Freshman Transition Initiative

CAREing And Responsive Educators
Building the Framework for the CAREing Conversation

“Students desire authentic relationships in which they are trusted, given responsibility, spoken to honestly and warmly, and treated with dignity and respect. They
feel adults inside schools are too busy, don’t understand, or just don’t care about
them” (Poplin & Weeres, 1992).
The study of students
in transition spans
decades and has much
to offer educators at
all levels. There is a
general consensus
among researchers
and theorists on the
importance of early transitional planning and preparation to reduce dropout rates. By emphasizing intervention before and during the transition to high
school, students can develop the skills necessary to
make this pivotal transition and adjustment a smooth
one.

one-on-one time to express frustrations, make sense
of accomplishments and experiences, as well as, explore how these relate to and impact his or her academic and career goals. Through this process1, students will develop self-efficacy, high (yet, realistic)
expectations, independence and knowledge of
resources--characteristics associated with more positive transition experiences. With this guidance, students will take a more directive role in their educations as they commit to goals and better engage in
learning.

“We need to spend time with
kids--planning, monitoring,
changing, visualizing and thinking about their long-range
plans.”

The Freshman Transition Initiative’s 10 Year Plan
serves as a vehicle to facilitate not only the academic
readiness and preparation of students, but also their
psychological preparation through the CAREing Relationship. Utilizing the 10 Year Plan, a student will
meet with teachers to receive individualized support
and to gain feedback on his or her short and longterm goals and aspirations. Students can use this
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Be the Teacher
who Transforms
Students

tive educational experiences. In “Closing the
Achievement Gap: A Vision for Changing Beliefs
and Practices”, Bonnie Benard describes turnaround
teachers. Three key practices of turnaround teachers
that are essential to student growth and success are:
engaging in caring relationships, maintaining high
expectations and providing opportunities for student
participation and contribution.

When students look back
at school, it is often a
special teacher who has
helped shape their posi-

CAREing Relationships

High Expectations

Opportunities

CAREing relationships between
teachers and students can be
thought of as the medium in which
trust, growth and success can occur. These relationships foster resilience in students that they will
take with them into high school,
post-secondary education and future careers. A CAREing relationship is the foundation of a beneficial teacher-student partnership.
Teachers who engage in caring
relationships with students:

Teachers convey the confidence
and hope they have for students’
success when high expectations
are communicated. These teachers identify strengths in all of their
students despite the challenges
they may face. They are studentfocused, moving beyond a sole
focus on academic ability, by addressing the personal, social and
career aspects of the student’s life.
Teachers with high expectations of
students:

In addition to establishing CAREing relationships and high expectations, “turn-around teachers” provide their students with opportunities to participate and actively
contribute to the learning process.
Students are encouraged to make
choices in their classrooms and to
solve problems thinking critically.
These teachers:

• are available and responsive

• have a “no excuses” philosophy

• offer individualized help

• believe all students have the
ability to learn

• show patience
• actively listen
• get to know students’ hopes

• clearly articulate expectations
• encourage student selfawareness
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• create an inclusive classroom
environment and engage
marginalized groups
• provide opportunities for
creativity
• provide opportunities for
decision-making
• give meaningful responsibilities

The CAREing Conversation
A structured conversation guide for teacher-student relationships consisting of
three stages: building rapport, promoting reflection and promoting interpretation.
Building Rapport	

 	


	


	


	


In the first stage of the conversation, open questions are used to encourage
the student to share his or her experiences. These questions lead to open,
comfortable dialogue directed by the student.
•How has middle school gone for you so far? In what ways does this fit
with your expectations?
•What parts of school have been positive for you? What parts are more
disappointing? or simply, Tell me about yourself...

Promoting Reflection
Follow-up questions can help students engage in worthwhile reflection of their experiences by directing them to
think about why a particular experience is important and what it means to them.
• Tell me more about the parts of school you have found to be positive. Why do you think this is the case?
• What difficult challenges have you had to face? How did you handle it?
• What/Who do you consider to be a support system? What roles do they play in your school experience?

Promoting Interpretation
At this stage, teachers are guiding students to make sense of the experiences they have shared. These questions
will help students interpret how challenges and experiences have impacted them. Encourage students to explore
any insights gained from this conversation (and others) and their role in future academic and career decisions.
•It seems like you’ve gone through a lot this year. How do you think it
has affected the way you see yourself?
•In what ways have you changed from the beginning of middle school
to the end of 8th grade? How do you see yourself differently now?
• What questions are raised for you after having this conversation?
•How might you go about figuring that out?

•
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Goals of the CAREing Conversation
This Teacher-Student conversation must be regarded as an educational
process all students can benefit from with a focus on outcomes for student learning.
Students will:

• Explore strengths, limitations, values and aspirations
• Practice and use decision-making skills and engage in critical thinking
• Increase motivation to engage in the learning process
• Put experiences into perspective to better inform goals and decisions
• Take a directive role in selecting courses and a program of study in line with
academic and career goals
• Become aware of and take advantage of school and community resources available to them
• Show increased responsibility to self and others
Teachers will:

• Identify and connect students with appropriate learning opportunities and resources
• Encourage students to seek out opportunities and experiences to enrich their
educations
• Be models of respect, empathy and support for all students
• Increase relevancy of education for students
• Increase knowledge of in-school supports, as well as, resources in the community
for students
• Promote problem-solving skills in students rather than attempt to solve problems
for them
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Tips for Effective Communication

Adapted from Serving Workers in Transition: A Guide for Peer Support (c)1995, AFL-CIO Human Resources Development Institute.

Body Language
Our body language conveys much more about our thoughts and feelings than our spoken words may. It is important to be aware of what messages we are sending students with our body language.
• Sit facing the student at a comfortable distance
• Maintain eye contact
• Keep an open posture (e.g., arms relaxed and not crossed)
• Make an effort to shut out distractions and avoid making your body language a distraction

Listening with Empathy
Responses that are empathic send the message, “You are not alone in facing challenges” to students. When you
listen with empathy, students feel they have been validated and heard.
• Simply, listen carefully to what the student is saying
• Hear the student out and do not make judgements about the situation
• Wait before responding to be sure the student is finished
• Repeat or paraphrase what you think you’ve heard from them
• Ask the student if there is anything they think you have missed
• Ask for clarification when something the student shares is vague or unclear
• Watch the student’s body language for non-verbal clues as to how he or she is feeling

Responding with Empathy
Empathy is also conveyed in the language you choose to use in your responses. Be deliberate about your responses and take the time to make them meaningful.
“You seem to be feeling...”

“So, as you see it...”

“Listening to you, it seems like...”

“What I hear you saying is...”

“As I hear it, you...”

“Can you help me understand what you mean by...”

“It sounds like you’re concerned that...”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, Are you saying...”
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