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CREATING A CARING CONTEXT FOR
LEARNING AND HEALTHY DEVELOPMENT
Learning is neither limited to what is formally taught nor to
time spent in classrooms. It occurs whenever and wherever
the learner interacts with the surrounding environment. All
facets of the community (including the school) provide
learning opportunities – thus the term learning community.
Whenever a surrounding environment tries to facilitate
learning, the process can be called teaching. Teaching
occurs at school, at home, and in the community at large. It
may be formalized or informally transmitted. Teaching
happens most positively when the learner wants to learn
something and the surrounding environment wants to help
the learner do so. That is, positive learning is facilitated
when the learner cares about learning and the teacher
cares about teaching. The whole process undoubtedly
benefits greatly when all the participants care about each
other.

From a psychological perspective, it is important that teachers

establish a classroom atmosphere that encourages mutual
support and caring and that creates a sense of community. Such
an atmosphere can play a key role in preventing learning,
behavior, emotional, and health problems. Learning and teaching
are experienced most positively when the learner cares about
learning and the teacher cares about teaching.
Stated simply, the whole process benefits greatly when all
the participants care about each other.
Caring has moral, social, and personal facets. And when all
facets of caring are present and balanced, they can nurture
individuals and facilitate the process of learning. At the same
time, caring in all its dimensions should be a major focus of
what is taught and learned. That is, the classroom curriculum
should encompass a focus on fostering socio-emotional and
physical development.
Caring begins when students (and their families) first arrive at
a school. Classrooms and schools can do their job better if
students feel they are truly welcome and have a range of social
supports. A key facet of welcoming encompasses effectively
connecting new students with peers and adults who can provide
social support and advocacy.

On an ongoing basis, caring is best maintained through use
of personalized instruction, regular student conferences,
activity fostering social-emotional development, and
opportunities for students to attain positive status. Efforts to
create a caring classroom climate benefit from programs for
cooperative learning, peer tutoring, mentoring, advocacy,
peer counseling and mediation, human relations, and conflict
resolution. Clearly, a myriad of strategies can contribute to
students feeling positively connected to the classroom and
school.
In the learning community, all are learners, and all may
play some role as teachers. A teachers can be anyone
who wants to facilitate learning – professional teachers,
aides, volunteers, parents, siblings, peers, mentors in the
community, librarians, recreation staff, etc.
All
constitute what can be called the teaching community.

Given the importance of home involvement, attention also
must be paid to creating a caring atmosphere for family
members. Increased home involvement is more likely if
families feel welcome and have access to social support at
school. Thus, teachers and other school staff need to
establish a program that effectively welcomes and connects
families with school staff and other families to generate
ongoing social support and greater participation in home
involvement efforts.
Also, just as with students and their families, school staff
need to feel truly welcome and socially supported. Rather
than leaving this to chance, a caring school develops and
institutionalizes a program to welcome and connect new
staff with those with whom they will be working. And it
does so in ways that effectively incorporates newcomers
into the organization.
As Andy Hargreaves stresses, the way to relieve "the
uncertainty and open-endedness in teaching" is to create
"communities of colleagues who work collaboratively [in
cultures of shared learning and positive risk-taking] to set
their own professional standards and limits, while still
remaining committed to continuous improvement. Such
communities can also bring together the professional and
personal lives of teachers in a way that supports growth and
allows problems to be discussed without fear of disapproval
or punishment."
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