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I 
 

 In the last two decades, much literature has attempted to articulate a postmodern 
education. Foundational to this discourse, and indeed to all realms of postmodern 
speculation, is the acknowledgment that, in Western thinking of the late twentieth 
century, there has occurred a discentering of the concept of universal truths and a 
dispersion of the power of the dominant culture which had advocated such a construct. 
This shift was in part instigated and thus in part has benefited groups in the culture that 
were marginalized by the monopoly on power invariably held by White, Christian, 
heterosexual males. In large part, this epistemological shift has resulted in greater cultural 
inclusivity: in political and educational circles, it is often referred to as the project of 
Multiculturalism. 
 
 At the heart of the Multicultural construct is the acknowledgment of the existence 
of difference. In the realm of theory, the theme of difference has been foregrounded 
through various strategies of contemporary criticism. Feminist and post-structural 
challenges to concepts of 'truth', 'voice' and 'meaning' have perhaps most successfully 
demonstrated the radical contextuality of experience, and thus the basis of difference. In 
more practical areas, such as education, the exploration and the embrace of difference has 
meant revised curricula, balancing the values, beliefs and cultural heritage of a greater, 
more diverse number of people. Students of this last generation have indeed been 
exposed to difference--say, more than their predecessors--as the project of diversity has 
taken hold. 
 
 In this paper, I shall not argue again for the pluralist position. Although I am a 
great proponent of it, the argument for the rightness of diversity and for its place in the 
curriculum has been made astutely and eloquently time and again. That greater 
inclusivity is a just and worthy project, I wish to take as a given and thus begin my 
discussion at the next rhetorical plateau. If the reader will grant me this leap in the 
argument--that embracing difference is a positive development and that education should 
aim to provide exposure to difference in constructive and appreciative ways--we may role 
up our sleeves and get to the heart of my interest here: how do we achieve it? I wish to 



pose this more practical question to the field of education, and specifically, in the space 
of the classroom--asking not for philosophical consensus or heartwarming intentions, but 
for concrete, applicable strategies for making the embrace of difference an observable 
achievement. Therefore, herewith, I would like to propose specific ways in which the 
embracing of difference might be accomplished. My suggestions will be directed at two 
specific aspects of the educational process: instruction and instructional space. Through a 
discussion of the impact of the teacher and of the teaching space (the physical set-up of 
the classroom) on the student, I hope to take a modest but concrete step toward putting 
the postmodern rhetoric on the embrace of difference to practice. The resulting 
recommendations for teaching will constitute what I will to call a Pedagogy for 
Friendship. 
 
 
 
 
 
      II 
 
 Multiculturalism's greatest assumption is that people care. Or could care. Or 
should care. Despite years of contestation, heated debate, and fierce opposition to their 
cause, proponents of Multiculturalism have managed to uphold, and to a great extent 
realize, what is essentially a very optimistic project. In general, it seems logical to assume 
that people do have the capacity to care, as havoc surely would ensue if the general 
population did not care, say, for its offspring, its employment, its future. The question 
then becomes, can an individual's repertoire of care be altered and expanded, beyond his 
or her immediate universe? The very measurable inroads that Multiculturalism has made 
as a political movement can be taken as a sign that people's consciences and 
commitments do evolve; this can be argued simply through the extent of legislation in 
several Western countries which supports such change. The key quesiton then echoes that 
of Barrow's, already articulated in 1975: "can we teach students to care?"1  Are there in 
fact ways to cultivate caring in the classroom, to teach such things as empathy, 
consideration and respect for difference, and if so, what specifically needs to take place 
within the walls of the classroom to achieve such admittedly worthy goals? 
 



 Curriculum, in the strictest sense, deals with the 'what' of education, as in "what to 
teach?" This is and has been for centuries a formidable philosophical bind for many 
cultures, one whose answer is constantly changing. The organic nature of curriculum 
stems from the fact that educational paradigms--like all paradigms--collapse. When we 
have reflected, perhaps searched our souls, with respect to that which has been previously 
wrongly included in or omitted from the curriculum, we realize that a change is in order--
a curricular revision ahead. This of course is no easy task. Adding, omitting, or in any 
way re-evaluating curriculum is very treacherous terrain: the well-documented, often 
extremely contentious public debates of recent past on a myriad of issues are proof that 
curriculum functions as a highly vested metaphor for our very beliefs and values. 
Nevertheless, as a result of the curricular soul-searching of the last generation, concrete 
changes have been implemented toward greater diversity and inclusivity in the 
curriculum, in all levels of education. Here again I defer to the exhaustive arguments in 
favor of a more diverse and inclusive curriculum, and, for the sake of clarity and 
emphasis, I reiterate: If Multiculturalism is good-important-worthy, then its inclusion and 
reflection in the curriculum logically follows. 
 
 If this governing supposition is acceptable, and I believe that it is, I may now turn 
to my previous question and add, What extra-curricular strategies may we employ to 
reinforce an understanding of difference in the world of real classroom human 
interaction? That is, besides studying diversity as content within subject areas, what can 
we implement around, through, and in between the lines of the curriculum to support in 
practice what we profess in preaching--the embrace of difference? Curriculum, what we 
teach is, as stated above, critical, but it is one incomplete half of the project of education: 
what we teach needs to be equally reflected and thoughtfully interwoven into how we 
teach. A curriculum not congruent with its mode of delivery--its instruction--is a 
sabotaged document, its paradox readily transparent to its students. Thus, for me, the 
question that lies ahead is not so much whether caring is good, or whether appreciating 
difference can be taught, but how? 
 
 
 
 
 



III 
 

Caring in the Classroom 
 
 In her article An Ethic of Caring and Its Implications for Instructional 
Arrangements, Nel Noddings articulates a vision of a moral education. At the heart of 
Noddings' definition of an education that is moral is what she terms relational ethics. 
Relational ethics are defined by an affective awareness of "how we are with each other", 
an awareness that ideally results in recognizing our fellow human's humanity and 
sensitively anticipating its operations in the social world.2  The traditional understanding 
of morality as a distinction between right and wrong or goodness and badness is 
understood by Noddings in terms of the individual's character in relation to his/her social 
reality: to be moral is to be 'right', 'correct', or good, with others. To care. Noddings' 
claim that "in a basic and crucial sense, each of us is a relationally defined entity and not 
a totally autonomous agent" is her founding principle and the major point of departure for 
developing a socially-defined philosophy of education.3 
 
 Disdaining the crass pragmatism of thinkers such as Gann and Duignan who 
boldly assert that schools should resist dealing with the soft intangibles of character and 
'stick to teaching basic academic skills', Noddings joins a long list of thinkers from the 
other camp, ranging from Neill to Freire to Gandhi, who believe that schools are indeed 
vehicles for socialization and character building.4  Noddings' socialization for care is in 
close relation to the project of Multicultural education, in that 'care' presupposes a 
recognition of and an ability to imagine difference. Indeed, the Noddings notion of 
'relationality' is founded on the reality of difference. To see relationality is necessarily to 
acknowledge a heterogeneous condition, to allow for co-existence. Thus, Noddings' main 
premise that the nature of our contact with others is critical to the social, is but contingent 
upon each and every individual's ability to care--the capacity to imagine, cope with and 
respond to difference. But furthermore, if we are to prove Gann and Duignan wrong, we 
must speak concretely about harnessing the valuable lessons of difference in the 
classroom.  
 
 In the late 1980's, at the height of the Multicultural momentum, backlashes 
became a reality. Be it institutional or individual acts of antipathy, the efforts to thwart 



the project of Multiculturalism amounted to an inability to cope with difference. In 
response to incidents of overt racism at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, educator 
Elizabeth Ellsworth recounts her experiences of offering a course expressly devoted to 
diffusing such prejudicial tension and to devising effective strategies to combat it. 
Pedagogically, Ellsworth describes her optimistic agenda as having been initially framed 
by the literature on critical pedagogy. Empowering students to recognize and resist 
oppressive power structures in a collaborative, liberatory fashion which celebrates 
difference, was the order of the day. Paradoxically, Ellsworth admits that in reality, a 
very different situation arose wherein the same unequal power relations of the 'real world' 
were replicated in the classroom, causing students to experience familiar loss of voice, 
self-censorship, resentment and alienation in the supposed safe space of the classroom.5 
Furthermore, a chaotic ambiguity of power dynamics ensued as individual student spoke 
from multiple, often contradictory subjects positions, exponentially complicating notions 
of center, margin--difference. As a result, Ellsworth re-examined and subsequently 
questioned the usefulness of critical pedagogy in terms of political viability. Her very 
concrete goals of re-negotiating power and winning safe cultural space within the 
institution were, in the end and for a variety of reasons, not furthered by the abstractions 
of that theory. 
 
 At the crux of the Ellsworth experience is the fact that, when all is said and done, 
difference prevails, persists, and therefore must be soberly confronted and incorporated 
into our social dealings. If difference is a fact of life, it follows that at a certain point, 
despite all good and 'liberatory' intentions, we are not completely knowable to each 
other.6  We are, in a word, different. However, I would like to suggest that the 
acknowledgment of the existence of that perennial blind-spot should not be taken as a 
concession to social alienation; rather it should serve as a starting point for true 
relationality, one wherein an ethic of care is imagined despite irreducible difference, 
despite the opaqueness. But what would be the motivation for such projections and 
selfless acts? For if we are indeed permanently other to each other, and we know it, 
would that not, to a certain extent, legitimize resignation? At the end of her experience, 
Ellsworth concludes that the only motivation powerful enough to surmount the 
unknowability, to take a leap of faith and to care, is friendship. 
 
 



 Ellsworth refers to Lugones' and Spelman's conclusion that "the only appropriate 
and acceptable 'condition' under which people become allies in struggles that are not their 
own... the only conceivable motivation for following Others into their world, is 
friendship."7  Lugones and Spelman reinforce this idea further by arguing that "self-
interest is not enough, because the task at hand for you is one of extraordinary difficulty. 
It requires that you be willing to devote a great part of your life to it and that you be 
willing to suffer alienation and self-disruption."8   Thus, because difference is such hard 
work, it must be fed by an equally impassioned and sustaining force which, Ellsworth 
believes may only be found in the depths of true friendship. I agree. To state it simply, 
life is hard enough as it is. In its trials and tribulations, we are often Other to ourselves, 
let alone to each other. To truly understand the situatedness of the other is thus 
emphatically not the domain of theory: it is a one-on-one proposition, a human-scale 
project that requires integrity, commitment, and the nuances of intimacy. 
 
 If it is truly friendship and only friendship that can narrow the gulfs of difference, 
can friendship be taught? Like love, or art, a definition for friendship remains elusive: 
perhaps it is its mighty force that makes friendship--like love or art--such a source of 
beauty, joy and mystery. However, despite the fact that friendship is more a matter of the 
heart, eliciting as many definitions as there are friends, are there certain qualities and 
attributes that are common to individuals who sustain and grow from deep friendship? If 
it is not exactly the friendship that can be taught but the capacity for it, are there certain 
tools that can be afforded to individuals at a young age to improve on the chances of their 
deriving great pleasure and humanity from such positive experiences? To bring these 
questions back to bear upon our discussion and perhaps tie some threads: can we take 
Noddings' understanding of relational ethics, her insistence on the morality of care, marry 
it to Ellsworth's, Lugones' and Spelman's assertions that only through friendship may we 
begin to embrace difference, and arrive at the door of the classroom with a re-examined 
pedagogical strategy? 
 
 
 
 

 
 



IV 
 

Pedagogy for Friendship 
 

 Education tackles monumental philosophical questions that proceed directly to the 
heart of how societies define themselves. In a sense, the entire project of education can be 
seen in answer to the question, What do we want?--for human beings, for society, for 
life?--What ought to be? Working backwards in this fashion from the desired goals, I 
would like to reframe the question and more specifically ask, With what kinds of adults 
would I prefer to live? For if I concede to Noddings' first principle that I am 'relationally 
defined' and not an 'autonomous agent', and I do, then my wishes for the world must first 
and foremost be oriented toward my fellow wishers. Thus, to the question "With what 
kinds of adults would I prefer to live?", my answer emerges quickly and without 
hesitation: I would prefer to live with ones who are kind, compassionate and respectful, 
ones who are inclined toward friendship. 
 
 In the project of education, such qualities as kindness and respect may perhaps be 
partially cultivated through the content of schooling--the subject matters of the 
curriculum. Such a hopeful scenario might suggest that geography fosters tolerance as it 
exposes children to different cultures and traditions, history fosters mutual respect as it 
recounts people's dependence on each other, and so forth. However, even if successfully 
emphasized in lessons, kindness, compassion and respect would remain very much in the 
abstract as curricular entities, as they are in the end behavioral, relational phenomena.9   
Therefore, it seems sensible to suggest that greater weight falls on the social aspect of 
schooling in terms of nurturing such behavior in practice. Based on this reasoning, I focus 
the remainder of my discussion on the social events of the classroom: the modeling 
potential of pedagogy (that is, the positive transmission or reproduction potential of 
instruction) and the kind and quality of teacher-student relations that certain modeling 
might encourage. Likewise, I emphasize the pedagogical setting, as I believe it too is a 
critical factor in determining the type and quality of relations possible among the students 
themselves. Keeping in mind that the embrace of difference is the larger goal, and that 
friendship has been identified as the proposed means, I proceed toward this ever hopeful 
turn of events. 

 



Setting the Tone: The Teacher 
 
 Noddings plainly states that the ethic of caring applies to teaching.  Although, as 
mentioned above, it may be transmitted through curricular content, "moral caring must 
saturate every corner of the educational paradigm as its lessons are imparted 
relationally."10  Because caring is imparted more successfully as a relational event rather 
than as a reified 'subject', it is reasonable to assume that the teacher plays a significant 
role in modeling certain relational behaviors. This may be argued further given the fact 
that teachers are often the first sustained and significant 'relational situation' the child 
encounters outside the home, and based on common, later-life testimonials attesting to 
the power and influence of this early relationship. 
 
 Thus, while the subject ends with the ringing of the bell, relational ethics do not. 
While the forty minute period is understood by children as superficial, its teacher remains 
a real relation in the real world. Teachers model behavior continuously; in the lesson, but 
also in the unguarded moments at recess, in the spontaneous manner in which they react 
to unexpected occurrences, in the more human intervals of the school day. If the teacher 
acts, is constantly observed, and is thus in a position to model whole repertoires of 
behaviors and relational options, what are one's that are desirable? More specifically, in 
terms of our goal to embrace difference, what relational ethics on the part of the teacher 
could we imagine as instrumental? What modeled behavior would foster, say, 
responsiveness, an ability to act out of a sense of continuity with and in relation to the 
world? What practices would begin to sensitize the youngest student to the presence and 
predicaments of the other? 
 
 To my mind, plainly put, teachers have an enormous responsibility. In the things 
they say and the things they do, teachers set a tone that may well be pivotal in these 
impressionable years when children are forming images of self and related social ethics.11   
Based on many years of experience in the classroom, both as a student and as a teacher, I 
have come to believe that there are certain qualities that are more desirable than others, in 
teachers--with respect to the above goals. I believe these qualities to be critical in setting 
the tone for all relations in the classroom--between teacher and student, between student 
and student, or between student and him- or herself. Although they overlap and are 
certainly open to regroupings, I articulate four desirable qualities in teachers for the sake 



of organization. 
 
 Care.  At the heart of my definition for care is the capacity for empathy, for 
compassion; that is, the capacity to project one's mental and emotional reality onto the 
different-ness of the other, or as Noddings puts it, "When the other's reality becomes a 
real possibility for me."12  In terms of our broader objective, to embrace difference, care 
is elemental. Difference cannot be imagined, considered, unless empathy is present, for 
projecting "one's mental and emotional reality onto the different-ness of the other" seems 
contingent upon it. Empathy is an ethic of interaction; it is a sensitivity that is nurtured 
relationally through modeling and practice.13  Empathy, compassion, care, is felt by 
individuals when their concerns, fears, hopes, and so on, are genuinely acknowledged, 
addressed and confirmed. Children not cared for, not empathized with, experience no 
incentive to invest in, or to empathize with, the concerns of others, including the concerns 
of fellow students and those of teachers. Thus, teachers should be empathic, 
compassionate, caring; they should model caring behavior, create a caring relationship 
with the student, and steer the student's relational initiatives with others towards care. 
When the social transactions of the classroom function at a higher rate of success, as they 
surely would, teachers prove to students the effectiveness and the desirability of care. 
One might retort by suggesting that a teacher could be most empathic, compassionate and 
caring toward students, and yet teach material that is unempathic or hostile to others. 
Although my focus here is on instruction, I hope it is understood that my curricular 
choices would similarly and carefully advocate material that is diverse, inclusive and 
caring. That is, I would support taking the curricular as well as the instructional 
opportunity to demonstrate care. (Example: teaching students about the compassionate 
global humanitarian response to the refugees of Kosovo while  acknowledging parallels 
in the students' related experiences of deprivation and response, and attending to them in 
a compassionate manner.) 
 
 Respect.  Like care, respect acknowledges the reality of the other, but it keeps 
care in check by not monopolizing that reality. Respect acknowledges the separability or 
independence, the validity, and at the same time the equality of the other's universe, and 
dignifies it. In terms of our broader objective to embrace difference, respect is 
fundamental. Difference cannot be imagined, considered, unless respect is present, for it 
teaches us to dignify the other's experience even if it is not our own. Respect is an ethic 



of interaction; it is a sensitivity that is nurtured relationally through modeling and 
practice. Respect is felt by individuals when their reality, identity, choices, and so on, are 
dignified. Children not treated with respect experience no incentive to reciprocate by 
respecting and treating with dignity the domain of the teacher or of the other students. 
Thus, teachers should be respectful; they should model respectful behavior, create a 
relationship of respect with the student, and steer the student's relational initiatives with 
others toward respect. When the social transactions of the classroom function at a higher 
rate of success, as they surely would, teachers prove to students the effectiveness and the 
desirability of respect. The same instructional-curricular balance invoked for care would 
apply toward respect: dignifying students' experiences would be paralleled and reinforced 
by dignifying diverse entities in the curriculum. (Example: teaching students about 
community, neighbors and private property while  embracing, yet not monopolizing, the 
real and metaphoric property of students.)  
 
 Kindness.  Kindness results from care and respect. When there is empathy and 
compassion, and a desire to dignify, there is greater thoughtfulness, consideration, and 
generosity--greater kindness. When Noddings urges teachers "to treat students with 
exquisite sensitivity" I believe she is referring mostly to kindness. In terms of our broader 
objective to embrace difference, kindness is key. Difference is much more apt to be 
tabled, explored, and integrated when it is broached with kindness. Being thoughtful, 
considerate and generous is an ethic of interaction; it is a sensitivity that is nurtured 
relationally through modeling and practice. Thoughtfulness, consideration, generosity, is 
felt by individuals when their predicaments, needs and wishes are given genuine interest 
and energy. Children not treated with kindness experience no incentive to prioritize and 
handle with care the predicaments, needs and wishes of others. Thus, teachers should be 
kind; they should model behavior that is considerate and generous of heart; they should 
create relationships with students marked by kindness, and steer the student's relational 
initiatives with others toward kindness. When the social transactions of the classroom 
function at a higher rate of success, as they surely would, teachers prove to students the 
effectiveness and the desirability of kindness. Again, to those who suspect kindness 
comes at the expense of curricular rigor, I would suggest that there is no reason why a 
pedagogical strategy should in any way impede on a curricular one. In fact, just the 
opposite may be true: demonstrating a complementary, congruent, continuous 
relationship between the practiced (instruction) and the preached (curriculum) may only 



serve to strengthen both. (Example: teaching students about ecological thoughtfulness 
while thoughtfully anticipating their own 'growth'.) 
 
 Graciousness.  I link graciousness closely to kindness but employ this fourth 
term to distinguish particularly the gestures, the observable-behavioral manifestations of 
kindness. People who are kind tend to govern themselves gently in the world: patience, 
politeness, and general civility are highly revered by them. Individuals who are kind 
value equanimity and thus are invariably pleasant. They make eye contact, they smile, 
and they monitor their body language and the tone and pitch of their voice accordingly. In 
terms of our broader objective to embrace difference, graciousness is favored. The 
challenges of difference are more likely to be taken up and engaged when they are 
handled with patience, politeness, and generally calm and poised participants. 
Graciousness is an ethics of interaction; it is a sensitivity that is nurtured relationally 
through modeling and practice. Graciousness is appreciated by individuals who are 
treated with courtesy and with equanimity. Children not treated graciously tend to 
experience no incentive themselves to reap the subtle, interpersonal benefits of 
graciousness. Thus, teachers should be gracious; they should model gracious behavior, 
conduct a gracious relationship with the student, and steer the student's relational 
initiatives with others toward graciousness. When the social transactions of the classroom 
function at a higher rate of success, as they surely would, teachers prove to students the 
effectiveness and the desirability of graciousness. (Example: teaching students about the 
origins and function of ancient salutation rituals from various cultures while developing 
daily greetings in the classroom that take into account children's response to body 
language and facial expression.) 
 
 An old argument immediately comes to mind: does a good teacher necessarily 
have to be, to put it plainly, nice? Are there not times when an otherwise caring and 
respectful teacher must legitimately resort to strictness, loudness, authoritarianism? I take 
great issue with the justification for 'tough love', believing its premises ought to be 
vigorously questioned. To claim that there are occasions when care or respect mean 
categorical behavior, dictatorship, is to be bound in contradiction: these concepts are as 
alien to each other as they are to children. From my experience of the world, children are 
by nature warm and affectionate, giggly and fun-loving, forthright and earnest and eager 
in their offer of trust. Any occasion that does not appeal to this natural inclination in the 



project to socialize and model desirable behavior, is objectionable. To opt for a pedagogy 
of strong-arming and ultimatums, no matter what the circumstance, is traumatic and 
alienating; it is a sign of a lack of creativity in the realm of human interaction, or simply 
what seasoned philospoher of education Neill calls a "flagrant abuse of authority."14 
Authoritarianism is an adult concept of power whose projection onto unsuspecting 
children is at the very least misdirected and counter-productive. My sense is that, if 
educators practice true care, respect, kindness and graciousness as a rule, they 
significantly minimize there ever arising a situation in the first place where dictatorial 
behavior must be deployed.15  Students who have been treated with compassion, dignity, 
patience and calm, have no stake in witnessing their teacher's disappointment and anger 
because they care and respect, they practice kindness and graciousness. 
 
 Care, Respect, Kindness, Graciousness. To some these may seem so simple, so 
rudimentary, so unmitigatedly human, so as to be dismissed as naive, or at the very least, 
obvious. But, if adults model and thus tacitly encourage relational behaviors, relational 
ethics, in children, how can we argue for ones more desirable? In the objective to instill 
that sense of continuity with, of linkage to, of relationality in the world, in the desire to 
sensitize children to the presence and predicaments of their peers, in the project to 
embrace difference, care, respect, kindness and graciousness seem to be, to this author-
teacher-student-human, the cardinal tools. 
 
 
 

The Link 
 

 But furthermore, and not coincidentally, I also believe care, respect, kindness and 
graciousness to be the prime ingredients for another kind of crucial negotiation, another 
very singular social event: Friendship. 
 
 Care, respect, kindness and graciousness constitute the means by which to initiate 
and build friendship; they are qualities without which it would be impossible to cultivate 
the capacity for friendship and may therefore be regarded as fundamental to the 
undertaking. Thus, teaching in the classroom that is marked by care, respect, kindness 
and graciousness, is not only sound pedagogy, it is a pedagogy for friendship. When such 



social-ethical priorities as empathy, dignity and kindness are practiced by students and 
teachers, they not only increase the likely success of human transaction in the classroom, 
they also underscore, on a daily basis, various forms of human partnerships as sustainable 
and worthwhile goals in the world. Because, as Lugones and Spelman conclude, 
"friendship may be the single most plausible 'condition' under which to follow others into 
their world", to embrace difference, it is a good pedagogical foundation and goal for 
those to whom it answers the questions What do we want? What ought to be? 
  
 But even if we allow for the notion that care, respect, kindness and graciousness 
humanize pedagogy and furnish friendship, why do they do so? What exactly do they 
precipitate, what specifically do they allow or induce? I believe care, respect, kindness 
and graciousness underlie successful education as they do successful friendships because 
it is these qualities that foster and make possible dialogue. Care, respect, kindness and 
graciousness may therefore be regarded as means, essential preconditions for that which 
truly lies at the heart of education and at the heart of friendship: true dialogue. Although 
of different parameters and conduct, that which is nonethless elemental to both the 
dialogue of teachers and students and to the dialogue of friends, is partnership, 
reciprocity, a back-and-forth dynamic of hopeful engagement with the other: an 
exchange. If it were possible to embark on an archeology of human action, an uncovering 
of the historical 'how and why' of turn of events in the world, we would probably come to 
realize that dialogue is perhaps the most crucial of all transactions. As a point of origin 
for many of our motivations, deliberations and decisions--the way our lives unfold, much 
rests on the success of dialogue. The capacity for dialogue, and by extension for 
friendship, the way we are with each other, invariably incubates in the social laboratory 
that is the classroom. 
 
 
 

V 
 

The Tone of the Setting: The Teaching Space 
 
 Finally, if teachers model and develop in the classroom relations of care, respect, 
kindness and graciousness--which in turn enable dialogue, what else is left to do to 



maximize the chances of such a probability? More practically, how might we orient 
teachers and students in the physical space of the classroom in order to create spatial 
metaphors for the desired transactions, that is, for dialogue to occur and for friendship to 
solidify? If the classroom is a microcosm of the world, what would one that valued 
intimate friendship within the greater context of community--look like? With my original 
goal of the embrace of difference still in mind, and having elaborated somewhat on the 
means--dialogue and friendship made possible by certain principles of relational ethics--I 
turn to set the stage, quite literally, for this to take place. 
 
 I believe classroom seating arrangements to be equally important as the 
pedagogical strategies of the teacher. Indeed, seating arrangements are a pedagogical 
strategy. Desks and chairs should not be dismissed as mere inert furniture--one formation 
as good as the next; they are an integral part of the events of teaching and learning and 
they warrant equal attention. If we favor particular relational ethics in the classroom for 
particular social ends, and if such things are essentially behavioral as we have concluded, 
we must conceive of an appropriate groundwork of practice, a terrain; we must articulate 
an architectural vision in line with our social-ethical one. To conclude, I wish to review 
several common seating arrangements in Western schools to argue that indeed there are 
designs and formations that are more favorable than others. I wish to judge them not so 
much on aesthetic merit but in terms of their conduciveness to precipitating the 
interpersonal relations we have identified as preferable--their conduciveness to dialogue 
and friendship. 
 
 The Islands Model. In most classes, in most schools, an acceptable seating 
arrangement seems to be rows of single unit desks, stretching laterally and backward in a 
single file so as to create a grid-like, military formation. With an imagined aerial view in 
mind, I wish to refer to this arrangement as the Islands Model. Like patches of land in the 
ocean, these desks are islands onto themselves, each a detached and self-contained entity. 
While this is perhaps the most common of classroom set-ups, I believe it may be the least 
helpful in terms of our goals. This seating scheme seems to covet most of all 
individuality, independence, perhaps self-sufficiency. However, if we have defined the 
classroom essentially as a social space, a site of relational events and exchanges for the 
fostering of friendship, this scheme is dubious. The Islands Model formation does not 
provide for proximity and thus does not encourage camaraderie; rather, it seems 



institutionally to discourage it. In fact, the Islands Model functions in a manner quite 
contrary to all that has been suggested in this paper: it functions anti-socially. By 
detaching and disconnecting individuals, student are displayed to each other as single 
entities. Like pedestals in a gallery, the arrangement tacitly allows for the objectification, 
not the humanization, of the other. This scheme surely minimizes dialogue as it 
undermines its metaphoric space. 
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Diagram 1. The Islands Model. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 Cliques, Coups, and the Outsider. Supposedly more progressive solutions have 
yielded group seating arrangements. These provide for larger, work-like tables (rather 
than the single-unit desk) around which usually four to six students convene. Although 
this arrangement seems to be oriented toward a small community of learners, the group-
around-the-table model is not an ideal design. Because the arrangement is not oriented 
toward one-on-one interaction, there is little investment in the individual peer. Rather, 
individuals begin to define themselves as members of a particular group, invariably 
feeling pressured to defer to the group when making what should otherwise be 
independent decisions. With backs literally turned to the rest of the classroom 
community, a 'group' or 'mob' mentality may develop. In such an eventuality, relational 
ethics depersonalize, politics within the group soon cause frictions, and single individuals 
begin to feel or to be alienated or ostracized. In either case, richer opportunities for 
relationality, for cultivating empathy, for fostering awareness of others, are diluted and 
probably lost as the scheme represents a general divestment from individual relations. 
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Diagram 2. Cliques, Coups, and the Outsider. 
 
 



 The U.N. Model. Reflecting the intentions of its namesake--a seating 
arrangement of democracy and participation--this model is favorable. The arrangement, 
consisting of a U-shaped table of 'delegates', does provide for a relationship of 
individuals to their single, respective neighbors, and does provide a democratic continuity 
of students wherein most, if not all, are visible to each other as a single community. 
However, this arrangement may be too formal, and may still be subject to some of the 
same shortcomings as the second model in terms of dispersing relationality. Although it 
is an improvement, The U.N. Model still does not create a space wherein two individuals 
encounter each other with focus and commitment; it still does not provide a site at which 
a more meaningful partnership and dialogue emerges. 
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Diagram 3. The U.N. Model. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 Floorplan for Friendship. Less pervasive, but to my mind much more 
promising, is a circular seating arrangement but one wherein the links are constituted of 
pairs of students. That is, specially designed desks for two are arranged so as to close a 
circle. (See Diagram 4.)  Just as dialogue is foundational to society and culture, so too 
paradigmatic is the two-person unit which enables it. Be it familial, romantic or platonic, 
our most natural and meaningful relations are conducted in pairs, with one person at a 
time. Given our priorities of fostering relational ethics such as care, respect, kindness and 
graciousness, so as to enable dialogue and friendship, it makes sense to seat individuals in 
a manner most likely to afford the valuable and irreplaceable lessons of one-to-one 
relations. 
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Diagram 4. Floorplan for Friendship. 
 
 

 

 

 

 



 When two people are assigned to share the same school-bench for an entire year, 
there is an undisputed level of knowing that occurs which is impossible to achieve 
through any other seating arrangement. In such a situation, two individuals are 
unequivocally confronted with each other and are made to negotiate the partnership that 
is necessary if they are to endure the assignment. This negotiation, even if done 
begrudingly at first, demands of each of the partners certain concessions in order to 
accommodate the needs, the ways, the human-ness of the other. As in any other 
partnership, there are instances when such an arrangement tests even the most cordial of 
bedfellows. However, because a long-term commitment has been entered, it is in each 
respective party's best interest to learn to resolve their differences. To have one's own 
needs met, one quickly learns that a more desirable and efficient way to conduct social 
intercourse is with such things as kindness, graciousness, respect. It is my belief that a 
stronger ethic of care may result from such a partnership; at the very least because of 
mere familiarity, but more so because of the simple human nature to bond with those with 
whom we share similar experiences. Thus, the proximity afforded by the paired seating 
arrangement and the negotiations it precipitates, is a school for relational ethics in itself. 
It represents a site much more apt to the dismantling of walls between people and thus to 
the forging of friendship. Even if the pair never professes undying friendship, our goal, 
the embrace of difference, has a much stronger foundation upon which to be waged. 
 
 However, even if the desk for dialogue is a huge success, what about the rest of 
one's peers, the larger community of the class? Is this not an island simply of two 
castaways instead of one? Although the arrangement certainly prioritizes individual 
relations, the circular formation allows every individual from every pair to face others, to 
witness the other partnerships of the circle. It is my estimation that students would 
recognize the relationship of the parts to the whole: namely, that the circle, the 
community, is made up of other pairs just like them, and that those pairs link the 
community. Thus, other partnerships at other desks would function as mirrors for one's 
own partnership, arrangements with which to identify. In such a way, the community is 
understood to be made of individuals who are in relation with other individuals: 
individuals whom you simply do not yet know, but who are known to others--as your 
partner is known to you. Through this extended relationship of the circle, a solidarity 
emerges with the community despite the fact that some remain as-of-yet unknown to each 
other at any given time. The circle thus becomes a context and a continuity for relations, 



a site at which constantly to observe and to remain cognizant of the other links. 
Be it around a prehistoric fire or a modern-day dinner table, the archetypal role of the 
circle in human social behavior attests to relationality as instinctual. 
 
 And as for the elders in the community? How has the teacher figured in the four 
seating arrangements reviewed? With only slight variation, the first three seating 
arrangements all single out the teacher as an oppositional figure of authority, removed 
from the group and by extension not subject to its relational ethics or goals. Floorplan for 
Friendship on the other hand, incorporates the teacher as a link in the circle. Although the 
teacher is singular, emphasizing the anchoring role necessary in this communal sphere, 
the teacher is still a part of the whole and does not transcend the ethics of the circle. The 
relationality which humanizes the circle also humanizes the teacher as part of its cycle. 
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Conclusion 
 
 The embrace of difference is a challenge. Although many practitioners of recent 
past have sought to reform education based on greater diversity and greater inclusivity, 
this has not always been successful, nor has it always been met with open arms. In this 
essay, I have suggested a route, a series of related conditions that may aid in the goal to 
embrace difference. Extrapolating on Nel Noddings' concept of moral education, I have 
identified four behavioral, relational ethics, care, respect, kindness and graciousness as 
principles of interaction in the classroom, both for teachers and students. I have identified 
these as critical means or tools with which to engage in dialogue. Dialogue was defined 
as an elemental exchange in which individuals incrementally surrender, only to solidify 
and make stronger, their respective humanities, a practice attesting to the basic hope and 
faith with which humans live. I further argued that certain conditions of interaction, 
certain physical arrangements, are more successful than others in inducing such 
exchanges. 
 



 Dialogue was suggested as the core of pedagogy, but also as the heart of 
friendship. Thus, when we practice the relational ethics of care, respect, kindness and 
graciousness, we enable dialogue--which in turn enables friendship. Since I strongly 
believe and indeed took as a governing principle, the Lugones-Spelman assertion that it is 
only on the scale of personal friendship that we are able to enter the Other's world, to 
embrace difference, I conclude that the sequence of relational events I recommend above 
would indeed bring us closer to such an eventuality. 
 
 Paolo Freire believes that to be fully human is to self-actualize. By extension, to 
be less than human, to be oppressed, is to be subjected to the hindering, by another, of 
one's own pursuit toward self-actualization.16  Believing this to be the case, Freire 
identifies the capacity for dialogue as the critical factor that tips the scale either toward 
oppression or toward self-actualization. For Freire, true dialogue, the ability to internalize 
and then aid in the project of the other, is the role of education. He speaks of a generous 
mutuality and a constant dialectical relationship as characteristic of the relations between 
a teacher and a student. I believe the very same ethics govern friends. 
 
 In the words of Ivan Illich, friendship is known "the moment one looks into 
another's eyes and is able to see one's self."17  Like the Freirian dialectical relationship of 
teacher-student, friendship is another dimension at which to sense an elemental force 
binding us to one another. To me, deep friendship indeed means embracing the profound 
humanity of the other as I do my own. Moreover, it is a greater sense of belonging to the 
world with which I am stricken--the realization that I share and therefore play a critical 
part in all of human experience. I believe that to truly experience such feelings is to 
experience a position of great humility, of responsibility, and ultimately--of morality. To 
truly experience such feelings is truly to embrace difference. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Notes 
 
 
1. Candace Jesse Stout, "The Art of Empathy: Teaching Students to Care", NAEA Art Journal, March 1999, 
p. 22 
 
2. Nel Noddings, "An Ethic of Caring and Its Implication for Instructional Arrangements", The Education 
Feminism Reader, p. 173 
 
3. Ibid., p. 176 
 
4. Ibid., p. 172 
 
5. Elizabeth Ellsworth, "Why Doesn't This Feel Empowering? Working Through the Repressive Myths of 
Critical Pedagogy", The Education Feminism Reader, p. 312 
 
6. Ibid., p. 310 
 
7. Ibid., p. 326 
 
8. Ibid., p. 326 
 
9. Noddings, p. 173 
 
10. Ibid., p. 175 
 
11. As I proceed, I qualify the following prescriptives by stating that I am limiting my discussion to 
younger children, of kindergarten and elementary school age, perhaps somewhat overlapping with the 
middle school grades. For, while some of the suggestion may apply to older students, there are significant 
pedagogical departures that I would, for example, advocate for adolescents. These would be topics for 
another paper. 
 
12. Stout, p. 34 
 
13. Noddings, p. 176 
 
14. EDTHP 440: Philosophy of Education (Madhu Prakash), Lecture Notes, 1995. 
 
15. To strengthen the point, I would like to offer an example of such pedagogical practice in action. 
Michael Redford, a middle school teacher in Reading, Pennsylvania treats his students with care, respect, 
kindness and graciousness. On the extremely rare occasion that a child disrupts the class with rambunctious 
or disorderly behavior, Mr. Redford calmly stops the lesson and graciously invites the student for an ad 
hoc, private conference at his desk. Quietly, so as not to humiliate the child in front of his peers, Mr. 
Redford simply asks the child if "he is for him (the teacher) or against him?" The child, having built a 
relationship of mutual respect with the teacher plainly answers, "I am for you." Mr. Redford smiles, thanks 
the child and concludes by expressing his interest in finishing his lesson for the day. The child goes back to 
his desk, not having been demeaned,  not having been threatened, but rather, having been consulted and 
made to arrive at his own conclusions based on relational ethics. To my mind, this is a preferred 
pedagogical moment because it opts for reasonable, fair, human tactics to change an undesirable situation. 



It works for Michael Redford flawlessly, every time. (Discussion with Michael Redford, University Park, 
PA, 1998) 
 
16. Paolo Freire. Pedagogy of the Oppressed, p. 72 
 
17.  Ivan Illich, Lecture notes, 1995. 
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