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Introduction
This is the report of how I used a psychological model in my class with students in grades 2
and 3, from autumn term 2000 until spring term 2002.
This model, usually called the Four Rooms of Change, was designed by Claes Janssen, senior
lecturer in pedagogy and psychologist. His doctoral dissertation Personal Dialectics (1975)
that deals with attitudes towards self-censorship, led to the development of the Four Rooms of
Change. Since then the theory has gained widespread support and is being used as a tool for
both personal and organizational development. I am not going to describe the theory in its
detail in this report. I refer the interested reader to the summary in Claes Janssen’s book
Laughing with God (1995). The chapter is called “To declare oneself in contentment”. A more
detailed description of the theory can be found in his book “The Four Rooms of Change”
(1996).
The Four Rooms of Change is a theory that is created by the participants themselves as they
place keywords into the four different “rooms”. Below is an example of how such a matrix
may look:
THE FOUR ROOMS OF CHANGE
Contentment

Renewal

calm
effective
liking myself
belonging
relaxed
having a it nice
satisfied
diligent
willing to compromise

eager
strong
alive
like a balloon
growing
warm
creative
brave
full of insight

Denial

Confusion

irritated
tense
“squared”
nobody thanks me
hard
abstract
frozen
strict
indifferent

worried
shattered
lacking in self-confidence
furious
in doubt
sad
scared
left out
in chaos
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Since I have seen the positive effects of the Four Rooms of Change on myself and other adult
individuals, it was natural for me to use the same model with the children, even though it
originally was developed to be used by adults.
It has taken me years of mental preparation before I dared to try the model on children. One
reason that finally made me come to this decision was the literature I read when I took a
course in special-pedagogy in the summer 2000. The books I particularly have in mind are the
ones I read in addition to Theme 1 – “A special-pedagogical approach” and Theme 2 –
“Socioemotional problems in children and adolescents”. (See appendix 1). I became
confirmed in my conviction that even children need a language to express their feelings and
experiences. The same literature also describes the importance of a safe and permitting
atmosphere in groups of children. The literature is pervasive with an overall-impression of
the child, which made me attentive on how narrow the value base of the school system is. In
the LPO (Swedish Curriculum for Education, 1994) there is nothing written about how we,
the pedagogists, shall help the pupil to develop his or hers emotional and empathical
abilities.
Purpose
The purpose of working with the Four Rooms of Change in the classroom was to investigate
whether it is possible to create a mutual language for feelings for the children, and to reveal
and practice further qualifications within the children. I am particularly referring to the
children’s ability to feel empathy. Ulla Holm (1995) writes exhaustively about the fact that it
is possible to train and increase the empathical capacity. Another aim I had in mind was to
create a safe atmosphere in the childrens´ group.
Questions

•

Would it be possible to use the same method with the children, as the one that is being
used with adults, in order to create the model?

•

Would the children become involved and enthusiastic?
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•

Would this way of working increase the children’s knowledge about their own and
other people’s feelings, and thereby increase their empathical abilities?

Method and Review of Literature
In the school class there are at this point 21 children, 11 girls and 10 boys. One boy was not
present when the model was created. He came to the class during spring term in the second
grade.
The children and I built the Four Rooms of Change together. Since then it has been used as a
working method in the classroom, and it has been given equal importance as the rest of the
school tasks. The continuity has been important in order to make the working method feel
alive to the children and me.
Annie Åkerstedt Berg, project leader for the course in special-pedagogy, had in the spring of
2001 a lecture in Strängnäs about communicating with children. She then recommended
various books that I later acquired through the city library in Strängnäs. Of these books I have
particularly had great use of the book It is not enough to be nice, by Ulla Holm. When I got
my hands on Daniel Goleman’s book Emotional Intelligence, I felt like I had found a
goldmine. The literature has served to confirm the thoughts and experiences I had during my
work. The books of Claes Janssen gave me the theoretical knowledge that is necessary to use
the model.
During March 2002 I conducted group interviews with the children. The groups consisted of
four to five children. I used a tape recorder in order to not have to write during the interviews,
and therefore being able to better concentrate on what the children said. Afterwards I listened
to the recordings, and took notes on the information that I used.
During this time I kept a diary, about what the children said and how they reacted in different
situations.
Since January 2002 I have had communicated over the phone on a regular basis with a
special pedagogist in Gothenburg, who is using the Four Rooms of Change as a working
method in a class of third-graders.
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Since the summer 2000, when my thoughts of trying the Four Rooms of Change in my
classroom began, I have had regular communication with the originator of the theory, Claes
Janssen, who also is my husband.
Implementation
Instead of using the headlines Contentment, Denial, Confusion and Renewal, I used the
“figures” that are a part of IKEA’s material used to educate managers, The Four Rooms of
Change furnished by IKEA (1999). I enlarged the figures and pasted each of them on an A3sized paper that I then put up on the whiteboard a couple of days before we began to build the
model. The children were curious, and wondered what was hanging on the whiteboard. I was
secretive, and I just said that they soon would find out what it was.
Then came the exciting moment when I one morning gathered the children in front of the
whiteboard. I gathered half of the children. We started to talk about how they thought that the
figures in the different rooms were feeling. I wrote their suggestions on a large notepad. I did
this because I didn’t want the other half of the class to be influenced by the words of the first
group. The children were very active and remarkably involved.
The next day, when we gathered around the whiteboard, we spoke about how one might act
towards other people when feeling as the different figures. It became a very interesting
conversation and the children said many wise things. I wrote down those words too on the
notepad.
We did the same thing with the other half of the class, and the words they picked were often
the same as the ones picked by the first group.
When step 1 was completed with both groups, it was up to the whole class to pick out the
most relevant words that would be placed and written in each room. When both groups had
picked the same word it had a natural place in the model. The rest of the words we talked over
until we arrived at a mutual agreement about in which room they belonged. I wrote the words
in each room. We had created our own Four Rooms of Change, and both the children and me
were feeling satisfied and inspired.
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The natural step now was to give the “figures” names that represented the different states in
each room. The whole class was gathered and we read the listed words and looked again on
the facial expressions of the figures. There were many proposals and we had a good
discussion where we had to focus and consider what the words really mean, in order to find a
headline to name each room. Finally emerged four names that everybody could accept.
This is how the Four Rooms of Change in class 2A looked:
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THE CHILDRENS FOUR ROOMS OF CHANGE
Contentment

Over the moon

Alert
Happy
Great
Kind
Dear
Playful
Having birthday
Liked
Helpful
Glad
Pleasant
Proud
Nice
Funny

Over the moon
Gladness
Brightest sunshine
Can do spirit
Happiest of all
Others become happy by me
Dreaming good dreams
Special
Expectations
Wants a lot
Jump dancing
Nice

Don’t want

Want

Dull
Tried
Stingy
Be left a lone
Envious
Knot in the stomach
Don’t like
Don’t want help
Sick
Jealous

Dumb
Scared
Want to make a my point
Want to play again
Need help
Want to be nice
Crying
Feeling nuts
Don’t dare
Want to be part

Dumb

Want help

Ugly

Starting over

Outside
Alone

Not feeling well
want buddies

Not show
No lust
Pain in the chest
Not very nice
Sturdy (like stone)
Crying on inside
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I can’t exclude the possibility that I may have had an influence on the children’s choice of
words and names on the “figures”. A delighted smile or a frowned forehead is probably
enough to send clear signals to the children.
Now remained the most exciting part of the work with the model. It was supposed to be a
natural element of the everyday-work in the classroom.
I got bright yellow buttons with magnets on their backs, 3 centimetres in diameter. The
children each got one magnet, which they came to call “dots” (I will from this point forward
in this paper refer to them either as “dots” or as “magnets”). The children wrote their names
on their dot with a waterproof pen, and most of them also decorated them in their own way.
My instruction to the children then was to think about which one of the “figures” best
corresponded with how they felt themselves. When they later during the day felt that they had
found the corresponding figure, they were supposed to put their dot in that room. Most of the
children were so eager that their magnet was placed on the model already during the same
lesson. It was crowded in front of the whiteboard. Some children chose to wait longer before
they decided where to put their magnet where they felt it belonged, and there were others who
managed to move their dots several times within a few hours. The atmosphere in the
classroom felt special. When everyone’s dots were in place, I asked the children if they
wanted to tell why they had put them where they were. Many hands in the air showed me that
most of the children wanted to talk about their present state.
During the following week there was a lot of activity in front of the whiteboard. When one
child rose to move his or her dot, another child immediately followed and did the same. It
didn’t always feel so thought-through; rather it seemed to be the charm of novelty that ruled.
Sometimes I wondered what I had gotten myself into, I thought it was kind of chaotic in the
classroom. My ambition was to always ask a child who moved the dot from one room to
another, if they wanted to talk about why they had moved it. At this stage it was almost
impossible to do so. When I noted a change and asked the children about it, sometimes they
told me about it. It could be an animal, that had died, or that someone had been mean at
recess, or that a certain element in the book of mathematic was boring. It could also be
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someone who was going to play with a friend after school, or go shopping for clothes with
their mum. In other words: pretty ordinary things. The children who didn’t want to talk about
their feelings were always the children who moved their dot from the rooms above to the ones
below. Their wish to not speak was, of course, respected. It was interesting to see that they
still chose to move their dot; it was like they felt good about being able to show that they
weren’t feeling very well.
After some time the behaviour-pattern of the children changed. It became more stabilized, and
it was therefore easier for me to see what happened in the model. It also felt like the reasons
to move a dot somehow had changed. A girl who moved to the room “Don’t want to” shook
her head when I asked her if she wanted to talk about it, but then said that she wanted to tell
me in private. (I always asked the question in front of the class). We had a good conversation
where she described that she had a “sad lump” in her stomach because she didn’t have a best
friend to go and talk to during the recess, like the older girls had. It was easy to recognize the
feeling of loneliness, and the girl seemed pleased to be able to tell how she felt. An hour later,
she moved her dot up to “Contentment”. I shall add that this girl was no recluse; she had
many friends in the class, both girls and boys.
Another sunshine-story that I would like to share, is when a boy in the class who had a hard
time in life, both in school and outside, was asked to hold a lesson about fishing, which was
his great hobby. He became very pleased and instantly started to talk about the books and
equipment that he was going to bring to the class. Later, when we had lunch in the cafeteria,
he suddenly shouts: “Jesus Christ Ulla, what a funny homework it is to tell others about
something that you really like. I think I have moved straight up to “Over the Moon”!
After Easter break a new boy joined the class. He had moved to Strängnäs from a city in
Dalarna during the summer. He had begun second grade in another school in Strängnäs, but
then came to us when the family moved from one area of the city to another. One of the
children got to tell him about the “faces” and how we used them. When he had understood
how it worked, he got a magnet and wrote his name on it. He then walked very determined to
the whiteboard, he took a chair and climbed up on it (since he was quite short he needed it in
order to reach) and then placed his magnet in “Don’t want to”. When I asked if he wanted to
tell us why he chose that face, he answered that he longed for his school in Dalarna and for
his friends there. He wasn’t happy at all in Strängnäs. I told him that I understood how he felt,
9

since I had gone through the same thing when I went to school. I think it was the next
morning that he climbed up on the chair again and moved his magnet to “Contentment”.
When I happily asked him what had happened, he simply answered that he now had
understood that he couldn’t move back to Dalarna since his father’s new job was in Strängnäs.
The boy said that he thought he would just as well stop being sad, since it wouldn’t change
anything, and instead try to adjust to his new environment.
A bit into the spring-term, I noticed that the children no longer used the model. It felt like a
painting that had been hanging on the wall for so long that no one seem to notice it any
longer. The magnets were, more or less, always in the same spot. I then decided to take the
model down from the whiteboard to see what happened. I moved the magnets to one side.
After a couple of days a boy wondered where “the faces” had gone. Unfortunately I didn’t
take notes of what I answered, and I don’t recall it either. I think my answer must have been
something in line with that I thought it would be good to have a break and to see if any of the
children would miss the model. I remember that some of the children protested slightly, but it
soon ended. One morning, about a week later, when I got into the classroom, a girl had drawn
the Four Rooms of Change on the whiteboard, with faces similar to those we had used before.
She also had placed her magnet in one of the rooms. It was a clear signal to me that the
vitality of the model had grown during its absence. I asked the children if they wanted me to
place the faces up on the whiteboard again, and they wanted me to so I did the next day. The
children placed their magnets. Once again there was a lot of activity, but this time I could
smile in recognition. After a couple of days the situation had stabilized.
When autumn-term started, the model was on the whiteboard and the magnets were in the
same places as they were before the summer break. I had made a drawing of their placement
before I took them down since the whiteboard was to be cleaned during the summer. It was
very interesting to see how carefully the children read the keywords in each room and
checked that their magnet was in the right place. What is about to follow may sound like a
fairytale, but it is actually true: I observed that all magnets were on the upper half of the
model, and I asked the children if they had any idea why. One girl quickly answered: But
Ulla, don’t you get it, it is not so strange, the school year has begun again!
After some time, I thought I saw a change of pattern in the way the children used the model.
They chose more often not to tell why when they moved their magnet to “Don’t want to” or
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“Want to” (the lower rooms). A boy said that it was a family matter and that his mother
probably wanted it to stay in the family. I asked him if he had anyone to talk to, and he
convinced me that he did. Two days later he came and told me, very happily, that it had been
worked out, and then he moved his magnet to “Contentment”.
Sometimes a couple of children could come in from a recess with grim expressions on their
faces. The magnets were moved to the lower rooms, as they told me that there had been a
fight during recess. In the next moment they told me that they had already worked it out.
In the middle of March 2002 I began interviewing the children about their experience of using
the Four Rooms of Change in the classroom. The teacher’s assistant took care of the class
while I sat with 4-5 children at a time in a separate room. In order to not have to take notes
during the interviews, I used a tape recorder. We sat around the table with the microphone in
the middle, and the interview was more like a relaxed conversation. The children seemed full
of expectations and they described their thoughts and feelings very enthusiastically. It was fun
for me to talk to them. They said so many wise things, and I felt like we could have sat there
talking forever.
My first question to the children was how they felt it had been to use the Four Rooms of
Change in the classroom. All children responded that it had been good. Naturally my second
question then was what had it been that was so good. To this question, two areas in which the
model is useful was revealed among the answers. The first area of use, which was actually
mentioned by all pupils, was that the model was good because it made them see how the other
ones felt. The second area of use was that they got to show the others how they felt. Here
follows some examples from the first area of use: One girl described it like this: “If I see that
K. is in “Don’t want to” or “Want to”, I understand that he isn’t feeling so well and why he
might not have been so nice during recess, and then I can think of that and then I don’t get so
upset if he is not being nice to me”. A boy, O., told very seriously how he one day had seen
that L. had moved his magnet to “Want to”. O. had asked L. why, and L. told him that he had
a stomachache and wanted to call his mother. That day there was a substitute-teacher and L.
found it hard to ask her for help. O. then went to the teacher and said that L. needed to call
home because he wanted his mum to come and get him. This also happened. O. seemed very
pleased when he had finished telling his story. One girl said very wisely that if you see that
someone is in “Want to” or “Don’t want to”, you act a bit more cautious and don’t joke
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around with that person. And now some examples of the second area of use, the one that gives
a possibility to show others how you feel inside. “If I have a lump in my stomach and then the
teacher asks if I want to talk about it” said one boy, K., who was sort of a “trouble-maker” in
the class. A girl who now and then gets picked on by the same boy during recess, said: “If me
and K. have had a fight during recess we get to talk about it in the classroom”. Another girl
said with a big smile “It is wonderful to get to talk about feelings!”. One boy, finally, said that
the model was good to understand how oneself felt. I probably looked a bit confused, and I
asked what he meant. He answered that you might not always think about how you feel, and
therefore you don’t understand why you walk around being sad or being happy.
If you don’t think about how you feel, which is the same as being unaware of your feelings,
the feelings get sort of separated from their reasons, from whatever it is that makes you feel
the way you feel. And then you don’t understand why you feel sad or happy. Exactly like the
boy said.
My next question to the children was how they thought it would be if we took the faces down
and stopped using the Four Rooms of Change. Everyone, except for one girl and one boy,
thought it was important that we kept the model. The two pupils, who didn’t think it was
important, said that it didn’t matter to them. One boy sat quiet for a long time before he very
thoughtfully said: “It would feel strange and empty if the faces were not there when you come
into the classroom in the morning. There are always some classmates moving their magnets,
and I usually check where the others have theirs”. One girl, with a troubled expression on her
face, explained why she wanted to keep the model in the classroom by saying that “it is a lot
better to be able to show how you feel than to just keep it inside”:
My last question to the children was if they, without having the model with thefaces in front
of them, still knew where their magnet was placed at that very moment. Everybody answered
yes.
Results
First a repetition of my questions in the beginning of the paper:
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•

Would it be possible to use the same method with the children, as the one that is being
used with adults, in order to create the model?

•

Would the children become involved and enthusiastic?

•

Would this way of working increase the children’s knowledge about their own and
other people’s feelings, and thereby increase their empathical abilities?

It is clear that it works very well to transfer the method of the Four Rooms of Change and
build the model together with children. I could see clearly that the children got involved and
enthusiastic. I particularly think that the statement of O. shows his emotional awareness. In
the interviews the children talks about the importance of knowing how the classmates feel in
order to better understand why they act in a certain way, and to be able to act in a good way
towards a classmate who isn’t feeling very well. With the reservation that I didn’t examine the
empathical ability of the children beforehand, I still draw the conclusion that this ability has
developed by working with the Four Rooms of Change.

Discussion
It has been very interesting and stimulating to use the Four Rooms of Change in the
classroom. Without a doubt it has had a positive influence on the children and on me.
Surely every working method that allows the children to actively practice to understand their
emotions is good. In “Emotional Intelligence” (1995) Daniel Goleman quotes Karen
McCown, chief of Nueva Learning Center, a school in San Francisco, which has developed
the subject “self-knowledge”:
“Learning doesn’t happen separate from the children’s emotions. To be emotionally qualified
is just as important for the process of learning as education in mathematics and reading.”
(p.325)
As I see it the Four Rooms of Change is superior to other methods I have read or heard about
for two reasons. First because it is the children themselves who creates a model of their own.
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It becomes their product. They understand the true meaning of the words, and feel a natural
belonging to the model. The second reason is that the model gives the opportunity of instant
feedback. It is used as a working method integrated in the everyday-activities of the class,
which creates a sense of continuity that is unique, and it can’t be compared with many other
projects with other methods where you often hear things such as: “on Thursday at such and
such time we will be working 45 minutes with emotions”.
Other effects and observations
Apart from my questions, which I responded to under “results”, working with the Four Rooms
of Change has had other positive effects on the children and on me. The first one, which I find
very interesting, is that the children’s working-capacity is larger than I can recall from any of
my previous classes. I graduated as a teacher in 1969, which means that I have had quite a
few classes up until this day. The children of this class are, almost always, open, eager to
learn, enthusiastic and I get the impression that they learn with much greater ease than I have
ever experienced before. It feels like they learn almost efforttlessly. My own, partly changed,
attitude towards what it is that is important in school surely plays a role in this, but still, the
fact is that the need for special education in the class is a minimum. All children, except one,
are, for example, very good readers. Practically everyone is active and shows joy in their
work. In the book of Goleman (1995) my experiences get confirmed by his writing about
social and emotional competence-programs, of which there are many in the USA. He writes
about objective evaluations made, where students participating in these programs have been
compared to control groups with students who did not participate. The children’s behavior
had been assessed by an independent observer.
“Summing up all the evaluations made, the results are clearly positive when you look at the
children’s emotional and social capabilities, in their behaviour inside and outside the
classroom, and when it comes to their learning-abilities in general.” (p.350)
“One thing that is particularly interesting is that the classes in emotional capability improve
the children’s achievement in the regular subjects. This is not an isolated discovery; you see it
over and over again in this type of investigations.” (P.352)
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Of course this makes me even more convinced in how important it is to give space and time
for emotions in the school. In autumn, when I receive a new group of children, I will use the
same working method as I did the first time, and I will build a new Four Rooms of Change
with these new children. It will be exciting!
To be able to use the Four Rooms of Change with children, it assumes that you yourself have
vivid relations to the model and understand the theoretical ground that it is based upon.
Otherwise it easily becomes just a “mayfly”, or a short-lived trend. (There are courses where
you may become a certificated user of the Four Rooms of Change) in six days.
An observation I have made is that I don’t suffer from separation-anxiety from the class,
which I usually do, even though this has been my “best” class ever. One interpretation of that
I think could be that it usually is more difficult to separate from something that you feel is
“incomplete”, than from something that you consider is completed. I feel that the children are
well prepared. I also think that I now have a more professional attitude in my role as a
teacher, which I think is a result of my course in special-pedagogy.
This working-method has made me discover more capabilities in the children, because I
haven’t only been looking at the traditional school subjects. I trust my pupils, and I feel that I
can delegate a lot more than I did before. This increase in responsibility has helped the
children grow.
The interviews
The group interviews with the children were both funny and interesting to do. In this case I
think this was the best method to use, compared to questionnaires or some other kind of
written evaluation. First I had planned to make both group- and individual interviews, the
individual interviews I planned to do with the children who in some way had a different
pattern in using the model. Because of various reasons I finally chose to do only group
interviews, which I think was a good decision. The children interacted with each other during
the interviews, and gave each other new perspectives and shared thoughts. Perhaps there is a
possibility that they might have influenced each other’s answers, but my impression is that
everyone responded genuinely without compromising. I clearly noted that the children
enjoyed being interviewed. They were solemn and at the same time delighted when they
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spoke into the microphone, and they very much wanted to listen to the result. A reflection I
made was that this kind of evaluation should be a natural element in all schoolwork. It makes
the children feel part of the working process, and it also brings out a lot of valuable
information that otherwise never would have been heard .

The diary
This is the first time I have written a diary so continuously in my work. Now afterwards, I see
that it has to be made a lot more carefully and accurately than how I did it. Sometimes I have
thought to myself “this I won’t forget”, but oh, yes, that’s exactly what I did. When I read
through my notes, I could remember the atmosphere in the classroom when a child said
something that I had written down, and it felt very special to be able to do that. It is also of
great value to be able to see exactly when something occurred, since that too proved to be
quite hard to remember.
Conversation to L., a special pedagogist
A good friend in Gothenburg, who is a special pedagogist, works two lessons a week in a very
difficult and demanding class in third grade. In spring-term she decided to try to work with
the Four Rooms of Change in this class. The school where she works is located in a suburb to
Gothenburg, much more heavy-loaded with problems than the area where I work. L. started to
work in this class in the autumn-term 2001.
Since so little time has passed it is hard to evaluate the work with the Four Rooms of Change
in the class in Gothenburg, but it is clear that L. is struggling with problems of a different
character than the ones I have in my class. The children are not used to communicate verbally;
they “use their bodies”. Their language is quite poor and rough. They have very little
endurance, and become provocative when they get tired.
L. and I keep in touch by telephone every Sunday afternoon, when we share thoughts and
experiences. It is very rewarding. L. describes her work with the Four Rooms of Change as
“two steps forward and one step back”.
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As I wrote in the beginning of this discussion-part, I think it is very important with continuity
and instant feedback in order to make the model work in the best way. That is practically
impossible in this case in Gothenburg. It is necessary to be in the classroom a lot more than
what L. is. It is also very difficult to come into a group and change an already established
negative pattern of behavior. I think the conditions would have been much better if L. had had
the possibility to start working with the class already in the first grade. Goleman (1995)
writes:
“This means that the responsibility of the school increases, and that we have to take measures
where the family has failed to teach the children how to function together with other humans .
/.../”There may be no other area where the competence of the teacher is of such great
importance since the teacher him- or herself works as a role model, as a living example of
emotional capability – or the lack of it. Every time a teacher reacts on something a pupil has
done, it is at the same time also a learning for twenty or thirty other children”. (p.345ff)
My thought, as a result of this, is of course that the earlier you get into a child group, the
better your conditions to give the children positive role models.

Conversations with the originator of the theory
Writers usually thank people in their books, people who “have made this book come true”.
Even though I haven’t written a book, I still want to say a few words of the importance of all
the conversations I have had with Claes Janssen. He has been able to explain the course of
events and the development in the child group, which have taught me a lot and have deepened
my understanding of the different processes that constantly are occurring in the classroom.
We have had countless conversations and discussions that have inspired me. Many times we
have been able to draw parallels to the work with adults and the Four Rooms of Change, but
we have also established that the children, at least partly, use the model in a different way.
They place themselves without any hesitation in “Don’t want to” (which is the same as
Denial) if they are not feeling well, while adults avoid that room. Adults don’t want to show
that that is where they are, and maybe they hide it to themselves as well. That is worth
considering.
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