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Disappointing test scores once again plague California schools. Our best students are barely proficient, 
while the gap between African-American, Hispanic and white and Asian students has grown. Poverty, 
joblessness and the frazzling of families and communities are certainly some of the causes of the gap. 
 
Schools have sought to narrow the gap by focusing on test scores and teaching to the test. But this 
emphasis seems to me to be misplaced. Children who do well in school are raised in families that are 
strong, secure and nourishing with parental love and care. An extended family or religious community 
provides additional support for such students. 
 
Although teachers and schools cannot replace what families and communities provide for students, much 
can be done to provide additional support for struggling students. The culture of schools can make a huge 
difference in student success. Now, the culture of most schools is largely determined by the emphasis on 
tests and a fear of failure. An alternative culture, where students feel secure and valued, is a culture of 
love. Students need to feel that they are valued as persons and that this value can be drawn out each day. 
 
To build this culture, a movement of social-emotional learning has been developed as part of a character 
education curriculum. Professor Martin Seligman at the University of Pennsylvania and a number of 
character education organizations have identified 24 basis strengths in potential within each person. These 
strengths need to be actualized through the process of social-emotional learning. 
 

 
 
So, for example, students have the potential for empathy, compassion, gratitude or other strengths. 
Activities can be designed to help students in self-awareness, self-management, social awareness and 



 

 

social management. If a student is angry, he or she may not be aware of that anger or how to express the 
emotion constructively. Students can learn to listen deeply by practicing mindfulness. Activities for 
cooperative learning can be designed so that students realize that leadership is based on those who serve 
the most. 
 
The youngest children, for example, have a basic sense of empathy. But this empathy needs to be 
nourished at every stage of a development. From preschool through middle school, students spend more 
than 10,000 hours in class. During this time, the sense of empathy can develop into a foundation for 
compassion. 
 
In a similar manner, young children have a basic sense of fairness. They understand when something is 
not right or just. But this sense also needs to be nourished at every grade level so that students can 
develop a sense of justice as they begin their high-school years. 
 
If the culture of a school promotes compassion and justice in all its activities, students feel a deep support 
that allows them to flourish. They feel cared for rather than judged. Love is a much greater motivator than 
fear. Academic success comes on the foundation of social and emotional success. 
 
In one sense, teachers and schools can do more with less. The focus on emotional intelligence — EQ — is 
at least as important as IQ. Research indicates that students with EQ are less aggressive and learn more 
effectively. Thus, by setting social-emotional goals early in the day and throughout the culture of the 
school, students are more open to learning and less prone to disruption or distraction. Teachers can get on 
with teaching and enjoying responsive students. 
 
Yes, we want smart kids who do well on tests but we want happy and responsible students who will 
flourish as healthy people. 
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