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Compassionate Schools:  
A Washington State Initiative

also benefit all students by supporting their 
non-academic as well as academic needs. 

Educators involved in the 
compassionate school framework receive 
substantial training.  They are actively 
supported in learning foundational 
information about the effects of stress, 
adversity, and trauma on living and 
learning and the power of resilience 
in fostering positive student growth.  
Information provided through the 
compassionate schools training promotes 
fidelity for existing programming.  It 
is not intended as a replacement for 
frameworks such as Multi-tiered Systems 
of Support (MTSS) or the array of social-
emotional curricula that is available for 
students.  Professional development on 
the compassionate schools initiative 
touches all school staff that have contact 
with students including custodians, school 
bus drivers, cafeteria staff, etc.  Why?  
Because we believe all staff that interact 
with students have the potential to make a 
profound impact in the life of a child.  

A compassionate school enables 
students to become more resilient. It 
fosters caring relationships among 
educators and students to (a) aid in self-
regulation and management, (b) improve 
student executive functioning, (c) increase 
social/emotional competency, (d) foster 
physical and emotional health; and help 
students achieve academically while also 
building necessary skills for a successful 
life. The compassionate schools pedagogy 

Children are like wet cement. 
Whatever falls on them makes an 
impression.                –Haim Ginott

In 2008, the Washington State Office 
of Superintendent of Public Instruction, 
in partnership with Western Washington 
University, embarked on writing a 
handbook on the subject of educating 
students who have been impacted by 
trauma.  The book, titled The Heart of 
Learning and Teaching: Compassion, 
Resiliency, and Academic Success is 
available as a free download at http://
www.k12.wa.us/compassionateschools/
HeartofLearning.aspx.  In it, we introduce 
the compassionate school framework, 
which focuses on the following topics: (a) 
the Adverse Childhood Experience study, 
(b) the impact of trauma and neuroscience 
on learning, (c) professional educator self-
care and wellness,  (d) effective classroom 
strategies for working with students 
impacted by adversity and trauma, and 
(e)  effective ways to meaningfully engage 
students, families, and the community. 

Compassionate schools encourage 
activities and strategies that promote 
student and staff wellness and adopt 
values that support schools to meet 
the diverse needs of students and 
their families.  It requires professional 
development and a systemic approach to 
develop strategies and infrastructure that 
supports student wellbeing as a pathway 
to learning.  A compassionate approach 

pays close attention to the development 
and improvement of a positive climate 
and culture within each school to achieve 
an optimal learning environment for 
all students—not only those who are 
impacted by trauma and adversity.  They 
also actively partner with communities 
and families to address the health, social, 
emotional, and behavioral needs of 
students.  The Compassionate School 
approach promotes a paradigm in schools 
that:

• Focuses on whole child education 
and development.

• Raises awareness of the effects of 
stress, adversity, and trauma on 
children and families.

• Utilizes data to build strategies 
that mitigate the negative effects of 
adversity and trauma.

• Creates a context for change in the 
school environment.

• Makes teaching more enjoyable and 
successful. 

• Informs relevant policy revision 
and development that affects the 
culture and climate of the school.

The implementation of a 
compassionate school centers on 
the importance of maintaining high 
expectations for students.  Although the 
domains and principles (see Figure 1) 
provide support to students who have been 
impacted by adversity and trauma, they 
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and personal growth process. Also, 
to the extent possible, extend this 
principle to family members who 
would like to be a part of school 
operation. 

An initial pilot of compassionate 
schools in 2008, as a part of The 
Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration (SAMHSA) 
grant, identified 11 schools to implement 
the training, concepts, and strategies that 
were outlined in The Heart of Learning 
and Teaching: Compassion, Resiliency, 
and Academic Success.  A summary 
of the outcomes from that pilot project 
report can be found at http://www.k12.
wa.us/CompassionateSchools/pubdocs/
CompassionateSchoolsPilotProjectReport.
pdf.  All 11 schools who implemented the 
program reported positive results (Hertel, 
Frausto, & Harrington, 2009).  Their 
comments reflect a variety of changes 
in perception that ultimately affected 
their ability to respond rather than react 
to student trauma-related behaviors that 
previously had been a challenge to them.

Some of the most significant learnings 
articulated by the pilot compassionate 
school staff were as follows (see:  

• A compassionate focus creates a 
shift in thinking for school staff 
from “What’s wrong with you?” to 
“What’s happened to you?”

• “Our frequent discussions have 
helped us to reflect on the possible 
reasons for some students’ 
behavior.”

• “I believe we are looking at our 
students through different eyes—
realizing there might be a reason for 
their “outbursts.” 

• “Thinking differently about kids’ 
behavior, teaching skills rather than 
punishing when kids misbehave.”

• “Compassionate schools helped us 
look at how we view kids and how 
we treat them individually.  Staff 
started to show more understanding 
of what might be happening to their 
students.”

The compassionate school Initiative 
serves as an “up-stream” strategy for 
students who struggle with mental 
wellness needs, drug and alcohol 
addiction, delinquent behavior, or may 
be contemplating suicide.  The work is 

encourages students and staff to develop 
the intuitive understanding that is often 
lost when learning is focused solely facts 
or techniques without an understanding of 
larger systemic processes at work.

Our intent in developing the 
compassionate schools framework was 
to equip educators with information, 
specific tools, and approaches to help them 
compassionately respond to the needs 
of students impacted by trauma in more 
positive, productive, and supportive ways.  
In the book, The Heart of Learning and 
Teaching, we take a closer look at what 
educators teach and more importantly, how 
they teach content to students (see Figure 
1). 

In terms of “what we teach”, the 
book outlines three critical domains or 
strategies for educators to consider in 
relation to facilitating student success in 
the classroom or school.  These domains 
are as follows:  

• Domain One.  Creation of a safe 
classroom or school environment 
that encourages healthy connections 
(relationships) and supports student 
well-being overall. 

• Domain Two. The importance of 
teaching emotional and behavioral 
self-regulation skills to students 
who have encountered significant 
stress or trauma in their lifetime.

• Domain Three. Supporting students 
with the development of executive 
function competencies to enhance 
and grow their personal agency, 
social skills and academic abilities. 

Specific to “How we teach” the 
Wolpow et al. (2011) outlines six specific 
compassion-based teaching and discipline 
strategies. They are as follows: 

• Principle One.   Always empower 
students, never disempower them. 

• Principle Two.   Provide 
unconditional positive regard 
whenever and wherever possible. 

• Principle Three.   Maintain high 
expectations for all students. 
Believe they will succeed. 

• Principle Four. Check assumptions, 
observe and question student 
behaviors and reactions - to avoid 
rushing to judgment and especially 
if behaviors are of concern. 

• Principle Five. Be a relationship 
coach to model and support healthy 
relationships between staff and 
students and between students 
themselves.  

• Principle Six.  Provide students 
guided opportunities for helpful 
participation. Allow and encourage 
them to be engaged and be leaders 
when possible in their own learning 

Figure 1. How we teach and what we teach. From The Heart of Learning and Teaching 
(p. 107), by R. Wolpow, M. M. Johson, R. Hertel, and S. O. Kincaid. Copyright 2009 by 
OSPI. Reprinted with permission.
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aimed at being proactive and preventative 
rather than reactive and development 
follows a continuous quality improvement 
process. It is important to emphasize that 
compassionate schools is not a program. 
It is a systemic process and framework 
tailored to the strengths and needs of each 
student, family, school and community.  
This strength-based approach primarily 
believes all problems are solvable and 
all students are capable of learning and 
achieving!

The implementation of the 
compassionate schools Initiative continues 
in Washington State as well as several 
other states. Other countries beyond 
the United States have also expressed 
interest in utilizing the framework to seek 

solutions and improve learning for their 
students who are challenged. The research 
and evidence of its effectiveness continues 
to grow as the work builds momentum. 
For additional information or questions, 
feel free to contact Ron Hertel or Mona 
Johnson at the Office of Superintendent of 
Public Instruction in Olympia.
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Compassionate School Benefits
Students Staff Schools Communities

Improved test scores Increased knowledge of learning 
architecture and pedagogy 

Improved climate and culture Increased school connection 
and sense of belonging and 
purpose 

Reduced discipline referrals Improved fidelity of evidence-
based programs 

Improved strategies for re-
sponding to ACEs 

Increased investment in 
producing thriving citizens

Reduced special education 
referrals

Improved understanding of SEL 
and academic success

Increased family and commu-
nity partnerships 

Reduced anxiety Improved ability to apply trauma-
informed teaching

Improved student outcomes in 
all areas

Improved social/emotional 
skills

Increased compassion and resil-
ience

Improved attendance and 
graduation rates

Increased self-care and well-
being

Improved self-regulation, 
resilience,  cognitive skills and 
executive function

Increased job satisfaction and 
performance


