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Introduction: Addressing the Bigger Picture 5

Introduction

Addressing the Bigger Picture

If we are to raise kids who can think and act ethically, 
we don’t begin with the thinking or the acting. We 
begin with caring.
—From Just Because It’s Not Wrong Doesn’t Make It Right: From 
Toddlers to Teens, Teaching Kids to Think and Act Ethically, by 
Barbara Coloroso

A favorite documentary film, Children Full of Life, pays homage to Toshiro 
Kanamori, a teacher of 40 ten- and eleven-year-old children in Japan. The film 
documents a variety of events that happen in one classroom over a single school 
year. Viewers catch a glimpse of the students’ writing and sharing of personal 
notebook entries. They learn about an art project where students trace each oth-
er’s bodies on large sheets of paper and complete the shapes with visual images 
that serve as metaphors of who they are. They watch how the class deals with the 
boy who loses a parent, how the teacher calms a distraught girl remembering the 
loss of her grandparent, and how the teacher and his class come to terms with a 
boy not pulling his weight for a class project that has students ready to sail rafts 
they have created.

The teacher, Mr. Kanamori, believes that everyone comes to school to learn 
how to have a happy life and to care for others. For this teacher and his students 
the class mantra becomes, “If one person is unhappy, we are all unhappy.” Mr. 
Kanamori is kind. Mr. Kanamori is tough. He is determined that for the time 
he and the students spend together, they will be considerate and caring of one 
another.

No simple task.
This film, which we share with our teacher candidates, is one way that we help 

our student teachers discover the importance of creating and maintaining caring 
classrooms.

Caring: Such a Common-Sense, Basic Thing

We all long for the perfect class—the one where everyone gets along and where 
there is joy in learning about the curriculum in new and inventive ways. As class-
room teachers, we have this longing and so do our students.

Sometimes we get very lucky. The mix of individuals in the class, the cir-
cumstances we find ourselves in, the particular physical space, the relationships 
among class members, and the group dynamics all seem to come together in 
such a way that the whole experience just “clicks.” The classroom is a joy to be in, 
and there is a hum of activity. A sense of purpose and an overall feeling of respect 

© H
aw

ke
r B

row
nlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



6 Creating Caring Classrooms

pervade the room. Experienced teachers recognize when they are having a very 
good year because everyone in the classroom gets along, trusting the work, trust-
ing each other, trusting themselves.

In other years things don’t go as smoothly. There are difficulties in terms of 
learning and behavioral challenges as well as varying levels of student interest. 
There does not seem to be enough time to do what needs to be done. The space 
is too crowded, and the kinds of events and lessons planned seem too difficult.

Many of the factors are hard to pinpoint. Lessons that worked well with other 
classes seem to fall flat. An uneasiness about the work masks itself as disinter-
est. There might be an underlying tone of disrespect, of low self-esteem. One or 
two individuals might set things off. There might be issues connected to chronic 
bullying and exclusive cliques. Yes, there are moments where everything comes 
together but, more often than not, the class is disrupted by unhappy events that 
seem out of teacher control. Everyone feels unsettled. Things are not working.

We cannot spend every summer hoping that next year’s perfect class will come 
along as if by magic. Doing so would make teaching and learning too uneven, too 
hit and miss, too hard on the soul. There needs to be a way to create a culture of 
caring about one another, about the work, and about the community both inside 
and outside the classroom, a culture that is connected to the learning in school 
and to the future goals of living privately happy and publicly useful lives.

We need to spend time creating a non-competitive culture of listening and 
cooperation, and an ethic of hearing and valuing everyone’s voice. Some teachers 
might say they don’t have time to do this: that it takes too much planning, energy, 
and time away from the real purpose of education—to teach the curriculum. Our 
response is that creating this culture is the curriculum: that teaching students 
how to respect one another, value differing opinions, share common experiences, 
and work towards a critical understanding of complex relationships and ideas is 
at least partly what school should be about. The goal of any inclusive pedagogy 
is to create learning environments that reflect, affirm, celebrate, and validate the 
diversity and complexity of the human experience.

Caring about creating caring classrooms does not mean lowering our expecta-
tions for ourselves or for our students. It means looking at individual students, 
groups, and the whole class and making curricular decisions based on what we 
see and glean from the data we collect. Lisa Delpit reminds us about how impor-
tant it is to maintain high academic expectations for all students coupled with 
resources that support high achievement. That is why we need to look critically 
at what is in place in terms of inclusive curriculum so that we can make the nec-
essary changes in our teaching and learning environments.

Here’s a story to support becoming a caring teacher. Chip and Dan Heath, 
authors of Switch: How to Change Things When Change Is Hard, tell a story about 
a young adolescent who was living life with a “School stinks” mentality. Bobby 
was described as full of “bad” behaviors—constantly late for school, rarely doing 
his work, disruptive and threatening. A chaotic home life was outlined as one 
reason for poor school performance—every school has its Bobbys. School coun-
sellors worked hard to find a solution to give Bobby success.

When asked to identify a time in school when he didn’t get into trouble so 
much, Bobby answered:

B OBB Y : I never get in trouble, well, not a lot, in Mrs. Smith’s class.
C OU N SE L L OR : What’s different about Mrs. Smith’s class?
B OBB Y : I don’t know, she’s nicer. We get a long great.
C OU N SE L L OR :  What exactly does she do that’s nicer?

We need to approach the curriculum 
from a multi-faceted perspective, 
taking into account content, peda-
gogy, access, and climate.
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Introduction: Addressing the Bigger Picture 7

Helping to dig deeper into the problem, Bobby explained that Mrs. Smith 
seemed to help him behave well. Other teachers usually avoided Bobby, but 
Mrs. Smith always greeted him as soon as he walked into class. She modified the 
workload, giving different assignments that were explained more fully for him 
to complete successfully. As others worked in the class, she checked with him to 
ensure that he understood the instructions, felt connected to the work, and was 
challenged but not overwhelmed by what was asked of him. The work had to 
fulfill a purpose for him.

Recognizing the bright spots and moving into action is the stuff of being a 
better teacher for our students. To give students positive attention seems such a 
common-sense, basic thing. So simple. So important. This story about Bobby’s 
caring teacher serves as a wakeup to the possibilities of what can happen when 
we work towards finding and igniting bright spots.

The Five Cs: An Evolving Goal

Creating Caring Classrooms started out to be a book on dealing mainly with bul-
lying issues. We hoped to provide a range of resources, strategies, and frame-
works to encourage young people to learn, through literacy and arts events, 
empathetic understanding through active engagement. We intended to offer 
teachers a number of text forms and lesson templates that we had developed over 
the years. With good intentions, we wanted to help teachers prepare their stu-
dents for times that they might be caught in bullying situations and help them 
deal with situations where they witnessed hateful behavior. Despite the hundreds 
of resources in print, online, and through the media that provide guides to teach-
ers and parents to help them deal with the bully, comfort and empathize with the 
bullied, and empower the bystander, the problem persists. There is no road map 
for dealing with the bully dilemma.

As we worked together, we realized that the bully issue, although important, 
is often the outcome of complicated relationships and dynamics that need to 
be unpacked in various ways. So we decided to address the bigger picture: how 
teachers could work from the beginning to build on the individual strengths of 
each student to establish classroom environments of trust and respect.

From our own experience, we knew the benefits of caring classrooms on stu-
dents’ self-esteem, academic motivation, and individual and collective successes. 
We knew the value of addressing the emotional and spiritual needs of the class-
room and the importance of adults treating students with the care and respect 
that they would extend to their own children.

Creating Caring Classrooms therefore offers a structure for some ideas and 
strategies for taking control of the classroom agenda so that you and your stu-
dents can co-create caring classrooms where respect for others is shown, where 
individual and collective identities are honored, where kindness and concern 
become crucial backdrops for critical conversations—about the curriculum, 
about each other, and about the future that lies before us. This book is organized 
around five Cs:

Community 
Communication 
Collaboration 
Compassion 
Confronting the bully issue

Switch: How to Change Things When 
Change Is Hard by Chip Heath and 
Dan Heath (2011) offers narratives 
and research in psychology and soci-
ology that help shed light on how 
we can effect transformative change.

Our goal is to help teachers tap into 
the locations, identities, and realities 
of their students as they share power 
in the classroom. Our hope is to give 
teachers ideas about how to nurture 
student voices as they invest per-
sonal interest and increased effort in 
their own learning.
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8 Creating Caring Classrooms

Each of these represents a phase of development.
Confronting bullying is about building healthy relationships. In our class-

rooms, we need to build a community where members can trust, connect with 
one another, and share.

We need to enrich communication skills so students feel comfortable enough 
to share ideas and prod each other to think, question, explain, guess, predict, 
wonder, and grow. We need to provide contexts for talk where students share 
ideas out loud and listen and respond to what is offered by those around them.

Extending communication skills, we feel that it is important to provide oppor-
tunities where students engage in collaboration. In this way they can learn to 
solve problems, brainstorm, negotiate, plan, and develop events where everyone 
can feel success. When learning to collaborate effectively, students can come 
to appreciate the power of being part of a group of any size. Opportunities for 
students to work effectively with those having different interests, skills, talents, 
backgrounds, and identities move students to a better understanding of cooper-
ating and collaborating.

In the next phase in our development scheme, where students have grown as a 
community, we build compassion. As students work together and respond to texts 
about caring and compassion, they can learn to care and to be  compassionate.

Ultimately, the success in each of these phases can lead to confronting bully-
ing issues. By stepping into the shoes of others, by dealing with the tough ques-
tions, by making connections to personal and world stories, students can reach 
an understanding of why someone behaves as a bully. They can be prepared to 
take action when ongoing, deliberate taunting and threats arise. They can come 
to learn to care.

More Cs for the classroom framework

A caring classroom is like the caring medical clinic whose sign caught our 
attention. The sign indicated that the clinic is about care, comfort, and confi-
dence. Like that medical clinic, a caring classroom inspires comfort and confi-
dence within and among all community members. Cooperation and creativity are 
other words that could be added to the C framework of the book. For this to be 
achieved, we need to strive for another important C: consistency.

Language Matters

We also need to pay attention to language and become critically aware of how 
we speak to our students and to our colleagues. The words that we use in class-
rooms, labs, hallways, cafeterias, dance studios, gymnasia, and soccer fields can 
be key mechanisms for both oppression and transformation.

If we spend some time being more conscious of the language we use, we 
become more mindful of its power. In a book titled Moral Grandeur and Spiritual 
Audacity, Susannah Heschel refers to her famous father, an American rabbi and 
one of the leading Jewish theologians of the 20th century who marched in the 
Selma Civil Rights March with Martin Luther King, Jr., in 1965. Heschel com-
ments on the importance that her father placed on words:

He used to remind us that the Holocaust did not begin with the building of crematoria, 
and Hitler did not come to power with tanks and guns; it all began with the uttering of 
evil words, with defamation, with language and propaganda. Words create worlds, he 

It is hoped that any of the games, 
lessons, activities, and tips we 
provide will help teachers achieve a 
caring atmosphere, but throughout 
each school day, attention to consis-
tency needs to be paid.
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