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Chapter 5: Helping Students Become Ethical People Through Crew 

COMMON CHALLENGES 
 
Students think the code of character is just a document. 
Explicitly unpack the what and why of your school’s character habits. In order for it to become 
more than “just a thing in the handbook,” students need to incorporate the words and the 
concepts into their own language, and to share examples from their individual and collective 
lives. Debrief daily and weekly behavior in Crew with the lens of your character habits. Discuss 
the challenging issues in your school—situations where people regularly subvert or transgress 
the community norms and are not thoughtful or kind—and consider them through the lens of 
your ethical habits. Use student-created photos, illustrations, or posters to keep the traits alive in 
your classroom. Refer to them frequently and encourage students to elaborate on the nuances 
of the code of character so that they begin to see it as a tool that supports everyone to be their 
best selves. 
 
I wasn’t trained to be a therapist or support group leader. 
Many Crew leaders, especially at the secondary level, feel uncomfortable supporting character 
growth in students when they first get started. This is a valid and sensible response and should 
be met with empathy and support. We need to help all teachers develop the mindsets and skills 
to be good mentors and group leaders. It will not only help Crew go well; it will also help those 
Crew leaders become more compassionate and effective teachers of mathematics and history. 
If your school does not have a formal program supporting Crew leadership through training, 
observations and mentoring, advocate for one, and also reach out for support. Find out who in 
your building is excelling as a Crew leader and take the time to observe and listen. Reach out to 
the school leadership team for guidance in your growth as a Crew leader. Sometimes a school 
counselor or school coach can help in this role. 
 
My school doesn’t have a social-emotional learning curriculum. I need lesson plans!  
If your school does not have a formal curriculum for Crew that focuses on social and emotional 
skills, advocate for one that you can adapt or learn from. There are many published SEL 
programs that provide a full curriculum and lessons. CASEL (Collaborative for Academic, 
Social, and Emotional Learning) provides a guidebook to research-based, proven SEL 
programs that they have vetted and curated for elementary and secondary schools.1 The 
lessons provided by comprehensive SEL programs such as Second Step or RULER can be 

 
1 You can find the CASEL Guide on their website: https://casel.org/guide/ 



incorporated on a regular basis into Crew meetings. There are also many strong SEL lesson 
plans available for free online (as well as in our toolkit).  
 
If your school’s Crew curriculum provides only broad learning targets or a scope and sequence 
without actual lesson plans, collaborate with other Crew leaders on your team to create lesson 
plans appropriate for all Crews. This divide-and-conquer approach makes the planning easier 
for everyone and the learning more consistent for all students. 
 
My school Is still focused on punishment and referrals, not restorative practices. 
There is only so much you can do if you are not a school leader to help your school move 
toward restorative practices at a whole school level. You should certainly advocate for that shift. 
You should also do everything you can to make your own Crew and classroom a model of 
restorative practices. Teach the concept of restorative practices, emphasizing the value of 
belonging to the learning community and helping students see what happens when the learning 
community is damaged. Make your own Crew and classroom a place where students listen to 
each other, care about one another, and solve problems together.  
 
Students love Crew initiatives and games, but they don’t transfer those skills to the 
classroom or their lives. 
Spend more time on the debrief. It’s not enough for students to be able to collaborate in Crew 
when they are up against another team and there’s a prize or praise from their teammates. They 
also need to be able to articulate the small moves—making a plan, choosing a leader, helping 
someone who struggled—that enabled them to succeed. They also need to reflect on how their 
own behavior and choices impact individuals or the group. The ability to transfer the skills and 
understandings of ethical behavior begins in the debrief. It may also be helpful to refer back to 
students’ words from the debrief during class or out on the playground. Then remember to 
notice and celebrate students who bring Crew skills to all parts of the school day. Soon other 
students will follow suit. 


