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SCHOOL CLIMATE: CREATING A CULTURE OF EMPATHY  

Several community members spoke at the April Board of Education meeting regarding the District’s 
focus on empathy. I responded to each directly, but I would like to make these statements publicly. I 
first want to point out that the District established a strategic goal that was shared last fall titled 
School Climate: Creating a Culture of Empathy. This grew from increased reports of bullying, 
racial and religious tension, and inappropriate use of social media.  
 
While thankfully, this increase has not created a pervasive problem in our schools, if we have even 
one incident, impacting one student, we feel compelled to act. Once incident impacting, one student 
often represents many other students. We also know that for any incident reported, there are others 
that do not get reported.  
 
This calls on us to be proactive in the areas of empathy, diversity, and inclusiveness. We know 
based on research that fostering an empathetic climate in the classroom leads to positive classroom 
culture, stronger community, and higher levels of academic and social success for students. As part 
of our strategic plan, this goal was approved at the September 2016 Board of Education meeting.   
 
Our focus 

•   We strive to encourage empathy for all members of our school community - staff, students, 
and parents.  

•   Increasing diversity awareness is an important way to address this topic.  
•   Students sometimes initiate discussions related to many topics such as social conflict, 

bullying & teasing, social avoidance, diversity among people, and inclusiveness. They talk 
among each other, and bring up questions in class or to a teacher privately. 

•   It is important for our teachers to be able to address student inquires or issues that arise in 
order to ensure that all voices are heard and respected.  

•   It is important that our teachers feel prepared to create a safe space for children where 
empathy can thrive, students can express their own opinions and perspectives, and differing 
viewpoints are respected.  

•   We strive to create a better understanding of how to distinguish bullying from age-
appropriate social conflict.  

•   There is not a specific curriculum. The District 39 Second Step program provides a 
foundation, but sensitive conversations can happen in all curricular areas and grades.  

 
Our progress this year 

•   Our work this year has been focused on staff. Through professional development days, we 
provided speakers and book talks to help staff recognize our own feelings and to be better 
prepared to help students if/when conversations start involving race, diversity, and inclusion.  

o   Some questions came up about SEED. SEED stands for Seeking Educational Equity 
and Diversity. It is a national organization founded in the late 1980s. While one 
speaker at a teacher institute day, and some panelists at a Parent Night, were 
affiliated with SEED, we did not hold any SEED sponsored events. In addition, these 



presenters have broad experiences outside of SEED, including work with youth in 
educational settings. SEED is knowledgeable and emphasizes holding conversations 
around inclusivity, diversity and equity.  We are not opposed to the organization’s 
goals, however we have no plans to establish an ongoing professional development 
partnership with SEED.  

o   For students, this year we simply continue to promote kindness and connections. The 
culture of empathy strategic goal goes beyond diversity in terms of race, religion, 
and gender identity, and developmental differences.  It is about developing an 
understanding of one another and promoting inclusivity.  Again, there is no 
curriculum, but a way to help each other be aware and better understand differences. 

 
What are next steps? 
We have been drafting an Inclusivity Statement intended to enhance the communication of our 
District beliefs. We will share a draft publicly in June. This articulation of inclusivity is in support 
of the District’s mission to nurture, guide, and challenge students to become creative thinkers, 
collaborators, socially responsible, compassionate, and productive citizens of a global society.   
 
The Community Review Committee, made up of teachers, parents, and community members, has 
been focused this year on the issue of School Climate and has surveyed parents, students, and staff 
on this topic. Their research goes beyond the specifics of our strategic goal and may identify 
additional issues the District should consider. The CRC report, including the results of the surveys, 
will be presented at the June Board of Education meeting and will help guide our next steps.  
 
Thank you for taking time to consider this message. 
 
 
 


