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INTRODUCTION 

 

Hot Buttons!  Donovan Walling has included an essay on character education in his 
book of current issues called, Hot Buttons: Unraveling 10 Controversial Issues in 
Education (1997). I would like to borrow this term as a metaphor for my research on a 
new integrated approach to character education and conflict management called, 
Toward a Safe and Caring Curriculum--ATA Resources for Integration (ATA, 1999).  I 
believe that this program, and character education in general, is currently a ëhotí topic 
because of the controversial nature of what should be contained in a program that 
teaches moral decision-making.  But it is also a ëhotí issue because of the emergency 
situation many of us in education feel at this time. This emergency is caused by 
increased incidents of violence and disrespectful behaviors in and outside the 
classroom. Student safety is threatened and the creation of a positive learning 
environment is becoming harder to achieve and maintain.  
 
The second part of the metaphor ëbuttonsí is also meaningful.  Although a button usually 
closes the gap between two sides of an object like a shirt, my button represents the 
content and process I could use as a classroom teacher that would help me address 
student behaviors and violence.  But adding on another program to the already crowded 
school day is not an option.  I was searching for a ëbuttoní program that could link or 
close the gap between the cognitive and affective domain in each student and provide a 
bridge between character and academic needs. As well as meet this instructional goal; 
student motivation and interest were also important program considerations. The choice 
of appropriate materials and teaching process that could act like an electronic button 
providing power to inspire students to learn, reflect and apply moral decision-making 
formed another component to my vision for an effective character education program.  
The need for educators to include character development in their daily programs at this 
time is supported by such writers as Thomas Likona as he informs readers that, 
 
A renewed concern for character is one of the most important ethical 
developments of our times.  Scholarly discussion, media attention, and everyday 
conversation have focused attention on the character of our elected leaders, our 
fellow citizens, and our children.  (in Borba, 2001, p. xii) 
 
Promoting positive character development through interesting and meaningful 
student activities while teaching prescribed curriculum is the ëhot buttonî I was 
looking for as a classroom teacher. These goals will be considered in this paper 
as I describe the design and content of the Toward a Safe and Caring Curriculum 
and provide examples of how this resource is being used in the classroom. 
Understanding the reasons for reintroducing character education and reviewing 
the history of this approach will provide a foundation and background to the 
creation of this curriculum resource currently being used in over 500 Alberta 
schools.  
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BACKGROUND 
Violent Behavior 
As a classroom teacher for 17 years, I have observed a steady increase in student 
misbehavior, lack of social skills, and violent responses to anger and frustration.  
Although this statement is based on perception, current research also supports these 
observations.  Irene MacDonald, Jose daCosta and Bill Maynes published their findings 
from surveys conducted in 39 junior high schools in Edmonton.  As background to their 
study, they used recent survey results of police services and school boards across 
Canada. This research revealed that 80% of the respondents felt that there was more 
violence in the schools now than existed 10 years ago (MacDonald, et.al., 1996). The 
statistics from the United States are even more alarming. The National School Safety 
Centre has documented 236 homicides and suicides on school campuses or school 
buses between 1992 and 1998 (Matera, 2001).  Increased violence does not therefore 
appear to be localized.  It is a concern throughout North America and the shootings in 
Littleton, Colorado and in Taber, Alberta in 1999 have added to the anxiety and distress 
of educators and parents alike.   
 
Although extreme violence is not reported as the main concern for most Alberta 
teachers, disrespectful behaviors and bullying are considered serious issues that need 
to be addressed (ìIntroductionî, ATA, 1999). The results of the MacDonald study 
confirmed that students are aware of this problem as well.  They rated teasing, swearing 
and name calling as the highest; theft and vandalism as second highest; and punching, 
hitting, and grabbing as the third highest violent behavior they had observed or 
experienced in their schools (MacDonald, et.al., 1996). The researchers also discovered 
that ì1/5 of the male students had been threatened with a weapon while at school; 25% 
of the females had experienced sexual harassment; 1/3 of the male students were 
affected by ethnic conflict; 1/5 of all the students had observed weapon threats; and 
over ½ of those surveyed considered bullying to be a problemî (MacDonald, et.al., 
1996, p. 4).  This issue is further compounded because over 70% of the students in the 
survey said that they would seldom if ever report physical or verbal assaults due to a 
fear of reprisal. They also believed that teachers were ìlargely unaware of incidents 
occurring in the schoolî (in Malicky, et.al., 1999, p. 236).  In light of these statistics, it 
seems imperative that Alberta teachers deal seriously with the problem of violence in 
our schools. We, as caring and conscientious educators, have a responsibility to create 
positive learning environments and this cannot happen if students are preoccupied with 
thoughts of personal safety, low self-esteem or racial tension.  
 
Learning Theory 
Violent acts not only affect physical safety, they also have an impact on emotional 
safety and the studentís academic achievement. Current research on the brain has 
linked positive and negative emotions to learning. This connection is of crucial 
importance to educators. Researchers have found that stimulating activities and a risk-
free environment evoke positive emotions and aid in the production of chemicals in the 
brain that increase attention and memory.  However, learning is decreased when 
negative emotional responses like anger, rage, sarcasm, hate, and violence are 
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experienced (DíArcangelo, 1998). As well as create an environment that promotes 
productive brain functioning, the importance of attending to student emotions is also 
being explored in areas such as social and emotional learning, emotional intelligence, 
and moral intelligence (Elias, et. al., 1997; Goleman, 1995; Borba, 2001).  
 
Other teachers and administrators, like Mary Rhodes, are advocating that school 
communities seriously evaluate programs that develop character. They believe that is 
an indispensable part of education. Rhodes (1998) identifies efficacy or an internal 
locus of control and metacognition, when meta-abilities such as: self-awareness, mood 
management, impulse control, and persistence in the face of frustration are developed, 
as positive results from an effective program. Increased creativity and problem solving 
skills are also listed as compelling reasons for teachers to incorporate values education 
into the prescribed curriculum.  
 
These learning theories have added more information but at the same time have 
contributed to a sense of overwhelming responsibility.  Teachers must keep up to date 
with modern research but also plan how to apply this knowledge in a real way that 
benefits all students. As Ellis, Hart & Small-McGinley state, ìTeachers and school 
administrators may sometimes feel at a loss as to what to do or where to begin in order 
to make any real difference for [all] students [and especially those] who manifest 
troubled behaviorî (1998, p. 39).  I believe that a new look and a fresh approach to 
character education might help teachers address the violence and disrespectful 
behaviors and apply current research on learning theory at the same time.   
 
History of Character and Moral Education 
Just as our current attention to character development is a reflection of the times, its 
evolution through history has also been a result of social and political influences. By 
looking at its development in a condensed way, not only can we see why it is still a ëhotí 
issue; but we can also identify factors that have shaped modern programming.   
 
Character and moral education is said to have been an integral part of the school day 
since the first institutions were built in North America.  However, the content and 
process of teaching character and citizenship has changed throughout the centuries. B. 
Edward McClellan (1999) discusses this evolution in his extensive historical review of 
moral education. His research documented the ultra-conservative teaching of the 19th 
century. Moral education openly reflected its religious origins.  Rigid self-restraint, moral 
purity and cultural conformity were values instilled through teaching materials and 
practice.  
 
Science and practical skills took precedence over cultural and moral development in the 
early 20th century.  Schools and programming responded to the demands for the social, 
academic and vocational needs required for an industrial age (McClellan, 1999).  As a 
result, new approaches to character education emerged. One method featured the 
teaching of specific virtues and good character traits.  A second group of theorists 
continued to ground moral education in religion while another believed that character 
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education should involve critical exploration and moral reasoning.  This third approach 
is called progressive because emphasis was placed, not on a prescribed set of virtues, 
ìbut on striving for a just, productive, and democratic society through the application of 
science and reason to the problems of the dayî (McClellan, 1999, p. 56). The values of 
democracy and patriotism dominated character education during the war years and then 
in the 1950ís another approach, values clarification, emerged (Rhodes, 1998).  This is 
said to have occurred because of the political focus on ìintellectual rigorÖ and...a fear 
of international competitionî (Rhodes, 1998, p. 2). In values clarification, ìteacher(s) 
[were instructed to] use nonindoctrinative and nonjudgmental methods to help students 
discover and refine their own valuesî (McClellan, 1999, p. 80).   Problem solving and 
creating solutions from modern-day dilemmas replaced intensive teaching of cultural 
values.  
 
The social and political upheaval in the 1960ís created a focus on individual rights and 
freedoms and caused many schools to take a neutral stance and avoid character and 
moral education all together.  Character development, whether overtly taught or as the 
ëhidden curriculumí in public education, was being seriously questioned.  Individual and 
civil rights and a struggle against established authority figures motivated educational 
reform.  ìBy the end of the 1970ís, moral education reached a historic low pointÖ What 
had for more than three centuries been a central responsibility of the school had now 
become both peripheral and problematicî (McClellan, 1999, p. 78). Some critics believe 
that the resulting relaxation and relativism towards character development during the 
ë70s and ë80s may have contributed to the individual and social problems we face today 
(Rhodes, 1998). 
 
The 1990ís have, however, experienced a growth in support for some form of character 
and moral education. McClellan (1999) believes that compromise has blended the two-
century debate over what should be included and how it should be taught.  As a result 
of this resurgence, several programs are being marketed across North America and 
many school boards, provinces, and states have developed guidelines for including 
moral and character education into the schools (Matera, 2001).  In Alberta, for example, 
the Lions-Quest Skills for Growing program has become very popular in the past ten 
years (Resnik, ed., 1990). This model of character education targeted the life skills of 
good judgment, responsibility, citizenship and self-discipline as important areas to 
develop.  Addressing societal changes caused by working and single parents, media 
influences, drug and alcohol abuse and alienation were the goals of this program 
(Resnik, ed., 1990, ìRationaleî). The activities in Lions-Quest Skills for Growing are 
interesting and age appropriate but did not include guidance for teachers dealing with 
violence and conflict management. A second kit, Lions-Quest Working it Out:  Tools for 
Everyday Peacemakers, was developed to meet this need and it provided a framework 
and motivation for the writing of the Toward a Safe and Caring Curriculum [which will 
also be referred to as TSCC] (Apacki, et.al., 1995).  
 
I became involved in this curriculum resource six years ago when I was invited to join 
the writing team.  The concept for the program arose from a 1996 Alberta initiative that 
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combined the resources of Alberta Learning, the three Universities, and the Alberta 
Teachersí Association. Their goal was to address safety in the schools.  The Alberta 
Teachersí Association designed a four-part approach that included community 
inservices, publishing support materials for parents and schools, presenting teacher 
workshops and designing a curriculum resource for Alberta classrooms.  This resource 
is considered innovative because it integrates the teaching of violence-prevention, 
character-building and prosocial skills into the Alberta Program of Studies.  While, in 
part, the TSCC is a synthesis of past models because of its inclusion of values and 
moral decision-making, it is different because of its grade appropriate curriculum 
connections.  It also provides a model of teaching conflict management and character 
education through a thematic approach.  
 
Although character education involves a complicated interaction between values, ethics, 
cultural traditions and morality, I have used Thomas Likonaís definition, ìCharacter Ö.is 
moral knowing, moral feeling, and moral behavior.  Good character consists of knowing 
good, desiring the good, and doing the goodÖ.î as a reference for this paper (in 
Bebeau, Rest and Narvaez, 1998, p. 21). Although some critics view this concept of 
character as lacking a strong ìcognition-affect interactionî, I see it as an optimistic 
perception of character education that encourages ownership, open-ended discovery 
and discussion, and practice (Bebeau, Rest & Narvaez, 1999, p. 22).  Moral ëknowingí is 
developed as students interpret situations, identify choices and consider consequences.  
Moral ëfeelingí is enhanced as students learn to respect themselves and others and gain 
a sense of empathy.  As such, moral behavior emerges as students learn to express 
their feelings in appropriate ways and to show care and consideration for others.  My 
research will attempt to demonstrate how TSCC promotes moral knowing, moral feeling 
and moral behavior. 
 

STUDY METHODOLOGY 
 

As a result of my involvement with the TSCC as a writer and co-designer, it has become 
my preoccupation.  It has influenced what and how I taught for several years and over 
several grades.  I was interested, however, in conducting a qualitative research project 
that described the TSCC and documented how I used it in the classroom. The first part 
of the study is descriptive and attempts to answer, ìWhat is the Toward a Safe and 
Caring Curriculum from a writerís perspective?"   
 
To collect data, I kept a daily record in the form of field notes for one month. These 
notes reported my observations, reflections, and curriculum connections made while 
integrating safe and caring objectives each day.  Specific aspects of the program were 
targeted so these field notes are ëissue-orientedí rather than general impressions of 
classroom behaviors (Hopkins, 1993).  This form of diary was completed at the end of 
the day, but the oral responses to activities such as novel studies and project 
evaluations were recorded at the time they occurred.  I also collected student samples 
of projects, actions and language that reflected the safe and caring objectives. 
Pseudonyms have been used to protect the identities of the participants.  
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The field notes and a one and a half hour interview with another elementary teacher 
currently using the program, helped address my second research question, ìHow has 
the TSCC impacted two teachersí views on curriculum and character education?î (See 
Appendix A for interview questions). By reflecting on my experiences in the classroom 
and through discussion with another, I hoped to broaden my own ëhorizoní and 
understanding of the curriculum resource (Ellis, 1998).  I consider the descriptive portion 
of the research as the forward loop in a hermeneutic circle where the purpose and 
content of the curriculum resource will be explored. The reflective part of the paper, 
however, represents the backward arc as I re-examine ìthe data for confirmation, 
contradictions, gaps or inconsistenciesî (Ellis, 1998, p. 26).  My data analysis of the field 
notes and interview transcript will include searching for predominant themes and 
ascertaining whether program goals are apparent in classroom practice.    
 
By using a hermeneutic perspective in my research and analysis, I hoped to gain new 
insights into program format, content and implementation. The discoveries made while 
analyzing data will help me improve my classroom practice and will perhaps aid other 
teachers searching for a way to integrate character education and conflict resolution into 
the curriculum.   
 
Limitations and Delimitations 
  
The limitations of this research project are the natural obstacles created by the design.  
For instance, although field notes document first-hand experiences, they are always 
subjective as the researcher chooses which actions and events to include and which 
ones to exclude. My focus was curriculum and TSCC integration and student responses 
to activities outlined in the program. Influences from general school climate were not 
considered during the observations. As a writer, I have an intimate knowledge and 
understanding of the content and philosophy of the Toward a Safe and Caring 
Curriculum, but I also have a strong bias towards its use.  I believe in the program 
philosophy and may attribute certain behaviors and responses to the program when 
those actions could have been influenced by other personal factors such as family 
background and previous experience. Further, since both teachers involved in the study 
are female, teaching at the elementary level in the same school system, gender and/or 
regional bias must also be considered when trying to generalize the results of my study 
to all teacher experiences. 
 
On the other hand, delimitations tend to be set by the researcher or author in order to fit 
within given time constraints, project goals, and available resources. For example, the 
study is somewhat constrained because it does not document how the curriculum 
resource impacts student behaviour. Curriculum application in the classroom was 
studied but transfer into other environments was not documented. Research in this area 
is recommended to give educators a broader perspective on its use. The one-month 
period of study may also be considered a problem. Long term studies and random 
research throughout the year would provide a more holistic look at how curriculum and 
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safe and caring objectives are integrated. My history with the program also helps me 
integrate the concepts in a natural way throughout the day and less-experienced 
teachers may not have the same results. 
 
Additionally, being cognizant of boundaries within which I am working helps me to direct 
my focus to see how it is that the research is not limited. Since the research was 
conducted in my own classroom, I observed behavior and responses in a natural setting 
(Merriam, 1998).  Parents and students were introduced to the curriculum resource in 
September and the year plan reflected safe and caring themes. Because of this, the 
regular program was not disrupted in any way. The students were also eager 
participants and our familiarity with each other removed the possible effect of the 
ìobserverî influence (Hopkins, 1993, p. 126). The collection of student work and 
inclusion of language samples adds student voice to the research.  My interviewee has 
previous experience with implementing new curriculum, is known for her innovative 
approach to teaching and has extensive classroom experience with Kindergarten to 
grade 4 students.  Her expertise and experience adds validity to the research.  By 
including the perception of two classroom teachers in the study, I have taken a ìself-
conscious, collaborative and critical look at our practice so that we might create 
classrooms and schools that are responsive to the vision we have for our childrenî 
(Hopkins, 1993, p. 7).  
 

PROGRAM DESCRIPTIONóTHE FOREWORD ARC 
 

As I describe the format and content of the Toward a Safe and Caring Curriculum, 
excerpts will be included to help other educators get a small slice of the character 
development, curriculum integration and program activities.  Current research to support 
the choice of themes will also be highlighted within the descriptive text. The 
philosophical basis to the curriculum resource involves the following statements: 
 
 � The education of children is the responsibility of all adults in the 
community.  Children have the right to be treated with dignity and respect.  
 � Positive social behaviors need to be taught and reinforced 
consistently in the home, school and community. 
 � The transfer of positive social and conflict-resolution skills being 
taught at school will be enhanced if students are encouraged to apply them in a 
variety of extracurricular and community situations. 
 � Adults need to model appropriate language and actions and use 
childrenís misbehavior as an opportunity to teach social and conflict-resolution 
skills. 
 � The ability to express thoughts and feelings constructively is a 
necessary skill in building relationships and managing conflict.   
 � Self-esteem is built as children develop competency, take 
responsibility for their language and actions, and learn to resolve problems in a 
positive way. 
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 � Developing positive relationships with a variety of people fosters a 
respect for diversity and helps prevent prejudice. 
 � Children need to be encouraged to show respect for others and 
learn how to work together in order to become responsible citizens.  
(ATA, 1999, ìIntroductionî, pp. 2-3) 

 

 
Prosocial skills, transfer of learning, adult modeling, expressing thoughts and 
feelings constructively, developing self-esteem, building relationships and 
demonstrating respect are the general goals of the program.  Although specific 
skills are introduced in each of the five topics, these goals resurface in each one 
and act as ëglueí binding the program together.  Root causes of conflict were 
considered and a proactive approach to preventing and managing conflict was 
used in the topic selection, sequencing and skill development.  
 

Topic 1: Building a Safe and Caring Classroom 

The first topic, Building a Safe and Caring Classroom, helps the students and 
teacher build a positive classroom climate together. Individual rights and 
responsibilities, courteous behaviors, choices and consequences, good 
communication and friendship skills are explored in Topic 1. The importance of 
building a positive climate was demonstrated by research with difficult students 
conducted by Ellis, Hart and Small-McGinley (1998). One of the themes 
uncovered during their study was that although the difficult students expressed a 
high need for belonging and inclusion, they were the least likely to have that 
need satisfied.  Elias also discusses the importance of building a responsive and 
empowering classroom.  ìResearch indicates that educators who establish firm 
boundaries, foster warm personal relationships in the classroom, and enable 
students to have an impact on their environment strengthen studentís attachment 
to school, their interest in learning, their ability to refrain from self-destructive 
behaviors, and their positive behaviorsî (Elias, et.al., 1997, p. 44).   
 

As well as focus on classroom climate, Topic 1 also introduces values. One of 
the controversial issues that has surrounded character education throughout 
history is what values should be included.  Many critics now promote 
fundamental and universal human values such as happiness, fellowship, 
helpfulness, freedom, self-respect, respect for others, honesty, and fairness 
(Bottery, 1987; Bradley, McCoy, & Pagliuso, 1976; Wynne & Ryan, 1993; 
Pritchard, 1988). Rather than prescribe specific values, activities in TSCC, like 
the following, provide an opportunity for the students and their teacher to identify 
language and actions that would build a safe and caring classroom. The 
guidelines or rules established would vary according to the unique needs and 
cultural mix represented in each class.   
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Designing Safe and Caring Classroom Rules:  To create classroom rules, have 
students apply knowledge gained from their previous classroom experiences, 
what they have learned from examining safe and unsafe conditions in the school 
and safe and unsafe language and actions in literature.  Guide their suggestions 
to include safe and caring language and actions that protect bodies, thoughts 
and feelings, and property.  Discuss and decide what consequences will result if 
students fail to follow these rules.  Post these rules on the Safe and Caring 
Interactive Bulletin Board. (ATA, 1999, Grade 4:  Topic 1, p. 11) 
 
 
Randi Herman promotes this collaborative approach in her paper on ìCharacter 

Education:  A Dormant Component of the Public School Curriculumî.  

 

And the classroom that is structured to support character-building activities is one 
where students respect themselves and one another.  It is a place where 
students cooperatively with their teachers, have developed and adopted 
classroom rules and exercise them consistently and fairly.  There is a balance 
between support and challenge and between competition and cooperation. 
(Herman, 1998, p. 6) 
 
She describes the character education curriculum as somewhat dormant and strongly 
believes that educators have a ìcollective responsibility of awakening it and making 
character education an active partî of our programs (Herman, 1998, p. 5).  
 
Topic 1 was designed to be taught in September and October. The activities included 
here reflect the time of the year and the common classroom practices of setting 
expectations, introducing cooperative learning, and getting to know each other.  Most of 
the objectives, like the previous sample, are met through a democratic process and 
discovery learning to encourage student ownership and a sense of autonomy. As 
students work together to create a vision of what a safe and caring classroom looks, 
feels and sounds like they are developing moral knowledge.  
 
Topic 2: Developing Self-Esteem 
After students have examined how respecting the rights of individuals helps build a safe 
and caring classroom, they are guided through Topic 2 where they will explore their 
unique identities as defined by their social, emotional, physical and intellectual 
characteristics. Self-esteem is enhanced as they identify their unique strengths and 
weaknesses, strive for competency, learn to communicate their thoughts and feelings in 
constructive ways and demonstrate empathy for others. The significant role self-esteem 
plays in student development and achievement has also become a ëhotí topic. Many 
researchers have traced serious at-risk behaviors such as anxiety and depression, 
alcohol and drug abuse; underachievement in school; emotional immaturity; and violent 
acts to poor self-esteem (Newman, 1992; Brooks, 1992; Elias, et.al., 1997; Prevention 
and Children Committee, 1995). On the other hand, a strong sense of self worth results 
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in the ability to relate to others in positive ways. High self-esteem contributes to a sense 
of empowerment, encourages risk-taking and increases the studentís ability to cope and 
be resilient (Newman, 1992).  
 
Self-esteem is directly related to the support and encouragement offered by others.  
One of the key components of the Toward a Safe and Caring Curriculum is teacher 
modeling. Ivor Pritchard discusses the power of modeling when he notes that ìa school 
is more than the content of its curriculumÖthe ëhiddení or implicit curriculum refers to 
patterns of interaction between the people with the schoolî and these patterns and what 
ìpeople actually do in school, not what they say, primarily affect moral educationî (1988, 
p. 13). Each topic contains modeling ideas in the Teachable Moments section of Part II, 
Creating a Focus.  In Topic 2, the following suggestions are given.  Examples of specific 
language and actions are also included but they have not been attached here.  
 
Modeling the Affirmation of Identify and Feelings:  Model positive affirmations by 
using language that acknowledges and shows appreciation for the unique and 
admirable qualities in others.  Also affirm the studentís right to his or her feelings 
(positive and negative) through listening and helping the student express 
emotions in a constructive way.  
 
And, 

Modeling Caring and Comforting Language and Actions: In addition to affirming 
the identity and feelings of students, model supportive language and actions 
needed by those experiencing feelings of loneliness, unhappiness, anxiety, 
anger, fear, grief and so on. Throughout the topic, when addressing classroom 
and playground situations, reinforce the importance of using caring and 
comforting language and actions through modeling appropriate behaviors.  (ATA, 
1999, Grade 4, Topic 2, p. 5) 
 
 

Topic 3:  Respecting Diversity and Preventing Prejudice 

In the third topic, students explore how differences enrich our world.  They 
examine the roles family, culture, race, gender, special needs and age play in 
defining identity. Empathy, respect for the opinions and lifestyles of others, 
tolerance and understanding and the ability to consider other perspectives are 
skills featured in Topic 3.  Michele Borba lists empathy as ìThe 1st Essential 
Virtueî when building moral intelligence in children and Elias, et.al. lists empathy 
and perspective taking as one of five key skills in social and emotional learning 
(Borba, 2001; Elias, et.al., 1997). The creation of a safe and caring community 
and enhancing student behaviour are some of the benefits to empathy training. 
Dykeman, Daehlin, Doyle, and Snow Flamer (1996) quoted research conducted 
in 1982 where it was reported that this type of training helped decrease 
aggression in delinquent children. Like Borbaís (2001) recommendations for 
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building empathy, activities in this topic provide opportunities for the students to 
practice and learn about different perspectives.  
Through Role-Play:  Invite volunteers to act out a situation such as the following:  
A student dawdles getting dressed and arrives at school too late to work with his 
Reading Buddy from Grade 1. Explain that this situation can be seen from many 
different points of view.  Help the class discuss the situation from the following 
points of view; the student; the studentís mother; the studentís teacher; the 
reading buddy.  
 
Compare the different perspectives and help students understand it is important 
for them to consider their actions from the point of view of others and for them to 
show respect for a point of view that may be different from their own. Have 
students think-pair-share other situations that might involve different points of 
view.  (ATA, 1999, Grade 4, Topic 3, p. 42) 
 
Through role-play, discussion and empathy training, students are given the 
experiences necessary for developing ëmoral feelingí.  
 

Topic 4:  Managing Anger and Dealing with Bullying 

An inability to manage anger in a constructive way and growing incidents of 
bullying have become common causes of violent interactions in our schools. But 
as Hazler and Hoover, have discovered, ìBullying is more than just one person 
threatening another.  It is a social phenomenonî (1996, p. 3). Social rituals have 
been examined and it was found that many peers, teachers, parents, and 
spouses engage in a coercive model of interaction. Perhaps it is due to the 
pervasiveness of bullying behaviors that this problem has been unconsciously 
ignored. But persistent physical, verbal or social abuse from others destroys 
relationships, creates fear and depression, and interferes with learning and 
development (Hazler & Hoover, 1996). Steps need to be taken to halt the effect 
of bullying in our schools and Topic 4 was developed to address this issue.  
 

Using literature as a means of promoting character education is recommended 
by Borba (2001), Elias, et.al. (1997), and Kohn (2000).  My writing partner and I 
also used stories as a base for developing each topic. The core literature 
selections were chosen because they provided an opportunity for the class to 
experience the safe and caring concepts while meeting Alberta Learning 
objectives in language arts. They also help students explore a wide variety of 
experiences, make personal connections, develop understanding and empathy 
and problem solve in a risk-free environment. The following activity is an example 
of how the issue of bullying and conflict management is addressed through 
literature in TSCC. 
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Is It Teasing or Bullying? Reread the passage on page 10 from The Dragonís 
Egg (Baird, 1994) where Ai Lienís father teases her by pretending to see the 
dragon in the fishbowl and compare it to the passage on page 14 where Jake 
makes fun of Ai Lienís name.  Help students identify Ai Lienís feelings in each 
situation and differentiate between harmless and harmful teasing.  
 

Tell students the perceptions and feelings of the victim are the 
key to deciding whether an action is teasing (no big deal) or 
bullying.  Explain that bullies often ridicule their victimís feelings 
by saying things like the following,  ìI was just joking. Itís not big 
deal. Youíre such a baby. Canít you take a joke? Why donít you 
go tell your Mommy?î  
 

Provide materials for students to make dragon stick puppets.  Divide the class 
into small groups and have them read and act out the bullying scenarios on 
Teacher Resource Sheet:  T4-6. As the groups present their puppet skits, 
discuss whether the situation demonstrated teasing or bullying; who was doing 
the teasing or bullying; who was the victim and how the victim might feel. (ATA, 
1999, Grade 4, Topic 4, p. 35) 
 
Classroom meetings are a key component to the Toward a Safe and Caring 
Curriculum. Alfie Kohn recommends this ìdivergent approach to problem solving 
and character developmentî because ìstudents can share, plan, decide, and 
reflect togetherî (2000, p. 35).  Democratic process and understanding the point 
of view of others are also promoted through this format. For example,  
 

Assessing Bullying Awareness:  Ask students if they have ever been bullied and 
explain that bullying is a common problem for students and that it will not be 
tolerated in safe and caring schools.  Create a Bully Box and tell the class that 
because bullying is a sensitive issue and talking openly about it might be difficult 
for them, they can write questions or concerns about bullying on unsigned slips 
of paper and drop them in the box. The box will be opened and questions and 
issues addressed in a Class Meeting format at the end of each week.  (ATA, 
1999, Grade 4, Topic 4, p. 25) 
 
 

Topic 5:  Working It Out Together 

The final topic shows how the previous skills, such as: considering 
consequences, making good choices, developing cooperative learning, using 
good communication, self-esteem, problem solving, demonstrating respect and 
empathy, and using courteous behaviors are necessary when resolving conflicts. 
Negotiation, mediation, and peacemaking are the conflict resolution strategies 
practiced in Topic 5. Integrating character development and conflict management 
into specific learner objectives from the Alberta Program of Studies provides 
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teachers with a new look at how character education might be implemented.  All 
of the activities in the TSCC are grade appropriate and reflect current skills and 
topics from each subject area.  Many of the activities like the following also 
demonstrate cross-subject integration and real application of conflict 
management strategies.   
 

Problem Solving Together in Mathematics (mathematics/language arts/health):  
Provide materials and organize measurement centres in the classroom that 
students can participate in during the week. After reviewing standard units and 
measurement tools needed for each station, have the class work in cooperative 
learning groups to solve a variety of problems in linear (perimeter, circumference, 
length, height); mass; volume/capacity and area measurements. Ask students to 
keep a journal of their experiences as they rotate through the stations. At the end 
of each dayís activities, celebrate the learning and cooperative skills being 
demonstrated. Discuss any conflicts that may have occurred and ask students to 
suggest what they can do to prevent them from happening again. (ATA, 1999, 
Grade 4, Topic 5, pp. 24-25)   
 
Donovan Walling promotes this integrated approach to character education 
because it links the cognitive and affective dimension where students can bridge 
what they know with what they feel and can therefore act responsibly. He 
believes that, ìit is the responsibility of educators to provide those conditions that 
are conducive to helping students confront problems, propose solutions and then 
take constructive actionî (1997, p. 69).  Activities throughout the TSCC 
encourage students to make choices, evaluate their decisions and to make plans 
that would improve their day-to-day social interactions and academic success.   
 

Additional Features 

The Toward a Safe and Caring Curriculum is divided into 7 parts.  Part I: Topic at 
a Glance includes a topic overview, objectives, outline and key vocabulary. This 
section gives teachers a brief summary of the conflict management skills and 
language necessary for the unit. Part II: Creating a Focus provides educators 
with suggestions for teachable moments and describes ways that students can 
demonstrate their learning. An interactive bulletin board design and information 
on the core literature selection are also included in this section under Introducing 
the Topic. The bulletin board and literature are referred to in each concept and 
continue to build and link the subject area connections and conflict resolution 
skills throughout every topic.  Part III: Teaching the Key Concepts develops the 7 
safe and caring objectives. Exploring the concept; developing knowledge, skills 
and attitudes; extending the experience and reflecting on the learning are four 
developmental areas in Part III. Although subject area integration occurs 
throughout the four parts, science and social studies connections are made in the 
section, Extending the Experience. Part IV: Culminating Activities has ideas for 
making links between school and family and for the demonstration and 
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assessment of student learning. Each topic has approximately 70 activities or 
projects for teachers to use as they integrate curriculum and safe and caring 
objectives. All of the activities are referenced in Part V: Curriculum Objectives 
Met in this Topic. Student outcomes from the Alberta Program of Studies are 
listed here to help teachers in their yearly plan. An extensive bibliography is 
included in Part VI and teacher resource sheets have been designed for 
classroom use in Part VII. Creating a comprehensive violence prevention and 
character education program was the goal of the ATA steering committee and 
the Toward a Safe and Caring Curriculum writers and designers.  It was hoped 
that the variety of activities and the process of learning and applying skills would 
encourage transfer of learning across subject areas and into a variety of 
situations and foster lifelong character development. Like the following cartoon, 
character education as defined by TSCC means living the values throughout the 
year.   
 

 

                                            

 

 

 

         Reprinted with permission by Bill Keane 
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RESEARCH FINDINGSóTHE BACKWARD ARC 

 
Even though the Safe and Caring Schools Project began in 1996, the curriculum 
resource was not completed until 1999.  As such, it has been in the classrooms for only 
two years. No formal research has been conducted as yet. As a writer, it is of personal 
interest to see if the Toward a Safe and Caring Curriculum is being used. Furthermore, 
as a teacher, it is of professional interest to see how it is being implemented and 
whether it has impacted teacherís views of curriculum and character education.    
 
Although I believe in the program and have lived the concepts for six years, I felt that I 
needed to engage in a deliberate form of interpretive inquiry in order to document how I 
was using the program in my classroom. I was interested in discovering what evidence, 
if any, of program philosophy, content and student impact. The following section 
describes my research results and data analysis.  Field notes, student samples, and 
oral responses are included to support themes I have identified in my research. 
 
Field notes and Student Sample Analysis  

Field notes were kept at the end of each day. My primary focus at this time was on the 
curriculum connections and how they were made. Student comments regarding novel 
themes and personal connections, debate on issues in social studies and science, and 
spontaneous actions were recorded at the time they occurred so that exact language 
could be documented. During reflection of the field notes, I analyzed what values and 
teaching process were being promoted through the activities. I used a split page format 
to organize the notes.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Jan. 7, 2002 
Activities:       Reflection: 
Opening activityÖ 
Recycling winners announced.  Students  +celebrate individual 
success  
gave spontaneous cheer. Class discussion  environmental 
responsibility,  
about why we recycle? (win a coupon or protect social conscience, think of 
others 
environment)       -competition (?) 
        (problem 
solving/discussion) 
        + link to science 
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T. reminder to thank custodians for work over  +showing appreciation to 
others 
 the break       (indoctrination?) 
 
Assigned room reps as hall and locker    +taking responsibility, 
ownership,  
Checkers and class monitors for week (milk,  working together to keep 
school  
hot lunch accounting, door, sweepers)    tidy 

 
 Predominant values. Because the choice of values included in character and 
moral education have been a controversial topic, I was interested in assessing 
classroom activities and student responses to discover what predominant values were 
promoted in my classroom.   
 
A sense of community and the inherent values of cooperation, trust, collaboration and 
democratic decision-making emerged almost daily. The students were engaged in 
creating and presenting a group project in social studies to share a specific element of 
the fur trade in early Canada throughout January. Group problem solving in writerís 
workshop, desk partners and room organization, paired reading in readerís workshop 
and during novel study, interviewing partners for weekend journal writing, establishing 
assessment rubrics together and peer tutors in math class are examples of how a sense 
of community was promoted. I believe that these classroom practices reflect my 
teaching philosophy regarding the importance of peer support and social interaction.  
Since our safe and caring theme for January was Respecting Diversity and Preventing 
Prejudice, I had students work in groups to create an unusual creature.  Each member 
was responsible for adding a different animal part to the project. At the completion of the 
activity, the groups assessed the process and product. The following student sample 
reflects a group response to the benefits and disadvantages of working together.  
 

Good + Positive     Bad ñ Negative 
+ we all worked on a part of its body  - we made a bit of noise 
+ we got done on time    - we were going quite slow at the  
+ we all worked together     begginning (sic) 
+ none of us were bossy     
+ we all came up with an idea   - the work wasnít shared 
+  we got straight to work     equaly (sic) 
+ we came up with a good animal name 
+ we made a really wacky animal 
 

We also worked in groups to design theme posters that could be linked to as we read 
the novel, Dear Mr. Henshaw (Cleary, 1998).   
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These posters demonstrated concept and vocabulary development. An understanding 
of their theme was created as students used magazine pictures to demonstrate what 
relationships looks like; added synonyms and definitions to indicate what relationships 
sound like; and wrote personal connections to show how they built and maintained 
relationships in the home, school and community.  After reading a section in their 
novels, students then discussed and shared how the theme was represented in the 
story. Through exploration, research looking for evidence in the story and in their group 
process, students were involved in ëmoral knowing, moral feeling and moral behaviourí.  
 
A sense of community was also reflected in the spontaneous applause that occurred for 
students winning recycling coupons; being nominated for Student of the Week, Quality 
Citizen and Player of the Day awards; for achieving a level of excellence in social 
studies and math; and for one student who volunteered to go to the office to correct an 
error in the intramural schedule. Wynne and Ryan have designed a checklist for schools 
to use as they evaluate how moral education is promoted in direct or indirect ways. One 
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of the areas of importance is the act of helping others through tutorship, cleaning up a 
classroom, fund-raising, or joining school clubs. They assert that, ìgood character, or 
citizenship, is much more than having right or profound ideas.  It stresses doing írightí 
thingsóengaging in conduct immediately helpful to othersî (1993, xvii-xviii). As well as 
the examples of participation and spontaneous celebration as demonstrating a helpful 
attitude, a variety of students in my class also volunteered everyday to sweep, clean 
boards, and take attendance.   
 
Student autonomy emerged as a second predominant value promoted daily through 
several opportunities for independent choice and self-esteem building activities. We 
celebrated individual growth and improvement in mastering basic facts during our study 
of operations in math. The inclusion of portfolio assessment samples were based on 
student choice and weekly sharing time provided students with a stage for expressing 
themselves and talking about something of importance to them. The freedom to choose 
partners, materials and method of presentation in social studies also encouraged 
ownership and responsible action.  Self-reflections like,  ìI am proud of all the effort we 
put into the poster and presentationî and ìI think the project was lots of fun and 
interestingî demonstrate positive feelings and empowerment. Other examples that 
demonstrated the promotion of student autonomy included taking a vote on whether to 
participate in a Scholastic book order; completing the bookkeeping and sorting for the 
hot lunch program; choosing whom to write to during novel letter responses for Dear Mr. 
Henshaw and illustrating and summarizing their favorite books for an art project.  I 
believe that student autonomy was also fostered during conflict situations in the 
classroom because a problem solving rather than punishment paradigm was used.  Two 
students were involved in getting the facts, listening to each side of the story and in 
making a plan to solve a problem over sharing space.  Another student was engaged in 
setting consequences to an unkind act she had committed during a group project and 
the entire class discussed whether extra recess time was warranted when curling during 
physical education ran overtime.  
 
The first three TSCC student objectives for Topic 3 are:  

Students willÖ 
 � explore connections between the concepts learned in this topic and 
the overall objective of this program which is to create safe and caring school; 
 � demonstrate an understanding and respect for the ways people are 
alike and different 
 � extend the concept of identity to include gender, age, family, race 
and culture 
(ATA, 1999, Grade 5, p. 2) 

Autonomy was fostered in art as well as students continued to explore their unique 
talents and abilities, celebrated their individual differences and built self-esteem, in a 
self-chosen project that demonstrated their personal interests and special talents. I 
chose to include the following two samples because of the unusual content and 
supportive language that occurred as the students shared their work.  It was also a 
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valuable learning experience for me, as a teacher, but it also uncovered some biases 
that I was unaware of.   
    
 

 
 
 
The picture on the left was done in vivid felt pen.  A bright red circle and dark blue 
background created a focus for the white skull in the centre. This picture was drawn by 
a girl and I was disturbed by its content.  However, the rest of the class did not think it 
was unusual.  They commented on her choice of colors, the use of space, the contrast, 
the neatness, and the realistic image that she had created.  They, unlike me, accepted 
her choice without judgment and they taught me a valuable lesson in tolerance and 
understanding. My preconceptions about what a grade 5 girlís art should look like were 
clouding my ability to judge fairly. The rather scary picture also made me think that this 
girl had some issues we needed to deal with but there again, I was misled.  She merely 
used the image and design of her 2 cm eraser that she thought was interesting as a 
model for her project.  She informed us that she likes to draw and prefers dark colors.  
 
The second picture was made with textured plasticene on a paper plate.  This, too, was 
done by a girl.  But her choice also seemed unusual because of our landlocked Alberta 
environment.  However, as she shared her work, she informed us that the picture 
represented her grandfatherís fishing boat in Nova Scotia.  She has lived in Alberta for 
only 2 years and misses her extended family very much. Although I was feeling guilty 
about not teaching a specific art concept, the reflection and talk that surrounded the 
activity made it very powerful: ìIt was funÖWe had to be responsible for choosing a 
project and getting the materials that workedÖIt helped us get to know people in a new 
wayÖWe got to be very creativeÖIt shows that everybody has different ideasÖWe did 
what weíre good at and that makes us feel goodÖand one student said, It letís us 
express how we feel, like Theresaís boat picture.  Maybe it will help her not feel so 
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homesick.î I thoroughly enjoyed this project and the demonstration of caring and 
support students showed to each other. Their sense of accomplishment, pride and 
ownership was also shown when they expressed disappointment when their art gallery 
was dismantled two months later.  
 
Giving positive affirmations to others and ourselves is an ongoing practice in TSCC. 
Students learn how this type of language builds, while put-downs destroy, self-esteem.  
Student responses like, ìThatís adorableî when commenting on a model of 
Thanadelthur (female peacemaker and Aboriginal guide); ìJeffís weekend was really 
interestingî in partner journal reading and ìthanks for being a good friend and also for 
being a good partnerî and ìyou are kind and caringî from notes given to each other that 
tell why someone make the class a special place are examples of positive language and 
self-esteem building activities in action.  
 
Although building a sense of community while promoting independence and student 
autonomy may seem like opposing values, I believe that a third value, empathy, creates 
a bridge between the two. This third predominant value was fostered through the 
personal connections and discussions related to the novel study of Dear Mr. Henshaw 
(Cleary, 1998). In this story, a young boy struggles with divorce, a move to a new 
school, stolen lunches, and loneliness. The following personal connections demonstrate 
how literature was used in my classroom as a context for exploring and expressing 
values such as empathy.  
 
 
This book is good for people with parents that are divorced.  I think that this book 
has a lot of feelings.  I feel sory (sic) for Leigh because I lost my dad and I donít 
have any friends either.  Leighís mom has a tough life.  She works to pay rent, 
take care of her kid and feed themselves and Leighs dad does not give them a 
support check.  His mom has to work hard.  
 
And,   
Leigh changed a lot.  First of all he wasnít very sure of himself.  But he changes 
from feeling like he didnít fit in to just being himself.  I like how Leigh solved the 
lunch box problem.  And how he made himself feel better with the butterfly grove.  
Well I have feelings for Leighís dad.  I mean I feel really sorry for him because he 
has no one to talk to when he has had a longÖlong hall (sic).  
 
The Toward a Safe and Caring Curriculum also provides educators with ideas on how to 
help the class understand abstract terms like empathy. Concept development was 
encouraged as students listed synonyms, identified words and actions and made 
personal connections. Photos of students demonstrating what the value might look like 
were added to provide visual representation of the term.  
 
How does Tolerance help build a safe and caring classroom? 
Tolerance means to me that you listen to others. 
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To understand others feelings. 
To accept other people for who they are. 
Also to bear other people. 
To be libral (sic) and open minded. 
All these things tell what Tolerance is and what it means to me.   
Tolerance to me is being fair to others and respecting what they feel like. 
It means to listen.  What I do is listen and try to understand to show that I care.   

To show Tolerance I like to learn more about other people. It is 
important in the classroom because it helps us meet new 
challenges (sic) and people. If someone doesnít show me 
Tolerance it makes me feel bad.  
 

A sense of community, autonomy and empathy were the three main values I 
identified in my research of program application during the month of January.  
Because Topic 3:  Respecting Diversity and Preventing Prejudice guided our 
projects and skill development, ongoing research would be needed in order to 
conclude that these values were consistent throughout the year.  
 

 

Subject integration. As well as examining the core values being promoted; I was also 
interested in investigating how safe and caring themes were integrated within the 
prescribed curriculum. My data analysis revealed that social studies and language arts 
links were consistently made throughout the month. The class considered different 
perspectives when discussing alternate versions of an Iroquois-French fur trader battle, 
when they compared the trading practices of the French and the English and when they 
discussed the positive and negative influences the Europeans had on the Aboriginal 
peoples in early Canada (Odynak, 1988).  Empathy was also demonstrated during 
these debates as students made comments such as, ìI feel guilty, like I am to blame for 
how the Aboriginal lives were changedÖI think it made them feel bad because before 
they had pride from the challenge of hunting but the Europeans brought tools and 
weapons and made their lives easyÖI think they were independent before and then 
they became dependent on the EuropeansÖ I think their beliefs changed from harmony 
with nature and survival to kill for profit.ì Language arts connections were made daily 
during novel study responses as students identified how the character was feeling, 
predicted consequences to the action in the story, expressed empathy for the problems 
he encountered, and considered how those problems might be solved in a constructive 
way.   

 
Math and science connections to the TSCC were not as apparent.  Although these 
subjects were not linked to daily, safe and caring skills were periodically imbedded. 
During our unit on Classroom Chemistry in science for example, students discussed the 
pros and cons of using salt on the roads. We also compared a fair test when controlling 
variables in an experiment to fighting fair and ground rules in conflict resolution. Other 
than goal setting and celebrating personal growth in math, we also addressed diversity 
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concepts by exploring individual learning styles and multiple intelligences. To learn 
basic facts, we chanted and wrote raps to help the ëMusic Smartí people; we 
manipulated counters for the ëBody Smartí students; we played card and dice games 
together for the ëPeople Smartí kids; we wrote, solved problems and practiced skill drills 
on the computer for the ëMath and Word Smartí students; and we illustrated and colored 
graph paper for the ëPicture Smartí kids.  
 
Many teachers have associated the TSCC with the health curriculum but it is not meant 
to be isolated in this way.  The skills and concepts focus on healthy living and decision-
making and because they are integrated throughout the curriculum, health is a subject 
that becomes immersed in all of the other areas as well. The safe and caring themes 
provide a structure and foundation for teaching health, and other subjects like drama, 
and art.  I do not teach my own music or physical education and therefore, research into 
application of the TSCC skills in these areas was not conducted.   
 
As well as integrate the TSCC concepts from Topic 3, I realized that I often return to 
those explored in the first two topics. Acting in courteous ways, taking responsibility for 
their actions and building relationships continue throughout the year. Character 
development occurs all of the time in my classroom and since I have become involved 
in the Toward a Safe and Caring Curriculum, it has influenced how and what I teach. 
Considering different perspectives, expressing opinions and demonstrating respect for 
ourselves and others permeates the school day.  Support materials are also chosen 
because of their potential for discussing real issues that affect the lives of my students, 
either now or in the future.  
 
Interview Analysis 
The teacher I interviewed, whom Iíll call Anna, has a Mastersí in Education in language 
arts, has taught elementary school for 16 years, and has been involved in a variety of 
curriculum leadership activities. Most recently, she served as a lead teacher in language 
arts where she presented workshops and highlighted resources for use with the new 
curriculum. She is currently part of a regional group exploring gifted and talented 
education and is sitting on an Alberta Learning committee discussing how to compact or 
integrate curriculum.  Although I had scheduled 45 minutes for the interview, her stories 
and passion for her profession extended the time but enriched the experience.  She is 
using the Toward a Safe and Caring Curriculum in her grade 4 classroom and was very 
positive about its format and content. I have organized Annaís responses by program 
strengths and weaknesses and predominant values.  
 
Program strengths. Because of Annaís current professional preoccupation with 
curriculum integration and gifted and talented education, this was one of the main 
strengths she identified early in our interview. I was surprised and pleased at the 
connections she made.  
ìThereís so many ideas and I think the ideas reflect what Alberta Learning is 
promoting in terms of quality educational opportunities.  And they also reflect 
what I know that [book7] for Gifted and Talented students is promoting which is 
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Öwell the motto is ëWhatís best for the best is whatís best for the restí.  The 
whole classroom should be doing interesting, motivating hands-on interactive 
kinds of activities and I think this curriculum allows everybody to do that. (p. 14) 
 
Thematic teaching and the constructivist approach are practices my writing 
partner and I both apply in the classroom and it was reassuring to hear support 
and recognition for this process. It was also interesting to discover that Alberta 
Learning is currently looking for a model of curriculum integration. Annaís 
statement that, ìthereís a curriculum [TSCC] out there that is integrated alreadyî 
and ìI thought if itís already been done and you have a great example of it, why 
arenít you using it as a reference pointî created another option that no one on the 
Safe and Caring Schools project had considered.  
 
Anna identified the opportunities for sharing; the use of language to develop 
vocabulary; the free expression of opinions; the novel study ideas; specific skill 
development such as research and comparing different types of references; the 
use of graphic organizers and visuals on the interactive bulletin as forms of 
representation, and the number of resources as strengths to the program (p. 5, 6, 
12, 13). I believe these strengths also reflect Annaís specialty and love of 
language arts and I am glad that she is able to use TSCC as a vehicle for 
incorporating skills she feels are important for developing her own language arts 
program. Annaís research on developmentally appropriate activities for her 
Master of Education degree was also linked to as she stated that, 
 

ìSo much of the ground work is done.  The ideas are creative and I think respect 
the ways in which children learnî and ìI think that these are highly 
developmentally appropriate activities for students, partly because they are open-
ended so students can respond to them at a variety of levels, academic levelsó
levels of understanding, regardless of experience and backgrounds (p. 3, 5, 10).  
 
The curriculum resource was written for beginning teachers and its size and 
intensive amount of activities can be overwhelming for some teachers.  Anna did 
not, however, feel that the program restricted her teaching style or classroom 
goals. She recognizes the need to engage in ìintensive lessons on certain 
behaviors and expectations over a long period of time in order to effect the 
classroom and school climate and student behaviorsî and appreciated a 
resource that helped her meet that need (p. 4).  She also has an integrated 
timetable and the cross-subject and conflict management connections for many 
of the activities in TSCC appeals to her.  
 

During the writing, we concentrated on specific grade integration and although 
we were attempting to build skills for life, our focus was on immediate application.  
Annaís focus, however, often dealt with meeting future needs for the students.  
When discussing the kinds of graphic organizers like the T-charts and Venn 
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diagrams used in the program, she said that ìitís such a helpful toolî and one that 
is of importance to her.  
 

ìItís a big part of the strategies I want the children to learn because 
I think if they can take any new concepts in even grade 10, they 
might be thinking of a graphic organizer they learned in grade 4 and 
be able to hang their ideas on to that organizationî (p. 13) 
 

This focus on the future was also apparent in Annaís statements about how self-
esteem is enhanced through the activities in TSCC and these will be addressed 
in the section on predominant values. Helping students make personal 
judgments based on courteous and considerate actions rather than a set of 
arbitrary rules was important to Anna.  She liked how TSCC encouraged class 
discussion and collaboration when creating behavior guidelines. This suited her 
teaching philosophy but also built decision making for the future, ìSo if youíre at 
the movie theatre and youíre 15, youíre thinking is this a discourteous or 
disruptive thing for me to be doing or is it an appropriate behavior for me, not 
what are the rules in this establishmentî  (p. 17).  
 

I was also interested in knowing how the curriculum resource has impacted her 
interactions with the students engaged in conflict. She talked about the intensive 
lessons that she and her class had worked their way through to address 
incidents of bullying and verbal aggression that had been observed at the 
beginning of the school year. The benefits of a long-term curriculum, reinforcing 
the concepts over time, a common language and the visual reminders like the 
anger management quilt were identified as positive elements when developing 
character and managing conflict (p. 4, 11, 12).  Our goal as writers was to not 
only provide strategies for students but also help teachers deal with discipline in 
a proactive positive way.  I believe the following excerpt supports the 
achievement of this goal.  When I asked Anna how she would have previously 
addressed the bullying problems she repliedÖ 
ì I would have lambasted them [laughter].  Every time they came in and they 
werenít getting along, I would give them a little lecture, so yes, it has definitely 
helped hugely because it teaches them specific strategies for dealing with anger 
and it gives us the opportunity to look at how other children have had to deal with 
issues and situations through novel studies, not having to sort of put ourselves 
under a microscope.  We can talk about other fictitious characters which are a lot 
safer but we still have the opportunities to share our own experiences and learn 
from those.   So I really like the fact that it gives them specific strategies to look 
at problem solving.î (p. 10) 
 
 
Program weaknesses.  Anna identified only one area in formatting that she 
would like to see improved.  This involved the addition of a section under Topic at 
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a Glance that would outline the core literature selection and the science, math, 
and social studies connections.  Revisions are scheduled for later this year and 
this planning aid will certainly be considered.  
 
Although Anna did not mention the difficulty of connecting safe and caring 
objectives to science and math as a weakness, these areas have not become 
part of her integration. One reason for this is the discovery approach she uses 
with the students and the second reason is because many of the topics and skills 
run throughout the year and are not taught as discrete units of study that can be 
sequenced and linked to as suggested in TSCC.  
 

Teaching the curriculum resource as designed is also a problem when sharing 
resources between 6 or 7 classes of the same grade. As writers and program 
designers, we knew that this would be a problem.  The subject integration was 
meant to be a model and stepping stone for teachers and it was hoped that they 
would adapt the subject topics and the timing of conflict management skills to 
meet their personal situations and class needs. These expectations, however, 
were not realistic.  Anna has learned from her experiences while guiding 
teachers through new curriculum that time and structure is needed in order for 
educators to get to know the program as it is laid out before they can step out on 
their own.  
 

ìWell, when you go through a program for the first time and get to know it, itís 
less overwhelming to go through it the way itís set up.  To really get to know it 
and to know how the children are going to respondóitís just easier to go through 
it the way itís laid out and then after you can start looking at other resources and 
how they might work.  Iím not one to sort of start at the beginning and work 
through something, but in order for me to get to know it, I need to experience it 
and see how my students will respond to the novels and having those 
discussions and doing the activities, then I havenít internalized the topic. ì (p. 19)  
 
Anna felt that a half-day inservice on the format and content of TSCC was 
adequate.  Teachers in her school have also been engaged in sharing of ideas 
and this has motivated Anna to use the program.  She does not think, however, 
that the physical education or music teachers have integrated safe and caring 
objectives into their programs.  Ongoing inservice and support for specialists is 
an area of need that should be addressed.   
 

Predominant values. Like the analysis of my field notes, I was also interested in how 
Anna perceived what and how values were being promoted in the program. Several 
researchers in character education criticize teaching method and content.  Alfie Kohn is 
one of these critics. In his essay on ìHow Not to Teach Values:  A Critical Look at 
Character Educationî he states, ìthe preferred method of [character education] 
instruction is tantamount to indoctrination. The point is to drill students in specific 
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behaviors rather than to engage them in deep, critical reflection about certain ways of 
beingî  (2000, p. 17). Indoctrination was a concern of mine but Anna did not feel that a 
didactic method or indoctrination was used when promoting character development. 
Learning from the examples of others like Terry Fox and the characters in the novels 
where students can focus on the positive and negative qualities was identified as a 
positive teaching method.  She also felt that a problem solving rather than didactic 
approach is fostered through activities in TSCC (p. 10, 11). Choice of values was 
discussed in depth. Anna had not connected religious values to the program.  Her 
response that, ìthis is a human-based resource. [It helps us explore] what it is to be a 
human being in search of a quality, a good quality of life, in terms of your relationship 
with yourself and with other peopleî reflects our goal of including universal human 
values (p. 11).  

 
As she began to talk about these values, however, it again became a discussion on 
teaching philosophy and personal beliefs. Anna referred several times to how important 
self-esteem building and respecting unique differences were to her as a teacher and as 
a person.   
ìI like the focus of Ö the whole package of developing respect for self and 
developing respect for each other in the classroom and outside the 
classroomÖdeveloping not only tolerance of others, but an appreciation for 
differences in a world where there is so much pressure to conform and to the be 
same.  I think itís a tremendous loss when we pressure people to be the same 
and to be afraid to share their differences.  So you end up with people who are 
hiding who they really are and I think we should be celebrating individuality.î (p. 
6)  
 
and,  
 

ìAs a teacher, itís more important to me to develop a strong sense 
of self-esteem, a strong sense of who you are so that you can be 
strong in the face of peer pressure, and in the face of even hatred 
and animosity depending on how different you are from everybody 
else. My philosophy is itís more important that these kids grow up to 
be able to make good decisions and be kind-hearted citizens and 
respectful of themselves and others. Like I think it might be heresy 
to say this as a teacher, but I think itís more important that more 
than being able to identify the type of rock thatís in her hand, a girl 
in grade 11 might have to make the decision, you know, whatís she 
going to do in the backseat of a car and if she has a really strong 
sense of who she is, that self-esteem has been developed and that 
belief in her right to be respected by others regardless of her 
gender, her family background, whateverÖthen hopefully she will 
be able to make decisions that are good for her.  I think itís 
wonderful that our education system is recognizing the importance 
of promoting not just academics but emotional well being and moral 
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well being and citizenship.  Mostly the right to be who we are and to 
expect respect.î  (p. 14)  
 

She returned to this theme again when she was sharing a recent observation 
made during a parent council meeting with a group of junior high parents.  As 
they were listening to a presentation on body image, Anna passionately stated, 
ìthe problem was rooted in self respect and self-esteem in the sense of self worth 
regardless of your physical appearanceî (pp. 14-15).  She went on to say that the 
comments shared by the adult women at the table definitely demonstrated how 
we, as females, need to develop a stronger sense of who we are and respect for 
ourselves based on personal rather than physical attributes.  
 

I was very pleased with Annaís understanding of the Toward a Safe and Caring 
Curriculum philosophy, format and content.  It was reassuring to learn that it was 
being used in her classroom the way we, as part of the development team, had 
hoped it would.  I was surprised by her passionate belief in the need for 
developing self-esteem and I found the analysis of program weaknesses 
enlightening.  Although I used strengths, weaknesses and values to analyze 
Annaís responses, underlying themes emerged.  It appears that a curriculum 
resource that supports Annaís individual teaching style and personal philosophy 
and content that prepares students for the future strongly influences whether that 
resource will be implemented.  I believe that her experiences with TSCC are 
similar to how most teachers face new curriculum. Personal connections are 
made and change occurs based on small increments. Bits and pieces are 
blended with their own programs until it becomes more natural and internalized. 
The program would and should therefore look different in every classroom.  
 

CONCLUSION 
 

B. Edward McClellan completes his historical summary of character and moral 
education by discussing ìan entirely new approach to moral education, one that would 
take into account the emotional component of moral growth and make a central place 
for an ethic of caringî (1999, pp. 87-89). This approach is attributed to a feminist 
movement where individual rights are balanced by caring and compassion for others. 
Because the lead writers, designers and core project developers for the Toward a Safe 
and Caring Curriculum are women, a male perspective on the content and process of 
integrating this program would be beneficial. Conducting research on gender 
differences and impact in the classroom would also provide teachers with additional 
information they could use as they, like myself, search for a ëhot buttoní to address 
student behavior and character development.  Long-term studies on behavior and 
curriculum impact as well as researching how at-risk students react to the program 
might also be considered helpful when assessing a character education conflict 
management program such as the one described in this paper.  
 



28   

 

 

 

As well as indoctrination, Alfie Kohn (2000) also feels that traditional character 
education programs such as those featuring a  ëvirtue of the monthí or the  ëcaught being 
goodí approach tend to erode intrinsic motivation and reflect a pessimistic view of 
human nature. He believes that these programs are based on Skinnerian behaviorism. 
They encourage students to demonstrate positive behaviors in order to win an award 
and foster competition rather than build a sense of community and a real commitment to 
virtues.  They also assume that people lack the natural instinct to work together and are 
inherently selfish and mean. I hope that an optimistic view of human nature, student 
autonomy, meaningful learning activities, lifelong learning and collaboration are 
demonstrated in my description and student examples of the Toward a Safe and Caring 
Curriculum.   
 
I believe TSCC supports Kohnís recommendation that a character education program 
should ìhelp[s] students develop into principled and caring members of a community 
[and become] advocates of social justiceî (2000, p. 23). Kohn also states that 
ìinnovative programming should reflect current practises in other subject areas where 
students are actively constructing meaning around scientific, historical and literary 
conceptsî (2000, p. 29). This, too, was a guiding principle when writing and designing 
the TSCC.  Further support for this curriculum resource is provided by Randi Herman 
when she writes that, ìÖcharacter education does not have a single curriculum.  It does 
not have a specific set of sequential lessons and skills for which students must 
demonstrate mastery.  Character education is part of every subjectî (1998, p. 6).   
 
I found it interesting that an ìorganically fusedî model of values education was 
suggested by researchers of the Ontario Moral Education Project conducted in 1975.  
They identified advantages to this integrative approach that might also be applied to 
TSCC.  
First, that it would help increase the interest, relevance, and indeed the quality of 
the study of various school subjects; second, that it would attach certain useful 
constraints to the study of values; and third, that one would avoid having to 
introduce ìyet another subjectî into the school and hence overcome certain 
political obstacles both inside and outside the school. (Beck, et.al., 1976, p. 13) 
 
 
Although it has taken over 25 years, a totally integrated character education 
program has been created by Alberta teachers for Alberta teachers.  I hope that 
the Toward a Safe and Caring Curriculum helps others like myself create a 
bridge between character building and content acquisition so that the emotional, 
social, physical and academic needs of all students can be addressed.  
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Appendix A: Interview Questions 
 
Research Study:  Toward a Safe and Caring Curriculum:  A New Look at Character 

Education 

 1. Tell me about your training and teaching experience. 

 
 2. What is your role in implementing the Toward a Safe and Caring Curriculum? 

 
 3. Has this program made your teaching assignment more difficult? Why or why 

not? 
 
 4. Do you feel that you have received adequate support in implementing the new 

program? Why or why not? 
 
 5. Have you used other character education programs?  If so, what did you find 

most and least useful and how would you compare TSCC to other programs? 
 

6.   What do you like or dislike about the format and design of the program? 
 

 7. What have you found most and least useful in the curriculum? 

 
 8. Do you have suggestions that would improve format or content? 

 
 9. How do you feel about the values chosen for guiding the program? 

 
 10.  Do you feel that the TSCC promotes a didactic method of teaching values? 
 
 11.  Does the TSCC support or challenge your personal teaching style? 

 
 12.  Do you feel that TSCC has had an impact on student interactions and if so can     

   you provide examples? 
 

 13.  Has the TSCC had an impact on how you interact with students? If yes, can you 

share specific examples of these interactions? 
 
 14.  Has the TSCC had an impact on how you interact with peers and/or parents? If 

yes, can you describe these experiences? 
 
 15.  Has the curriculum changed the way you see and plan curriculum 

implementation? If yes, what changes have you made? 
 
 16.  What kind of education and assistance do teachers need to assist pupils in 

these kinds of programs? 
 
 17.  Could you suggest some useful lines of research in relation to the Toward a 

Safe and Caring Curriculum? 


