The fundamental R In education

Teachers must create caring communities for the adolescents
in their classrooms.
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Jennifer M. Denmon, Laura
Sabella, and Jennifer Hart

dolescents need to feel cared for if they are to

succeed in school (Noddings, 2005). Yet care

is often dismissed as a warm and fuzzy extra.
The care we speak of consists of a sense of support
and connection, is an integral aspect of a relation-
ship, and is predicated on action (Chaskin & Rauner,
1995; Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010; Hayes, Ryan, &
Zseller, 1994). Personal experiences and beliefs in-
fluence our perception of care; in this way, teachers
may believe their actions are caring, but students
may notinterpret them as expressions of care. Caring
acts must be recognized as caring for care to truly
occur. Caring relationships are reciprocal. Students
receive care from educators and complete the car-
ing relationship by showing care toward educators
and others (Noddings, 2005). Through establishing
caring relationships with students, teachers cultivate
classroom communities that propagate care and pro-
mote academic success.
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When students face challenges outside of school
that interfere with their ability to focus on academics,
a caring classroom community can provide emotional
support and help students focus in the classroom.
Laura, a high school English teacher, experienced this
firsthand when a third of the students in her 10th-
grade class wore T-shirts with the face of a local gang
member on the day before his murder trial began.
Many of these teenagers were kin of the accused and
also gang members. If she mentioned their shirts,
Laura knew the ensuing conversation would result
in the loss of the day’ lesson. But, if she ignored the
shirts, she knew she would send a message of indiffer-
ence tostudents’ lives outside of school. Laura decided
the lesson could wait and opened a discussion about
the trial. For the next hour, students did not talk about
guilt or innocence but about life choices and support-
ing someone they loved. They recounted playing with
the accused when they were children, wondered about
his baby daughter’s future, and worried over his grand-
mother’s impenetrable sadness. During an open and
honest conversation, they asked each other questions
and shared similar stories. When the bell rang, the
class— more than 20 students, along with the teacher
— embraced in a messy pile of a group hug. The next
day, students asked to spend time writing about the
previous day’s discussion. They wrote nonstop for 30
minutes. These unplanned events in Laura’s class-
room illustrate how she and her students cared for
one another and how creating a caring community
emboldened students to openly share their thoughts
and feelings.

Caring classroom communities provide

emotional support and help students
focus on learning.

Caring classrooms in secondary schools

A classroom that serves as a community of care
is a “place where students and teachers care about
and support each other, where individuals’ needs are
satisfied within a group setting, and where members
feel a sense of belonging and identification with the
group” (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010, p. 396). Students
in caring classroom communities enjoy school, are
motivated to learn, possess strong conflict resolu-
tion skills, and develop an ethic of care, which can
help them become more empathetic and contribute
to the classroom community. Ultimately, address-
ing the need for care fosters healthy adolescent de-
velopment and supports student success in school.
Fostering a caring classroom community begins on

the first day of school and continues throughout the
school year.
A caring educator:

* Establishes a safe and academic-focused
classroom culture;

e Creates shared norms and values;

* Promotes open and honest communication;

® Makes time for everyone to get to know one
another;

* Facilitates mutual respect;

* Encourages reciprocal care and mutual
responsibility;

* Demands academic excellence from each
student; and

* Uses student-centered cooperative group
structures.

Establishing a safe and academic-focused
classroom culture

A caring educator supports the physical, psychologi-
cal, and emotional safety of each student in an effort
to cultivate a classroom culture where all students
feel free to take academic risks. For example, Mike,
amiddle-school educator, believes negative attitudes
andnegative comments threatenasafe and academic-
focused environment. Therefore, everyone in Mike’s
classroom — students and educator — agree to ban
negative comments. They discuss how such com-
ments could be hurtful even when joking around.
Mike found starting with a positive environment laid
solid groundwork for nurturing a community of care
throughout the school year.

Creating shared norms and values

Caring educators establish norms and values with
students, allowing all to become stakeholders in the
classroom. In her high school classrooms and in her
secondary educator preparation courses, Cheryl and
her students have a method for adhering to a class-
room code of conduct. First, each student describes
an ideal classroom environment. All ideas are dis-
cussed until the class comes to consensus. Then,
students confer on the principles needed to achieve
the ideal classroom (e.g., I will listen and not inter-
rupt others). This exercise culminates in a written
code of conduct that all students sign and agree to
uphold. Cheryl also uses guidelines for classroom
communication. Students preview a media clip of a
nonconstructive dialogue and brainstorm the prin-
ciples necessary for constructive dialogue (e.g., strive
to understand another’s point of view). From these
principles, students create a set of statements that
serve as the communication guidelines for the dura-
tion of the course. An example is “I will suspend my
beliefs to listen to the perspectives of others.”
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Promoting open and honest communication

Open and honest communication is essential for
creating a caring classroom community. Such com-
munication may require some vulnerability by the
educator. When the educator opens up to students,
the entire class benefits, and students are more likely
to reciprocate. For example, in Bridget’s middle
school classroom, students ignored her advice fol-
lowing one-on-one writing conferences and, when
working with peers, hesitated to suggest changes.
"This resulted in ineffective educator and peer edit-
ing sessions. Bridget started sharing her writing with

Students in caring classroom
communities enjoy school, are

motivated to learn, possess strong
conflict resolution skills, and develop
an ethic of care.

students during conferences, asking for feedback on
her writing in exchange for feedback she gave to
students. Students didn’t hold back. They told her
exactly what they felt needed improvement in her
writing. Working together as colearners, students
were more receptive to Bridget’s ideas for improving
their writing. The quality of successive drafts by stu-
dents and Bridget improved due to the honesty and
reciprocity of the conferences. Peer-editing sessions
also improved as students became more confident
about their ability to write and provide constructive
feedback. By opening herself to criticism from stu-
dents, Bridget fostered caring relationships as well
as writing skills.

Making time for everyone to get to know
one another

"Taking time to get to know one another is critical to
establishing a caring community. Cheryl spends the
first days of school establishing relationships with
and among her students. By using various activities
and protocols, her primary agenda is to foster a sense
of community. In one activity, she and her students
create a trifold display representing their past, pres-
ent, and future with a key describing each word or
image. In class, trifolds are shared, and Cheryl re-
views each before they are put on the front of stu-
dents’ notebooks. This allows all students to share
a few aspects of who they are while simultaneously
learning about classmates.

Similarly, Jennifer and her high school students
create “All About Me” presentations. First, Jennifer
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models what the presentation should look like by
creating and presenting one about herself. Then,
students create and present their own to the class.
Presentations include biographical information,
personal favorites, pictures, and fun facts students
want to share about themselves. These presenta-
tions allow students to practice presenting in front
of their classmates and help the class learn about
their teacher and peers.

Facilitating mutual respect

Caring educators facilitate mutual respect in their
classrooms, first by holding an asset-oriented view
toward every student, where the educator believes
each student is special and has something valuable
to contribute. Inspired by the novel 13 Reasons
Why by Jay Asher (2007), Jennifer and her students
engage in a weekly activity she calls “Someone
Noticed Notes.” Jennifer introduces the activ-
ity by reading an excerpt of the novel. The class
discusses care and respect and how they can en-
courage both in their classroom. Jennifer and her
students then personalize paper bag “mailboxes”
and, each week, students write a positive note to
another student or to Jennifer and put the note in
the person’s bag. Jennifer writes notes to several
students every week. Sometimes, the notes are as
simple as saying hello, congratulations on doing
well during a sports event or activity, or welcome
back afteran absence. Jennifer writes a congratula-
tory note to every student who earned an A at the
end of each grading period. At the beginning of the
week, everyone checks their bags, an activity that
quickly becomes a favorite among students. The
notes help foster mutual respect and strengthen a
sense of community, as students are encouraged
to write positive notes to their peers.

Encouraging reciprocal care and mutual

responsibility
In caring classroom communities, care is reciprocal;
those who care ultimately are also cared for. For ex-
ample, when Laura experienced an excruciating mi-
graine at school one day, she slumped over her desk
in agony. With a shortage of adults in the building,
no one was available to take over her class. Laura
wasn’t sure she could peel herself off her desktop to
teach and worried about what to do. That’s where the
care she had cultivated in her classroom community
came into play: Despite their history as a challenging
group, Laura’s students assumed complete responsi-
bility for the classroom. The first students who en-
tered the room noticed Laura’s obvious distress and
immediately took charge. One boy turned down the
lights and met classmates at the door, whispering to



all students to enter quietly. A girl deduced the lesson
from the information written on the front board and
led her peers through it in whispers. The actions of
Laura’s students, typically the receivers of her care,
demonstrated care toward her physical well-being as
well as a sense of responsibility toward teaching and
learning in the classroom.

Demanding academic excellence from each
student

In caring communities, educators demand academic
excellence from every student. Letting students
know they’re capable of high academic achievement
and expecting them to achieve fosters confidence in
their academic abilities and is an essential part of a
caring classroom community. As Corbett, Wilson,
and Williams state, “If schoolwork is worth doing,
then all children need to do it and do it well” (2002,
p- 145). Corbett and colleagues also suggest expect-
ing students to complete every assignment and pro-
duce high-quality work and that teachers check all
students for understanding and provide extra help
when needed. If an educator truly wishes to estab-
lish a caring classroom community, he or she won’t
accept excuses for a lack of quality work. Bridget de-
manded academic excellence from her middle school
students by requiring those who did not meet her
expectations to revise and resubmitassignments. She
opened her classroom during lunch for students to
work on assignments and receive assistance. Stu-
dents who failed to revise and resubmit work were
required to attend lunch sessions. To ensure par-
ticipation, Bridget located students in the cafeteria
and, with the support of her administration, escorted
them back to her classroom to eat lunch while com-
pleting assignments.

Using student-centered cooperative group
structures

Educators also can foster a caring classroom com-
munity by using cooperative group structures, where
students work in small groups to accomplish shared
goals, each with their specific contribution (Johnson

& Johnson, 1999). In her high school classroom, Jen-
nifer uses peer-editing groups where students first
edit their own paper focusing on a particular aspect
of writing (e.g., point of view, word choice), then
switch papers and repeat the process with a peer’s
text. After the editing session, each student’s paper
is seen and commented on multiple times. In these
groups, students work together on a shared goal: ed-
iting and strengthening their papers. Each member
of the group is responsible for the group’s success;
if one student fails to complete his or her task, each
paper will lack editing in that area. Working toward
a common goal fosters a sense of community and
communicates care.

Final thoughts

Each class possesses varying needs requiring dif-
ferent manifestations of care. But regardless of spe-
cifics, all adolescents need to feel their teachers care
for them. For educators, it is imperative students
recognize and receive our care. As Noddings sug-
gests, “No matter how hard educators try to care, if
the caring is not received by students, the claim ‘they
don’t care’ has some validity” (2005, p. 15). We urge
secondary educators to return to the fundamental R
in education — relationships. Through meaningful
relationships grounded in genuine care, educators
nurture aresponsive classroom environment thatcan
help set the foundation for student success. K
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