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Abstract

Motivation for a student to succeed in the classroom is a question often debated in the educational world. Many students have multiple forces working against them including poverty, culture, language, and home life. To combat factors that are beyond the teacher’s control may seem overwhelming for any educator. However, hope can be found through a welcoming classroom community and sense of belonging. Often the community provides the only motivation for students to attend and try in the classroom. 
Students that are immigrants, who come from a different language background, or who are struggling academically may have a difficult time finding the value in what the teacher requires of them. These students may feel frustrated because of their inability to comprehend or perform the way they are expected; consequently, many of these students feel frightened and intimidated by their new surroundings and culture. Because of these feelings, these students have many external forces compelling them to give up. If a student comes from a different background, cannot see the value in what they are learning, or is struggling academically, then the main motivation for continuing in their education is the feeling of classroom community and belonging. 

Introduction


A sensei in Korean Judo stated, “The dojo is sacred. [It is] like a temple. You must show respect. You must take your shoes off. You must leave the world behind. The dojo is where many people come to become closer to themselves. [It is] like a temple. It is sacred” (R., personal communication, March 15, 2006). The dojo is the building designed for the practice and learning of Judo. Those who learn at the dojo share common goals in this martial art, resulting in a respect for one another. Consequently, the dojo is a place where the students can find a sense of belonging and unity with the other members. The community created in a sacred dojo provides a powerful example of what can be accomplished in an educational classroom. This classroom community not only provides a safe and welcoming environment but motivation for students to attend. Using a Judo class as a basis for this research, I discovered the motivating power of belonging to a community and how it affects every student. From this research I found that often the community is the only element that involves students and prevents a class from failing. If a student comes from a different background, cannot see the value in what they are learning, or is struggling academically, then a main motivation for continuing in their education is the feeling of classroom community and belonging. 

Research Strategy
My research is based on participant observations and interviews from a Judo class on the campus of Brigham Young University-Idaho. For two months, I attended this Judo class one to two times a week. From this experience, I saw, heard, and felt what it is like for a new student to be placed in a foreign setting. After each class period, I recorded the date, the amount of time, what was taught, and my overall feelings and impressions. I observed what the teacher and other class members did and how that related to me as a new student. After becoming more comfortable with the other students, I held individual interviews with a variety of the members including Joshua and Lisa. I also interviewed two of the temporary teachers, Fernando and Katie. (The names of those involved have been altered.)  I recorded each interview, typed them into a working form, and looked for common themes and connections between those interviewed. 

A participant observation allows the researcher to become actively involved in the setting of research. Through this research method, I experienced first hand the effects and forces that are involved in Judo. Only through participant observation would I have been able to actually feel as a student in a foreign setting feels. George Spindler, a major contributor to ethnographic research, states, “Ethnography can shed new light on old problems and ask new questions that will make some of the old problems obsolete” (Spindler, 1982, p. 4). This is the overall purpose and goal in using this research strategy. However, with these observations comes a biased expression of what actually happened. Since each person experiences things differently, a variety of conclusions can be drawn from similar experiences. To overcome this obstacle, I interviewed numerous class members to bring different perspectives into the research. With the balance achieved through utilizing both types of research, the study became thematic and conclusive around classroom community and belonging. 
Each Judo member was influenced in some way by another class member that motivated their involvement in the sport. With this information teachers can compensate for differences and involve all students, forming an essential classroom community and feeling of belonging. Without these forces in place, the motivation for all students to continue in education is limited if not non-existent.
Culture of Judo

Judo means, “the gentle way.” Although a seemingly paradoxical name for a form of wrestling, Judo represents many peaceful ideas of Japanese philosophy. Founded by Jigoro Kano after the style of Japanese Jujitsu, Judo was created as a reaction against the forceful ideals of self-defense during the late 1800’s. Kano’s method was based primarily on the philosophy of Zen Buddhist monks who believed that yielding to “the way” of the opponent was the method of attaining power (Rokudan, 1969, 1-3). Through my experiences in the culture of Judo, I found that it is one of deep respect for life, balance, and harmony. The conflicts found within this classroom environment arose when participants were not willing to respect the other members, thus disrupting the classroom unity. Many of my experiences with this culture were positive. Although Judo was different, I found that through the acceptance of the culture, the more I learned and the more I belonged. 

Research
Participant Observation
I entered the wrestling room with apprehension and anticipation on January 21, 2006. It was early for a Saturday morning, and the Hart building was empty but for a few students preparing to exercise. My friend Jake was teaching a Judo class and invited me to attend. My friend Jenn also came for a new experience. As we stepped into the wrestling room that morning, I found that Jake was nowhere to be seen. As I took in our new surroundings, a smell of stagnant, musty, sweat permeated the room. The blue mats looked scuffed and unsanitary. A group of people were stretching on the mats with white coats, pants, and bare feet. I began feeling slightly panicked; I didn’t know anyone, and no one said anything. Perhaps I was in the wrong room. I shifted my weight from leg to leg, as the feeling of apprehension and unease grew. Finally a girl with blond hair approached us. I stepped forward and said, “Hi, um, is this Judo class?”

“Yeah,” The girl said looking at us, surprised. “Yeah, are you guys here for that?” She looked both Jenn and I up and down. We didn’t look like the typical people who came to Judo.  Personally, I didn’t feel like I belonged in this kind of setting. 


“Um, yes,” I felt a need to explain my presence there, “My friend Jake invited us and…” A look of understanding came to the girl’s eyes, she said we were welcome, and handed us a role to sign. 

The girl introduced herself as Katie, “Just take off your socks and shoes and come join us on the mat.” 

I was somewhat apprehensive and disgusted at the prospect of touching the wrestling mats with my bare feet, but I did what was asked anyway. Katie watched me and said, “Oh, and we bow before we come on the mat. It’s to show respect. Feeling slightly foolish, I stepped off the mat, bowed, and came back on. 

We began lining up. Katie explained that we lined up from girl to boy, lightest to heaviest weight. We were then taught how to sit with our feet behind, the left toe over the right toe to create a circuit of energy. Then we were to shout in Japanese and bow. Katie tried to teach me the Japanese phrases, but I couldn’t make my mouth form the right shapes. “We’ll keep working on it,” she resigned.  

The first thing we were taught was how to roll. Katie shouted over to one of the more experienced members, “Hey Fernando, do you want to teach these guys rolls, while I do some randori with the rest?” But Fernando’s response was in the negative. Katie could work with us. 
Katie eventually came and modeled a roll for the group of beginners comprised of myself, Jenn, and a boy named Sam. Katie fell to the ground, rolled, and then stood up. “Okay” she said, “Now try it.” Jenn and I gave her looks of disbelief and incredibility. 

Katie sensed our trepidation so she demonstrated it for us several more times before Jenn and I tried. I was frustrated quickly. I had no idea what I was doing, and the teacher really wasn’t helping us very much. I found that I didn’t want to do what she asked anyway. I could not see the value in what she was teaching, and I didn’t think it was worthwhile.  I found myself demeaning the sport because I was in an unusual and awkward situation. Judo was unlike anything I did or appreciated, so it was obviously not worth my time. After Jenn and I had attempted the art of rolling, Katie moved on to show us a “ground work” technique. It was very much like wrestling and far more physically active than I had anticipated. It was hard, frustrating, and unusual. After about an hour of this, Jenn and I agreed that Judo was not for us and left promptly. I felt uncomfortable in this new and unusual setting. I didn’t feel like there was any reason for me to stay. 
I returned to Judo the following Wednesday. I didn’t want to go, but I had spoken with Jake and he promised to be there. I knew that I would be in an awkward situation, but it was a comfort to know that I would have a knowledgeable friend. However, Wednesday’s practice and those that followed were different than my first experience. Jake was a skilled and patient teacher, who would work with beginners individually until we felt confidant to move on to a new skill. He would make us feel welcome and that we were not a burden to the class. Jake was a friend who made me feel like I belonged. With the support of a friend and teacher, I began to progress in this new culture. 
I was proud of my new abilities and was excited that I was involved in something so unique and different. As I came more consistently to practices and began to progress, the other class members acknowledged me. I became a part of their community. They would greet me in other settings, aside from practice, and would inquire to my whereabouts if I missed. I began to enjoy spending time with the other class members, as they made me feel more welcome. I found that I still wanted to come to Judo when Jake wasn’t going to be there. I felt like I belonged to the class. I still didn’t see the value in what I was learning. I didn’t understand how Judo could apply to my life, and I knew I was very poor at the sport. But that didn’t matter. Having people that I liked and liked me was enough motivation for me to attend and enjoy what I was learning. 

Judo changed drastically over the months that I attended and not just for me. There were many struggles in teachers, class membership, meetings times, and organization. These problems affected many of the other students. Attendance dropped considerably due to conflicts concerning how the class should be organized and disregard for cultural respect. Many of the students’ motivation was primarily to fight and not learn “the gentle ways” of Judo. This made things more awkward for me, as the dedication of the other students and teachers wavered because of the reduced support. Re-organization took place and at the beginning of March and a new teacher was committed to teach our class.  

The next time I attended Judo, the familiar feeling of apprehension returned. I walked into the now familiar wrestling room and quickly looked around to see if I knew anyone. I identified Katie and Jake and decided to stay because they were there. The new teacher was small, but I could tell he was experienced. His black hair was set off by silver rimmed glasses. Katie leaned over and told me that he was a second degree black belt in his native country of Korea. He began to introduce himself in somewhat broken English and outlined the class. “Okay, so this is Judo, and we are beginning. I know that a lot of you have done this before and that the past teacher has teached you a lot of skill but not very well. I will teach you very few skill but you will learn them perfectly. Who here is new or a beginner?” I raised my hand, and slowly realized that I was the only one. “Okay,” he said, “What do you know?” 

“Oh um,” I frantically tried to remember what I had learned, “Well, I know how to roll and a few sweeps, a little ground work, um, let’s see.” I was not very confidant in my new abilities and felt intimidated when asked to perform them in front of a far more experienced group of people. 

“Okay, you show us.”

I did my best to try and remember a simple sweep skill, but I couldn’t perform it. My mind went completely void of everything that I had learned. When it was obvious that I couldn’t do anything, the focus shifted to the more advanced and better students. I was grateful. I was tempted to leave, but I remained because I didn’t want to draw further attention to myself.

Throughout the night, the teacher did little to work with the struggling students. He coached and taught the more advanced group, while the beginners were left without instruction. I felt responsible that my partner wasn’t getting the instruction she needed because of my inability to perform.  The atmosphere was different from when my friends taught, who would take time to work with each of us individually and reaffirm our abilities. 
I didn’t want to go to Judo the next time. I felt embarrassed about the last practice; I didn’t want to feel that way again.  I found myself hating Judo, discrediting it, and contemplating not attending at all. I forced myself to go, for the sake of research, and found that it was a good thing that I went.

I was relieved to see that the few people there were those I felt comfortable around. Katie had brought one of her friends, Candice, who was a beginner. It was very beneficial to have Candice there. I didn’t feel so inadequate because I wasn’t the only beginner. I also began to understand our new teacher. He was a Korean trying to teach Japanese Judo to Americans.  He mistook our inability to perform as a communication barrier on his part. As I saw his frustration, I felt my own dissipate. I reassured him that I understood what he was communicating and continued to try. Once that barrier was recognized, it made things less uncomfortable. After practice that night, Katie and Fernando informed me that my technique was improving. This affirmation from those I respected gave me the confidence I needed to continue. 
I attended Judo until the end of March, when the class slowly dissolved. The classroom community was not prevalent enough to hold student’s commitment during the end of the semester. Due to lack of interest, the class was adjourned for the year. Through my experiences I learned not only to enjoy the art of Judo, but gained valuable insights on how these experiences can be applied to the classroom. Although I eventually enjoyed Judo and found value in its teachings, it was ultimately the community that sustained my motivation and kept me attending.
Ethnographic Interviews
Through various interviews of other class members, I have received evidence that support the claims of classroom community and belonging. Through these interviews, I have learned much about what motivates my fellow classmates. 

Fernando has practiced Judo sporadically since the time he was six in his native county of Brazil. Fernando reaffirmed in his interview that it was because of other people that he truly became interested in Judo. He recalls: 

[My brother] decided to start [Judo] because he had a boy, who was a good friend of his that did Judo at the same dojo. He asked my mom if he could go and I was like, ‘Hey don’t leave me here.’” (R. Bronner, personal communication, March 10, 2006) 
It was due to the influence of his brother that involved Fernando and motivated him to continue attending. It wasn’t until he was 16 that he really saw the value of it. 

As I was interviewing Fernando, I asked him about his feelings about the Judo class this semester. His following response was truthful and poignant: 

I think it is dying off. I would really like to have something that works. But it is hard to find people who are interested and who would commit themselves. I think people are busy with school and [they have a] lack of commitment. Not only from the sensei but from the students themselves. No one is qualified to teach. I believe [commitment] has to start from the students. If they are interested in the sport, then the sensei can get them motivated and help them develop and see if they are progressing.  (R. Bronner, personal communication, March 10, 2006) 


Joshua previously attended the Judo class, but stopped because the class, “didn’t fit [his] needs.” As I interviewed Joshua, I asked why he attended the class and what kept him involved. He told me that he had invited a friend to attend with him, and he felt responsible to remain because of her. It was another person that motivated Joshua to come. He could not see the value in coming, it wasn’t fulfilling his needs, but he continued to come because of a feeling of commitment to a community. 

Well I invited her initially, but the class was really cool last semester, I thought. And I was hoping it would be like that. . .  With that said, I think I understood why things were slower when she was coming because she was [new], she didn’t know anything. And then once fewer new people were coming and we were the doing the same thing, same things, it would just drive me nuts. I was getting frustrated. When somebody new was coming, I understood. And at the time, like at the beginning of the semester, there were a lot of new people. You were new, she was new. I stopped wanting to come before I stopped coming. [I came] mostly because she was still coming. I mean, I invited her in the first place I have to see it through. It was good for her. She learned a lot. (J. Lis, personal communication, March 1, 2006)

Clearly Joshua’s commitment to Judo was based around a responsibility to the community. He wanted his friends to feel involved and that required a slower pace. He was willing to go slower because of newer students. He understood, and was willing to make that sacrifice, even if for a limited amount of time. 

Through several other informal interviews conducted, I learned that nearly every class member began attending because of another class member. They all continued to attend because they had friends to support them.

In Katie’s interview she expressed the importance of having a community and feeling of belonging. She comments the following: 

I’ve been there long enough I know the people well enough. . . Whenever we see each other, we ask each other how we are. We all say hi. It makes it so much friendlier. If you can tell it’s based on friendship and not competition, it’s not nearly as intimidating. (R. Payne, personal communication, March 6, 2006)
Analysis

The common themes of classroom community and belonging are what tie these various interviews and observations together. Clearly, classroom community and belonging are a powerful influence over the teacher, the material being taught, and other motivating forces. The interviews show that many of the other class members relied upon each other to continue their pursuits. Nearly every member was initially invited by someone within the class. It was because of that companionship that each person continued to come. Once they came and felt that belonging, they were then able to expand their views to what was being taught. They could find value in the knowledge and eventually the belonging, although still essential, could be shifted to a lower priority. In the beginning stages this community was a necessity for success. Because this was not established early in the BYU-Idaho Judo class, interest was lost and attendance dropped until the class dissipated into nothing. Had a stronger community been instated early, the class would have proved successful.
These reactions and observations can be applied to all students in all educational situations. Students that are immigrants, who come from a different language background, or who are struggling academically may have a difficult time finding the value in what the teacher requires of them. These students may feel frustrated because of their inability to comprehend or perform the way they are expected. The students may feel frightened and intimidated by their new surroundings and culture. Because of these feelings, these students have many external forces compelling them to give up. I felt this in my own experiences in Judo. I understood the feeling of inadequacy while in class. I also discovered the invaluable feeling of belonging because of a community. 

In my own experience, were I to quit Judo it would not have any lasting effects on my life. However, this is not the case for students in the public educational system. If these students drop out of school, the consequences will be far more severe. Without the schooling they need, these students will not be able to survive or succeed in society. This is why it is essential to create a classroom that encourages community and belonging. Often times this becomes the only motivation that students have.

Sonia Nieto discusses the importance of classroom community and belonging in her book Affirming Diversity. She states: 
“. . . whether and how teachers and schools care for students can make an immense difference in how students experience schooling. The researchers explain ‘caring’ not just affection but as close and trusting relationships that, most importantly, create a sense of belonging in the school community. This sense of belonging is especially meaningful . . .” (Nieto, 2004, pp. 270-271) 
Applications
Through my time spent in the dojo, I determined three main ways that the necessary community can be fostered in a classroom: heterogeneous groups, context for learning, and a positive teacher/student relationship. Although these principles are continually emphasized in the academic world, it was beneficial to actually observe how they can improve a classroom dynamic or be the cause of a classroom’s failure.

Heterogeneous Groups
The students who attended Judo each week were not only diverse in skill level but also in ethnicity. Among those who attended were Caucasian Americans, Japanese, Koreans, Brazilians, and Australians. The complexities in reconciling each countries perception of Judo was constantly being addressed. The class periods in which these differences were embraced, instead of reacted against, proved to be the most productive. In a classroom setting, this principle still applies. When teachers support their students by embracing what their culture (whether it be country, race, or family) views as worthwhile, students not only feel validated, but they are better able to incorporate their previous knowledge to the new principles being taught.
In addition to diverse groups, the times lessons were the most productive was when I was surrounded by different skill levels. I observed and learned from those who had mastery of the skills, but felt confidant and comfortable that there were those who were at my same level. When heterogeneous grouping is applied in the classroom, all students benefit. Those who are at a higher level expand their knowledge by supporting their peers. Those who are struggling not only have examples to look to but peers that help ease their anxiety.  Not only do students benefit academically, but this grouping is essential in fostering a positive classroom community. Beth Rubin explores this issue in her article This Issue: 
. . . the teachers’ use of heterogeneous grouping and complex instruction, focusing on how teachers encouraged multidimensional classrooms, valued the perspectives of different students, and encouraged students to be responsible for each another. (Rubin, 2006, p. 2) 
From this responsibility that Rubin discusses comes the trust and respect that communities are based on. However, Rubin provides a warning for teachers who desire diverse grouping, “Teachers need to believe in all of their students and learn to teach differently for detracking to succeed” (Rubin, 2006, p. 1). This kind of teaching can be accomplished through providing a context for learning.
Context for Learning
One of the first Judo classes I attended was a seminar on learning how to choke the opponent. I remember feeling appalled and frustrated by this activity. Since I did not have a base in which to place this new knowledge, I was given the impression that Judo was violent and aggressive. However, as I learned more of this art, I found that this was a serious misconception formulated by my lack of exposure to the subject. When Judo had found a context within my schema, I found it much easier to learn and accept. Within a classroom environment, if students are not given a base in which to place their new knowledge, they will end up frustrated and confused. Through relating new information to a student’s individual context, they will find value and meaning in what they are learning. It is the teacher’s responsibility to find out an individual’s culture and context so that they can make learning meaningful.
Positive student teacher relationship
One of the most powerful factors in creating a community is fostering a positive relationship with the students. When I felt the Judo instructors take interest in my learning and my progression, I was more motivated to perform. They helped me to see that I had a place in the Judo class, even though I was as slow learner. Because of their relationship with me, I continued to attend, try, and progress. This is the challenge and task for teachers today. Through creating a positive relationship with the student, they will also realize their place within the classroom community. When they have that community for a support, then many of the deterring external factors can be overcome. Gilah Leder states in his article Teacher Student Interaction: A Case Study, “[Weinstein et. al] hypothesized that certain student teacher interaction patterns. . . were more likely to produce students with task intrinsic motivation. . .”  (Leder, 1987, p. 5). When a student feels the connection and belonging established by the teacher, then their motivation to continue to attend and progress in their achievements increases. When a relationship such as this is established with every student, the teacher successfully begins to create a community. Each student is validated by the teacher and will then validate one another. This creates a community of trust and friendship, and a community where each student belongs.

This relationship can be fostered when the teacher makes an effort to learn about each one of her students. Taking time each day to communicate to her students will allow the teacher to know how to reach each student individually. The students will feel valued and necessary to the classroom when the teacher validates each student’s individual contribution to the community. 

Conclusion
The sacredness of the dojo can transfer into the classroom to create a community that is essential for all students’ learning. If this community can be provided for all students, they will be motivated to continue in their educational pursuits. Eventually the role of community may take a lower priority as learning becomes valued and interesting. However, if the community is not established in the beginning stages of each new class, situation, or experience, other motivating factors diminish with the feelings of inadequacy, fear, and frustration. This idea of belonging in a community is essential to success not just for struggling students but for all students. The classroom must become a safe place, like that of the dojo, where students can come and feel valued. Within a classroom such as this, students can discover who they are and what they are to become. Each student will grow to love learning in a community that cultivates approval, friendship, and belonging.
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