
Creating a Culture of Kindness within our Schools 

“If they don’t experience it at home, the next place most children experience 

safety and kindness is school. Unless they don’t.” (Dr. Suzanne Zeedyck, Portobello 

Learning Festival, June 9th 2018) 

Most of us, if not all of us who work in education do it because we want to make a 

positive difference to the lives of the children and young people in our classes. We 

certainly did not get into teaching for the ‘part-time hours’ and never-ending 

holidays which many detractors of the profession often suggest; we are here because 

we care. 

Stories of the good old days of education, halcyon days where children sat down 

nicely, listened well, got on with their work and never had mental health issues or 

neurological conditions such as Dyslexia, Autism or ADHD are often eulogised in 

staffrooms, on social media and in response to newspaper articles; glorious days 

when no one was in a rush to ‘label’ children with ‘peculiar’ conditions. 

Subsequently, the rise of video games, lack of outdoor play, social media intrusion, 

helicopter parenting, poor diet, decline of old-fashioned discipline and a lack of 

traditional parenting skills are often given as reasons for this crisis amongst our 

young people. Whilst these factors may contribute, it is our increased understanding 

of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and what it takes to foster resilience in 

children, combined with advances in our understanding of neurodevelopmental 

conditions that forms the real root of the increased diagnoses of these issues which 

are now being properly recognised.  

Paradoxically, everyone also remembers the belt and Miss Trunchbull-type teachers 

who struck fear into our hearts for the most minor indiscretions, some of us 

remember being called stupid, weird or bad, and also feared the consequences at 

home if the teacher called; this was an everyday reality for many children in those 

classrooms of yore. For many, the classroom of the past promoted a culture of fear 

which has, thankfully, dissipated as time has gone on, for most of our children. 

Rather than look through rose-tinted glasses at what we allegedly had, it would 

benefit everyone in education if teachers looked to the future and fostered a real 

compassion for children who may not be growing up in the idyll we pretend to 

remember.  



Our society is such that ACEs are relatively common, but ACEs have always existed. 

In ‘Resilience’, directed by James Redford, a film that which is currently taking the 

world by storm, we learn that strong parental or adult buffering to ACEs is a key 

factor in building resilience amongst our young people, and I believe that building 

resilience is what we educators should look towards to improve lives of young 

people. 

We should aim to be the ‘Everyday Heroes’ that Jaz Ampaw Farr talks about so 

powerfully in her Ted Talk of the same name. (Jaz Ampaw Farr, TEDxNorwichEd, 

2017) 

What can we do to improve the educational experience for all young people? 

To fight a mental health crisis and to properly tackle ACEs comprehensively it will 

take a serious commitment from the government, the National Health Service, the 

Judicial System, the Police, Social Work and education; every single aspect of our 

society must work together. Inevitably, this will cost a lot of money which may or 

may not be available. Even if, or when, that money is made available, the radical 

social change required will take time if it is being directed by government, which is 

why I am so heartened by the grassroots ACEs’ movement in Scotland, and that which 

is now emerging across England. This grassroots movement is forging ahead of 

government and causing change by educating the masses who, in turn, are putting 

pressure on our politicians, and by reading this book you are part of that movement.  

In the absence of a budget, can we really make a meaningful impact on children in 

schools? I would argue so and I would also argue that we can make that impact for 

free. In the same speech in which Dr. Suzanne Zeedyck made the comment I quoted 

at the opening of this chapter, she also talked about the pervading culture within 

many of our schools: whilst most children may appear, on the surface, to survive in 

an environment which is strict, controlling and populated with distant adults, the 

minority cannot survive or thrive in that environment at all and may stop attending 

school or become excluded. But, if you change the entire culture of the school to a 

“Culture of Kindness,” then all of the children will be able to survive and thrive in 

a child-centred, caring and nurturing environment, with “no child left behind.” 

Teachers may even enjoy working there too.  



Kindness Costs Nothing 

To improve the school environment for our young people, we do not need to spend 

a lot of money; in fact, we can make some very meaningful changes to the ethos of 

our schools for free. Where there is a budget, even more changes can be made that 

can positively affect the young people in our schools. However, let us assume there 

is no budget.   

I recently heard Jim Roberson, Assistant Head of a large Secondary School on the 

South coast of England and author of ‘The Discipline Coach’, speak at a conference, 

and he said something which really resonated with me, “Show the young people that 

you want to be there.” (Jim Roberson, Portobello Learning Festival, June 9th 2018). 

If you come into school looking miserable and glum, looking like you would rather 

be at home in bed, then why would the young people want to get out of their beds 

and come to school? Why would they be happy there if they see miserable faces in 

the adults? Colleagues and I have often marvelled at how much children notice about 

us; if I wear eyeliner, change my nail polish or wear a dress they have never seen 

before the children comment on it. Children notice the tiniest things about our 

appearance, the things that we have not paid much attention to ourselves, because 

they study us. They now if we want to be there or not.  

It is because children study us that they know whether we like them or not. 

I once worked with a Depute Head who almost retreated every time she saw me 

approach in the corridor; she was hurried in her speech in order to demonstrate that 

she was very busy and never caught up with me when she promised she would, unless 

I insisted she did via email as it was essential for a child. There were other members 

of staff for whom she always had time, no matter how trivial the matter, and most 

importantly it was not just me who knew this; other staff members knew this too. It 

was humiliating, and I feared speaking to her in front of others. People notice how 

you are treated by others and use that information to form judgements about you, 

particularly when it is someone in a leadership position, as a teacher is for young 

people. If we adults are aware when someone has no time for us and thinks of us as 

a nuisance, children must also know when we feel like that about them. More 

importantly, other children then use how we act to form judgements which affect 



their behaviour towards their peers If the teacher isolates a child with coldness then 

their peers are likely to as well. 

Children who grow up in an abusive environment, or those with neurodiverse 

conditions like ADHD which result in them being frequently chastised by adults, 

become hypervigilant about the adult behaviour around them. They study your body 

language, facial expressions and your eyes, and while you might not be able to 

change your feelings about the child, please have an awareness of the way you act 

towards them because it is obvious to everyone. If you do not like the children in 

your class, then they will not like you. You may view your role as one of raising 

attainment as opposed to being friends with the children and that is okay, but if that 

is your approach then remember the words of the late, great Rita Pierson who said, 

‘Kids don’t learn from people they don’t like.’ (Rita Pierson, TED 2013).  

In his book, ‘When The Adults Change, Everything Changes’ (a title which should be 

compulsory reading for all teachers), Paul Dix talks about a lot of simple cultural 

changes which can be made across a whole school which say “who we are” as a 

school. My favourite part of the book is when Paul Dix talks about replacing the 

thunderclouds and sunshine’s, football pitches and red cards and those other visible 

behaviour systems with a recognition board. Growing up with ADHD, I could not help 

chatting in class, blurting out answers, fidgeting or being lost in my own thoughts, 

which in teacher speak is “not listening.” Children who are living with trauma and 

do not know whether they will go home to sick parents, if there will be food to eat 

or do not know who will come into their bedroom that night find it really hard to 

concentrate in school. They are on high alert and their emotions are not regulated; 

guess who finds their name on the thundercloud or the red card more than others? 

Get rid of the wall of shame and make it a wall of fame. 

One of the most effective, free, ways of changing the culture of a school is pioneered 

by Head Teacher Jennifer Knussen and her team at a Primary School in Fife, 

Scotland. Their approach, which they call, “The Language of Connection,” is 

beautifully effective in its simplicity. In that school, and in the others, who have 

heard them speak, they do not talk about ‘challenging behaviour,’ ‘violent 

behaviour’ or use words like ‘naughty,’ ‘bad’ or ‘tricky’- they use the word 

‘distressed’ instead. Changing that one simple word allows for a massive shift in our 



focus. The children do not find their behaviour challenging or tricky; only the adults 

do. Yes, some distressed behaviour is challenging or even violent, but children are 

not an alien species sent to earth to make the lives of school staff difficult; they are 

little people, and no little person picks up a chair, turns over a table or screams and 

shouts and swears unless they are particularly distressed. Focus on the cause of that 

distress. 

My favourite free approach to change the experience of children in school is to listen 

to them. I do not mean that we should just listen when something has happened. I 

mean that we should be there to actively listen to children all the time. When 

children just have something to tell you about their lives, their weekends, when 

they have a question, check in with them every now and again and ask them what 

they have been doing recently. By showing a genuine interest in their lives, 

remembering their dog’s name or that they were excited to see their grandmother 

at the weekend, you demonstrate to the children that you see them and that you 

care about them. In turn, the children might actually ask you questions about your 

family, your hobbies or your pets (a favourite topic). For some children, that might 

be the only time someone has heard them that day or been interested in them as a 

person.  

A colleague once told me that by telling the children my name, my age and stories 

about my life outside of school that I was ‘overly familiar.’ I remember screwing up 

my face and saying, “why can’t we tell them our names? It’s on our name badge 

dangling from our necks?” I still do not understand that attitude and nor do I want 

to; so, if faced with that kind of feedback from colleagues, then ask yourself if it is 

more important to build a respectful, trusting relationship with a child or to keep 

your name a secret for the sake of some strange familiarity code? 

All of this is free to implement, it will not happen overnight but if you commit to 

changing your school into a culture of kindness then the children with ACEs who are 

suffering will benefit from it.   

What not to do… 

We teachers tend to operate at full throttle when we are given information about 

ways to help the children in our care, or when we find out about a new initiative 



that will make a difference. However, after digesting information about ACEs and 

particularly after watching ‘Resilience’, I would urge a pause for reflection within 

the profession in the way that we might address the ACEs of the children in their 

care. The obvious is probably not as obvious as you might think.  

There is one particular strategy that I am asked about frequently, and one I am 

aware that some schools have forged ahead with: the practice of giving children 

‘ACE scores’. In my opinion, and I am not alone, this is a dangerously flawed practice 

for a variety of reasons, even if the intentions behind the practice are good.  

As those of us who work in Rights Respecting Schools will know, Article 16 of the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) states that children 

have ‘the right to privacy’. I have seen many schools focus on children’s diaries or 

social media when, in fact, it is about the child as a person and their right not to 

have everyone know about their lives. Key members of staff in each school benefit 

from knowing the details of a child’s background, usually the Head Teacher or a 

Depute Head who is on a safeguarding list and the class teacher; however, only those 

who really need to know should be privy to a child’s background information. 

Children deserve to live without judgement and backgrounds are not something that 

school staff are qualified to analyse or quantify. Even with the multi-agency ‘Getting 

It Right For Every Child’ (GIRFEC) approach which we have in Scotland, which 

involves children and their parents’ in our Child Planning Process, we cannot possibly 

know enough about a child to confidently give them an ACE Score, and what would 

be the real purpose of education staff knowing children’s ACE score anyway?  

Let us not forget that ACE scores are an indicator for the potential health outcomes 

of those who suffered from trauma and the resulting long term toxic stress, they are 

not a list of criteria by which we can judge children’s social or educational outcomes 

or where resources should be directed. Children with four identified ACEs may have 

additional health risk indicators but do not necessarily need to be ‘flagged up’ for 

additional input in comparison to children with three identified ACEs; what about 

the children with no identified ACEs? The word identified is key there.  

Presented with what we now know, and with an awareness of how prevalent ACEs 

are and the way they can touch every one of us, the best approach we can adopt in 

education is to change our ethos and approach to all children. Let us adopt that 



culture of kindness which allows our children to feel safe, happy and nurtured in 

school. It will not just do wonders for their mental health but also their attainment. 

 

Laura McConnell is a Behaviour Support Teacher, Educational Consultant, ADHD 

Activist, writer and founder of the Edinburgh ACEs Hub. You can find out more 

information about her consultancy work at www.mindsfull.net and further 

information about Laura’s writing at www.lauramcconnell.com. All views in this 

chapter are Laura’s own views and do not represent any business, charity or 

organisation that she is linked with.  
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