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Foreword

his book offers a rare gift: Drawing on an extraordinary base of both

practice and research, it paints a vivid picture of how to create intel-
lectually exciting and psychologically supportive classrooms that enable
children to succeed. Rather than pursuing the false quest for a single
silver bullet, Dorothy Steele and Becki Cohn-Vargas acknowledge and
unpack the multiple dimensions of teaching for social, emotional, and
cognitive development. They provide a whole child, whole classroom picture
of instruction that illustrates how inclusive, academically engaging, and
socially aware classrooms promote learning among all students.

This well-painted picture—based on carefully assembled evidence—
provides a map for teachers and school leaders, and for educators of these
professionals, about how to develop an integrated and coherent approach
to instruction that helps students develop academically, socially, emotion-
ally, and ethically. Many aspects of this approach have been described
elsewhere in the literature as progressive, child-centered, or culturally
responsive. This book brings a careful empirical lens to defining, measur-
ing, and describing the elements of curriculum and teaching that support
development and learning while bringing a teacher voice to the descrip-
tion of what educators do day-by-day to create engaging classrooms
where children thrive in every way.

A key concept in this book is the notion of identity safety. Much more
than a feel-good effort to boost students’ self-esteem, this idea includes the
range of classroom practices that offer cognitively meaningful learning
opportunities along with the supports to take full advantage of them. Key
parts of this configuration of practices are those that enable students to
feel that their social identity is an asset, that they are valuable and wel-
comed members of the classroom, and that they have a range of peer and
teacher supports that will help them succeed. Research finds that these
practices positively influence student learning and attachment to school,
even in the face of powerful social inequalities students may confront.
This book is distinguished by its ability to bring leading-edge psychologi-
cal research out of the lab and into the classroom in a way that can be
understood and used by educators.

xi
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The many examples throughout this rich account show how a foun-
dation for growth is built on acknowledging and appreciating what each
child brings to school—his or her experiences, interests, culture, lan-
guage, family roots, talents, and distinct ways of being and knowing in
the world. It illustrates how students and teachers succeed together when
these starting points are treated as sources for intellectual growth and
guidance and when different approaches to communicating and learning
are incorporated into classroom life.

In giving voice to teachers who have created classrooms built on
positive relationships, trust, and challenging curriculum, this book also
offers an antidote to the persistent teacher bashing that has characterized
recent “reform” initiatives in the United States. It puts the teachers’ role
in creating child-centered classrooms front and center, and it celebrates
the role of teachers in creating classrooms that promote learning and
development for all children.

The practices brought to life in this book can allow us to develop
schools as places that empower all students to own their own learning, to
become efficacious in pursuing their own goals by helping others to par-
ticipate in building a healthier and more just society. In such schools, all
students will experience high expectations and encounter academic work
that calls for critical thinking and problem solving around real world con-
cerns that provoke passion and commitment to learning. In such schools,
students will have multiple ways to demonstrate their learning through
authentic assessments. In such schools, students’ capacity to succeed and
excel will be built on trusting relationships between and among students
and staff that extend to families and communities as well.

The research presented here reveals that schools engaging in these
practices produce stronger learning in many ways, including on standard-
ized tests. However, that is not the most important aspect of this work. In
a society where high-quality education has too often been confused with
meeting test score targets, we need portraits of the kinds of educational
settings where students can experience affirmation, joy, discovery, and
meaning. We need images of how the families, cultures, and experiences
of students can be integrated into the tapestry of the classroom. And we
need depictions of how students flourish in such environments. This book
provides all of that and more. It is a gift from which educators and chil-
dren will benefit in as many ways as the multifaceted elements of learning
and teaching are illuminated in these pages.

—Linda Darling-Hammond
Stanford University
April 21, 2013
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