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Abstract:  
  

The environment of urban schools can be characterized by high teacher turnover; 

high student drop out rates; low performance by students on standardized tests; and a 

shifting demographic in student population.  New teachers graduating from teacher 

education pre-service programs will almost surely teach in urban schools with students 

from different socio-economic, racial, and ethnic backgrounds than themselves.  Students 

in these urban school environments often do not feel a connection to their teachers or 

their schools.  This study shares oral narratives from teachers, students, a principal, and 

staff members from a high school for recent immigrants in the South Central United 

States which defies these odds.  The interviews focus on how care is experienced by the 

teachers and students and sheds light on how teachers and students define the practice of 

care.  Further the study looks at how school leadership and policies can impede and 

enhance the practice of care in the school setting.  Among the several major findings, it 

was found that teachers and students both have a need, even a longing, for connection.  
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The results provide implications for classroom practice, professional development, school 

leadership & decision-making practices, school culture, technology use, and overall 

school performance.
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Chapter 1.  Purpose of the Study, Statement of the Problem, and 

Research Questions 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this study is to analyze the significance of the ethic of care in an 

urban public high school created for recent immigrants.  This school was newly created 

in 2004, in an urban school district in the South Central United States.  It is especially 

relevant to study urban schools given the erosion of confidence that has occurred in 

educational and civic circles about the very institution of school itself (Cibulka and Boyd, 

2003). Urban schools are characterized by a high dropout rate for students (Valenzuela, 

Fuller, & Vasquez-Heilig, in press; Swanson, 2008; TEA, 2001; Romo & Falbo, 1996) 

and low retention rates on the part of teachers (Darling Hammond, 2003; Wilson, Floden, 

& Ferrini-Mundy, 2001).  In this study, the researcher wants to understand if positive 

experiences for teachers and students, as documented in caring relationships, can have 

implications for urban school policies, practices, and performance. 

 The ethic of care or care are terms used to describe a feeling or relationship that 

develops between those who care for someone (teachers) and those who receive that care 

(students).  This relationship has been described in settings other than schools; for 

instance, in medical practice (doctor’s care) or in the ministry (care for a congregation).  

Care is seen as more than a disposition or even an action.  The idea of care extends to 

intangible aspects that develop when someone gives or receives nurturing.  This study 

looks into caring relationships with the idea that these subtle forms can have a profound 

impact on school environments. 

 The research questions delve into why caring relationships are important in 

schools today.  This chapter presents a context for the study, the purpose, the research 

questions and the scope and limitation of the study. The chapter defines key terms used in 

the discussion of the ethic of care and describes the significance of the study of care to 

scholarship.  The study attempts to capture the essence and importance of caring 
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relationships in schools by describing the experience of care. While describing a 

relationship is an important part of this study, capturing the true essence of any 

relationship can prove elusive, so the chapter concludes with a reflective narrative of the 

researcher in an attempt to broach this unassuming yet powerful phenomenon called care.  

The Context for the Study 

 Care is practiced in a school setting, and as such, the leadership, policies and 

practices of a school or school district influence, enhance, or impede the ability of 

teachers and students to relate freely in caring relationships.  Fullan has stated that a 

school system can take a new teacher, chew her up and spit her out (2005).  In order to 

understand the context in which teachers perform, then, we must look at teachers and 

their activities in the context of a school setting.  In this way, the reader can understand 

where caring relationships are situated and what role leadership can play in enhancing or 

impeding the development of care in a school setting.  A researcher can study one teacher 

and his students, but that will only be one part of a school day for a student and will not 

tell the whole story about the experience of schooling.  Schools are made up of many 

teachers who act within institutional constraints subject to different leadership practices.  

By looking at the whole school setting, we can understand what affects the experience of 

a school for teachers and students.  This experience can be described as positive and 

caring, or negative and uncaring – or somewhere in between.  The experience is affected 

by the overall context, especially in a high school, since students travel from one 

classroom to another throughout the school day.  

 Two significant aspects of the urban school setting that affect caring relationships 

between teachers and students are the high turnover rate of teachers in an urban school 

and the high dropout rate of urban high school students (Wilson, Floden & Ferrini-

Mundy, 2001; Romo & Falboa, 1996).  Caring in this kind of unstable environment is 

problematic for teachers and students alike.  An added dimension of this phenomenon is 

that the majority of teachers in urban schools across the United States are Anglo females, 

and the student population in urban schools is comprised of Latino and African American 

majorities (Wilson, et al).   The challenge of caring across cultures becomes an added 
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aspect of the urban school environment and relevant for teachers and students alike.  The 

urban school context, then, of Anglo teachers who leave after three to five years working 

with students of diverse ethnicity who drop out at alarming rates, is the environment 

where we explore the experience and importance of caring relationships. 

 
Statement of the Research Problem: 

What are the Issues Surrounding Care and Teaching? 

 
 The federal mandate in the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation calls for 

measuring of student performance.  High schools receive report cards based on students’ 

performance on standardized math and English tests, as well as on attendance and 

graduation rates.  Each year the standard that the school must meet is raised, so each year 

the pressure on the school, teachers, and students increases.  These NCLB guidelines 

create a spotlight on performance in schools across the United States, especially urban 

schools.  The issue of teacher turnover, aside from creating an unstable school culture, 

now is seen with implications for the academic preparation of students.  The lack of 

interest in school or high absenteeism of students becomes not only an issue for the truant 

officer, but a major factor in a student’s ability to receive solid academic preparation.  

This study looks at the issues surrounding care and teaching in this environment.  The 

two factors of teacher turnover and student dropout rates become a context in which to 

study the importance of caring relationships. 

Teacher Retention &Preparation Issues 

 The preparation, retention and support involving new teachers are matters of great 

discussion in the literature today (Forgione, Houser, Lyons & Rips, 2003; Darling-

Hammond, 2000, 2002, 2003; Hanusheck, Kain, & Rivkin, 1998; 1999; Ingersoll, 2001a, 

2001b, 2002, 2003; Wilson, Floden, & Ferrini-Mundy, 2001).  With the focus directed by 

the NCLB legislation, the prominent conversation of federally funded research covers 

such topics as teacher quality (Darling-Hammond; 2004); teaching within the core area of 

preparation (Ingersoll, 1998), and new teacher supports (Ingersoll, 2001a, 2001b; 

Darling-Hammond, 2003).  These topics are important aspects of the NCLB guidelines.  
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The focus is largely on academic matters and what is commonly referred to as the 

“technical core” of schooling in institutional and organizational theory (Scott, 2001; 

Meyer & Rowan, 1991).  The focus of how to address better performance in students is 

largely couched in ‘technical terms’ about academic issues. 

 The experience of teaching or the experience of what it feels like to be a student 

in an urban school is not a part of the NCLB discussion.  Even before the NCLB spotlight 

on teacher quality and student retention, discussion of the impact of caring relationships 

in a classroom has been only a peripheral concern if even discussed at all in educational 

leadership circles.  The importance of care in the classroom is discussed in curriculum 

circles (Noddings, 2003; Goldstein 1997, 2002), but the impact of caring relationships 

for a school-wide setting is of secondary concern.  This study suggests that in order to 

change student performance or the school culture of an urban school, the issue of caring, 

or student-focused attitudes, has to be at the core of the discussion.  When the experience 

of the student and of the teacher is at the core of school activities, better academic 

performance will be an inevitable result. 

 High turnover rates among teachers suggest that the schools as organizations and 

schooling as an institution have underlying problems in creating caring relationships or a 

caring environment; and that, in turn, this high turnover can cause turmoil and lead to 

problems in how the organizational functions (Ingersoll, 2002, 2003).  Employee 

turnover has especially serious consequences in a workplace like a school that requires 

and demands extensive interpersonal or caring interactions (Cushman, 2003).  The high 

turnover of teachers does not simply cause staffing problems, but may also harm the 

school environment and student performance (Ingersoll, 2001a).  From the care theory 

perspective, we learn that teachers and students feel reciprocity (Noddings, 1984; 2003); 

that is, when students feel cared for, they respond to teachers.  The fact that teachers 

leave in large numbers, especially from urban schools, suggests that they do not feel a 

response or the kind of response they expect or need in the school setting.    

 There are many factors recorded other than retirement for why teachers leave, 

including personal matters, salary considerations, and job dissatisfaction (Darling-
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Hammond, 2003; Ingersoll, 2001a).   If teachers were satisfied and students were happy, 

the results would be different.  The challenge that schools face in changing performance 

in urban schools is the challenge of meeting the needs of the students and their teachers.  

This is at the heart of the technical issue of schooling, since the information and academic 

preparations take place through these relationships.  Teachers who feel effective and 

teach where reciprocal relationships flourish want to remain in these environments.  If 

this technical core is to improve, this relational aspect must improve as well. 

Student Dropout Rates and Demographics of Urban Schools 

 The care literature shows us that students do not feel cared for when their needs 

are not being met (Cushman, 2003; Noddings, 2003).  Students who do not feel their 

needs are addressed at school drop out for any number of reasons.  The student dropout 

rate is of national concern.  Recent studies suggest that the numbers supplied by school 

districts are staggeringly higher than previously thought.  When cohort groups of students 

are studied, the numbers of students actually remaining in school and graduating are 

much smaller. The numbers can vary according to who collects the data and the 

techniques that have been used, but the fact remains that dropout rates are high – whether 

we assume the school graduation figures of 80% or higher or a 30 to 50% rate, as cited in 

other studies (TEA, 2006; Valenzuela, Fuller, & Vasquez-Heilig, in press; Swanson, 

2008). This researcher has seen that students in urban schools drop out for any variety of 

personal reasons:  girlfriends; anger with teachers; the need to work; a general sense of 

frustration, a lack of connection between the school and their lived reality, and any 

multiple other reasons.  If students felt a connection to the school and to the importance 

of what their teachers were doing, many of the reasons for dropping out would not matter 

to the degree that they do. 

 The care literature suggests that the need to retain teachers and the need to 

decrease the student dropout rate is a related issue.  Since the majority of the participants 

at a school are made up of teachers and students, their combined needs are the primary 

concerns of any school.  Students who are wrapped in the mantle of caring relationships 

are not so easily swayed by distractions or a sense of directionless, and can put personal 
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issues and goals in perspective.  Academic performance improves when personal issues 

are resolved.  The fact that teachers and students are both leaving schools suggests that 

the benefit they can bring to each other is not being realized in schools.  This affects the 

learning environment, a school culture and the organizational operations.  Simply put, 

with such a high turnover in teachers, how can schools and school systems expect 

students to remain in school and complete their studies successfully?   

 This study assumes that students who feel cared for will want to stay in school 

and teachers who feel that the students respond to them and that their efforts are 

reciprocated will want to stay in a school environment, and indeed, will thrive.  This 

study, then, focuses on teachers who have formed successful, caring relationships in an 

urban school.  And additionally, focuses on students who have experienced and describe 

this care.  The study is primarily couched in a two-year high school for recent 

immigrants.  The teachers, principal, and staff who are interviewed are all from this 

school setting where caring relationships are pervasive, teacher by teacher, and where the 

student attendance is in the high 90th percentile.  The school site has been selected to 

show how teachers’ efforts, when supported by the principal and staff, can make a 

difference in the learning environment.  The students are new immigrant students who 

attended this school for two years and are now attending their neighborhood or home 

school for their junior and senior year. The development of caring relationships among 

these teachers, students, principal, and staff members is documented and analyzed 

through the care theory. 

 These kinds of relationships are even more important when the education takes 

place in a multicultural setting (Campbell, 2004; Valenzuela, 1999; Nieto, 2003).  With 

the rapidly changing demographics (Lee and Bean, 2004; Louis, 2003; Reyes, et al, 

1999), a new teacher will likely work in an urban area of mixed ethnicities, including 

Latino, African American and Vietnamese, as well as European American (Fernandéz, 

2002; Cochran- Smith, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 1992).  If education is to be responsive to 

the changing sociological needs (Meyer and Rowan, 1991; Valenzuela, 1996; Reyes, et 

al, 1999), then it is important that we understand how teachers can form meaningful, 
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caring relationships with students in their pursuit of knowledge and character 

development, across cultures.   It is important to see how teachers and students describe 

this experience.   

The Research Questions 

The overarching questions that guide this research are the following: 

1. What is the experience of the teacher in a caring relationship?   

2. What is the experience of the student in a caring relationship?   

3. What impedes or enhances the practice of care in an urban school setting?  

 These questions, embedded as they are in the care literature and in the context of 

an urban high school for recent immigrants, guide and frame the data collection, the 

interpretation of the data, the implications of the study, and the importance of caring 

relationships in school settings. By using in-depth interviews, the study attempts to find 

universal truths about the experience of schooling rather than statistical information about 

care.  If children are “cared-for,” will they remain in school and participate 

enthusiastically?  Will they perform better academically?  And will they, in turn, care for 

others, or demonstrate character and moral development in the school environment and 

show traits that will help them succeed in life and the community at large?  If teachers 

model care, will students have the strength to persevere in difficult schooling situations?  

If students feel they have someone “looking out after them,” in the academic setting, will 

they look to the school for guidance and support rather than turn to unwanted directions 

in the community?  The open-ended interviews delve into these deeper meanings in life 

in an attempt to capture the importance of this subtle yet powerful force called care or 

love. 

 The researcher further attempts to notice what aspects of the school environment 

impede or enhance the practice of care and development of relationships.  What aspects 

become barriers?  What aspects of the relationship can be enhanced or developed within 

schools?  What aspects of the school environment can be expanded to improve these 

kinds of relationships?  In looking at these broader implications in the school-wide 
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setting, for student performance and retention, and for the overall climate of the school, it 

is the hope of this study that the student and teacher experience can be improved.  Can 

the school experience, shored up with caring adults, where students feel cared for, be 

commonplace?  Can school become so much a part of a student and his or her family that 

it becomes something sacred and profound, as described by a mother and daughter at a 

school that had become intrinsically entwined and an essential part of their family life 

(Glickman, 2003)?  We are told that when even one teacher knows a child in more than a 

superficial way, it can make a difference in the student’s academic life (Cushman, 2003).  

The important implications for meeting NCLB mandates are why the researcher has taken 

up the study of caring relationships.  They are at the core of creating a successful 

environment. 

Scope and Limitation of Study 
 

 This study uses oral narratives of a principal, four teachers, seven students and 

four support staff. These participants give first-hand, in-depth accounts of the experience 

of the ethic of care in public schools.  The data is limited in the number of informants.  

Rather than gathering information from a large number of individuals for this research, 

this study focuses on the detailed accounts of a few from the school population who have 

been identified by the school site as demonstrating care. This study is limited in the 

number and scope of its interviews, but the aim is to probe deeply for universal truths that 

can be seen as an aspect of relationships formed between teachers and students.  The aim 

is to find experiences that will surface and resonate with readers, stirring recollections of 

their own experiences with caring teachers.  In this way the research will connect with 

readers and convey the importance of this student/teacher relationship to the overall 

experience we call school.  This study uses these in-depth voices in lieu of surveys and 

campus-wide focus groups, to inform the practice and development of caring 

relationships at high school campuses. 

 Objectifying the relationship can be a precarious stance to take (Noddings, 2003), 

but speaking about the experiences candidly and in depth will allow us to chronicle the 

importance of this experience in the teaching situation and the environment surrounding 
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learning.  While describing the nature of a relationship can pose challenges, the hope of 

the study is that some insights can be gained on how relationship building can foster a 

more positive school climate in any school.  The questions will be analyzed 

systematically, but the experience may be difficult to capture by using mental 

arrangements alone.  The use of the oral narrative technique which draws from past 

experiences, memories, and senses is employed as a means of capturing a lived 

experience that mental examination alone cannot provide.  The analysis of the oral 

narratives brings the experience alive for the reader. 

 The intention of the study is not so much to determine or prescribe attributes of 

what a teacher should look like to make prescriptions for students, but to use the 

information from the oral narratives as an entrance into a school culture and into what 

makes a school experience positive and caring.  The oral narratives help identify aspects 

of a caring teacher, how teachers affect the growth of students, what role these teachers 

play as leaders or mentors in the lives of their students, and what role teachers and 

students play in a school culture.  The researcher has recorded the caring experience in 

order to capture the practice and how it affects a school culture.   

 Students who have been cared for will care for others (Noddings, 2003).  The 

ethic of care can influence the school culture, or affect the curriculum, as suggested by 

Noddings.  It can also emanate out into a kind of practice that encourages students to 

grow and learn.  The practice of one classroom can affect the whole schools, especially if 

many classrooms are conducted through positive relationships and the school leadership 

demonstrates and fosters that care.  So while the research is limited in scope to teachers 

and students, for the most part, the findings have far-reaching implications for schools, 

the way they are structured and organized, and for the overall functioning of school.  

 Finally, in this study, school data and documents, as well as observations by the 

researcher, have proved valuable sources of information.  The researcher’s own 

experiences in the school as a teacher practitioner has been an important source of data 

that shores up and triangulate findings from those who have been interviewed and 

observed.  The memories of the teachers, principal, students, staff and the researcher as 
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students themselves are an important source in the retelling of the school experience.  

The memories of the teachers when they were students help them connect with their 

students and their stories connect in a deep way with the reader. 

Defining Key Terms 

 The following terms are used in the discussion of care, and they are now defined 

so as a way of understanding their theoretical and philosophical origin in the literature on 

care.  These terms will be applied in Chapter Five to actual classroom situations and 

practices by the informants in the study. 

��������(�)
���-��

The ethic of care is a term that has grown out of the philosophical discussions of 

Noddings (1984, 1995; 2002, 2003), and also has evolved from various other strands and 

fields of study, including:  philosophy (Mayeroff, 1971; Noddings, 1984, 2003; Tronto, 

1993); psychology (Baker-Miller, 1976; Gilligan, 1982); theology (Buber, 1965, 1966; 

Doehring, 1995; Macmurray, 1950); sociology (Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Sidler, & 

Tipton, 1985; Valenzuela, 1996); education (Goldstein, 2002; Noddings, 1995); 

educational administration (Beck, 1994; Beck & Murphy, 1994; Kristy & Polite, 2000; 

Marshall, 1992; Marshall & Anderson, 1995; Noblit, 1993; Rusch & Marshall, 1995; 

Sernak, 1998; Sergiovanni & Starratt, 2002); and health care (Gordon, Benner, & 

Noddings, 1996; Tarlow, 1996).  Noddings’ work and discussions are seminal, as they 

cross several of these fields, especially education, and span decades of theoretical 

development.  She introduced the ethic of care with her work, Caring (1984), a statement 

which outlined, defined and discussed caring from various aspects and placed the ethic of 

care within a feminine framework, focusing on its relational development of care work 

(1984; 2003).  In her first book and in the numerous ones that followed, Noddings 

discusses, raises questions and theorizes about the nature and practice of care and caring 

in schools.  The care terminology used for this research draws largely from her 

theorizing. 
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 Relational Caring 

This refers to the reciprocity or relationship that is felt and develops in the caring 

relationship.  The relational aspect is emphasized and complements the aesthetic care, 

which values knowledge and the acquisition of information.  “A student will care about 

what you say, when you care about the student” (Sergiovanni, 2006).  A value on 

information is one kind of caring; but in the care literature, the emphasis is placed on the 

relational aspect of the ethic of care and the character development of the cared-for from 

this relationship.   

Aesthetic Caring 

Aesthetic caring is a regard for an intellectual act or knowing.  In schools, this 

knowledge is regarded as the “supreme” concern because students go to school to learn, 

and teachers, it is usually universally agreed, go to school to teach.  Caring about a 

subject matter can be very important to a teacher, but it may be challenging to convey a 

love of the subject to a student who is not interested or is distracted by other things.  

Noddings says that the information is secondary to the child (2003).  The information or 

subject matter is said to be conveyed through the relationship that develops. 

Ethical Caring 

Ethical Caring is a position teachers develops or employs in order to show care 

and establish relationships with students, because they are their students.  This stance is 

developed especially, or even if, in another context, the teacher would not interact with 

this student.  The caring stance or role is taken up by the teacher, even though it may be 

difficult to do this in order help a student feel accepted.  The caring stance is important 

for the moral development of a child, and may even be important for the teacher.  It is by 

taking an ethical stance that teachers can learn to relate to and understand students who 

might at first seem annoying or difficult to teach. 

������)������-����������������-��� 

In the relationship, the teacher or adult is referred to as the one-caring, and the 

student is the cared-for.  In the process, the teacher initiates the relationship and is the 
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one who can redirect a student through this relationship.  The adult is engrossed or 

involved with the student, and, through an emotional displacement, follows the student.  

Receptivity is another term that is used in this process.  The receptivity or openness on the 

part of the one-caring is what allows the relationship to begin (Noddings, 1984; 2003).  

When looking at care in practice, the researcher will use engrossment, emotional 

displacement, and receptivity to describe openness or availability to the student.  This is 

the how caring relationships begin. 

Relational Caring:  The One Cared-For 

 The student is the one who feels the relationship.  The student or child is said to 

glow or grow when involved in this kind of relationship with an adult.  Reciprocity and 

relation are two terms that are also heard or used in discussions of this relationship.  

Without responsiveness or a response on the part of the cared-for, we cannot say that a 

caring relationship exists.  The reciprocity that exists between the two is what confirms 

the relationship.  A sense of joy can also be said to be a part of the care process 

(Noddings, 1984, 1996, 2003).   

Relational Caring:  Different Aspects  

In the process of the relationship developed through care, the teacher (the one-

caring) and the student (the one-cared-for) engage in caring behavior.  It is a subtle 

process said to contain several steps:  modeling, where the one-caring shows caring or 

responsive behavior for the one-cared for; dialogue, or exchange of ideas, relationally; 

practice refers to the shared experience of both, and the repetition of caring behaviors; 

and confirmation, where the cared-for feels acknowledged and shows reciprocity.  

Confirmation means that the one-cared for feels “confirmed” or validated.  In this 

continuous process, a child grows and feels nurtured with acceptance and direction.   

 The caring relationship begins with this confirmation and the reciprocity or 

feeling that is returned and exchanged between the two in the relationship (Noddings, 

1984; 2003).  Trust, commitment, and real learning or transformational learning can all 

be said to follow from the relational aspects of caring. Without this confirmation, we 
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cannot say that a caring relationship exists.  The confirmation from the student will spark 

a response from the teacher and this is what leads to transformational educational 

experiences.  It is these experiences the researcher has attempted to capture in the 

retelling of the school experiences by the informants. 

Politics and Care 

When care is practiced in schools, especially in settings beyond the classroom, 

between administrators and teachers and among a whole faculty, there are elements of 

power intertwined in the caring relationship.  The hierarchical nature of public schools 

can negate the full impact of the experience for the participants.  Caregivers can be more 

preoccupied with preserving their position than with the cared-for or the student 

receiving the care.  In public schools, care is inherently and often practiced within the 

political structure and only through those mechanisms.  It is often impeded because of 

these constraints.  This care can also be referred to as caring power, a power that 

manifests in power over relationships (Sernak, 1998).  Issues of power can become 

barriers for teachers and administrators in showing and receiving care.  For this reason, 

the way that care is practiced in relation to power is explored in this study. 

Power Dynamics and Care:  Power over; Power through; and Power with 

Power in its various manifestations is used and plays out in organizations 

according to the structures in place and the framework of those practicing within that 

organization.  Power over, or hierarchical power, is the most common manifestation of 

the use of power in public schools.  It is practiced between the district office and the 

school; the school administrator, or principal, and the teacher; and in most classrooms, 

the teacher has control over the students.  The power relationships move on a continuum 

with leadership styles and approaches to leadership.  Leaders who are open and willing to 

share power use power through approaches to motivate and work with others; they use 

their vision to work through the others.  Power with, or a collaborative spirit in leadership 

and transformative leadership style, is in keeping with the ethic of care in practice among 

adults in a workplace setting.  The relational caring relationship, with its reciprocal and 
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confirmation process, is practiced in school settings where an open leadership style 

allows power to be shared or where a leader shares the power with the other adults, 

teachers, counselors, etc., in a school building (Blasé and Anderson, 1995; Noddings, 

1984, 2003).   

 It is when power is shared in a true collaborative spirit that we say there is a 

caring relationship that resembles circles and chains of reciprocity rather than hierarchies 

and power over situations (Noddings, 1984, 2003).  We can speak of this practice as 

maternalism vs. paternalism (Holmes, 2004).  The ethic of care, while valued in private 

settings and eulogized, is often not seen in the public sector.  Capturing this public 

practice of the ethic of care in schools is the objective of this study.  What is the 

experience for the teachers and students?  What impedes or enhances this practice?  In 

order to delve into the questions we must look at the public school context, in order to 

frame our observations and data collection.  What has been the historical context from 

which our public schools have emerged?  What is the institutional and organizational 

perspective of schools – in which schools are embedded, and which constrain or enable 

schools to change?  And, what is the role of leadership in schools?  How do these realities 

affect care in the school?  What is this practice of care in public schools?   

Contributions and Significance of the Study:  The Ethic of Care 

 The oral narratives and their conclusions will contribute to the literature on care 

and its effects on students and schools.  Further, the study explores how teachers, 

administrators, counselors and support staff show care for students, and the importance of 

this way of relating to students.  The narrative nature in which the information is 

conveyed creates a rich and powerful context for telling the story or experience of 

schooling.  The expressions encompass an intellectual, as well as emotional and 

sometimes visceral, response in the listener and reader.  Often, the student voice or even 

that of the teacher is heard through the voices of others.  In this study, we will hear their 

voices directly.  Finally, in drawing from these narratives, universal truths with 

applicability and resonance in any school setting can be distilled and conveyed.  The 

ways in which these teachers and students respond have implications beyond a school for 
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new immigrants, or for that matter beyond any school setting.  From the study, the 

practice of care emerges which supports the theoretical constructs that Noddings has 

created through her theoretical and philosophical models (2003).  The importance of care 

and the way students are treated and approached in a classroom has import far beyond the 

relationships that form; it can be the very essence of a transformation and new standard 

for educational performance. 

Organization of Study 

 This study is divided into chapters along the following logic:  Chapter One gives 

the purpose and background for the study; a postscript is included to show the importance 

of a focus on the Care Theory.  Chapter Two describes the research and literature on care.  

Chapter Three discusses the methodology.  Chapter Four describes the three school sites 

of the study.  Chapter Five describes analyzes the data through the practice of the Care 

Theory.  Chapter Six summarizes and analyzes the common themes among teachers and 

students; barriers to care that arise; and “bridges” that have been created through the use 

of teamwork.  Chapter Seven summarizes the study and looks at implications of the 

conclusions with regard to theory, practice and policy. 

Researcher Reflection:  Why Study Care?  Making the Invisible, Visible 

  Caring, like teaching, has traditionally been a feminine concern.  When my 

mother passed away in December 2004, I was beginning early iterations of this study.  I 

didn’t try to connect this event with the nature of my research.  On the same day of my 

mother’s passing, one of my high school students also died as a result of a car accident.  

My students and I mourned together.  As I reflected, I began to see some rather subtle yet 

obvious connections with my study at the university and these two deaths that affected 

me personally and professionally. 

 Why it is important to study the ethic of care and what is its value to schools?  

Does it affect performance; and if it does, how do we measure its effect?  And if care 

does matter, how is it practiced?  When trying to analyze subtle aspects of schooling that 

are often nonverbal or highly subjective in nature, we tend to shy away from including 
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these in our discussions; yet, if we ask teachers why they entered the profession, their 

responses usually relate to the intangible, transformative aspect of teaching.  And if 

students drop out, it can have as much to do with some feeling or lack of feeling about a 

teacher, class or school as with personal or financial concerns. 

 Returning to the experience with my high school students and my mother, I would 

like to use this as a metaphor in which we can reflect on what the ethic of care is, and in 

this way, let this postscript serve as an extended introduction to the topic and research.  I 

had taken pictures of my mom, my dad, and one by one, all of my students.  My goal was 

to put the pictures of the students around the classroom, so it would feel like their space.  

My parents had never stepped foot in my classroom, yet somehow they became joined 

with my students in these pictures.  

 Let me explain.  One week, I took pictures of my students, one by one and in 

groups of twos and threes, to put around the upper border of the classroom walls.  Their 

faces staring down on us created an incredible mirror in the classroom.  We made a 

collage of several of their faces for our door, so when people tried to peer into our 

classroom, they saw the faces of the students facing out at them.  This went as planned in 

all but one of the classes.  In that class, something strange had happened to our pictures. 

 During the same week that I had taken pictures of my students, I had also taken 

pictures of my mother and father to share with relatives.  When I got the two sets of 

pictures back, it turns out that the pictures had become superimposed upon each other, 

through double-exposed film.  In one class, the picture of my mom, who had been in her 

bed at home, was floating in the classroom.  The window behind the bed matched up 

almost exactly with the door of my classroom.  The students, books, flowers and door in 

my classroom joined with her bed and pictures on the wall and the window behind her.  It 

took me a while to figure out that the pictures had become double-exposed.  This was 

especially curious, since my mother was someone who throughout most of her life had 

retreated and let others shine in front of her.  In these pictures, she was looming as a 

central figure, while at the same time in a faint and retreating manner due to the faintness 
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of her image.  Soft and commanding, it could be said.  The class kept asking me to please 

show them their pictures, as they knew the other students had seen theirs. 

 Soon after I had taken these photos, and was debating about showing them to the 

class – and before I could take new ones – I got a call from my sister that mom was close 

to her end.  She was ninety-one years old and had been bedridden for a few months.  That 

morning, the class met.  I explained to them that my sister had called and that I would go 

to San Antonio.  My mom was close to her end.  I began to see the pictures in a new light.  

My mom was there in my classroom with us, and perhaps had been trying to 

communicate to me, in some remote way.  I showed the pictures to my amazed students.  

They found themselves in these pictures where they were joined with my mom.  Some 

were sitting with her.  Some seemed to be talking with her.  Perhaps, they were 

comforting her.  She was most predominant in the pictures, but my students showed me 

that my dad also was hidden deep in some of their faces.  One of those students was very, 

very quiet, and when he saw my dad’s face embedded in his, we were joined in a quiet 

and unspoken way.  I was joined with my students through these photos. 

 One student, Albert, always sat at the back of the classroom; and while I thought 

he was attentive, he was usually drawing someone in the classroom.  Albert was drawing 

in one of the photos I had taken.  (He gave me one of his pictures that we later framed 

and hung in the classroom.  The picture was a scorpion with the motto or warning:  No te 

olvides de Mexico).  It was Albert who died in a car accident during the wee hours of the 

morning – leaving just moments before my mom.  Albert had seen the photos that 

morning, where he and my mom were in the photo together. 

 In these pictures, my mother was always with me in my classroom.  She was 

protecting me – and us, all of the students.  I could also say that she was connected to my 

students in a way that was beyond time and space and words – our normal medium for 

communicating and “connecting.”   

 Or was it beyond or different from the “normal” ways that we communicate in 

classrooms?  It was after these pictures were taken that I began reading the care literature.  

Little by little, the memory of the pictures crept back into my consciousness.  I began to 
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equate the pictures to the ways that teachers and students connect.  Michele Foster calls it 

a mysterious quality (2005).  My mother was a gardener, so I could use the metaphor of 

gardening to describe how she had surfaced into the classroom.  We sometimes talk of 

teaching as a performance.  We talk about improving student performance.  Is teaching 

and learning only about performance?  Or, put another way, what is it that causes that 

performance or motivates a student to learn?  When we put a seed in the ground and 

watch it grow, is the seed performing?  Is the seed acting out a natural course for itself – 

being a seed?  Has the gardener, or farmer, done anything?  He or she has prepared the 

ground, bought the seed, and planted and watered the seed.  There is some artistry as to 

which seed to buy perhaps, or when and how to plant it.  But when it comes to growing, 

the planter has to stand back, wait and watch while the seed “does its thing.”  Does what 

it does naturally.  We can’t get inside that seed and change it once it is in the ground.   

 My grandfather was a seed farmer, and he hybridized seeds and did “play” with 

them before they were put in the ground, so that the seed had a good chance of surviving 

in the dry, dustbowl-sandy soil of southwestern Kansas.  In this way, we can say that the 

internal mechanisms can be adjusted or touched in some way by the careful teacher and 

observer.  Scientists nowadays say that even our DNA can change with a positive 

attitude. 

 Teaching that goes beyond our mere words in a lesson allows a teacher to enter 

into a student’s thinking or inner mechanism and change some of the internal wiring.  

The teacher can “inspire” a student to follow boldly after hunches or to think and express 

with a new confidence.  A teacher, in following a student’s interest, can join with that 

student in an incredible journey for both of them.  Noddings says that students who feel 

cared for glow and grow. 

 When we plant seeds, if we follow the advice of my mom, we know that some 

will be carried by the wind, some the birds will get, and some will be washed away by the 

rain.  It is only a few of the original seeds cast by the gardener that actually grow.  Seeing 

the seed as a metaphor for ideas that a teacher plants shows the patience and persistence 
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there is in the task of teaching – for a tiny seedling of an idea to take hold in a student’s 

fertile mind. 

 Is that seed connected to the gardener?  Is that seed performing for the farmer 

when it grows?  Once planted, it takes on a life of its own and the student (the fertile 

ground he or she provides) will take that seed and let it grow in its own way, according to 

its own direction and inclination. 

 These questions and thoughts come to mind when we talk about students’ 

performance, and for that matter, about how teachers perform in their classroom.  How 

do we measure this kind of performance?  We measure the height of a corn stalk, the 

yield of a raspberry bush, the size of a melon.  Is that how we measure the seed’s 

performance?  Is that its outcome?  So much depends on so many things.  The poet 

William Carlos Williams said:  “So much depends on a red wheelbarrow . . .” (p. 56, 

1985).  Noddings says that teachers will bend rules and perform in somewhat irrational 

ways to an outside observer, but the “performance” will be understood by the student 

(2003).  New findings in science show that even DNA can be changed by positive 

thinking. 

 And yet these variables that cannot be measured and that sometimes cannot be 

controlled go into the makeup of the “measurable results.” These invisible, intangible 

elements are what make up the caring, if we equate this to teaching.  It is in this invisible 

way that time and natural passing, and a mother, can be connected to a paper on caring 

teachers, transformational leaders and schools that hold a space for care to develop.  Is 

birth, and tending to our children, anything that we can say we control?  Is learning a 

natural event, and some of our teaching merely a learning of how to stay out of the way? 

 Perhaps my mother’s image floating in the classroom has some significance.  

Perhaps it is a reminder that a teacher’s or a mother’s work may appear invisible, but it 

can be so powerful, in a “soft and commanding way,” so as to even appear or manifest in 

a daughter’s classroom.  Strong enough to transcend time and space, and other natural 

barriers – barriers we take for granted.  And this caring can usher a child’s student into 

the next existence.  She can reach past time into a need that her daughter has in helping a 
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student let go.  A student who never wanted to leave Mexico is taken back to be buried 

there.  ¡No te olvides de México!  It can serve to remind us that this caring business is 

strong, powerful and perhaps necessary.   

 It is what connects us – one to another.  This study, then, dedicates itself to this 

spirit, to that quality or force or push that is in us all “to connect” and be human, in the 

best way imaginable.  In that heartfelt way, we push towards connection, growth and 

completion.  Now, as I start final versions of this study, my father too has passed away.  

Their crossing across the border, beyond life, guides me on this journey. 

 

Blossoms 

 

Like her, I 
bury my 

wishes deep. 
They burst out sudden 

as the giant mass 
of yellow roses, 

sprayed onto the front-yard Mesquite 
overnight in early Spring. 

 
From him, I learned 

quick insights, 
bashful but propelling, 

pushed up and out 
like a kite in a March wind 

bound and forced to fly on high. 
 

His spirited victory, 
the impetus for 

her billowed blossoms 
springing forth 

       

     for my father and mother 
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Chapter 2.  A Review of the Care Literature 

Introduction  

 Effective teaching has historically been a caring endeavor (Noddings 1984, 

2003), yet often in the age of accountability, we see teaching discussed and engineered in 

mostly technical terms (Nieto, 1999, 2001, 2003).  For English as a Second Language 

(ESL) teachers, for example, improvement on test scores, developing new ESL 

methodologies, and techniques for aligning curriculum and assessments dominate the 

topics for pre-service training, staff development and ongoing teacher support (Richard-

Amato, 2003).  This study probes the care literature in order to understand what is meant 

by care, what it looks like in practice, and the importance of care in the classroom. In 

order to discuss the experience of care, articulated in the research questions, we must 

know what care is.   

 This review of the literature on care looks at how the care theory can be used as a 

framework to couch conversations about schools, both in the classroom and beyond.  The 

research in this literature uses care as a frame, or, better said, a lens with which we can 

focus on teacher preparation conversations, and for classroom and school-wide practices 

and improvement. 

The Ethic of Care 

A Feminine Perspective 

 Gilligan (1982) opens a discussion on a caring perspective in her groundbreaking 

work entitled In a Different Voice.  The title refers to a different, “feminine,” approach in 

which to broach an issue or situation.  Women’s self descriptions (Gilligan, 1982) 

suggest that they see themselves in relation to those they care for; and a female’s view of 

morality, as such, is seen as arising out of this connection. Simply put, women define 

their identity through relationships of intimacy and care.  Gilliland quotes Baker-Miller 

(1976), who calls for a “new psychology of women,” where women build on connections, 

and a “loss of a relationship is [seen as] something closer to a total loss of self” (Gilligan, 

p 169).  “This ‘psychic’ starting point contains the possibilities for an entirely different  

. . .  approach to living and functioning . . .” (Baker-Miller, p. 83). 
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The ways in which these connections and relationships are developed is what 

Noddings and others refer to as care or the ethic of care in practice. According to 

Noddings, care emanates from a female way of being (ontology) and knowing 

(epistemology).  “Educators need to know something about traditional problems of 

epistemology in order to evaluate the material they teach, the methods recommended to 

them by researchers, and the connection between knowledge and power” (Noddings, 

1995, p. 98).  The review of literature will explore the care theory through this relational 

epistemology, including the relationship between learning and power or politics. 

Noddings and the Ethic of Care 
 
 The ethics of care, as described by Noddings, can be said to have worked through 

a process that includes: motivational displacement, or availability; engrossment; 

receptivity and responsiveness; and confirmation (Noddings, 1984, 2003).  This latter 

quality of confirmation is what students can feel as relational, since it “confirms a better 

self and encourages its development” (p. 164) [emphasis added].  If a student does not 

feel a connection or does not reciprocate the feelings, then the teacher and student cannot 

be said to share a caring relationship.  It is the student, child, or the one who is cared for, 

or simply the cared-for, who determines the caring relationship.  A shift in perspective 

from the technical aspects of teaching towards the experience of the student could bring 

about a parallel shift in the power structures and dynamics for learning present in schools 

today. 

 The process of the caring relationship involves many steps and depends upon the 

individuals involved.  However, the relationship usually beings when the teacher or the 

adult clears a space for the student.  That is, through a process Noddings calls emotional 

displacement, the adult expresses and shows availability to the student.  This availability 

expresses to the student or child that the adult is sincere and able to listen attentively.  

This attentiveness or becoming attuned with the child is what allows the adult to truly 

understand a person and allows for an engrossment in the problem, issues, or interests of 

the student.  The student may not always have a problem, but in the learning situation, if 
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the teacher is engrossed with the student or students, then they can find what the teacher 

talks about as engaging.  This engagement on the part of the student can be described as 

receptivity.  The student feels confirmed, acknowledged, understood, and then in turn, is 

responsive to the adult.  This creates a cyclical process in which each responds, is 

attentive, engrossed, engaged, attuned, and available.   

 It is a subtle process, in which it is not always clear who keeps the process going, 

the teacher or the student, after it begins.  Caring demands that one “dwell” with another.  

The timing, context and ability to perceive this relational intelligence are not just “patting 

someone on the head, passive learning, or ceaseless production of soothing utterances” 

(Gordon, 1996, p. xiv).  The readings in Caregiving show that the practice of care is 

filled with examples of intelligent attention: knowing when to be distant and when to be 

close; letting go as well as holding on, and other delicate understandings that develop 

when working closely attuned to another.  Caring is about being in tune with another, and 

being in harmony or moving closely with that person.  There is a passive or receptive 

quality before action, which is not always visible as an outward performance.  In a 

culture that values action and often considers being as passive, caring may not be 

understood or practiced.    

 Care and care giving are performed by males and females and found across 

professions, some of which include medicine, education, ministry and social work.  In the 

anthology, Caregiving, edited by Gordon, Benner, and Noddings (1996), the authors 

describe one of their aims as “to distinguish between family, public and professional care 

giving.”  This aspect of care is relevant to public schools in that education is a private 

and public, shared, experience at the same time.   Caring is often performed privately, 

within families, for example, and therefore, can appear invisible in the public sphere.  We 

are cautioned, though, that care is an aspect of culture that must not only be situated 

within private meanings, attitudes and values, but also located within social and public 

relationships and contexts (Thompson, 2000).  Western individualism has created a 

culture of independent, self-determined and self-created individuals who perhaps find it 

difficult to acknowledge the need for care giving. Indeed, this dilemma is at the core of 
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giving and receiving care: “Giving public attention to . . .  care giving challenges our 

notions of human power and responsibility” (Gordon, et al, 1996, p. ix).  An appreciation 

of the importance of caring in the educational process is perhaps as important as the act 

itself. 

 The contributors to Caregiving show, through examples, that receptivity is a 

positive force (Tarlow, 1996); that is, care giving, can have an effect in a real way.   In 

the school setting, there is growing awareness of the importance of a student feeling 

cared for.  “If even one person in a school knows him well enough to care, a student’s 

chance of success goes up dramatically” (Cushman, 2003).  This caring or relational 

aspect of education is often found in discussions about advisory or seminars for high 

school students; and relationship building is often understood or practiced by 

“counselors,” advisory teachers, or others who are in a peripheral role.  This relational 

aspect of education is usually seen as secondary to academic concerns.  Since the care 

literature shows us that education or information flows through relationships, it makes 

sense to organize the school and the instruction through warm and responsive, caring 

relationships (Noddings, 2005), and give this relational aspect more prominence. 

The Cared-For 
 

 The idea of caring is not an abstract ethical theory or virtue, but a relationship 

where the person receiving the care participates and contributes as well.  In order to show 

the intricate process of care, we can look at an exchange between a parent (the one-

caring) and a child (the cared-for): 

Suppose that a child of, say, eight years comes home from school angry.  He 
storms into the kitchen and throws his books on the floor.  His mother, startled, 
says, “What happened, honey?” (She resists the temptation to say something to 
the effect that “in this house we do not throw things.”)  The child says that his 
teacher is “impossible, completely unfair, mean, stupid,” and so on.  His mother 
sympathizes and probes gently for what happened.  Gradually, under the quiet 
influence of a receptive listener, the child calms down.  As his mother 
sympathizes, he may even relax enough to say, “Well, it wasn’t that bad,” in 
answer to his mother’s sympathetic outrage.  Then the two may smile at each 
other and explore rational solutions; they can speculate about faults, mistakes and 
intentions.  They can plot a course of action for the future.  The child, accepted 
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and supported, can begin to examine his own role in the incident, and, perhaps, 
even suggest how he might have behaved differently (p. 21). 

 

This conversation, while minimal on the surface and lacking in instruction, allows 

a child or student to calm down and put himself in a position to hear the mother.  It is 

perhaps important to note that, while the parent is receptive, the concern is initiated by 

the child concern.  The student opens up the dialogue with a receptive adult.  The adult 

accepts the child as he is, and even seems to see into the future, into what kind of person 

the child will become.  The mother in this example conveys emotional displacement, or 

availability to the child.  That is, she shows that all of her attention and all of her thoughts 

are available to him.  She is completely open and receptive to the issues that are 

presented.  When the adult clears the space for a child or student, and becomes truly 

available, listens, and responds, not in a permissive way, but in a way that shows an 

understanding of the situation, the child will respond or reciprocate.  The child will feel 

confirmed in his feelings and grow to a new understanding or perspective as shown by 

the adult.  In this way, the child grows to understand situations that, prior to the 

conversation, were beyond his grasp.  Through the nurturing of wise conversation and 

attention, the child is open to counseling from adults.  This caring process has a powerful 

effect on the child and on his behavior.   

 The parent sees the behavior as a need on the part of the child to connect with her 

and to be understood.  Rather than punishing the child for throwing books, the mother 

initiates a conversation to flesh out the child’s feelings about the situation.  The child sees 

behavior modeled, through opened-ended dialogues, where he has opportunities to ask 

why and feel heard. When the mother listens, the child feels confirmed by the adult who 

knows him well enough to see who he or she is trying to become.  The child is even able 

to admit his part in the problem and a “higher self” begins to emerge through his feeling 

accepted and validated.  All of this takes place within a context requiring timing and the 

ability to maintain this kind of exchange.  By creating the opportunity to truly talk, the 

parent satisfies the child’s need to communicate, be understood, and to be accepted as 

valuable: 
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The receptivity of the one-caring need not lead to permissiveness or to an 
abdication of responsibility for conduct and achievement.  Rather, it maintains 
and enhances the relatedness that is fundamental to human reality, and, in 
education, it sets the stage for the teacher’s effort in maintaining and increasing 
the child’s receptive capacity.  As the teacher receives the child and works with 
him on cooperatively designed projects, she resists the temptation – or the 
mandate – to manipulate the child, to squeeze him into some mold; she establishes 
a climate of receptivity.  The one-caring reflects reality, as she sees it, to the 
child.  She accepts him as she hopes he will accept himself – seeing what is there, 
considering what might be changed, speculating on what might be.  But the 
commitment, the decision to embrace a particular possibility, must be the child’s.  
Her commitment is to him.  She never reflects a reality that pictures him detached, 
alone, abandoned.  If her standards seem mysterious at times to outsiders, they 
are not so to the cared-for who has participated in their construction (p. 22).  
[Italics added.] 
 

 Nodding continues: “While much of what goes on in caring is rational and 

carefully thought out, the basic relationship is not . . .” (p. 23).  While the feelings 

exchanged in the relationship allow for a deep level of honest communication, there is 

not always a plan that can be explained to someone else.  An adult has to move in and 

“dwell” with the student and see what is happening, or move in empathetically, or much 

of what is happening will be lost.  These kinds of interactions have to be seen, watched 

and lived.  How many of us have mothers or teachers who were patient enough and 

knowledgeable enough to know the importance of the exchange shared in Noddings 

example?   And how often in a school setting, with packed curriculums and timelines, 

will this kind of “time” be available for student’s emotional needs?  There has to be a 

place of stillness and trust somewhere in the school day for this kind of relationship to 

develop. 

 In summary, Noddings (1996) develops her argument that the attitude is all-

important by saying that the cared-for will glow or grow in this unequal meeting (p. 27).  

It is because it is unequal that it can take place.  This “mysterious” quality in teaching has 

been documented as early as Sanger in 1938, and as recently as 2005 by Foster, in what 

she calls the “mystique of teaching.”  Is this intangible quality something that is taught?  

Can teachers be taught to care about their students?  Is this practice being carried out in 
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classrooms today?  Is it a performance or something that emerges from a deep 

relationship?  Can this relationship be seen in the output or performance of the student, so 

necessary in our age of accountability?  And finally, do the pressures of accountability 

interfere with the practice of caring in schools? 

 The caring attitude, when present, makes all of the difference; when absent, or 

when students are treated as types, or as someone to be studied or objectified, problems 

can develop.  In an interesting analysis of statistical data, authors Levitt and Dubner 

(2005) argue that the legalization of abortion is a major reason for reduced crime in the 

past thirty years – not added police protection, education, or other reasons usually cited as 

reasons for the decline.  They show through their analysis that unwanted children cause 

harm to others while the cared-for child will have fewer negative issues with the criminal 

system (2005).  So it is in schools as well.  When children are welcomed and feel 

accepted, the negative issues are turned around through the relationships. 

The One-Caring 

 Teachers can care about students, and do very much, whether the students realize 

it or not (Valenzuela, 1999).  This can perhaps be described as a phenomenon of caring – 

a care that is conveyed through relationships rather than a caring about ideas, ideals and 

production (Noddings, 2003; Valenzuela, 1999).  The ethics of care can be seen as 

fundamentally relational, and not based on the individual (Noddings, 2002). 

 When care does not move beyond aesthetic caring, that is, a caring for ideas and 

ideals students may not feel a support. Caring for the subject, or academics alone, may 

feel like an uncaring arrangement for a student (Valenzuela, 1999). Education in general 

is moving in a direction away from emotional supports to a strict focus on learning or 

academics, given the framework of accountability championed by the No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) legislation.  Early childhood programs may lose funding when children 

show poor cognitive gains, but rarely because it do they lose funding for not offering 

emotional support for the youngsters (Noddings, 2003).  If care were a primary concern, 

the emotional support would be seen as a vitally important aspect of for academic 
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achievement.  Teachers, administrators, and policy makers have to move past the idea of 

putting attention on schooling as a strictly “technical” matter. 

 Valenzuela gives us an example of what caring can look like in a predominantly 

Latino high school.  This teacher, Ms. Aranda, shows the art of initiating a relationship, 

of its importance, and what it can look like in practice: 

Kids have to know the line so that they know not to cross it, and so they know 
that they’ve crossed it.  Whenever students are acting up, I take them out of the 
classroom and ask them, “What have I done that would cause you to act that 
way?”  This question always disarms them because usually they don’t imagine 
that I, a teacher, would suggest that I had done something wrong.  And then, after, 
they say either yes that I was the problem because they thought I was picking on 
them in class, or no.  I ask them what it is that’s causing them to act in the way 
that they do.  I always try to work things out with them individually.  Sometimes 
kids have certain problems that make me work a personal arrangement with them.  
Like, if they work a lot at night, I may tell them that they don’t need to take a test 
but that they could be evaluated by pursuing another kind of project.  What’s 
important is that they need to know that I am fair, that I will listen to them, and 
they can come to me and talk and deal with a problem (1996, pp. 99 -100). 
 

Valenzuela also describes how Ms. Aranda structures her classes so that all the students 

feel included: 

ESL kids are the most shy and they benefit a lot from group activities.  I provide 
opportunities for them by giving them the chance to bring something of interest 
from their country for show-and-tell.  This gets them talking.  I also provide 
opportunities for them by allowing them to work on bilingual assignments – like a 
bilingual newspaper (p. 100). 
 

 According to Noddings, students are the ones who must say if there is a caring 

relationship.  Students concur that Ms Aranda is a caring teacher: 

Ms. Aranda is the best teacher I ever had.  I never got bored in her class.  And I 
learned so much.  I came to respect her even more after she helped out this friend.  
She wanted to drop out of school and missed a lot of homework and tests.  Other 
teachers flunked her, but Ms. Aranda helped her catch up.  If something like that 
came up with me, I know I could go to her with it (Second-generation, ninth grade 
female girl; p. 101-102). 
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A second student concurs: 

Like, I like the way Ms. Aranda is nice to the ESL students.  It’s like they just got 
here and they need special help.  They got to do some stuff [assignments] in 
Spanish and we all learned.  It’s nice to see your language be part of your 
learning.  It’s like, wow!  That’s me, my culture, my language . . . She’s gente 
[good people] (Third-generation, ninth-grade male student; p. 102). 
 

 The sense of inclusiveness is also a part of how Ms. Aranda helps teachers to feel 

heard.  She uses a collectivist, team-building approach for her department to develop a 

positive environment for the teaching staff as well.  A staff that feels cared for will feel 

more inclined to care for the students.   

 Another study shows us what care can look like in a predominantly African 

American elementary school.  Foster, Lewis, and Onafowora (2005) show us what being 

cared-for can look like in an urban setting, where we see that caring does not just mean 

saying, “You look nice today!”  Again, we can see that the teacher goes through a similar 

multi-step process as the mother in the first example, and as Ms. Aranda in the previous 

example.  Here is Foster’s example of an African American teacher connecting with her 

students: 

It’s nearly an hour into the first day of the after-school lab.  Students move from 
individual workstations into a semicircle around the master teacher.  They’re 
going to discuss the name the teacher has assigned the after-school program – the 
Mind, Body, and Spirit Club.  The teacher asks the students to tell her the first 
word of the club’s name.  A boy responds jokingly; unbothered, she waves the 
joke off and directs her question to a second boy, who cannot remember the 
club’s name. Although she has known the students for only an hour, she 
comfortably and inoffensively blends a mock challenge into her question. “You 
don’t know?”  Her tone is incredulous.  “You sittin’ in here and don’t know where 
you are?”  Other students are raising their hands, making sounds of excitement, 
clearly anxious to show that they know (p. 31). 
 

In this passage, the teacher has only known the students for an hour and already 

she speaks with them as though she has known them all of their lives.  Where does that 

kind of knowing come from?  And how can that teacher delve into the students’ psyche 

with such confidence?  Why does the teacher want them to know where they are?  This 

may seem like a very easy and natural exchange, but a knowledge of human nature, a 
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knowing of the students in the program, and an awareness of their need to be in control of 

their lives is at the core of this exchange.  This exchange may even point to the true aim 

of education. 

The teacher turns this easy exchange into an educational experience with deep 

impact and meaning for the students, and it comes from their responses.  The teacher also 

uses the time to establish rules for how they will operate together and why respectful 

listening is important in the classroom: 

A girl offers, “Spirit and Body Club,” the teacher acknowledges that this is partly 
correct, but is missing the first word.  Finally, a second girl responds with the 
correct name, but mispronounces mind as mine.  The teacher leans forward, 
directing her attention to the entire group, and says mind, stressing the final D 
sound.  She then has the students repeat the word mind in unison, stressing the D. 
She provides a brief example of what mine means, and then asks the students to 
tell her what mind means.  The first two respondents continue to confuse mine 
with mind.  A third student answers, “Like ‘mind your business.’”  The teacher 
affirms that this is correct, but she’s looking for more. The next student again 
confuses mine with mind, but catches her mistake. She pauses, apparently 
thinking about how to correct herself, when other hands go up with impatient 
“Oohs.”  At this point, the teacher stops the activity and says to the class, “You 
know what?  When someone’s thinking, it’s best to be nice and quiet, because 
when you’re on the hot seat and I’m waiting for you to say something, you want 
to be able to think”  (p31). 

 

 The teacher shows enough care for the students to speak with them respectfully 

and realizes her need to “raise them up,” or use each moment as a teachable moment.  

The teacher turned her lesson into an important life lesson by asking questions that in 

essence say to the student:  “If you don’t know where you are, then what else do you not 

know?  What else can I do to you if you don’t care enough to know where you are for 

yourself?”  This is caring.  The teacher cares about the student more than the information 

that is being conveyed, and the children feel it.  This feeling, or receptivity, is what 

Noddings calls confirmation.  The caring relationship touches the student in a deep way, 

beyond the mere lesson of the words themselves because the lesson is tied directly to the 

children.  The student knows that the teacher cares about the student as a person, his or 
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her safety, and who she is, in a true and deep sense.  This kind of caring is the experience 

that a teacher and student feel in a relationship and is what this study investigates. 

From Classrooms to the Institution-at-Large 

 Further, this study investigates how a school can create a caring environment that 

extends beyond a single classroom.   In a study of high-performing schools in the South 

Texas area (Reyes, Scribner, & Paredes Scribner, 1999), we learn that an entire school 

culture can benefit from caring relationships.  Teachers and students involved in a school 

where care extends across the entire campus can create a high-performing culture – 

where students work against the odds, as demonstrated at other schools.  Researchers 

characterized the positive school communities of learners as those where students came 

first, teachers set high expectations for all of their students, and instruction was 

interactive and student-centered rather than teacher-centered (Reyes, et al, 1999).  The 

subtractive schooling documented by Valenzuela and others can be turned into a positive 

experience through a change in the outlook and activities encouraged by school 

leadership.  Caring is an attitude and practice that puts students first, and can be described 

as one aspect of these high-performing schools.  When care and caring practices are 

situated in a school setting, the institutional and organizational framework of the school 

will facilitate the ability for teachers and students to relate in a deep way and attend to the 

success of schooling. 

 Schools are complex reflections of the society they serve.  Even though not all 

community members may pass through the doors of the school, the community’s makeup 

is represented in the school by the students.  As demographics have changed, our 

institutions have not always adjusted or become flexible agents embodying this change 

(Paredes Scribner, 1999).  When schools embrace the community with respect and care, 

the human resources of that community can add a depth and richness to the overall 

culture and learning environment of the school (González, Moll and Amanti, 2005).  

Schools, as institutions reflecting, shaping, and being shaped by the communities they 

serve, need to bend and grow to embrace the challenges of diversity and equity (Tozer, 

Violas, & Senese, 2002).   
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Ethic of Care and Adaptive Behaviors 

 For schools to become a part of the community they serve, and for teachers and 

administrators to form relationships with each other and with the students they serve, 

schools and their leaders must be willing to learn and adapt to new situations.  The 

institution of schooling is increasingly seen as embedded within a community context, 

and, as such, will benefit if it maintains open and porous boundaries (Mazzoni, 1995; 

Scott, 2001; Weick, 2001).  The notion of border crossing or becoming a border crosser 

(Anzaldua, 1987; Fuentes, 1995; Giroux, 1991, 1992) implies that we are moving from 

one culture to another, and raises important questions about the barriers which are 

politically created.  Synonyms for border, in Longman’s Language Activator, include 

edge, line and boundary.  In order to move past a border, we use words such words as 

cross, cut through, and escape across.   

 There is discussion in the literature of the “borderland” as a space between the 

two worlds, or a third space (Bhabha, 1990, 1994), pertaining to neither culture 

completely but containing elements of the new, forming a new place or reality.   There is 

a border between a teacher and a student that is crossed in caring relationships. This 

border can be crossed through relational caring, rather than an ideological caring 

(Noddings, 2003).  In this way, we can compare the ethic of care to a kind of border 

crossing.  When the teacher or the one-caring becomes available, engaged, attuned, and 

engrossed with the student of the cared-for, especially when the teacher and student are 

from different cultures, the two will cross a border together:  between two people, 

between young and old, between cultures, and across race, gender, or socio-economic 

lines. This meeting, when couched in a caring stance, has powerful implications 

Politics, Power, and Care 

 An organizational anthropologist, Hofstede, states that, when two cultures meet, 

one will always be at a disadvantage or have to give up some element of comfort or 

power (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005).  The dominant culture has the political advantage 

and power.  When exploring care at the school-wide level, political considerations and 

the hierarchical nature of public schools and school systems must be taken into 
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consideration (Sernak, 1995; Noblit, 1993).  Either the culture of the school must bend, or 

the student must.  It behooves the institution to make efforts to bend and adapt by 

focusing on the student and the student’s culture and community.  Through a school’s 

openness to new ideas, trying new operational practices, and embracing new 

communities, students will feel confirmed, reciprocate and be responsive.  In short, the 

students will be more open to academic learning.   

 The hierarchical power structure of public schools affects the caring process.  

Power imbalances between teachers & administrators or between teachers and students, 

negate the full impact of the experience of care for the student.  For example, if the 

teacher is more concerned with his or her own position rather than the student’s needs, 

then the student will not feel empowered.  Or, if a teacher must follow mandates from 

outside of the classroom, when a student or group of students expresses a need, she may 

not be able to meet that need or interest of the students.  She might say, “We cannot deal 

with that now; we have to cover this material so that you can pass the state-mandated 

test.”  The resulting sense of powerlessness undermines caring relationships because the 

true power is out of the hands of the teachers or the students. Students do not feel 

empowered in these situations, and teachers equally feel powerless. 

The Politics and Care:  Power Over, Power Through, Power With 

 Therefore, care is inherently tied to the political structure and practiced only 

through those mechanisms, and is often impeded because of these institutional 

constraints.  This care can also be referred to as caring power, a power that manifests in 

power over relationships (Sernak, 1998).  Power in its various manifestations is used 

according to the structures in place and through the practices of an organization.  Power 

over, or hierarchical power, is the most common use of power in public schools (Blasé 

and Anderson, 1995).  It is practiced between the district office and the school; the school 

administrator, or principal, and the teacher; and, in most classrooms, the teacher has 

control over the students.  The power relationships move on a continuum with leadership 

styles and approaches of leadership.  The leaders who are open and willing to share 

power use power through approaches to motivate and work with others; they use their 



34 

vision to work through the others.  Power with, or a collaborative spirit in leadership and 

transformative leadership style, is in keeping with the ethic of care in practice among 

adults in a workplace setting.   

 The relational caring, expressed as subtle but important process of emotional 

displacement (availability), engrossment, reciprocity (responsiveness), and confirmation, 

is practiced in school settings with an open leadership style.  This openness allows power 

to be shared with the other adults, teachers, counselor, etc., in a school building (Blasé 

and Anderson, 1995; Noddings 1984, 2003).   It is when power is shared in a truly 

collaborative spirit that we say there is a caring relationship that resembles circles and 

chains of reciprocity rather than hierarchies and power over situations (Noddings, 1984, 

2003).  We can speak of this practice as maternalism (Holmes, 2004) versus a kind of 

paternalism or paternalistic concern for performance.  The ethic of care, while valued in 

private and eulogized, is often not seen in the public sector.  This public practice of the 

ethic of care and its importance in schools is at the core of the learning process – and at 

the core of this study.   

Reflection and Transformation in the Ethic of Care 

 Teachers and students alike must have courage in order to change and transform.  

Through a warm and reciprocal relationship, this change takes place in a natural way.  

When teachers and school together show care towards students and consider the student 

more than the efficiency and maintenance of the institution, then a resilient institution can 

grow and develop.  For, in truth, the school is not the building or the physical classroom; 

the school is its administrators, teachers, students and parents. This kind of growth can be 

called transformational, and it can take courage to face parts of ourselves we have not 

known.  The change that develops in a caring relationship requires openness and 

willingness to enter a new space between the student and the teacher.  Both participants 

move from a comfortable zone where everything is known, into uncomfortable new 

terrains with a multiplicity of unknowns.  A border area is full of rough edges, emotion 

and new processes.  As long as administrators, in the guise of business as usual, create 

barriers for students and teachers at schools; or, if teachers put up barriers in the 
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classroom simply by not understanding the culture of a group of students from the non-

hegemonic culture, they will feel minimalized and will resist.  Getting past resistance at 

the border requires that those who are feeling that resistance have the courage to press 

forward; and, for those who resist, having the courage to grow and see things in a new 

way (Giroux, 1983; Finn, 1995).  Care and support gives the courage to move past fearful 

stances to embrace this unknown. 

 If the school ignores differences in cultures, acts in ways that dominate others, or 

chooses behavior that separates, then it “all becomes political” (Marshall & Scribner, 

1991).  When we move from our differences, we work to maintain our position and 

painstakingly strive to silence others.  The challenge is to create institutions that are 

resilient and join with the community, as shown by the examples in the high-performing 

border schools (Reyes, et al, 1999).  With school, as the heart of the community, this 

helps those involved to join and move past political, racial, economic, and cultural 

differences, creating a dynamic and changing equilibrium. 

 In Friere’s nomenclature, students, teachers and parents learn to reflect on their 

situation, their present course of actions, and work toward something that is more to their 

liking (2000).  Using Friere’s reflective practice, a teacher or group of teachers might ask:  

How can we become reflective and in this way grow to something beyond our present 

selves?  Why are the borders there?  Why do we respect them?  How can we cross them?  

What will it take?  What’s wrong with our focus now, or what could change to facilitate a 

difference?   

 These kinds of questions begin the reflective process and lead to a new kind of 

power.  As Friere says, “All knowledge is political.”  He adds:  “And the act of knowing 

is power” (2000) [italics added for emphasis].  Knowledge and learning move past 

political power to empowerment and empowering learning situations.  People act from 

what they hold in common rather than fight because of their differences.  People can act 

in a collective way towards a goal or in a new direction, if they make this decision 

together.  In this way, teachers and administrators who form caring relationships help 

empower those with whom they have relationships.  Developing this openness to share 
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power and develop sensitivity to its need is at the basis of the caring experience, and is 

the subject of this research.  When working towards a solution in a complex structure, 

there is a need for more than one perspective, especially when issues of race, gender, 

culture, socio-economic status and ethnicity are involved.  Planning alone with good 

intentions is not always enough or a guarantee that an effective policy will be put into 

place (Young, p. 678).  Care and growth from reflection can help the process proceed 

smoothly.  And the process is ongoing.   

 It is with the importance of the ethic of care, then, that this study attempts to 

understand what the experience is for teachers and students, and how this practice is 

impeded or enhanced in a school setting. 
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Chapter 3.  Research Methodology and Design 

 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this study is to understand the experience of care among teachers 

and students, and the factors that impede and enhance the practice of care at an urban, 

public high school created for recent immigrant students (Noddings, 2001; Valenzuela, 

1999).  The practice of care is even more important when the education takes place in a 

multicultural setting (Campbell, 2004; Valenzuela, 1999; Nieto, 2003).  The changing 

demographic makeup of the student population (Lee and Bean, 2004; Louis, 2003; Reyes, 

Scribner, Scribner-Paredes, 1999) means that a new Anglo teacher will increasingly work 

in urban schools with mixed ethnicities, including Latino, African American, 

Vietnamese, African, Asian and Anglo students.  If schools are to be responsive to the 

inherent sociological needs of the changing student body (Meyer and Rowan, 1991; 

Valenzuela, 1996; Reyes, et al, 1999), then it is important that teachers and students learn 

to form more meaningful and caring relationships.  

Selection of Research Site 

 The main site of the research is at a Newcomer Academy for high school 

immigrants in the south central part of the United States.  The Academy is housed in the 

north wing of a low-performing neighborhood school, in space that has become available 

as students transfer out to other schools in the district.  The second site of the research is 

at the low-performing neighborhood school where the Academy is housed.  The third site 

of the research is another neighborhood school with a large immigrant population in the 

same school district.   

 The students at the primary research site, the Newcomer Academy, are bused to 

the high school from their neighborhood or home school for their freshman and 

sophomore years.  The students then return to their neighborhood school to finish their 

junior and senior years. The Newcomer Academy was created to serve the linguistic and 



38 

cultural needs of the new immigrant students in an attempt to provide a successful 

academic experience for this population of student. 

 The Newcomer Academy was selected because the researcher was familiar with 

it.  She had taught there for two years and knew what it was like to be a teacher there.  As 

a researcher, she could remember what it felt like to be a teacher of twenty students who 

wanted her attention at the same time.  She remembered what it was like to work with 

students with whom she could not communicate.  And she remembered what it was like 

to be in a start-up school where policies and procedures were being created as the school 

year progressed.  

 Knowing the school site as an insider was an important consideration for the 

researcher in order to understand the intricacies of the experience of being in that school 

and to help recreate that experience for the reader. For example, in the second year, the 

school was trying to coordinate its bell schedule with the schedule of the neighborhood 

school located in the same building.  The coordination of the schedules would allow 

Newcomer students to take one or two academic classes not offered at the Academy.  A 

new schedule was announced and somehow in the middle of the day, half of the students 

had no idea where to go.  It took a day or two to create compatible bell schedules 

between the two schools. These kinds of experiences are different for an observer than 

for a teacher or administrator who is responsible for the safety of these wandering 

students.  At least that year there were bells.  The first year, there were no bells for the 

transition between classes. 

Selection of Students to Interview 

 Students from the Newcomer Academy were selected because the researcher 

knew the students.  Initially, some students were selected from the school based on 

recommendations from teachers, the principal and the school counselor, as students who 

were articulate, well-rounded, and who responded well to teachers.  As the interviews 

began with these Newcomer Academy students, the researcher felt that the students were 

speaking politely but not very openly or honestly.  They had been taught to respect their 

teachers, and kept the interviews very formal.  Also, the interviews were in Spanish, and 
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the researcher was not always sure that she understood their answers.  Wanting the 

research to be conducted directly without an interpreter, the researcher decided to choose 

students that she had known for a number of years.  

 The students who were interviewed were seniors, who finished their freshman and 

sophomore years at the Newcomer Academy and were now attending their neighborhood 

or home school.  As such, they were actually “former” students from the Newcomer 

Academy and now students at Robert E. Lee or Leroy A. Stafford High School. As 

former students, they drew from their memory of the Newcomer Academy and could 

compare and contrast that educational experience to their present school situation.  This 

added time for reflection created a depth to the interviews that might not have been, if 

they had been interviewed in their first two years of schooling.  

 The students felt safe with the researcher since they had known her for four years.  

They were articulate in English, and represented a broad range of students from the first 

two years of the Newcomer Academy.  These students and the researcher worked within 

tested and well-established relationships.  Through these relationships, the researcher and 

subjects mutually became aware of each other’s needs, and the students began to give 

suggestions about what teachers could do to prepare them for their junior and senior 

years. These students became important informants, even before beginning the interview 

process.  In some ways, the students chose themselves for this research in that they stayed 

in close contact with the researcher.  These well-formed relationships between the 

researcher and student became an import aspect of creating in-depth responses regarding 

the relational aspects of care. 

 These students were successful, in that they finished high school in four years, 

unlike many of their peers, who had left school on their own or had been dropped from 

school rolls.  After interviewing the students, the researcher discovered that many were 

going to the university or had plans to do so.  The researcher additionally had taught at 

one of the neighborhood schools for a year after the Newcomer Academy, so she had 

seen a number of the students on a daily basis, either as an advisory teacher or by passing 

them in the halls.   
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 The majority of the students were Latino.  There were three students from 

Mexico, because the majority of the students at the Newcomer Academy are Mexican. 

One student is from Honduras, and another from Cuba, as both represent other Latino 

countries at the Academy.  Finally, the researcher chose a student from Pakistan and one 

from Ethiopia, to represent other nationalities and continents which were represented at 

the Newcomer Academy.  Students from Asia and Africa represented about five to eight 

percent of the student enrollment.  Seven students were interviewed in total. 

 In addition to the key informants, several other students were interviewed for 

short periods of time, and some of their comments are included in the study.  The 

students were interviewed at Robert E. Lee and Leroy A. Stafford High Schools, two of 

the neighborhood schools were the students returned for their junior and senior years.  

The students were interviewed individually, for the most part, in the school library after 

school.   

Selection of Teachers to Interview 

 The researcher selected teachers from the Newcomer Academy who were 

identified as caring teachers by the students.  The teachers were selected through a 

process that included students, peers, and administration.  The researcher wanted the 

students’ input to have the largest influence in the selection of teachers to be interviewed.   

She spoke with students over the span of several days during their lunch time, moving 

table by table, and asking students to name teachers whom they both liked very much and 

who had taught them well.  The researcher asked them to think about teachers who cared 

about them, knowing that this might be interpreted differently by different students.  

Students wrote the names of three teachers, in order of preference on the paper and they 

explained why in some instances.  The students were randomly selected from different 

parts of the cafeteria – from both inside and outside the lunch area.  These students talked 

about their teachers enthusiastically, and eagerly returned their papers to the researcher.  

The students sought out the researcher.  After receiving input from over half of the 

student body, the researcher tallied the results 



41 

 In order to get information from the teachers, the researcher attended their team 

meetings, and asked teachers to recommend peers who they thought were responsive to 

students’ needs, who had a strong command of the subject matter, and who were popular 

with the students.  As with the students, the researcher closed by saying, “Please identify 

teachers who you think care about the students.”  She asked the teachers to identify three 

peers, and to tell why they selected them.  From these suggestions, the researcher 

received a list of names from the teachers.  She looked for overlap between those teachers 

identified by the students and those whom the teachers themselves had identified.  From 

this list, the researcher and principal made the final selections.   

 The researcher interviewed four teachers – three Anglo women and a Latino male 

– since, in the course of a school day, students will have four teachers and this would 

simulate a “day in the life of a student.”  Further, the researcher wanted to conduct in-

depth interviews, so the quality of the interviews was more important than the quantity.  

Originally, the researcher thought about only interviewing one teacher in depth, but 

expanded the number to be able to look for patterns across the staff and to show a fuller 

picture of the school experience.  The Anglo, female teachers represented the largest 

demographic of teachers at the Newcomer Academy, which also mirrored trends across 

the nation.  The research also included a Latino male because he was selected by the 

students and teachers.  He also represented the demographic of the majority of the student 

population.  This sampling of teachers represented approximately one-fifth of the 

teaching staff.  In addition to teachers, the principal and some support personnel from the 

newcomer Academy were also interviewed.   

Ethical Considerations 

 There are considerations to make when a researcher approaches a site where past 

associations and acquaintances may cause bias in the data collection and interpretation 

(Glesne and Peshkin, 1992; Goldstein, 1997).  There is a teacher-practitioner movement 

in education, sometimes also called action research, which designs research around 

practice and reflection (Slavin, 2006; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999: McKernan, 1991).   
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This movement has the potential for transforming educational research and other aspects 

of the university culture and university-school partnerships (Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 

1999).  In collecting data about classroom practice and recreating that world for a 

readership, authenticity is important, and those closest to the situation can write about 

what they practice, observe, and reflect upon.  Teachers and educators experience the 

dilemma of balancing caring relationships against an objective, evaluative stance in 

schools on a daily basis.  The research, then, rather than causing bias, helps clarify the 

situation. 

 The researcher has chosen to write about a school where she can be true to the 

teachers and students that she interviews; and in so doing come closer to creating a 

universal truth that resonates with practitioners and theorists alike.  This allows the 

interviews to take place from a position of strength in which those being interviewed feel 

safe.  By moving from this human capital and these resources, the schools can grow and 

improve from the strength of those who are actively involved.   

 Ethnographic researchers suggest that knowledge of the world, at best, is partial, 

situated and subjective (Richardson, 1990).  We try with our research to observe and 

learn from what we see. By researching in a school where the researcher was familiar 

with processes, the analysis can be fuller and richer.  Additionally, in the process of 

interviewing, relationships develop between the researcher and the observed (Taylor and 

Bogden, 1998).  The researcher takes advantage of relationships that have formed over a 

number of years, with regard to students, the teachers and staff.  This has created a more 

relaxed and open interview process.  

Concluding Remarks 

 In summary, the researcher interviewed four teachers and seven students.  

Additionally, she interviewed the principal to determine how school leadership affects a 

culture of care at a school.  During the research process, the researcher found some staff 

members who related to the students in a unique way.  These staff members, who worked 

in the offices, additionally assisted with students outside of the classrooms.  The students 

related to these staff members as family members, or as grandparents, and often gave 
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them nicknames such as Abuelita (Grandma) or Monster, instead of Mister.  These 

grandparents or los abuelos were included in the study, as they play an important role in 

the culture of care at the Newcomer Academy outside of class, before and after school, 

and during lunch.  The teachers, students, staff members, and principal were interviewed 

individually.  The teachers were additionally interviewed with their team members.  

There are a total of over 400 pages of transcriptions from the interviews. 

 

Data Collection – Introduction 

 The data collection involved interviews, classroom observations, the researcher’s 

memory, and information from school documents.  The interviews were open-ended and 

extensive in the tradition of oral narrative history.  The oral narrative techniques have 

been used to capture the depth and subtleties of the care experience.  This section 

includes theoretical and background information about oral narratives to explain both 

why this technique is well suited for capturing caring experiences and what the technique 

entails. 

The Use of Oral Narratives – A Theoretical Overview 

 In order to document and analyze caring relationships in schools, the researcher 

has turned to oral narratives to gather in-depth interviews from teachers, students, 

administrators and support personnel.  The oral narratives are used to capture first-hand 

accounts of the experiences from teachers and students, and to understand what 

encourages and impedes these relationships from forming.  The use of in-depth 

interviews helps reconstruct an experience or reality (Grele, 1996) that encourages the 

interaction of the researcher and subject, creating the possibility of going beyond 

conventional stories (Gluck and Patai, 1991).  Oral narratives further give voice to those 

who have sometimes been overlooked or have remained voiceless in the research process, 

and gives voice to participants, especially if their voice is heard by new audiences (Perks 

and Thomson, 1998).  

 Moreover, narratives and the listening techniques involved in their collection are 

sometimes considered a feminine approach, especially in that they involve the passage of 
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stories from one generation to another (Gluck & Patai, 1991).  Oral history traditions and 

feminist history thrive together, and bring to light stories that have sometimes been 

hidden or represented in silences.  In this way, collecting narratives seems an appropriate 

way to approach the practice or tradition of caring, which itself is often a seemingly 

“hidden” or invisible phenomenon.  Oral narratives, then, in their use of evocative 

memories along with the reflective nature of memory and storytelling, seem an 

appropriate methodology for capturing and giving voice to the care ethic in schools and 

schooling. 

 Portelli, a noted Italian oral historian, tells us that, “Oral sources tell us not just 

what people did, but what they wanted to do, what they believed they were doing, and 

what they now think they are doing” (1998, p. 67).  Westerman (1998) feels that oral 

narratives are a way of giving testimony of an important experience, or a rising to 

consciousness.  The best testimonies, he tells us, are those that are easy to understand, get 

the point across, and reach people on an emotional and moral as well as intellectual level 

(p. 231). Additionally, Frisch (1990) and Mace (1998) indicate that oral narratives, when 

put to paper, are co-created by the interviewee and the interviewer with a “shared 

authority” in preserving and sharing of the oral narrative accounts in print form.   

 This narrative technique is often used to capture a social history or events in 

which many participants are involved.  This form of data collection, then, is a way to 

unpack the layers of the “shared memories” (Thompson, 2000), and to look at and 

attempt to document the deep connections that are formed and created in the process of a 

shared event, such as schooling.  The collection of the stories from many sources allows 

the many participants to have a voice and view about the events that they see taking 

shape before them.  The permutations and nuances of a story collected in this way take 

advantage of the “subtleties of memory” (Thompson, 2000).  The collection of the stories 

recreates a kind of “collective memory” that goes beyond the actual facts of the school 

(Bal, Crewe, & Spitzer, 1999).  The depth of the stories allows subtle attitudes to emerge 

in these stories surrounding the care or caring experience. 
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 Portelli tells us that oral narratives create a sense of meaning more than a reliable 

description of the event.  The stories are not necessarily objective, but rather, the 

interviewer actually becomes a part of the process of making sense of an experience 

(1991).  The oral sources are not always reliable or exact with regards to fact.  This 

unreliability is not a weakness, but rather a strength; errors, inventions and myths lead us 

through and beyond facts to a meaning that points beyond the details (Portelli, 1991, p. 

2).  Additionally, we are cautioned that sometimes memories can be distorted, inaccurate, 

or “a treacherous thing” (Friedlander, 1998, p. 318).  Hearing an event or description 

from a variety of sources creates a shared experience that resonates with the listener, 

pushing beyond any one informant’s limitations or boundary to create an experience that 

goes deeply toward a universal truth through imagination or symbolism (Portelli, 1991). 

 The researcher chose to use oral narratives because the subtlety of the process is 

well suited to the subtle nature of the care experience. 

Use of Memory and Reflective Practices:  A Theoretical Explanation 

 Memory is increasingly recognized as an important source of information (Bal, 

1999).  Schooling is certainly a shared experience with a shared memory when 

recollected by teachers and students at a school.  But memory of a school goes beyond 

the knowing with the mind.  Memories are often collected as sensory data and not just a 

mental knowing: 

When walking in a wet street, for example, one avoids stepping into a puddle, not 
because of a conscious decision but because “somehow” one knows that not 
avoiding the puddle results in wet feet” (Bal, 1999, p. iv). 

 
The memory is evoked by a wet street today, perhaps, and brings back a full experience 

that includes the mind, senses, and a kind of knowing that we call knowledge of life or a 

life’s lesson.  When we remember our own positive experiences about schooling (or 

likewise the negative experiences), the full experience comes back.  These memories, 

which seem to become a present thought, can be sparked by a smell, a word, a gesture, a 

conversation, some food, an event at a child’s school, or some other combination of 

stimuli.  Indeed, history can be called voices of the past.  When the researcher 
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interviewed the teachers and students, she tried to make use of this fuller way of knowing 

that included sensory and emotional data as well as actual facts to make sense of the 

experience of care.   

Collective Narratives and Shared Memories – Theoretical Discussion 
 
 The memory of our schooling can be collective, with our fellow classmates, but 

can also be very private memories with a teacher or a special friend.  It is in these more 

private memories that caring seems to take hold, and it is from memory that students and 

teachers can speak of their experience.  Carl Glickman tells of his visit to a highly 

accomplished, progressive school for more than twenty years.  A daughter and mother 

walk beside him after the meeting, and try to convey to him why the school is so 

important for both of them.  They try to say that it is more important than what happens 

in the classrooms, based on their experiences at the school: 

“What we all told you in that meeting was what we do at this school, but that’s not 
the most important part of our place,” [Yael, the daughter says]. 

[Yael’s] mother adds, “It’s hard to explain to others.  When you attend this 
school, it never leaves you.  It is with you forever . . . What you need to know is 
that we are standing on sacred ground.” 

Yael nods quietly . . . (Glickman, 2003, p. 29). 
 

Ladson-Billings, in her study, Dreamkeepers:  Successful Teachers of African 

American Children, was taken back to her own childhood memories of positive 

experiences with her own teachers (1994).  Her retelling made the research resonate in a 

kind of present universal that transcended the time and place of the study.  It is in just this 

way that memory can be incorporated into the study (Mace, 1998).  

 In a group retelling of an event or a shared experience such as schooling, the 

informant or narrator will show points of intersection and divergence on a topic.  A group 

interview will include several participants who inform an experience or event from 

multiple points of view or perspectives, and create opportunities for reflection of an event 

and of the retelling of the event (Mace, 1998).  In the process of the group interaction and 

points of intersection with other interviewees or with the interviewer, a newly shared 

experience emerges in which new details surface; new information, which before could 
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have been hidden or forgotten, and new ways of seeing a situation emerge.  The multi-

faceted aspect of a group, shared, oral narrative gives a multi-faceted reflection of a 

situation, and adds depth and richness to the experience (Mace, 1998).  

 Reflection or reflectivity can be an important part of research and the learning 

process, as described in the ethic of care.  Reflexivity and reciprocity are key components 

in the care process, when the student feels confirmed or recognized (Noddings, 2003).  

Mace tells us that in a group setting, the telling is as much about communicating as it is 

about creating (1998).  One person’s description is echoed or retold by another, and the 

telling of one story can cause another to reflect and share about the account.  There can 

be a delayed effect or reflections that occur later, after the fact, with regards to the 

participants (Mace, 1998).  Through the group process, a kind of eloquent consensus 

takes place.  In guiding the discussions, the narrator is always a part of the process, and in 

fact becomes one of the characters in the unfolding of the experience (Portelli, 1991).   

 In summary, this study uses oral narratives to generate nuanced accounts of an 

individual’s private experience of school and help create the public reality in a full, rich 

manner befitting of the experience itself.  Oral narratives draw from a wealth of 

experiences to give a rich retelling of these shared memories.  González, Moll, and 

Amanti (2005, p. 1) quote Willis in the beginning of one of their studies: 

The problem with many empirical data, empirically presented, is that they can be 
flat and uninteresting . . . In my view, well-grounded and illuminating analytic 
points flow only from bringing concepts into a relationship with the messiness of 
ordinary life, somehow recorded (2000, p. xi). 

 
In their study of theorizing between households and schools, González, Moll, & 

Amanti involve teachers in authentic research that leads “to innovations in both theory 

and practice” (2005, p. 23). These researchers describe an internal process that takes 

place within the researcher who works both within the theoretical underpinnings of the 

university and the practical experiences of the field.  This working between theory and 

practice forms the basis of this research.  The researcher moves from her practices and 

experiences in the school setting, and informs these experiences with the richness of the 

care theory.  Further, the oral narratives offer testimony (Westerman, 1998) that touches 
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the reader in multiple layers, and as such, has a more lasting and far-reaching impact on 

the reader (Mace, 1998) and offers a natural way to capture the care experience. 

Data Sources 

 The data sources include interviews with teachers, support staff (los abuelos), the 

principal, and students.  These interviews are supported by the memory and experiences 

of the researcher as a former teacher at the research site.  The students were interviewed 

individually, and the teachers were interviewed individually as well as with their peers in 

order to further understand the implications for a school culture.  Teachers who were 

interviewed additionally were observed in order to triangulate and clarify comments 

made during the interview.  Further, school documents ranging from staff emails, 

meeting agendas, press releases for the community, and other written information about 

the school help give a full range of data for the research. 

Interviews 

 As a former teacher at the school, the researcher was aware of technical issues 

(placement, assessments, standardized testing issues); linguistic and cultural issues (the 

language abilities of students versus the demands placed on them; cultural needs, 

expressions, and differences among the students from various cultures and countries); 

support needs of students (health, financial, emotional); and the working environment of 

having large classes for a second language learning environment (often numbering 

twenty or more – large, when all of the students have language learning needs).  Knowing 

these specific issues facilitated the construction of guiding questions for the interviews 

from a trusted interviewer.  

 A working knowledge of the school site and a respect for those who were 

interviewed facilitated a sense of mutual discovery between the researcher and the 

informants that moved from areas of strength and respect rather than fault-finding and 

negativity.  By building on and focusing on strengths, the researcher was able to 

determine the human resources that support the students.  The research focus was on 

points that related to relationship building and the care experience between teachers and 
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students.  The researcher did not let the multiple issues regarding immigrant student 

populations distract her from the primary focus of the research. 

Classroom Observations 

 When the researcher observed the teachers in their classrooms, she looked for the 

practice of care, as articulated by the teachers in their responses.  Who initiated the 

contact between the teacher and student?  Did students seem to be working and engaged, 

or did they have to wait to get their teacher’s attention?  What was the overall manner in 

which the teacher approached the students?  The researcher observed, tape recorded, and 

then made notes while watching the videotapes of the classes.  These observations gave 

the researcher and the teachers some common ground for discussion.  As a teacher in a 

similar situation, she was able to use her own experiences to enrich the questions and 

observations. 

 Participant and classroom observations informed and triangulated data drawn 

from the teacher, student and staff interviews.  The researcher observed and videotaped 

the teachers in their classrooms.  In subsequent interviews, the researcher asked teachers 

questions about what she had observed.  The teachers also met and watched video 

segments of each other’s classes.  They discussed the practice of care together after 

viewing the tapes from the different classes.  The teachers were then interviewed with 

their peers in team meetings or in a mixed group session composed of administrators, 

staff members and teachers.   

 Researcher Memory as Data Source 

 Habermas (1972) argues that there is a distinction between research on and 

research by.  In this study, the researcher is both a part of the university and a part of the 

school environment.  She has been a teacher in an urban school, and, at the same time, a 

university student.  These two identities existed side by side.  Her memory with public 

schools harkens back to her own high school experiences as a student, a number of years 

ago – but still amazingly fresh.  Additionally, she knows elementary public schools as an 

active parent involved on the school campus daily for an eight-year period with her own 
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children’s school.  Finally, her shared experiences with the teachers and students from the 

Newcomer Academy gave her a context as an insider (even though she was only a 

researcher), and allowed her to probe deeper into the issues and topics discussed. 

 In order to record or document the care experience, she had to have a curricular 

knowledge of issues pertaining new immigrant students’ needs.  She also needed a 

practical knowledge of what it is like to teach in public schools, and in a school setting 

with second language learning and classroom management issues.  Beyond the 

classroom, she needed to know assessment issues, team structuring concerns, and other 

administrative details in order to understand school-wide practices, concerns, and how 

care could permeate beyond the classroom.  In other words, the interviews evolved from 

the researcher’s rich and deep experience with the school.  Her reflections evoke the 

Freirean sense of praxis between action and reflexivity, to form a collaboration between 

the research subjects and herself as the researcher (Freire, 2000).    

 The researcher’s reflections and recollection of memory take place between 

theory, practice and observations.  Stephens and Boldt discuss the need for partnerships 

to move beyond surface rhetoric in a multi-step process that unfolds through a 

relationship of mutual trust in order to reach the deeper level of intimacy needed for real 

communication (2004).  In just this way, by being enmeshed within the school system in 

the past and present, the researcher was able to find a common ground of trust with the 

subjects and go beyond superficialities.  It is with this intent, then, that reflections are 

shared; and that, as a researcher, she became a part of the system in which she observed.  

This participant inquiry created an insider’s view (Merriam, 2003), and informants saw 

her attempt at gathering information through an empathetic view.   

Other Data Sources 

 While the oral narratives are the primary sources of data, field notes and a 

reflective journal helped make sense of the research experience and clarify thoughts 

regarding emerging themes.  School data and documents, both public and private, 

informed the researcher’s knowledge of the research and school setting.  These varied 

data sources influenced questions that were asked, the manner in which the researcher 
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interpret the data, and helped give an overall impression of the research.  These other 

sources of data have been used to understand and help make sense of the school setting. 

These multiple forms of data collection served to triangulate the documentation, and 

allowed for a thick description or a layered and multi-dimensional assessment of the 

experiences through varied sources and mediums (Gertz, 1973). 

Researcher Position and Stance 

 In social science research, especially in a school setting, it is important for the 

researcher to understand her perspective and biases.  In this study, the researcher had 

been a teacher at the Newcomer Academy.  As a teacher in an urban, public, high school, 

the researcher was interested in understanding how some teachers were able to motivate 

their students while others did not.  As a teacher, she had an insider’s view.  She received 

school memos, read the emails sent by principals, heard the daily announcements, went to 

the cafeteria and library, participated in pep rallies; saw the football, basketball and 

soccer games; talked with the students in the after-school parking lot scene, and multiple 

other daily occurrences that make up the school culture both inside and outside of a 

classroom.  She knows the daily routines to which a teacher must acculturate and which 

may seem inconsequential to an outside observer:  the need to take roll in the first five 

minutes of class; the countless needless interruptions at the door or through the intercom; 

the growing demands placed on teachers to work in teams outside the classroom without 

release time elsewhere; the need to follow prescribed and sometimes numbing scripts for 

“consistency” and for success on the exams.  She knows the delicate balancing act a 

teacher must perform, moving between clerk, manager of people, cheerleader, 

knowledge-bearer, and nurturer, moving through these multiple roles and multiple levels 

like a semi-truck moving from high to low gear in a matter of seconds.  And she must do 

this gracefully, without offending anyone, whether it is a fellow teacher, clerical staff, 

student, parent, or administrator. 

 The researcher is an insider, in that she was a teacher, but an outsider in that she is 

no longer a teacher and now returns as a researcher.  She is an insider in that she has 

experienced what it is like to be educated in a different country as a student in a different 
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school system, as the immigrant students must, but she is an outsider in that she returned 

to her home country and continued her schooling there.  She is insider in that both of her 

parents are from   rural backgrounds and moved her to a good school to get a better 

education and life than they had; but an outsider in that she has always lived in an urban 

environment.  She is an insider in that she knows what it is like to be responded to 

because of her race, ethnicity and language, but an outsider in that she always 

experienced financial security in her childhood.   

 Her experiences have shaped who she is as an observer and interviewer, and these 

life experiences cannot be ignored in the data collection.  The researcher’s experiences 

have also led her to understand the importance of care in conversations surrounding 

school – whether it center on the curriculum, restructuring, testing, leadership, or teacher 

preparation.  To be as ethical as possible, it is important to live with this awareness and 

weigh observations and interpretations in light of these personal limitations.  

Trustworthiness, Validity, and Reliability 

 Researchers use different standards and measures to determine the trustworthiness 

and reliability of information gathered in a qualitative study as opposed to quantitative 

research.  Merriam (2003) has stated that being able to trust the research results is 

particularly important in educational research, and ensuring this trust in qualitative work, 

perhaps, means that the investigation is conducted in an ethical manner.  To try to 

measure qualitative work through quantitative means will not be very productive.  Kuhn 

(1996) discusses that, when two scientific schools of thought disagree, they very often 

talk past each other’s arguments, each trying to convince the other through their own 

worldview or method. 

To the extent . . . that two scientific schools disagree about what is a problem and 
what a solution, they will inevitably talk through each other when debating the 
relative merits of their respective paradigms . . . . [and] these paradigm debates 
always involve the question:  Which problem is more significant to have solved?  
(p. 108-109) 
 

 Further, qualitative researchers are sensitive to issues that arise from different 

assumptions and different worldviews (Donmoyer, 1996; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  
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Cultural considerations are important when researching schools, as schools reflect and 

transmit culture – their own school culture is made up of a combination of past 

assumptions about what the institution of school should look like (Meyer & Rowan 

1991); the tone set by the district office; the present administration and staff, with its on-

going practices; and the students’, parents’ or communities’ culture.  If cultures or 

worldviews are at odds with each other, then they collide at the school site and in the 

classrooms.  If they are at odds with each other, then school experience will be 

subtractive or unproductive: 

 Cultural analysis has shown that, to create effective educational exchanges in 

schools, educators must take into account the distinct cultural styles and understandings 

that may be operating across school, family and other community contexts (Foley, 

Levinson, & Hurtig, 2001, p 39). Social, ethnic, racial, and class makeup and 

considerations also affect differing worldviews and analyses of data.  In order to work 

within a context or with a common language, the qualitative researcher may have more 

nuanced careful observations, if moving from an insider status or if able to develop 

sensitivity to the culture being observed through prolonged and careful analysis.  

 In this research, in order to maintain a trustworthiness and validity to the data 

collection, the researcher selected the participants carefully.  She asked all of the teachers 

and students the same questions, over several interviews.  She spoke with the teachers in 

group settings with their peers, asking the same questions, in order to see how their 

answers were informed by or influenced others in the group.  She validated the 

information obtained from the interviews by observing teachers with students.  Interviews 

with students were informed by daily contact over a period of years with the students, 

first as a teacher, and then as a researcher.  The researcher had to be sensitive to the 

participants’ needs and wanted especially to protect the students in as many ways as 

possible.  Informed consent forms for all of the key informants and all of the students are 

on file, and care has been taken to maintain anonymity and confidentiality. 
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Interpretation of Data 

 The information from the interviews, observations, and other sources was 

analyzed through the lens of the three research questions and the ethic of care.  The 

questions were created to understand what teachers described as caring experiences with 

students, how students described the experience of care and what in schools seemed to 

enhance or impede these experiences and the practice of care.  With regard to the 

teachers, principal, and staff, after asking some initial questions about the informants’ 

background, the researcher asked questions about attitudes toward teaching and education 

in general.  The researcher moved from general questions to more specific questions 

about how teachers formed relationships with students, how they maintained the 

relationships, and about the importance of care in a school setting. 

 Students were asked to identify some of their favorite teachers and to describe 

how teachers motivated them to learn.  Students were asked about different aspects of 

their teachers and school to understand how the teachers made the students feel safe, 

interested in learning, and enthusiastic about school.  

 The guiding questions and questioning techniques were chosen so as to 

systematically delve into the experience of caring relationships.  By using questions that 

begin systematically from theory and moving into practice, the researcher worked to 

recreate a social reality or the experience that passes between teachers and students. 

These questions were designed to create a reality that moved beyond simply a social 

reality into something deeper in order to recapture the school experience.   

The researcher looked for patterns and similarities to determine common themes.  

The interviews are an attempt to uncover universal truths about the nature of the 

relationship between teachers and students that have application for educators anywhere, 

in any kind of setting, in any locale. 

Ethnographic and qualitative description allows us to capture an insider’s view 

(Merriam, 2003).  This seems an especially effective approach, given the fragmented 

nature of research in the area of schools; that is, while studies often focus on a classroom 

or school setting, in this study, the research base will be the relationship itself, in order to 
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uncover truths that transcend the bounds of a school setting that do not always emerge 

with direct questions.  By conducting these interviews in an in-depth manner over time, 

an added reflective knowledge emerged, fueled by the interviewer’s teacher practitioner 

experiences.  It is through this process, then, that the researcher and informant attempted 

to recreate or describe the caring, experiential nature of education. 

Data Collection Timeline 

 The interviews took place over a nine-month period, from August 2007 to 

February 2008.  Each of the teachers was interviewed three times or more to allow for in-

depth conversations, with time to reflect between interviews.  The interviews took place 

before and after school, during lunchtime or a teacher’s planning time, so as to not 

interfere with the academic schedule or process.  The students and other adults were 

interviewed three or four times. The researcher usually interviewed the teachers and staff 

in their classroom, office, or the school library.  The interviewer met with the students in 

the school library, for the most part, so that they could speak freely, in a comfortable 

setting.    

Concluding Remarks 

 The data that was collected in the research is described in the following chapters.  

Chapter Four gives a contextualized description of the schools sites where the students 

attended school.  The three schools that are described are the Newcomer Academy, 

Robert E. Lee High School, and Leroy A. Stafford High School.  The teachers were all 

from the Academy.  The students were all former Newcomer Academy students and at 

the time of the interviews, are seniors in their neighborhood school, Lee and Stafford.  

 The experience of care for the teachers is described in Chapter Five.  In Chapter 

Six, the experience is described for the students.  In Chapter Seven, aspects of schooling 

that impede or enhance care are discussed. In Chapter Eight, the last chapter, the 

conclusions are summarized, implications are made, and suggestions for further research 

are discussed. 
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Indifferent Silence from this Caring Teacher   (dedicated to P.S.) 

 

She maintains her kingdom, smugly. 

Does not open herself 

to powers or parents who enter 

her space. 

Some think that teaching is an 

imposing act.  Feel free to offer 

help to others, whether asked or not. 

Those who rule teachers 

also feel free to dictate. 

 

This caring teacher has 

another vision, held aloof. 

Quiet in her rebellion, 

she maintains her distance. 

Proceeds confidently in her mission. 

Maintains her autonomy, 

smug in her kingdom 

with her loving, loyal guests. 

Open to them alone. 

Positive in this inner world, 

indifferent silence, to those outside. 

 

In contrast, some teachers, jaded, warm to peers, 

remain cold, indifferent to students’ jeers. 

With her, we watch the warm and loving thread 

weave between the teacher and the student, taught. 
 

Barbara McKinley, Second Verse 
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All the world’s a stage . . . and all the men 
 and women, merely players. 

William Shakespeare 

 

Chapter 4.  The Research Sites and Key Informants 

Introduction to Research Sites 

 In her award-winning book, The Good High School, Lightfoot documents a 

process for researching schools. She speaks of the necessity for readers to place studies 

about high schools in a context, “to visualize the terrain, the community, the 

neighborhood streets, and the people” (Lightfoot, 1983, p. 22).  The notion of illustrating 

a context for a study of a high school, and thus creating a more thorough representation, 

came from Lightfoot’s experiences with portrait painting.  She even retains the names of 

the high schools to create authenticity and a ‘known’ context for her readers. 

In this study, the Newcomer Academy, a two-year program for recent immigrant 

high school students, and two neighborhood high schools are described because the 

students have either attended the school in the past or are attending those schools at the 

time of the study.  The names of the schools are fictionalized, but remain true to the 

schools’ original names.  These schools are in the heart of Latino and African American 

communities, yet bear the names of Civil War heroes.  The researcher renamed the 

schools after Civil War generals to maintain this ironic air of authenticity.  In this 

chapter, the researcher creates a context of the three research sites for the study by telling 

the physical features; giving an overview of the student population; describing the 

hallways of the schools, where we often see students being themselves; outlining the 

schools’ restructuring vision; sharing curriculum and performance indicators; and other 

aspects of the school so as to give a sense of the school setting where the students spend 

their time and of the school’s influence on caring relationships. 

 The students of the Newcomer Academy transition to the various district 

neighborhood schools after their first two years at the Academy.  Teachers and support 

personnel who are interviewed are from the Newcomer Academy.  The students who are 
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interviewed attended the Newcomer Academy for two years and are seniors at the time of 

their interviews.  As such, they have been attending their neighborhood school for two 

years.  Their interviews took place there. 

 We see a continuum of the students’ journey from their home country, to the 

Newcomer Academy as freshman and sophomores, and then to the neighborhood school 

close to their home.  The researcher followed a similar path.  She taught the students for 

their first two years, and then was the advisory teacher for some of the students in their 

third year at Stafford High School.  While teaching at the Newcomer Academy, she 

observed two teachers at Lee High School, down the hall from the Newcomer Academy.  

These first-hand teaching experiences and observations at the Academy, Lee, and 

Stafford as well as interviews and school documents, both public and private inform the 

descriptions of the schools. 

Newcomer Academy 

School History 

 The Newcomer Academy is a newly created school, established in 2004, for high 

school newcomer students, or recent immigrants to the United States.  If students score at 

a third grade reading-level or lower on their placement tests, they are invited to attend 

this school.  Parents can choose to send their children to a neighborhood school, despite 

the fact that the school may not have the resources to serve their student’s needs.  In the 

words of the founding principal of the Newcomer Academy: 

It is a new school in the school district.  It was established first as part of Robert 
E. Lee High School, with every intention to make it its own campus.  We became 
an independent high school in the second year.  The purpose of this school is to 
serve new immigrant students who have never been to any school in the United 
States.  The goal of the school is to successfully transition students from this two-
year program into the mainstream high school, where they will be able to function 
in the mainstream classrooms (Mary Ann, principal). 

 
Just like the principal, the researcher was hired a few days before the school 

opened.  The first year, the six teachers met after school two days a week, sometimes 

more often, with the principal, around a table, to discuss matters about the school.  The 

principal allowed the teaching staff a good deal of influence the first semester, shuffling 
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students after the first six weeks to adjust their placement because of their language 

abilities.  There was a great deal of chaos, as well as flexibility, with weekly adjustments 

taking place.  Each year, the process became more systematic as patterns in placement 

needs, curricular issues and staff training began to coalesce.  Additionally, demands and 

constraints from district-level management began to dominate the agendas of the 

meetings and while the principal receives written reports from teachers, more and more 

the teachers are “listening” to the principal.   

After the first year, the school divided into three horizontal teams that met twice a 

week during their common planning time.  The teams consisted of six or seven teachers 

who shared the same 100-140 students.  On Tuesdays, the teams met to discuss student 

issues and give a report to the principal.  On Thursdays, the teams met with the principal 

for staff development.  The vertical teams or discipline areas met after school or during 

lunch at more sporadic times.  The team structure was embedded into the school day, so 

that meetings did not need to take place after school.  The reins were tightened so that 

teachers could push and prepare students more efficiently, according to district mandates 

and goals, and the expectations and needs of the neighborhood schools. 

Physical Appearance of the School and Neighborhood 

 The Newcomer Academy is housed in the north wing of the Robert E. Lee 

neighborhood school building.  It is next to the gym, practice field, and school’s childcare 

center.  From the outside, the building looks stark.  The first year, there was no grass on 

the ground outside, the playing and practice field for both schools had no bleachers, and 

the tennis courts were in a state of disrepair.  In four years, a great deal of construction 

and renovation has taken place.  An elevator has been installed, old bathrooms have been 

renovated, a good deal of mold removal has taken place, grass has been planted, and, in 

general, the school has a more welcoming appearance from the outside.  The outside 

doors of the school are locked until school begins. It is difficult to enter the school, 

except through one inside door.  This keeps unwanted visitors to a minimum.  A colorful 

sign greets visitors who find the door that is open. 
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 Inside the halls of the school, the look and feel is entirely different.  There are 

posters and student work on every available square inch of space.  The halls are alive 

with portraits of pharaohs, painted ceiling tiles, and other student projects that jump off 

the wall to greet visitors.  The halls paint a portrait of a student population that is 

received, honored, and spotlighted by the adults in the building.  The stairwells are 

covered with student work and announcements inviting students to participate in 

activities or projects, such as soccer, peer mediation or weekend Saturday school 

sessions.   

Student and Staff Population Demographics 

 The first year, there were between 280 and 340 students at different times in the 

school year.  There were initially six teachers, which expanded to eight after the first six 

weeks.  There was a director, a curriculum specialist, two secretaries, a counselor and a 

social worker.  The curriculum specialist was to work with the students and teachers, but 

was pulled down to the principal’s office and acted informally as an assistant principal.  

Towards the end of the first year, the curriculum specialist worked with groups of five or 

six students during part of the day, after much discussion about the need for support with 

low-level students. Two teacher’s aides rotated in and out of the classrooms at varying 

times of the day.  The demographics of the student population vary from year to year but 

are similar in many ways to the first year.  Over ninety percent of the students are from 

Mexico, with some representation from El Salvador, Honduras, and other Central 

American countries (two to four percent), Cuba (three to four percent), and Africa (about 

two percent).  There were a few Asian students from Vietnam (one to two percent), and 

one Russian student.  In subsequent years, in lieu of the Russian student, there was a 

sprinkling of Myanmar refugee students. 

Hall Culture 

 The hall is where we see students free from constraints of teachers.  They have 

moments of freedom when they pass from one class to another.  We have a sense of how 

the students feel about school by how they act in this somewhat unconstrained setting.  
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When we see the students in the halls, there is a vibrancy and camaraderie not seen in 

other urban schools.  The students laugh, joke, and enjoy each other’s company.  Their 

passing in the hall is matched by their artwork and posters displayed on the walls.  

Students pass arm in arm, easily calling out to teachers as they pass. 

 On the walls we see drawings of cells for a biology class, story lines from an 

English class, scrolls of a mini drama created in a social studies class, and pharaoh 

illustrations wrapped in text, a joint project between a world history and art teacher.  The 

halls of this school are alive and the students feel valued as they pass their schoolwork. 

 Restructuring Vision and Challenge 

 

 Creating the school vision was a challenging process, assisted with the 

collaboration of strategic partners.  In the words of the principal, 

The first year I was given this task; it was very difficult to decide on a vision and 
a focus because I came in about five days before school started . . . I applied some 
very solid strategies that come from different schools that work, and brought them 
in.  I wanted to establish the “team concept” so that the teachers had support for 
each other and common students so they could discuss academic progress, or 
academic problems, or disciplinary problems, communicating with the parents 
(Mary Ann, Principal). 

The school’s restructuring plan is evolving in conjunction with an alliance with Stafford 

High School, with limited feedback from the teachers. 

Curriculum and Performance Indicators 
 

 In its fourth year, the school has support from three on-going district consultants.  

The principal shares these consultants with Stafford High School in a strategic alliance to 

continue the school’s success, in case Robert E Lee closes due to low performance.  More 

students transition to Stafford High School than to any other home school from the 

Newcomer Academy.  The consultants assist with: 1) Test Preparation, where teachers 

are trained to teach the state standards that are tested on their state accountability test; 

that is, they focus their teaching on the actual teaching points that have historically been 

tested on the state standardized tests; and 2) “Quality” Teaching, where teachers who 

work closely with consultants, are guided in how to adapt the teaching for English 
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language learners, and in turn, train other teachers.  A third consultant is shared with 

Robert E Lee, where teachers are trained to identify past, present and future curriculum 

needs in an effort to close achievement gaps in math that have developed over years of 

interrupted education.  A fourth consultant from the bilingual department provides a two-

day workshop on how to teach SIOP (Sheltered Instruction Observational Protocol), a 

technique designed to assist with adapting a curriculum for English language learners, 

once students have moved past basic skills with English.  These consultants have been 

selected by the principals in conjunction with Stafford and Lee High Schools.  

 English teachers from Stafford High School have asked for the teachers at the 

Newcomer Academy to teach grammar to the students, but there is little time for this with 

the focus provided by the four administrator-chosen consultants.  The students initially 

were exempt from taking the state-mandated tests for the two-year duration of their stay 

at the Newcomer Academy.  However, some students must now take the test in their 

second year depending on their circumstances.  There has been some success on the 

history and math tests, with the English tests showing poor performance by the students.  

The majority of the students are reading between the third and sixth grade level the 

second year. 

Concluding Remarks 

 The Newcomer Academy enjoys an extremely positive school culture, a team 

structure to support new teachers, and students who are working to improve their English 

language skills as well as their adaptation to a new culture and school system.  Further, 

the administration and staff is 100 percent Latino and the teaching staff is largely Anglo 

(five teachers out of 22 are Latino; one is Taiwanese).  The Latino administration, staff 

and teaching assistants help create a buffer for the students, and provide support in their 

out-of-class experiences.  This has proven to be a very important part of the creation of 

the culture that supports the teacher’s modifications in the classroom and a positive 

school setting. 
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Robert E Lee High School 

School History 

 Robert E. Lee was opened in early 1960, and was created in the heart of the 

Latino community after Brown v. Board of Education.  From its inception, it has been a 

predominantly Latino school, beginning with an emphasis on vocational education.  At 

one time, it was known as the Pride of the East Side, serving the area as a neighborhood 

school with a number of vocational options.  Students who might have been struggling at 

neighboring Colorado High School could come to Lee and make A’s and B’s. There was 

a liberal arts academy created in the late 1980s at the school, which created a two-tier 

system within the same school, as those who were admitted to the college-prep program 

were mostly Anglo students from other neighborhood areas. 

 The school was built to accommodate a student population of over 1000 students.  

Until the early 2000s, the school had a population of about 1000; but, with its repeated 

low-performing status after NCLB (2001), parents have been given the option to send 

their students to other schools, and they have done so.  The student population is now 

between 600 and 700, in its fourth year of low-performing status.  The first year the 

researcher taught at the Newcomer Academy, she began observing in the classroom of a 

teacher who had taught there for over ten years.  In those ten years, there have been as 

many principals.  The longest a principal would stay was two years, knowing that, with 

low test scores and low attendance, the district would be looking for a new “building 

leader” before long.  The school was locked in a pattern of low attendance, low 

performance, and low commitment on the part of the majority of the faculty.  Each year 

there have been thirty percent or more new faculty members adding to the angst of the 

school culture. 

Physical Appearance of the School and Neighborhood 

 Robert E. Lee used to occupy the complete school site.  Due to the shrinking 

population, the north wing is now occupied by another school, the Newcomer Academy, 

for the new immigrant high school students.  Lee occupies the south and central wings, as 
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well as the performing arts center.  It shares the gym, band, library, and cafeteria with the 

Newcomer Academy.  The performing arts theater was created to serve the Liberal Arts 

Academy, housed there in the 80s and 90s, and is located on the western side of the 

campus.  The school is circled by small homes of two bedrooms, with some garages 

converted to create an extra room.  The homes are small but well maintained.  It is a clean 

area and family members can be seen in the streets in small numbers, close to the homes, 

mostly after school hours.  Cars for the school park along the street, leaving space by the 

street-side mailbox so the letter carrier can deliver mail to the residences.   

 When entering the building, one is struck by its well-maintained appearance.  The 

floors are cared for with great pride by the custodial staff, most of whom live in the 

neighborhood.  The floors may be some of the best-kept floors in the district.  The school 

is clean, but the halls are empty and have a sterile appearance, as in a hospital.  One hall 

has some student-made tiles along the ceiling, harkening to a former, prouder time.  

There are windows to interior courtyards that are locked and not used by either students 

or staff at the school.  The school often looks very deserted, with a well-maintained but 

listless appearance.   

 The school library is one of the most vibrant areas of the school, thanks in part to 

the librarians.  There are tables of computers active with students working on homework 

assignments or emailing.  The college center is in the back of the library, and there is a 

staff development room and storage room for equipment.  Chess games are set up at two 

tables, with students sometimes playing and talking there.  An inner living room area 

with cushioned chairs and tables is usually filled with students, talking, or reading. 

Student and Staff Population Demographics 

 The student population is largely Latino (79 to the low 80 percentile), with 18 

percent African American, with a one or two percent Anglo student population.  There 

has been high absenteeism for many years now, with attendance often in the low 80 

percentile.  The majority of the staff is Anglo despite the demographic makeup of the 

student population. 
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 Last summer, the school board discussed whether to close the school or keep it 

open, as was the wish of the neighborhood.  The same principal and staff have been at the 

school for a third year, with unprecedented retention rates for the administration and 

teaching staff.  The administration and faculty’s pride show in their heroic efforts, which 

have turned around a student culture and worked to close learning gaps with the students.  

During the fourth year of the restructuring effort, a focus has been to stay in touch with 

the homes and families, especially when students are absent.  The district has offered 

support for the families with the addition of a social worker as well as added support for 

curricular issues with coaches who are onsite daily.  The students and staff have been 

positive, but the test scores are below the needed level and the school board will meet to 

discuss the school’s contingency plan in case the state requires that the school be closed.  

Hall Culture 

In the first year the researcher was there, some really tough guys would stand in 

the hall on the way to the lunchroom and often refused to move or cursed when an adult 

told them to go to class.  That stranglehold was broken in the second year through several 

staff initiatives.  First, many staff members and teachers worked in the halls during the 

passing periods.  The staff began an effort of respectfully, but firmly talking with 

students, coupled with a zone policy where students could only be in the zone of their 

class.  Further, students who were threatening or behaved inappropriately were removed.  

A firm but respectful tone, coupled with an added emphasis on classroom practices, was 

the administration’s way of changing a rather volatile and undisciplined school culture.  

After that, the halls were safe albeit sterile or empty.  Although each year, more of the 

students’ work is displayed in the halls, there lacks the overwhelming affect as at the 

Newcomer Academy. 

Restructuring Vision and Challenge 

 When the present principal came to Lee three years ago, she came with a 

restructuring plan in hand.  She had three academy directors who worked under her.  The 

school was to become three distinct schools that shared a cafeteria, band and sports team 
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with each other as well as with the Newcomer Academy.  This complete separation did 

not take place because there were not enough students in the individual academies or 

schools, causing scheduling issues and the inability to offer enough classes for students.  

The band had so few members that it does not march on the field, and each year it 

borrows students from a neighboring junior high for the homecoming game. 

 The first year served as a transition; the second year, the returning administration, 

lost outside funding because it was not following a “proven model,” but rather had 

created its own plan.  The school continued with its plan, but with only two academies 

and two academy directors under the direction of the principal, who was considered the 

“chief academic officer.”  When the school continued to be low-performing, the district 

stepped in.  After much discussion with the school board and considerations, the school 

took on a proven model and was again supported by an outside funder.  In a marked 

change from recent history, the school began its third year with the same administration, 

with many returning teachers as well, indicating the staff’s commitment to see the school 

through the changes.  A social worker was added, an evening school offered, and 

intensified contact with the families, in an attempt to revive the still lagging attendance.  

The press and others in the community have for the most part given positive reports about 

the school to the community, and, in general, have reported a sense of hope to the 

community.  

 Last fall, when the principal canceled all football games because of too many 

injured players, parents stormed the school to say, please, let the students have a chance 

to play.  It was decided to continue playing on a game-by-game basis.  The paper 

editorialized that this showed the spirit and pride of a community.  During prior times, 

the paper might have reported the same story in any number of other ways, but chose to 

stand by the school in its efforts to revive itself in the community.  There has been a 

reserved air about the future of the school.   

 As a footnote to the third year of restructuring with the same principal or chief 

academic officer, it has became apparent that the scores are not going to be good enough, 

and the future of the school is now in jeopardy.  This year a record forty percent of the 
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teachers have requested a transfer to teach in another school even before the 

underperformance on this year’s test was known. The principal has accepted a position 

elsewhere for next year. 

Curriculum and Performance Indicators 

 At Robert E. Lee, there are several in-house subject coaches who encourage and 

support teachers, in-house staff who help teachers understand the testing data of the 

school, and an outside consultant to educate teachers on how to determine gaps in the 

students’ learning in math.  The bilingual department offers training for teaching content 

to language learners, but these techniques are not universally practiced by teachers.   

High absenteeism is one of the leading reasons for the lack of preparation by the students.  

The students come from the elementary and middle school, performing below level when 

they arrive, so teachers at the school must make up the deficits in learning, class-by-class.  

A student teacher describes what it was like to learn to teach, serving this community of 

students: 

BT:  I started [teaching] at the end of January, and teach A and B; third period and 
his fifth period.  Both of them are Pre-AP Pre-Calculus courses.  They are both 
small classes, which is good for me.  [But] they vary quite a bit.  It is a very 
diverse environment, I guess. 

JB:  What do you mean? 
BT:  Well, one period definitely is Pre-AP.  They meet the qualifications 

for being Pre-AP students.  And [in] the other period, some of the students have 
just been stuck in it for another math course to graduate.  So, some of them have 
flunked Algebra II have been put in Pre-Calculus, and just are not prepared.  And 
they are getting Pre-AP credit when really they shouldn’t be in the class at all. 

JB:  Is that the class I am observing? 
BT:  Yes, yes. 
JB:  How is it different, teaching the two classes? 
BT:  Well, I struggle in both areas.  I can’t find my rhythm; it is either I go 

too slow and I bore the advanced Pre-AP kids, or I lose them by doing too many 
things at once in one class period.  So, I had to learn to be a little bit more flexible 
showing more advanced problems for like the Pre-AP class, the real Pre-AP class 
(Barbara, student teacher). 

 
Rather than simply focus strategically on the actual state standards that are tested 

on their state accountability test, this administration chose to fill the gaps and, teach the 
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students the curriculum thoroughly in order to bring the students up to the level where 

they should be.  The hope was that the students will perform better on the tests if they 

have support from their families to try and consistently attend school.  The social 

workers, as well as daily calls home, encourage the families to place school as a priority.  

The teachers worked to bring students up to grade level, making up for years of “deficit” 

teaching, beginning as far back as elementary school.  Unfortunately, the high 

absenteeism of students this year has not allowed the knowledge gap to be filled.  Many 

students report they are absent to take family members to the doctors, to take care of sick 

family members, or to go to work. 

Concluding Remarks 
 

 Robert E. Lee High School has made remarkable progress in the area of changing 

a listless school body to one where there is once again a sense of pride for being a school 

in the East side.  The efforts of the administration, staff, and families have worked 

together with a new level of commitment for this school – yet there is a strong possibility 

that the school will be closed anyway.  Because of the mandates of NCLB and the 

performance standards imposed by the outside mechanisms, the school may be out of 

time.  In stark contrast from four years ago, the halls are ‘under control;’ and in addition 

to the shiny floors, there are newly placed posters on the walls of inspiring quotes from 

successful Latinos and African Americans.  There is a poem, enlarged and prominently 

displayed by the front door that greets visitors to the school. 
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Kindness 
 

Before you know what kindness really is 
you must lose things, 

feel the future dissolve in a moment 
like salt in a weakened broth. 
What you held in your hand, 

what you counted and carefully saved, 
all this must go so you know 

how desolate the landscape can be 
between the regions of kindness. 

How you ride and ride 
thinking the bus will never stop, 

the passengers eating maize and chicken 
will stare out the window forever. 

 

Before you learn the tender gravity of kindness, 
you must travel where the Indian in a white poncho  

lies dead by the side of the road. 
You must see how this could be you, 

how he too was someone 
who journeyed through the night with plans  
and the simple breath that kept him alive. 

 

Before you know kindness as the deepest thing inside,  
you must know sorrow as the other deepest thing.   

You must wake up with sorrow. 
You must speak to it till your voice 

catches the thread of all sorrows 
and you see the size of the cloth.  

 
Then it is only kindness that makes sense anymore, 

only kindness that ties your shoes 
and sends you out into the day to mail letters and  

     purchase bread, 
only kindness that raises its head 

from the crowd of the world to say 
it is I you have been looking for, 

and then goes with you everywhere 
like a shadow or a friend. 

Naomi Shihah Nye (1995) 

 (poem displayed at the front of Lee High School) 
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Leroy A. Stafford High School 

School History 

 The school was built in 1961, and at the time that it was built, this area was 

considered rural, in the far north part of the city.  The school has a longstanding and 

strong agricultural program because of this location, and until a couple of years ago, the 

school owned a large plot of land that the students could farm.  The schools mission is for 

every adult in the Stafford High School Community to educate every student every day. 

The school has the following goals: 

The students of Stafford High School will be prepared to be productive members 
of society by increasing their attendance rate by 27 percent and passing all classes 
each year.   The staff will be trained in theories of Quality and Principles of 
Learning, which will positively impact student achievement and school climate.  
 

 The school at one time had a strong Vietnamese population, but at present, it is 

largely Latino.  This is a school with a strong sense of commitment from the staff, with 

several of the teachers living within walking distance from the school.  There are several 

teams of teachers who have created a sense of stability to this learning environment.  

There is a no-nonsense feel to the school:  “You come here to learn.  If you aren’t 

interested in complying, then you leave.”  The “strict” code of conduct is enforced with 

locked doors, security guards in uniforms, and a principal who wants to talk with the dads 

as well as the moms, to make sure the students get the message. 

 The administration and the teachers are focused seriously on the statewide tests 

the students have to take, and test preparation is in place all year long, with intensive 

daily after-school tutoring that begins in January.  There have been some very stable 

teachers influencing the school culture.  For example, two brothers, a husband and wife 

team, and several other teachers who have been at the school over ten years who have 

defined excellence in the social studies, math, and athletics departments. The English 

department is tightly socialized, meeting everyday informally over lunch.  Throughout 

the school, there is a strong emphasis on performance and commitment to the students 

succeeding in school, with assistant principals hammering team meetings to keep up the 

standards, often suggesting and working with the teachers on unit activities that can keep 
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the learning “interactive.”  Some features of the school are a Dual Credit program with an 

area community college, Agriscience, Peer Mediation, Commercial Construction, after-

school tutoring, Freshman Transition Course, Newcomers Program for non-native 

speakers (with many choosing the home school over the Newcomer Academy), and a 

Ninth Grade Academy.  

Physical Appearance of the School and Neighborhood 

 The school covers a city block, with a large central, two-winged building around 

two central courtyards.  There are several portable buildings to house the overflowing 

student population.  There is a large gym, a greenhouse, a big auditorium, a generator 

building and other miscellaneous buildings on campus.  There is a sense of pride and 

school spirit that shows on football days when teachers wear jerseys given to them by 

football players.  The drummers from the band “drum up” the spirit on Friday mornings, 

playing outside the corridor of the cafeteria, creating a rumble throughout the building.  

The neighborhood surrounding the school is middle class, with three-bedroom tract 

housing.  Some of the teachers have bought homes in the neighborhood, and say they will 

“outlast the principal at the school.” 

 Students and police mill around in front of the campus after school.  There are a 

number of students in the “baggy” look, now popular.  The police joke with each other 

outside, trying to appear casual, joking with students about new cell phones: “I wish I 

could afford one of those.”  Police cars are visible at strategic locations, and the parking 

lots have chains across the gates to provide security after school hours. 

 Student and Staff Population Demographics 

 The student population is largely Latino (73 percent); as well as, African 

American (15 percent), Anglo (nine percent), and a small Asian population.  When the 

researcher arrives at the school during the last period of the day, despite the security 

guards and need for hall passes, she is able to spot some of the same students everyday 

milling about.  If students behave and have their “agenda books” (or hall passes), they 

can find the freedom they want from the classrooms, as long as they are orderly.  The 
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students joke and laugh, and seem to know what school is about.  There is enthusiasm, 

kids “hanging out” outside the cafeteria after school playing pool and ping pong with the 

Boys and Girls Club, and in general a feeling of a “typical” high school that we don’t feel 

at Robert E. Lee or the Newcomer Academy.  The front of the school is full of cars 

waiting for students to get rides home.  There are large trucks, older vans, and a 

miscellaneous assortment of nondescript cars blocking the driveway. 

 The majority of the teachers are Anglo, and there are a good number of male 

teachers on campus.  The retention rate for teachers is high at this school, with some 

teachers remaining for twenty years, a good number for ten or more.  This retention, 

along with the strong leadership, gives Stafford the strong reputation it enjoys in the 

school district. 

Hall Culture 

 This school has as high a percentage of financially disadvantaged students like its 

neighbor Robert E. Lee, but perhaps due to the sheer size of the campus (at 1500 

students), with its internal courtyards, the students are more animated and socialize more 

in the common areas.  There are handmade signs with slogans for the football team 

hanging from the railings; the National Honor Society painted the benches that surround 

the internal garden areas; there is a feeling that this is an American high school.  The 

students are positive; and when some of the males do congregate in the outside courtyard 

area, there are plenty of security guards congregating with them.  There is a peaceful 

coexistence of the students and “the law,” and those who come to school know to respect 

both.  Most of the Newcomer Academy students transition to Stafford, and join a large 

student body which needs language learning support.  Some students choose to remain at 

Stafford in lieu of attending the Newcomer Academy to attend school with their cousins 

or to go the “real” school and not “be babied.”  These are some of the students who will 

fail and perhaps drop out. 
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Restructuring Vision and Challenges 

 The school is led by several young assistant principals who have recently been 

credentialed, and who use strategies they have learned from their cohort groups at the 

university.  They take their leadership roles seriously.  The principal stays secluded and 

“calls the shots” from behind the scenes.  Two consultants who work with the Newcomer 

Academy also assist this school.  The test-taking strategies are in place all year long, and 

there is a strong focus on daily test preparation.  In every department, all year long, the 

test and its questions, as well as its importance, are stressed.   

 Further, the consultants who teach the “adaptive” strategies for second language 

learners are working with core teachers, who in turn will “train” the entire staff on second 

language strategies.  The principal likes to make his own changes and then propose them 

to the district.  His brother, also a principal at a nearby school in another district, is his 

mentor.  So far, the principal has been leading the way, and the district rewards him by 

supporting and endorsing his ideas and has earned accolades from the school board for 

the overall improvement and focus of the school.  By clearing the rolls of un-responsive 

students and keeping those who are in school focused, the school creates a culture of 

expectation and performance. 

Curriculum and Performance Indicators 

 The school creates an air of strictness for students and teachers.  Stafford does, 

however, have a number of students who will begin to disappear in the ninth or tenth 

grade.  There is the ninth grade bulge that appears at many urban schools across the 

country, and the ninth grade academy has been created to help with that.  Some of that 

bulge is caused by students who repeat ninth grade because the school has not addressed 

the linguistic, cultural, emotional, and economic needs of these students.  Students repeat 

because the classes are out of their reach and teachers have not adjusted the curriculum 

for them.   

 Tuesday horizontal team meetings address issues with school population (shared 

students) to allow for teachers to discuss discipline and behavioral issues with each other 

and with students.  In the second semester of ninth grade or early in the tenth grade, some 
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students simply stop coming to school.  After daily phone calls home do not produce 

results and the students have been absent for too long, their names are dropped from the 

rolls.  This is a school where administration and teachers put students on the spot if they 

are misbehaving.  Outside life and other realities students face are not accepted as reasons 

for non-performance.  It is considered looking after students to give “get on their case,” 

because that means teachers are worrying about them. 

 On Thursday, team meetings focused on academic department issues to focus on 

curricular and content issues.  At Stafford the students may not be aware that teachers 

work in teams because there are more students in each team.  Students can get lost in the 

big school campus and the supports for the teams are not in place.  At the Newcomer 

Academy, 300 students are supported by a principal, assistant principal, social worker, 

counselor, staff members who work in the halls and cafeteria, two teacher’s aides and a 

support specialist.  The students and this support team know each and each other’s 

names.  The same 300 students at Stafford will share an assistant principal, have no social 

worker working closely with the teachers, have a counselor who acts as a scheduler, and 

none of the family feeling permeating this large campus with a tough albeit respectful 

student body. 

The Importance of Place or School Context 

 The three schools have some commonalities and three different visions for 

improving student performance.  Each school values the advisory as a time when students 

can be coached towards success, and where one teacher can develop a meaningful 

relationship a teacher.  The teachers do not always play the role of advisor, and the 

students do not always feel comfortable talking with the teachers; but if teachers and 

students both take advantage of this advisory period, then some of the students are helped 

with this relationship-building class.   

The three schools have common consultants and common students.  The 

Newcomer Academy feeds students into Lee and Stafford.  The schools are all largely 

Latino and both have strategies in place for working with their students, sharing some 

consultants among the three schools.  The Newcomer Academy and Stafford both use or 
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will use adaptive strategies for English language learners that assume a third grade level 

of instruction.  The three schools have dynamic principals who are attempting to steer 

their schools and students toward success.  At Lee, the emphasis is on care and real 

learning.  At the Newcomer Academy, the emphasis is on care and preparation.  At 

Stafford, the emphasis is on performance.  It may be that the differences are mirrored by 

the two female principals at Lee and the Newcomer Academy, and the male principal at 

Stafford.  The three principals are all Latino, and have a great deal of first-hand empathy 

and knowledge into the school community and community at large that they serve.  They 

realize the importance of a school and community context when looking at how teachers 

and students relate one with the other, and what the experience is for the student and 

teachers, for this is where the learning takes place.  

 

Moving Beyond School Context:  A Footnote     

 The researcher is reminded of the statement by Henry Adams about a teacher’s 

influence affecting eternity: “We never know where his influence ends.”  The 

relationship or affect of a teacher can reach beyond boundaries and time.  This adage is 

commonly accepted and quoted, but not often acted upon in schools, as when a school 

pushes students beyond what is comfortable, or pushes students without supports, or feels 

the subject matter and lessons are more important than resolving an emotional issue with 

a student.  The academic performance is the measure of success in schools.  The 

academic or technical core of school is emphasized at Stafford and Lee.  At the 

Newcomer Academy, the relationship-building aspect and technical core or academic 

content are more commonly seen as co-existing and mutually important by the majority 

of the teachers.  This emphasis on developing relationships and an almost universal 

recognition that relationships are important distinguishes this school and makes it unique. 

Perhaps because most of the students are not tested, the teachers are able to foster 

relationships more easily. 

 The researcher was harkened back to the adage about the far-reaching influence of 

a teacher when she found herself, by a fluke, teaching at Stafford where many of her 
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former Newcomer students had transitioned for their junior year.  She was disappointed 

to find herself at Stafford because she had wanted to do the research at the Newcomer 

Academy.  She decided to put off the data collection until the next school year, when she 

could go back to the Academy during the school day.  About six weeks into the semester, 

she ran into several former students who were in an advisory class without a permanent 

teacher. They were very excited to see each other.  She told the group that she did not 

have an advisory, and adopted them on the spot.  Two of the students from this advisory 

class later became subjects of the study, after she no longer taught them.   

 The bonds between teachers and students extend beyond the boundaries of any 

one school. 

Introduction to Key Informants:  Teachers 
 

 The teachers set the tone in the classroom and each of these teachers was selected 

by students, staff, and administration as representing teachers who teach their subject 

well and who are close to the students.  Their descriptions do not represent any kind of 

formula or script of the way teachers should be.  Rather, these descriptions are to help us 

picture the teachers as the researcher tells their stories from the classroom.  The stories 

may have universal appeal; we may see parts of ourselves in these teachers, and in this 

way they represent teachers anywhere.  The same applies to the principal, staff members, 

and students. 

Margaret Davis, Science Teacher 

  The first teacher that will be discus is an Anglo female, married, with children of 

her own in high school and beyond.  She has fiery red hair and a perky personality to 

match.  She is middle-aged, with a maternal build and quality.  Whenever the researcher 

walks by her room, she calls out a greeting, “Hello, there,” in a voice that is at once 

inviting and reassuring.  She posts herself at her door between classes to greet students 

and passersby.  Her voice and personality are warm, highlighted with laughter and a 

sense of humor that invites us into her room.  Margaret was the first teacher interviewed, 

and she serves as a key informant in many ways.  She was a peer when the researcher 
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taught at the school.  They were “founding teachers” together; two among the eight 

teachers who were hired during the school’s first year.  The researcher learned a great 

deal from her in that capacity because Margaret has taught for more than fifteen years in 

Samuelson public schools.   

Further, the researcher interviewed her the summer before ever approaching other 

teachers.  Her interviews were more in depth, perhaps because they had worked as peers 

or because they took place over a longer period of time, without the constraints of the 

school day.  After interviewing her, the researcher was able to define the focus of her 

questions for the other three teachers.  In addition to the interviews, the researcher 

observed her classes and attended team meetings where she presides as team leader.  The 

researcher and Margaret have had many shared experiences in the capacity as both an 

insider and outsider over the past four years.   

Ms. Davis lived in Ohio, Mexico, and New Jersey while growing up.  She said 

that she and her siblings would see the moving van in front of the house and know that it 

was time for another family move: 

I can remember one time, when we moved to Ohio, I had never even seen our 
house.  I went from the hotel to school, and took the school bus to where I thought 
my house would be.  I didn’t know what it looked like.  And unbeknownst to me, 
also, someone had switched the street signs around.  So, I didn’t know where [we 
lived] – I looked for a moving van; and I found, of course, two gigantic moving 
vans, which were always a hallmark of our family – the moving vans. 

 
Margaret is the oldest of eight siblings.  Her large family moved every couple of 

years, and at first, attending parochial schools was a way to create continuity in their 

family life.  With their move to Mexico, the family found themselves in a British system 

school.  Margaret and her siblings lost most of their credits and placed last in class 

rankings.  In every class, their grades were publicly ranked in relation to the others in the 

class.  “That was so cruel,” she said.  “All of us were close to last in each of our classes.”  

 Her positive and upbeat personality may have developed as a result of moving so 

frequently, and it helped her adapt to the variety of localities while growing up.  She 

developed flexibility and an ability “to roll with the situations.’”  Two things she learned 
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from all of the moves and different schools were how to relate to new immigrant students 

when they entered her classroom, and the importance of welcoming her students.  When 

students enter at odd times of the year, she helps them feel that they are at home and a 

part of the class.  If students have to leave unexpectedly, she knows to talk with them 

because she has an understanding of what that feels like from her own childhood to leave 

before the end of the school year.  Further, her experience in Mexico helped her 

understand the immigrant students from cultural and linguistic standpoints. 

MD:  In Mexico, we lived in apartment buildings.  We lived on the ninth and 
tenth floors, on a highly populated lot, [with] a very intense concentration of 
people.  And we got to know them all.  We were kids, and they were very curious 
about us; they wanted to talk to us and were very nice.  We learned Spanish pretty 
quickly, actually. 

JB:  As kids? 
MD:  Yes, we really did.  In fact, we still use a lot of customs that we got 

from those years. 
JB:  Family customs? 
MD:  Singing in Spanish, singing “Happy Birthday,” and singing 

Christmas songs in Spanish; a lot of foods that we like to have; particular ways of 
eating corn.  We always eat our corn with mayonnaise, the Mexican style.  Stuff 
like that. 

 
Jennifer Watson, Art Teacher 

 Jennifer grew up in the same town all her life, and graduated early so that she 

could “get out of there.”’  She had loving parents who provided a stable and caring 

environment, but Jennifer, as an artist, felt stifled by the religious regimen that her 

parents imposed.  She and her siblings could play with anyone as long as they were from 

her church; she attended church every night.  

[I have resentments] from my upbringing because of things I didn’t get to 
experience because of my parents’ focus on church six times a week.  You know, 
“this way is the path to be on; you can’t stray from it.”  But, I did have good 
memories.  My mom was very good.  She liked to do up holidays, and we would 
always have big Halloween parties for the whole neighborhood, and big 
Christmas parties.  There were lots of gatherings and fun stuff.  But if it was 
outside of the group of church people, it wasn’t allowed. 
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As an artist, Jennifer found that she did not fit easily into this mold.  Early on, she 

knew that she would have to “escape.”  Although school was also not a favorite place (“I 

was the student they found hiding out under stairwells”), her art teacher and the 

classroom environment became a second home for Jennifer.  Once Ms. Watson realized 

that she wanted to leave home, she found a way to graduate early. 

 She attended her junior year classes in the mornings, and then in the evenings 

went to a self-paced program for her senior year.  The program was for the “bad 

students” who needed credits to finish school.  A few took the classes for accelerated 

study, but for the most part, the other students were recovering credits.  She finished her 

English class in a month, reading and writing without interruption, and then moved on to 

finish other classes.  At sixteen, she was able to graduate, and found that the only 

university her parents would pay for was a nearby Christian college.  This school’s 

environment also became stifling, and she dropped out for a while. 

 Realizing that she did not want to wait tables all of her life, Jennifer went back to 

finish school and get a certificate to teach.  “I can be the teacher students come to school 

for,” she said.  This belief became a goal for her, and she finished in a year and a half.  

She went back to school at the age when many others would be graduating; her gains 

from early graduation were lost, but she seemed to have an understanding and purpose 

that were not there before. 

Diane Rodrick, English Teacher 

Diane is a spry young lady in her first year of teaching.  She is saucy, bouncy, and 

smart.  Her erect posture is something you cannot help but notice, but she also seems to 

be very relaxed and comfortable.  Ms. Rodrick is from a small town an hour’s drive from 

Houston, Texas.  The high school she attended has about the same population as the 

Newcomer Academy (approximately 300 students).  With many of the Newcomer 

students themselves from rural backgrounds, she seems right at home with the students.  

Diane talks about having a stay-at-home dad who was a little scary.  He was probably 

bipolar, but that term was not in popular nomenclature while she was growing up.  With 

an unstable home situation, Diane found school a safe haven.  She stayed there as long as 
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she could.  She arrived early and stayed late, until six or so, until her mom picked her up.  

Her band director was always there, and he talked with her after work.  Their 

relationship, as well as her relationships with the other band members, kept her in school.  

Perhaps, they also kept her sane. 

 Diane remembers acting out a great deal at school, even though she was qualified 

for the National Honor Society.  She felt that a teacher had targeted her as a “bad” 

student; this teacher then influenced the others to keep Diane out of National Honor 

Society until her senior year.  Diane stopped dressing like the Goth freaks and started 

wearing preppy clothes to bring about a transformation and more acceptance from the 

high school teacher community.  By making the adjustments and changes needed for her 

acceptance, she feels she learned how to “work” the system at an early age.  Her ability to 

use school as a refuge is part of why Diane became a high school teacher. 

Juan Morales, Math Teacher 

 Juan grew up close to the Mexico and Texas border.  He remembers being outside 

for most of his childhood, playing games of all kinds with the neighborhood kids.  His 

father called him with a whistle when it was time to come home.  The kids all knew to get 

home then.  Their parents did not worry about them, and seemed surprised later when 

they were told about how far away the children had actually played.  

 At school, Juan liked to continue his playing; he would often rush to finish his 

work and then disrupt the other students.  The teachers gladly let him roam the halls so 

that he would not disrupt their class.  Juan was surprised when he was in the top ten 

percent of the class, and actually closer to the top five.  “There has to be some mistake,” 

he thought.  Because he is from a similar background as his students, he feels that he can 

understand them.  He knows what they are going to say, what excuses they will give, and 

the way they think.  “We can’t con this guy; he knows what we are going to say before 

we say it,” is the way the students seem to feel about his classes. 

 Juan never really liked school, and did not want to go on to college.  His mom 

cried; and that seemed to be enough, along with the counselor, principal, and parents 

sitting him down and saying, “Okay, this is how it will be.  You’ve been offered all of 
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these scholarships, and you’re going to go to one of these schools.”  They convinced him 

to go to college, and he chose the flagship university in the state.  His principal took him 

aside and said, “You know, it’s different up there.”  He implied that Juan might encounter 

racism in an “Anglo” world, which was unlike the largely Hispanic world of the border. 

 Juan is a teacher that students come back to visit because, in his own words, he “is 

always there for them.”  He has original insights on how to work with them because he 

grew up in similar circumstances.  He talks about the students being like cousins, 

relatives, or family members.  This connection is something that the students feel right 

away.  A few years ago, when the researcher was also a teacher, he told her that he never 

intended to teach.  He was going to drive a truck like his father.  By the end of that first 

year, he had founded an after-school club for the students and brought buddies from his 

university fraternity to mentor students.  It was pretty apparent that, after that first year, 

he was “hooked” and would be back for many years.  The students made him want to be 

a better teacher. 

Introduction to Key Informants:  Mary Ann Cortina, Principal 
 

 The principal, Mary Ann Cortina, was raised in the same border town as Juan.  In 

fact, she went to school with his parents and knew them.  Her parents were very 

protective, and her mother and father only let her play with family members and children 

from her church.  She could do anything as long as it was at her church, so she was 

always looking for activities there.  She lived in a rough neighborhood, but her parents 

structured her life so that she would succeed.  Like the art teacher, she plotted her escape 

from parents who both loved and stifled her. 

 Family trips to Mexico to visit relatives in a very remote village without running 

water provided some important memories from her childhood.  The relatives worked on a 

farm, feeding and caring for animals, killing rattlesnakes, and collecting eggs from the 

chickens.  These memories have stayed with Mary Ann, and help her understand the 

immigrant students from Mexico, in addition to the fact that she herself comes from a 

border town.  The rural environment in Mexico allowed her the ability to run and play 
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more freely than back at home.  She came to the flagship university on a communications 

scholarship because she had loved her work as a reporter in Brownsville, and had been 

the editor of the school newspaper.  The experience was so different that she stopped 

going to classes – and dropped out of school.  She had to wait a year to return.  During 

that time, she decided to get a teaching certificate because her father had been a middle 

school teacher and coach.  She thought that this would be something she could do until 

she figured out her real interests. 

Introduction to Key Informants:  The Grandparents (Los Abuelitos) 
 

Mr. Monster, Ms. Rosa, Ms. Cisneros, and Ms. King 
 

 Three members of the Newcomer Academy’s staff act as abuelos, or 

grandparents, for the students.  The computer technician, a teaching assistant, and an 

academic-special projects coordinator, and a school secretary are four people whose 

relationships with the students far exceed their official job descriptions. 

 The computer technician, whom the students affectionately call Monster, is a 

favorite with many.  He would not be happy being called Abuelo, but one of the reasons 

he especially talks with the students is because he was not able to live with his own 

children due to a divorce.  Even students who have graduated from the Newcomer 

Academy and had moved on to the school down the hall from them stop by “to check in 

with him” when they return to campus after tennis meets or other off-campus events.  

Stopping by his office is like checking in with mom when you get home from school.  

 Monster has a grey ponytail down his back, segmented by rubber bands every 

couple of inches down his hair’s length.  This long hair gives him a Native American 

look.  He is a “tough guy” who finds a place in his heart for the students.  He will let 

them know, in his own words, “where the line is.”  He does special things for students on 

his own time, taking them home to get them up and running.  He tutors the students who 

come and ask him for help, and in general, is there to tease and chat with him. 

 The principal has all of the support staff – including secretaries, computer 

technicians, teachers’ aide, and the school registrar – out in the hall, helping the students 
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get to class.  The students want to chat with them; the group will smile, but tells them to 

move on, and “Let’s go to class.”  There is a family feeling in the hall, rather than a 

disciplinary tone to the encouragements.  Students and adults are smiling and “moving 

along.” 

 Ms. Rosa, as the students call her, is also often called Abuela or Abuelita.  She, 

like Monster, is in the halls and cafeteria with the students.  She will sit at a table, and 

they will come by and ask her questions or confide personal details, calling, “Hola, 

Abuela!”  She is the person who taught the researcher how to relate to the students: to be 

friendly and joke with them, but also to go in and grab them when they needed to be 

turned around.  One day she could not find her dictionary, and she asked every student, 

“Where is my dictionary?  Do you know who took it?  How can I help you without it?”  

She made her missing dictionary everyone’s problem.  She got it back the next day, 

conveyed to her via the network of students asking and checking for it.   

 She goes after the rude boys, chases down those that cut in line, and gets the 

security guards to come and take the students who won’t show her what they are hiding 

in their pockets or lockers.  “Sometimes you have to be firm with them, too.  They may 

want to take advantage of you,” she advises.  She does not take any evasiveness from the 

students, but at the same time, they seem to love her all the more, the more she stands up 

to them.  They like it when she “gets on them.”  She tells them, “I want you to succeed  

. . . [so you can] build a swimming pool some day, and invite me over . . . [or] be a 

doctor, and cure me.”  She loves to joke with them, and they seem to like it, too. 

 She helps the students navigate the school system, in that they don’t know how 

things work:  “They are away from home, and they miss that maternal – like, some of 

them have been raised by grandmas . . . so they see me, and they relate to me as a mother 

figure, grandma figure.” 

 Ms. Cisneros, another abuela, works with the principal and teachers on “special 

projects,” including testing, materials for students who need extra support, or writing 

grants.  She organized a Ballet Folkloric group for the students the first year so that they 

could perform in the community.  She brought in the costumes, got the students set up, 
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and organized the practices and the places where they performed.  She did not know how 

to do the dances, but knew that the students did, and that they just needed someone who 

would encourage them to keep these traditions alive.  She is persistent with the girls who 

come to school not quite “fully dressed.”  If they see her coming over to their table in the 

cafeteria, they know to put on the shirt they have tucked in their backpack – either that, or 

they’ll have to put on the oversized T-shirts she has in her office. 

 Ms. Cisneros feels that she is an advocate for the students’ needs, whether it 

means getting dictionaries for everyone or getting backpacks donated by local businesses.  

She feels that her background with preschool students has prepared her for students who 

are new to the United States.  The preschoolers are leaving their moms for the first time 

and have to adjust to the school system.  The new immigrants are in a new country, a new 

school environment, and often away from their families.  “They are like preschoolers in a 

fifteen-year-old body,” she comments.  She has a personal passion for working with new 

immigrants because of her own grandfather.  He wanted to go to school but was not 

allowed to because he did not speak English.  His story has created a passion in her for 

helping students succeed. 

 When students are going to be absent from Ms. Cisneros’ seminar class, she 

expects them to call her.  “This is like your job,” she tells them.  “If you cannot come to 

class, or you are going to be out, then you need to call me and let me know.”  She gives 

them her cell phone number as well as the classroom phone number, so they can reach 

her directly.  They do call her. 

 Ms. King, a staff member who keeps records and arranges for the substitute 

teachers, has helped the students in special ways from the very beginning.  She also 

provides a warm, maternal figure for the students and families.  She processes the 

paperwork for the students to get their free or reduced lunches.  For her, this job is more 

than paperwork because she knows that when the paperwork gets filed, the students can 

start eating at school.  The students come and stay with her when they feel sick (her 

office doubles as the school infirmary), and she helps them figure out the buses for 

getting home.  All of these are routine office tasks, but the ways that Ms. King interacts 
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with the students and the way they respond by coming by to “hang out,” make it feel like 

home.  She has snacks, if they are hungry; and listens if they have something to say.  She 

plays grandma and usually has a giggle for these teenagers. 

 The first year, some of the students had not heard of “Homecoming” before.  Ms 

King helped them understand what it was, and how to be a part of it.  She helped the first 

Newcomer Academy homecoming King or Queen get fancy clothes to wear and 

accompanied them on the field to take the place of an absent parent or family member 

who could not be there that night.  The first homecoming King from IHS came and asked 

her to walk with him on the field.  There is a strong sense of “family” in the way that the 

staff responds to the students and their needs.  If students come to them for help, their 

requests are honored and respected.  These special requests might take precedence over 

academic needs.  

 Some comments from these staff members include: “I love my job,” or “I 

wouldn’t be anywhere else,” or “I look forward to coming to work every day.”  They 

connect with the students so naturally that the students seek them out.  They are an 

important part of what Campano (2007) calls the “second classroom,” or the hallway and 

out-of-classroom places where students congregate at school.  These staff members have 

their official job titles, but the students come to them with special needs in the same way 

that they come to their moms or a family member – and they are treated that way by the 

staff. 

Introduction to Key Informants:  The Students 

As a teacher, the researcher had contact with many other students in the past four 

years.  She knew some from teaching at the Newcomer Academy.  One hundred and forty 

students were enrolled in her reading classes.  The following year, which was the junior 

year for most of the students, she taught at the neighborhood school that was the home 

school for most of the Newcomer Students.  She became an advisory teacher for about 

five of the students during their junior year, and her classroom was a place where they 

could visit.  She also taught new Newcomer students who chose to remain at the home 

school in lieu of attending the Newcomer Academy.  Her contact during the past year was 
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occasional, as she returned to interview specific students for the research.  Her contact 

with the students, from knowing them over the past four years in varying capacities, has 

informed this study.  Some comments from other students who were interviewed in 

passing or for a few minutes are also included in the study. 

Jon, a Student from Pakistan 

 Jon is a Pakistani student from, Lakarna, the same city as Benazir Bhutto.  He 

moved to another city, Sadiqabad, when he was in fifth grade and his dad moved to the 

United States.  His family moved-in with relatives, and they only came to the United 

States three years ago, when he was sixteen years old.  “We didn’t have to come.  My 

father just wanted us to have a better chance at education,” he said.  When Jon thinks 

back to his childhood, he thinks about his grandfather.  Of all of his relatives, his 

grandfather was closest to him.  His fondest memories are being with his grandfather. 

 He lost his first two years of high school when he came to the Newcomer 

Academy as a freshman, and is graduating this year.  He will attend one of two 

universities in Texas.  He wants to study medicine.  Jon has a sense of humor, and was 

often playful in class.  Sometimes, when the researcher was a teacher, she would look up 

and he would just be sitting in the classroom.  He must have had a hall pass to go the 

bathroom from another class, and he would just stop by for a break.  He liked to tease the 

girls, perhaps because he did not speak Spanish and most of them did.  He learned early 

how to say hola and other conversation starters.  He has studied Spanish for three years, 

and would be in the fourth year now, except that the class at the school he attends is only 

for native speakers. 

 After the first year, he left the Newcomer Academy, but then he returned for a 

second year.  There are two versions of the story of why he attended the Academy for 

two years.  One is that his parents wanted him to come back to the more sheltered 

environment there.  He had attended his neighborhood school for a couple of weeks, but 

there had been an incident and his parents sent him back.  Another story was that his 

sister was attending the Newcomer Academy, and he wanted to stay with her.  They both 
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left the Academy when he advanced.  In other words, she exited a year before she needed 

to, and they have both attended their neighborhood school for two years together.   

 He is a graduating senior, and works as an office aid during the last period of the 

day.  As such, he has helped the researcher find students when she needed to talk with 

them.  He is tall, handsome, and active in school.  He has been a part of the Asian Club 

for two years.  He says he wishes he had learned about community service and being 

active in school activities before, but concedes that maybe he would not have really done 

anything before his junior year anyway. 

Olivia, a Student from Monterrey, Mexico 

 Olivia is an amazingly articulate student from Monterrey, Mexico.  From her 

childhood, she remembers playing soccer outside with her friends from the 

neighborhood.  She has been in the United States for three years now.  What struck the 

researcher was not only her command of the English language, but also her self-

awareness and assurance.  Two years ago, she thanked her English teacher for spending 

extra time with her to help her learn English.  When she came to the U.S., she only knew 

how to say the colors.  She says that she has had many teachers who have encouraged 

her.  Olivia left Mexico for a better life, and may go to the university next year, but she 

may also return to Mexico for family reasons.  She is considering her options.  

 She conveyed a sense of the complexity of making decisions.  She has to decide 

between three state universities.  As she reviewed the options, it struck the researcher that 

she did things in a methodical, mature manner, realizing the implications of each of the 

choices.  It was hard to remember that she had not yet graduated from high school.  

Perhaps she learned to weigh off alternatives when she was in Mexico, for her parents 

would advise her that some friends were not good influences for her.  She considered 

what her mother told her, understood what she had cautioned about, and followed her 

mom’s advice.  “I went to different elementary schools [when I was little].  I had to 

change my friends from time to time – some weren’t really good for me.  My parents told 

me sometimes that a friendship was not appropriate.”  For whatever reason, Olivia 

displayed an unusual maturity 
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Raul, a Student from Guanajuato, Mexico 

 Raul is from Guanajuato, Mexico, and has been in the U.S. for four years now.  

He will graduate from high school this year.  Raul was in the researcher’s class two years 

ago.  He is an extremely outgoing student who likes to tease people, going perhaps a little 

too far.  He used to come into the researcher’s class and open the overhead projector 

routinely and turn off the bulb inside.  After the second time, she learned to routinely 

open the overhead and turn the bulb back on.  He was used to throwing his teachers off; 

but for some reason, she enjoyed his peskiness.  She used to say to him, “I am not a 

teacher;” and he used to reply, “I am not a student.”  He was an intense presence in a 

classroom, and when he was absent, she found herself missing her “pretend” adversary.  

Other teachers may have been glad he was out.  He got in trouble for pushing the 

boundaries with students in the way, and he pushed them too far with the teachers.  He 

promised that he would graduate, but he could not promise to stay out of trouble.  He 

said, “I will try, but it is hard not to get in trouble, even if there are consequences.”  

 When he lived in Mexico, he would visit his grandparents on weekends, riding his 

bike to where they lived.  He now lives with his parents.  In Guanajuato, Mexico, he 

remembers that the children used to have fun every single day of the week: “I used to 

walk outside my house, and there I would see all these kids having fun.  That is 

something I just don't see here at all.”  Lots of kids played around in the neighborhood.  

His house was much bigger in Mexico, compared to the one here, and each of the 

children had his own room.  He seems to miss Mexico. 

Martine, a Student from Honduras 

 Martine is articulate in a thoughtful and reflective way.  His manner of speaking 

seems highly confidential and valuable.  The researcher was never his teacher, but he 

would always take time to greet her.  One day when she was looking for him, he 

appeared out of nowhere, on crutches after an injury in a football game.  He has played 

soccer all of his life and football may have been a little rough for him at first, especially 

while playing on a team that did not have depth in its bench.  The last time he was 

interviewed he was looking for a quote about Shakespeare for his senior English class.  
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He read about Hamlet and his dilemma: “Will he become evil if he chooses to fight evil?”  

It was amazing that he was able to talk about these very deep issues, even with his limited 

English usage.   

 The students seem comfortable with English in their fourth year, and speak 

fluently and naturally in contrast to their first or second year.  It would be easy to think 

that they were native born in the United States.  In fact, many teachers stopped thinking 

of them as newcomers because they were fluent verbally.  Somehow, if they have exited 

the newcomer programs, schools assume that they will not have any more language-

learning issues.  Many of the students still need support with their reading, listening and 

note taking, and writing. 

 Martine is trying to get a sports scholarship for soccer or football.  He has turned 

in several applications to various colleges, but he is waiting on his SAT scores.  Because 

he is not in the top ten percent, he will not automatically be accepted by the flagship 

university.  He will continue to try to get into a college with his soccer or football 

abilities. 

 He has told the researcher that his grandmother has always been important to him.  

She taught him to initiate relationships with adults and to be respectful, as well as 

humble: “Do the right thing.  Be around the right people.”  His grandmother raised him 

until he left Honduras.  He left when he was twelve to be with his mother who had come 

to the United States when he was four. 

Eduardo, a Student from Cuba 

 Eduardo came from Cuba, and graduated after three years of being in the United 

States.  He is attending a nearby state university this year, and comes back to help 

students at the Newcomer Academy two times a week.  He was a “challenging” student 

to teach because he was extremely smart, and advanced English.  He could sit still.  He 

was one of the first students to be called in for a conference when the teachers started 

working in teams.  Five or six teachers asked him to come in after lunch.  They asked him 

if he knew why they wanted to talk with him, and he said, “No.”  They proceeded to tell 

him, “We like you, but . . .” It is very likely that no one had ever talked with him like this 
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before.  He registered no emotion that day.  Even though Eduardo graduated early, 

despite his transition to a new country, he did not seem to be excited about being able to 

attend a “top ten percent” university, because he doesn’t register emotions.  He had no 

reaction at all.  He says that, if he goes into his emotions, he may not come out.  He 

prefers to live in the present and move forward.  

 He is here with his immediate family, but the extended family remained in Cuba.  

When asked why his father came to the United States, he says that it is too complex to 

explain.  The reasons were personal, political, and professional.  He does not let himself 

miss his extended family because he tries to live in the present.  “I forget easily.  I focus 

on what I am doing now,” he says.  “If I start thinking about all of the past, it will affect 

my development.”   

 In Cuba, Eduardo liked playing outside, and was often in the water; a river was 

close by.  He and all of the other neighborhood children played outside, too.  He may 

have had homework, but “it wasn’t a priority,” he says. 

Alicia, a Student from Guanajuato, Mexico 

 Alicia and the researcher immediately bonded because of her love of poetry.  She 

used to copy poems from a book, and they put the poems on a poster board for the 

classroom.  She was private in many ways, but did not lack confidence.  When she 

moved to another city, she used to email the researcher often and talk about how hard it 

was.  She was in a predominantly Anglo school setting and felt isolated.  It was her sense 

that the teachers were racist.  When asked about that recently, she says that she thinks the 

teachers corrected her papers so much so that she would learn.  She seems to have 

matured and looks upon the situation differently now.   

 Alicia used to spend much of her free time with “Americans,” but now, in her 

senior year, she spends her free time with friends from Mexico.  The American students 

want to skip and cut classes, and no longer hold much appeal for her.  Finding a “true” 

friend is more important to her now than having a lot of friends.  She is not worried about 

having a boyfriend any more, and while interviewing with the researcher; her Mexican 

girl friend was waiting for her. 
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 Alicia does not have any concrete plans to go to the university after high school.  

In fact, she may go back to Mexico to be with her grandmother, who is old now, for they 

may not have time later to be together.  Alicia’s grandmother raised her until she came to 

join her dad in the United States three years ago.  Alicia feels that she has been old all of 

her life.  She had to grow up fast because her father left when she was three, and she does 

not know where her mother is.  She has had sadness in her life, but she has a strong spirit.  

She keeps pushing herself in a positive direction.  

She came to the U.S. when she was fifteen.  She had dropped out of school and 

felt that no one loved her.  She was scared to meet her dad in the U.S., whom she had 

never seen.  They began a relationship through telephone conversations, and soon she 

decided to come to the U.S. for a new life.  

When I first hugged him, I had never felt before what I experienced then.  Every 
day, he checked on me, how I was doing.  All of this was a new feeling for me, 
and I wanted to do my best, to get his attention.  There was someone who cared 
for me.  

Martha, a Student from Ethiopia 

 Martha is from Ethiopia, and the researcher has known her for four years.  Any 

time she was interviewed, her sister, who is about a year younger and a bit shy, sits with 

her and listens.  Her sister will smile, but rarely says anything.  She is fine with staying in 

the shadow and letting Martha speak for her.  She mostly smiles and communicates 

eloquently with her eyes.  Martha has the classic beauty of an Ethiopian, with a quiet, 

natural elegance and flow to her gait.  In advisory class, where the researcher taught her 

in the junior year, she was one of the students who used that time to do her homework.  

Everything took her a lot longer to do, and she worked at it until she finished, often 

working through her lunch.  She put a great deal of time and effort into her studies.   

 The researcher’s daughter had visited Ethiopia, and when she spoke with Martha 

and her sister, the two of them opened up more than at any other time.  She is very 

private about her experiences.  She mentioned at that time that she had lived with some 

family members for five years in Kenya as a refugee, for instance.  She never talks about 

her past.  She seems to want to keep it there. 
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 She does say, though, that she misses the many social interactions in the 

Ethiopian culture.  The families do a lot of things together with the extended family, the 

villagers, and neighbors.  Martha says that people in the United States are alone: “We do 

everything alone here.”   

 Schools in Ethiopia start early in the morning, at seven or eight o’clock.  The 

teachers move from one class to another, and the students stay in the same classroom – 

maybe forty or fifty students, in much the same way as the students do in Pakistan and 

Cuba.  The students remain together and create a cohort of team that helps each other in 

school.  Martha says that the students are respectful and listen to the teachers. 
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All happy families resemble one another; 
each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way. 

Leo Tolstoy (2000) 

 

Chapter 5.  The Experience of Teachers and Students in  

Caring Relationships  

Introduction 

 

 Students, teachers, and administrators spend at least eight hours a day, five days a 

week, at school, and usually much more.  When we add the commute time to school, 

extracurricular activities, and homework demands, we can see that schooling and the 

experience of it can be an important part of the day for both students and educators, alike.  

Despite this importance, studies of school districts in Texas have shown that many high 

school students in urban schools are being retained in the ninth grade because they do not 

pass high-stakes testing (Valenzuela, Fuller, & Vasquez-Heilig, in press; McNeil, 

Coppola, Radigan, & Vasquez Heilig, in press), or they exhibit other indicators of poor 

school performance.  We can see from dropout rates, grade retention rates, and low test 

scores that the high school experience, for multiple reasons, does not resonate with many 

of these students.  

 If we look at the data from large urban schools, we can see that the typical school 

experience is more like an unhappy or dysfunctional family.  Students may fail for such 

diverse reasons as economic pressures, familial responsibilities, a sense of 

disengagement, language learning issues, or any number of peer distractions or 

circumstances.  Each student’s personal reason is often recorded in misleading or 

inaccurate ways in the school records.  The real reason for a student’s disappearance is 

not always apparent to school personnel. 

 As is true for their students, teachers in urban schools have found little 

satisfaction in the experience of teaching.  This holds true, especially, with those who are 
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young and novice.  Studies on teacher retention have given a number of reasons why 

teachers leave (Darling-Hammond, 2003; Ingersoll, 2001a, Wilson, Floden, & Ferrini-

Mundy, 2001), and have confirmed that teachers do not feel a connection with their work.  

Whether it is because of a lack of respect from students, lack of administrative support, 

the workload, or low pay, teachers are “dropping out” at alarming rates.  

 Teacher salaries make up a significant portion of a school’s budget.  A school 

administrator must make countless decisions in a single day.  One very important 

decision is who is hired to work in the school.  It can take four or more years for a 

principal to hire personnel who improve a school environment.  Perhaps one of the most 

important responsibilities is the selection of a staff that will create positive learning 

experiences for students in the school.  Students far outnumber any of the staff in a 

school.  If teachers and students, who represent the largest populations at schools, are 

happy with their environment, then many of the issues we associate as leadership 

challenges could be resolved.  The creation of a positive school environment, climate, 

and learning community can only occur when the majority of the people’s needs are 

being served.  

 This chapter and the chapter that follows answer the research questions:  what is 

the experience of a caring relationship for teachers; what is the experience of a caring 

relationship for students; and what impedes and enhances the practice of care in an urban 

school environment.  In this chapter, the researcher shares the experiences of four 

teachers who served as key informants and their teammates, secondarily.  In addition, 

administrators and support staff were interviewed, to show their roles in the development 

of teacher-student relationships and the ethic of care.  Their responses convey the 

importance of these relationships for the overall school design, functioning, and culture. 

 The researcher also shares the experiences of seven “former” Newcomer 

Academy students, primarily, and several of their classmates, secondarily, to speak to the 

experience for students.  In addition to the students’ memories, the memories teachers 

have of their favorite teachers became an important source of information about the 

students’ perspective of care.  The researcher’s memories of teaching these students are 
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also included to triangulate and support the narrations of the informants.  The experiences 

of teachers and students are included in the same chapter as the expression of this 

experience is enmeshed, one with the other.  It is not always possible to separate the 

discussion of the experience or to know where one begins and the other ends. 

 The teachers answered questions that began in a general way about their life and 

background; then moved towards their philosophy of teaching and general attitude about 

teaching; and after that, moved more specifically to developing relationships with 

students and the importance of these relationships.  Finally, teachers answer questions 

asked about challenges they face in school with regards to developing relationships.  The 

principal and staff members answered questions about their background, their educational 

philosophies, and their roles in the school.  The students were asked about their family 

and background, their favorite teachers, and what they liked about these teachers.  These 

questions, listed in Appendix A, give us a sense of their experience and are analyzed 

through the ethic of care. 

 This research uses these individuals to describe a somewhat positive school 

environment, which we can call caring.  Many of the students and teachers at the 

Newcomer Academy described their experience, or the way they were treated, as being 

“like a family.”  For the most part, the students’ needs are being met, and the adults 

discuss their roles at the school as positive and rewarding.  The characterizations and 

anecdotes that follow are not models or descriptions of the way things should be.  Rather, 

as in the opening quotation from Tolstoy’s War and Peace, we see in a universal way, 

happy interactions seem to point to something to which we can all relate.  However, the 

unhappy stories begin to show fragmentation and must be detailed to describe the 

numerous ways in which the process can be “derailed.”  These stories focus on the 

positive experience as a way to show their importance for teachers as well as students. 
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Four teachers and their teams, the principal, and three support staff at the 

Newcomer Academy were interviewed with guiding questions that are shaped by 
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concerns and issues of the care theory.  As part of the process of collecting anecdotes 

about the classroom experience, the individual informants defined or articulated many of 

the key terms, which were defined in Chapter One, theoretically.  The guiding questions, 

which were developed to capture different aspects of the caring experience, delineate and 

document the actual practice of care, from their experiences in the classroom.  These 

descriptions have “operationalized” care or give specific details of how the care theory is 

used in practice from the description of the experience of care. 

The Ethic of Care 

Noddings developed the care ethic or theory over a number of years (1984, 1995, 

2002, 2003).  Care theory involves three main areas of caring: caring about learning 

(aesthetic caring); taking a caring stance as a professional position, regardless of a lack of 

response from the student or cared-for (ethical caring); and relational caring, the kind of 

care or attention that is memorable to both students and teachers, as we will see in the 

following presentation.  Further, this aspect of relational care holds true for studies 

involving Latino populations (Valenzuela, 1999) and African American students (Kristy 

& Polite, 2000).  This paper concerns itself primarily with the relational aspect. 

Aesthetic Caring (Caring about Learning) 

Aesthetic caring is a regard for an intellectual act or knowing.  In schools, this 

knowledge is regarded as the “supreme” concern because students go to school to learn, 

and teachers, it is usually universally agreed, go to school to teach.  In their discussions, 

the teachers spoke of the importance of their subject matter.  The math teacher makes it 

very clear why the students and the teachers are there: 

Because that [learning] is what they are here for.  I mean, they don’t get up at five 
o’clock in the morning and try to make it out here because they are forced to do 
this; [it is] because they want to.  They want to learn.  I say, “I am here to teach 
you, and for you guys to learn” (Juan, Math teacher). 
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Preparing the Stage 

Before students can learn, teachers must create or establish a stage or place for 

learning.  When we enter the room of the art teacher, we immediately see that it is 

different from other rooms in the school.  Arrays of art cover every available space and 

include pieces of art from each student.  One such exhibit is the wall of faces that stare 

out at us, one face representing each student.  When placed side-by-side, one atop 

another, row after row, the faces create an impression of community in which individuals 

fit into a greater design.  Each one is unique, but all are united.  The fluorescent lights in 

the room are turned off; instead, lamps around the room provide the light to create a 

mood of creativity and “otherworldliness.”  Soft music plays as we enter and breathe it all 

in.  This is a school, right?  Well, it is the art room, and the mood and stage are set for 

what is to take place there.  

The students feel comfortable when they come in here because they know I care 
for them . . . and that I’m doing everything I can for them . . . I make this like a 
mini-home, too.  I think the students feel good in here.  It ‘s a safe place . . . they 
get to socialize a little, and they get to be creative and use that side of the brain 
that they don’t get to use most of the day (Jennifer, the Art teacher). 

 
 The science teacher creates another kind of space, but nonetheless, she sets the 

stage for learning in her classroom.  When we pop in there, we see students walking 

about in purposeful pursuit of paper, markers, scales, or other items.  They may even be 

looking for people – anything or anyone needed for their laboratory work.  One aspect of 

science class is that the students are working at tables in groups.  Each table is doing 

different activities, engaged at various stages.  Some students are standing and pointing 

for the others to see.  One student talks with the teacher as if they are peers: scientists 

involved in the pursuit of answers to questions of mutual interest.  The students move 

easily, and indeed, this does not seem like some schools where deadly order prevails 

when we enter the room.   

 Eduardo talks about a classroom that invited him to study because of its homelike 

feeling: 
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She had a couch area.  You could walk anywhere you wanted, and wherever you 
felt the most pleasant – the tables, couch, on the floor, wherever you wanted.  You 
find where you are comfortable; it is not like you have to be in a desk (Eduardo, a 
student from Cuba). 

 
No matter what form the classroom takes – whether to set a mood, as in the art 

room; or to create a laboratory experience, as in the science room; or students working in 

pairs on problems for the math class – each teacher has created an environment where 

learning can take place.   

Love of Learning 

Juan reiterated the students’ interest in learning and the teachers’ interest in 

helping the students learn. 

If they needed me to stay after school, or they needed me to come whenever they 
wanted to, I would help them out as much as possible, especially if they are doing 
what they are supposed to be doing (Juan, Math teacher). 

Diane, the English teacher, explained that she does not give students 

homework unless they need extra work or did not do the work in class: 

For some kids who just blew off the assignment that day, I will say, “That is your 
homework.”  I have done things for students who needed more: “Do this tonight.”  
But they travel so far . . . they are on the bus for an hour and a half.  They don’t 
get home until, seven o’clock (Diane, English teacher). 

 
Jon talks about how thankful he and other students are that his math teacher at the 

neighborhood school stays late and tutors after school.  Jon, who is now in his senior 

year, describes this teacher: 

[She teaches] Pre-Calculus and they [the students] need help.  She is there from 
eight o’clock in the morning to eight o’clock in the evening . . . Sometimes, when 
I need help [I go there] (Jon, a student from Pakistan). 

 
When asked why they are at school, the students will instinctively tell anyone, “to 

learn.”  They may also be there because their friends are at school, because it is a habit, 

or because it is better than staying at home (all responses the researcher has gotten as to 

why a student goes to school).  Both students and teachers know that learning is what 

school is for. 
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Ethical Caring (Caring Even When a Student Doesn’t Respond) 

We might ask, then, why it is necessary for teachers to take an “ethical stance.”  

We could ask why a teacher would not like some students, or why students would act as 

though they did not want to study or know what is being discussed.  We might wonder 

why students are sent to the office for being disruptive.  We could question why teachers 

must “act” as though they care, and why students act as though they don’t care.  From the 

definitions of the key terms (Chapter 1), we can remember that caring is a stance or a role 

that can be shown in order to help the moral development of the student.  Educators will 

act as though they care so that the student will think that someone cares for them, and so 

they will want to learn.  

The researcher asked teachers how they dealt with students who were annoying or 

disruptive.  Teachers gave various answers to explain how they work with these students: 

We’ve got to find the strengths . . . We have to find out what that student’s 
strengths are.  Everybody has strengths, even though sometimes it is hard to see 
them because they are buried so far underneath the special behavior concerns . . . 
(Rachel, Social Worker). 

 
An interesting comment came from a staff member who sometimes monitors the 

students when they are doing a time out or detention: 

I had one student who came to me and was very loud and disruptive when he was 
put in time out.  His weakness was that he did not like to be ignored, so when I 
found that this bothered him, then I ignored him.  When I didn’t acknowledge 
him, then he would seek me out because I ignored him.  Then I would 
acknowledge him because he came to me without his loud, “Look at me! Look at 
me!”  For me, it is finding a weakness, too (Ana, School Registrar). 
 

The way a teacher handles a situation will most likely depend on a student: 

It depends on the problem.  Some students are attention-hungry; and negative or 
positive, they don’t care.  So, we have to be able to hone that desire for attention.  
They want someone to pay attention to them and talk to them.  We have got to do 
it, but not at the expense of the content or the pace of the class (Tony, History 
teacher). 
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 One student, who has graduated, attends a nearby university and returns to mentor 

students.  He has an insight on the situation: 

I notice the ones that are distracting or disrupting the class.  I know exactly what 
to do with them.  I have to say that I don’t like them.  They make me think of me, 
and nobody likes to see himself like that! (Eduardo, a student from Cuba). 

Even the students know when they have crossed a line.  If a teacher does not call them on 

this “transgression,” then the student wonders why.  However, adolescent life moves fast, 

and students will not wonder for long; instead, they will continue to stay on the other side 

of the line or “the law” if no one points out where the line is.  Eduardo went on to say that 

often the students who misbehave are smart and just bored.  Juan, the math teacher, was 

one such student, and because of that he keeps his classes challenging and knows when 

the students start the con game. 

Relational Caring 

Although it is acknowledged by students and teachers alike that schools are places 

set up for learning, it does not take long to realize or understand that the way teachers 

approach the students, and the way students respond to teachers, are big parts of the 

learning process.  When talking about any topic related to school, learning, students, or 

the like, the nature of the relationships between the teachers and students, or the 

importance and need to understand what the student is like or what the students like, 

begin to dominate the conversation.  Even when talking about an appreciation of 

knowledge or aesthetic or ethical care, these discussions will begin to edge toward the 

way the interactions take place between the teacher (the one-caring) and the student (the 

one cared-for), and the nuances that affect the transfer of information within this 

relationship.  Relational caring refers to reciprocity, or a mutual relationship, that is felt 

and develops in a caring relationship between at least two people.  In this research, the 

relationship that is discussed is between an educator and a student.  It can also correspond 

to relationships that develop between peers (teachers), or between the administration and 

the staff.  Regardless of who is involved in the relationship, in this study, the researcher is 

describing circumstances that form relational situations for the purpose of learning.  
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 The relational aspect is emphasized and complements the aesthetic care, which 

values knowledge and the acquisition of information.  “A student will care about what 

you say, when you care about the student” (Sergiovanni, 2006).  A value on information 

is one kind of caring, but in the care literature, the emphasis is placed on both the 

relational aspect of the ethic of care and the moral development of the cared-for from this 

relationship.  

 As Juan, the math teacher, repeated over and over, “They will care about math 

because they care about the teacher.”  Margaret, the science teacher, says, “Absolutely, 

they learn through the relationship.”  Diane, the English teacher, talks about how 

important the band director in her high school was for her survival as a teenager because 

of the instability in her home:  “I don’t know where that came from, except [that] I loved 

school because in the sad, sappy story – you know, my dad was an alcoholic” (Diane, 

English teacher). 

Jennifer, the art teacher, relates that she didn’t feel normal until she met her high 

school art teacher:  

Well, I always admired my art teachers – my middle school and high school art 
teachers.  They were my reason to go to class.  They had different perspectives.  I 
really liked that it is okay to be different; and it is okay to express myself; and just 
that everything is not on this straight path.  I have choices.  They opened doors for 
me (Jennifer, Art teacher). 

 
We can use the teachers’ descriptions of themselves as students to help articulate 

the importance of the relationship.  It may not be until the students who were interviewed 

for this study get older that they themselves can describe the importance of that 

relationship; so to some extent, the researcher has relied on the teachers’ experiences as 

students to put words to that aspect of the relationship. 

Students agree that they are going to want to pay attention if they like the teacher.  

It is not necessary to like the teacher, but it certainly seems to help.  The relationship also 

affects the way that information is conveyed through interviews.  Students may minimize 

the importance of what they say to the researcher, or answer politely because she is an 

adult and a former teacher, when observing a class; it becomes clear when students are 
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comfortable in a classroom setting.  Their body language and their focus on the lesson 

show that they are interested – regardless of what they are saying or not saying to the 

researcher in an interview.  

One reason that this immigrant population especially needs to have caring 

teachers is that, often, they left family members in their home country; or relatives in 

another country or city.  These students are newly transplanted in a country with new 

relatives, or part of a family they may not be close to, and in a culture that is not always 

as warm to them as they were accustomed to in their home.   

Relational Caring:  The One-caring 

In the relationship, the teacher or adult is referred to as the one-caring, and the 

student is the cared-for (Noddings, 1984, 2003).  Each of the four teachers who were 

interviewed discussed the importance of caring for students; that is, the “relational” 

aspects of caring.  Each teacher gave a definition of what it means to care.  For Jennifer, 

the art teacher, the definition includes a range of meanings: 

You define care with the little things you do.  If you say you are going to do 
something, you do it; you don’t back off or give an excuse because if they see 
[that you back off, then they can do the same thing] (Jennifer, Art teacher).  
 

Caring for the students extends beyond the classroom: 

When I go home, I am thinking about them and what we are going to do the next 
day or of a conversation that we had.  An example of something silly: I brought 
lotion for after the clay projects because their hands feel awful after we do clay.  
And so, anyone who wants lotion, they come up and get in line and I squeeze little 
drops (Jennifer, Art teacher). 
 
Further, caring considers the constraints that the students’ lives impose on them, 

such as their long bus rides and the responsibilities that they have for their families.  It 

doesn’t mean that this teacher is a pushover, though.  She expects students to behave 

respectfully: 

It takes them a long time to get here every day, [so I want to be here for them]. The 
students are usually well behaved, but last week some boys were acting out 
(making orgasmic noises), and I sent them to the principal.  Word spread pretty 



103 

fast, “That is not cool in her class . . . she gets pretty mad at that stuff” (Jennifer, 
Art teacher). 
 

The math teacher mirrors her definition: 

How would I define care?  I feel for these kids, as I would for a family 
member, as if they were my cousins.  If they needed me to stay after school, 
or if they needed me to come whenever they wanted to, I would help them out 
as much as possible – especially if they are doing what they are supposed to 
be doing.  The last six weeks, at the end of the six weeks, some kids came up 
to me, and I was like, “Well, I don’t see how you expect me to help you right 
now, when in class, what did you do? You didn’t do anything in class.  I’m 
not going to waste my time, if you didn’t want to listen to me and do anything 
in class.  Now, if you had tried your hardest in class, and you were doing what 
you were supposed to do, I would help you out” (Juan, Math teacher). 

 
Again, he will do anything he can for these students, but it does not mean that 

he will let them take advantage of him, or that he will accept anything that is done.  

The relationship is a two-way street, and he makes sure the students understand that.  

Over and over again in his comments, he points out how he explains the processes of 

school to his students.  He talks them through the process of understanding 

consequences, as he did above.  We will see this in other comments he makes.  

Margaret, a science teacher, extends the discussion about care by calling it a 

form of love:  

No, I think it actually is showing love.  Now, I wouldn’t want to actually say that, 
because it has got such a negative social connotation, even though that sounds 
crazy. Between an adult and a child in that kind of a situation, I would never say, 
“I love you,” but “I care about you,” and “You are my student, and I really care 
about you. I respect you, and I cherish you.” But that would be about as far as I 
would go.  I probably wouldn’t ever say the word “love,” but at the very end, 
when they are “graduating,” leaving us and moving on, I have had students tell 
me, “I love you so much.”  And then, of course, I will say, “I love you so much, 
too.”  [When they bring it up], I would not feel uncomfortable to [talk about] it. 
But I don’t want to make them feel uncomfortable and get the wrong idea about 
anything, either (Margaret, Science teacher). 

 
Margaret showed me how this love extends into the classroom and affects the way 

a teacher approaches the subject matter.  One day, as I walked down the hall, she ran to 

catch me.  She told me that she had an experience that made her think of how caring 
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about students’ feelings shows up in the classroom.  She wanted to share that with me. 

Her act of finding me to say that she had been thinking about our conversations was a 

caring act in itself.  She commented on how she and another science teacher adjusted an 

activity to consider how a student would feel: 

Today we were planning a warm-up activity.  Another teacher was planning an 
activity that involved measuring the smallest and biggest body parts of students: 
feet, hands, tallest, shortest, etc.  Well, as the student who was always tallest and 
had the biggest feet, I immediately knew that this could cause discomfort with 
students, so I suggested that we measure inanimate objects to get the idea of 
measurement across without affecting any students’ feelings . . . (Margaret, 
Science teacher) 

 
This is an example of how care can look in a classroom.  The English teacher, 

Diane, talks about care in her class with her students: 

DR:  Yes, [caring about the subject] matters.  If they don’t care, they are not 
going to want to learn it or think it is important for them to learn it.  And most of 
the connecting I have done has been on that emotional base of showing them I 
care.  

JB:  Do you feel like they go along with you because they like you? 
DR:  I think so.  I think that is what it is riding on (Diane, English 

teacher). 
 

Caring is central to the learning process.  It seems hard to separate it from the 

learning.  We will see this over and over again in the examples given by both the teachers 

and students.  Students will not talk at such length, but each of them has an opinion about 

what it is to “be cared for” and its importance. 

Relational Caring: The One Cared-For   

We can remember from the first chapter that the student is the one who feels the 

relationship.  The student or child is said to glow or grow when involved in this kind of 

relationship with an adult.  Reciprocity and relation are two terms that are also heard or 

used in the discussions of this relationship.  Without responsiveness or a response on the 

part of the cared-for, we cannot say that a caring relationship exists.  The reciprocity that 

exists between the two people is what confirms the relationship.  A sense of joy can also 

be said to be a part of the care process (Noddings, 1984, 1996, 2003).  Students involved 
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in a caring relationship will have an expression on their faces that is missing from 

students who do not know that feeling. 

Martine says that what makes a “favorite” teacher is the way the teacher talks to 

him – the way he presents the information and also if the teacher asks if he needs help 

individually.  “But sometimes the teacher doesn’t know how to explain the information, 

or the students didn’t understand the first time,” he says. Another student, Robbie, a 

Cuban, mentioned his coaches and one coach in particular, because of the way he 

approached the students, he said.  In addition to the individual explanations, the way the 

teacher talks with the student seems to really matter.  This point came up time and time 

again in conversations with students: “They talk with us like a friend,” or “She worries 

about us,” or “She is fun.”  

 Unfortunately, the Cuban student had problems because merely one teacher may 

not be enough in such a big school.  Students have a lot of a pulls during the rest of the 

day, and students are looking for ways to feel a connection with people.  During that 

conversation with the three Cuban students, she asked the two from the Newcomer 

Academy if they had any favorite teachers at that school.  They said, “Any of them.”  

They missed all of the teachers.  They missed the school because, as a whole, they felt 

that the teachers understood them, and they had fond memories of their experiences there.  

This is the experience that the researcher is trying to capture in this research.  

Relational Caring:  Initiating Relationships (Conveying Availability to the Student) 

Many teachers wait for students to ask for help, but only those students who have 

been schooled to do so will ask a teacher for help.  Martine says, “My grandmother told 

me to respect adults and be humble.  She told me to listen and be around the right 

people.”  All of these traits are passive.  I asked him whether his relationship with her is 

the reason he is comfortable asking teachers for help, and he said, “Yes.”  Even though 

he had been instructed to listen, respect and be humble – all traits that a teacher can 

appreciate – it was because he was close to his grandmother that he felt safe enough to 

say to a science teacher, “We don’t understand you.  Can you please explain more 

simply?”  For Martine, this one conversation with his teacher had been enough.  I don’t 
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know how much it really helped the rest of the class, but because Martine had taken the 

initiative, he was satisfied in that class.  

 Teachers and students alike had mixed responses about who should initiate the 

relationship.  One thing that seems certain is that the students need it; if students don’t 

initiate it, then the teachers need to.  Alicia felt that she should initiate the relationship, 

but only did so with one or two teachers.  She didn’t feel comfortable asking an 

attendance clerk about absences, the processes for getting help with a problem outside of 

school, or with asking for any kind of help, really.  Apparently, no teachers initiated 

relationships with her, or she didn’t feel comfortable asking a teacher at her 

neighborhood school about her personal problems.  

Olivia, on the other hand, feels that it is up to her to do well and ask for help.  A 

teacher, even her favorite teacher, will have too many students to help her individually.  

Olivia mentioned a math teacher who made her feel comfortable last year when she 

invited her to eat lunch during her free time.  The math teacher helped students 

individually, and made them feel comfortable.  Olivia reports that the following year, the 

teacher taught Statistics, and she apparently did not feel at ease with the topic.  Because 

of this discomfort, the math teacher seemed like a totally different person.  In class, she 

would ask if students understood.  When the two ‘good’ students in class said, “Yes,” the 

math teacher moved on to the next topic.  

Olivia was struck by how different the teacher was this year.  Olivia mentioned 

that teachers needed to be closer to the students, but her responses were contradictory 

when I asked if teachers should help students with personal problems.  In high school, 

these students wanted teachers to be open to them.  The students want the teachers to be 

approachable and take the initiative by circulating in class and asking them individually if 

they understand, but not to pry or go too far.  If a student does need extra help, then 

asking the teacher for it will be a comfortable and natural process, if a teacher makes his 

availability apparent. 
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Diane, the English teacher, has lunch with students in the cafeteria: 

There will be one or two days I won’t go, but I like to go down to the cafeteria.  
What I did at first was, I would sit with kids who no one was sitting with, or 
maybe someone I felt needed a presence there.  Later, I started sitting at a table by 
myself.  It is really funny.  Now, this one group of boys sits next to me.  We talk 
in English as much as we can.  Sometimes, it goes into Spanish, but we try to 
have conversations (Diane, English teacher). 

 
Amber, a student who has returned to the neighborhood school after two years at 

the Newcomer Academy, says:  

The students need to put school first.  They have to like the school.  I don’t like 
the school (Stafford), but I like some of the teachers.  Teachers need to have a lot 
of activities and things so that the student can understand in class.  Teachers can 
be strict and still be like a friend (Amber, student from Mexico). 
 
Jon, a Pakistani student who often had to maneuver school alone, is very bright 

and definitely puts school first.  He says he is usually comfortable in class, but “it is 

easier if a teacher pays attention to you and makes you feel comfortable.”  Martha says 

that teachers always encouraged her and asked her if she needed help.  Teachers come to 

her, perhaps because they see her working so hard.   

Raul feels that a teacher discourages him when he is treated like a small child: 

I think that teachers discourage students when they treat a kid just as if he was too 
much of a troublemaker or something like that.  I got treated like that once by one 
of my teachers, just because I used to talk in class (which everyone did).  I was 
only in class for the first five minutes when this teacher sent me outside to wait to 
have a talk.  But like always, this teacher would leave me outside, waiting the 
entire class period (Raul, student from Mexico). 

Teachers said that, to have relationships with students, they merely give 

instructions, put the students to work, and then circulate in order to work with students 

individually. 

I start the relationships by just sitting down with them.  I think they start feeling 
comfortable when I am at the tables, doing my work; and they are doing their 
work.  And sometimes, we don’t even talk.  We’re just sitting next to each other 
(Jennifer, Art teacher). 
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 Margaret showed her availability by giving her students information about her 

own life.  This is an easy way to start the relationship and signal that she, as a teacher, 

regards the students as people first. 

Maybe, just have an interest in them; and also a willingness to share some details 
of my life, not a lot of details, but some . . . I have so many children; these are 
their pictures; these are their names.  And there are inevitably questions about 
that, so I answer those and just tell them a little bit more.  And they are just like 
you; they are the same age as you.  They are two years older, or whatever, 
compared to them, things like that (Margaret, Science teacher). 
 
Another way that Margaret initiated relationships was to play card games with the 

students in the cafeteria:  “Playing games is a really good way, especially when you don’t 

speak the language, to become included – a real simple card game works very well.”  

Relational Caring:  Responsiveness, Reciprocity and Confirmation  

 Whether the teacher or the student starts the relationship is hard to say.  But what 

does seem to be described in the process is that one responds, and the other reciprocates 

or confirms.  The student, or “cared for,” feels confirmed.  The teacher is responsive.  

There is a reciprocal relationship and process.  In other words, it is hard to know which 

one confirms and which one feels the confirmation, or which one responds and which one 

reciprocates.  What we can say is that often in a classroom, if students do not feel a 

warmth or bond, they will say things such as, “The class feels boring,” “The teacher 

doesn’t explain,” “He is too busy,” “He sits at his computer,” or some other indication 

that the students do not feel important to the teacher.  Socrates, in the Phaedrus, 

explained that it is hard to tell who is the one loving and who is the beloved.  Because 

responsiveness and confirmation feel the same, it is hard to know who initiates this 

reciprocal process. It may seem that the student is the beloved, but in fact, Socrates 

indicated in Phaedrus that the student’s hunger brings out the teacher.  What is not clear 

is what sparks that hunger in the student, and why sometimes the teacher lacks the 

interest or ability to respond (1995). 

 Students talked about a favorite teacher, liking a class, or going to the Newcomer 

Academy office every day, but it was hard for them to describe the relationship in detail 
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or explain the specific aspects.  Students can show their appreciation by giving the 

teacher gifts: 

 

Well, I have gotten many beautiful pictures that they have drawn for me; beautiful 
pictures, colored, sometimes inscribed very beautifully and sometimes not so 
beautifully.  But the sentiment is there.  I have gotten some poems.  I have gotten 
little gifts and trinkets, and lots of hugs (Margaret, Science teacher). 

 

When the researcher was a teacher, walls of her classroom were covered with 

artwork from the students.  These expressions, as well as the offers to brush her hair 

during lunch, can be taken as a sign of reciprocation – or initiation.  The girls always 

wanted to “make her over.”  The researcher often felt that those sessions with the lunch 

girls were as much for her as for the students.  During those times, she was able to 

understand a great deal about the students in getting to know them outside of class and 

shared moments that were not always available in class.  Students shared wedding 

photos, told her about boyfriends, and asked her for direction in their life.  Generally, 

they had fun together. 

Teachers seem much freer in talking about experiences with their students, and 

perhaps about their experiences with memorable teachers of their own.  For Diane, as a 

new teacher she felt, “I haven’t taught long enough.  Probably when I’ve taught for a few 

years and students come back, then I’ll know if it was transformative or important for 

them.”  More likely than not, a teacher often does not hear back from students.  

Sometimes, when we run into students at a store or somewhere in the community, we 

hear of stories by chance.  Students wanted to be helpful and responsive when the 

researcher asked them questions, but often the depth of the relationship was not conveyed 

in their answers so much as by the fact that they took time and care to answer questions at 

all.  Also, the students may not have the maturity to see the importance until a later date 

or may need more time for reflection.  This is all a part of the subtlety of the relationship.  

 Juan, the math teacher, talked about how their students got so excited that they 

wanted to teach others about what they had just learned.  “Oh, ahh!” and “Wow!” 

sprinkled his conversations about the students’ enthusiasm to learn math and connect it to 



110 

what they had learned before.  They also spoke of how the students would bring in 

problems for them (the teachers) to solve while they did their own warm-ups. 

I was explaining to them that multiplying a polynomial is the same thing as 
looking for the area of a rectangle or a square.  The way most teachers teach it 
is confusing; it is really hard to see.   So I showed them how to do the area, 
and they said, “Wow!”  It is the exact same thing.  It is good for these kids 
because they need to be able to see what is going on (Juan, Math teacher). 

 
Another reason that students experience “Ah-ha!” moments with Juan is that he 

conveys to them a kind of mirroring.  “They are like, ‘Wow, I can’t do anything because 

this guy knows my next step; he has been there.’  So it kind of makes a pretty good 

relationship between us.”  

Jennifer said that her art teacher was the only one who understood her and helped 

her feel normal: 

 

My middle school art teacher let me know there were choices.  My teacher gave 
me a reason to go to school.  It’s okay to be different, to express yourself.  The 
[art] teachers also helped because they let me operate out of my artistic side.  I did 
things a different way.  My teacher was laid back.  Deadlines were not written in 
stone.   
 We worked outside a lot.  We walked around together, often with cameras.  
I didn’t do well with structure; the art teachers didn’t give us a straight-up 
syllabus.  I couldn’t “stay in this line here.”  [I was] in tune with emotions and 
circumstances outside of the classroom (Jennifer, Art teacher).   
 
Additionally, Jennifer speaks of how important it was for her to have a friend who 
encourages her.  Her friend seems to encourage Jennifer when she herself needs 
the encouragement: 
I have a friend who is always, “Keep up with it; don’t let it go, don’t let it go.”  
When she gets an urge to fall into a more set lifestyle . . . then she calls me: 
“What are you doing?  What are you making?” . . . just trying to keep me going 
(Jennifer, Art teacher). 
 

 Mary Ann, as the principal, sets the tone for school, and allows her teachers to 

feel safe and protected by her.  She shows her teachers that she understands their needs. 

The art teacher has already told the principal, “If you leave, I’m quitting.” Mary Ann is 

mentoring Juan, the math teacher, to become a principal.  The science teacher has said 
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repeatedly that the principal sets the tone.  One time, when Mary Ann over-corrected a 

student, the faculty spoke at great length about how she had gone to the student’s house 

to apologize to him and his parent.  “This is why we have a caring environment here.  

When the principal showed that she could apologize to a student, we, as a faculty, were 

very touched by that” (Margaret, Science teacher). 

 The tone set by the principal is epitomized by her own description of a high 

school teacher who had a big influence on her:  

He brought everything to us in the class.  We went to so many places and saw so 
many things, all in his lessons.  Sometimes he would come in dressed as the guy 
from – Harrison Ford; you know, in The Raiders of the Lost Ark.  Well, that was 
before Harrison Ford.  I mean, he would just come in with a big whip.  And the 
lesson was thematic about whatever it was that he was teaching, but he would get 
into character.  He had classical music going on at the beginning of class; we 
would come in, and the warm-up was to put into words the music you were 
hearing.  So, and then, you had to name it, you know.  It was Beethoven’s this or 
that or the other.  And you had to try to describe if a person was deaf and couldn’t 
hear the music, but they were reading your words, could they hear the music in 
your words?  You know?  All of that was just very powerful for me when I was in 
high school.  Paintings, he [covered] the wall with paintings, you know, with 
Picasso and all the periods.  And then, we got into the literature that was related to 
the periods of Picasso’s moods, and ask, “What was Picasso’s thinking when he 
did this, and when he put this together?  Now, let’s read a story that has to do 
with, you know, the Blue Period.”  And so, he connected all these things and just 
kind of opened our minds and our eyes.  I can’t tell you that a day doesn’t go by 
that I don’t use something that he taught me in that class (Mary Ann, Principal). 

 
He was not a strict disciplinarian because the students, in wanting to be 

enthralled, made the others be quiet so that the mood would not be spoiled: 

But you knew what you could and couldn’t do in there.  He had a very subtle way 
of bringing order to the moment.  There was never disorder in his class, and there 
was a procedure and all; but, I just don’t remember – I don’t think of it as 
disciplined or strict.  It just – you had to act this way in order to be a part of it.  
And so, you wanted to behave in a way that he expected, because it was just so 
awful if he had to stop teaching to deal with behavior.  The peer pressure – 
everyone wanted you to just close your mouth, because he is saying something; 
or, you know, if it is a moment that, is just – it was just great, so, yes – magic 
(Mary Ann, Principal). 
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She still writes to him from time to time because she feels that, even after all of 

these years, she has not conveyed to him how important he was in her life.  She does not 

care if he writes back.  For her to be able to express it is enough – and what matters. 

He has never responded.  I don’t care.  I used to see [his writings in magazines].  I 
don’t care if he ever responds; I feel it’s my duty to let him know how powerful 
he was in shaping me.  Sometimes, teachers don’t know what they do day after 
day (Mary Ann, Principal). 

 
The confirmation for the teacher is Mary Ann’s letters that come every once in a 

while.  For Mary Ann, the confirmation came during the class time, when the teacher 

opened up new worlds for her.  This confirmed a new way of seeing things, and that was 

the hook for her. 

 Sometimes confirmation may come in a different way.  Both Margaret and Diane 

talked about having crushes on their teachers.  The researcher asked Margaret why she 

decided to be a biology teacher: 

Well, I was in love with my high school biology teacher, but that was a separate 
issue.  Oh, he was so handsome and young, yes.  He was handsome.  And we had 
a nickname for him . . . he was a biology teacher: Dr. Reproduction.  He had live 
animals; he was good-looking; I had him for two years.  And he wasn’t mean.  
And I think he was pretty good.  I seem to have learned some things. (Margaret, 
Science teacher) 

 
Diane mentions a college advisor: 

I had an advisor who also was an English professor, who – sometimes, I feel was 
a mentor, and then sometimes, I don’t really know what was going on in that 
relationship.  At times, I felt like he was hitting on me a lot, but I just kind of – I 
was attracted to him; at the same time, I am like, “This can’t happen.  And I will 
have to face this, you know, this English advisor.  And I won’t take any more 
classes with him.”  You know?  So, there was a weird dynamic going on.” (Diane, 
English Teacher). 

 
Responsiveness, reciprocity, and confirmation will take many forms and 

appearances.  In reality, these confusions can exist.  For the most part, we work past them 

by keeping a lot of the communication through the eyes, and keeping the attention on the 

schoolwork.  One time I asked the students, “How do you know a teacher cares for you?”  

A Vietnamese student, Kim, answered, “It is through the eyes.”  There is a great deal of 
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eye contact at the Newcomer Academy, and a great deal that is communicated that cannot 

really be discussed.  We can think of the Bob Dylan song, “To look in a teacher’s face 

complete.”  With the immigrant students, much freer and purer exchanges can take place 

through the eyes.  It is difficult to analyze this phenomenon or try to discuss it with any 

integrity or honesty in an academic paper; I would probably have to use poetry or 

fictionalize the accounts.  The emotional exchange is that strong.  As Margaret says, “I 

won’t use the word love, when referring to caring about the students, but it is that.  If they 

come back to visit me, or on the last day, if they say, ‘I love you,’ then I will say, ‘I love 

you, too.’  They need to say it first” (Margaret, Science teacher). 

 As easily as Diane had brought up the subject of crushes and teachers, she let it 

go just as easily as with Margaret and her high school teacher.  This was simple enough 

to understand, dismiss, and move on.  Diane did talk at length about her high school band 

teacher and their everyday conversations after school.  Because she acted out in school, 

she would get mixed messages of another kind from a number of her teachers; for 

instance, from her science teacher: 

There was a little bit of that, a little bit of the letters home to my parents because, 
you know, [there wasn’t e-mail].  I guess they didn’t really make phone calls.  I 
remember seeing this letter that my science teacher wrote, that said all these good 
things about me.  And I felt like she didn’t – I didn’t feel like, at school, that she 
felt those things.  You know, it was always, “Diane, you need to stop. Diane,” you 
know, always harping on me; and then, seeing this letter that said, “Diane is very 
intelligent,” and you know, “and we need to work with her” (Diane, English 
teachers). 

 
However, it was the band director who, in Diane’s words, “saved me from this 

life of staying in the boonies.” 

He was just awesome.  I mean, it was one of those things where it was totally a 
relationship thing . . . I look back, and I say, “My band experience was about the 
relationships, you know, between friends, between the band members, between 
me and my teacher” (Diane, English teacher). 

 
Diane explains that her mother did not come to pick her up until 6:00 p.m., 

because she had to travel back from Houston every day.  Her high schoolband teacher 

may have been what helped her make it through high school.  Her home life was rocky, 
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with a stay-at-home, alcoholic, bipolar dad, and a mom who worked really long hours.  

Diane had long conversations with the band director because he was there – and so was 

she.  

 Raul is one of the most articulate students, especially in English.  He was able to 

communicate why he liked his computer teacher:  “He used to do so many things for  

students . . . he would teach us as much as he knew.  He would make an entire class just 

for one student to learn, if this student really wanted to do so.  He would even learn new 

stuff to teach us.”  Raul wanted to learn about computers, so the teacher told him to take a 

computer apart and put it back together.  Raul did that and felt very proud.  The teacher 

said, “Okay, do that again.”  Raul did it three more times.   

This teacher sounds a little like Diane’s director: 

This teacher would be always in the classroom for anyone that would want to go 
and learn.  He used to not just talk with students about school work or things like 
that, he would even help with problems a student had outside school.  If a student 
needed to get a job, he would go and talk to a CIS group to get help for this 
student.  This teacher did not care whether you were white, black, green, red, or 
whatever color.  This teacher would help you if you really cared about learning.  
He was not all about work or homework, or things like that.  He was about 
learning, fun, and being interesting.  He would keep his class as fun as possible to 
get students interested in it. (Raul, Mexican student) 

 
Alicia wrote about what it was like to meet her father for the first time when she 

was fifteen years old.  For the first time in her life, she had someone who believed in her.  

A teacher can have that same profound effect on students.  Olivia talked about her 

English teacher, who taught her how to speak English:  “When I first came, all I knew 

how to say were the colors.  Dr. Andradi took extra time with me.” 

Interestingly, when the researcher spoke with her two years later, she hardly 

remembers having told the researcher that.  She barely mentioned him.  He taught her 

English, but she felt he had too many students to really get to know her.  It will be 

interesting to see what she says in five years.  Another intriguing note is that, as a teacher, 

the researcher had a profound experience in learning about the students’ culture.  They 

wrote a play together during the advisory period.  She learned about Dia de los Muertos 
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and felt close to the students.  The students may not have felt the same way.  When the 

researcher ran into some of the advisory students in the library, she asked them about the 

play and wanted them talk about it.  They had forgotten, just like Olivia had forgotten the 

teacher who had taught her English.  They laughed a lot about that.  It apparently had 

only been important to the researcher.  Perhaps the most striking thing about that incident 

was that she could speak with these students about it, and we could laugh together about 

her misunderstanding – and need for it to be important. 

 It may be hard to say how the relationship between a student and a teacher begins.  

In each of the researcher’s classes, one or two students would come forward after class 

and start asking questions, or asked if they could stay in at lunch.  One student in 

particular would ask questions and tell the researcher things.  In a way, this student began 

to act as a medium or go-between, explaining the other students to me.  Celia Mendoza 

was her name.  She would begin to say things, such as “Please, Miss, we need to learn 

English.  We need you to explain this.”  With time, if the researcher ever had a question 

or doubt about something, she would ask Celia.  She came in every day at lunch, and they 

helped each other navigate that first year of school together.  Perhaps the researcher 

conveyed availability, and she responded or reciprocated.  The confirmation came in the 

way they greeted each other, the way they passed time together day in and day out in 

agreeable ways, and in the way that we grew to count on each other.  It may be that Celia 

was more mature than the other students and was able to feel comfortable with initiating 

a relationship.  In so doing, she taught the researcher how to relate to the other students. 

 It can happen just as easily that a student will initiate the relationship in another 

way.  It may be that the boys or others act out.  One boy, Galileo, was always trying to 

mess up the class.  He had a need for the class to stop what it was doing and look at him. 

Ms. Rosa, the teaching assistant, and the researcher, as the teacher, helped him by giving 

him attention before he asked for it.  She started going to his soccer games, and that 

almost transformed him overnight.  One time when she did not go, he asked, “Where 

were you?”  It is amazing how a gesture can become important, especially if a student has 

a special need.  The one-caring, the one cared-for; the one showing availability, the one 
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responding; all of these distinctions become quickly confused and intertwined in a school 

environment where people see each other every day in close proximity.  That give-and-

take creates the family or community feeling in a school. 

Relational Caring:  Engrossed/Engaged 

 When teachers talked about their enthusiasm for their classes – either the subject 

or the students – the researcher felt that this showed an engrossment in their work and 

with their students.  Several teachers and staff members, in the course of speaking of 

something else, said spontaneously, “I love my job,” as a way of trying to put into words 

what they were trying to convey.  Jennifer, the Art teacher said, “I love my job.  

Sometimes I would rather say I am an art teacher than, like, a wife.”  Other staff members 

echoed the same sentiment with statements such as this: 

I love my job . . . Interacting with the students is not difficult for me.  I have fun.  
I like to have fun with the students.  I like to let them know that they are at home 
here, and that they are comfortable with being here.  So, when I enter the school, 
it is usually different than a teacher because they don’t see me in the classroom.  
They can come to me and talk to me, or we can have fun that the teacher and the 
student do not have.  I do things for students, like I fix computers on my own time 
for them.  I don’t charge them.  We talk.  I help them with homework, assist them 
with homework; I don’t actually do it for them.  Just, if they have questions, you 
know, I help them in that way (Mr. Monster). 

 
The math teacher goes even further in describing his engrossment with the 

students: 

I don’t give up, even if the kid that is the hardest kid tries to act up . . . I will still 
be nice to him, and he will be like he doesn’t understand why.  I will tell him, 
“Jose” – I will embarrass him.  I was embarrassing him in front of the class.  And 
he was like, “Why are you doing that?”  And I said, “Because I care about you.”  
And I would tell him, in front of the class, “I love you!”  That is enough.  And 
they were like, “What?”  And they were like, “Ah, you are gay!”  And I said, “No, 
I am not gay.”  I was like, “I do;” I was like, “I really want you pass this class,” I 
said, “because I know that, if I ask you this question, you are going to give me the 
answer.”  And I will ask them something that they know the answer to, and he 
will answer.  “There you go.  See? You have been paying attention and just 
pretending.  I know you are” (Juan, Math teacher). 
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When the teachers are engrossed, we can say that the students are engaged.  For 

example the following three students had this to say about their teachers: 

This teacher would be always in the classroom for anyone that would want to go 
and learn.  He used to not just talk with students about schoolwork or things like 
that; he would even help with problems a student had outside school.  If a student 
needed to get a job, he would go and talk to a CIS group to get help for this 
student. This teacher did not care whether you were white, black, green, red, or 
whatever color.  This teacher would help you if you really cared about learning. 
This teacher was not all about work or homework or things like that. He was 
about learning, fun, and being interesting (Raul, Mexican student). 
 
If you don’t understand, she spends more time with you (Leticia, an El 
Salvadorian student about her math teacher). 
 
My accounting teacher talks about her personal life.  She talks about her past and 
what she did.  I like that (Martha, Ethiopian student). 
 
Eduardo says that, in Cuba, the teachers and students were friends:  “We went to 

parties together all the time.  On Fridays, when they got their paychecks, we were 

together all the time.” 

 Again, the teachers seemed able to describe their former teachers who had an 

influence on them in much greater detail than the students were able to do.  When 

teachers were engrossed, it was connected with the academics.  Teachers are remembered 

because they connected us to learning, whether about life or the subject.  

My math teacher took us through the whole rest of the high school – he moved 
from class to class with us; so, after Algebra II, he did Trigonometry.  He did 
Analytical Geometry and History of Math; Pre-Cal; Calculus A, B, and C-D.  He 
went like through all these math classes with me, so I looked up to him . . . I could 
always ask him, “Why? Why is that that way?” (Juan, Math teacher). 
 
When responsiveness, reciprocity, and confirmation are present in a classroom, 

we can see teachers and students engaged in the learning process partly because students’ 

emotional needs are being met.  This is how caring for students can affect and even 

enhance performance.  It keeps students engrossed or engaged with the process of 

learning.  When the researcher observed Jennifer’s art class, the students were all 

drawing.  Some chatted briefly while she slowly and quietly circulated through the 
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classroom, table by table.  She helped students erase lines; she redrew lines for them.  

Other students at the table watched and started redrawing lines before Jennifer looked at 

their work.  The angles of perspective were hard to put on paper for some of the students, 

but she helped them with painstaking accuracy and patience.  The mood was productive, 

relaxed, and competent.  The students worked with confidence because their teacher 

came by, corrected them, and guided them.  They were artists. 

In the science room, students buzzed more noisily, and Margaret’s voice was a 

constant in the classroom.  As she explained an idea to one person, she explained it to the 

others.  Her voice became a gentle guide in the thoughts of the class.  Students 

approached her and stood over their work – the two of them side by side as peers, 

examining their work together.  The students were creating comparisons and contrasts 

about two jobs; they compared and contrasted the pros and cons of jobs related to water 

and weather.  During the past week, they had gone on a field trip, so these complex terms 

– meteorologist, hydrologist, and botanist – had real meaning to them after they had seen 

that kind of work in action.  Other students had finished that project and were starting 

another or finishing work from the previous week.  Each group or table was busily 

occupied with an array of activities.  There was a hum of work and focus in Margaret’s 

classroom. 

In the math class, Juan was pushing his students.  After lunch, some of the 

students were a little unfocused, so he gave them a short quiz to snap them out of their 

distractions.  Another day, when they were working on their warm-ups, they called out 

“Mister” 22 times in a four-minute period.  Math was challenging for some of the 

students, and a number of them did not seem to be able to move forward without direct 

attention and contact from the teacher.  He moved around the room and helped each pair, 

one by one; because that is the way the students have to learn.  At one point, he talked 

with the whole class because he saw that the same correction was needed, table after 

table.  Then he moved back to circulating, as his peers did in other classrooms. 

In English, Diane simplified instructions for a writing activity by putting an eye, a 

dialogue bubble, and feet on the board.  “Tell me what you saw; what you thought; where 
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your feet were.  Explain your story more.”  This was a day for revising and adding detail 

to a writing project.  The students participated in the explanation and understood.  They 

began to work on their writing, and Diane circulated.  In each of the classes, the students 

chatted with each other while they worked, but it was clear that the students worked hard, 

and with confidence.  These classes showed students who were engaged in the work and 

comfortable with the learning environments. 

Relational Caring – Attunement with Students 

Engrossed teachers also imply a kind of attunement to the needs of the students; 

in this case, their social, emotional, cultural, academic, and linguistic needs.  Denise 

summed up the ways in which she was attuned with the students from her own 

experiences with transnationalism and moving: 

Certainly, [I felt] very much an empathy with them because they didn’t speak the 
language, and they were new and afraid.  As you know, our students have a lot of 
other issues, too, like interrupted education and those kinds of things (Diane, 
English teacher). 
 
I took time to stop and spend some time with each one, learning their names; 
talking to them as best [I] could, even if [I] didn’t speak their language (Margaret, 
Science Teacher). 

 
 The art teacher is especially attuned to the students socially.  She will help them 

get to know new students: 

Well, there are some kids that will place themselves on the outside of groups.  So, 
if I see that I can push them a little bit to open up, I will be like, “Hey, why don’t 
you come sit over here?”  You know, as a way of helping [them meet] each other, 
too.  [I help them move] (Jennifer, Art Teacher).  
 
Jennifer has this sensitivity because she says that, as a student, she moved 
between groups often and didn’t like being labeled as one kind of student or 
another.   
Diane, the English teacher, also did the same thing.  She describes it in this way: 
I would jump groups.  I had friends in every group, or every clique.  But for a 
while, I felt more accepted by the slacker/stoner kids because they were cool.  
Maybe it is because they were always drugged up and didn’t care, but – I learned 
the system.  I said, “Okay, to beat the system, I need to start dressing in a different 
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way,” so I did.  I started dressing like a preppie, but it was so hypocritical or I felt 
like it was (Diane, English teacher). 
 

Diane is sensitive to students’ social needs due to her own experience of being 
typecast by one or two teachers, and therefore being ostracized from the National 
Honor Society.  She knows that students can be “trying things out” and is more 
open to them because of her own experiences with discouraging or judgmental 
teachers.  In this way, she is attuned to the students socially, and to their social 
needs.  
I don’t know everyone’s story.  And that is one thing that we want to do here, is, 
like, have them tell their story.  I don’t know everyone’s story.  I know some of 
their stories; they help me understand.  [A student] that is bouncing off the walls 
and who always wants water and always has an excuse.  [Well,] he has had two or 
three different guardians in the past.  I know of two since he has been here.  I 
know that he is coming from a home life that is not stable.  I can relate to that. I 
was almost the same way.  I relate to and understand those kids, better than my 
kids that are very silent; who aren’t – they are not really giving me a lot (Diane, 
English teacher). 

 
Jennifer, the art teacher, realizes that some students need to be alone and not 

connect with the teacher:  “Some kids just don’t want to be friends with a teacher, and we 

have to accept that.  You can’t force them.”  Juan lets students sit alone for a while and 

‘throw a fit,’ if they are resisting or acting as though they are not interested.  He will then 

“circle back when it is safe.”

Regarding disruptive or “resisting” students:  If they are mad, I let them resist 
and stay mad, but time will pass and it will get resolved.  They will sit there, 
and they will throw a fit.  And I was like, “As long as you don’t do anything 
to wreck my class, sit there, and be bad.”  Afterwards, another kid will ask me 
something, and I will say out loud, “You see? This is the way you do things  
. . . and if you start doing things like that, you are going to get mad like him; 
and I am going to get mad at you.  I am here to teach you, and for you guys to 
learn.  But if you start acting like that . . .” and I use the example of the boy 
who is upset.  I make sure [that I circle back to him after that] happens.  I 
make sure that I use it as an example later (Juan, Math teacher). 
 
Juan uses that student as an example for others, too.  He told this story about an 

incident with one student.  The irony of this story is interesting: 

I am not a very harsh teacher.  I used to skip school, so I wanted to go and ask 
him, you know, “What is up?  Here is the work.  Finish it.  Fine.”  I mean, you 
will find out your consequences for skipping later.  I went up to him, and I said, 
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“Hey, where were you?”  And he says, “Oh, I went to go eat, and I didn’t want to 
go to your class.  Your class is boring.”  And I was like, “My class is boring 
because you don’t pay attention.” 

“Well, I already missed it.  Too bad.  We can’t do anything about it.” 
“Oh, I can’t do anything about it?  I was going to let you slide,” I told him.  “I 

was going to let you do the work.  But in that case, let’s see how much I can do 
about it.”  I took him down to the office.  They took his keys away.  They ended 
up keeping his car here for three days, because nobody could come and pick it up, 
and the Assistant Principal was only going to release it to a parent that had a 
license.  So, it took three days for him to pick up his car.  After school, one of the 
students was like, “Go to Mr. Morales [Juan].  Mr. Morales is cool; he will help 
you.”  And he turned around and looked at me, and he was like, “Well, he is the 
teacher that gave me in.”  The students told him he was stupid (Juan, Math 
teacher). 

 
Juan did not have to correct the student because the other students stepped in and 

let him know how he had crossed a line.  Juan has other interesting insights and ways of 

relating to the students.  He says that he understands them because he went through a lot 

of what they are going through.  He grew up on the border, English was his second 

language, and he “struggled with that” all his life. 

When they see that I was in the same boat they were in a certain amount of 
years ago, it kind of hits them in the heart.  And they are like, “You know 
what?  I can’t trick this guy by saying, ‘Oh, I can’t do that,’ because he has 
already been there.”  It hits them hard.  “I know what you are going to do.  I 
know what you are going to say.  I know what excuses you are going to bring 
up.  I know exactly what happened.”  So they can’t get away with it, and it 
stumps them.  They are like, “Wow!” (Juan, Math teacher). 
 

Juan turns this cultural knowledge into a way to motivate the students with their 

schoolwork and academic needs.  He was attuned to the students’ tendencies to live in the 

present.  He worked to take those “blinders” away from the students so they could have a 

more future-oriented perspective.  “If you work now, you’ll make a lot of money,” he 

tells them, “but if you study and go to college, it will be easier for you down the line.” 

In order to get to a kid, you need to take that blind away from them; [you must 
look into the future] and have him look forward, and say, “Well, what do you 
see?”  That gets kids’ attention.  “You know what?  I will see you back here 
next year because you are going to fail this class.  I am not going to pass you.  
I am not one of those teachers that goes, ‘Oh, poor kid,’” you know.  I was 
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like, “I was a poor kid, too.”  I was like, “I went through the same thing you 
did, and there is no reason why you can’t do it.  I care about you.  And I am 
not about to pass you.  I pass you, and then you get to college and you can’t 
do anything.”  I was like, “It might screw up your whole life” (Juan, Math 
teacher). 
 
Margaret uses her interest in the subject matter and a focus there to motivate 

students, showing how she is attuned to their needs: 

For one thing, I motivate through an interest in the subject.  And then, also, I love 
those positive strokes, like everybody else.  If my boss says, “So-and-so, you are 
doing a good job at this,” then I puff up and I keep on going a little further.  So, to 
me, those are things – also, of course, I want to do a good job.  I want to do a 
good job, and I want my students to be successful.  And doing a good job means 
that my students master this material, and that they can do well on the tests, and 
they are prepared in every possible way that I can help them (Margaret, Science 
Teacher). 

 
Not only does Margaret equate motivation with academics, but also she connects a 

student’s need for attention (social and emotional) to performance.  She feels that if she 

addresses those needs, the students will perform better.  Margaret will, too, because she 

ties her performance to theirs.  Besides the social, emotional, and academic aspects of 

being attuned, some teachers showed that they were aware of students’ needs for extra 

attention to their linguistic abilities.  Diane, the English teacher, echoed the need to meet 

the academic needs of the students: 

Just meet their needs . . . [their] needs aren’t being met.  Start from the ground, 
and then go up.  Right now, I don’t think we are meeting [the] needs of our 
beginner students.  For intermediate students, yes, we are, because they are at this 
level already.  Just bring those, the bottom kids, up to a level where the things that 
we are presenting to them will be helpful.  Instead of doing sheltered instruction, 
maybe do a fast-paced [language program] (Diane, English teacher). 

 
The art teacher uses art as a medium through which she and the students can 

express emotional content without the constraints of words:  “Art is a universal 

language, a way to get in with students fast (we can agree on a different level).  With 

art, they work between language.”  Jennifer tries to use art as the language or medium 

through which they can share emotions and expression.  She also makes adjustments 
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with her language and instruction.  She again takes advantage of art and its use for 

communication:  “I talk slower; and it’s not really a language.  It is more visual.  I can 

just tell when I look across the room and they are not getting it.  I can just kind of 

draw a picture on the board.”  Even still, Jennifer feels that she cannot connect with 

the students as deeply as she would like because of the language barriers and 

constraints:  “Sometimes I feel like I can’t go back to that deep of a level that I want 

to get from them on the art because of the language barrier.  So I cannot take it where 

I wanted them to, I don’t know, get to.  So that’s sometimes frustrating.” 

Juan encourages the students to get past the fear of the new language and keep 

working at the math problems:  “They see words and they shut down.  That is one of 

the barriers I try to get rid of: ‘Don’t shut down right away; I need you to look at it, 

and you do know what you need to do.’”  He communicates past barriers in a 

student’s culture.  He can communicate with students with more than language:  

Another story is about a boy from Africa who likes to play rough.  He teases a 
girl; she says, “Be quiet,” and pushes him and then cries.  A Chinese student 
tells the student from Africa that the teacher had told him to not push or touch 
students.  So Sami, the African boy, says, “My bad,” and he works it out.  So 
the communication can also mean knowing the kids.  Being there where you 
can “grab” them – and this can go beyond language, with the help of the other 
students (because you are in tune with them).  In the Congo, they play rough.  
They [need to] know.  No matter what the language is, “If you do this, this 
happens.  If you do that, that happens.  You push my buttons; I can push it to 
the extreme.  You don’t mess with me, and I don’t mess with you” (Juan, 
Math teacher). 

 
Through the relationships and caring that the teachers have established in their 

classrooms, they have classroom environments of students who are engrossed in their 

work.  Being attuned to the students emotionally and socially is a part of the process. 

Relational Caring: Trust & Empathy 

 Students develop trust when teachers show empathy (understanding) and are 

attuned.  All of the teachers showed from their own childhood experiences that they 

understood the students.  The art teacher says that the students are trusted from the first 

day:  
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I trust you from day one.  You walk in, I trust you.  The only thing you can do is 
make me not trust you.  And the first minute that there is something off, we will 
have that talk.  Trust is harder to earn than just to have (Jennifer, Art teacher).  

The science teacher moved a good deal when she was young, as well as moving 

bi-nationally.  She understands the issues with attending different school systems, and the 

need for a student to feel welcomed and at home. 

It was really an eye-opener, a shocking experience.  For one thing, also, we 
changed educational systems.  We went from the American educational system to 
a British system, so we actually went to a British school.  So, we had that reality, 
which took my siblings and me from the top of the class straight to the bottom of 
the class.  And we went from – and with no caring aspects in that school, we had 
that issue.  And then, of course, the language issue was difficult, because we lived 
in an apartment building with people that didn’t speak English. 

The British school system, from what I learned after being thrust into it, is 
an amazingly wonderful system if you start out that way.  When you get thrown 
into it – and I was in the seventh grade – it was very shocking.  I had thirteen 
major subjects.  I suppose I would have been a middle school student here.  
Thirteen major subjects, including physics and Latin, and English and Spanish 
and French, and chemistry and algebra, and geometry – and I can’t even 
remember; there were thirteen major subjects.  And it was very, very rigorous. 

There was very little nurturing, but the discipline – it was still kind of old 
school, very old school, where, have to study, and have no second chances.  And 
one of the things that always stuck in my mind was our first report card.  We 
didn’t realize how cruel they could be, in that they gave us a ranking in every 
single subject.  So, say you had 26 kids in your class.  [Maybe I would be] 25 or 
26 in physics; 26 in chemistry; 20-24 in English.  It was very, very, very, very 
demeaning.  It really was awful (Margaret, Science teacher). 

 
Margaret and Juan both teach very rigorous and demanding subjects: science and 

math.  In both classes, students must pass state-mandated tests.  Both teachers show a 

great deal of understanding about the students from first-hand experience, and both push 

the students in their classes, using the same textbooks as the rest of the schools in the 

district.  Margaret says, “We won’t read as much, but we cover the same material.”  Juan 

said the same thing about math: “This is one of the subjects that is taught the same as in 

other schools.”  

Diane understands the students’ long days on the bus, leaving at seven and 

returning home late, because she was also a student who was away from home a great 
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deal.  However, she finally made it into the National Honor Society, and she expects the 

students to work when they are at school.  She understands that school may be an 

important part of their day.  Her students trust her so much, and we could say she is so 

attuned to them that, when I came to videotape the room, one of the students asked for a 

dictionary.  She went up to Diane and showed her the word “ruin.”  It was not until after 

class that Diane explained to me that the student was telling her that I was ruining the 

class by visiting and videotaping.  That shows a great a deal of trust, to express that 

vulnerability to a teacher. 

I asked Jennifer, the art teacher, “Do they need to care about art?  Does it matter 

to you if they do well?”  Even though she does not teach a core class, she responded: 

Does it matter if they care about art?  It matters to me that they care about art.  I 
take offense if they don’t.  I just want them to appreciate it in the sense that it has 
done so much for so many people.  I love art.  And I want everyone who comes to 
my class to know something about art (Jennifer, Art teacher). 
 

Relational Caring:  Commitment 

Both teachers and students showed a commitment to each other and the 

subject matter.  “I convey commitment to them because I am always here for them” 

(Juan, Math teacher). 

With regard to commitment to the students, Diane commented as follows: 

Well, I think I take the initiative.  I talk to students.  You know, I ask them, “How 
was your weekend?” If I see a kid limping, [I ask him] “Tell me what is going 
on.” “What happened?”  If someone has a [broken arm], “What happened to your 
arm?”  I ask them questions, to let them know it is okay.  And also, with one 
student, I have actually said, “Come talk to me.  I know you are quiet, and you 
want to talk to someone.  Come talk to me.”  You know?  Some students, 
explicitly, I wind up asking questions (Diane, English teacher). 
 

Regarding the subject matter, she continued: 

I tell them, over and over, “This is very important. This is very important.”  And 
they don’t just need this for school; they need this for life. You need this 
whenever you talk to anyone in the United States (Diane, English teacher). 
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Jennifer, the art teacher regards commitment as follows:  “Commitment is doing 

what you say you are going to do . . . For example, I stayed up until 2:00 a.m., to finish 

the T-shirts for our Aquarena Springs field trips.  I ironed on their names and numbers for 

the IC [advisory] class.  I asked for five bucks from each of them. It was like eight bucks 

per T-shirt, but I am not going to ask for, like, five and three ones.”   

Margaret, the science teacher, has this to say about commitment: 

Yes, I do think I have a sense of commitment, but I don’t – but I am also 
practical, in that I realize I can’t save every single person I would like to save.  I 
can’t clothe every single student, or feed every single student, that kind of thing.  
And so, I have had some heartbreaking episodes over the years, where you just 
have to kind of like – and see that kind of thing.  But I do feel a commitment to 
them, and my commitment, I feel like it is mainly the school year.  If they want to 
keep up a relationship with me, by phone or by e-mail, or even meeting – I have 
done that with many students over the years.  I feel a commitment to my subject 
matter, but I tell you that would be the least of all the things, which is part 
backwards; but I feel like my biggest commitment is to the wellbeing of our 
particular students.  And then, after that – and teaching them English – and then 
comes my discipline (Margaret, Science teacher). 
 

Relational Caring:  Shrewdness/Intelligence (Intelligence used with the students) 

 Some of the comments and actions of the staff members at the Newcomer 

Academy show their sensitivity to students’ feelings.  The staff has an awareness of how 

to work with students in a way that respects their dignity – but also gets results in 

bringing about a behavior change, for example, by understanding a student’s weakness. 

I am not a teacher in a classroom, but I had one student who came to me who was 
very loud and disruptive, when he was put in time out.  And his weakness was 
that he did not like to be ignored.  So, when I found that this bothered him, then I 
ignored him.  This made him very excited.  When I didn’t acknowledge him, then 
he would seek me out because I ignored him.  Then I would acknowledge him 
without his loud, “Look at me! Look at me!”  I don’t know.  With me, it is finding 
a weakness, too (Ana, school registrar). 

 
The teaching may also look different.  There are adjustments in language, 

certainly, but the math teacher also makes adjustments in the way he presents the math.  

He looks for a way to present the math equations so that the students can understand the 

concept visually.  The art teacher also uses this technique.  In addition, both the English 
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and science teachers used visual cues and graphic organizers when presenting 

information to the students. 

Maybe they know how to work the formulas with equations, and how to solve 
equations because they have done it in Algebra.  But they never looked for 
[this concept with] shapes.  So I have them put it together.  I let them try to 
put it together by themselves.  But if it is something brand new that they have 
never seen in their lives, like congruency, then I will come in and teach them 
first, so they can know what it is (Juan, Math teacher). 
 

He continues: 

[One time] I was explaining to them that multiplying a polynomial is the same 
thing as looking for the area of a rectangle or a square.  The way most 
teachers teach it is confusing; it is really hard to see.  I showed them how to 
do the area and they said, “Wow!  It is the exact same thing.”  It is good for 
these kids because they need to be able to see what is going on (Juan, Math 
teacher). 

 
Relational Caring:  Skill/Knowledge (the Way the Material is Taught to the Students) 

Again, we can see from the art teacher’s description that the material is taught 

through the relationship, taking into regard both the students’ needs to be validated and 

their need to understand individually.  She is very honest that she is not “super human.” 

She works better some days than others: 

I start the class together and then I start circulating.  I make it my priority to be 
available and not just sit by the computer.  Some days I’m “emotionally 
available,” but then other days I’m just not able.  I’ve got a headache or cramps, 
or . . . some days I’m just going to circulate.  I’m here, but . . . (Jennifer, Art 
teacher). 
 

She makes her room available to students who need it as a safe space, to come during 

lunch or at other times during the day.  When they are in class with other students, she 

respects that they may not be “up to par.” As mentioned above, some days she has 

headaches.  She shows that she understands with a gesture – a pat on the back:  “One 

student needed to come in during lunch, so that was cool.  I patted her back later when 

she wasn’t herself.”  
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The art teacher uses the assignments to tap into the students’ emotional world, 

accessing prior knowledge they have about him or herself or the world. 

On the weekly sketch, they start getting personal, using it for emotions and stuff.  
[For the weekly sketch], I have them start out with a memory, and then we take a 
walk and maybe show what they see on the walk, [or write about] what they feel   
(Jennifer, Art teacher). 
 
Finally, Jennifer relies on what they are doing in class in relating to them.  “I 

don’t call home much.  Most of the phone numbers are disconnected.”  However, one 

time, when a student used her cell phone to call her mom, then the art teacher playfully 

“connected” with the student out of class.  This playful way of relating to the students is 

repeated by all of the teachers and enjoyed by the students, who comment that they enjoy 

the good humor of their teachers:  “She is always cheerful or enjoyable,” says one about 

her teacher.   

 If a student resists or doesn’t show an interest, Jennifer communicates with that 

student about attitudes. 

Some students are against “the whole thing.” They don’t want to be here.  If they 
want a grade in my class, they have to buck up and do something.  It is subjective, 
so I have some leeway.  For those, I try to show them that life is all about your 
attitude.  Change your attitude a little bit, and hey, it is not hard if you are just . . . 
in other words, don’t go around so angry (Jennifer, Art teacher). 
 

By keeping that relationship open, Jennifer was able to find something a student liked.  

The student kept coming to class and found out that not only did she like the art, but the 

art could help her calm down a little.  “One girl, Laura, was always angry, always getting 

into girl fights.  Then she discovered that she really liked painting.  It was just like a door 

opening up,” she told me.  She does expect the students to learn about art.  That is, after 

all, why they are in her class, especially because some people don’t really take art 

seriously as a “necessary” or core class.  “I want everyone who comes to my class to 

know something about art . . . Some people don’t think art is a real class, so I do 

interdisciplinary projects with other teachers so they will know we have a place . . .” The 

pharaoh art project was a collaborative project between Jennifer and a history teacher.  It 

was a project where the students researched how the pharaohs embalmed bodies.  In art 
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class, they used colors that were indicated to be those used in the tombs.  The pharaoh’s 

head is encircled by an explanation about him. 

 The English teacher echoes the sentiment that the information is important in 

ways that the students will understand – and that it will be a skill they need throughout 

their lives: 

I [tell] my students sometimes [to do something, such as find the main idea.]  
They [say,] “Oh, we have to find the main idea?”  Yes, you have to find the main 
idea.  This is a life skill.  You know, you have to find the main idea in everything, 
a conversation you are having.  What is the main idea?  What do you need to do?  
(Diane, English teacher).  
 

Relational Caring: Transformational Aspect or Real Teaching 
 

The student, Raul, talked about his computer teacher, who let students come in 

before and after school and during lunch.  He helped students personally in a way that 

was life changing for them.  This year, without that teacher, Raul is adrift.  He should be 

applying for universities and scholarships, but until I mentioned it, no one had helped 

him.  People may have brought it up, but not in a way that was convincing for him.  The 

researcher talked to many people who knew of him, but no one really knew what he had 

applied for, if he was a resident or not, and if he had finished his FAFSA.  There are too 

many other students who also need help, and if he does not initiate the contact, he will get 

lost – in fact, he did get lost in the shuffle. 

 Alicia has talked about her dad, but the truth is that he often works out of town 

and she is left in the care of her aunt, who lives next door.  The aunt does not speak 

English or know the issues that affect Alicia as a student in an American school.  In 

addition, she does not drive, so she cannot assist Alicia in attending to “adult” issues such 

as taking care of absences, tickets, or other problems that arise in a teenager’s life.  These 

two students have spoken of a teacher and an adult that changed their lives, but that 

person, or another, needs to be there on an ongoing basis.  As issues are resolved, new 

ones arise.  
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 Two years ago, the researcher took seven students to a conference where they 

talked about their experience at an English Language program.  It was at that conference 

where Olivia spoke highly of Dr. Andrade, a teacher who sat with her and helped her the 

first year, when all she knew how to say were the names of colors.  She was very 

emotional about how much he had helped her.  As mentioned before, when the researcher 

sat down with her recently, she hardly remembered him until she mentioned his name to 

her.  It’s hard to say how long students hold onto experiences they have with teachers, if 

these moments surface at different times in their lives, or if other people come in to take 

the place of former inspirational or transformational teachers.  Olivia had spoken of 

talking with the principal almost every day, but perhaps the need for language support 

has given way to the need for emotional support and guidance about choices in the future.  

An African student spoke of how important the Newcomer Academy teachers were in 

helping him adjust to the United States.  The teachers related to him as friends and 

always asked him, “Is something wrong?  Are you okay?”  He is attending classes at a 

nearby university.  What would he say if we spoke to him today?  Jon, the Pakistani 

student, was very excited about his advisory teacher because he helped him get a 

scholarship.  That meant a lot to him.  He could see firsthand the results of the 

relationship he had with his teacher and the value of asking a teacher for help.  

 Juan, the Math teacher, believes that students feel transformative experiences 

when they want to share what they have learned with other students. 

Real teaching is when they turn around and say, “Isn’t this like what we did 
the other day?”  I said, “It is just a different strategy.”  They make a 
connection and then they, like, gasp (Juan, Math teacher). 
 

Juan told me about an example of this kind of experience: 

The students from the Congo say, “Oh, so you are trying to tell me that . . .” 
and then they relate to me what was said before.  That is exactly what I’m 
trying to say . . .  
 

Juan says it happened today and yesterday.  The students say,  
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“Wait a minute.  So, this number, if you put it in here, you get the same 
answer as if you follow this point up into the graph. These are the same 
representations.”  And they are like, “Woooo!”  

When that happens, they have not only learned it; they don’t just know 
how to do it; they have internalized it.  This kind [of experience] is what I 
strive for.  I want them to be like, “Oh!”  When they go, “Oh,” I did my job.  
When they get the lesson, that grabs them; you don’t have to turn them around 
from their world.  The lesson turns them around.  The learning turns them 
around.  They are not only engaged; once they get to that point where it is like 
“Oh, This is what he is trying to say.”  And they will try to get their friends to 
have their “Oh!” moment.  Then it makes my job easier that day because they 
got it, and they are excited that they got it.  “This is the way it is, right, 
Mister?  Look, look!” and then, they will go and tell someone else because 
they want everybody to get it the way they did.  I think one reason I can help 
them realize it faster is that I know where they are coming from and I know 
what someone needs to know.  Like, some teachers are trying to teach 
equations; and they will keep them [under] a little microscope.  “This is what 
you need to do, and this is what you need to do.” 

Why not show them the big picture and say, “This is what it is,” and 
then show them piece-by-piece?  I think that is what it is.  Like, showing 
them, “Where are we trying to go from here?”  Well, because if you get there, 
then this is what you need to do to get there, and this is the process to get 
there. 

If they apply what they learn from math class, it could simplify their 
lives.  Some of them can apply the logic to their life.  I knew that shit was 
going to happen later, so I could know where to go, what to plan.  I mean, 
why make it hard for a kid when you could just tell them what they needed to 
do? 

“This is easy, Mister!”  And I was like, “I know.”  I said, “This is all 
we are going to do today; all I want you to do today. What we are going to 
add and subtract is the plan?”  And I said, “Yes, that is all we are going to do: 
Slopes.” And they had to subtract ys and xs and put them over each other – 
and that is slope (Juan, Math teacher). 

 
Diane, the English teacher, tells of an experience that meant a lot to her this first 

year of teaching.  It would be interesting to ask a student about it, but it is usually not 

something that a teacher can just go and ask about.  It might be possible with some 

students, but many students will just not give a direct answer to a direct question. 

There is one kid who was kind of a loner.  And after having talked to him a lot, I 
know that – I don’t really know what is going on, but I know that he likes video 
games.  He kind of acts strangely, and talks about violent things sometimes.  And 
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we [teachers] have had that conversation with him, like, “Oh, you know, [it’s] not 
good for you to talk about.”  [For example, in class the example of] a positive 
thing that he did for someone, was, he killed a dog.  When the class watched this 
video about Hurricane Katrina, his response was that he was proud for all of the 
people who survived, but not in a way that was nice.  [It was] like an “only the 
strong survive” kind of mentality.  

And so, I guess it was about the third week, there was a student [in his 
class].  He is very quiet, and he really needs someone to pull him up.  He needed a 
friend.  I talked to the student who – was kind of antisocial.  [I’ll call him Pedro.]  
“Pedro,” I said, “can you please talk to him, Pedro?”  I said, “He needs a friend.” 
You know?  And I didn’t know if he would do it or not. 

But then, after he finished eating, he got up, went over, and started talking 
to the other student.  He looked at [the boy’s] schedule, to help him go to class.  I 
didn’t know if he would do it, or not; but I really wanted him to. When I saw it, it 
was kind of one of those moments where I said, “Wow, I am so glad he listened to 
me, and that even if it doesn’t develop into a friendship between the two of them, 
at least he kind of reached out” (Diane, the English teacher). 

 
The art teacher had a number of comments about how important her junior high 

and high school art teachers were for her.  She only felt “normal” in their classes.  

Jennifer had an aunt, the wife of an uncle, who was an artist.  When she was visited at 

Thanksgiving, Jennifer’s family thought she was weird, but Jennifer always looked 

forward to her visit.   

She had comments about her students.  Jennifer was a teacher that students 

mentioned when I asked them to name a favorite teacher.  It takes time to develop these 

relationships.  She says it takes time for “deep” moments to occur: 

It takes them a full year for this to happen.  I don’t expect every lesson to touch 
them deeply.  Right now we’re doing perspective, and that is just a method.  But 
then we’ll switch it up with something more personal . . . (Jennifer, Art teacher). 

 
The following is Jennifer’s comment about an experience with a student in her class:  “I 

had a student paint her father, who had passed away . . . I gave her a canvas . . . she went 

to town on it . . . I mean, you can tell that she is going to have it forever.” 

Margaret went through quite a bit as a student, similar to the lives of her own 

students, and the fact that she had siblings going through the same thing helped.  In 
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addition, her mother modeled a kind of selfless caring for others.  Margaret tells this 

story: 

There was lots of poverty, horrible poverty, in Mexico City.  There was an 
incident where – we went to church regularly; we were friends with the priest.  He 
got to know a family that lived near him, a very poor family, and they went 
through a horrible, tragic series of events.  These eight kids were orphaned, and 
he worked really hard to find placements for them, but it wasn’t all working out at 
one time.  So, my mother ended up taking in these eight orphans. 

Over one Christmas, we had them.  And it was quite an exciting event, let 
me tell you.  We were so annoyed with her at first.  I [had been] away at college.  
I came home, and here were these eight kids, additional kids, in our house, and 
they had never lived in a house.  I mean, they didn’t know how to use the 
plumbing.  It was really amazing.  And they had never had shoes, so my Mom 
[made] them clothing.  

It was really an amazing thing that my mother did, because we were all – 
and I fully admit my part in this – we were all very negative and selfish about it, 
and we wanted our Christmas the way we were used to having it; you know, lots 
of fabulous gifts and family time.  We didn’t want to share any of that, but here 
we were forced to, with these kids that needed it so much more than we could 
ever have even imagined.  And so it turned out to be a very enriching experience; 
and I have to commend my Mom for going up against the whole lot of us, because 
we were so angry with her about it.  We still keep in touch with some of these 
children (Margaret, Science teacher). 

 
The principal’s father created similar teachable moments from everyday events. 

Every summer, the entire family went to visit relatives in a remote village in Mexico, to 

learn about their life and to help out.  

My father – and I have to go back to this, because my father took every 
opportunity; there was always a teachable moment.  He was a very quiet man; he 
is a very quiet man, but he found that we had relatives in San Fernando, Mexico. 
And so, what he did was to pack us all up and head that way in the summer. 

Well, there is no electricity, no running water – a very impoverished area. 
The houses are made out of mud and hay.  And he would take us out there.  We 
would go out there and live out there for a week or so, you know, every summer. 
And so, we had to haul water; we had to go get eggs, anything that – the honey, 
harvesting the honey.  We had to learn how to do all of that stuff out there; you 
know, herd cattle, kill rattlesnakes, do whatever, out there, to know – I had 
leeches on me from taking a bath in [the river], you know, all of that when I was 
out there.  And so, just to teach us what we had, and what we – that was the 
scariest thing ever.  And you know, we would get there, and that was a sad thing 
for me because I loved animals, and they would have food, slaughter a pig, to 
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celebrate.  And I was like, oh, my gosh, you know, “Don’t do that!  I brought 
some hamburgers!” I even have the pictures here, oh, yes (Mary Ann, Principal). 

 
When Mary Ann became an Assistant Principal, Beatrice, the current 

administrative secretary, was a student at the school.  Beatrice’s life was “turned around” 

by Mary Ann, and she came to work for her because of the impact Mary Ann had on her 

life as a student.  She likes working for Mary Ann because of that relationship.  She feels 

safe, and feels that she can communicate problems with her.  Beatrice said she didn’t 

know if she could work for somebody else who didn’t listen. 

What makes a Caring Teacher? 

 The discussion so far has delineated different aspects of the care experience.  The 

breakdown of the different aspects of care has not been to give a portrait of the teachers, 

although it does help give us an idea about them.  Rather, the attempt has been to 

capture the “transformative” experience of care.  In an effort to give a fuller definition, I 

asked the teachers to try and describe a caring teacher.  In truth, all of the examples and 

stories so far have aimed at that.  We have defined care, and aspects of care.  Now we 

can try to say what those teachers look like.  How would a principal, for example, know 

what to look for when hiring a teacher?  How would a principal know that this teacher 

could put the students first and still maintain a stance?  The balance is between giving to 

students, while still guiding them or directing them towards adulthood and towards a 

positive goal.  This is a delicate balance.  It is a balance between care and power – where 

these are both seen as internal mechanisms as well as external, institutionalized realities. 

 A person is not permanently caring.  A dynamic takes place between the teacher 

and student; and in public schools, as they are now, the class.  The needs, interests, 

abilities, and inclinations of each are balanced against the other.  The teacher will often 

put the curriculum or class’s interest first before the needs of an individual.  The 

experienced teachers with whom I spoke operate their classes in such a way as to allow 

for contact with students as individuals, and for them to work at their individual pace and 

level, within the guidelines that are established by the school curriculum and 

expectations. 
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 Caring is a stance or a way of relating to the students.  On a good day, the teacher 

and students will be in synch.  Some days, the teacher may be preoccupied, or busy, or  

she might have a headache; but if solid relationships have been established and the 

teacher is normally giving and allows a space for the student to come forward, then the 

students will realize the problem and be there to assist the teacher, if need be.  The 

students will give back, or reciprocate, as long as the teacher’s withdrawal is temporary.  

It is a natural part of the relationship, the giving and taking, one side to the other.  

 In a subtle way, teachers share the knowledge, expertise, and experience they 

have had about the subject, life, and schools, and about how to maneuver within the 

school and within systems, and about the community around the school.  In general, by 

helping them in their areas of interest, teachers make it clear how students can carve out a 

path.  Within these relationships of give-and-take, the student sees how to go forward and 

realizes the realities that will lie ahead.  This is a gift that an experienced person can give 

a younger person, or a student.  In return, the student gives back with vitality and 

appreciation – in a way that motivates the teacher to continue sharing what often is kept 

private, or in reserve, or what appears as a mystery to a student who has not yet been 

exposed to these experiences or worlds.  

 Examples are the way that Mary Ann described her teacher as opening a window 

for her; or a teacher the researcher remembers who, opened the Hispanic culture to her as 

she talked about the Mayan culture and Isla de las Mujeras before any four-star hotels 

had appeared on the island.  When students hear about these “new worlds,” they feel a 

sense of adventure, of something just beyond reach; something remote, yet familiar – and 

as the student begins to step in that direction, the way seems possible, or doable.  Going 

to college seems within reach for those who are the first in their family.  Being successful 

seems inevitable, when success has been all a student has known within the classroom.  

 The next steps are just those of following, when there is a guide or a teacher who 

takes the lead and understands the hesitancies and issues that the students face.  As one 

teacher said: “The good students don’t seem to need us as much.”  They don’t need to be 

guided through the academic issues, perhaps because schools reward linear thinkers.  
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That process may not be so automatic for those who are artists (thinking from the bottom 

up, as Jennifer put it), or who need to move around to learn, or who learn by any of the 

other modalities.  Still, with help, most of these bright students will know that they can 

go to college and find the next steps just by looking around on their own.  But will they 

know how to care for those who need their help?  Will they naturally give to others when 

others show their need, or will they sit there and joke while the others are still working? 

And will they realize that they have things to learn from the artist, the athlete, or the 

politician?  

 Perceptive teachers understand, for some reason – perhaps because it was 

modeled, because they experienced hardships as children, or because they have been on 

the “outside.”  These teachers will create a community of learners who are invested in 

each other, and when that heart’s well is opened, anything is possible.  This is what 

provides the classroom environment for transformative experiences.  The researcher 

found, that as a teacher, she found that these experiences emerged more readily when she 

followed suggestions from the students or really listened to them. 

 If the researcher polled the students, or if a student suggests something to her in 

passing, or she observed what was of interest to the students, these experiences emerged.  

If she does something that they suggest or like, they become more motivated.  When she 

includes technology such as making PowerPoint presentations, video cameras, Internet 

research, or blogging, students also become more enthusiastic.  The discipline problems 

often disappear when students were motivated by the lesson or by learning.  One time, 

the students, in groups of two, agreed on topics and were creating PowerPoint 

presentations.  Some of the Spanish-speaking students wanted to translate a French 

phrase, and one of the African students had studied French at home.  They were working 

between Spanish, French, and English.  The African student, who had been somewhat 

isolated and desultory for a number of reasons, became an animated part of the 

conversation.  His relationship with these new friends continued to grow, and he did not 

seem as moody as before.  This is what emerges under the care umbrella: unpredictably 

beautiful experiences. 
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 Each of the teachers talk about what the students can learn from their class or 

subject.  All of the classes are not math or art or science or English – but, taken together, 

the students learn a great deal about the subject matter, about how that subject can impact 

their life, and consequently, about themselves.  Juan talks about why it is easy for him to 

be caring with his students. 

I kind of have a weak spot for these kids.  I don’t think I would want to be 
anywhere else.  They care about the subject because they care about the teacher.  
They don’t want to let you down (Juan, Math teacher). 

 
 Juan ties the students’ learning to the relationship.  They want to learn because 

they care about him, and that is because he cares about them.  Math may be boring on 

some days, but the students will follow along because they know it is for a reason and 

that tomorrow it will be interesting or will make sense.  They know this because the 

pattern has been established in the past.  They can apply the “logic of math” to their lives: 

“If I do A, B will follow.”  They can try to see what the consequences will be if they 

follow what they learn in math, if they can apply it or be shown how to apply it to their 

lives.  

 The art teacher’s students have learned that they will always first know what to do 

in class, and that they can try again.  From their response to her assignments, she can 

decide whether the projects are worth continuing: 

 

I can tell by the emotions that kids have that they are not going to give me 
anything on that project; that I need to move on and say, “‘Okay, that one was a 
failure.  Let’s throw it away and do something else that is more important.”  In 
this way, the students can learn from mistakes, if we want to call them that.  They 
learn that, just because they started something, they don’t have to continue down 
that path.  They can go back and start over.  They can leave friends who are 
destructive, or they can walk away from something that they see is not working 
(Jennifer, Art teacher). 
 

            The art teacher says that she models the assignment and then circulates to check 

for understanding when she presents it to her students: 
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I like to model what they are doing, their projects . . . [and then] I like to go out 
and sit with the class, you know; sit at different tables.  I can’t go and talk to all of 
them every day.  But I can make my rounds for a whole week, probably, in every 
class”  (Jennifer, art teacher). 
 
Sometimes, she will sit with them and do the same project that they are doing.  “I 

can be at their level and I can still model what I want from the project, so they see that, 

too.  So they know, ‘Oh, we are supposed to do this,’ you know?”  Because art is not a 

core class, Jennifer has some flexibility in how and what to teach.  Even though evidence 

has shown that students benefit from having art and music in their lives, art is not always 

prescribed due to the testing environment in schools or budgetary concerns.  Perhaps this 

is a mixed blessing because, then, teachers can respond to their students:  “There is no 

curriculum.  It is more, like, based on my feeling.  Most people do clay at the end of the 

year, but I decided that I want to do clay now,” she says. 

 Jennifer changes the way she gives instructions because she wants the students to 

understand.  She does not speak Spanish very well, so she gives her instructions in 

English, with the assistance of visuals or body language.  “I talk slower; and it’s not 

really a language. It is more visual.  I can just tell when I look across the room and they 

are not getting it.  I can just kind of draw a picture on the board.” 

  Diane, the English teacher, feels that she teaches her students to take 

responsibility for their own learning in her class.  They learn about the main idea because 

it is a skill that will prevent them from being taken advantage of by others.  They learn 

what a writer is saying so that they can understand the motives; then they can decide if 

that is something they want to believe or use in their lives. 

You have to decide whether it is something you want, or not.  So, to let them 
know, “Hey, like, it is not just me; it is you, too. You have to also.  You are the 
sole person responsible for your education.  When it really comes down to it, you 
are responsible.”  And not in a mean way; you know, in a way that is like, you 
know, “I know what it is like to be a student, but sometimes, you have to just . . .” 
(Diane, English teacher) 
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Margaret, the science teacher, was able to articulate, in a general way, a kind of 

definition of a caring teacher.  She spoke from her many years of experience as both a 

teacher and a parent. 

MD:  Okay.  First, it begins with mutual respect, student and teacher, and student-
to-student, as well.  And once we have gotten those ground rules established, we 
pretty much go from there.  We express interest in “what you did over the 
weekend,” when you come back Monday; or “what you did for the summer.”  Or, 
if you are participating in some kind of school event, we always discuss it, ask 
about it.  “How is the team doing?  How is the band event?” Whatever the 
particular activity is, ask about the event, and attend as many as possible.  That is 
kind of a good beginning for things that are outside the academic area. 

JB: So, care is what happens outside the academic area? 
MD:  Well, I think it is the basis for it. 
JB:  So, care would be establishing relationships? 
MD:  Right.  And of course, my ultimate goal is to [for them] to learn.  

And they are going to want to please me a lot more when they feel that I care 
about them.  [I try to help them feel comfortable.]  They sit at small tables, with 
two or three people per table, but they frequently change.  I let them sit where 
they like at first, and then we switch every few weeks.  They frequently switch 
groups, and they get to know everyone in the group.  We learn everybody’s 
names, and where everyone is from, at the beginning . . . kind of.  That is also 
good practice for English, but it is also good to get to know everybody and where 
they are from. 

JB:  What else?  
MD:  Oh, commenting on – just try to think of a positive comment to give 

them every day.  One of the things I do – as the class gets started, we do a little 
warm-up activity, where – and I have kind of built it in such that I have to go to 
every student, to check to see if they have done it, which takes a minute for each 
student, or less – but, less; it has got to be less, ten seconds per student – and at 
least make one comment to each student, so at least they have had one positive 
interaction with me every day at the beginning of the period, at least that much.  
Of course, they want more than that; but that, at least. So, when you are showing 
me your calendar to get your stamp that you have done your work, I will say, 
well, you know, “How was that guitar recital yesterday?  How is your sister 
doing?  Is your mother feeling better?”  Whatever, something like that. 

JB:  You ask them questions about their family?  You focus on that? 
MD:  Right, specifically try to focus on the family.  And that is also 

important to our students, because they are so far from their homes, their native 
homes.  So, it [is] building on the family idea, really. 
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Margaret also finds out information about family or personal life that will need to 

be referred to a social worker or assistant principal for follow up.  

JB:  You ask questions about their families? 
MD:  Right, ask questions, and try to remember something about their 

family.  “How is your Mom doing in her new job?” or, “Is your Dad better after 
the surgery?”  Something like that.  And, yes, to keep it going, to ask questions, 
see how things are going.  Frequently, they volunteer information, too; where, if 
they have some kind of obvious injury, of course, [I] ask about that: “How did 
you scrape your arm?” or that kind of thing.  And that has been a good thing for 
them. A couple of situations where the boyfriend was beating up on the girl, and 
one of the girls had a –  

JB:  Do they tell you, or do you just know? 
MD:  Yes, they did.  Well, I noticed the girl had a black eye, and I wasn’t 

going to let it go – “Why, what happened?’  And this just happened this past 
semester, actually.  And she just said, “Oh, I fell down.” And then, her tablemates 
told me, “No, no, no, Miss.  That is not what happened.  That is not what 
happened.  So-and-so beat her.”  And so, then, of course, I did not like that.  And 
she didn’t deny it.  So, her friends kind of stepped in, and they felt safe enough 
that they could come in.  It happened to be another student at our school, so it was 
something that we needed to deal with. 

 
Margaret also talks about how different classes will be handled differently: 

 
Kids that might be very, very energetic, they might not get to do quite as many 
loose activities without specific guidelines, as in some other classes.  Yes, I 
definitely contain them in another way.  I might – for example, in one class that I 
know; they are going to do the activities.  “Okay, the materials are on the counter; 
here are the instructions; let’s see what you can do with that.” Maybe the next 
class that came in would be all rowdy and crazy.  I would never do that because 
they would never get anything done.  I would have to get them a little more 
focused.  And so, yes, I do the same basic lesson, but in a different manner.  It is 
very difficult to do that, because, of course, you are presenting to the group; but 
you have got to differentiate for the individuals, the lower achieving, and then the 
higher achieving students.  So, that is where we – I allow them flexibility of time, 
and change in assignments.  

 
One way that Margaret can help meet the goals of the different needs of the 

students is to divide students into tables of four, where they naturally work together in 

groups.  

Yes, that is another thing.  Definitely, [we] work in groups.  And usually, if I have 
a brand new student, or a student that is very, very low, he is “buddied” up with 
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others.  Now, I don’t want the buddy to do the work because I don’t think that is 
good, either; but, just someone to help them, show them what page to open the 
book to, or whatever, just to get them going (Margaret, Science teacher). 

 
Margaret talks about how she encourages students to have a sense of 

responsibility toward each other and establish a sense of community amongst each other: 

One of the things I do in group work, I do similar things.  They get two grades.  
They get a group grade – actually, they get three grades.  They get a group grade, 
where the whole group gets the same grade.  They get an individual grade when 
they have fulfilled their role in the group and their assignment.  Then, they get a 
listening grade for listening to the other groups’ presentations or participating 
appropriately, maybe asking questions on whatever the assignment is (Margaret, 
Science teacher) 
 
This is the aspect of care we spoke of earlier, in which the teacher’s practice helps 

the students develop a caring toward each other.  Here, those who understand 

academically assist others who may not “get it” so easily, and in so doing, they learn 

something in return from the students they help.  We all learn from each other and realize 

our interrelatedness. 

Can Caring be Taught? 

I asked teachers, school leaders, staff members, and support staff if caring could 

be taught.  One group discussion took place among the principal, assistant principal, 

social worker, school registrar, and teachers.  The section below includes comments from 

Rachel, the social worker, and Juan, the math teacher. 

Rachel:  I think it can be modeled. 
JB:  Is that how you teach responsibility or caring – by modeling? 
Rachel:  Yes, I definitely believe in modeling.  I think students are going 

to learn what we do, not always what we say.  And so, we have to be a model for 
them.  And it is hard sometimes.  

JB:  Juan, you wanted to say something? 
Juan:  You asked if caring can be taught. 
JB:  Yes, or modeled . . .  
Juan:  And Rachel said that caring can be modeled.  I think caring must be 

felt.  When I came here, I thought some of the things that people from here did 
were stupid.  When I was driving, I would think, “This guy just let me in into the 
front of the line, when I am on the expressway.  Why did he do that?”  Back 
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where I’m from, we would fight to get in front, and nobody would let anybody in. 
I noticed that when people would let me in, and they were kind enough to do that, 
then, when I was not in a hurry and someone was trying to get in, I would move 
back and let somebody get in front of me.  And that wasn’t because he modeled it; 
it was because I had felt it.  I was feeling, “You know what?  At the very 
beginning, I thought they were dumb for doing it; and then, later on, I saw this 
guy trying to get in.  And I said, well, they let me in, so I moved back because I 
felt bad for the person – because, I knew I had been there before.   

And for students, it is the same thing.  You show them kindness or give 
them a break, and they think you are being dumb for giving them high points or 
giving them that one point, so that they could get the 70 on their test and pass. 
And I’ll talk with them about it.  But, then, the next time around, I might say to a 
student, “You know what?  I did this for you, and you let me down.  You just 
turned around and walked away.”  The student is like, “Oh, wow! I can’t believe I 
did that.”  And they feel it.  Once they feel it, then they know what you were 
trying to model for them. 

 
Juan often showed in his comments that he was attuned with the students.  He could not 

only give the students’ point of view, but he could also show the thinking that would lead 

a student to a new level of understanding or awareness. 

Points of Intersection:  Desire of Both to Connect (A Longing) 

With losses in their life, the students have a need to connect in the classroom, as 

shown by Diane, Margaret and Jennifer’s stories.  While observing one day in Juan’s 

classroom, the researcher started counting the number of times the students called out 

“Mister.”  In one four-minute segment, she heard “Mister” called out 22 times.  It was a 

lot more throughout the whole session.  In the middle, some of them would actually say 

his full name, as though remembering to say “Mr. Morales,” instead of “Mister.”  When 

the lessons are hard, the students will call out like that.  Jennifer said that once a student 

has had her as a teacher, they begin to realize they do not need to call her name out.  She 

will circulate table by table, or they can come over to her.  There is calmness in her room 

that encourages that.   

JW:  I’ve had the Drawing II for a year.  So, most of them know my style and 
how I do things, so they get a lot less of Ms. Watson, by that I mean, “Instruction, 
instruction.”  Whereas, the other classes need a little bit more of pushing to 
motivation, I guess, to get them going on stuff. 

JB:  Do you have a lot of people calling out, “Ms. Watson!  Ms. Watson?” 
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JW:  It is the Art I classes that do all of that.  Drawing II know what to do.  
And they are just a little bit comfortable. 
 

In Margaret’s classroom, the students hear her voice throughout the course of the 

day.  Her voice becomes a soothing voice in their heads.  Diane’s class is smaller, and 

students know that she will come to them or they go to her. 

Students want individual confirmation . . . over and over, day after day.  

Campano, in his book on Literacy and Immigrants (2007), speaks of how loss in his class 

was filled with lessons connecting, and that this connection was especially important in 

this vulnerable group.  The immigrant population especially needs this attention.  When 

we remember the dropout rate of students and how they do not feel a connection to 

school, it is interesting to think how many students want to call out for help or attention 

and do not.  Or who call out, and do not feel a satisfaction.  The yearning to connect is for 

learning about the subject matter, but because it is so desperate in some cases, it feels that 

this yearning has a larger existential push behind it and that the students want more than 

just the facts.  The information flows through the relationship, or so Margaret says, and 

the students calling out to the teachers seems to validate that.  Do teachers know how 

important answering that student’s call for connection is?  And do students understand 

when a teacher does not answer?  Is it just immigrant students or students from one 

culture or another who call out in this way? 

In the next chapter, we will look at aspects of the school and school day that 

impedes or enhances the care experience for teachers and students and explore this aspect 

of the relationship further, with implications for a school’s culture and for the students’ 

performance. 
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I left the woods for as good a reason  
as I went there.  
Thoreau (1995) 

 

Chapter 6.  Factors that Impede or Enhance the Caring Experience 
 

Introduction 

 One theme that has been repeated with teachers in this study is that relationships 

are at the very core of teaching and learning.  In this chapter, the researcher shares the 

experiences of four teachers who served as key informants and their teammates, 

secondarily.  In addition, administrators and support staff were interviewed, to show their 

roles in the development of teacher-student relationships and the ethic of care.  Their 

responses convey the importance of these relationships for the overall school design, 

functioning, and culture. 

The researcher also shares the experiences of seven “former” Newcomer 

Academy students, primarily, and several of their classmates, secondarily, to speak to the 

experience for students.  In addition to the students’ memories, the memories teachers 

have of their favorite teachers became an important source of information about the 

students’ perspective of care.  The researcher’s memories with the former Newcomer 

Academy students are also included to triangulate and support the narrations of the 

informants.   

In this chapter the researcher has attempted to answer the question as to what 

aspects in a school environment impede or enhance caring experiences and the practice 

of care in a school setting.  From the narrations, the researcher has determined that some 

factors which impede caring relationships have to do with classroom practices, human 

nature, the needs of students or teachers, school or district policies, and the hierarchical 

nature of schools.  Interestingly, those factors which impede caring relationships are also 

those, when overcome or dealt with, can create care, or enhance caring experiences in a 

school environment.  The chapter is organized by the barriers to caring experiences with 
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those aspects which enhance care embedded within these topics.  When teachers or 

students deal with barriers, then it becomes clear that the removal or even the attempt to 

clear the blockage is a caring act in itself.  Toward the end of the chapter, the structural 

features switch, and are based upon the aspects which enhance care:  collaboration, team 

work, pedagogical leadership, and cross-level uses of teams.  The chapter concludes with 

a reflection on how the need for care overcomes barriers when the administration, 

teachers, staff, or students sees relationships as the vital, technical core of schooling.  In 

the concluding section, we see how caring relationships across a school wide campus can 

impact performance, student and teacher retention, and the overall school culture. 

Classroom Practices that Impede the Caring Experience 

The teachers, and to some extent the students, discussed barriers to practicing 

care or developing caring relationships in the classroom.  Those in staff positions 

sometimes said that they were able to relate to students in ways that teachers could not, 

implying that they could be with the students as individuals and without the constraints of 

classroom management.  Also, since the staff is Latino, there is the implication that staff 

members speak the language of the majority of the students and in that way, move past a 

barrier with students.  Classroom practices that were discussed include time, class size, 

language learning issues, cultural differences, and the tone in the classroom. 

Time 

There are several concerns regarding time and the immigrant adolescent 

population.  The first concern is the time that it takes to learn English.  Adolescents who 

come to the United States have high expectations placed upon them, and graduating in 

four years from a high school can be a stumbling block because of the demands placed 

upon the students for performance.  Placing realistic expectations on a student and 

understanding the time line for achievement is a “caring” topic, when we consider that 

one aspect of care is the ability to be attuned with a student; attend to his or her needs, 

and the ability to make adjustments.  One computer teacher, during a team meeting, put 

the issue of time this way: 
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Cristal:  [What we need is] more time.  You could just work here 24/7, 365 days a 
year, and you still are not done. 

JB:  And why does it take so long? 
Cristal:  It just takes time.  And I think the students are already limited, or 

they come to us late.  And we just have this little bit of time – two years, or one 
year, or whatever – to teach them everything that a native student has been 
learning through nine years or ten years of schooling.   
 

Everyone involved with this population says that these immigrant students have 

no time for anything extra.  The principal says, 

We have to make every minute count.  This is a two-year program in which we 
have to get the students up to speed and ready for their neighborhood schools.  
We have two years to make up so much, so every second, every moment, is a 
teachable moment.  That is our task right now – the sense of urgency is high 
(MaryAnn, principal). 

 
Another time consideration for the Newcomer Academy students is the time they 

are on the buses every day.  This is a two-year pull-out program, and students take from 

one to three school busses to make the drive across town to the Academy.  This means at 

least an hour each way, morning and night.  They leave their houses at seven, and get 

home around six or seven in the evening.  The students, then, have very little time to do 

homework or participate in extracurricular activities because of their extensive commute 

time. 

They are getting up at the crack of dawn to get here, because they have to ride two 
or three buses.  And then they do not get home until late – it [was like] my [high 
school] life.  But, I think it is much harder for them, because they don’t speak 
English.  It is hard.  I hope that at some point in the future, I can look back and 
say, “Okay, I did meet the students’ needs, when it comes to academics” (Diane 
the English teacher). 
 
One positive aspect of the bus rides is that the students created relationships with 

others and they experienced the transition together.  So, while the time is taken away 

from learning, the time is given over to a group who is sharing experiences and adjusting 

to a new school system and new country together.  Many students talked about how the 

bus rides were fun because they talked with their friends.  In summary, there is a sense of 

urgency with regard to what the students must accomplish in so short a time. 
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Class size 

Sometimes teachers would talk about the size of the classes.  It is true that English 

as a Second Language (ESL) classes are often smaller in size, ranging from fifteen to 

twenty students per class.  It is demanding to teach large classes when many students do 

not know the language.  If students are all from one language group, then a teacher can 

give instructions in their native language, if she knows it.  When there are mixed 

groupings of students, teachers must know ESL teaching strategies.  Large classes make 

it difficult to always be sure that all of the students’ basic language and emotional needs 

are being met: 

JB:  How many students do you teach during the day? 
JW:  Today, I just had 120. 
JB:   Is that how many you have in all? 
JW:  That is total. 
JB:  How do you handle all those students?  Do you ever feel that there are 

too many demands placed on you to care about the students as individuals? 
JW:  Well, I don’t think of them in a broad sense.  I have it kind of nice.  

Other classes have thirty or more – 
JB:  How many are in each class that you have? 
JW:  My highest is twenty-five.  That class is a little crazier; it is harder to 

get stuff done.  But, once it gets going, it is the same thing with every class 
(Jennifer, Art teacher). 

 
When classes are large, it is hard for teachers to develop solid relationships with each 

student, especially when there are language learning issues. 

Second Language Learning Concerns 

 

 Language learning can be a barrier for students while learning the subject 

matter.  It can also create a barrier for teachers to become close to their students: 

Sometimes I feel I can’t go to that deep a level with art because of the language 
barrier.  I can’t take them where I want them to go.  That’s frustrating sometimes.  
(Jennifer, art teacher) 

 
The principal suggests that one way to facilitate the language learning since time 

is so short is for every teacher to become a language or reading teacher: 
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I totally believe in interdisciplinary [teaching].  I think everyone should be an 
English teacher.  And so, the English teachers should also support thematically 
what everybody else is doing.  Reading has to be the most important class ever, 
even though it’s an elective.  Without being literate, the [students] are not going to 
be able to hit it.  There is an urgency to teach reading (Mary Ann, Principal). 

 
In a team meeting, Diane talks with a social studies teacher, Michael, about the 

language needs of the students.  The researcher asked them about SIOP [Sheltered 

Instruction Observation Protocol], a recognized technique in adapting instruction for 

language learners.  The teachers discuss the SIOP, or sheltered English, techniques: 

JB:  What about language training, such as SIOP [Sheltered Instruction 
Observation Protocol]?  Is that a help?   

Diane:  I just had the SIOP training last week.  We can’t just hand the 
students something and expect them to get it.  We have to supplement and add a 
few other things – to scaffold . . . use pictures, visuals.  That training was helpful 
to me because it showed me new ways to give the students more language.  For 
example, with vocabulary words, they need to make associations, and not just 
have a definition.  Give an example.  Draw a picture.  What are some synonyms?  
I think those things are very helpful, especially as a first year teacher and a first 
year sheltered instruction teacher. 

JB:  Is SIOP something you are able to do in the other content areas?  Or, 
is it easier in English?   

Michael:  SIOP is when you have – and Margaret can correct me, if my 
biology is off – if I have two trees, and I graft part of the second tree onto the first 
tree, well now I have modified the first tree because of this graft.  And I view 
SIOP as being like that: the tree is the teacher, and SIOP is the graft.  The teacher, 
regardless of the content area, through the SIOP graft, allows each teacher to have 
some basics of language acquisition grafted onto them.  And sometimes, that graft 
will work better than other times.  That could be due to a variety of factors.  But, 
what I want to argue is that, while we have a great relationship with SIOP in our 
school, and while we have had just incredible support from SIOP, and while SIOP 
is very valid, including the content and language objectives, for us, we are kind of 
beyond grafting.  We are interested, if I can continue the tree analogy; we are in 
the laboratory, creating true hybrids. 

JB:  You are beyond that?  Is that what you are saying? 
Michael:  We are a little bit beyond that.  SIOP works as a baseline.  But, 

SIOP is what every student, as a language learner in a class, has to do.  We are 
beyond that (Scorpion team meeting). 

 
 The language learning needs of students in content area classes is especially 

challenging, as Michael points out.  Michael is a teacher who adapts materials and 
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strategies in order to reach his students.  In the effort to reach the students academically, 

if we continue to use his tree metaphor, he bends, sways, and lowers his branches, so that 

the students can climb onto the tree of knowledge.  The hybridization that he speaks of is 

developed through the natural adaptations and attunements that take place in the course 

of caring relationships.  From this example we can see that when barriers and needs are 

addressed, as they become known, then the barriers fall.  These adaptations are created 

from an attunement of the teacher with the needs of the student.  When academic 

adjustments are made, often the emotional needs of the student are met as well since 

students come to school to learn.  When those needs are met by a teacher who is bending, 

sometimes over backwards, then the student is touched.  This is the kind of behavior that 

enhances the relationships. 

 Repeatedly, when asked about the importance of the Newcomer Academy, 

students told the researcher that it was the understanding nature of the teachers and the 

importance of learning English that make the school special.  Jon came from Pakistan 

with credits to enter the tenth grade, but he and his family felt there was time needed for a 

transition to the new culture, school system, and to learn English solidly. 

The first year, the teachers are easier than at the regular high school, which helped 
us a lot.  I learned a lot.  I was okay, even though most of the students were from 
Mexico.  They were new to the country [too].  We have to take the [standardized] 
test our junior year.  I passed all of my tests and got commended on my social 
studies.  I got better on U.S. history than I did on math.  That’s funny (Jon, a 
student from Pakistan). 
 

Language learning is important, but not an end in itself.  Students need to learn English 

so that they can function in their new school setting. 

A Reflection about Language Learning as a Barrier 

 As a teacher, the researcher had difficulties creating relationships with students 

because of the language barrier.  The first year, she had twenty students in each class.  

She did not understand Spanish very well at that time.  If there was an unhappy student, 

s/he would perhaps say something to another student.  The expressions on their faces 

seemed sarcastic, and as a teacher in front of twenty students who barely spoke English, 
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it was easy for her to think that they were making fun of her.  It takes maturity to realize 

that the students are experiencing the same frustration and that the expression may be 

about the situation as much as about any person in particular.  Beyond this, however, it 

was hard to give students pep talks when she could not speak their language.   

By the second semester, she tried using Spanish more with the students, and got 

better.  One time, she asked Ms. Rosa, the teacher’s aide, to help translate.  She wanted to 

talk with the class because two brothers often had sour faces.  They decided that the class 

was too hard, and they did not feel they had to be polite about it.  These two boys 

affected the attitude of everyone in the class and many of the students decided that they 

did not have to try because the class was too hard.  The researcher wanted to tell the 

students that sometimes life is hard and to talk about adjustments sometimes that have to 

be made.  She was supposed to tell them in English, and Ms. Rosa was to translate.  The 

researcher was so animated that she started speaking in Spanish and Ms. Rosa, started to 

translate into English!  It was very funny.  The students understood, though, that the 

teacher was trying to talk with them and that she cared for them, enough to adapt and 

share personal experiences in an effort to bolster their morale. 

 It was very necessary – especially with teenagers – to be able to speak with them 

as people, not just as students.  The researcher tried to convey this concern through eye 

contact when she could not communicate in a student’s language.  Or, by spending extra 

time a student who entered a class late to do something as simple as helping organize a 

notebook.  Just taking that time to help a new Liberian student, Ajuan, get organized 

created a bond and gave her a sense of belonging to the class.  This friendship or 

relationship helped the student push to be a productive part of the class.  This student 

later wanted to draw pictures, so the researcher as her teacher, gave her paper and pencils 

for drawing.  Two years later, the two of them met up at Stafford High School, when the 

student was a junior.  Ajuan spoke English easily then.  She and a group of the Liberians 

created a bond, which helped each other succeed in school.  When the researcher gave 

Ajuan the pictures from her first days in the United States, she and her friends laughed 
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and laughed at her rather primitive attempts with English.  It was touching to see how she 

had grown. 

Cultural Differences 

At the Newcomer Academy, many of the students are from the Latino culture, and 

from homes of low socio-economic status.  The students created informal cohort groups, 

which helped them support each other in their transition to the United States.  Many of 

the students had to adjust to the United States culture as well as the expectations of the 

schools in the United States.  The students had to adjust to the U.S. teachers who are in 

some ways freer but on the other hand expected high performance, given the language 

barriers of these students.  Also, there was a need for the students who were in a minority 

– often from Africa or Asia – to be accepted by the majority of students (from Mexico or 

Central America).   

It was a challenge for all of the students to grow, respect each other, and interact, 

given the language and cultural differences.  A teacher could facilitate this development 

as well.  Juan mentions an incident with a boy from the Congo who was trying to be 

accepted by some Latina girls.  He played a little rough. When he teased the students, and 

this roughness was not understood even though he used it in an effort to start friendships.  

Juan made the effort to break through the language barrier, and let that student know that 

he needed to change.  It is ironic that the students who may feel excluded are the ones 

who have to make the extra effort – or behave in a way that shows maturity – in order to 

connect with someone in the majority, moving past an injury of exclusion in order to 

make friends.   

Today there was an incident with Sami.  He doesn’t speak Spanish, but I got 
through to him because, he likes to play around very much.  He used to pick on 
students; but, when they would pick on him, he would cry; or, he would be like, 
“They are saying things in Spanish, and I don’t understand what they are saying.”  
The same thing happened today.  Sami told this girl something, and she told him, 
“Callete,” be quiet, in Spanish.  And he told her,  “No, tu callete,” because he is 
learning some Spanish.  He grabbed her from the back of the neck; as she was 
walking out, he pulled her back.  So, she turned around and – Boom!  – shoves 
him down.   
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He freaks out because a girl actually pushed him to the ground.  He was on 
the ground, and she says, “You don’t talk to me like that,” and da-da-da.  And he 
looked at me, and said, “She pushed me!”  I said, “Well, you started it.  So, don’t 
even come crying to me because I have told you before to respect people, if you 
want to be respected.”  So, he sat down and he was throwing a fit.  And [Ta Pei], 
a Taiwanese student, came and told him, “You know what?  Teacher told you not 
to touch other students.”  He said, “You did it, and now he can’t do nothing.”  He 
stood up and said, “It is my bad.”   

He thinks he is playing.  But he is just a rough boy.  I got to him.  He was 
about to be mad at me, but he realized that he had messed up (Juan, Math 
teacher). 
 

Juan helped Sami move past a cultural barrier by recognizing it and talking with him 

about it. 

Tone in the Classroom 

Students spoke of wanting an enthusiastic attitude and cheerful disposition, in the 

tone their of teachers.  Martine said, “First, the way they present it is important.  It needs 

to be interesting or we will want to sleep.  And if I don’t understand, they need to 

explain.  Sometimes they don’t know that we don’t understand.”  Martine also spoke of 

one of his favorite teachers, Margaret, the science teacher: 

She is really nice, you know; she is gorgeous, and so sweet; she is sweet like a 
lollipop.  And she’s always happy.  One thing that makes a student [feel] 
happiness is seeing somebody that expresses that happiness, you know . . ..  She 
was my favorite teacher, one of my favorite teachers because of the way she 
taught us; she was enthusiastic, and so it was easier to understand.  If [teachers] 
put their attention on the students and do something that is really attractive, it is 
amazing, you know (Martine, a student from Honduras). 
 
Eduardo explained that he liked one teacher because of the way she set up her 

classroom: 

 

She helped me write the essay for college.  At the time, she was the one in charge 
of doing that; she treated the work as if it was her passion, not just her job.  Her 
class felt like a home.  We could walk around and feel comfortable.  She had a 
sofa.  We didn’t have to sit on chairs (Eduardo, student from Cuba). 
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Students commented on how important it was for teachers to be positive and 

encouraging: 

If I don’t understand, then I go to the teacher . . . and ask questions and they help 
me.  If I learn a lot, get education, then my life will be good.  Teachers encourage 
me every day.  Even if my English is bad, they encourage me (Martha, a student 
from Ethiopia). 

 
 Just as with other situations, if the barrier is addressed, it enhances the 

relationships.  The lack or absence of a pleasant tone creates a barrier. The students 

speak of classes being boring or that the teachers were not interested in them.  Some 

students said that no teacher discouraged them, but others said teachers did and that 

seemed to be a setback.  After transferring to his neighborhood school, Raul was close 

to his computer science teacher, but this teacher moved to Florida at the end of Raul’s 

junior year.  After that he was a bit adrift without one teacher to connect to; and when 

he gets restless, he starts talking too much.  When a teacher corrects him, he is very 

sensitive to how he is corrected.  Being corrected and “humiliated” in front of the class 

affects him. 

This teacher would treat some students great, but others really bad.  He would 
leave me waiting to talk with him outside, the entire class period (Raul, a student 
from Mexico). 

 
Some students, who had strong personalities, said they were not discouraged by 

teachers.  In fact, they felt that teachers encouraged them because they were not hitting 

them, and the students themselves were not easily discouraged.  Jon, a student from 

Pakistan, says, “I didn’t like school in Pakistan.  If you didn’t do the homework you got 

punished.  They hit you with sticks.”  Eduardo, from Cuba, was often very talkative and 

disruptive, like Raul.  One time, five teachers brought him in and talked with him.  The 

researcher was one of them.  They told him that they were having problems with him.  

During an interview, the researcher asked Eduardo if he remembered the teachers 

bringing him in for the conversation, he said, “No.”  He seemed to be able to stay 

focused.  Maybe it was because all of his relatives had been teachers that Eduardo did not 

feel that correction was discouraging.   
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Human Nature 

It is hoped that all teachers will be student-centered, but even when this is the 

intention, it may not always be possible, especially if teachers do not have the skills or 

experience to adapt materials for language learners; or are not confident in dealing with a 

student’s anger or cannot pinpoint the source of it, or do not have insights into a student’s 

discomfort.  Teachers are, after all, human.  As Jennifer, the art teachers said, “I may 

have a headache that day, or my child has been sick, and I can’t focus as I usually can.” 

Sometimes teachers do not understand that they have blind spots or parts of 

themselves that they do not see past.  Sometimes teachers do not see that they are a part 

of the problem.  We all want to be accepted for our strengths, and honored for what we 

do right, teachers, and students alike.  Teachers want students to understand that they are 

trying and that they care, even if they do not always seem to.  Students also want to be 

accepted for their intentions and not the unintended problems that arise from youthful 

inattention.  We are all human, and all a part of the problem – and solution.   

The factors that enhance caring relationships are often related to the factors which 

impede the development of care in schools.  In assessing the issues around the barriers, 

teachers or students are then able to change the barrier into an access or bridge through 

open and caring relationships.  The problem and the solution are enmeshed and 

intertwined, and therefore dealt with together.  Some aspects of human nature that might 

interfere with developing caring relationships might include teachers having a bad day, 

misunderstanding students’ love of play, or an unawareness of youth consciousness. 

Love of Play 
 
 When students talked about their childhood in their home country, they spoke of 

being outdoors, running, and playing.  Their memories of childhood are crowded with 

images of people. 

Back in Mexico, I used to have fun every single day.  I used to walk out my house 
and see kids having fun, and that is something I just don't see here at all.  I used to 
play soccer with my school buddies everyday; we used to search for rivals so we 
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could play and have fun beating that other team.  It was just great (Raul, Mexican 
student). 

 
I used play with the boys . . . baseball.  I used to go with my cousin.  Everyone 
played.  Our neighbors were much closer together there (Anna, Cuban student). 

 
Every day, we went swimming at a river by my house.  Since I was four I was in 
the water . . . I was never in my house.  I just went there to sleep.  We played, and 
as a group, we did things together (Eduardo, Cuban student). 

 
One of the teachers also spoke of the importance of outdoor play in his own life: 

 
We have a lot of memories from our childhood.  We grew up in a neighborhood 
where all the kids growing up were the same ages.  So all the kids would get 
together, and in the seasons, we’d play baseball; we’d play football; we’d play 
war with little contraptions that we’d make with slingshots.  (Juan Morales, math 
teacher, and his brother, Jose, health teacher) 
 
Overwhelmingly, the boys spoke of play more than the girls.  One of the girls 

says she always played with the boys:  “In Cuba, I was a boy.”  It may be that the boys 

were more likely to play outside, but the students remembered their times with their 

friends and family members with fondness. 

I remember spending my time with everybody else.  Mostly we spent our time 
without friends.  It was a social life.  It was our culture.  Mostly we spent time 
together.  The family spent time together, too (Martha, Ethiopian student). 

 
Play and the importance of socializing with friends were apparent with many of 

the students.  The Anglo values of individualism, competitiveness, isolation, and self-

determination were not seen in the values of these students who came from lives lived 

with family and friends, with the importance of these social contacts for their well being.  

We can view the playfulness of these students in the halls and classrooms.  At the 

Newcomer Academy, there is student work – science projects describing the cell in terms 

of a “Fifteen-year-old party cell,” or “The Mexican cell.”  When the students enter the 

hall, their faces match the poignancy of their student work.  This is a school with an alive 

feeling, where students walk with that glow in their faces of which Noddings speaks, in 

twos or threes, sometimes with their arms interlocked.  The students moved down the hall 
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in clumps and clusters.  There is laughter, stopping and talking with friends, and in 

general an upbeat attitude. 

In the classroom, if a teacher is overly strict, s/he might try to stifle the students’ 

playfulness.  The researcher saw many of the teachers deal with the playfulness in a light 

way, or take advantage of the playfulness to enhance the learning environment.  In Juan’s 

class, one of the boys was wearing his sunglasses and Juan motions for him to put the 

glasses on his head as he walks by without saying anything.  He just motions for the 

glasses to go from the face to on top of the head.  The student says something about the 

sun being so bright, and Juan motions again.  All of this, meanwhile, is done in passing. 

The boy moves the sunglasses up and then off, putting them on his desk.  Juan did not 

punish the boy; he only had to make it clear that he needed to take off the sunglasses in a 

playful way, also. 

In the science teacher’s class, all of the tables had groupings of three to five 

students together.  The girls worked quietly while socializing; with the act of learning 

tied in with this socializing.  Five boys sat at a table together.  They distracted each other 

with little jabs or pokes, while going through the lesson.  One of the boys came over to 

clarify the assignment with Margaret, and others moved about other tables to check about 

answers or talk with other students.  The students liked working together and Margaret 

understood their need to talk and work in groups.  

In the English class, the students were in rows when Diane explained the lesson, 

and the students then moved their desks together in random ways when they began 

writing.  One group was in a cluster of four students; the others were in pairs or worked 

alone.  The students liked joking with Diane as she explained the lesson.  Students were 

to go to the blackboard and draw an illustration to show that they understood the concept 

she was explaining:  “Draw an eye; draw a dialogue bubble; draw your feet.”  These were 

drawn by the students on the board, and it allowed them to have fun, illustrating the 

ideas, and they seemed to enjoy this.  In general, there is a light-heartedness in the way 

the students and teachers went about their work. 
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The teachers took advantage of the students’ light heartedness and let that set the 

tone for the classroom and the working groups. 

Youth Consciousness or “Street Smarts” 

The teachers showed that they understood youth and their issues from their own 

backgrounds.  Juan, the math teacher, gave a recommendation of what would be an 

important quality in a new teacher: 

With this population, I would, first of all, get a person that is not easily 
intimidated.  Once these kids see intimidation, then they run all over you.  Which 
is pretty much any kid, with this group especially, s/he has to be street-smart.  
That would be one of the first things I’d look for, for this group (Juan, the Math 
teacher). 

 
While a student, Juan used every opportunity to leave the classroom because he 

was bored; so he will recognize the tendency in his own students.  Jennifer says she 

skipped as much as possible.  Knowing how easy it is for students to feel shut out, she 

wanted her class to be inviting 

At school, I didn’t go to many classes.  I went to my art classes.  I was the kid 
they found in corners, “Oh!  Oh, yes, I am supposed to be in class?”  I was never 
good in school.  That’s why I kind of laugh daily that I am a teacher, now  
(Jennifer, Art teacher). 

 
After a few years of teaching, Margaret was at Robert E. Lee High School, and 

her brother, who had just moved back from Mexico with her family, was also there as a 

student.  There was busing in Samuelson at that time, so he was bused to Lee as part of a 

desegregation plan.  They met in the hallway because she was a “traveling” teacher, or a 

teacher without a classroom.  Margaret shows that she understands there are 

circumstances in which a student may not like attending school.  She and her brother 

would empathize with each other when they met in the middle of the day: 

My family had just come back from Mexico– and my brother entered [school] as 
an eleventh grader.  He was bused to Lee.  He came from this private school in 
Mexico City, very elite, where a hundred percent of the kids go to college; and he 
ended up going to Lee, even though he had finished all of his credits to graduate.  
They had a rule where you had to be in school until you were whatever age, and 
so he took all kinds of shop classes.  He felt totally out of everything, just being in 
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the country.  We would meet in the hallway, because I was a traveling teacher.  I 
hated not having a classroom.  Both of us hated it so much, we would go into a 
room, and say, “What can we do?” and cry to each other.  (Margaret, science 
teacher). 

 
Diane, the English teacher, experienced first-hand what it feels like to be judged 

by teachers because of appearance.  She was a smart student who liked to be “cool,” and 

found herself moving between different groups of students.  Teachers tried to peg her as a 

certain kind of student because of the way she dressed. 

I hit puberty when I was fourteen.  I was very much a late-bloomer.  This was 
when grunge was in style; some kids wore all black:  the black T-shirts; the big, 
black, baggy jeans.  The Second Coming of Goth.  And so, that is what I wore.  It 
was to hide the fact that I didn’t have breasts yet. 

I would kind of jump groups.  I had friends in every group, or every 
clique.  But, for a while, I felt more accepted by the slacker/stoner kids because 
they were cool.  Maybe it is because they were always drugged up and didn’t 
care, but yes, they were cool.  They weren’t judgmental (Diane, English teacher). 

 
Mary Ann, the Principal, talked about being excited about school in Comal, her 

hometown.  She worked with the newspaper and was very active in school.  She attended 

a university in Samuelson on a communications scholarship.  Before long, she dropped 

out because she did not feel a connection with the school. 

 [I] hated everyone and everything that had to do with journalism at the 
university.  It was impersonal.  They were rude.  And everyone was, you know, 
dog-eat-dog.  The teachers were insensitive, and it was just not [good].Very 
competitive.  [I] changed my major.  I hated it all.  I had straight A’s the year 
before I went to college.  I went there and I hated it.  (Mary Ann, principal). 

 
The principal sets the tone for the school.  Mary Ann, in understanding that 

competitiveness and an impersonal environment can be detrimental, understood how it 

would affect a student, especially one student from a warm culture that likes to do things 

together.  She hired people – either deliberately or instinctively – who showed that they 

understood adolescents and their need to connect.  She supported her teachers in the same 

way. 
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Needs of Students and Teachers 

 Adolescent students have emotional needs.  New immigrant adolescents in 

addition to language and cultural adjustments to a new country have the same needs as 

other adolescents.  The immigrant students additionally experience loss of country and 

family members when coming to the United States, and expressed the importance for 

their grandparents or extended families.  Likewise, teachers remembered their own 

adolescence and how their teachers or school played a part in their lives at that time.  

Students and teachers both had personal issues that also could become barriers to 

developing relationships at school, unless they were dealt with.  Finally, students 

expressed the need for teachers to know their subject matter, to communicate effectively, 

in an interesting manner, and have high expectations for them.  All of these factors could 

become barriers if their importance was not understood.  Conversely, they could become 

opportunities for caring relationships and learning to take place if teachers understand 

their importance. 

Loss of Family and Grandparents 
 
 Alicia writes about how important a relationship can be to a teen.  She writes 

about what it was like to meet her father for the first time in her life, when she was fifteen 

years old: 

Someone who has made a big impact on my life is my dad.  He got me out of a 
way of living that was killing me.  He changed my life completely, in a positive 
way.  After I was born, my grandma took care of me.  All of my aunts, uncles, 
and cousins were jealous of me because my grandma stopped paying attention to 
them.  She dedicated her care to me, so they didn’t like me.  I grew up isolated 
from all people.  I was fifteen years old, and my life was an entire mess.  I was not 
going to school anymore.  I didn’t expect anything from life.  Whenever people 
told me something, I didn’t care . . . [I wasn’t] respectful; it was just me who I 
cared about.  I always had a negative attitude.  I didn’t even care even if God 
loved me.  I just felt [like an] estranged person.  After a few months, I met my 
dad.  We passed two months, talking on the phone, when I decided to move and 
live with him.  We did not know each other.  He was a stranger to me, as I was to 
him, but the situation didn’t scare me.  I didn’t feel like I was leaving something 
behind that I would miss, so I moved.  I don’t know how my dad did it, but he 
changed my life the first time he heard from me.  It was amazing.  I started crying, 
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because I had never felt something like that.  It was a beautiful feeling, that 
someone loves me. 

This emotion was new for me, and I really liked it.  Each new day, I 
discovered things that I had never heard, seen, nor experienced.  I felt like I was a 
different person.  I knew that there was someone who cared about me, and who 
wanted something from me.  That made me the happiest person, so I wanted to 
study and prepare myself to be the best and get my dad’s attention.  I wanted him 
to be part of me.  Every day, he was there for me, asking me how I was doing.  
Also, he always took out my reports; I felt that I was engaged to someone.  That 
pushed me ahead.  My inspirations in life went in a positive way.  Now, I want to 
become an industrious person, so I can come through with my goals.  I cannot 
deny that I owe who I am to my dad.  I think that if I had never met him, my life 
would [be] completely different.  He just changed my whole life for my own good 
(Alicia, student from Mexico). 

 
Students also spoke of the importance of their grandparents, and often mentioned 

them without being asked.  Many of the students had been raised by a grandmother or 

grandfather, when their parents came to the United States to make money or while they 

worked in their own country.  When the students came to the United States, they left 

these caregivers to join other family members. 

Next year, I think I am going back to Mexico.  I don’t want to, but I have to.  My 
grandma raised me and now she is very sick.  There are two things I’m thinking 
about.  If I stay here, I can have a better future, but if she dies, I’m going to feel 
guilty.  I don’t know if I can help her, but I still want to be with her (Alicia, a 
student from Mexico). 

 
Other students spoke fondly of their grandparents. 

I remember about my grandfather.  He died in 1997.  He used to farm.  In the 
whole family, I was the closest one to him (Jon, a student from Pakistan). 
 
I would ride my bicycle to my grandmother and grandfather’s farm every 
weekend.  I’d ride along the road and go there alone  (Raul, a student from 
Mexico). 
 
I think about my grandparents all the time.  I talk to them.  I think about them 
because I used to live with them before I came here.  My mom and dad lived 
across the street.  I lived with my grandparents because my mom and dad worked 
(Anna, student from Cuba). 
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When I think about my childhood, I think about my grandma, because I didn’t 
grow up with my mom.  I grew up with my grandmother.  She was the only one 
that was supporting us at that time.  Because my mom came to the United States 
when I was four years old . . . My grandmother passed away last May . . . I think 
about her a lot.  She was one of the influences in my life (Martine, student from 
Honduras). 
 
The extended family, and the importance of family elders and the wisdom that 

they carry, was an important part of childhood memories for these students.  

Grandparents have an understanding of children, as they have seen their children grow, 

and seem to do better with this second chance, at relating with children.  In this second 

relating, grandparents understand, perhaps, what is important and know how to make 

children feel special.  Grandparents know about loss – seeing friends, neighbors, and 

sometimes children, pass on.  There is a refinement in how they relate to others.  Their 

love is not so judging perhaps.  Whatever the reason, these students talked about their 

grandparents a great deal.  Perhaps this special bond is why in the school “ abuelos” or 

grandparents held a special place in the school culture and experience.  The staff 

members instinctively knew how to come forward and fill that role in the lives of the 

students. 

JB:  How do you relate to the students? 
MR:  Oh, they are like my kids.  They call me “Grandma.” 
JB:  Grandma, yes. 
MR:  And they come to me for everything.  I tell them, “You have to go to 

this person.  You have to go to this other one,” but, they are away from home and 
they miss that maternal touch.   Some of them have been raised by their 
grandmas.   

JB:  In Mexico, or here? 
MR: In México, in México. 
MR:  So, when they see me, they relate to me as a mother figure, grandma 

figure.  And they go, “Grandma” – they call me Grandma.  Abuela, Abuela!  
Abuelita!  And they are close to me. 

JB:  Yes. 
MR:  But, I have to be firm with them, too; because, you know, sometimes 

they want to take advantage with their grandmas. 
JB:  Can you give me an example? 
MR:  Okay.  For example, the other day, I suspected [a young man] had 

something in his pocket that he was not supposed to have.  So, I said, “I am going 
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to call the security guard in here if you don’t give it to me.”  He says, “Grandma!”  
I said, “No!” because he was going the wrong way.  I could see – 

JB:  In his eyes? 
MR:  Well, with company he was keeping, and stuff.  So, I said, “Okay.”  

And I called the security guard.  And he just looked at me.  He couldn’t believe it.  
And I said, ‘”Come on.”  To the guard I said, “he has got something that he is not 
supposed to have.”  So, then, he looked at me like he couldn’t believe it.  And 
sure enough, he had some gang memorabilia or something like that, some stuff.  
Thank God, he didn’t have any drugs, thank God.    

But, he said, “Grandma, what . . .”  I said, “Look, I love you all like you 
were my kids.  But, I would do the same thing to my son.  That is why I am doing 
this.”  And now, he is not wearing those gang colors.  He is in football, and he 
even wants to be in tennis.  And he has got a real nice girlfriend already.  I think 
he has changed completely.   

JB:  Yes. 
MR:  They respect that.  I mean, one young man told me, “Miz, I like 

when you tell me stuff, because it reminds me of my Grandma.”  And I said, 
“Well, why did she do that?  Why did she say stuff like that?”  “Because, she 
loved me.”  And I said, “Okay.  I care for you guys.  I want for you to succeed.  I 
want for you to get out of here, and go on and graduate with a degree, do 
something . . . get a swimming pool someday, and invite me over.  Be a doctor, 
and cure me,” stuff like that. 

They come in the morning.  I go and sit down in the cafeteria, and they 
come to me by themselves, and say, “Hi, Abuela, Hi.  How are you?”  Sometimes, 
they break up with boyfriends and girlfriends, or whatever.  They come to me 
about it. 

 

Ms. Rosa shows her sense of humor and playfulness in the way she relates with the 

students.  She shows availability, attunement, and an ability to command respect from the 

students while filling a loss the students feel in their lives. 

The science teacher, Margaret, spoke about her transnational experiences as a 

child.  She had a strong family, and because all of her siblings were going through the 

same experience, that made it easier.  Being the oldest may have caused her to internalize 

some of her experiences.  Despite the transitions between different school systems, she 

did always have a solid financial base in her family that helped, to some extent, to reduce 

some of the anxiety of the moves her family made.  In addition to her childhood 

experiences, later when her daughter had medical problems and almost died, Margaret 
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had a turning point in her life.  She no longer wanted to be with students who displayed 

privilege and nonchalance or unawareness of suffering in the world. 

MD:  I was at Sam Houston High School, I want to say, eight years.  My daughter 
became ill, so I left.  And then, I worked at the university for a while, part-time, 
supervising student teachers during that time.  When my daughter was better, and 
I could come back to work, I didn’t feel the same about Sam Houston anymore.  It 
was completely different.  It was the strangest thing.  I’d been through a life-and-
death situation with my daughter – she had leukemia – and so she had almost died 
many times.  I went through so many intense things; and when I came back to the 
privileged, rich kids, I just couldn’t take it. 

JB:  Did they seem spoiled? 
MD:  Oh, my goodness, yes.  Narcissistic. 
JB:  Self-indulgent? 
MD:  Very self-indulgent.  And the same things that I had embraced 

before suddenly irritated the heck out of me, and I just couldn’t take it.  I decided 
that I wasn’t a fit for me.  I wanted to relate to them on a deeper level.  I wanted 
them to be more serious, to realize the benefit; at least, to make some kind of 
acknowledgement of all the benefits and wonderful things that they had in their 
lives because I had seen the opposite so much.  And it was disgusting, the excess 
that these kids had.  It was the same exact kids that I had had before.  It was 
amazing how my perception changed.  And it was totally me; it was only me. 

JB:  So, you moved into a place where you wanted to have something 
deeper in a relationship with your students? 

MD:  Yes.  It was my exact same classroom, the exact same situation, and 
everything that they had had before that didn’t work.   


A Reflection:  The Needs of the Teachers When They Were Students 
 

The teachers discussed the importance of their favorite teachers in their own 

childhood.  Their favorite teachers may have been the reason why these teachers are 

responsive, caring teachers now, and may be why they became teachers themselves.  

Diane spoke of the importance of her band director as a listening ear and an advocate for 

the students, not just her but for everyone: 

He was there for everyone, not just for me.  I mean, particularly for me, because I 
was always there; but everyone was accepted.  There was one girl who was from 
South End, where I lived.  I wouldn’t say the ghetto; but it was, real white trash. 
They call it the South End because we were at the south end of the county.   

There was a girl [from the South End,] who had poor hygiene.  Maybe 
they didn’t have money for deodorant.  But, he and other people reached out to 
her.  Some of the kids made fun of her.   
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One day she was driving down one of the little roads by the school, and 
ran off the road, hit a curve in the road – [finger snap] – died.  [The band director] 
had been advocating for her for a month or two.  She was a new student.  She 
dies, and then everyone [says], “Oh, my God.  We were so mean to her.”  He 
treated everyone the same.   

I really admired him for that (Diane, English teacher). 

Jennifer, the art teacher, says she learned to feel normal with the help of her 

art teachers and “crazy” artist aunt.  Being a teacher is important for her.  She would 

rather be known as an art teacher – and all that this implies – than be called a wife. 

I have an aunt.  She was the weird one.  She is an art teacher, actually.  She was 
the one who [relatives would say], “Oh, they are coming to Thanksgiving.” I 
admired her.  She was my father’s brother and his wife, so she wasn’t a “blood” 
relative.  She’s a character.  She was always just a little bit off.  She was hard to 
have conversations with.  She was the lady who wouldn’t go out of her way to be 
friendly to you.  She was just like, “I am here.  Deal with it,” you know.  “If you 
want to hang out, we will hang out; but, if not, well . . .”  
 

Jennifer found a way to succeed in school and realized that she could chart her 

own course in order to graduate; and again in college she created her own art education 

program. 

I mean, I managed to pass everything. I figured out the system – how to get by.  I 
think that is when it finally hit:  I am not working like the system.  That is when I 
found out on my own about going to night school for my senior year; in a “go-at-
your-own-pace, do-it-your-own-style” program.  And that is when I really did 
well (Jennifer, Art teacher). 
 
Juan talked about the importance of a counselor, principal, and about his parents 

intervening, saying, “You will go to college.”  Juan and his brother said they never liked 

school.  They were always on the honor roll, but school never motivated them or meant 

anything to them.  Juan spoke of how one of his Anglo teachers tried to discourage him, 

perhaps because he was not able to recognize Juan’s intelligence due to his playfulness.  

Juan would go to his class, get whatever work needed to be done, turn it in, and then hang 

out in the halls.  Teachers would release him so that he would not disrupt their classes. 

The teacher thought this meant Juan would not be good college material.  In fact, what it 

meant was that he was bored in class and the teachers were not willing to or were unable 
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to challenge him.  Like Jennifer, he had learned how to navigate the system.  After his 

student teaching assignment, he thought that he probably would not go on to teach but 

rather drive a truck, as his dad had done.  By the second year of teaching, he was bringing 

his buddies from the Hispanic fraternity to create an after school club for the boys.  “The 

students got to him.” 

These teachers turned their needs from childhood into deep sources of 

understanding for their students.  Each of these teachers had issues in life where they had 

experienced loss or a challenge and had successfully recovered, whether it was an 

unstable home environment, a constantly shifting one, a too constrictive home, or a home 

environment that was not the same as school.  They know how to lead students through 

that malaise because they had been there or had used school in their own childhood to 

deal with similar issues.  These teachers demonstrated an ability to be attuned with their 

students, and worked from this empathy or deep understanding with their students. 

Personal Needs of Students 

 The researcher was waiting at the Newcomer Academy for a student to come for 

an interview.  While she was in the office, two former students strode in confidently.  

Their tennis rackets were slung over their shoulders, as though they were warriors 

comfortable with the attire of battle.  They greeted each other and talked for awhile.  The 

researcher asked them if they visited the Newcomer Academy often, even though they 

were taking classes down the hall at Lee High School (housed in the same building, but 

in a different wing).  They told her, “We come almost every day.  We visit Monster, or 

somebody.”  She asked if they got help with their academics, or if they were helped 

emotionally.  “It helps us emotionally,” they told her. 

 While interviewing these two girls in the library later, the researcher ran into other 

former students. She asked them if they visited the Newcomer Academy.  Olivia 

answered, “I go all the time.  I mostly talk with the principal, Ms. Cortina.  I like 

everybody there.  I give them a hug.  I would feel sad if I wasn’t down the hall from 

them.”  The students did not always give long answers to the questions, but the researcher 
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could see how they feel from watching their actions and expressions.  For example, the 

fact that they go to the school every day shows that it is important. 

 At one of the team meetings, a history and a math teacher shared their feeling that 

students who are strong academically do not need as much of the teacher’s attention; it is 

the ones who do not succeed academically easily, or who hold back in class, who need 

the relationship with the teacher.  What these teachers say makes sense, but then the 

researcher thought about these students who went to the Newcomer Academy every day 

and about other students as well.  There was Eduardo who comes back once a week to 

mentor students, even though he is attending the university across town and his trip 

involves two bus connections.  The strong students that the researcher had interviewed in 

the library (already accepted into college as top-ten-percent students, despite coming here 

as immigrants in their high school years) also answered, “We go every day, Miss.” 

 Students described their need in different ways.  Even articulate, bright students 

who may not need a connection with teachers for academics as much as other students 

say, “It is easier if a teacher pays attention for you to feel comfortable.”  Alicia, who had 

not seen her father since she was a young girl, talks about what a difference it made in 

her life when someone, in this case her father, cared about or cared-for her, “This 

emotion was new for me, and I really liked it.”  Even with his support, she was finding it 

hard to navigate the school system alone.   

 Alicia emailed the researcher that she had not gone to school for three days.  She 

was afraid because she had a $1,000 traffic ticket (driving without a license, no 

insurance, and passing a school bus).  She was so afraid that she could not get out of bed 

or walk by herself.  She had been shaking all day.  The researcher asked her to try to go 

to school and ask for help at the Communities in School (CIS) office.  It took three days 

of encouragement for her to go to school.  The researcher and Alicia met on Friday after 

school, and she still had not asked anyone at school for help; nor had she asked anyone 

about her absences – much less about her ticket. 

 No one from Communities in School had been able to contact her, even though 

they had been contacted on Tuesday.  (Ironically, that Sunday, there had been a forum on 
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how important the work of Communities in Schools (CIS) is for the students.  

Representatives from three neighborhood schools talked at a neighborhood association 

meeting to discuss how they helped and supported new immigrants.)  No one from the 

school had called or wondered about Alicia.  When the students transfer back to their 

home school; they can, and sometimes do, get lost.  CIS and their efforts are a big help 

for schools, but one or two staff members for a student population of 2,000 only can 

serve so many students.  An advisory system is in place at this school, which is designed 

to have one adult who understands and sees twenty students every day.  The advisors are 

supposed to worry about them, but the students do not feel close to these people who they 

see every day.   

 While the researcher was talking with Alicia, another former Newcomer student, 

Roberto, stopped by.  He had also transferred back to his neighborhood school, and he 

had also gotten a ticket.  The researcher called the police station with the two of them, 

and found out about the process for taking care of a ticket.  While talking to Roberto, the 

researcher learned that he was not playing soccer because he had failed two classes.  

Unlike the tennis girls at Lee High School, the neighborhood school down the hall from 

the Newcomer Academy, he was not able to compete in sports.  He was a powerful player 

and the sport was very motivating, but Roberto is not as advanced with his English, nor 

as competent a student.  He recovered his grades, but the soccer season was almost over 

by then.  He did not have Monster to visit or Ms. Cortina to hug every day as those 

students had.  Perhaps if a scout could see him play, he could get a scholarship; but he 

does not have an advocate, and does not know that this is how he could go to college.  

The researcher feels a little sick that she will not be able to help him with this.  

 In the course of our conversation, Roberto decided to go by himself to the police 

station, and the researcher gave him her phone number in case he needed help.  She went 

the next week with Alicia to set up an appointment with a judge.  The walk-in judge is 

only there during the school day, which is not very convenient for these students.  

Alicia’s father is working in Nebraska right now; and her aunt, who lives next door, does 
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not drive or understand American processes very well.  It took three more visits to get her 

community service set up.  

 The researcher also looked at the bus schedules with Alicia.  At first it looked as 

though it would take two transfers to get to school by bus from Alicia’s house, but after 

two or three times of changing the variable of how much she was willing to walk to catch 

the bus, it turned out that she had three bus options.  Alicia had not understood how to put 

all of the right information into the webpage template to find the right bus option for her 

to take.  She had been walking 45 minutes to school every day – to avoid another ticket. 

 Neither Alicia nor Roberto had anyone to talk with at their school, to get basic 

information, as they had at the Newcomer Academy Office – not just to make their lives 

more comfortable, but to get the basic information needed for coming to school.  It is not 

that the people do not exist.  The barrier is too great between those with their roles and 

the students.  The researcher approached a woman with regard to contacting Alicia about 

her absences.  She normally worked with freshmen, but she was willing to call her in for 

a conference – and did, at the researcher’s request.  Alicia had not felt comfortable going 

to see her, even though the location of her office had been pointed out.  At least Alicia 

felt comfortable asking the researcher for help.   

 These students are not asking for anyone to feel sorry for them.  They just need 

basic information about how the system and processes work so they can act for 

themselves.  And they need the advisory teachers or other teachers to understand that 

they need an adult who will act as their advocate.  The advisor is supposed to do this, but 

not all of the advisory teachers seem to understand the importance of their role or the 

need in students’ lives for this adult to be an advocate or informant about “how things 

work.”  Explaining how the system works, so that the students can maneuver within it 

and not be crushed down by it, can be a gift an adult gives a student.  

 As advisors, we were asked to help students sign up for their classes for the next 

year.  We were given a thirty-minute overview of the advising process.  As the advisory 

teacher, the researcher explained what she knew to the students.  She tried to get students 

into their fourth year of Spanish and Math, so that they had a chance at good universities 
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and for scholarships.  She also tried to check their prerequisites for classes.  Instead of 

telling the students “I didn’t know,” she advised them one by one.  When she did not 

know the answer, she picked up the phone and called the teacher or the person who had 

the information about the classes that student needed or wanted to take.  Or they walked 

over to the class or visited the teacher before lunch to ask directly for an explanation 

about that class or program.  This kind of interaction gave the students a model of how to 

work through the system.  Most of the students had never had this kind of interaction 

with an adult.  Shared energy and exchange of information from people in positions of 

power or knowledge can be an empowering experience for students and help them move 

to the next level or help them take the next step they need for success. 

 Too often, teachers are overwhelmed with the sheer number of students they must 

mentor.  The researcher had five of her former students during advisory, and others began 

to drop in and want to join the advisory.  Not all of them could transfer and the researcher 

had to tell them to go back to their original advisory when she realized that their advisors 

were counting them absent.  Advisory is a time to help a student feel safe with us.  If we 

take time to ask how things are going, or if we call the students or they email us when 

they are absent, then we can have some influence.  We may be able to help the students 

we see, and with whom we have open relationships.  This is a lot of ifs, and a lot of 

students.  Sometimes focusing on our successes is what helps teachers get through a day. 

 At another neighborhood high school, a similar situation occurred.  Raul is a 

genius, but often gets in trouble because of that.  He gets bored in classes easily and has a 

strong personality.  He has not felt a connection to any one teacher at his neighborhood 

school, or to the school itself, since the computer teacher, who was his favorite teacher, 

left last year.  The researcher asked Raul if he had applied to any colleges, and he said, 

“Well, actually, no.”  He is not in the top ten percent because, when he does not like a 

teacher, he does not do his best.  He is passing and has a B average, maybe, but certainly 

not an excellent record.  With a B average, he can still get into college and can be 

encouraged to do so.  His advisory is made up of a mixed group of students, from 

freshmen to seniors, so the advisor does not advise seniors about college.  The researcher 
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asked him to please talk to the counselor and find out about some colleges, and to report 

back when he had done that.  He emailed after a week to say that he had a bunch of 

papers and they looked kind of boring, but he would look at them.  

 Making sense of so many applications without an adult, in and of itself, is 

daunting.  Counselors are often overwhelmed with scheduling issues.  If students need 

help with college applications, they must take the initiative to get attention or 

information, and then they can finish the work.  If they have a parent who understands, 

then they can finish; if the advisor or a teacher acts as an advocate, then they can succeed.  

These are a lot of ifs, and many students need this connection.  When the researcher went 

to meet Raul, he was not there.  He mumbled something about a doctor’s appointment 

over the phone, but she did not believe him.  She went to meet the immigrant recruiter at 

the college center designed to help students get into college.  After that day, she asked 

them to please contact Raul.  This week, Raul informed the researcher that he is going to 

graduate.  There had been some doubt about that.  He is attending his English class two 

or three times a day to complete the assignments, instead of going home early (because 

he has finished other credits he needs). 

 Stafford High School created a much different experience for the student than that 

at Lee High School, down the hall from the Newcomer Academy.  Both of the high 

schools were far different from the Academy.  At the Newcomer Academy, many of the 

staff people who can help students are in the halls at the passing period or in the 

lunchroom, actually talking with students.  There are too many students at the bigger 

school for the kind of intimacy and relationships that flourished at the Newcomer 

Academy to exist in a broad based way.  The schools are too big and impersonal to create 

positive experiences between the staff and students. 

 At Lee, the researcher talked with Martine.  Because Martine is close the 

Academy, and the coach knows him, he is looking with confidence at how to get a 

scholarship for playing college sports.  It is quite a different situation from the students 

who had transitioned to the bigger schools anonymously.  If teachers do not use some of 
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their class time to express availability, or take time to initiate relationships with students, 

students will often not take the initiative to come forward. 

Personal Needs of Teachers  
 

Teachers also had needs of their own that the school needed to support.  A subtext 

throughout Jennifer’s interview was the presence of her daughter.  Mary Ann, the 

principal, let Jennifer’s daughter come to school for the last hour of school every day.  

Jennifer would go and pick her up during an afternoon break and bring her back.  Her 

daughter Daphne was accepted by the students, and she also had her art projects she 

completed along with the students.  The last two interviews with Jennifer were conducted 

with her daughter present.  Progressively, the daughter became more a part of the 

interview process.  The way in which Jennifer spoke with Daphne, and the way she 

became a part of the interview process, showed how fluid their relationship was.  Jennifer 

was raising her daughter in a more open way.  In the way that she works with her 

daughter, Jennifer is demonstrating the way she works with the students: 

JB:  What makes a good teacher, or a successful teacher?   
[Re Daphne]:  Do you need to – 
JW:  I think, connecting with students.  Well, for my classroom, it is more 

of a connection-type thing.  I am not sure about other subjects, but a good teacher 
knows where to stop being a friend and where to be a teacher.  I think you can be 
friends to all your students.  But, then, do they learn anything from you?  So, you 
have to know when to stop horsing around and being buddy-buddy, and when to 
actually teach them. 

JB:  That balance. 
JW:  Yes. 
JB:  How do you connect with them?  Anything you consciously do? 
JW:  Well, I always model the project they are doing. 
Daphne:  Mom. . . 
JW [To Daphne]:  Okay, do you want me to staple this?  Oh, this stapler 

sucks.  All the way across?  Staple all the way?  Every time that she comes here,  
she makes a book.  [To JB, about the students again]:  I like to go out and sit with 
the class, you know; sit at different tables.   
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Students’ Need for Teachers Who Know Their Subject 
 

Students need teachers who are available and attuned to them.  They also need 

teachers who can teach them effectively as a result of having subject matter competence. 

Each teacher showed this understanding and subject matter competence in their 

interview, and in the way they taught their classes.  They had a passion for their subject 

matter and a love of learning.  Jennifer became a student with her students, drawing with 

them: 

I like to go out and sit with the class at different tables. There are lots of students, 
and I can’t go and talk to all of them every day.  I can make my rounds for a 
whole week probably in every class.  I go sit there and do their same project.  
That way, I can be at their level and they see what I want from the project 
(Jennifer, Art teacher). 

 
Margaret said it is especially important to keep learning because, in science, there 

are always new discoveries that can even make information in the textbook incorrect.    

There are so many things.  It is not like math.  Maybe, I would feel that way – or, 
maybe, even in English; in science, there are always new developments.  My 
goodness, they have discovered new planets since I have been out of college.  So, 
I mean, so many things are changing that I have to stay up with it (Margaret, 
Science Teacher). 
 
It takes a few years for a teacher to feel comfortable with the subject matter, 

especially if her environment isn’t stable.  Margaret’s early teaching experience had been 

as a traveling teacher, and as such, it was difficult for her to settle into a routine. 

Yes, for a couple of years, maybe two years, or so, it definitely took staying in the 
same classroom to be able to establish that routine.  [Being a] traveling teacher 
was not conducive to establishing a productive routine in the classroom and 
getting everything done, that is for sure . . . having procedures in place, and that 
kind of thing, yes.  And then, I didn’t have to waste my time with those kinds of 
things . . . and [I am] much more confident, too.  There are some high school 
students that look for a weakness.  And if they perceive a weakness, they pounce.  
I have definitely seen that.  I have heard groups of students have marched down to 
the office to complain about a teacher, at my previous school  (Margaret, Science 
Teacher). 

 
Juan has known from an early age that he could teach things well to others: 
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I don’t know.  When I was in elementary, I would strive to do the hard questions, 
so I could explain them to the class.  And whenever I would answer stuff that 
even the teacher had a hard time answering, it showed me that I would be a good 
person to be a teacher.  People would come to me, so I could teach them how to 
do things.  I didn’t necessarily say, ‘I am going to be a teacher when I grow up.’ 
The reason I went into teaching is because I knew that I was good at it, or I felt I 
was good at it (Juan, Math teacher). 
 
The principal of the Newcomer Academy spoke of a favorite teacher she had, one 

who “opened windows for her.”  She thought that she would write for National 

Geographic or for magazines, as he did, because of his inspiration. 

I can tell you that a day doesn’t go by that I don’t use something that he taught me 
in that class.  If you were to talk to anybody that had a teacher [during that time] 
they would tell you that, he was the most [popular teacher– but it was hard work.  
But, I send him a letter few years ago.  He has never responded.  I don’t care if he 
ever responds, but I feel it my duty to let him know how powerful he was in 
shaping me.  Sometimes, teachers don’t know what they do day-after-day.  And I 
am sure it was hard work for him, although he seemed to have such a great time 
doing it.  His teaching was contagious (Mary Ann, principal).  

 
The Need for Communication  

One aspect of all of the teachers in their classrooms was an innate ability to 

communicate with the students and keep class interesting.  Jennifer blends and mixes art 

and language in her instructions.  The warm-up will be a combination of graphics and 

language.  Her classroom is a natural blend of language and art, to support 

communication.  She uses simple language, demonstrating to the students what she 

means.  She takes a paper towel and adds water.  She says, “Class, little water,” and then 

squeezes the paper towel into the trash showing what a mess a lot of water makes.  “Little 

water.”  They understand her, and the mood in her class is not interrupted with her 

instructions because she continues in a manner that is not disruptive.  The students look 

up, understand, and keep working.  There is a comfortable working environment in the 

class, and the way she communicates makes the class flow smoothly. 

Margaret has her charts and graphic organizers for comparison and contrast to 

support her instruction and communication.  Students in her class are working on 

comparisons and contrasts between complex concepts.  Students are defining jobs and 
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then determining which job is better for them based on certain criterion that has been 

predetermined.  Other students are jotting down procedures of an experiment, working 

through the process of the scientific method, describing the methods and results on their 

papers, and conducting the experiment.  She comments that one thing she learned after 

years of teaching is that they do not all have to do the same thing at the same time.  This 

added an air of momentum to her classroom, as students went about the room working on 

their projects, at their own pace.  Students who were not as advanced as others did not 

have a sense of not being able to perform.  The manner in which she divided the students 

also facilitated their effectiveness.  She had some mixed groupings so that the more 

advanced students could lead and facilitate the learning of the students whose English or 

knowledge of Science was not as secure.  One of the students she chose as a leader was 

described as a problem student by a teacher in another class.  Margaret put this student in 

charge of assisting some new Myanmar refugee students who did not know English very 

well.  This responsibility brought out a leadership quality and maturity in the student that 

was absent in her other classes. 

Diane used art on her board as a way to work with complex ideas, and to show 

symbolically ways that the students could move into expanding their paragraphs.  Then 

she sat down among the groups and engaged the students by looking at their paragraphs 

again and explaining with more detail what were working on.  She, as the art and science 

teachers, worked closely with the students by circulating in the classroom and by using 

graphics to convey complex issues in a simple way.   

Juan also used graphic explanations often in his math class.  The students 

understand best when they can visualize a problem.  Further, he shows that he needs to 

raise the students’ awareness to take ownership of their own learning.  Juan shows that he 

– as do the others – employs elements of a cultural and linguistic awareness in his 

teaching to facilitate communication and make learning interesting. 
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Importance for Teachers to Have High Expectations 

One student talked about the things she likes in a classroom and the importance of 

teachers expecting the students to work to their full capacity.  The students do not respect 

teachers who do not ask a lot of the students: 

FS:  I don’t know.  He is very interactive; he is doing something [so] the student 
can understand his class.  I mean, he had a lot of activities.  Yes, he does a lot of 
activities with his students. 

JB:  Activities that were fun? 
FS:  And that had to do with the class.   
FS:   [And Mr. Castillo], he teach[es] very well in geometry and algebra.  I 

mean, he teach you how to solve exactly all the steps of an equation.  And he 
expects that you learn that. 

JB:  Yes.  How did he let you know that? 
FS:  How what? 
JB:  How did he tell you that?  How did you know that?  How did you 

know he expected that? 
FS:  Oh, because he, ask you if you understand, or not.  But, if we don’t 

understand his class, he told us that we can go and ask him, what our problem is.  
And sometimes, we do; and sometimes, we don’t.  Well, I don’t know, generally, 
for all the students.  But, I think I do my best. 

JB:  Is there anything else? 
FS:  Well, I don’t know.  I think that they have to push a little bit more the 

students. 
JB:  Push more? 
FS:  Yes, push a little bit more and be a little bit more strict with them.  

Because they think that – I can be sincere with you? 
JB:  Yes, be sincere. 
FS:  They think that teachers are stupid.  If you are nice, they think that 

you are stupid. 
JB:  If people are nice, then they are stupid? 
FS:  Yes, I have a lot of teachers that are strict, but they can be a good 

friend with all the class. 
JB:  Yes.   
FS:  Well Mr. Walker.  Do you know him?  He is very strict. 
JB:  Very strict. 
FS:  I got paranoid the first time I went and asked him.  But, he is very 

funny; he is very nice.  Yes, if you are strict, that doesn’t have to be “Ah, he is a 
bad person.”  No, it is just like he want[s] the best for you; he want[s] for you [to 
expect] more than you give (Felicia, a student from Mexico). 
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 This particular student was not a strong student, but continued in school and is 

graduating this year, even though it has been hard and her command of English needs to 

improve.  She expresses the need for teachers to be friends and strict.  Juan mentioned the 

same thing:  “Teachers need to be strict but not mean.” 

 Anna and Olivia explained that school is different in Lee High School.  Both of 

these girls graduated and went to a nearby university:   

There are so many things that are not explained.  We used to do everything 
Together in our country but school is boring here.  In each class, we have 
different people.  In El Salvador [or Cuba], we had the same students in all of 
our classes.  We don’t know the teachers, either.  We don’t know our 
neighbors.  It’s a little sad.      

I like my math teacher . . . because she is always worrying about us.  If 
you don’t understand what she is talking about, she has more time with you.  
She explains with you.  Most teachers don’t care.  They just give you the work 
and if you understood, they’d care, if you don’t get it.  They sit at the 
computer.  That’s what they always do.  Some walk around.  Not all of them.  
They don’t motivate us; they really don’t.   We just want them to explain, to 
take time to help us learn.  There are some teachers that help us.  That’s what 
they’re supposed to do.  At the Newcomer Academy, they all explained.  They 
all cared very much.  If you didn’t pass this, then you can come to my class 
and make up the work.  It’s good when they push us hard (Anna, a student 
from Cuba, and Olivia, a student from El Salvador). 

 
Eduardo also expressed the need for teachers to care: 

Yes, it is important to think that a teacher cares about me because then I don’t 
want to miss that class.  Because you know he will show you something you need 
to know.  I’m not crazy about school . . . but it’s a better option than others 
(Eduardo, a student from Cuba). 

 
As seen from these passages, it is the student who knows if he or she feels cared 

for.  This is the challenge of teaching.  So many different students respond in so many 

different ways.  Having extra adults, such as los abuelos or teachers aides, can help.  In 

this way, the students can get the feedback they are used to, from having a variety of 

adults with whom they interact.  Raul, from Mexico, felt a teacher should show an 

interest in the students’ learning:  

This teacher would teach you as much as he knows.  He would make an entire 
class just for one student to learn, if this student really wanted to do so. He would 
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even learn new stuff to teach us.  He helped a lot of students get into college.  He 
would help any student that needed and wanted his help.  He was about learning, 
fun – and he was interesting (Raul, a student from Mexico). 

 
While the researcher was observing a social studies class at Lee High School, some 

Newcomer students appeared in the class. They were more advanced and ready to take one 

or two academic courses and Lee High School accommodated the students by allowing 

them to transition to some of their classes, including this pre-AP world history class.  It was 

hard to only observe the students when they asked me for help.  The other students were 

talking and going through their worksheets easily.  They seemed to have learned how to 

skim for the information and fill in the blanks on the sheet that they turned in at the end of 

class.  This sheet is what is recorded in the teacher’s grade book for the daily grade, and 

what the students need to be study in order to pass the tests.  The newcomer students who 

transferred could not skim so easily through the dense text.  They did not know to look for 

the titles, pictures and other clues in the text that could give them answers without reading 

every word.  They thought they were supposed to read and understand every word, not just 

skim.  Skimming itself was hard, if the vocabulary was not comprehensible.   

Instead of observing the class, the researcher began sitting with them and tried to 

help them glide through the worksheets, looking for answers.  They had a hard time at first 

accepting that this was learning.  They wanted to learn the material or understand – not just 

fill in the sheet.  When the researcher worked with them, the teacher became a little 

nervous.  She began to spend more time with the newcomers.  They were clustered together 

at the back of the room, where it was hard to hear.  The researcher suggested that they be 

dispersed with the other students in the class and towards the front of the classroom. 

Barriers are opportunities if viewed the barrier through the lens of a caring teacher or the 

ethic of care.  Their availability to the students’ needs, their attunement to the issues, their 

openness to act and be responsive are all behaviors that result from their caring attitude and 

attention.  When teachers can communicate their concerns and are authorized to work with 

others to resolve issues, often common to other situations, then a positive process begins.  
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This translates into a positive school culture and educational setting conducive to learning, 

which creates positive memories for all involved. 

School and District Policies 

 Many classroom practices are determined by the teacher, schools, or district 

policies.  With NCLB, many more policies and daily practices are taken from the hands 

of the teachers to the building, district, state, and now federal levels.  The ethic of care 

shows us that the practices in the classroom are where responsive behaviors begin and as 

such, the place for policy to begin.  Focusing on the relationship between the student and 

the teacher shifts the focus to the classroom, with all other support mechanisms 

answering to their call and need.   

 In the following section, several teachers discuss what they do when a student 

needs a pencil.  Each teacher has a way of addressing this need, with some showing 

insight and some showing an opportunity to grow in their understanding of the situation.  

These teachers show a range of answers, all of which show they are aware of the daily 

need for a pencil, and have each created a solution or idea.   

What is Your Pencil Policy?  Does it Enhance or Impede? 

 Students need pencils everyday in school.  The way a teacher responds to this 

need shows how s/he understands their role as a teacher in response to this need.  The 

way that a teacher responds can be empowering or disappointing; impeding or enhancing 

relationships that lead to real learning, or not.  Below is an array of answers that the staff 

and teachers indicated.  A student in a school will have eight teachers a semester, and 

interactions with several adults during a school day.  S/he will negotiate the difference 

approaches the teachers take, and the overall way a student feels after a school day will 

create the school culture. 

 

I say, “Here is a pencil.”  And I had a box full of pencils; and now, I think I only 
have about three (Diane, English teacher). 

 
I tell them – like, I make kind of a big deal, if you know, and they don’t have a 
pencil.  “Did you forget you were coming to school today? What else did you 
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forget?  Do you have your shoes?” You know, because it is usually at the very 
beginning.  And I tell them I am not a store, and I tell them I am not rich.  And I 
tell them that – sometimes, I tell them they need to find one. Sometimes, if it is 
somebody who just doesn’t forget it, ever, then I give them a pencil.  But I don’t 
make a big deal out of it, because there are other battles.  I just want them to start 
working.  So, if they are not, they are going to be like, “I need a pencil,” you 
know; or, just sit there for thirty minutes, “Oh, I didn’t have a pencil” (Brandy, 
Science teacher). 

 
I thought it was kind of a headache for me at first, because the kids were always 
asking and I was always getting upset about it.  But, then, I realized how 
inexpensive they are, and how many we actually have, like in storage; there are, 
like, millions of boxes.  So, what I did was, I just throw a box or two out there, 
and I have a space where they can grab them.  And right next to it, there is a big 
sign that says, “Come to class prepared.”  And it is a non-issue.  The kids know, if 
they need a pencil, go get it, sit down, shut up, don’t make a big deal about it; just 
go get the pencil (Bill, History teacher). 

 
I say, “Every day, we use a pencil in our class,” That is my reaction every time.  
Right now, I have a box, and it is in a corner; and they know they can go and get a 
pencil.  But the box was stolen, so I told them I can’t give them any pencils until 
the next six weeks, which is next Monday.  I put out one box of pencils for the six 
weeks.  But generally, I have two on my desk which they can come and get.  But I 
make a big deal of it.  And I talk to them in front of the whole class: “You are 
drawing with a pencil.  You would think you would have to bring it.”  I kind of 
joke with them, I guess (Jennifer, Art teacher). 

 
I had put out about fifty pencils; similar to what you did at the beginning of the 
year.  And within two weeks, they were all gone. And so, I just don’t keep a lot of 
pencils around.  Students ask me, and then I will just show them how it is.  I will 
say, “I don’t have any pencils right now.”  And every single time, they find a 
pencil somewhere.  Somebody gives them a pencil, or something.  So, most of the 
time, I say, “You know, I don’t have one.  You have got to find one from 
somewhere.”  But I think that if I left them out every day, they would keep taking 
them.  The same students would come in every class period without a pencil and 
take a new one, and I would never see that pencil again (Janice, English teacher). 

 
I started, last year, making it a non-issue.  But then, kids were running in between 
classes for the teachers who do make it an issue, to grab my pencils to take to the 
other class.  And I am going through a lot of pencils.  And then in one class, every 
pencil is gone.  So, now, I just tell them, “Hey, I am not a store.  Borrow one from 
somebody.”  But it does take up time.  They have got to walk around.  A lot of 
kids will just go, “No.”  You know?  And then, they find a person with a pencil, 
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and then they get back to their seat.  And they talk to that person when they are 
over there, so I am not really sure what to do at this point.  I kind of like the non-
issue deal, but, we are going through too many of them (Abi, English teacher). 

 
Like a good parent, we are going to get on them; and I don’t care that you forget 
your pencil and your [homework].  To me, it is a big deal.  As a mom and dad, I 
don’t want them getting lost when the kids leave us.  When they leave us and they 
get into these bigger schools, they get lost.  Our staff is one hundred percent 
behind them– from the support staff to the teachers– we all understand, and we all 
understand their needs.  But when they get to the other schools, and they don’t 
have the entire staff on board, it is difficult, and it is easy for these kids to get lost 
(Betty, Assistant Principal). 

 
I have a piggy bank next to a jar of pencils.  Students put money in the piggy bank 
and take a pencil on the honor system.  They come and do it on their own.  It’s not 
a big deal that way (Celene, Science teacher). 

 
Well, for me this is a metaphor.  I remember when I first started working in 
schools.  I was 22 years old, and you know, the pencil is like “the resource.”  I 
could just give the parent the pencil – give them the ride; do the work for them, or 
make an appointment for them.  But I don’t believe in this.  I said, “No, don’t just 
‘give them something,’ because, then, they will be back tomorrow for another 
ride.”  So, what I do is make everything possible to teach the parents how to solve 
the situation for themselves.  I teach them what they need to learn: “Oh, but I 
don’t have a ride.” I said, “But you have feet, yes? All right, let me show you how 
to use the bus system.  You live here, and I am going to teach you how to ride the 
bus.  This is the number you call.  This is how you get a ride.”  Not, “I am going 
to drive you wherever you need to go,” but, “Let me teach you how to find it for 
yourself.”  So, my thing isn’t giving them the pencil; it is giving them the tool, so 
they always have their own pencil.  Do you see what I mean? (Rachel, Social 
Worker). 

 
When I was a teacher – I am not a teacher now – but I used this story as an 
example.  I went to Mexico once, and the kids stood on the side of the road and 
they put out their hands.  And you felt with your heart, “Oh, my gosh.  I have 
$100.00, and this student has nothing.  Let me give him a dollar.”  And the tour 
guide said, “Don’t you dare do that to my people.”  And I didn’t understand what 
he meant.  But he explained, “You are ruining an entire culture of people by 
handing out something for nothing.”  So, I haven’t believed in something for 
nothing after that day.  I believe that if you want a pencil, you have to put 
something up here while I lend you my pencil.  If you don’t have one or can’t 
afford one, then I will sure buy one for you.  But after that, I have bought you a 
pencil and you had better have that pencil.  Something for something.   
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What is it that you are going to give me while you borrow my pencil?  
Because I expect my pencil to come right back here.  You know why?  Because, 
tomorrow, you won’t have one and you will have to go through that same routine.  
So, if we are into a routine – and I don’t want gold rings or necklaces, or 
anything; I just want something – put your backpack up here while I lend you my 
pencil.  Some students like that routine, just for attention (Mary Ann, principal). 

 
At the very beginning, I would be handing them out, and telling them that I need 
them to – if they need another one, if theirs is real small, then I will give them 
another one.  There is no problem.  But if they keep losing it, or if they are the 
type of student that it keeps happening over and over and over and over, then I 
start charging them $1.00 per pencil.  And if they forget to give me my pencil 
back, then I forget to give them their dollar back.  So, most of the time, they will 
give me a dollar back, and I will take the pencil, if they don’t have a pencil (Juan, 
Math teacher). 

 
I think it goes along with what everybody is saying.  I think Juan is saying that 
different types of students are treated differently.  I would do this if a student was 
chronic and habitual: “Hey, I forgot my pencil.  I am not going to do my work.” 
By golly, then I say, “I’ve got a pencil here for you to do your work.”  But if it is 
a different type of student, then I would treat him differently.  But a lot of times, I 
think they come in and say, “I need a pencil,” to get out of doing work.  Well, you 
know what?  I am going to do the opposite:  “Here is a pencil.  You know what?  
Keep this pencil” (Roy, Coach). 

 
You know, the teachers give us pencils here, Miss.  We need to be ready for 
college, and we won’t have anyone giving us pencils there (Jon, student from 
Pakistan). 

 

 It is interesting that every teacher had a policy or has created a way of working 

with this daily need of students.  Juan was very articulate and showed a progression in the 

process or implementation of his policy.  He told the researcher this policy when she 

interviewed him alone, in a team meeting, and again in a mixed group session, with 

administrators, and other staff members.  She observed his class and a student asked him 

for a pencil.  Juan is walking past one student to help another student on the other side of 

the room.  The student he passes says, “I need a pencil.”  And Juan answers, “Use a pen,” 

as he continues to walk to the student who has called him for help with a math problem.  

This, of course, was not his declared pencil policy, and what we way and what we do in a 
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fast-paced class is not always the same.  His response, though, was said in passing as he 

went to help another student.  The point is that we can say one thing, and then do another.  

Further, his answer is still insightful because he instinctively triaged the levels of 

questions and responded to those in which students asked about the math problems.  As 

he walked by, the way he answered conveyed, “Why bother with that?  Don’t you know 

what to do in that situation?” Deal with it, he was saying, without words.  Often in 

classroom situations because there are multiple demands placed on the teacher at the 

same time, a teacher acts on the spur of the moment, in a way s/he may not be aware. 

 Jon, the Pakistani, told the researcher that teachers needed to be stricter because 

of the expectations and needs the students would face when they returned to their home 

schools.  He said, “You know, the teachers give us pencils here, Miss.  We need to be 

ready for college, and we won’t have anyone giving us pencils there.”  The students 

respond to the way that we approach them and respond to others in the way that they are 

treated.  In this example with the pencils, there are almost as many ways to handle a daily 

issue in classrooms as there are teachers.  From these little details, the students come to 

know us.  These details show the way we approach the world and tell the students how to 

relate to us.  Our actions show if we care or not, and students react to these actions. 

Hierarchical Nature of Schools 

Schools are typically hierarchical in nature.  District central offices make many of 

the important decisions affecting the curriculum, instruction, and resources available to 

campuses and classrooms.  Site-based management was an attempt to have people within 

schools and closer to the students make important educational decisions, but oftentimes 

principals rather than teachers make the important decisions within the school.  Now, 

with NCLB, and before that with Title I funding mandates, the federal government has 

created guidelines or policies that affect schools and classrooms.  Creating a caring 

environment may mean that teachers must learn how to maneuver around the dictates and 

pressures from higher authority and do what needs to be done in a way that makes both 

the teacher and students comfortable.  Being caring may mean being strong enough to be 
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yourself in this kind of situation.  In other words, whatever is being dictated, a caring 

teacher can still create an environment for learning.   

 When care is practiced in schools, especially in settings beyond the classroom, 

between administrators and teachers and among a whole faculty, there are elements of 

power intertwined in the caring relationship.  The hierarchical nature of public schools 

can negate the full impact of the experience for the participants.  Those caring-for can be 

more preoccupied with preserving their position than with the one cared for or receiving 

the care.  In public schools, care, is inherently and often practiced within the political 

structure and only through those mechanisms.  It is often impeded because of these 

constraints.  This care can also be referred to as caring power, a power that manifests in 

power over relationships (Sernak, 1998).  The ministry talks about the “overpowering” 

nature of relationships between the clergy and the lay person (Doehring, 1995).   

Uses of Power:   Power over, Power through, Power with 

 Power in its various manifestations is used and plays out in organizations 

according to the structures in place and the framework of those practicing within that 

organization.  Power over, or hierarchical power, is the most common manifestation of 

the use of power in public schools.  It is practiced between the district office and the 

school; the school administrator, or principal, and the teacher; and in most classrooms, 

the teacher has control over the students.  The power relationships move on a continuum 

with leadership styles and approaches to leadership.  The leaders who are open and 

willing to share power use power through approaches to motivate and work with others.  

They use their vision to work through the others.   

Power with, or a collaborative spirit in leadership and transformative leadership 

style, is in keeping with the care ethic in practice among adults in a workplace setting.  

The relational caring relationship, with its reciprocal and confirmation process, is 

practiced in school settings where an open leadership style allows power to be shared or 

where a leader shares the power with the other adults, teachers, counselors, etc., in a 

school building (Blasé and Anderson, 1995; Noddings, 1984, 2003).   
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 It is when power is shared in a true collaborative spirit that we say there is a 

caring relationship that resembles circles and chains of reciprocity rather than hierarchies 

and power over situations (Noddings, 1984, 2003).  We can speak of this practice as 

maternalism (Holmes, 2004) versus paternalism.  The ethic of care, while valued in 

private and eulogized, is often not seen in the public sector.  This public practice of the 

care ethic in public schools is the objective of this study.  What is the experience for the 

teachers and students?  What impedes or enhances this practice?  In this section, 

collaboration and power sharing are discussed.  If they are used to overcome barriers, 

then they enhance caring, responsive relationships for the enhancement of learning. 

Overcoming Barriers through Collaboration 

 One way that the power over aspects can be avoided or alleviated is though the 

use of teams at a school, teams of teachers who act as advocates for their students and 

their learning.  Teams, as defined in the business sector, are to be self-managing entities 

where those who are working can feel empowered to make decisions together, taking 

advantage of each other’s strengths (Clocke and Goldsmith, 2002).  However, in 

business, the team members do not have 140 people reporting to them, as teachers do.  

The business values do not always play out because teachers have responsibilities to the 

principals, district level curriculum specialists, and NCLB mandates.  The students have 

to report to their teachers, to their parents, community obligations, and as importantly, to 

their peers.   

Public schools seem to use the idea of teams to create a sense of power with, but 

even when teachers share in decision making about their pupils, it is limited in scope and 

is directed by the principal, with their team meeting with the principal.  On those days, 

the principal not only becomes the team member, but also the team leader.  On those 

days, she manages the meeting agenda and directs the meeting.  In the Tuesday meetings, 

team leaders lead the meeting, often with items that have been assigned by the principal.  

In other words, the flow of information comes from the principal.  The team meets, take 

notes, and then give minutes back to the principal.  This is a modified power over 

structure in the appearance of a power through or with structure. At best, it is at times a 
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power through, with the principal sharing limited powers and responsibilities of the 

teams, keeping them on a short leash and in a position where she can pull them back at 

anytime.  The team meetings have this kind of illusion of freedom, but are never out of 

the principal’s control.  This may be the best it can be in a public school, given the 

constraints, interests, and responsibilities of public schools. 

Creating Care through Teams or “Circles of Support” 

In the following sections of this chapter, the use of teams is discussed.  The team 

structure is a way that teachers can learn from each other and when allowed to govern 

from this team structure, schools can create vibrancy from the resulting caring 

relationships.  Caring relationships are empowering relationships.  When teachers are 

empowered, students also feel empowered.  This is a result of power sharing in the power 

through or power with scenarios.  Rather than working against each other, team members 

can join their energies and point them toward the technical core of schools:  teaching and 

learning. 

New teachers expressed appreciation of the support they received through the 

contact of their teammates, both with regards to learning how to function in the 

school and move past a historic sense of schools as isolated, loosely coupled identities 

within the school system.  One of the new teachers puts it this way: 

I don’t know what I would have done if I had been on another team, honestly.  
Not that the other teams are bad.  It is just that I love my team (Diane, English 
teacher). 

 
Because the teams meet twice a week and then informally in the halls and at other 

times, there is a depth to the conversations; and, through their ability to say what is on 

their minds, they come to some new ways of thinking because the teams do not always 

agree and they hear from others who have different points of view – allowing all of the 

members to expand their awareness and allowing their knowledge to grow through their 

feelings.  It is just this way that the relationships help develop the students’ thinking: 

JB:  The first question I want to ask is, are relationships with students important, 
and why do you think so?  Does anybody have any thoughts on that? 
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Abi:  I do.   I feel really strongly about it.  I think, if we don’t have a good 
relationship with students – and that doesn’t mean being their friend – that means 
having a level of trust – that they are not going to work; they are not going to 
learn.  And some of them will just shut down. 

JB:  Is there some experience you have had that makes you say that?  Is it 
from your childhood or from raising children? 

Abi: All of the above, probably. 
JB:  Anybody else have an idea or thought? 
Brandy:  I think, as the year goes on – even at the very beginning, two 

weeks into the school year – that our relationships build quickly with some and 
not as quickly with others.  Usually, the ones that have the stronger relationships, 
especially if the students are all at the same struggling level will perform better in 
class. 

JB:  Is the student initiating the relationship?  They initiate the relationship 
with you? 

Brandy:  I hope that it goes both ways.  I mean, I am very open, and I 
think the students feel they have a better relationship; but, for some, I think the 
relationship just forms quicker. 

JB:  For whatever reason. 
Brandy:  Yes. 
JB:  If there is a student that is a little annoying in class, is it harder to 

have a relationship with that student?  Or, how would you initiate a relationship 
with a student that is a little bit of a problem in class?   

Bill:  It depends on the problem.  Some students are attention hungry; and 
negative or positive, they don’t care.  So, we have to be able to hone that desire 
for attention.  They want someone to pay attention to them and talk to them.  We 
have got to do it, but not at the expense of the content or the pace of the class. 

JB:  How do you balance between relationships and the content of the 
class?  Is one more important than the other?  Or, how do you maintain a 
relationship, but keep that pace? 

Jennifer:  I feel that they co-exist with each other.  You can totally turn off 
a student in your classroom, and they can turn away from you, and they can just 
shun everything that you are going to try to say to them, if your relationship is bad 
or not stable; if it is flip-flopping or hot and cold.   

Janice:  I do think that relationships are just as important as content.  I 
would say that I can’t teach content before my students are open to learning it.  
And usually, that comes from some sort of relationship, an openness, or being 
present and being willing to work with me.  With that being said, I think that, 
sometimes, I have to be able to be the bad guy, and go through periods of not 
being liked – if it is a classroom management issue, or a behavioral issue that is.  I 
can’t be a doormat, and say, “Well, I want this student to like me, so I am going to 
let him do something negative” because that, in the long run, hurts the students 
more.   
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Juan:  I think it depends on the student because there are some really smart 
students that, at the very beginning, see me creating a relationship with a slower 
student because I want the slower student to come up or develop skills, and he 
kind of feels like, ‘Well, how can you spend more time over there than over 
here?’  And he will do his work; he will turn it in, but he doesn’t have a 
relationship with me at the time, at the beginning.  As the year goes by, he starts 
buying into it, but he will still do the work; he will still do the content, and he will 
still learn.  But, he just won’t have the relationship with me.  But, the high-level 
student doesn’t need the relationship as much as a low level student. 

JB:  That is interesting.  How does it develop, or how do you hook in with 
the high level student? 

Juan:  He just comes in on his own. 
JB: Does anybody want to comment on that? 
Janice:  Yes.  I would say I have different relationships.  I relate to my 

higher-level or intrinsically motivated students on a different level; if they finish 
the test early, I will go over to them and say, “Hey, this is a book I really like.  
Maybe, if you want to borrow it from me, that would be cool.”  Or, “Hey, I know 
that you are really into science, so I brought this National Geographic for you.”  I 
relate to them on a different level.  I try to talk to them a little more on the side. 

Bill:  So, you feel like you need to have a relationship with them? 
Janice:  No, I want to do it.  I want to have a relationship with them. 
Bill:  Okay, I agree with Juan that, yes, the student is the one who needs 

the relationship.  I think that we develop relationships with those who are at a 
lower level because they are lower level for a lot more reasons.  Consequently, 
they would seem to necessitate more than just a “scholastic” interaction, for them 
to buy in academically. 

Abi:  I think the students all need relationships – and I think you guys – 
Juan and Bill – have a relationship with the other ones – you just don’t realize the 
higher-level ones are developing relationships with; you are saying, “Oh, it 
develops on your own.”  But, I think it is there, and I think you are unconsciously 
doing it.  I think you have a relationship – I think everybody has some sort of 
relationship with every student in the class. 

Bill:  I didn’t mean to say I didn’t have a relationship with the higher-level 
students. 

Juan:  I never said that I don’t create relationships with them.  I am just 
saying that the first ones I create relationships with are the low level students.   

Abi:  But, I think you are still making relationships with the other ones, 
just in a different manner.  Not so overt, and no so purposeful, and not so 
consciously. 

Juan:  But, the high level ones tend to be more– 
Janice:  They notice it.   
Juan:  Yes, they notice.  They notice that I am over there more often, and 

they are like, “How come you [don’t] come over here?”  But, at the very 
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beginning, they kind of hold a grudge against me, because they are like, “Well, 
you have been over there more than over here.”  And I have had – particularly, 
this year – I had one student that she always gets offended.  She’ll ask me, “Why 
do you explain to him, and not to me?”  Or, “Why do you explain to him?  He 
knows it is important.  Why do you draw little stick figures on the board for him, 
and not for me?’  Stuff like that (Cicadas team meeting). 

 
The team meetings are a way for teachers to communicate about students’ 

academic and disciplinary issues.  The teachers meet on Thursday, to learn, to get 

common academic training and to work with the principals or other administrators on 

those days.  These teams communicate both ways with the administration, though at this 

school the principal uses the teams to direct the conversation among certain choices that 

have been determined (for example, the consultants and their influence are something 

teachers will not decide).   They can choose what it looks like in their classroom, but they 

will teach the essential skills that are tested on the standardized test so as to take 

advantage of their short time before students must take the state tests.  These are not 

choices teachers will make. 

Pedagogical Leadership 

Often leadership issues pertain to: governance (voucher, privatization, charter, 

mayoral); organization (excellence, vision, school improvement, staffing); instruction 

(subpopulation achievement, positive school culture, instructional innovation), and 

relational (cultural sensitivity and responsiveness and school engagement).  From the 

Newcomer Academy, we can see that efforts for school improvement with their 

subpopulation show in a positive school culture as a result of their cultural sensitivity and 

their adaptations to instruction.  Sergiovanni suggests that this kind of pedagogical 

leadership is more effective than “bureaucratic, visionary, or entrepreneurial leadership” 

(p.37, 1998).    

The focus and capacity development is on the social and academic aspects or 

capital of the teachers – and therefore, the students.  By developing the human capital (of 

the teachers), the overall capacity is developed.  “Pedagogical leadership develops human 

capital by helping schools become care-focused and inquiring communities within which 
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teachers work together as members of a community of practice ” (Sergiovanni, p. 37, 

1998).  We can see that, when the teachers work together as teams, even if the teams are 

power through in their configuration, it improves the overall sense of camaraderie and 

community at the school.  By doing this, the teachers feel valued and this feeling is 

passed on to the students.  Teaching and learning is the technical core of the school day.  

When the leadership comes from the classroom, with information gleaned through 

student-centered or caring relationships, then schools as we know them today will 

evolve.  Schools will instinctively know how to change to improve performance and the 

overall school experience based on the exchanges in the classroom. 

The school begins to feel like a family or a place where students can feel watched 

and valued.  If a student is uncomfortable with that closeness to adults, then the 

environment will feel coercive.  One of the students at the Newcomer Academy attended 

for one year, and then left.  She went to the neighborhood school with her sister because 

she didn’t like the people at the Newcomer Academy.  She wanted to be Americanized, 

and hang out with cool guys – who would have been called in by teachers at the 

Newcomer Academy if they did not do school work.  It may be that families that took the 

time to register, and agreed that their children should be a part of this more sheltered 

environment, were different from the beginning.   

Whatever the difference, clearly some of the Newcomers stayed at the tougher 

neighborhood school, despite the fact that there were fewer supports because they wanted 

to be American, and not so pampered.  They wanted it to be tough.  They seemed to need 

to rebel.  This was characteristic of many of my Newcomer students at Stafford High.  

They skipped, they were rude, knew how to slip through the cracks, and in general 

seemed more like rebellious American students than immigrants new to a country.  It was 

a completely different experience from the students and classes at the Newcomer 

Academy.  At Stafford, the researcher had to be strict, set tight limits, and could not have 

the same fun with the students that she had at the Newcomer Academy.  The students saw 

kindness as weakness.  There were not multiple people watching and knowing these 
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students both inside and outside of the classroom.  Once outside the classroom, students 

maintained a “tough” stance, so a teacher also had to do that. 

The advisory was the only class where the teacher could kick back, and that 

seemed to be okay, even with the tough ones.  There were teams at Stafford, but they 

were not as cohesive or as effective because there were so many more students and so 

many more teachers.  In other words, the teams would need to be smaller and perhaps 

work with students in a more contained geographic area.  That way the school is 

organized at present, closer working teams is not an option due to scheduling issues.  

Many students slipped through the cracks.  It may also have been because teachers did 

not value the relationships, or that relationship building is harder when students are 

growling at you.  It takes longer and may look different.  That would be the scope of 

another study – to explore care at a large urban school. 

Cross-Level Uses of Teams 

Teams at the Newcomer Academy, then, were a way for teachers to 

communicate with each other about discipline and student behavior issues.  They also 

used teams to communicate information from and to the administration.  Teams 

created a way that the adults bonded with each other and could discuss points of 

intersection and divergence, and come to a kind consensus through the conversations 

and dialogue.  Also, teams were a way to advance learning by discussing common 

challenges.  In this school, especially, the teams are a way to discuss how all of the 

teachers become language teachers.  The following conversation includes Rachel, the 

social worker, who has a strong and central voice at this school, as the school values 

discussions of students’ personal issues as being just as central as the academic ones.  

School wide teeth and eye screening was organized by Rachel.  Getting everyone’s 

teeth checked and taken care of can make giant leaps in how a student feels, and this 

attention is why students perform better and feel good about their school.  The 

students feel comfortable and safe at the Newcomer Academy.   The teams work with 

the administration, in a power through format, with moments when the administration 
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and administrator allow power to be shared.  Moment to moment, the power sharing 

is allowed. 

JB:  My first question, then, is – are relationships with students important?  And if 
so, why?   

Rachel:  Well, as a social worker, I can say, yes, relationships are very 
important with students.  I think the better the relationships that we build with 
students, the more personal we can make the school experience, and the more 
productive the students will be. 

JB:  What different kinds of relationships do you have with students?   
Rachel:  I have different kinds of relationships.  Sometimes I am the hall 

monitor.  Then, other times, I am sitting with them one-on-one and they are 
telling me their deepest, darkest secrets.  It’s important for me to know 
everybody’s name, and at the very minimum, have a social relationship, and then 
build from that. 

Ana:  I think the social relationship develops regardless of your title and 
how you interact with students.  I was surprised about that.  As they came to 
register, I tried to make them feel that they are welcome in this school and that 
they can talk to me – that we are all here for them.  I was really surprised by some 
of the problems the students brought to me when I befriended them.  I didn’t 
know how to handle them.  I know how to handle them with my children, as a 
mother; but I had no idea, in an educational setting, what was appropriate for me, 
or what my guidelines were in dealing with them. 

JB:  Do you refer them to other people? 
Ana:  I have to ask them if they are comfortable with my going to 

someone else. 
JB:  Do you think registrars in other schools have that kind of relationship 

with the students? 
Ana:  No. 
JB:  So, why do you think they relate with you?   
Ana:  I think we treat students differently at this school.  Because of our 

program, we welcome students; we have to welcome the students, or we have no 
program.  At the other schools, I don’t think that really matters. 

Mary Ann:  I think that everybody wears different hats here.  Depending 
on the situation, we whip out a particular hat and we put it on, because there is no 
one else to refer them to.  And so, if a zipper is broken, then we put on our 
seamstress hat.  If a student is crying or doing something they are not supposed to 
do, it is hard to find somebody else to refer them to because there are so few of us 
here.  We take ownership of that student.  Here, all of the students belong to each 
and every one of us. 

JB:  How do you develop relationships with the students?   
Mary Ann:  The first year, I asked that all support personnel take on the 

roles of hall and cafeteria duty.  One person was hesitant.  She said, “I am 
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supposed to be a nurturing person, not a disciplinarian, so I can’t go out there and 
do that.”   But, in my mind, a healthier relationship with a student is one where 
you can do both.  To say to a student, “I am sorry you can’t do that,” and also, 
“Yes, I love you; and yes, I will keep your secrets,” takes that well-rounded 
relationship for a person to respect you.  So, I insisted that this person come out 
and do these things. 

JB:  Any other comments?   
Juan:  I think that relationships are really important, that is, speaking of 

positive relationships . . . of trying to get students to participate or be engaged in 
the classroom, whether it is a boring or an exciting class.  If we build a 
relationship with them, where they respect us and respect what we are going to 
say, then, at any given point, we can point out to them that they are being rude, 
and then they will feel bad about it and sit back and say – “You know what?  I’m 
sorry.  I’m sorry I did that.  I didn’t mean it.” Having that relationship and that 
feedback makes them feel accountable for their actions, and to pay attention to 
what I am saying, and for them to be able to pay attention. 

Margaret:  Adding to what Juan has said, I think that this is part of our job 
as teachers of the students – to teach them, not only about our content areas, but 
also about how to have good relationships.  And if they are doing something rude, 
then I feel it is our responsibility to point that out and tell them how they could do 
that better.  So, I think, that the relationship is even more important than the 
content because the content follows the relationship. 

JB:  Is teaching students to be caring or understanding of others an 
important part of education? 

Margaret:  Yes, it is essential.   
JB:  If there is a student who is somewhat annoying – in the cafeteria, in 

the hall, or in the classrooms – how do we give that student positive attention?  
How do we help turn that student around?   

Rachel:  We have got to find the strengths.  We have to find out what that 
student’s strengths are.  Everybody has strengths, even though sometimes it is 
hard to see them. They may be buried very far underneath annoying behaviors. 

Ana:  Or, we can try to find that student’s weakness.  One student who 
was very loud and disruptive came to me for a “time out” situation.  His weakness 
was that he did not like to be ignored.  When I found that this bothered him, then I 
ignored him.  When I didn’t acknowledge him, then he would seek me out 
because I ignored him.  I would acknowledge him without his loud, “Look at me!  
Look at me!”    With me, it is finding a weakness, too. 

Mary Ann:  Sometimes, this refers to the adults at the school also.  It 
might be hard to find the good in another adult.  And when we work in such a 
small school, it is very easy to see the faults of other people.  It is hard to look for 
the positive and overlook the negative.  We tend to be quick to put the negative 
aspects out there.  And then, the adults start having problems.  What I most like 
about this school is that, for the most part, we have grown accustomed to 
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providing constructive criticism for each other.  One way or another, the issues 
are going to come out.  I am not going to let it go on and on.  We will come 
together and deal with them head-on.  This is not always comfortable for people. 

Betty:  With adults, whether we see it or not, our behavior directly affects 
the relationships and the type of work that we are doing with our students.  It is 
difficult, because the students see everything; they feel everything.  We think that 
we are hiding it, but we’re not hiding it.  The tensions build, and it trickles down 
in our work.   

JB:  Does working in teams help to resolve these issues?  Do the 
relationships that you, as adults, build in your teams facilitate the learning 
environment for the students?   

Roy:  Well, I can tell you, for my part, that, last year, I didn’t belong to a 
team.  And I was out of the loop, so to speak.  And this year, I feel that I know 
what I am talking about – only because I am more informed this year than I was 
in the past. 

Ana:  Even though I am not in any particular team with the faculty, a lot of 
teachers do include me with what is going on with a particular student.   

Mary Ann:  With regards to the matter of confidentiality, it may be 
different here than it is at other schools.  I don’t believe in confidentiality when it 
comes to nurturing a student.  Once we establish an environment that cares for 
that student, then it is important for each of the adults, responsible adults, to know 
what is going on with that student because it totally impacts how that student 
behaves in class. 

Juan:  I have an example with one student who would stand by the stairs; 
and one morning, I got mad at him because he didn’t go to the cafeteria with all of 
the other students.  At the team meeting, I found out that he had a walking 
problem.  I just didn’t know.  And being in a team, where other people knew, then 
I was informed. 

 

Reflections: Creating Bridges to New Understandings 

The human capacity building that teams provide creates a bridge of human power.  

The teachers’ united energy creates a bridge, moving the school from their barriers to 

ways to enhance and build positive relationships and experiences in a school.  If the 

teachers’ power is unified and directed toward the students through a caring relationship, 

then it acts to raise the students up.  The energy becomes like an opening for the student 

to learn about a subject, about the processes of the school and beyond; and the teacher 

can provide an opportunity for the student to move forward in a positive direction.  If this 

energy is thwarted with political debates or differences, then the energy is broken up and 
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does not impact the students with its full capacity and strength.  Through the teams, the 

adults at the school worked to overcome barriers to care.  The teams in fact created 

caring relationships among the adults which filtered to the students.  When the staff 

works together and feels safe, then the students’ needs are also met.  Several teachers 

discussed the students who formed relationships with them performed better in class.  

The attendance rate for the students at the Newcomer Academy was always in the high 

nineties.  The majority of the teachers remained many years.  There was a good feeling 

when a visitor enters the school and that positive culture was created through the multiple 

caring and responsive relationships that formed to enhance learning.  The process of 

overcoming barriers in itself is a result of the caring relationships.  This process shows 

ways in which schools can enhance relationships for the overall school culture and for the 

creation of a school environment which emphasizes positive learning situations and 

performance. 

Performance measures would take on a different look in this kind of setting.  

Noddings speaks of the need to move beyond the measures indicated by high-stakes 

testing.  Indeed, she speaks of a time in which tests were given as indicators for teachers 

as ways to adjust teaching, and not given the punitive and high-stakes nature they carry 

today (2005b).  In her book on high school restructuring, A Challenge to Care in Schools, 

she makes bold suggestions that schools be reorganized around centers of care (2005a).  

With regards to performance, she suggests that we move beyond a mere focus on 

performance to those that include some of the following: happy and healthy demeanor; 

cooperative and considerate behavior; competence in ordinary affairs; intellectual 

curiosity; openness and willingness to share; an interest in existential questions; a 

capacity to contribute to others, and a thriving in intimate relationships.  These features of 

human development are why caring is important in schools, and how they move beyond 

performance standards as we see them now in schools.  In our complex, modern world, 

developing these kinds of character traits is not optional.   
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To think is to forget a difference. 
Jorge Luis Borges (1962) 

 

Chapter 7.  Summary, Implications, and Conclusion 

Introduction 
 

This is the concluding chapter of a qualitative study conducted at a high school 

for recent immigrant students to the United States.  Students, teachers, administrators, 

and support staff were interviewed in order to capture the experience of caring 

relationships.  The following sections of this chapter serve as a summary of the study:  its 

purpose; the research questions; the methodology, and key findings.  The implications of 

the study and ideas for future research conclude the chapter. 

Purpose of the Study 

Urban schools have a low retention rate of teachers, and, additionally, a high 

dropout rate for students they teach.  Teachers, for the most part, are Anglo females who 

leave their teaching situations within three to five years (Darling-Hammond, 2003; 

Ingersoll 2001a).  The students in urban schools drop out at equally alarming rates, 

especially among the new immigrant and African American populations (Swanson, 2008; 

Valenzuela, Fuller, Vasquez Heilig, J., in press).  The experiences of teachers and the 

experiences of students are seldom discussed together, and often are not seen in relation 

to each other in the literature or in discussions of school reform or restructuring.  The 

purpose of this study is to look at the experience of both teachers and students and the 

practice of care in an urban school setting.  Specifically, the research questions are the 

following: 

4. What is the experience of the teacher in a caring relationship?   

5. What is the experience of the student in a caring relationship?   

6. What impedes or enhances the practice of care in an urban school setting?  
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Methodology 

 The research was conducted from August 2007 to February 2008, with teachers, 

students, and staff from the Newcomer Academy, a newly created school for recent high 

school immigrant students in the South Central part of the United States.  Seven students, 

four teachers, the principal, and support staff were interviewed individually using oral 

narratives as the methodology to allow for in-depth interviews with the participants.  

Further, the teachers, administrators, and staff were interviewed collectively to capture 

some of the dynamics of teamwork and collaborative decision-making.  To support and 

triangulate the information from the interviews, the researcher observed the teachers in 

their classroom and drew from her own experiences as a former teacher at the Newcomer 

Academy.  Additionally, school documents ranging from staff emails, meeting agendas, 

press releases for the community, and other written information about the school helped 

give a full range of data for the research. 

The Academy is a two-year pull-out program for the entire school district.  

Students attend for their freshman and sophomore years, and then transition to their 

neighborhood or home school.  The students, who were interviewed for this research, are 

former Newcomer Academy students who have transitioned to their home school for their 

junior and senior years.  The interviews of the teachers and staff took place at the 

Newcomer Academy.  The students were interviewed at Lee High School, which shares 

the building with the Academy, and Stafford High School, a neighborhood school that 

sends the largest number of students to the Academy.  The teachers were selected by 

students, teachers, and administrators; the students were selected from the pool of 

students in their senior year.  They represent students who attended the Newcomer 

Academy in its first year and are graduating from high school in four years.  They are 

articulate and represent a broad range of countries, partly to show a cross section of 

students.  This is the immigrant student’s story, but it could be anyone’s story.    

 We are a nation of immigrants.  In the early 1900s, two-thirds of the public school 

children in New York and Chicago had foreign-born fathers (Ravitch, 2001).  Those who 

have immigrated as slaves (African Americans) and those who were here originally 
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(Native Americans) have historically been excluded from equal access to schools (Spring, 

2007).  Nowadays, cities with high African American urban populations – Detroit, 

Cleveland, and Indianapolis – have the lowest graduation rates in the United States, in 

sharp contrast to the rural and suburban districts in those municipalities (2008, Swanson).  

Urban schools, made up of ethnic and racial diversity and low socio-economic status, are 

at the heart of the United States and are entry points for many immigrant students. 

Summary of Findings: Related to the Research Questions 

 While this study focuses on seven students, four teachers and a few staff members 

at a school for recent high school immigrants, their stories could be repeated in schools 

anywhere.  The interviews are designed to go deeply into the experience of caring 

relationships, giving the answers of the respondents a universal appeal, transversing the 

limitations of ethnicity, race, time, or place.  The students and researcher found 

themselves on different school campuses together; their relationship, and the 

relationships of the other teachers and staff, transcended the boundaries of one school 

campus to another or from one school year to another.  The story of Anna Karenina 

quoted earlier shows us that suffering is a part of the human condition, even affecting the 

wealthy.  We can look at the losses and triumphs of the students in this study in a 

universal way, as a part of the human condition, and as such, a part of everyone’s story, 

relevant and important for all students and all teachers. 

The Interview Questions 

 The guiding questions and questioning techniques were chosen so as to 

systematically and deeply delve into the experience of caring relationships.  By using 

questions that move systematically from theory into practice, the researcher worked to 

recreate a social reality or the experience of care between teachers and students.  These 

questions were designed to create a reality that moved beyond simply a social reality into 

something deeper in order to recapture the experience of care in schools. 

 The questions for the teachers, principal, and staff began with initial questions 

about the informants’ background, attitudes toward teaching, and education in general.  
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The researcher moved from general questions to more specific questions about how 

teachers formed relationships with students, how they maintained the relationships, and 

about the importance of care in a school setting. 

 Students were asked to identify some of their favorite teachers and to describe 

how teachers motivated them to learn.  Students were asked about different aspects of 

their teachers and school to understand how the teachers made the students feel safe, 

interested in learning, and enthusiastic about school.  

  The researcher looked for patterns and similarities in the answers to determine 

common themes.  The interviews are an attempt to uncover universal truths about the 

nature of the relationship between teachers and students that have application for 

educators anywhere, in any kind of setting, in any locale. 

Experience of the Teachers and Students in the Caring Relationships 

Teachers spoke of the various aspects of care, including aesthetic care (the love 

of learning); ethical care (where teachers show care, even in difficult situations); and 

relational care.  This study for the most part dealt with this relational aspect of the ethic 

of care.  Juan, the Math teacher says, “Students will care about math because they care 

about the teacher.”  Margaret, the Science teacher, says that, “Students learn through the 

relationship.”  Sergiovanni, when asked about the importance of caring said, “The student 

will care about the subject if the teacher cares about the student.”  The relational aspect of 

teaching is important as the content of a classroom, if not more so. 

The findings included descriptions of what it feels like to care (to be the one-

caring) and to be the cared-for.  The study also described how relationships are initiated 

and how a sense of openness or availability to a relationship (emotional displacement) is 

conveyed.  Other aspects of the caring process that are described include:  

responsiveness, reciprocity, and confirmation; engrossed attitude and engaged behavior; 

attunement; trust and empathy; shrewdness in working with students; competence; and 

transformational learning.  Teachers and students talked about what makes a caring 

teacher, and finally teachers discussed if care could be taught.  These are all key aspects 
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of the ethic of care, which were defined theoretically in chapter one and then articulated 

from classroom and school practice in chapter five. 

Interestingly, the teachers told stories of themselves as students that showed the 

importance of favorite teachers in their own lives; and this perhaps explains why these 

teachers were the ones selected for this study.  Students describe caring teachers in 

different ways.  Even articulate, bright students, who may not need a connection with 

teachers as much as other students, say, “It is easier to feel comfortable if a teacher pays 

attention to you.”   

 Caring can be said to be so important as to change a person’s life.  Noddings says 

the cared-for, or student, will glow (2003).  A Nobel-prize medical researcher has begun 

research to show that a positive attitude and disposition can go so far as to change our 

biological makeup or DNA (Hamilton, 2006).  It may be impossible to expect all teachers 

to become a John Dewey, Horace Mann, or Sonia Nieto, but surely something of how to 

honor and be attuned with students can be taught.  When asked if caring could be taught, 

many teachers suggested that caring is modeled, and can be learned this way.  Juan, the 

Math teacher, suggested that caring has to be felt.  When the student feels it, s/he 

understands in a positive way.  Teachers may model or try to teach care, but a student 

must experience it, for a change to occur.  This is perhaps what we call transformative 

education.  This feeling, or confirmation, will return to the teacher and the two both 

experience what Noddings calls reciprocity (Noddings, 2003). 

 The teachers shared some aspects to their background, personalities, and abilities 

in the classroom that allowed them to build meaningful relationships with their students.  

Two of the teachers, Jennifer and Diane, and the principal, MaryAnn, mentioned the 

importance of school (or church) in their childhood, as a way of escaping over-protective 

parents or an unstable family life.  Juan and his brother mentioned that they never really 

liked school.  They spent a good deal of their childhood running outside and playing 

games, and experienced school as a restrictive, uninteresting environment.  Many of their 

students shared the same sentiment, and perhaps that is why these two brothers were both 
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popular with the students.  The brothers knew that school would not be interesting for the 

students, unless they made it that way.   

 The Science teacher, Margaret, spoke of her family’s close bond and values that 

made her many childhood moves in and out of the United States tolerable.  She felt a 

resonance with the Newcomer Academy students because of her own childhood 

experiences and felt even closer to them after a near death experience with her daughter.  

What the teachers all shared in common was a strong sense of the importance of the 

students’ feelings and related to them as whole, vibrant beings.  Additionally, because of 

their many experiences in and out of school, in childhood and as adults, they understood 

students.  They had a youth consciousness or street smarts. 

 The teachers, principals, and staff members cared about their students, and 

showed an ability to understand their needs.  These teachers made adjustments for the 

students because of their language-learning status, and demonstrated cultural sensitivity 

in their dealings with students.  Juan and Mary Ann are Latino, but displayed an openness 

and understanding for all cultures.  The other teachers talk about being open to people of 

all cultures, and that, as youngsters, they “jumped groups” or went back and forth 

between groups of people because of openness towards others.  It is hard to predict 

whether teachers’ relationships with students alone are enough to keep students in school 

or predict performance, but teachers and students of the Newcomer Academy mutually 

made adjustments.  These adjustments are the beginning of the caring relationship. 

 Students appreciated teachers who did extra things for them.  Raul spoke of a 

teacher who “created a class just for one student.”  Martha spoke of how often teachers 

encouraged her and how important that was.  Olivia mentioned how she arrived to the 

United States only knowing how to say the colors in English and how much her first year 

English teacher helped her.  Olivia graduated this year and will attend a university with 

several scholarships and grants.  Students needed someone that helped them feel special, 

especially if there is vulnerability in their life.  Even with rich family resources, students 

need to find ways to get information for maneuvering in new systems and getting things 

done in a new way. 
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Factors that Impede or Enhance the Practice of Care in an Urban School Setting 

In looking at factors that enhance or impede care or relationship building, it 

appears that the two aspects are closely related.  If something impedes care, such as a 

large class size, this is said to be a barrier to care.  If a teacher works to relate with each 

student or sets up the class period in such a way that s/he circulates among the students 

during a part of each class day, s/he can work to overcome that barrier and in doing this, 

create a caring classroom environment.  The act of overcoming the barrier is seen as a 

caring act in itself.  This is not to say that changes should not occur structurally or across 

the school itself, but the caring acts begin the process of change.  Teachers worked in 

teams at the Newcomer Academy and in this way practices from their classroom were 

communicated to the administration through the process of team interactions and team 

reports. 

Some factors that impeded caring relationships have to do with classroom 

practices, human nature, the needs of students or teachers, school or district policies, and 

the hierarchical nature of schools.  Aspects of classroom practice that were seen as 

barriers deal with issues of time, class size, language learning issues, cultural differences, 

and the tone in the classroom.  When the researcher asked teachers about issues of time 

constraints or class size in getting to know all of the students, Jennifer expressed that she 

felt it was her job to take care of the students:  “This is what I am paid to do.”  At the 

same time, students seem to know not to expect personal attention from teachers.  The 

classes were too large to expect a great deal of personal attention.  Olivia spoke of her 

English teacher this way: “He worked individually with us, but I think he had too many 

students to know me individually.” 

 The language learning needs of the students, coupled with the pressure for 

students to finish high school, was a reality all of the teachers spoke of.  Their sensitivity 

to this was so strong that Margaret, the Science teacher, embeds language into all of her 

lessons.  The assistant principal voiced the predominant view at the school that language 

supports all of the academic areas.  Juan’s mentor says that half of his math class is 

language.  His room had Spanish and English labels all about the room.  Mary Ann, the 
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principal, says that all teachers are language teachers at her school.  “We are all reading 

teachers.  It is too much to expect from one teacher.”  Students acknowledged that they 

needed time to learn the language and appreciated that they were given that time.  They 

also want to study the subjects, and have the material explained when they do not 

understand.  They want teachers to “worry about them.” 

 Some barriers were related to human nature, misunderstanding students’ 

playfulness, or an unawareness of youth consciousness.  Students spoke of a time in their 

past where they felt connected to others in their neighborhood, and of the importance of 

playing and being with them.  In the absence of these social ties, students complained that 

school was boring, sad, or not very interesting.  Since these students were motivated, they 

were able to complete schoolwork. 

Other barriers pertained to needs of students and teachers.  For instance, students 

mentioned dealing with loss of country and family; a need for teachers to know their 

subject matter and communicate effectively; and for teachers to have high expectations.  

For the most part, students talked about being separated from people they needed, from 

family and friends.  Many of the students were close to their grandparents or lived with 

them.  Usually, they mentioned the importance of their grandparents before it was 

brought up.  One Honduran student summed up the sentiment, “When I think about my 

childhood, I think about my grandma.” 

 In the Newcomer Academy, several of the older staff members related to the 

students as a grandparent.  Many in the staff had relationships with students outside of the 

classroom because they were the ones that worked in halls and at lunch duty, instead of 

the security guards that many schools use.  One teacher’s aide was especially close to the 

students, and they openly called her Abuela or Abuelita because of the way that she 

related to the students.  She shows how an adult can be warm, tough, humorous, and 

caring – all at the same time.  The students also spoke of how important it was that 

teachers have a positive and encouraging attitude.  Some even want the teachers to be 

strict and ‘expect more’ from the students.  The teachers could be strict, but it was much 

better if they were not mean – and acted more like a friend, or grandparent.  If teachers 



203 

humiliated students or treated them as though they were bad children, students felt that as 

well.  A tone or attitude could be a barrier or a bridge. 

Turning Barriers to Bridges 

The school used the communication that comes from teamwork to deal with many 

of the issues that can become barriers.  Additional to communication, teams allowed the 

decision making to be informed by knowledge gleaned by those close to the students.  On 

Tuesdays, the teachers shared a common planning period where they met in their 

horizontal teams.  These teams were made up of teachers who teach different content 

areas.  They met to discuss the common one hundred or so students that they shared.  The 

purpose was to deal with issues pertaining to students’ behaviors and needs.  On 

Thursdays, this team met with the principal to discuss staff development, curricular 

needs, or other issues as they pertained to an academic focus.  The disciplines or vertical 

teams met during lunch and before or after school.  Teams included mixed groups of 

disciplines and levels of staff members, from the principal to the teachers’ aides.  The 

support staff joined in the meetings, so they would understand the issues at the school.  In 

the words of Diane, the English teacher, “I love my team.  I don’t know what I would do 

without them.”  The barriers to creating relationships were often overcome through the 

collaborative efforts of the teachers. 

 Implications for Enhancing the Caring Relationships among Teacher and Their Students 

 When schools take advantage of their human resources (teachers and students) to 

build change from the classroom level, then there are implications for professional 

development; the way evaluation and performance measures are conducted; and for 

technology to support the experience and broad base us of care as a practice. 

Professional Development 

Teachers are trained in how to teach English in a differentiated way (SIOP 

training); they receive instruction in how to extend this to other subject areas (Quality 

Teaching); they learn to focus on the curriculum standards that are actually tested 

(Differentiated Learning), and they learn how to fill in the curriculum gaps in their 
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students’ math learning (from the DANA Center).  There is not any kind of systematic, 

scheduled training on how to develop relationships, encourage students to develop 

character, interpersonal skills, or deal with the complexities of working with large 

numbers of students in close proximity.  The findings in this study related to the Care 

Ethic imply that there is a need to include a kind of professional development training 

that assists with developing interpersonal skill and ability to attune with students as well 

as trainings focused on curricular issues.  We are not all born knowing these skills, yet 

student after student, and teacher after teacher, say that the “information comes through 

the relationship.”   

Evaluation and Performance Measures 

 Noddings speaks of the need to move beyond the measures indicated by high-

stakes testing.  Indeed, she speaks of a time in which tests were given as indicators for 

teachers on how to adjust teaching, and did not carry the punitive or high-stakes nature 

that they do today (2005b).  In her book on high school restructuring, A Challenge to 

Care in Schools, she makes bold suggestions that schools be reorganized around centers 

of care (2005a).  With regards to performance, she suggests that we move beyond a mere 

focus on performance to those that include some of the following: happy and healthy 

demeanor; cooperative and considerate behavior; competence in ordinary affairs; 

intellectual curiosity; openness and willingness to share; an interest in existential 

questions; a capacity to contribute to others; and a thriving in intimate relationships.  

These features of human development are why caring is important in schools, and they 

imply that we must move beyond performance standards as we see them now in schools.  

In our complex, modern world, developing these kinds of character traits is required and 

not optional.   

Technology Uses to Support Care 

One way in which teachers have learned to relate with students outside of 

classroom is with cell phones and the Internet.  The use of technology helps to connect 

with students, especially in this information age; and it is only in the beginning stages.  
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Class lessons, the way students search for information, the way teachers present and 

deliver lessons, and the way educators disseminate knowledge, can all be enhanced with 

better use of technology.  The use of technology was hardly mentioned in this study even 

though there is a technology specialist at the school who helps some teachers create 

exciting projects with their students such as pod casts for those who miss a lesson.  These 

efforts are only in their infancy.  Technology can have far-reaching potential to help 

develop relationships with students and engage them in learning. 

Implications for Enhancing the Practice of Care in the School Setting 

Care is practiced primarily in the classrooms; but there are implications for the 

overall school culture, the ways schools are organized and led, and the way the 

community and parents become involved in a school setting.  The perspective of care (or 

a student-centered focus) should change schools from the bottom up. 

Enhancing School Culture 

 The school consists of many classrooms, one next to another.  The feelings that 

are exchanged in the classroom spill out into the halls.  At the Newcomer Academy, the 

halls became areas where the students show their personality (Bennett, 2008; Campano, 

2007).  Additionally, the staff and the teachers at the door between classes participated in 

the hall culture.  Aside from the students in the halls, the look and feel of the hall itself 

gives a sense of the culture.  At the Newcomer Academy, there is student work – science 

projects describing the cell in terms of a “Fifteen-year-old party cell,” or “The Mexican 

cell.”  There are timelines for English Department classes; and there are joint projects 

between the history and art department, with the pictures of the pharaohs in authentic, 

bright colors, and surrounding the graphic there are the text of the report of who and what 

the pharaohs were.  When the students enter the hall, their faces match the poignancy of 

their classroom work.  This is a school with an alive feeling, where students walk with 

that glow in their faces of which Noddings speaks. 

 From the Newcomer Academy, we can see that the efforts for and effects of 

school improvement on the student population are apparent in the positive school culture 
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resulting from the teachers’ cultural sensitivities and their adaptations to instruction.  The 

relational aspects of a caring environment, where students feel valued and attend school, 

enhance the effectiveness of all other initiatives of school improvement and leadership.  

The Newcomer Academy students are not ready to pass state tests, but they progress well 

and have a positive work ethic at school. 

Enhancing school organization and leadership 

 Leadership as we know it today advocates visionary efforts in order for schools to 

change (Hargreaves, 2005; Sergiovanni & Starratt, 2002).  Many bold efforts are being 

made in which district- and school-level leaders are recreating schools to work within the 

existing frameworks of public education.  For these efforts to be successfully employed, 

school leadership must be given authority to make real changes, and be supported by 

those who govern them.  In the case of the Newcomer Academy, the school leadership 

had the vision to provide a different option for the recent immigrant adolescent student.   

 The building supervisor has used her authority to create teams of teachers who 

work within the present system, given the mandates of testing, curriculum, time issues 

and so on.  Just as the literacy issue at the school is far greater than the efforts of one 

reading teacher (“We are all reading teachers here”), so too the efforts of reorganizing 

and reaching the students affect all of the adults, and even students.  The school could 

say, “We are all leaders here.”  Pedagogical leadership should provide a broad base of 

support for school reorganization initiatives and the expert knowledge of teachers should 

inform initiatives and changes in practice. 

 The Newcomer Academy showed that a small group of students (300) within 

close geographic proximity could create a vibrant school culture, along with the 

additional supports that existed outside of the classroom.  The changes in the curriculum 

in the classroom with teachers who were attentive and attuned to students needs, coupled 

with staff members who supported students’ personal needs outside of the classroom 

worked hand in hand to distribute leadership behaviors throughout the organization. 
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Community and Parental Involvement 

The population of immigrant students and their families is a vulnerable 

population.  Many parents do not attend school functions because of work, language 

barriers or transportation issues.  The school welcomed families when they came to the 

school, as told by the school registrar, “We welcome the families here.  If we didn’t, we 

wouldn’t have a program” (Ana, Registrar).  Many families called her when they had a 

problem because she greeted them, gave them a card with important phone numbers, and 

spoke their language.  The efforts to work more closely with families showed in the way 

that the students behaved in the halls and classrooms.  Perhaps more parents could be 

brought in from the community to work as paid or volunteer abuelos for the students.  

Students responded well to the adults who entered the school in non-teaching capacities, 

as seen when they welcomed teachers’ aides and staff members in the hallways and 

lunchroom. 

Implications for Academia 

In university leadership programs, more of a focus on relationship building as a 

leadership issue would change the focus in theory, inquiry, and action.  Interpersonal 

skills are seen as one aspect of leadership, and not a driving or predominant part of the 

leadership conversation.  Surprisingly, Noddings and work surrounding care are not often 

discussed in leadership circles.  The relational aspect of care – relationship building – is 

now being seen as more and more important to curb such student behavior as bullying, as 

seen in the case of Columbine and other instances of school violence.  If students and 

teachers talk with each other in a real way, adjustments are made in how students are 

taught; if school-level administrators are speaking with teachers in meaningful ways, 

school policy is adjusted; and if school level and district level meetings are conducted in 

ways that encourage dialogue, mechanisms for change can be put into place. 

Implications for Policy Formation and Practice 

When we speak of care and policy formation, we are looking for principles of 

relationship to guide the way students and teachers interact and experience school in a 
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caring environment.  If students and families feel welcomed, then they want to stay in 

school and learn; if teachers feel valued, they want to perform; if building supervisors are 

supported, then they feel better about their ability to perform their tasks; and if district 

leadership creates a sense of dialogue and support, then the competitiveness and political 

aspects begin to fade through collaborations.  Care shows as policy in the subtle way 

schools create registration practices, classroom interactions take place, the way meetings 

are conducted, and the kind of instruction and that is used.  Care affects policy if school 

leaders consider the students’ or teachers’ feelings.  Rather than power over or top down 

decision-making, those who make decisions want to show fairness and respect for those 

who will hear and need to follow policy.  Care is not about what school leaders say so 

much as how they do something and what they do.  A system can evolve, such as the 

weekly team meetings at the Newcomer Academy, where teachers meet regularly to give 

their feedback and to discuss what they feel and think together. 

The Newcomer Academy model works with the immigrant high schoolers for 

their first two years, and after that the students are ready to be integrated into classes that 

are taught in English by teachers who employ language learning strategies and supports.  

The students who transitioned to Lee High School used the Newcomer Academy as their 

support system even while attending Lee High School.  They complained that the classes 

at Lee were boring or that the teachers did not “worry about them.”  At Stafford, the 

school was so large, that despite the efforts of some teachers working with students, the 

English language strategies were not employed across the campus.  Additionally, there 

were insufficient supports to solve personal problems of students.  The advisory system 

worked to some extent, but many students got lost at that large campus and relied mostly 

each other for guidance through the maze of high school in a new country.   

Implications for Future Research 

 More research about the importance of care or relationship building in schools 

between teachers and students, administrators and staff and district level administrators is 

needed.  Relationship building is not just a classroom issue.  The way the teachers, staff, 

administrators and students relate one to another affects a school culture, the curriculum, 
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evaluation choices and leadership decisions.  Especially ripe for further research is the 

relationship between care and the micropolitics at a school setting. 

 Further, the ways that schools relate with their communities and parents are a vital 

area of leadership that is often ignored in leadership development programs, as seen in 

results of recent surveys of schools of leadership by the joint UCEA-AERA task force 

(UCEA, 2007).  Research on care as a subject is not what is needed so much as research 

on what develops as a result of care for, and attention to, people at interpersonal levels.  

This shift could transform education as we know it today.  Examining schools such as the 

East Harlem schools in New York as models rather than exceptions could invigorate 

public schools as we know them. 

Post Script 

 The students who were interviewed have entered a new chapter of their lives.  

Martine graduated and will attend a small university with on a sports scholarship.  Olivia 

was accepted to a university with several grants and scholarships.  Jon graduated and is 

going to a university, with a small scholarship to become a doctor.  Alicia graduated and 

may move to another state to live with a friend.  Raul graduated and may attend 

community college to study computers.  Martha did not graduate because she lacked two 

points on the state exit exam, even though she has been accepted at a women’s university.  

Eduardo continues his studies at the flagship university. 

 Of the three hundred students who entered the Newcomer Academy four years 

ago, only a handful graduated this spring at the various neighborhood schools.  About ten 

graduated from Robert E. Lee.  A few more than that graduated from Stafford High 

School.   

 Further, Robert E. Lee will close this year because it was low performing for a 

fourth year.  The focus on academics and the extra couches to support teachers did not 

change the fact that the students had issues in their personal lives that needed support that 

were not addressed.  Calling home is the first step.  The information that is gleaned from 

those phone calls and the bold changes and actions that must be taken are the challenge of 

care.  The new leadership will have challenges ahead.  Will the relational aspects be 
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utilized and knowledge from these relationships drive the changes, or will the changes be 

determined from those who come in and “know what to do” without even knowing this 

particular school community?  Will we learn from the students or continue to repeat the 

same mistakes over and over again? 

 Teaching and learning is the technical core of the school day.  When the 

leadership comes from the classroom, with information gleaned through student-centered 

or caring relationships, then schools will know how to change.  Teachers need to be given 

the authority to make adjustments, recommendations, and decisions from their firsthand 

knowledge of the students and their situations.  The teachers need to be given release 

time to make their plans together.  Rather than paying for outside consultants, the money 

can be used by the staff on hand.  Policies and school practice will be enhanced when 

informed by these frontline individuals.  If teachers do not know how to form 

relationships with students or value the importance of relationships, they can be replaced 

by those who do – and supported by neighborhood abuelos who know how to teach 

others how to work with the students from their community. 

 Lee has the Newcomer Academy located in its North wing.  Perhaps the new Lee 

leadership can follow some of their examples and then become the natural conduit for the 

junior and senior years of those who enter the Newcomer Academy.  
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Appendix A. 

Guiding Questions for Teachers 

 

1. Where are you from? 

2. Tell me something about your childhood. 

3. Are there any experiences in your childhood that you think help you as a teacher? 

4. Were any family members teachers? 

5. What do you remember about your own schooling?  Did you like school? 

6. Did you have a favorite teacher?  Can you tell me about that teacher? 

7. Did you have a teacher who you couldn’t stand or who discouraged you? 

8. Did you always know you were going to teach?  Did you do something else 
before becoming a teacher?  When did you decide to become a teacher?   

 
9. What motivates you to learn something?  How would you describe your 

motivation as a learner? 
 
10. From your perspective what makes a teacher successful? 
 
11. What is the daily process:  What are some of the things you consciously do with 

your class (to make it successful)?  At the start of class period?  At the end of a 
class session? When presenting key points?   

 
12. How do you divide your class time – between lecture, group work, individual 

work, etc?  Why? 
 
13. Are there things you do at different times in the semester:  First Day?  End of Six 

Weeks?  Before the final exams?   
 
14. Are you different now from when you first started teaching?  How? 
 
15. How would you describe your philosophy of teaching?  What ‘works’ for you? 
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16. We say, “I care for the students.”   “I want students to care.” How would you 
define care in the classroom—both from you and from the students?  

 
17. What do you do to help students feel comfortable in your classroom? (Give an 

example if you like). 
 
18. What do you do to help you feel a connection with your students? (Give an 

example if you like). 
 
19. What do you do to initiate relationships with students?  (Give an example if you 

like). 
 
20. How do the relationships develop?  What facilitates the development of 

relationships in your classroom?  What hinders them? 
 
21. Are relationships with students the same as “showing love” or is that too strong -- 

or different? 
 
22. How do you “relate” or develop relationships with students from different 

backgrounds/socio-economic status/race/cultures? 
 
23. Do you change your “language” or “presentation” for different kinds of students? 
 
24. (And related to the last question):  Do you teach differently classes differently?  

How?  Why? 
 
25. What do you to do motivate the students? 
 
26. Would you say you have a passion for teaching? (Would the students say that?)  

Is feeling passionate important? 
 
27. Do you convey a sense of commitment to the students?  To your subject matter? 
 
28. Are you able to meet the needs of individuals in your teaching?  Is this important 

to you or necessary to be a good teacher? 
 
29. Care theory says that a teacher receives a student, and becomes “emotionally 

available” for a student.  Do you agree with this and if so, how do you “receive a 
student?”  (Give an example if you like.)  
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30. How do you show a student that you care or are “engrossed” with who that 
student is or with what he or she is doing?   

 
31. How do students show you that they care?  (Care about your and/or care about the 

subject matter? 
 
32. Does it matter that the student cares about the subject matter? 
 
33. Some say, “The student is far more important than the point being taught.”  Do 

you agree with this, and if so, how does this manifest in the classroom?  (You can 
give an example). 

 
34. Is it important to know about the student outside of the classroom to know him or 

her as an individual? 
 
35. How do you manage the needs of students with the demands placed on them to 

perform at a certain level?   
 
36. What demands are placed on you regarding the performance of a student?  Who 

places them?  How do these demands affect the way you relate with the student? 
 
37. Do you ask students to do schoolwork outside of class?  (Homework) 
 
38. What do you do to let the students know you expect them to do work or to 

perform? 
 
39. How would you describe “real teaching?” 
 
40. Do you think that “caring” for a student is necessary for “real learning” to take 

place? 
 
41. Have you had experiences in the classroom where you feel that students learned 

to direct their own learning? 
 
42. Have you had transformative experiences with students?  Or seen students 

transformed?   

43. How do you know what a student feels in a classroom? 

44. Is a transformative experience necessary for “real learning” to take place?? 
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45. Would you say that teaching is a “cross cultural” experience (between two 
cultures, whether it be Anglo/Latino; Latino/African-American or Older 
generation/Youth culture).  Can you give an example if you agree? 

 
46. Do you feel it is necessary to touch a student in a deep way, or do you feel that 

you do this (intentionally or otherwise)? 
 
47. Is touching a student deeply necessary for counteracting other pulls in a students’ 

life? 
 

48. Someone has suggested that “You have to go inside the student and pull the 
student around” to grab his or her attention sometime.  Do you agree with this?  If 
so, can you give an example of this from your experience? 

 
49. What would you say is your biggest challenge with regards to engaging students 

in an urban school? 
 
50. Is trust an important word in teaching? 
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Guiding Questions for Students 

 

1. Where are you from? 

2. What is a memory from childhood? 

3. As anyone in your family a teacher? 

4. When did you come to the United States? 

5. Can you think of a favorite teacher?   

6. What can you say about this favorite teacher?  What do you know about this 
teacher personally? 

 
7. Describe the teacher you learned the most from.  Is this teacher the same as your 

favorite teacher?  If so, why? 
 
8. Do you need to like a teacher to be able to learn from that teacher?   

9. Is it important for a teacher to care about you for you to learn?  Why or why not? 

10. Can you tell if a teacher likes some students better than others? 

11. Are there some teachers who at first you didn’t like but then later liked them?  
Why or why not? 

 
12. What motivates you to learn? 

13. What do teachers do to make you feel safe or comfortable in a classroom? 

14. What does a teacher do to make you feel it is safe to try hard or take risks? 

15. What are some things that teachers do that don’t work? 

16. How does a teacher give little signals that he or she expects you to try hard and do 

well? 

17. How does a teacher show you that she or he thinks you are smart? 
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18. What has a teacher done to help you in a special way? 

19. Should a teacher bend the rules for you if necessary?  How does it make you feel 
if a teacher does not bend the rules for you? 

 
20. How do you show a teacher that you respect him or her? 

21. Was there ever a time in your live that you loved school?  If so why or how?  If so 
what was your favorite part? 

 
22. Do you feel a connection with school now? 

23. Was there ever a time in your life when you hated school?  Is so why or how?  
What did you hate about school? 

 
24. What grades do you usually make in classes?  What is your favorite subject?  

What is your least favorite subject?  Does liking a class affect your grade? 
 
25. Outside of school, what pressures do you feel to do well?  

26. What pressures do you feel to not do well? 

27. Is there a teacher who has “changed” your life?  Is there a teacher who has made 
you decide to continue when you thought you would drop out? 

 
28. Has a teacher helped you see something in a new say?  Is this important?  Why or 

why not? 
 
29. What do you want from school?   

30. What do you want to learn from classes?   

31. What do you want to learn from teachers?   

32. What do you want to learn from life? 

33. Can you think of anything else you think would be helpful for teachers to know 
about you or about what you want from school? 

 
34. What do you want to do after high school? 
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