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“Faggot.” “Retard.” “Fatso.” These all-too-common insults provide an emotional opening to this book by Mara Sapon-Shevin, a past president of the IASCE (International Association for the Study of Cooperation in Education): 

http://www.iasce.net. Such insults come in many languages. Sapon-Shevin believes that insults and other forms of hostility are depressingly widespread in many schools. Children who speak minority languages are one target for this hostility.

In her book, Sapon-Shevin sets out to provide a theoretical grounding and practical suggestions for how teachers of students from preschool age to early teenage years can work with their students to create classrooms, schools, and neighbourhoods where “students feel supported in their learning, willing to take risks, challenged to become fully human with one another, and open to new possibilities” (p. xi). Although the book is based mainly on the author’s experiences in the U.S., its ideas and many specific activities that apply these ideas will help teachers around the globe to structure experiences that enable students to “act boldly in the world, taking individual and collective responsibility for making things different and better. When we teach, we change our students, the world, and ourselves” (p. xi).

The book’s introduction is entitled Civics—An Agenda for Our Schools. Civics here has an additional use, along with its standard meaning of being a valuable citizen. Sapon-Shevin also uses CIVICS as an acronym for:

Courage: “what it takes when a person leaves behind something he or she knows well and embraces (even tentatively) something unknown or frightening” (p. 2).

Inclusion: “means not having to fight for a chance to be part of a classroom or school community; it means that all children are accepted” (p. 4).

Value: “organizing our schools so that we … really value every individual, for himself or herself, without reference to the value of other individuals?” (p. 7).

Integrity: “means wholeness. … What would our lives be like if there were no lies or secrets about who we really are, but we were able to show ourselves fully, knowing that we would be accepted in our complexity, acceptable even with our seeming contradictions and inadequacies?” (p. 8).

Cooperation: “people working together to achieve a common goal, supporting and helping one another along the way?” (p. 11).

Safety:  physical safety for students and teachers, plus “emotional safety—the safety to be yourself, to be vulnerable, to ask for help, and to be warmly supported” (p. 13).

These six CIVICS values are brought out in the book’s seven chapters. Each chapter opens with positive and negative scenes from classrooms and elsewhere. For instance, Chapter 1, Schools as Communities, begins with a positive story of a child diagnosed with cancer whose classmates and teacher rally to support him, and a negative tale in which none of the other students in a school canteen want a child with Down syndrome to sit at their table. 

The next section of each chapter is a short vision statement. The vision in Chapter 2, Sharing Ourselves with Others, is of classrooms where students can share their strengths, successes, passions, and goals as well as their fears, sorrows, concerns, and areas in which they need support. 

The third section of every chapter discusses the challenges to fulfilling the vision described in the second section. In Chapter 3, Knowing Others Well, the challenges that impede us from realizing the vision of students establishing close connections with those around them include isolation, competition, shame, tracking and other forms of segregation, and negative views toward differences.

By far the largest section in each chapter is the fourth, “How to Begin”. This is divided into four subsections: Activities, Games, Songs, and Children’s Literature. For instance, in Chapter 4, Places Where We All Belong, six songs are presented. Each song has a one-paragraph explanation of its theme and how it can be used. The words and music for all the songs appear at the back of the book, along with information on how to purchase recordings of some of the songs. Many teachers may feel a bit uncomfortable with the non-traditional, experiential nature of the ideas in this section, e.g., the humanistically oriented activities and games. Sapon-Shevin advises that we start slowly and find a colleague who might like to try the ideas with us, so that we two can compare notes.

The next section of each chapter is “Links to the Curriculum”, which introduces ideas on how the chapter’s theme can be used across the curriculum. Chapter 5 deals with Setting Goals and Giving and Getting Support. Some of the cross-curricular ideas offered in this chapter are: in any particular subject area, students set their own goals for what they will accomplish; in history, students look at the goals that various people and movements had and imagine what would have happened if they had not met their goals; and, to promote reading and writing, the class creates a book called “Helping” where students write about examples they have witnessed of people helping one another.

The final chapter section is one I had never seen before. Entitled “Is This Working?” the section offers questions teachers can ask themselves as they observe student behaviours related to the chapter’s theme. These questions can be used for self-evaluation and for action research. In Chapter 6, Working Together to Learn, some of the questions are:

1. Do students use the language of cooperation (I’ll help you,” Let’s do it together,” “Come work with us,” “I think there’s room for both of us here”)?

2. Do students constantly compare their work to others (“My picture is better; yours is dumb”) or are they able to support the efforts of their classmates (“You draw really well”)?

3. Do students turn to one another as sources of help when they have academic or personal problems?

Many other books deal with the areas covered in the book’s first six chapters, although Sapon-Shevin’s slant on the areas and the many, many ideas she has brought together make the book nonetheless a distinctively useful resource. The book’s final chapter, Chapter 7, is the most unique one, because it deals with an area that has received too little attention in education. Entitled Speaking the Truth and Acting Powerfully, the chapter discusses ways to make the book’s themes meaningful by not treating them as merely academic topics to be studied for assignments and exams. The chapter provides examples of students who have taken a stand on such issues as sexism, racism, and discrimination against the physically handicapped, and makes available many ideas about how students can become active citizens in their classrooms, schools, and beyond.

This concept of taking a stand and having an impact brings us to the book’s title, Because We Can Change the World. Sapon-Shevin explains that she chose this title to counter the pessimistic view of teaching, the view that sees teaching as an ineffectual profession, a kind of glorified baby sitting, a view that asks, “Why would you want to be a teacher, anyway?” I admit that there are days, sometimes entire weeks, that I ask myself this question. Fortunately, we teachers have colleagues such as Mara Sapon-Shevin who inspire us with their vision and enlighten us with their ideas, assuring us that indeed we can change the world for the better.

