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CARING AND RELATIONSHIPS: DEVELOPING A PEDAGOGY OF CARING
Nelson E. Soto [FNa1]

I.

Introduction

TACITLY, many educators neglect the social foundations of newcomer students within
the confines of the school community. [FN1] There is a plausible assumption among
educators that newcomer students have cultural values and foundations that are
inadaptable in the classroom. Willingness to adapt pedagogy to students' cultural
background is the premise of "funds of knowledge," which "refers to those historically
developed and accumulated strategies . . . or bodies of knowledge that are essential to a
household's functioning and well being." [FN2] Commentators further conclude that
teachers can implement teaching practices that are developed from the households of
their students to transmit new knowledge to (im)migrant students. [FN3] Invoking funds
of knowledge within the curriculum and overall teaching practices can establish a
"caring" community. As students perceive the school community as a caring institution-through the invoking of their (newcomer) home culture values--the plausible outcomes
are higher levels of student engagement and academic success, which lead to student
persistence.
Formal education has historically obstructed and continues to obstruct language and
ethnic minority students from academic success and/or engagement within the school
community. [FN4] In Gibson's ethnography *860 of Punjabi Indians' school experiences
in the United States, she concluded that although Punjabi Indian boys fare well
academically, they (both Punjabi boys and girls) were subjected to a hostile environment
in schools. [FN5] For example, Punjabi students were ridiculed and physically abused for
their dietary habits and speaking a different language. [FN6] The hostile environment
demoted Punjabi students to positions of inferiority. Gibson concluded that "in one way
or another Punjabi students are told that India and Indian culture are inferior to Western
and American ways." [FN7]
Other contemporary scholarly works highlight the struggles and negotiations that occur
for (im)migrant students. [FN8] Failing to recognize and understand the emotional
impact of (im)migrating from a foreign country to the Unites States has a ripple effect
on the educational adjustments of (im)migrant students. Gonzalez-Ramos and SanchezNester posit that the schools' failure to comprehend the emotional experience associated
with (im)migration and to assist (im)migrant students in negotiating the terrain of a
U.S.-based educational system serves as a catalyst for the dismissal of (im)migrant
educational performance. "[I]f schools failed to address immigrant children's traumas
and emotional needs, they were contributing in some ways to the children's learning
problem." [FN9]
As immigration peaks to higher records, [FN10] educational institutions must react to
demographic shifts and respond appropriately to the newcomer population. These
changes require educators to adopt new strategies *861 and styles to handle a more
diverse student body. Demographic shifts among the U.S. population serve as a catalyst

for educators to develop teaching pedagogies and practices for this newcomer
population.
The focus of this essay is to synthesize the caring literature across various philosophical
and social sciences, including, but not limited to, social/cognitive psychology,
educational anthropology, culture responsive pedagogy and feminist epistemology. The
end goal of this piece is to advocate for the need to invoke caring strategies, which may
liberate students, especially (im)migrant students, from school-wide policies and
teaching practices that maintain a cycle of educational poverty.
II. Definition of Caring
The discourse on caring is multifaceted, which leads to a variety of interpretations and
beliefs. A universal definition of caring will not be purported in this essay because of the
inability to accurately represent the voices of all groups of people. Thompson warns that
"if theories of care are not to be essentialist, they cannot be modeled on one social
group and then applied to (or modified for) others." [FN11]
Caring theory is primarily constructed within feminist epistemology, which tacitly places
this theoretical framework outside of perceived "mainstream" research. [FN12] Carol
Gilligan, a pioneer of caring, critiqued Kohlberg's theory of moral development for failing
to promote both males' views of individual rights and rules and women's views of caring
and relationships on equal levels. [FN13] Gilligan purports that:
Some people base ethical decisions on principles of justice, equality, impartiality,
and rights. This is the justice perspective. But others base their decisions on a
care perspective, which the need to preserve relationships and minimize hurt
takes precedence over considerations of justice and rights. The care perspective
*862 places special significance on attachment and compassion . . . . [FN14]
The care theory recognizes the relationship between the care giver and receiver, by
which Noddings concludes that the caregiver and receiver enter into a mutually
satisfying relationship. [FN15] Embedded in the care theory is an inherent need to do
what is "right" for the individual by using an ethic of care that "employ[s] reasoning to
decide what to do and how best to do it." [FN16] The goal is to "strive for competence
because we want to do our best for those we care for." [FN17] Implementing caring
practices within institutions, such as schools, will promote student engagement. [FN18]
According to Gay, students who are engaged in school develop an affinity to learning,
maintain emotional stability and succeed in their academic work. [FN19]
The care theory, in its purest form, assumes that the actors are willing to develop
relationships with each other and that care will emerge from those relationships. Care
may fail to emerge, however, as Noddings summarizes:
A relation may fail to be one of caring because the carer fails to be attentive or,
having attended, rejects the "I must" and refuses to respond. Or, it may fail
because the cared-for is unable or unwilling to respond; he or she does not
receive the efforts of the carer, and therefore caring is not completed. Or finally,
both carer and cared-for may try to respond appropriately, but some condition
prevents completion; perhaps there has been too little time for an adequate
relation to develop and the carer aims rather wildly at what he or she thinks the
cared-for needs. A relational interpretation of caring pushes us to look not only at
*863 moral agents but also at the recipients of their acts and the conditions under
which the parties interact. [FN20]

The literature on caring portrays unification among teachers and students, where
teachers support and accept students as viable members of the classroom community.
Hult's perspective of caring involves teachers recognizing their students as members of
the human race, individuals and role-occupants. [FN21] To develop an understanding of
student-teacher relationships requires a theoretical framework that upholds the implicit
value of unity among educators and students. Caring is a deliberate and action-oriented
event that occurs between actors who willingly promote and develop this phenomenon.
[FN22]
Scholarship in feminist caring reveals an incorporation of intentional acting toward one
another. As Noddings states, "[c]are ethicists depend more heavily on establishing the
conditions and relations that support moral ways of life than on the inculcation of virtues
in individuals." [FN23] Korth also posits that caring is an action-based phenomenon,
requiring critical awareness and understanding. [FN24] Under that theory, "[i]nequalities
became visible through analyses of care-in-action because inequalities and distortions
disrupted the possibility of keeping dignity, authenticity, connection, and collectivity in
tact." [FN25] Because immigrant students can experience emotional trauma when they
first immigrate to the United States, teachers can lessen the impact of the psychological
stress associated with relocation by developing caring relationships with students, rather
than just being information-providers in the classroom. [FN26]
In Subtractive Schooling: U.S.-Mexican Youth and the Politics of Caring, Valenzuela
contrasts caring with school climates and historical practices. [FN27] In Valenzuela's
ethnography with Latina/o students, she defines two forms of caring: aesthetic and
authentic. Aesthetic caring solely focuses on the instructional relationship between the
teacher and students. Drawing upon the work of Fine, Valenzuela concludes that
"teachers are committed to an institutional 'fetish' that views academics as the exclusive
domain of the school." [FN28]
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On the contrary, authentic caring fosters reciprocal relationships among teachers and
students. [FN29] The domain of this caring is above the formal role of education but
includes an acceptance of the students' cultural background and values encompassed in
the relationship. [FN30] Valenzuela infers that "[r]elations with school personnel,
especially with teachers, play a decisive role in determining the extent to which youth
find the school to be a welcoming or an alienating place." [FN31] Valenzuela further
posits that this form of caring promotes and validates students' cultural values and
beliefs. [FN32] This is especially important for language and ethnic minority students,
such as (im)migrant children. [FN33]
III. Culturally Responsive Pedagogy
The feminist development of caring is at times criticized for failing to recognize and
incorporate people of color in its ideology. Thompson asserts that caring is a framework
developed through a colorblind position, which upholds racist sentiments: "Politely
pretending not to notice students' color makes no sense unless being of different colors
is somehow shameful. Colorblindness, in other words, is parasitic upon racism: it is *865
only in a racist society that pretending not to notice color could be construed as a
particularly virtuous act." [FN34]
Research supports that as newcomer (im)migrants continue to enroll in United States
schools, educators must draw upon multidimensional teaching pedagogies to embrace
this growing population. [FN35] Acknowledging the limitations to caring from the
feminist perspective, cultural responsive pedagogy accentuates that the pillars of caring
encompass four major tenets: caring is concern for person and performance; caring is
action-provoking; caring prompts effort and achievement; and caring includes

multidimensional responsiveness. [FN36] Gay promotes a caring ideology that includes
the lived realities and experiences of students of color. [FN37] She states that caring is
an act that "binds individuals to their society, to their communities, and to each other."
[FN38] Within this context, Gay identifies "the 'community' [as] underachieving students
of color and their teachers." [FN39]
The concept of caring is further elaborated as action-based, where "caring is concern for
person and performance." [FN40] Ladson-Billings' work with successful African American
teachers demonstrates that the teachers were concerned with both the academic growth
and the social and emotional development of their students. [FN41] The research of
Jones, Siddle Walker and Sowell revealed that ethnic minority students conceive that
caring occurs when teachers and the school environment are identified as safe and
where the students feel that the school is a home away from home. [FN42] While at the
school, the students were nourished intellectually *866 and emotionally, the teachers
encouraged the students to perform to the best of their ability and the educators
facilitated a setting of academic and emotional growth. In developing a caring
environment, students were shown to be engaged with their teachers, highly
participatory in their education and demonstrated high levels of academic scholarship
and engagement.
Newcomer (im)migrant students require a teaching faculty that supports and
acknowledges their potential abilities to achieve in society. Mercado's work reveals that
teachers' opinions of students are reflected in their teaching practices. [FN43]
Developing a culture of caring within the classroom and in the temperament of the
teachers requires personal and institutional evaluations of current caring practices.
[FN44] "Before a genuine ethos of caring can be developed and implemented on a large
scale, educators must identify and understand current non-caring attitudes and
behaviors, and how they can obstruct student achievement." [FN45] This inventory is
especially vital to (im)migrant students because they are susceptible to many
destructive forces such as emotional instability, yearning for family, language
disconnection and discrimination.
IV. Caring and Teachers' Biographies
Academic literature posits that one in every five children enrolled in school is an
(im)migrant. [FN46] The teaching workforce is comprised of primarily white, female,
middle class, monolingual women. [FN47] Further, teachers prefer to educate students
who represent their familiar cultural upbringing. [FN48] The question becomes to what
extent is caring rooted in teachers' biographies and temperaments?
Teachers' biographies and broader cultural ideologies can foster a disconnect with
newcomer (im)migrant students. Nathenson-Mejia and Escamilla estimate that ninety
percent of the teaching workforce is comprised of white, middle class women. [FN49]
"Teachers who are born in the United States and grow up in some strata of the middle
class may have little in common with students of the same ethnicity who are immigrants
or who grow up in lower socioeconomic status situations . . . ." [FN50] Taylor and Nieto
conclude that only ten percent of teachers have the ability or inherited background
knowledge to understand constraints and barriers facing newcomer (im)migrant
students and families. [FN51] This problem underscores the need to educate teachers on
both (im)migrant and multicultural issues.
*867

Changing demographics place the onus of educating the forty percent language minority
population upon teachers who share different backgrounds, cultural values or social
classes. The mismatch implicitly demonstrates that, regardless of the teacher's
preference to teach monolingual English speaking students, teachers are charged with

educating students who are different from their personal backgrounds. Further, one
author argues that educators lack the awareness and understanding of the educational
experiences and previous learning systems of newly arrived (im)migrant students.
[FN52]
Researchers have found that a non-diverse teacher population has led to detrimental
consequences in the education of immigrant students. [FN53] Because most teachers
are white, middle class women, their internalized *868 cultural values and norms may
hinder the acceptance of the newcomer's norms and values. Implicitly, the disconnect of
respecting and appreciating the norms and values of a newcomer (im)migrant student
can result in a lack of caring by the teacher within the learning environment. Another
author concludes that teachers and school counselors are likely to treat students
differently based on their perceptions of the students' academic abilities and school
engagement. [FN54]
Trueba and Bartalome's work further describes how teachers' ideologies, beliefs and
values are not divorced from their classroom teaching practices. [FN55] Hence, teachers'
perceptions of newcomer students may affect the integration of students into the
educational environment. For example:
[The] restrictive views by which some teachers view their students are usually a
product of their own personal theories, internalized beliefs, and values that reflect
their own formative and restricted life experiences and influences. However they
do not recognize beliefs and attitudes as reflecting the dominant ideology but
instead view them as "natural," "objective," and "common sensical"--in other
words, the "norm" . [FN56]
Failing to recognize and understand the emotional impact of migrating from a foreign
country to the United States has a ripple effect on educational adjustments of
(im)migrant students. By embracing students within the pedagogical focus of the
classroom rather than relegating English language learners to a subordinate place in the
teacher's concerns, the student will feel more included in the school. Unless students
know that schools seek to include them in their educational missions, students often feel
displaced. Schools that have been successful in creating welcoming climates for
(im)migrants make a conscious effort to do so. Educators need to recognize the
emotional needs of (im)migrant children. Doing so requires familiarity with each child's
unique situation, especially because there is a great deal of diversity within the language
minority communities.
Being informed of the historical, political and economic aspects of each student's country
is important, as is acknowledging that family situations may vary considerably. Teachers
bring into practice their own assumptions,*869 ideologies and expectations of what are
perceived as normal "best practices" to educate all children. Developing teaching
practices for newcomers requires teachers to adapt to new pedagogies that can better
influence the future success of ethnic and language minority students. By invoking
strategies of caring and acceptance, "teachers hold the key to making the learning of
young Mexican immigrant children a success." [FN57]
The changing demographics of the student population are disproportionate to those
within the teaching community. Villegas warns that, as the student population continues
to become heterogeneous, the teaching faculty is becoming more homogenous. [FN58]
Zimpher and Ashburn suggest that having diversity among teachers is essential to
students of color and newcomer (im)migrants. [FN59]

Schools have not traditionally done a good job of educating students of color. This
pattern must be reversed. It is a moral issue, but beyond that, it is also an issue of
economic survival. Our society cannot afford to lose the many resources we are losing
by not bringing in individuals of color. [FN60]
Teacher preparation programs are ineffective in preparing pre-service teachers for the
diversity of the classroom and working with parents. Glazier states that "past
experiences in preparing teachers to address the needs of the diverse population they
teach have proven to be less than effective in either changing individuals' perspectives
towards diversity and/or multicultural education or their stances towards how to teach."
[FN61] Educators often overlook the unique needs of their (im)migrant students and
families. Teacher preparation programs have a vital role in remedying this situation.
V. Caring Is Critical to Newcomers
Using the Theory of Assisted Performance, Tharp and Gallimore, with the help of
Vygotsky, argue that one role of teachers is to help students *870 solve problems that
could not be solved on their own. [FN62] Drawing upon the work of cognitive
psychologists such as Vygotsky and Cole, [FN63] practical conditions can be established
in an educational climate to support (im)migrant students and other oppressed
populations in further developing their educational growth without negating their cultural
norms and values. Because social relationships between teachers and their students are
essential for learning to occur, teachers have an obligation to increase their sociocultural
consciousness, which will enable teachers to understand their students. [FN64] This
foundation establishes an effective instructional pedagogy that acknowledges the
learner's ability to function autonomously without assistance and incorporate new
knowledge through teaching practices.
In connecting theory to practice, practitioners can establish conditions within the schools
that are critically important to newcomer (im)migrant students. MacGillivray and Rueda
assert that five strategies may be utilized by educators to promote learning and further
maintain culture sensitivity in developing curriculum. [FN65] Their five recommended
strategies are based on empirical research conducted with teachers of poor second
language learners:
1) Be responsible for knowing about your students' lives;
2) Expect the most; avoid deficit models;
3) Recognizing knowledge of both language and culture;
4) Beware of default curriculum: content and structure;
5) Implement curriculum that is meaningful to the children. [FN66]
Although these guidelines suggest that teachers serve as brokers in facilitating learning,
the entire responsibility for successful (im)migrant *871 education should not fall
completely on the shoulders of classroom teachers. A potential long-term solution for
lessening the academic deficiencies among the (im)migrant community is to foster a
union between families and teachers. Parent involvement studies conclude that an
alliance among parents and teachers leads to successful educational opportunities for
minority children. [FN67] Christenson and Conoley recommend collaboration among
schools and families to promote learning, which has been shown to increase student
achievement. [FN68]

VI. Social Capital
Newcomer (im)migrant students continue to enroll in American schools. Does their
minority status impact the quality of support and educational nourishment they will
receive by teachers? This marginalized community must be supported in environments
that are academically engaging, emotionally nourishing and culturally accepting.
Derived from the work of Putnam, social capital refers to "connections among
individuals--social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise
from them." [FN69] This framework allows for the examination of structural access to
institutional privileges and resources, and also for the consideration of the role of
individual/cultural *872 agency. [FN70] Institutional agents can include teachers and
counselors, other school personnel, social service workers and school peers. Increasing
the social capital of newcomers is an example of caring. Valenzuela's ethnographic
investigation supports the idea that "relations with school personnel, especially with
teachers, play a decisive role in determining the extent to which youth find the school to
be a welcoming or an alienating place." [FN71]
The relationships between parents and teachers can work to develop social ties for
(im)migrant children. Institutional agents serve as important liaisons in the social
development, school success and status attainment of (im)migrant students. Their
institutional support, which refers to key forms of social support that function to help
students become effective participants within the school system, influences the
socialization process of (im)migrant students. [FN72] "[S]upportive ties with institutional
agents represent a necessary condition for engagement and advancement in the
educational system and, ultimately, for success in the occupational structure." [FN73]
VII. Conclusion
The objective of this essay was to draw attention to the importance of establishing caring
relationships among all students, but especially among newcomer (im)migrants. Although
some scholars claim that the caring theory fails to recognize its own inherent racism,
[FN74] it provides a theoretical foundation to critically engage newcomer students within
learning institutions. This piece is intended to act as an advocate for caring strategies.
[FN75] *873 These caring strategies may liberate students from school-wide policies and
teaching practices that are designed to maintain a cycle of educational poverty.
Because of the challenges in maintaining Latina/o (im)migrants within the K-12
educational system, a call for action to lessen the academic achievement gap is vital to
the future success of the Latina/o community. A potential long-term solution for lessening
the academic deficiencies among the (im)migrant community is to foster relationships
among students and teachers. One way to accomplish this is to move towards authentic
caring relationships in which students and teachers are in a reciprocal and nurturing
environment. [FN76] Noddings advocates that teachers who develop an understanding of
the inter-subjective realm of their students should promote authentic caring relationships
with their students. [FN77] Nieto accentuates how teachers perceive that students'
abilities, skills, language and culture have the potential to affect the academic success of
language minority students. [FN78]
In my future work, I wish to further develop the caring literature to include Latina/o high
school experiences with teachers in a Midwestern community. A study of that nature aims
to highlight understandings and manifestations of how teacher-Latina/o (im)migrant
student relationships may influence school engagement in communities that have a great
deal of immigrant impact. It challenges traditional configurations of educating

(im)migrants, while also broadening our understanding of how strategies and teacher
practices influence the relationships among teacher and (im)migrant students.
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