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You Can Start Anytime! 

Diego says that although building community is key from the first days of the 
school year, we can begin implementing these ideas any time, and our students 
will appreciate the focus on relationships and community!


Greeting Students  

Diego has us picture two different scenarios:  One, the teacher is sitting at their 
desk or making last-minute preparations such as writing on the board as 
students enter, dealing with their own concerns.  Two, the teacher is standing by 
the door, saying hello and greeting them with a smile, and asking them how they 
are doing.  


Diego recommends doing this each day.  Bryce Hedstrom also recommends 
greeting students at the door as a daily practice, using passwords.  Here is more 
information from Bryce's blog.


Benefits to students:  They feel seen, heard, welcomed.

Benefits to teacher:  They feel that they are entering your space and you have 
had a positive interaction with them in the neutral emotional context of the 
doorway.


Tone of voice:  Diego models a warm, inviting, professional tome of voice as 
compared to a gruff, distracted tone.  “Fake it till you make it!”  (i.e., even if you 
are not feeling your best, use a chipper tone of voice because it will help your 
classes go better, which will help you end the day feeling better!)


The Importance of First Impressions 

Students’ first impressions are very powerful.  So if you start this practice on the 
first day of school, students will internalize that you are in control and also warm 
and inviting.  This is called “warm demanding” teachers behavior.  Read more 
about the characteristics of Warm Demanders here.
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Diego says that even if we have not yet begun this practice, it is not too late to 
have a fresh start.  He recommends starting this practice after a break (or even 
after a weekend).


What Brings Us Together 

Diego says that each class is unique:  once the door closes, what happens in 
that group is special.  Every student and every group, and even every situation, 
is unique.  Classrooms are like blank pages in a book, on which we write 
community.  Diego recommends that we begin with a blank space for students, 
with little on the walls, and fill the walls with creations that we make together 
with the class, creating a space as unique as the groups that are using it this 
year.


This is just the notes for the first eight minutes of Diego’s 54-
minute presentation.  To watch the whole thing, for free, plus 
lots of other awesome presentations, go to this link*  and 
watch before September 25 at 5:59 AM Eastern time. 

To read the chapter on Creating Community that Diego and I wrote together for 
Stepping Stones Year One and Beyond, scroll down.
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Beginning the Year to Build 
Community 

 
excerpted from Stepping Stones Year One and Beyond 
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At the beginning of the year, many World Language teachers traditionally do a 

“review unit”.  In the past, this has often meant re-teaching to the conscious mind 

all the vocabulary and grammar points that were “covered” in previous years and 

inevitably forgotten over the break.  Of course we had to re-teach all these 

points;  conscious learning about the language is fragile and easily-forgotten.   

However, in proficiency-based programs, we are often surprised how much 

language is retained from year to year.  This is because acquired competence is 

deeper and more durable than learned competence.  Memorized vocabulary or 

declarative knowledge about the structure of the language or form manipulation 

that was practiced through “grammar drills” are quickly forgotten by most 

students.  We all know the feeling of cramming information into our brains for a 

test, only to come up short weeks or months later when trying to retrieve the 

knowledge.   

In continuing levels of proficiency-based programs, the beginning of the year is 

more of a time to re-activate students’ latent acquired competence, build 

connections and trust in a new class community, and just begin using the 

language again in a comprehensible way. 

I have met few educators with more talent and passion for bringing their students 

together into a supportive learning community than Diego Ojeda, a poet who just 

happens to also be teaching Spanish in Louisville, Kentucky.  I asked Diego to 

help me write this chapter because every time we do a workshop together, I am 

moved and inspired by his thoughts on real community-building, not the fake kind 

where we have to build a tower out of marshmallows or tell “two truths and a lie.”  

While those are fun, and it is certainly a great idea to give kids an opportunity to 

problem-solve together and do fun things like play games, Diego has a deeper 
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kind of human connection in mind when he first greets his classes in the first 

days of school, and I am so glad that he agreed to share it with you here.   

What is community? 

Diego writes, “If we look in the dictionary, we can read that "community" has its 

origin in the Latin term communitas. This concept refers to the characteristic of 

common, by how we define different kinds of sets: of the individuals that are part 

of a town, region or nation; of the nations that are linked by political and 

economic agreements; of the people who believe in a certain cause, or belong to 

the same political party, or who share a common faith.   

Creating community in the classroom is the biggest challenge in education. It is 

the most challenging, and also the most foundational element of establishing a 

well-functioning classroom.  In general, our students come from very different 

personal and socioeconomic contexts, having in common only some very 

superficial characteristics:  they were all born around the same year, they all live 

in the same place, and they all report to Room 22 every day at 11:43 to do 

Spanish with Sr. Ojeda.  Not much exciting there to bring people together.  It’s 

really just happenstance that places us in the same room day after day, together, 

to “do Spanish”.  Just breathing the same air at the same time, in the same place 

each day is not really enough for our students to feel recognized as part of a 

group with its own identity and direction.  

In a class there are usually no agreements among its members and it is more 

common to follow the guidelines dictated by lists of rules that are imposed on all 

classes.  It is not common to follow a direction set by the  unique collective 

unconscious of this group, with the teacher serving as leader, guide, a role model 
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and a friendly presence in students’ lives. It is not common to lead students with 

this light touch, and in collaboration with them, because it is not easy.   

It may take years to achieve this level of leadership, and even the most 

experienced teachers can sometimes find themselves working with a class for 

whom forming a community proves to be more challenging .  All teachers go 

through stages but the important thing is to have a growth mindset, to see each 

of these stages as one more step towards the goal, from which we learned and 

grew, not as a waste of time when we did the wrong thing. 

Another challenge is that each class is a community in itself. In other words, each 

group of students has the potential to form its own unique community. That said, 

it is possible for a teacher to be in charge of creating and leading five or six, or 

even more, different communities in a year!  This is a huge responsibility.  No 

wonder teaching can take such a toll on us, physically and emotionally.  And this 

is not even taking into account that each teacher has their personal life and their 

own communities outside of school.” 

Establishing community from the very first minute 

Let's start from the fact that neither students nor teachers know each other. It is 

the first day of classes and we wait for our first group to arrive to the classroom, 

ready to make those all-important first impressions.  How we welcome our 

students conveys deeply-meaningful, indelible information to them.  Do we 

receive our students sitting at our desk, or standing next to the board or perhaps 

at the classroom door?  Each one of these options is conveying a very clear 

message to the student. If the teacher remains seated at their desk, each student 

who arrives in the classroom understands that the teacher is very busy and that 

there will only be interaction between students and teacher once everyone has 
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arrived and the clock is displaying the class’s official start time. If the teacher is 

standing next to the board, the student understands that there is no time to lose 

and although they have not yet even started the class, they had better be ready 

with his materials and ready from the first minute.   

On the contrary, if the teacher chooses to wait for his students at the door of the 

classroom to greet them and welcome them, in addition to a smile, at least we 

will be starting a process of mutual knowledge that will be developed through 

each class. Human beings learn from very young ages to recognize others 

through the voice. When we greet each student with a "good day" or a "Hello, 

how are you" we are giving them a part of us that enters their ears and that they 

will hardly forget. Our voice, the tone, the inflections then begin to build a new 

world for each one of them, just as their voice, tone and inflections will help us to 

enter that world that begins to take shape from the first greeting. 

What brings us together? 

It does not matter if the teacher has worked for 17 years in the same school, in 

the same room, even wearing the same tie and standing at the same podium. It 

does not matter if the students have attended that school for years and that the 

buildings, the classes and the furniture are the same. It does not matter if the 

school is more than one hundred years old and almost everyone knows each 

other. The interactions in the classroom, this year, today, this minute, matter! 

Once class begins, our interactions with this particular group of humans will be 

unique.  No other class we ever teach in the future will ever be like this class.   

But these interactions are also malleable.  We shape them together with the 

class, day by day.  Teachers and students, together, transform this as-yet 

undefined space into a community in which positive personal relationships prevail 
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during each class and during the school year.  Although it is true that 

responsibility is in the hands of all the members of this community, it is the 

teacher who, due to their training, life experience, and professional responsibility, 

must be intentional in every decision, in every interaction and in every vocal 

intonation, every statement made in class, in how they gesture or position their 

body every time they are in front of their students.  

Yes, we are all human, and we cannot “hide” everything about our life and its 

challenges, but it happens that each human has a specific role in a certain group. 

The role of the teacher is to exemplify behaviors and actions that generate 

motivation in students. If we are not having a good day, and so we convey our 

sorrows to our students, they will possibly empathize and also begin to relate 

their bad experiences. Sometimes, teaching requires us to be actors. The actor 

does not act to deceive the audience, the actor acts to entertain or to make 

people think. Similarly, teachers must use our faces, movements and 

expressions to communicate calm, warm, friendly, and also firm leadership, to 

create the optimal conditions for language acquisition:  trust, community, safety, 

and acceptance. 

It doesn't really matter if students and teachers have different experiences in life. 

What really matters is that from the first day we will have the opportunity to build 

a safe and welcoming space for everyone. Usually this is not possible if instead 

of dedicating time to really meet our students as people, and get to know them in 

a real way, from the first day, if instead of listening to their voices and seeing their 

reactions, we insist on dedicating the first classes (and sometimes until the first 

week) to presenting the curricular topics, talking about the tests and 

assessments that will take place, going over the class rules and culminating with 

the signing of the syllabus. 
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Diego, who has been teaching for a long time, has realized that there is no better 

investment than dedicating that first week to establishing connections with 

students. His first-day routine is, after greeting everyone at the door and waiting 

for everyone to arrive, to sit with them (the class has no desks, only chairs) and 

ask them about their experiences during the first days of school (usually in L1).  

He shares his impressions of the first week as well, how difficult it is to get used 

to the routine after the summer, etc.  He avoids conversations that have to do 

with summer or the usual questionnaires about what they have done during this 

vacation time, because we can not assume that everyone has had a fantastic 

time.  We must start generating community from what we have, from the reality of 

school, not from what we had (or, in the case of some students, what we didn’t 

have) over the summer.  

Beginning the year with Diego’s” Slow Approach” 

Diego does not spend that first day going over rules, or diving right into the 

content.  He first gets to know the students, and then later, once he moves on to 

instruction, he can hit the ground running.  Some teachers want or need to get 

into content on these first days of school (The recommended first language 

experience for your students, regardless of their class level, is Small Talk, which 

is really a ruse that uses the framework of the calendar to quickly elicit students’ 

opinions on the weather and their schedules).   Even if that is the case, it is 

recommended that you spend more time in the first days on the first step of the 

daily instructional framework — “Norming the Class”, and devote a good amount 

of time to allowing your students to get to know you, and each other, as human 

beings first.  This foundation will be of the utmost importance in your class this 

year.   
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Even if you only discuss one thing about the calendar, ask one review question, 

write one sentence during Shared Writing time, read your one sentence during 

Shared Reading, and ask one wrap-up question at the end of class, you are still 

hitting it out of the park if you devoted substantial time to community-building in 

this real, genuine way before diving into a little content.  (Note:  It is 

recommended that, if you do begin content, that you do make sure that you have 

time, even on the very first day, to process at least one little bit of information 

through the whole daily framework, so that students will develop a sense of the 

rhythm of class.   

It is not until the second class (when, as Diego says, “ they already know that I 

am human and that I am with them”) that Diego recommends that we begin 

talking about how second languages are acquired. He tells them about his 

personal experience learning his second language, tells them funny stories and 

also sad stories, and tells them about the cultural differences and similarities that 

he has encountered through the years. He might share photos, documents or 

artifacts related to his experiences. Diego maintains that in this, the most 

important thing is that students continue to know us as resilient, intercultural, real 

human beings with real struggles and challenges that we have overcome and 

maintained our good cheer and personal strength.  At no time would Diego talk 

about his unresolved frustrations, his emotional state or his political beliefs.  We 

are also conveying to them unconsciously that acquiring a second language 

relates to everyday life and is built through cross-cultural human interaction in the 

real world. 

Students may volunteer their own experiences with language, or their friends’ or 

relatives’ stories, and then on the third day of class, Diego starts to talk about 

how people acquire their first language and any subsequent languages. 
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Without using very technical language, or acronyms, dates or names, Diego 

presents the two most important aspects in the acquisition of second languages:  

the message and communication. He explains that in order to truly communicate, 

the message must be relevant, interesting or important. Conveying to your 

students that the class will focus on communication helps to build community in 

the class. When you talk about messages, communication, relevance, and 

empathy, your students will understand that in this class the language is basically 

just an excuse to get to know each other better and to get to know the cultures 

connected with the language.  

Diego writes this about culture.  “Much is talked about the role of ‘authentic 

resources’ in the World Language class or about the influence of a native teacher 

vs. a non-native teacher, but these two things are irrelevant in my opinion, 

because, as I said above, each class is its unique world.  Each class is a 

microcosm in which students and teachers see themselves as generators of a 

unique space in which the language will have the task of uniting, and not of 

establishing distances.   

“There is no more authentic resource than the honesty of presenting ourselves 

as we are.  The authenticity in the language class is not given by texts, audios or 

images that come from the culture to which the L2 belongs.  The authenticity in 

the class derives from the authentic personal relationships that take place within 

the class.  Because of the authentic relationships built in class today,  and the 

positive feelings that we develop about the language, later in their lives, our 

students can establish authentic cross-cultural relationships with people who are 

native speakers of the language.  You don’t learn Spanish better, or empathize 

more with the Hispanic culture by wearing a Mexican hat during Spanish class.  

You learn Spanish better by using it to communicate about things that make you 

feel good.  You empathize more with the Hispanic culture by being able to 
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communicate with people who speak Spanish.  It all starts with simple, 

interpersonal relationships that are built in L1 and L2, today, in your class, with 

you and the other students in class.” 

After the third class, and thanks to the fact that we dedicated the first three 

sessions to get to know each other a bit, we have prepared the field to start 

generating situations (activities) that allow us a good excuse to use the L2. Note 

that for Diego starting to use L2 immediately is not important.  For him, the 

importance of the first days is in creating community, learning who our students 

are, what they are experiencing in these first hectic days of school, and 

discussing real stories of overcoming challenges and growing and learning from 

them. While "icebreaker" activities are interesting and sometimes even fun, they 

are too structured and quick to pretend that after a couple of them the members 

of a heterogeneous group find enough things in common to become a 

community. 

What is the purpose of developing community? 

We do not generate community in the L2 class to maintain order. Diego does not 

recommend dedicating the first three or four classes to personal interaction and 

to know each other just to ensure conducive environment for him to teach in 

(though a strong community feeling does help us teach better).  We generate 

community in the classroom in order to remain a community for the rest of the 

year and for the rest of our lives. 

We do not create community in the language class just for the sake of the 

language class. The success of a community can only be truly seen after the 

passage of several years, when after a while you learn that your students have 

continued learning the language, and perhaps that they have enrolled in a 
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service program for immigrant communities, or have decided to travel to 

countries where the language is spoken.  This lets us see the real importance of 

being very intentional when creating community in our classes.   

We create community in the language class to help our own community. That is, 

when we as teachers do everything possible to make our students feel part of a 

community, we are helping them to be positive members in their future 

communities. Being an integral and positive part of a community has a lot to do 

with being a good citizen. We form citizens by forming community in our classes. 

Societies reflect the type of community that has been generated in schools over 

the years. If in schools and in our classrooms we do not talk and reflect on such 

important issues as racism, immigration, access to health, unemployment and 

other factors that directly affect society, we will not be giving our students the 

tools necessary for them to intelligently understand and face their reality when 

they become adults.  

A language class is fundamental in allowing students to have different 

perspectives that allow them a critical and independent mind. We are now in the 

twenty-first century, humans are more globally interconnected than ever before, 

and human migration, to a greater or lesser extent, is present in almost every 

country in the world. Our classes are instrumental in developing critical citizens 

who can question the government and the multinational corporations and steer 

our world in more positive directions.  

How do we create community when our students are such different people  
from such different backgrounds?  
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Our students come from such different experiences and conditions.  How do we 

guide our students to find something in common that allows them to recognize 

themselves as members of the same community?  

The answer is in the curriculum. Teachers are responsible for designing, through 

the curriculum, the avenues by which students connect their experience with 

knowledge, while connecting to themselves, with the teacher and later with 

outside cultures that speak your language. 

We must ensure that our curriculum is inclusive: that it takes into account the 

different family, social, and economic environments that may be present in our 

classes. In a public school, there may be more social diversity and at a private 

schools there may be another kind of diversity, such as students from 

multinational backgrounds.  

We must also plan curriculum that provides opportunities for the development of 

the multiple kinds of intelligences that are present for each of our students. 

Sometimes we tend to favor activities of one type over another, because they 

appeal to us as teachers.  However, when we use a variety of instructional 

activities, we highlight the capabilities of the group. 

We want to provide opportunities for each student to feel proud of who they are, 

and also to be part of a group conscience. As in a professional football team in 

Europe, some of the best in the world, we must allow our students to feel like 

stars that shine thanks to their teamwork. When we consider each student as a 

star, then we begin to notice that each one has a special brightness and we see 

them for who each one is in their individuality. Students, especially teenagers, 

have the need to feel important.  They just want us to look at them, work to really 

see them, and then make their identity shine in the group. So, as Diego says, 
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“Let's savor each class as a chance to observe the group as a sky full of stars 

that we like to contemplate for hours.” 

Diego continues, writing, “Adolescence is a very hard time for every human 

being. During this time of our life we always feel that we are incomplete, that 

something is missing, so at school we decided to go with the flow, do what is 

indicated by our teachers and by our parents. But there comes a time (and it's 

different for each person) in which we get tired of anonymity and we want to be 

seen, we want to attract attention and not all of us manage to do it in a positive 

way. That's when we see problems of discipline and-or attitude. In a language 

class where there is true community, the teacher is able to offer this recognition, 

or to understand their students.” 

“In a class where the creation of community has been a clear objective from the 

first day, the students will surely manifest more solidarity with the other members 

of that community, minimizing the negative behavior  problems that affect the 

learning process.  It’s important for the student to feel recognized for their talents, 

skills, good qualities, and even for their weaknesses. When this happens, the 

student  tends to be more calm, does not act disruptively or violently and is more 

given to accepting the learning environment.” 

“Of course, every teacher needs concrete strategies to control discipline in class.  

It is important to know the experiences of other teachers and study examples of 

all kinds of different classes. However, I insist that it is much more valuable and 

effective to take the time to get to know our students. Get to know what motivates 

your students and why those things are important to them. At the same time, we 

need to know what generates conflict, what discourages them and what worries 

them at school and also beyond the purely academic.” 
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“And this is different for every individual student.  If we take the time to get to 

know our students, really know them, then every interaction, even those that are 

disciplinary or corrective in nature, can be seen as they really are:  as a gift, an 

opportunity to know their inner being. In real life, we would never try to change 

members of our family or community who were displaying inappropriate attitudes 

and behaviors by using the same strategies with everyone.  Surely it would be a 

total failure!  So, what makes us think that with just some generic, off-the-shelf 

class management strategies we are going to reach everyone in class?” 

Diego is so right.  Relationship and communication is the basis of classroom 

management.  We can have management strategies in place, but we cannot 

expect them to work with every child, all the time.  And we cannot expect any 

management program to work without a basis of community.  What generic, off-

the-shelf classroom management strategies do is create a “net” that supports 

everyone.  Sometimes the “net” allows a fish to escape, and in that case, when 

we have to go after our stray fishies, and get them back into the net, we will be 

glad that we have built a relationship with them first, before we needed them to 

respond to our voice calling them back, back to community.   
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