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Abstract 

In October 2019, eleven Grade 7 boys participated in the planning, drafting, and creation of a 

School Survival Guide, all of which took place during a series of 15-minute Advisory periods. I 

examined the degree to which a student-centered task not only facilitated positive relationship-

building, but also how collective agency over the content and completion of the guide 

promoted a sense of belonging within the group. As a result of the project, the boys developed 

greater self-awareness, a strong connection to the group, and a belief in the power that a group 

can wield when given an arena for authentic and unencumbered self-expression. 

Glossary 

Advisory: a 15-minute, non-academic period of time at the beginning of the school day; often 

used for taking attendance, sharing important announcements, or leisure activities. 

Personalization: the process of designing student-centered tasks that underscore the boys’ 

interests, experiences, and abilities. 

Positive community: a sense of belonging, satisfaction, interdependence, and trust within a 

group. 

School Survival Guide: a student-created guide made for fellow, often younger, boys containing 

advice, wisdom, and guidance on how to be successful in school. 

Vulnerability: Brown (2012) defines vulnerability as uncertainty, risk, and emotional exposure. 

Introduction 

Advisory, homeroom, pastoral care group, form-class, tutor group—while these periods of time 

differ in name, in my experience, they all fall victim to the same set of dilemmas. Throughout my 
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career, I have observed a stifling combination of administrative obstacles and laissez-faire 

attitudes towards these non-academic times in the school day. I have watched many educators 

use Advisory for nothing more than taking attendance or making announcements. Still, I have 

witnessed other educators harness these ten-to-fifteen-minute periods and leverage them to 

enrich our boys’ lives, engage them in debate or current events, enable them to develop their 

passions, or provide an in-school space that feels, within the context of adolescent unease and 

uncertainty, like home. In the hands of a thoughtful, relationship-driven educator, Advisory can 

be a powerful time. Having observed many failed Advisory programs, I started to unpack and 

wonder how to create this sense of “home-within-school,” eventually naming it “positive 

community.” 

Transitioning into the 2019/2020 school year, I wondered how to better use my own Advisory 

period as a conduit for developing positive community. Various alumni of the school had 

reflected that, whilst boys had adequate academic preparation, there had seldom been a place 

in the school that empowered the boys to be their authentic selves. In other words, the boys felt 

they needed to “hide” something about themselves, be it a personal interest, political leaning, 

sexual orientation, or emotional struggle. My goal was to remedy this. I wanted to create an 

Advisory that supported the boys to form meaningful and trusting friendships, celebrate 

differences, and engage in ongoing, critical, and vulnerable conversation without fear of 

retribution. While other parts of the school day were scheduled down to the minute, Advisory 

seemed to be the only time during the day available for this kind of non-academic, community-

focused work. 

In line with the IBSC’s 2019/2020 Action Research theme, Developing Agency: Boy Voice and 

Choice, I wondered how to develop positive community through the lens of student agency, 

which eventually led me to formulate my research question: How can a student-created survival 

guide foster positive community in a Year 7 Advisory group?  

During the project timeline, the boys were tasked with creating a “School Survival Guide.” They 

had to decide on a layout, debate about content, assign roles, draft and edit one another’s work, 

and come to a consensus on a final medium for distribution. While I was present during work 

times and available to consult with the boys about their work, the decision-making was left in 
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their hands. My rationale was that a high-interest, student-led task, combined with the teaching 

of collaborative skills and the creation of a venue for unfiltered student voice, would, as an 

amalgam, foster positive community within the Advisory space. 

Advisory also proved to be an ideal medium for conducting action research. According to 

Mertler (2017), action research is research conducted by teachers for the purpose of closely 

examining an area of their teaching and/or classroom in order to improve or change it. Mertler 

states, “it focuses specifically on the unique characteristics of the population with whom a 

practice is employed or with whom some action must be taken” (p. 4). Consequently, action 

research was the most appropriate method for my research because it would have a direct 

impact not only on current students, but on my approach to future Advisory curricula and, more 

broadly speaking, the extent to which Advisory impacts school culture.  

Literature Review 

The design of my project lay at the intersection of agency and advisory programs. It aimed to 

increase agency and foster positive relationships within an advisory setting by assigning a 

student-led task. Traditional advisory programs, while they seek to create closer relationships 

between adults and students (McClure,Yonezawa & Jones, 2010), are often teacher-directed and 

do not, therefore, provide many opportunities for student agency. As Vaughn (2018) notes, 

“Student agency refers to a student’s desire, ability and power to determine their own course of 

action” (p. 65). While Vaughn’s definition is helpful, the “course of action” he describes lies 

within the context of academic classes instead of in advisory programs. Thus, the need to 

understand the utility of advisory as a venue for student agency was critical. 

While not necessarily sparse, the literature on advisory programs mostly examines the goals of 

advisory and the common obstacles that preclude successful program sustainability. Buhl (2010) 

explains that “strong advisory programs include the promotion of school spirit, academic 

progress monitoring, study skills instruction, self-esteem activities, career education, intramurals, 

enrichment activities, and adolescent issues such as bullying and substance abuse” (p. 34). 

However, many barriers exist that impede successful advisory programs. Anfara (2006) illustrates 

that schools have a difficult time planning, implementing, and sustaining these programs 
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because of disorganized planning and rollout, inadequate preparation, and constraints imposed 

by school administration. 

McClure, Yonezawa and Jones (2010) note that one of the goals of advisory programs is to help 

students learn how to interact with others, both adults and peers alike, and foster a sense of 

belonging for all. Further, Davis (2006) concludes that, “social-emotional learning programs add 

to the curriculum by making explicit norms, behaviors, and strategies for interactions with 

teachers and among peers” (p. 217). Similarly, Poliner and Lieber (2004) determined that 

advisory time enabled students to develop stronger bonds with their peers by establishing 

positive peer group support, which assisted students to develop a positive sense of belonging. 

This positive sense of belonging was another key component of the design of my project, given 

the lack of belonging that past students had reported. Brown (2012) asserts that the heart of 

belonging is vulnerability, defined as “uncertainty, risk, and emotional exposure” (p. 34). 

Shulkind and Foote (2009) echo the importance of spaces where students can share openly, 

observing that “students repeatedly talked about feeling ‘really close with’ and ‘trusting’ their 

advisors and peers as a rationale for sharing personal and academic pieces of themselves” (p. 

24). The role that vulnerability plays in enabling strong connections and fostering positive 

community has particular relevance to the goals of my project. 

A sense of belonging in an advisory setting is further facilitated by the notion of personalization, 

or the process of designing student-centered tasks that underscore students’ interests, 

experiences, and abilities. As noted by the National Association of Secondary School Principals 

(2006), the objectives of personalization include assisting students to develop a sense of agency 

over their learning and the ability to make choices through informed decision-making skills. My 

project aimed to emphasize this sense of ownership, using the concept of personalization as a 

means of fostering positive community. 

Personalization is especially relevant for an advisory of boys, given the importance of 

relationships in the classroom to overall outcomes and achievement in boys’ schools. In their 

research of effective teaching practices for boys, Reichert and Hawley (2009) found that 

acknowledgement of boys’ personal interests and an emphasis on relational teaching correlated 

with greater student achievement and satisfaction. The authors also note the importance of 
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developing learning experiences that have real-world application and feel immediate to 

students’ lives, which inspired my idea for boys to create a school guide for other students. In 

their study, Reichert and Hawley found that student-led and personalized projects that “tapped 

boys’ personal efficacy evoked their deepest appreciation and eager participation” (p. 148). Thus, 

a student-created guide would not only provide a personalized and student-led task but would 

also require student voice and ownership in a way that a teacher-led task would not. 

Reichert and Hawley (2009) also underscore the importance of collaboration in effective 

pedagogy for boys, which supports the design of a group-centered project versus one in which 

boys work individually. They write, “collaboration and competition figured more prominently 

than any other single feature” (p.229) of lessons examined for their study of effective teaching 

practices for boys. According to their findings, teachers who incorporated elements of 

collaboration and cooperation noted an increase in engagement and efficacy. An advisory’s 

small-group dynamic provides plenty of opportunities for collaboration, personalization, and 

ultimately, the growth of agency and community. 

Research Context 

Founded in 1883, the Allen-Stevenson School is a K-9 independent day school in Manhattan, 

New York City. The school’s mission is to “educate boys to become scholars and gentlemen.” At 

Allen-Stevenson, we expect boys to be active and engaged in their own learning, and the 

school’s newly adopted Vision Statement charges educators “to empower each boy’s natural 

curiosity to develop his capacities, values and skills.” 

The participants for my action research were the boys in my Grade 7 Advisory. This group of 11 

boys was diverse in academic ability and social-emotional maturity. Additionally, Grade 7 at 

Allen-Stevenson is the first year of Upper School, marking a significant transition for the boys in 

terms of academic rigor, behavioral expectations, and independence. The boys at this stage are 

beginning to develop life-long learning skills, mindsets, and attitudes about work, school, and 

the roles they play within their communities. Their ability to learn collaborative skills and 

cooperation will directly impact their success as they move through an educational system that 

values teamwork and partnership. Additionally, as Upper School students, the boys exercise a 
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fair amount of social “clout” and influence over younger students in the school and therefore 

have the potential to model positive collaboration and rapport within our community. 

The boys and their parents provided written consent for their participation, allowing me to film, 

photograph, and interview them throughout the research project. Boys’ names have been 

omitted from this report to ensure anonymity. 

The Action 

The action stage of my research comprised three phrases, each of which scaffolded activities 

that developed self-awareness, allowed boys to practice conflict resolution, and created spaces 

in which they felt empowered to amplify their voices and engage in critical dialogue. I also wrote 

guiding questions that were used throughout each phase in order to facilitate reflection and 

discussion, clarify interactions I was noticing, and gather data. 

Phase 1: Exploring, naming, and understanding of work habits.  

Using a battery of self-assessments, including the Collaboration Styles Test, Six Thinking Hats, 

and the Spony Profiling Model, the boys worked individually and in groups to develop self-

awareness around the strengths they brought to group work as well as self-reported areas of 

deficit. 

Guiding Questions: What does collaboration mean to you? What does it feel like when you have 

to rely on others to be successful? Is our behavior a choice, and does it change depending on 

who we are with? When you have a disagreement or problem with someone, how do you 

usually resolve it? 

Phase 2: Working in groups to generate and dramatize realistic conflict scenarios with the goal 

of forecasting and mediating theoretical problems during the creation phase.  

In this phase, the boys debriefed personal anxieties and notions about group work in journals 

and small-group discussions. 

Guiding Questions: What did you notice about yourself when you are in a conflict? What 

strategies do you have to help you work through a conflict scenario? What strategies do you 
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feel like you still need in order to successfully resolve a conflict with others? How do you know 

when to concede to another student versus continuing to argue about something? 

Phase 3: Planning, drafting and creating the survival guide.  

Having developed group rapport, trust, and both individual and collective voice, the boys 

assigned work roles, gathered data, debated content and layout, and wrote an initial school 

survival guide. 

Guiding Questions: What personal strengths do you think about when deciding what to work 

on? How do you ensure that work is being assigned fairly and equally? Who do you go to for 

help or feedback? 

Data Collection 

Throughout my data collection period, I employed a variety of techniques to guarantee that my 

research was credible, authentic, and trustworthy. A significant portion of my data derived from 

personal and group interviews, various collaboration-measuring scales and indexes, 

questionnaires, interviews, surveys, and journal entries. Journal entries were an important source 

of data because they provided boys the private and personal venue to reflect on group 

dynamics, relationship growth, and their individual change as a result of the action. 

Interviews provided an integral subset of the data I collected. As mentioned in Mertler (2017), 

truly qualitative data interviews are best conducted following a semi structured or open-ended 

format (p. 134), therefore, throughout the different phases of my action, boys were asked pre-

planned base questions. 

Observational data was imperative to understanding the growth of positive community, as I 

needed to see and hear the boys working productively, resolving arguments and debates, and 

making incremental progress towards their student-created guide. Schmuck (as cited in Mertler, 

2017) notes that observing students’ behavior is valuable because it allows teachers to see 

things that students might not be able to report on themselves. A potential challenge, however, 

was the presence of the teacher as a “data collector” and the impact this could have on student 

behavior. Hence, to ensure neutrality in these circumstances, I created audio recordings of work 
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periods and also assured the boys that my presence would have no impact on their product and 

encouraged them to work and act as if I was not in the room. My final means of data collection 

came in the form of participant work samples, photos, and videos. 

Over the course of the project, the boys were asked to reflect on activities and lessons by filming 

responses to certain questions, including “How did your contributions today impact the group?” 

and “How has our advisory group changed as a result of this project?” Final one-on-one and 

small-group interviews were conducted at the end of the action period, in which the boys 

provided general reflections on the advisory group’s change over time and the factors that 

underscored the development of positive community within the group. 

Data Analysis 

After collecting my data, I transcribed responses from interviews and dialogue and recorded 

structured and semi-structured observations. I then analyzed these transcripts alongside student 

journal responses and survey responses. I used data from pre-, during-, and post-action phases 

to track growth and change in student relationships and positive community. In order to 

organize my data around major themes, I implemented Parson and Brown’s (as cited in Mertler, 

2017) three-step process of organization, description, and interpretation for conducting a 

qualitative thematic analysis. This analysis model provided insight into the results of the action 

and helped me understand the individual experiences of the boys from the beginning of the 

project to its conclusion. 

Discussion of Findings 

The goal of my action was to introduce a rigorous, student-led group project in a non-academic 

advisory setting and investigate its ability to catalyze positive community. While the project 

definitely helped build a positive community in our Advisory group, several major themes 

emerged as a result of this project. 

Agency Over the Project Cultivated Self-Assurance and Student Activism 

During an unstructured observation, while the boys were planning their guide, one boy 

remarked, “We never get to make decisions like this in other classes,” which prompted a wave of 
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agreement from the other boys. I asked the boys to expand on this idea and one responded, 

“Having to think for yourself and come up with ideas on our own made me realize that we’re 

smarter than the adults give us credit for.” Another said, “It’s great that we get to decide and 

plan and execute this project, but why won’t the school ask us to help them make decisions with 

school stuff, like the construction project?” Another boy interjected, “Yeah, we actually have 

some really good ideas to make the new school more student-friendly.” Considering this wave 

of interest from the boys, I asked them what they would do if they could start making changes 

to the school, and within minutes we were immersed in a conversation about concrete aesthetic 

and design changes they would make to our school, which is in the fourth year of a major 

construction project. 

That the boys seemed interested in offering feedback and involving themselves in the 

construction at the school was surprising to me considering how uninterested they had seemed 

beforehand. When I pressed for more information, the boys explained to me that working on 

their survival guide, a project that forced them to rely on their own ideas, processes, and 

decisions, had helped them develop a confidence in their own voices. One boy reflected, “In our 

group, we share all the time but no one is really ‘wrong,’ sometimes you just have to think 

differently about your ideas in order to make them possible.” Another said, “When we work 

together and everyone is exchanging ideas and feedback we can make things happen that 

wouldn’t normally be possible without everyone’s input.” After the initial conversation, the boys, 

completely unprompted, had written an email to our Business Office, proposing changes that 

they wanted made to our school’s furniture. The Business Office replied that the boys should 

propose a budget, create a list of furniture they wanted and why, and prepare a short 

presentation to deliver in front of our school’s Senior Leadership Team about the proposed 

changes. Reflecting on the response from the Business Office, one boy said, “When you actually 

take a chance and run with an idea that you’re excited about, people listen. Speaking up and not 

being too self-conscious is the hardest part.” Whereas before the project boys did not believe in 

the value of their ideas, the constant exchange and validation of their ideas within the space of 

Advisory inspired a belief in the value and importance of their voices in larger decision-making. 

Autonomy Led to a Growth in Individual Self-Awareness 
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Evident in the data was the assertion that reliance on the group for discussion and decision-

making, rather than on me or another adult, helped boys develop a greater sense of self-

awareness. By both taking stock of their own work habits and also having to reconcile 

disagreements with other group members during the planning and creation phases of their 

project, the boys developed a deeper understanding of themselves. Their reflections at the end 

of the project underscored a much more nuanced understanding of which distinct skill sets, skill 

deficits, attitudes and experiences each boy brought to the group. This individual assessment 

demonstrated a deeper self-awareness which the boys attributed to having had ownership over 

the work. 

A pre-action journal response underscored the boys’ lack of self-awareness insofar that they 

could not understand their individual impact on unsuccessful group work. When asked to write 

about past experiences involving collaboration, one boy wrote, “Collaboration means working in 

a group. I hate working in a group because I end up doing all the work.” Another boy wrote, 

“Collaboration is when you have to work with other people to achieve a common goal. When I 

know I have to collaborate with someone else, I feel anxious because we’re probably going to 

disagree or someone will end up doing more work than the other.” One can discern these boys’ 

lack of emphasis on self-reflection; in both comments, they neglected to clarify their own 

individual impact on why past collaborative work was unsuccessful. Language such as, “we’re 

probably going to disagree” or “I end up doing all the work,” instead points to fatalistic and 

preconceived notions that collaboration is set up to fail. 

At the end of the action, the boys returned to their initial reflections and were given the option 

to write a new, updated definition for themselves. Their responses included language 

emphasizing a growth in self-awareness and attributing this growth to the autonomy they were 

given over the project. One boy wrote, “True collaboration is when more than one person has to 

work on the same task, but they don’t necessarily have to do the same thing. Both people have 

to learn about their strengths to do their best on the part of the project that will help them show 

their abilities. In this project, we were able to work on things that would let us shine.” Another 

boy’s response included, “Collaboration means figuring out your working style first, talking 

about it with your teammates and then deciding together what task you can do best…[We] 
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learned a lot about ourselves and how each group member brings something different to the 

project.” This level of reflection highlights a shift in self-awareness. Whereas early responses, 

rooted in negative past experiences, put blame on others in the group or, more generally, on the 

notion of collaboration, the updated reflections focused on the development of self-awareness 

through shared ownership over the work. 

Ownership Over the Guide Strengthened Boys’ Sense of Belonging 

Because one element of positive community as I defined it consisted of a “sense of belonging,” 

some of the pre-action journal and survey prompts asked boys to reflect on the extent to which 

they felt that school valued their feelings, contributions, and voices. Boys responded to some 

prompts on a Likert scale and were then asked to explain their experiences in further detail. 

According to the data, 8 out of 11 boys responded “Disagree” or “Strongly Disagree” to the 

statement, “School makes me feel like my voice matters.” Additionally, 9 out of 11 boys 

responded “Disagree” or “Strongly Disagree” to the statement, “People at school (peers, 

teachers, or other adults) care about my thoughts, feelings, or emotions outside of the 

classroom.” 

In one response, a boy wrote, “The only chance we really get to talk is about class material. 

When things get too personal or if someone wants to share something really deep about 

themselves, we don’t really get to talk about it. It makes me feel like the teachers don’t really 

care about what we have to say.” Another boy echoed this sentiment, writing, “In some classes 

we can express our emotions but most teachers just care about teaching the material for the 

tests and not about how we feel.” We know from research conducted by Anderman (2003) and 

Battistich et al. (2010) that a student’s sense of belonging and socio-emotional development is 

influenced significantly by his relationship with his teachers and peers. The data suggesting that 

students lacked a sense of belonging in school has particular significance given the emphasis 

that the boys’ responses placed on the lack of opportunities for self-expression. When we 

consider the latter part of Brown’s (2015) definition of vulnerability as “emotional exposure,” 

boys’ emotional detachment from school makes sense; namely, an environment that does not 

model and create spaces in which to practice emotional exposure cannot expect boys to feel a 

strong sense of belonging. 
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The data collected post-action suggested that a level of ownership over the work helped boys 

feel safer to be vulnerable within the Advisory group, which in turn strengthened the sense of 

belonging they felt. In other words, when the work started to feel authentic, so, too, did the 

relationships within the group. In a final journal, one boy wrote, “I didn’t realize that others 

would care about what I had to say. As I got to write more about what was important to me, I 

felt like I actually got to act the way I really am instead of having to be a certain type of boy at 

school. It’s cool because when you are just yourself you find out that other boys are actually 

interested in what you have to say because it’s actually how you feel and who you are.” Another 

boy wrote, “When you have control over what you want to work on, you feel like you can be 

yourself because you get to share what your passions and interests are and you learn that 

everyone is different and it makes you feel like there’s a place for everyone in the group.” In 

contrast with the pre-action responses, these reflections suggest a strong sense of belonging 

with the group, in addition to a recognition of the importance of one’s voice and its impact on 

the group dynamic. When the boys were given agency over the work, they, in turn, felt 

empowered to be their authentic selves and it is this authenticity, willingness to lean into a place 

of emotional exposure, and assurance that being your true self is something to be celebrated, 

that reinforced a strong sense of belonging within the group. 

Conclusions 

My action research findings demonstrate not only the extent to which short, non-academic 

periods can be utilized in a meaningful way but also highlight the impact that creating a space 

for authentic expression and agency can have on a collective group dynamic. The boys in my 

Advisory are a diverse bunch, with vastly different worldviews, distinct priorities, and competing 

philosophies about the purpose of school. Furthermore, before the action, they had been 

conditioned to be told what and how to learn, and that, ultimately, a group’s success was 

second to one’s own performance. However, it took the establishment of a strong, 

interdependent, familial group—a positive community—for the boys to appreciate the power of 

their voice and recognize the satisfaction of belonging to a group. 

There are many opportunities to further research the use of short, non-academic periods for 

developing programs that fall outside of “traditional” academic content areas. My own Advisory 
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prototype was modeled around a need in our school community for safe spaces that fostered 

positive community through the development of student agency. However, there are certainly 

implications for the work done in my Advisory period, such as measuring the extent to which 

positive community impacts boys’ achievement. There is also an opportunity to measure 

collaborative skill transfer, in other words, to explore which work habits boys are able to apply 

across academic disciplines and which ones are only activated within an Advisory setting. Lastly, 

it would be worth conducting a longitudinal study of the impact of positive community 

development on boys and explore whether the qualities that the boys value in their Advisory 

relationships now are the same qualities that they value next year, in five years, and so forth. 

Reflection 

First and foremost, this project challenged me professionally and emotionally. When I look at my 

Advisory group, I no longer see a group of boys to account for in the morning. They are, to me 

and to themselves, a family, and I think this project had an extraordinary impact for me because 

I learned that there are conditions that I as an educator can put in place to replicate that “family” 

dynamic. This project was also important on a personal level because positive community was 

not a facet of my education and is definitely something I believe I could have benefitted from. 

My Advisory, known affectionately as “7K,” is excited to come to school in the morning. They 

genuinely enjoy spending time around each other because this project allowed them the space 

to learn and grow together without the spectre of grades and test scores looming overhead and 

precluding relationship-building. 

The feedback I received from families has also been a testament to the power of this project; 

parents have told me that for the first time, their sons feel like they have a safe place at school 

and that they have finally found their “niche.” One boy’s mom told me, fighting back tears, that 

her son, who struggles with learning differences, feels that the boys in Advisory are his best 

friends. Knowing that boys have come out of this project closer, more connected, and more 

aware of their individual and collective power, has made this project more than worthwhile, and 

I am incredibly thankful for the opportunity to have taken on this work. I am especially grateful 

for the support of my supervisor, Steve Cohen, and my Headmaster, David Trower, for 

supporting this endeavor and encouraging the continuation of action research at our school. 
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Additionally, I am incredibly appreciative of the IBSC for including me in this rich opportunity to 

reflect on and grow my practice, and to my Team Advisor, Polly Higgins, for her critical eye, 

empathetic ear, and limitless humor. Thank you. 
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