at once.
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Creating the  
Learning Community

Although 
we have been 

experimenting and 
evaluating this process for 

many years, there is still so 
much to learn. It is gratifying to 

hear students, teachers, administrators, 
and parents say that they emerged a bit more 

special in their own self-worth because they had 
the opportunity to be part of a tribe somewhere. It does take a commitment and 
time to integrate the Tribes cooperative learning process into a classroom or 
school community, but a surprising array of benefits do come about whenever 
inclusion leads the way.

THE SPIRAL OF RENEWAL
Each time the members of a learning community or classroom tribe come together 
they need some type of inclusion activity before they begin to focus on task; and 
influence issues will always need to be addressed. A helpful way of visualizing the 
continuing growth and evolution of a tribe is to imagine an ascending spiral that 
moves up through the levels of inclusion, influence, and community as it rises. One 
full “loop” represents a group meeting, so that each time the spiral completes a cycle 
it goes through the three stages again. But each time 
a tribe meets, though it still needs to begin with 
inclusion, it moves on to a slightly higher 
level of positive interaction. The spi-
ral is continuous and a never-
ending process. 
Graphically, it looks 
something  
like this:

COMMUNITY
Creating community requires

✦ Dedication to resolving rather than avoiding uncomfortable prob-
lems and conflicts that begin to separate members

 ✦ Learning and practicing the skills that enable collaboration

 ✦ Agreements about how we will treat each other

 ✦ Time to reflect on how well we are doing.

Once a group has gone through adversity together, its members 
become filled with confidence that they can handle whatever comes 
their way. This is the path to resilient relationships, creativity and out-
standing results!

The repeated sequence 

of inclusion, influence, 

and community enables 

the group to experience 

increasingly more 

profound interaction the 

longer they are together.




