The peace table

Creating a
Culture of Peace
in the Elementary
Classroom

BY TIFFANY J. HUNTER

etting a job as a teacher is
one thing; becoming the
teacher one had dreamed
about being is quite an-
other. In my role as a 1st-
grade teacher at Redlands
Adventist Academy in
Redlands, California, I wanted to create

a learning environment that embodied
the educational values I had learned at
La Sierra University (Riverside, Califor-
nia). I wanted a classroom environment
that would foster values like inclusive
compassion, social justice, service, and
active peacemaking. I wanted to address
my students’ intellectual, physical, emo-
tional, and spiritual needs in a wholistic
way, while creating a safe and stimulating

space in which they would feel free to grow
and explore. I wanted them to learn and
practice the skills necessary to live at peace
with themselves, their community, and
their environment. At the end of the year,
in addition to their academic achievement,
I wanted my students to feel invaluable to
their school, church, and local communi-
ties.

As I began looking for ways to integrate
these goals into the classroom experience,
two problems surfaced. The first con-
cerned imposing an additional agenda on
the already full and demanding academic
expectations. In an era of standardized test-
ing and higher expectations for academic
growth, the idea of setting up a classroom
that is conducive to social-emotional empa-
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“Feeling sticks”

thy training can be daunting.

The second problem: identifying an age-
appropriate curriculum. Fortunately, as a
result of some research and several trips
to local school-supply stores, I found a
wealth of resources I could use to enhance
the required classroom curriculum with
standards-based activities that developed
students’ intellectual, emotional, and social
growth.

The Internet proved to be very useful in
connecting me to the long-standing con-
versation on peace education. This field has
diverse ideas and agendas, many of which
focus on various social-historical contexts.
My most exciting discovery was the large
body of educators already dedicated to this
enterprise. I was not alone in my desire to
incorporate peace education into the class-
room. These educators provided a theoreti-
cal basis for approaches and curriculum
that were appropriate for the classroom
environment. Educators in peace education
have generated units that address issues such
as environmental sustainability, international
affairs, human rights, conflict resolution,
gender sensitivity and equality, multicultural
education, and disarmament education.!
They have thought carefully about the
effects of societal violence on classroom
structure, socialization, and childhood ex-
perience. The rest of this article will review
the components of peace education that I
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a constant reminder of our
classroom commitment to
non-violence in all its forms.
The conflict-resolution process
could occur with or without
the help of a mediator. As the
teacher, I often stopped by to
help students create “win-win”

[ WANTED A CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT
THAT WOULD FOSTER VALUES LIKE
INCLUSIVE COMPASSION, SOCIAL JUSTICE,

SERVICE, AND ACTIVE

incorporated into a 1st-grade curriculum,
which fulfilled academic requirements and
took a wholistic approach.

Classroom Design

My first step in creating a “peaceable
classroom” was to design and arrange a
structure that was conducive to peace-
building student interaction.” One critical
aspect was the “peace corner’—equipped
with a peace table and chairs. This area was
filled with various books and tools that en-
gaged students in learning the key “peace”
concepts emphasized in various curricular
activities. A bulletin board display adorned
with posters and student work also served
as a reminder of the values they were learn-
ing.

The peace table was where students dis-
cussed and solved conflicts.” It served the
same function for children as the United
Nations does for nations.* It also provided
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PEACEMAKING.

solutions.

[ designed my curriculum around four
major skill sets that would foster a culture
of peace among my students: Empathy
Training, Diversity Training, Commu-
nity Awareness, and Conflict Resolution.
Mastery of one skill set was not a prereq-
uisite for the next. All of these had to be
modeled and integrated into the various
academic subject areas and classroom ex-
periences. Each skill set is incorporated
into a standards-based curriculum unit.
The following activities from these skill sets
were adapted from other peace educators’
materials, and corresponded with the state
curriculum as well as the developmental
stage of my students.

Empathy Training

The first skill set on which I focused
was Empathy Training. Empathy has been
described as a “critical human capacity,

crucial for harmonious relationships.” I felt
this was a key component to the lessons
about how to be a good classmate. Empa-
thy skills were included in the first social
studies unit, which focused on classroom
cooperation. Because emotions are ex-
pressed through verbal and nonverbal cues,
children need to learn how to identify their
own emotions so they can develop empathy
for the emotions of others.”

Since emotional identity is foundational
to empathy training, I reinforced this skill
through several activities. One excellent
resource to connect emotion identifica-
tion to language arts curriculum is Wil-
liam Kreidler’s Teaching Conflict Resolution
Through Children’s Literature.® As a part of
their literature and reading components,
students practiced emotional empathy by
identifying the feelings displayed by the
characters in various children’s stories. This
can be easily integrated into the standard
curriculum through classroom dialog and
other activities.

“Feeling Sticks,” another activity we en-
joyed, uses cups with a picture of various
emotions on them, such as anxious, shy,
afraid, happy, or excited. Students are then
given a popsicle stick to place in the cup
that best represents their strongest current
emotion.’ This activity was integrated into
our math skill practice by adding, graph-
ing, and charting the responses once every
student had placed a stick. Then we dis-
cussed the root cause of their emotions; sad
or anxious responses frequently produced a
spontaneous hug from a friend. When pos-
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Comparing skin tones

THE INTERNET
PROVED TO BE
VERY USEFUL IN
CONNECTING

ME TO THE
LONG-STANDING
CONVERSATION ON
PEACE EDUCATION.

sible, the class brainstormed ways to help
the student solve the problem or move to
an emotionally more fulfilling place. This
last activity occurred during our “sharing
circle,” where empathy was coupled with
communication. This exercise focused on
attentive listening and extending respect by
waiting for a turn to speak.'® These activi-
ties, along with journaling, the study and
use of art (color) to represent emotion, dra-
matic re-enaction of stories, etc., enhanced
students’ capacity to recognize feelings and
understand them as contextualized re-
sponses. The activities increased students’
capacity for empathy and built a firm foun-
dation for our classroom community.

Diversity Training

The second skill set developed was Di-
versity Training, which “teaches children,
at a developmentally appropriate level,
how to take concrete social action that pro-
motes greater social equality and justice.”!!
Levin describes this training as the experi-
ence of activities dedicated to construct
“a stereotype and bias-free understanding
of peoples similarities and differences.”?
Diversity training goes beyond standard
multicultural education, as it encompasses
all aspects of human diversity “from gen-

der, race, economic class, and
ethnic background to physical,
intellectual, and emotional
characteristics to thoughts and
feelings.”’

In my classroom, diversity
training began early in the year
with an assignment to create
a self-portrait, which became
part of a larger classroom-
community portrait. The self-
portraits served to break down
racial stereotypes through the
use of uncommon skin color
names such as cinnamon,
peach, amber, hazelnut, and
almond." Many students quickly realized
that their skin was not just one color, but a
mixture of two or even more. As they prob-
lem-solved together to create appropriate
skin tones, they began to “see” one another
in new ways—as individuals instead of
racial stereotypes.

An activity I combined with the social
studies curriculum was a “global commu-
nity” unit in which students studied the
different customs, languages, food, and
lifestyles of children from every inhabited
continent. This unit incorporated geogra-
phy, history, and map-reading skills, and
included other areas of the curriculum
such as art, music, and language through
learning games, dances, and songs from
other areas of the globe. The culminating
activity for this unit was a “global com-
munity day” when students were invited
to come to class wearing traditional cloth-
ing and to bring food from the country in
which their families originated, or their
favorite place we had studied.”

Another important component of diver-
sity training is consciousness-raising and
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Student self-portrait

experience with individuals who have var-
ied physical and mental abilities. Redlands
Adventist Academy and its neighbors are a
diverse community, so students had the op-
portunity to engage with people across the
spectrum of ability. During the two years
that [ taught there, assemblies introduced
students to athletes from the Special Olym-
pics, Seeing Eye dogs and their training,
and involved them in the use of American
Sign Language. For more ideas on how to
develop curriculum devoted to diversity
training, look at the Teaching Tolerance
Website developed by the Southern Poverty
Law Center, which has curriculum design
models that help foster diversity training in
every developmental age group.

Community Awareness

The third skill needed to cultivate peace
in the classroom is Community Awareness.
This term describes activities that empower
students to become active and responsible
members of their community. It encom-
passes both environmental and civic educa-
tion. Children gain insight into their own
value and power as they contribute to their
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MY FIRST STEP IN CREATING A ‘PEACEABLE
CLASSROOM” WAS TO DESIGN AND
ARRANGE A STRUCTURE THAT WAS CON-
DUCIVE TO PEACE-BUILDING STUDENT

INTERACTION.

classroom, local, and global communities.
In order to develop my students’ under-
standing of communities, as well as indi-
vidual rights and responsibilities, I started
with concrete references to their classroom
and family community identities, and then
branched out to encompass a local and
global context.
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One example of how to accomplish this
in the classroom was our month-long con-
servation unit which correlated with the
1st-grade state science standards on phases
of matter. In conjunction with many other
activities, students collected recyclables
both from home and the elementary school
lunch room. They then studied the differ-

ent types of matter and sorted the products
by their properties. The class graphed and
charted the quantities of different products,
and wrote creative stories about trash. Stu-
dents learned about the recycling process,
including the different phases of matter that
take place during the deterioration process.
The class studied the effects of trash on
our environment and followed up the les-
sons with a class trip to the local recycling
plant, where we deposited the collected
trash. Through this unit, students not only
increased their awareness of their impact
as community members, but also practiced
their science, math, English, reading, mu-
sic, and art skills in fulfillment of the 1st-
grade academic objectives.

At home, students created a My Town
project, an illustrated book with either
hand-drawn pictures or photographs to
illustrate their lives to other students. The
project utilized students’ basic writing skills
to talk about their home, family, and places
they frequented in their town. It also fos-
tered individual and mutual recognition of
community identity outside of school, and
the diverse range of life experiences. This
project accompanied a social studies unit
on different community workers in various
settings (country, town, and city).

Redlands Adventist Academy has had
a school-wide focus called Random Acts of
Kindness that encourages classroom par-
ticipation in community service projects.
Many joint endeavors and school-wide
events are a part of the campus culture.
These projects are an important way of
connecting students with their local and
global communities. My 1st-grade class
participated in the making and delivery of
teddy bears to the local children’s hospital,
raising money for national and global disas-
ter relief efforts, as well as the creation and
sending of quilts to children living with
AIDS in Africa.

Conflict Resolution

The last skill set fostered is Conflict
Resolution, which develops student auton-
omy in personal conflict management. The
teacher serves as a mediator, guiding chil-
dren through the conflict resolution process
until they discover and learn to use their
own non-violent approaches to problem-
solving.'® This process usually occurs at the
classroom peace table. The goal, however,
is to equip students with skills they can use
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in every area of their life. Learning skills for
compromise, negotiation, and mediation
helps students find peaceful solutions to
their problems.

In our classroom, a three-step process
for peaceful problem solving was taught
through song and corresponding move-
ments. First, students were taught to “Cool
down” when they were angry. Second, they
were to “Talk about it"—give each person
a turn to describe what happened and how
it made them feel. (This helps them rec-
ognize that the problem as a shared one.)
Last, they were to “Solve your problem
together”—to brainstorm possible win-win
solutions and find one they both agreed
to try. These solutions can be posted on a
classroom chart that gives different child-
friendly solutions.'” Each student then
takes the appropriate actions. If the prob-
lem resurfaces, they agree to try another
possible solution.'®

After incorporating these activities in
the classroom, I found that a learning
environment that fosters the social and
emotional well-being of students con-
tributes greatly to their overall academic
achievement.'® Within the peaceable
classroom, students can develop the
skills needed to live and work constru-
tively and peacefully with others. When
they feel valued in their classroom com-

I DESIGNED MY CURRICULUM AROUND
FOUR MAJOR SKILL SETS THAT WOULD
FOSTER A CULTURE OF PEACE AMONG

MY STUDENTS: EMPATHY TRAINING,
DIVERSITY TRAINING, COMMUNITY
AWARENESS, AND CONFLICT RESOLUTION.
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munities, they are empowered to live

as whole individuals with the skills to
create positive social change. In a violent
world, it is crucial for teachers to offer
alternative ways of relating. Breaking the
cycle of physical and emotional violence
in the classroom is the first step to creat-
ing a more just and sustainable society.
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By teaching our students compassion,
empathy, and the value of diversity, we
will begin to take strides toward develop-
ing a society where peace is instilled in
the hearts of all. &

Tiffany J. Hunter taught
at Redlands Adventist Acad-
emy in Redlands, Califor-
nia, from 2004-2006. She is
currently working on a Mas-
ter’s Degree in International
Educational Development,
with a concentration in
Peace Education at Teachers College, Columbia
University.

For more information on Peace Education,
consult the listing of Resources on page 46.
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