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Augustana College Teacher Education Program 
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK NARRATIVE 

 
 
Our conceptual framework, the Circle of Courage, is based on a model of youth empowerment supported by contemporary research, 
the heritage of early youth work pioneers and Native American philosophies of child care. The model is encompassed in four core 
values:  belonging, mastery, independence, and generosity. The central theme of this model is that a set of shared values must exist in 
any community of learners, including public education and teacher training institutions, to create environments that ultimately benefit 
society. The term reclaiming is used in this model because reclaiming environments meet the needs of both the individual and society. 
The Unit has determined that it wants to create a reclaiming environment for its teacher candidates and dispose program graduates to 
create classrooms and schools that exemplify all four values of the Circle of Courage.  
 
In 1990, the then Governor of the state of South Dakota, George Mickelson, declared 1990 the Year of Reconciliation—a time for the 
residents to mend broken relationships and to listen to and talk with each other. In doing this Governor Mickelson took on the challenge 
of Tim Giago, publisher of Lakota Times newspaper, and offered South Dakotans opportunities to learn about American Indians and 
their culture. During this same year, Dr. Larry Brendtro, Dr. Martin Brokenleg, and Dr. Steve Van Bockern, Augustana faculty, published 
Reclaiming Youth at Risk:  Our Hope for the Future. These colleagues suggested that children who are often referred to as “alienated”, 
“troubled” or “difficult” are at risk because they live in an environment that is hazardous—one that breeds discouragement. By contrast, 
an environment that promotes courage is one that fosters changes to meet the needs of the young person and society and 
subsequently reclaims youth at risk. Their writing went on to suggest that professionals should look to the culture of Native peoples 
where they can see a model of “reclaiming environment” which the authors call the CIRCLE OF COURAGE.  
 
The model is represented by a circle that is divided into quadrants—the medicine wheel—which depicts the sacredness of the circle to 
Native Americans and the interconnectedness of life. Likewise, it expresses the sacredness of the number four—the four directions, the 
four elements of the universe, and the four races. Each quadrant of the CIRCLE OF COURAGE stands for a central value—belonging, 
mastery, independence, and generosity—of an environment that can reclaim youth at risk and should be the “cultural birthright for all 
the world’s children.”  
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Over its many years as a college of the Lutheran Church, Augustana has long had a mission to prepare students for a life of career, 
service, and “Christian witness and leadership of congregations and society.” The college’s Core of Liberal Studies, often called the 
Augustana Plan, is organized into four areas that begin with an understanding of self, relationships and career, moves through 
strengthening skills and developing knowledge for a changing world, and culminates in a capstone course that asks students to 
examine their faith, values, and commitment as they move into a life of service to the church and society.  
 
When setting about the task of articulating its beliefs and defining its conceptual framework, this time of reconciliation and growing 
awareness of the rich heritage of Native cultures provided a wonderful context, and Unit faculty found the circle with its four quadrants a 
natural starting point. It represented for them the most positive of learning environments for all students, one that supports the 
development of attachment, achievement, autonomy, and altruism in learners.  It is also in harmony with the Augustana Plan, holding in 
common an emphasis on altruism—a commitment to serve. The circle illustrates a professional who has a sense of self, mastery, 
knowledge, and sees her/himself as an agent of social change.  
 
The mission of Augustana College is as follows: 
 
Augustana, a college of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, offers to students of varying backgrounds, interests and ages a 
unique opportunity to achieve academic excellence and individual development in a Christian context. With its supportive community 
atmosphere, Augustana assists students to prepare for a life of career, service and continuing enrichment by blending the broad 
learning experiences of the liberal arts with the student's individual professional goals and in relating Christian faith to learning. The 
college serves the region and the larger society primarily through its undergraduate programs and through other programs designed to 
meet special community needs.  
 
In examining the Mission Statement for Augustana College, the Mission and Values Committee in consultation with the various 
constituencies of the College identified the Shared Fundamental Values of Augustana College. The five value words are followed by a 
phrase that sums up the essence of the value word as it informs the college mission. These phrases are, in turn, followed by several 
phrases indicating how the value is expressed in the daily life of the institution and its people.  
 
CHRISTIAN   
"By being a college of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America"  

 Centering on worship  

 Welcoming all faiths  

 Nurturing the search for a mature religious faith  

 Relating Christian faith and ethics to learning and service  
 
LIBERAL ARTS  
"By providing an education of enduring worth"  
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 Affirming teaching and learning as central and lifelong  

 Fostering a broad understanding of humans and their interactions  

 Enriching lives by exposure to enduring forms of aesthetic and creative expressions  

 Developing broad knowledge and skills crucial in a changing world  

 Creating awareness of one's own religious and ethical beliefs and those of others  

 Cultivating health and wellness  
 
EXCELLENCE  
"By committing to high standards and integrity"  

 Practicing faithfulness in teaching, learning, supporting, administering  

 Nurturing potential  

 Challenging the intellect  

 Acting ethically  

 Recognizing achievement  
 
COMMUNITY  
"By caring for one another and our environments"  

 Responding to needs  

 Respecting human differences  

 Empowering one another  

 Tending to the ecology of place  
 
SERVICE  
"By affirming that wholeness includes reaching out to others"  

 Accepting the call to servanthood  

 Promoting justice  

 Integrating career and service  

 Serving church and society  
 
Education Department Mission: 
 
The mission of the Education Department is to empower candidates with the tools needed to create learning environments that ensure 
belonging, mastery, independence and generosity.  This mission is grounded in a philosophy that integrates the best of Western 
educational thought with the wisdom of the indigenous Native American culture of the region and emerging research on positive youth 
development.  This philosophy is reflected in publications of various Augustana faculty and is most extensively discussed in the book 
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Reclaiming Youth at Risk Our Hope for the Future.  There are four overarching values embodied in the model of positive youth 
development called the Circle of Courage.  The central premise of this model is that a set of shared values must undergird a community 
of learners, including public education and teacher training institutions.  Those shared values include belonging, generosity, 
independence, and mastery. While the four dimensions of the Circle of Courage can be described individually, they must be viewed as 
one.  The belonging, mastery, independence, and generosity dimensions are imbued throughout the Augustana College Teacher 
Education Program and complement the Augustana Core of Liberal Arts Studies.  Graduates of the Teacher Education Program are 
taught to use these values in creating positive learning cultures that maintain high expectations for all learners.  
 
The Unit’s conceptual framework, the Circle of Courage, describes how Augustana College’s Teacher Education Program has been 
influenced and informed by current and historical research in education and by current best practice and reform research.  The 
conceptual framework articulates the Teacher Education Program’s beliefs and provides justification and rationale for its existence and 
purpose.  It is meant to be a vehicle through which the Unit shares with the professional community its way of seeing, thinking, and 
being.   
 
A brief summary of each of the four core values follows. 
 

Belonging is an integral part of the Augustana environment. Students need to attach to caring adults in order to begin the 
process of learning and incorporate basic social values. The college encourages teacher candidates’ sense of belonging through small 
interactive classes and numerous teacher candidate groups. Within the Teacher Education Program, belonging is facilitated through 
consensus building, inclusive learning climates, and cooperation.  Teacher candidates examine their field placements with regard to the 
ways in which the teacher creates a belonging environment that nurtures positive peer attachments through learning. Faculty also 
structure the teacher candidates' learning environment to create a community of learners.  
 

Mastery , the second value in the Circle of Courage Model, promotes the belief that teacher candidates need to develop 
social, intellectual, and academic competence if they are to become capable and responsible citizens. Mastery is ensured both through 
the Augustana core and the Teacher Education Program requirements. College and program admission requirements, stringent course 
standards, early practicum experiences and portfolios are examples of measures used to assess learning and levels of preparedness. 
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When teacher candidates are knowledgeable and skilled in the professional discipline and the liberal arts core, they are disposed to 
become "master" teachers.  
 

Independence is the third value promoted within the Circle of Courage model. To develop positive autonomy and 
interdependence, teacher candidates must be secure in the guidance of caring adults and believe they have some power over their 
world. The Augustana liberal arts core provides teacher candidates with the tools for independence from their first entry course, New 
Student Seminar, to the Capstone course for seniors. These courses enable teacher candidates to learn about themselves and their 
relationship to others. In the Teacher Education Program, qualities that promote problem solving, leadership, respect for diversity, 
collaboration, assertiveness and responsibility are built into the curriculum and modeled by Unit faculty.  
 

Generosity is incorporated into Augustana's liberal arts core by expecting teacher candidates to participate in volunteer 
work and the college’s annual Community Service Day, thus encouraging them to display empathy and concern for others. The 
curriculum within the Teacher Education Program is designed to assist teacher candidates in making the connection between their 
chosen career and a commitment to society. A positive learning environment must be characterized by a climate of caring so that all 
involved support one another and cooperate in making their social and academic experiences meaningful.   
 
(NOTE:  A complete version of the Circle of Courage philosophy is articulated in Reclaiming Youth at Risk, Our Hope for the Future, 
2002 By Larry Brendtro, Martin Brokenleg, & Steve VanBockern, National Educational Service, Bloomington, Indiana. More information 
about this framework is available from Reclaiming Youth Network and can be found online).   
 
At the initial level, the curriculum of the Teacher Education Program is structured to blend the Circle of Courage values into a model for 
professional behavior.  A set of professional competencies, based upon INTASC (Interstate New Teachers Assessment and Support 
Consortium) principles, has been identified to guide course content and practicum experiences at the initial level.  Each of the program 
competencies has been aligned with the four shared values of belonging, mastery, independence, and generosity. (NOTE:  During the 
2000-2001 academic year, the original 21 program competencies at the initial level were reorganized to align with the INTASC 
principles to provide a more streamlined set of program competencies.  It is important to note that the original 21 program 
competencies were not dismissed, rather, they were reorganized to provide a more succinct articulation of them as outlined in the table 

http://www.reclaiming.com/
http://www.google.com/#q=Circle+of+Courage+Schools&hl=en&prmd=imvns&ei=NQN0UJnNFeOS2QXEmICoAQ&start=0&sa=N&bav=on.2,or.r_gc.r_pw.r_qf.&fp=4bf76621ca799f85&biw=1072&bih=530
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that follows.)  In addition, the unit has taken care to align the 10 program competencies at the initial level with additional articulations of 
standards and changes in the field such as the Danielson Framework.  Currently it continues to use the 10 INTASC principles and will 
do so until changes at the state level’s Administrative Rules that govern Teacher Education are made.  At that time, the unit will study 
any changes and make adjustments as warranted. 
 

INITIAL LEVEL PROGRAM ALIGNMENT TABLE 
 

Initial Level Program 
Competency, INTASC 

Standard, &  
SD DOE ARSD 

24:16:05:07 (1-10) 

Pre ST ePortfolio Area InTASC Standard 
The Learner and 

Learning (1,2,3); Content 
(4,5); Instructional 
Practice (6,7,8); &  

Professional 
Responsibility (9,10) 

Danielson 
Framework 

Domain 

Original 21 Program 
Competencies 

#1 KNOWLEDGE BASE: 
The teacher understands 
the central concepts, tools 
of inquiry, and structures of 
the discipline(s) he or she 
teaches and can create 
learning experiences that 
make these aspects of 
subject matter meaningful 
for students. 

Knowledge of Content #4: Content Knowledge. 
The teacher understands 
the central concepts, tools 
of inquiry, and structures of 
the discipline(s) he or she 
teaches and creates 
learning experiences that 
make the discipline 
accessible and meaningful 
for learners to assure 
mastery of the content. 

Domain 1: 
Planning and 
Preparation 

1.Knowledge of Core 

#2 KNOWLEDGE OF 
HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 
AND LEARNING: The 
teacher understands how 
children learn and develop, 
and can provide learning 
opportunities that support 
their intellectual, social and 
personal development. 

Knowledge of Student #1: Learner 
Development. The 
teacher understands how 
learners grow and develop, 
recognizing that patterns of 
learning and development 
vary individually within and 
across the cognitive, 
linguistic, social, emotional, 
and physical areas, and 
designs and implements 

Domain 1: 
Planning and 
Preparation 

3.Knowledge of 
Learners  
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developmentally 
appropriate and 
challenging learning 
experiences. 

#3 ADAPTING 
INSTRUCTION FOR 
INDIVIDUAL NEEDS: The 
teacher understands how 
students differ in their 
approaches to learning and 
creates instructional 
opportunities that are 
adapted to diverse 
learners. 

Knowledge of Student #2: Learning Differences. 
The teacher uses 
understanding of individual 
differences and diverse 
cultures and communities 
to ensure inclusive learning 
environments that enable 
each learner to meet high 
standards.  

Domain 1: 
Planning and 
Preparation 
Domain 3: 
Instruction 

8.Global & 
Multicultural 
Understandings 
& Effective 
Strategies 
9.Placement 
Decisions 
10.Meeting Individual 
Learner Needs  

#4 MULTIPLE 
INSTRUCTIONAL 
STRATEGIES: The 
teacher understands and 
uses a variety of 
instructional strategies to 
encourage students' 
development of critical 
thinking, problem solving, 
and performance skills. 

Planning for Instruction #8: Instructional 
Strategies. The teacher 
understands and uses a 
variety of instructional 
strategies to encourage 
learners to develop deep 
understanding of content 
areas and their 
connections, and to build 
skills to apply knowledge in 
meaningful ways. 

Domain 1: 
Planning and 
Preparation 
Domain 3: 
Instruction 

13.Engaging Students 
in the Learning Process  

#5 CLASSROOM 
MANAGEMENT AND 
MOTIVATION SKILLS: 
The teacher uses an 
understanding of individual 
and group motivation and 
behavior to create a 
learning environment that 
encourages positive social 
interaction, active 
engagement in learning, 

Classroom Environment #3: Learning 
Environments. The 
teacher works with others 
to create environments that 
support individual and 
collaborative learning, and 
that encourage positive 
social interaction, active 
engagement in learning, 
and self-motivation. 

Domain 2: 
Classroom 
Environment 
Domain 3: 
Instruction 

12.Establishing 
an Environment 
of Respect & 
Rapport 
14.Managing 
Classroom 
Procedures 
15.Managing Student 
Behaviors  
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and self-motivation. 

#6 COMMUNICATION 
SKILLS: The teacher uses 
knowledge of effective 
verbal, nonverbal, and 
media communication 
techniques to foster active 
inquiry, collaboration, and 
supportive interaction in 
the classroom. 

Planning for Instruction #10: Leadership and 
Collaboration. The 
teacher seeks appropriate 
leadership roles and 
opportunities to take 
responsibility for student 
learning, to collaborate 
with learners, families, 
colleagues, other school 
professionals, and 
community members to 
ensure learner growth, and 
to advance the profession. 

Domain 1: 
Planning and 
Preparation 
Domain 3: 
Instruction 
Domain 4: 
Professional 
Responsibilities 

7.Questioning & 
Discussion 
Techniques 
16.Communicat
e Clearly 
20.Technology as a 
Tool  

#7 INSTRUCTIONAL 
PLANNING SKILLS: The 
teacher plans instruction 
based upon knowledge of 
subject matter, students, 
the community, and 
curriculum goals.  

Planning for Instruction #5: Application of 
Content. The teacher 
understands how to 
connect concepts and use 
differing perspectives to 
engage learners in critical 
thinking, creativity, and 
collaborative problem 
solving related to authentic 
local and global issues. 
#7: Planning for 
Instruction. The teacher 
plans instruction that 
supports every student in 
meeting rigorous learning 
goals by drawing upon 
knowledge of content 
areas, curriculum, cross-
disciplinary skills, and 
pedagogy, as well as 
knowledge of learners and 
the community context. 

Domain 1: 
Planning and 
Preparation 
Domain 3: 
Instruction 

2.Knowledge of 
Pedagogy 
4.Knowledge of 
Local, State, & 
National 
Standards 
5.Knowledge of 
Resources 
6.Designing Coherent 
Instruction 
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#8 ASSESSMENT OF 
STUDENT LEARNING: 
The teacher understands 
and uses formal and 
informal assessment 
strategies to evaluate and 
ensure the continuous 
intellectual, social and 
physical development of 
the learner. 

Assessment #6: Assessment. The 
teacher understands and 
uses multiple methods of 
assessment to engage 
learners in their own 
growth, to monitor learner 
progress, and to guide the 
teacher’s and learner’s 
decision making.   

Domain 1: 
Planning and 
Preparation 
Domain 3: 
Instruction 

11.Assessing 
Learning 

#9 PROFESSIONAL 
COMMITMENT AND 
RESPONSIBILITY: The 
teacher is a reflective 
practitioner who continually 
evaluates the effects of 
his/her choices and actions 
on others (students, 
parents, and other 
professionals in the 
learning community) and 
who actively seeks out 
opportunities to grow 
professionally. 

Professionalism #9: Professional 
Learning and Ethical 
Practice. The teacher 
engages in ongoing 
professional learning and 
uses evidence to 
continually evaluate his/her 
practice, particularly the 
effects of his/her choices 
and actions on others 
(learners, families, other 
professionals, and the 
community), and adapts 
practice to meet the needs 
of each learner. 

Domain 4: 
Professional 
Responsibilities 

17.Reflection on 
Practice & Self 
Evaluation 
19.Professionalism & 
Lifelong Learning 
 

#10 PARTNERSHIPS: The 
teacher fosters 
relationships with school 
colleagues, parents, and 
agencies in the larger 
community to support 
students' learning and well-
being. 

Professionalism #10: Leadership and 
Collaboration. The 
teacher seeks appropriate 
leadership roles and 
opportunities to take 
responsibility for student 
learning, to collaborate 
with learners, families, 
colleagues, other school 
professionals, and 
community members to 

Domain 4: 
Professional 
Responsibilities 

18.Schools & 
Agencies as 
Social Systems 
21.Meaningful 
Connections to Schools 
& Related Settings  
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ensure learner growth, and 
to advance the profession. 

 
PROGRAM COMPETENCIES AT THE INITIAL LEVEL 

 
#1 KNOWLEDGE OF SUBJECT MATTER: The teacher candidate understands the central concepts, tools of inquiry, and 
structures of the discipline(s) he or she teaches and can create learning experiences that make these aspects of subject 
matter meaningful for students. 
 
Teachers in command of their subject understand its substance -- factual information as well as its central organizing concepts -- and 
the ways in which new knowledge is created, including the forms of creative investigation that characterize the work of scholars and 
artists.  Knowledge of subject matter is universally considered an essential attribute for effective teaching and successful learning.  The 
most meaningful and lasting learning occur when individuals construct knowledge.  The role of the teacher is to help learners build their 
own knowledge through engaging them in meaningful learning experiences.  To create these experiences, pre-service teacher 
candidates must possess an in-depth understanding of major concepts including concepts addressed in local, state, and national 
content standards, assumptions, debates, processes of inquiry, and ways of knowing that are central to the disciplines they teach.  
Knowledge of subject matter also implies an understanding of inquiry used in various disciplines.  Inquiry training lets students 
experience the same process scientists go through when attempting to explain a puzzling phenomenon.  Employing methods such as 
inquiry training in the classroom allows teachers to engage learners in generating knowledge and testing hypotheses according to the 
methods of inquiry and standards of evidence used in the discipline.  In every classroom, it is critical that the teacher evaluate 
resources and curriculum materials for their comprehensiveness, accuracy, usefulness for representing particular ideas and concepts, 
and relevance to local, state, and national content standards.  It is also essential that teachers discern cultural authenticity and 
presence of bias.  Subject matter knowledge is essential for the selection and evaluation of curriculum materials and resources.  
Effective teachers have a rich understanding of the subject(s) they teach and appreciate how knowledge in their subject is created, 
organized, linked to other disciplines and applied to real-world settings. 
 
Belonging:  The teacher candidate’s sense of community is built through a shared understanding of the major concepts including 
concepts addressed in local, state, and national content standards, assumptions, debates, processes of inquiry, and ways of knowing 
that are central to the discipline being taught. 
 
Mastery:  The teacher candidate’s competence in his/her subject matter promotes a disposition toward lifelong learning, has curricular 
implications, and promotes a spirit of inquiry. 
 
Independence:  The teacher candidate’s strong knowledge base enables him/her to be empowered in the classroom, to focus on 
pedagogical skills and to assist students in the construction of their understanding. 
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Generosity:  The teacher candidate’s sense of generosity is evident through the sharing of his/her expertise with P-12 students, 
colleagues, and the professional community. 
 
#2 KNOWLEDGE OF HUMAN DEVELOPMENT AND LEARNING: The teacher candidate understands how children learn and 
develop, and can provide learning opportunities that support their intellectual, social and personal development. 
 
Effective teachers understand how students develop and learn. They incorporate the prevailing theories of cognition and intelligence in 
their practice. They are aware of the influence of context and culture on behavior. They develop students' cognitive capacity and their 
respect for learning.  A teacher working with a particular group of children or adolescents quickly realizes how each individual is 
unique.  Differing personalities, learning abilities, interests, and skills make clear the wide variation in students of approximately the 
same age.  And yet, in spite of wide differences, common characteristics unite students within an age group.  Although children and 
adolescents grow and develop at different rates with varied abilities, there are predictable patterns and sequences to their development.  
Understanding these patterns, sequences, and states of development is essential groundwork for a pre-service teacher making 
decisions about the content and methods of educating a group of students.  Educational practice, to be effective, must be rooted in the 
rapidly advancing research and theory of human development and learning.   
 
Belonging:  The teacher candidate’s knowledge of all human needs in personality, self-worth, and social/emotional development will 
inform decisions and practices as s/he builds classroom community; this understanding of developmental differences will encourage 
acceptance of differences in the learning community. 
 
Mastery:  Teacher candidates’ awareness of and ability to use knowledge of human development will inform his/her ability to plan and 
execute developmentally appropriate lessons and learning experiences. 
 
Independence:  Knowledge of human development and learning will enhance the teacher candidate’s ability to structure a classroom 
that emphasizes autonomy, self-responsibility, identity, self-worth and self-concept. 
 
Generosity:  Knowledge of human development and learning will inform the teacher candidate’s practices regarding diversity, equity, 
and curricular modifications. 
 
#3 ADAPTING INSTRUCTION FOR INDIVIDUAL NEEDS: The teacher candidate understands how students differ in their 
approaches to learning and creates instructional opportunities that are adapted to diverse learners. 
 
Effective teachers are dedicated to making knowledge accessible to all students. They act on the belief that all students can learn. They 
treat students equitably, recognizing the individual differences that distinguish one student from another and taking account of these 
differences in their practice. They adjust their practice based on observation and knowledge of their students' interests, abilities, skills, 
knowledge, family circumstances and peer relationships.  Effective teachers do not treat all students alike, for similar treatment is not 
necessarily equivalent to equitable education.  There are broad differences in students and the skills they bring to the learning 
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environment.  These differences include varied learning styles, diverse cultural backgrounds, and exceptionalities in learning.  The 
effective teacher understands how children differ in their development and approaches to learning and is able to adapt strategies and 
environments to meet specific needs of children.  Therefore, a major role of the teacher is to assess each student’s developmental 
levels and abilities in all areas and match learning environments and experiences appropriately.  To fulfill this role, a teacher candidate 
must be an astute observer of students and a professional who can use observational data to diagnose, guide, and instruct.  Further, 
the teacher candidate must design instruction that helps use students’ strengths as the basis for their growth.  In this classroom 
students are valued for their uniqueness, and they learn to appreciate uniqueness in one another.   The classroom environment then 
becomes a learning community in which individual differences are respected.  As students’ differences become clear, the teacher might 
adjust assignments by modifying time allocation, work setting, and communication/response modes.  In some instances, teachers will 
participate in and assist other professionals and parents in the development and implementation of individualized plans for children with 
special developmental and learning needs. 
 
Belonging:  Teacher candidates create an inclusive learning community in which the specific needs of all children are met. 
 
Mastery:  Teacher candidates design instruction that uses students’ strengths as a basis for their academic growth. 
 
Independence:  Teacher candidates recognize student differences (e.g. learning styles, cultural differences, and disabilities) and adapt 
instruction accordingly. 
 
Generosity:  Teacher candidates create a learning community in which differences are respected and all contributions are honored. 
 
#4 MULTIPLE INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES: The teacher candidate understands and employs a variety of evidence-based 
learning strategies to encourage students' development of critical thinking, problem solving, and performance skills. 
 
Effective teachers command specialized knowledge of how to convey and reveal subject matter to students. They are aware of the 
preconceptions and background knowledge that students typically bring to each subject and of strategies and instructional materials 
that can be of assistance. They understand where difficulties are likely to arise and modify their practice accordingly.  Their instructional 
repertoire allows them to create multiple paths to the subjects they teach, and they are adept at teaching students how to pose and 
solve their own problems.  Effective teachers draw from a wide repertoire of instructional strategies and models, adjusting their choices 
to meet their instruction to meet intended standards, objectives and the needs of all students.  Instructional strategies include, but are 
not limited to the following:  differentiation, scaffolding, inquiry, discovery, Socratic questioning, guided learning, cooperative learning, 
direct instruction, best practice strategies, simulations, and problem-based learning.   
Belonging:  By using multiple instructional strategies, all children are more likely to feel they are part of the classroom learning 
environment.  The teacher candidate’s selection of instructional strategies (cooperative learning, class discussions, peer mediated 
instruction, etc.) impacts students’ sense of belonging.  
  
Mastery:  The teacher candidate’s use of multiple instructional strategies will help develop critical thinking, problem-solving, and 
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performance skills in the P-12 student.  Teacher candidates must be aware there are multiple goals that will be addressed among 
diverse learners.   
 
Independence:  The use of multiple instructional strategies by teacher candidates offers the learner choices in how and what to learn, 
and encourages active and inquiry-based learning.  
 
Generosity:  A spirit of generosity is evident through the teacher candidate’s selection of specific learning strategies that will promote 
students’ giving, helpfulness, and caring that encourages giving knowledge to others (cooperative learning, peer mediated learning, 
etc.). 
 
#5 CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT AND MOTIVATION SKILLS: The teacher candidate uses an understanding of individual and 
group motivation and behavior to create a learning environment that encourages positive social interaction, active 
engagement in learning, and self-motivation. 
 
Effective teachers create, enrich, maintain and alter instructional settings to capture and sustain the interest of their students and to 
make the most effective use of time.  In addition, they know how to engage individual students as well as groups of students to ensure 
a positive learning environment.  Effective teachers work in many ways to build positive classroom interactions.  They realize that a 
proactive approach will be most effective in establishing and maintaining a positive classroom environment.  These teachers recognize 
that involving students in this endeavor not only promotes growth in personal and social responsibility, but also enhances the 
development of democratic and social values.  Group rapport is enhanced as students and teachers work cooperatively to establish 
classroom norms and rules.  Teaching and modeling effective problem-solving techniques such as conflict resolution provide motivation 
for learning, positive social interaction among children, and positive self-worth for all.  Thus, the effective teacher strives to create a 
learning community that fosters group decision-making, collaboration, individual responsibility, and self-directed learning.  Teachers 
understand the need to be able to define problems, identify alternatives, choose a course of action and a plan for implementation, and 
consider the possible consequences of a given action.  Effective teachers have developed systems for overseeing their classrooms so 
that the focus is on learning, not on controlling disruptive behavior. Discipline and management techniques vary, and no one system 
has been proven most effective. Thus, effective teachers consider the desired learning results, their knowledge of their students and the 
social context, and their own prior experience in selecting management strategies. 
 
Belonging: The teacher candidate’s knowledge and understanding of group motivation serves to enhance the development of 
democratic and social values within the learning community.  Teacher candidates and students work cooperatively to establish 
classroom norms and rules through collaborative decision-making. 
 
Mastery: The teacher candidate’s knowledge and understanding of individual and group motivation informs the ongoing development of 
a classroom management plan which serves to guide classroom interactions and reactions and is flexible enough to accommodate 
individual student needs.   
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Independence: As teacher candidates move forward in becoming effective classroom managers, they are able to define problems, 
identify alternatives, and choose and implement appropriate courses of actions. 
 
Generosity: The teacher candidate’s understanding of group motivation and behavior creates a learning environment that encourages 
and supports positive social interaction for each child. 
 
#6 COMMUNICATION SKILLS: The teacher candidate uses knowledge of effective verbal, nonverbal, media, and technological 
communication techniques to foster active inquiry, collaboration, and supportive interaction in the classroom.  
 
Much of teaching is about sending and receiving messages.  Carefully planned and skillfully delivered messages can issue invitations 
to students that school is a place to share ideas, investigate, create, and collaborate with others.  School can be a place to be 
understood as well as a place to gain understanding.  But without intentional considerations and planning, the messages actually 
received by the students can be conflicting, confusing, or discouraging.  For this reason, teacher candidates need to monitor their 
personal verbal and nonverbal communication so it is characterized by clarity, organization, enthusiasm, and sensitivity.  Teacher 
candidates’ oral and written communications need to be models of appropriate grammar, content, and syntax.  Effective teacher 
candidates consistently use active listening skills as well.  These include the use of paraphrasing, perception checking, and clarifying 
questions.  Environments and resources, as well as people, send messages.  The physical environment of a classroom can 
communicate to students many things.  Bright, cheerful, colorful environments are likely to set expectations that this is a happy, 
interesting place to be.  Classrooms where all of the students have work displayed are likely to communicate that all the children share 
this room and all are valued.  When materials that are frequently used are stored so they are easily accessible, students learn that they 
can be independent in this classroom.  The condition and organization of materials also communicates the importance the teacher 
attaches to the work done with those materials.  Part of the effective teacher’s role, therefore, is to select, adapt, and create a physical 
environment and a broad range of instructional resources that engage the students in exciting learning and that send the messages 
intended.  Effective teacher candidates also recognize the increasing importance of technology as a tool for student learning and as a 
major communication resource to be developed.  Technological media, classroom environment, and the teacher’s verbal and nonverbal 
communications should all work together to send the students clear and consistent messages about classroom expectations, goals, 
and challenges. 
 
Belonging:  Teacher candidates will create a classroom environment that models verbal and nonverbal collaboration. 
 
Mastery:  Teacher candidates will carefully and clearly articulate expectations and instructions that facilitate student learning. 
 
Independence:  Teacher candidates will monitor their personal verbal and nonverbal communication so it is characterized by clarity, 
organization, enthusiasm, and sensitivity. 
 
Generosity:  Teacher candidates will create classrooms where all students’ work, ideas, and contributions are shared and valued in the 
classroom. 
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#7 INSTRUCTIONAL PLANNING SKILLS: The teacher candidate plans instruction based upon knowledge of subject matter, 
local, state, and national content standards, students, and the community.  
 
An effective teacher plans learning experiences based on a set of diverse factors, each of which influences the outcome of student 
learning.  First, the subject matter is considered.  It is important that the teacher have a thorough knowledge of the composition of the 
subject being taught as well as an understanding of teaching methods that are unique to that subject.  Second, curriculum goals are 
important.  These goals give the teacher direction in making plans.  Curriculum goals have a variety of sources:  school districts and the 
local community provide many; the teacher candidate creates others.  As teachers engage in both long-term and short-term planning, 
they must be flexible when considering local, state, and national content standards within these contexts:  subject matter, local school 
district goals, current educational issues, legal issues, family and community considerations, public policies, and community resources.  
Third, the individual needs of learners are of utmost importance.  Teachers need to be able to create short-range and long-term plans 
that are linked to student needs yet be ready to respond to unanticipated classroom events and adapt those plans to ensure student 
progress and motivation.  Fourth, community needs and resources are a factor in planning lessons.  Each community is unique in its 
citizens’ consensus about what is important for its children to know.  As public educators, teachers need to be sensitive to these beliefs 
and reflect on them when making plans.  Tying all these elements together is essential in mastering the interests, needs, and aptitudes 
of each of the students being taught.  While in the classroom, teachers need to be reflective of their current practice and to be open to 
adjustments and revisions that become necessary for working with a diverse group of students.  Effective teachers' instructional 
repertoires also include knowledge of available curricular resources such as primary sources, models, reproductions, textbook series, 
teachers' guides, videotapes, computer software and musical recordings.   
 
Belonging:  Teacher candidates will plan instruction that is inclusive, cooperative and differentiated to meet the needs of all students. 
 
Mastery:  Teacher candidates document mastery of instructional planning skills through class projects, portfolio artifacts, experiences in 
the schools, and through assessment administered by supervising teachers in the schools. 
 
Independence:  Teacher candidates exhibit increased responsibility for instructional planning as they progress through the program. 
 
Generosity:  Teacher candidates share their planning skills as they contribute special projects in the community and area schools. 
 
#8 ASSESSMENT OF STUDENT LEARNING: The teacher candidate understands and uses formal and informal assessment 
strategies to evaluate and ensure the continuous intellectual, social and physical development of the learner. 
 
Assessment in teaching is not a simple task; teachers must monitor the successes and failures of individual students and evaluate their 
classes as collectives of learners. Additionally, they make judgments about themselves as teachers in relation to those students and 
classes.  Effective teachers can assess the progress of individual students as well as that of the class as a whole. They employ multiple 
methods for measuring student growth and understanding and can clearly explain student performance to parents.  The purpose of 
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assessment is to assist students, teacher candidates, schools, and parents in recognizing what students have learned and to identify 
areas in which students need improvement.  Teacher candidates gather, synthesize, and evaluate many different types of information 
about their students to make effective decisions about instruction.  Observations, tests on content, and standardized tests are examples 
of traditional evaluative measures that provide indicators that suggest learning has taken place.  These traditional measures, however, 
may tell little about the depth of knowledge in relation to solving real-life problems.  New approaches to assessment have tried to 
address this need by focusing on performance samples in which students demonstrate that they can perform a task such as giving a 
speech, playing an instrument, or writing a story.  Some of these tasks are called alternative assessments because they take place in a 
contrived context.  They are an improvised or created “alternative” to a real-life problem-solving situation.  In contrast, other 
performance tasks are authentic assessment because students demonstrate learning in a real-life setting.  Whatever type of 
assessment is used, each should reflect the following three qualities:  The assessment should be as reliable as possible.  This means 
that the assessment should provide dependable, consistent results.  In addition, the assessment strategies used by the teacher 
candidate should be valid.  In other words, the teacher candidate should make sure that the assessment strategy measures what it 
claims to measure.  Teacher candidates must be knowledgeable in adapting assessment methods to address the individual and special 
needs of all P-12 students, particularly those with special needs.  Finally the strategies should be fair, impartial, and unbiased. 
 
Belonging:  Through careful assessment and analysis of student performance the teacher candidate can better understand student 
needs and foster a climate of belonging. 
 
Mastery:  A strong understanding of appropriate and varied formal and informal assessments will inform the Teacher candidate’s 
decision-making process. 
 
Independence:  Effective assessment results serve to identify strengths and weaknesses, facilitate goal setting, and enable the P-12 
students to be autonomous; use of student self-assessment can help develop independence. 
 
Generosity:  The teacher candidate’s use of assessment techniques will provide opportunities for peer interaction, feedback, and peer 
support. 
 
#9 PROFESSIONAL COMMITMENT AND RESPONSIBILITY: The teacher candidate is a reflective practitioner who continually 
evaluates the effects of his/her choices and actions on others (students, parents, and other professionals in the learning 
community) and who actively seeks out opportunities to grow professionally. 
 
Effective teachers are models of educated persons, exemplifying the virtues they seek to inspire in students.  They engage in lifelong 
learning which they seek to encourage in their students.  Striving to strengthen their teaching, effective teachers critically examine their 
practice, seek to expand their repertoire, deepen their knowledge, sharpen their judgment and adapt their teaching to new findings, 
ideas and theories.  A true professional is one who has the ability to learn as much from the students as they learn from him or her.  In 
an effort to match instruction to the needs of students, this teacher spends much time evaluating the implications of his or her teaching 
decisions in the classroom.  This is the mark of a reflective practitioner.  Such self-reflection leads to greater knowledge about the 
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students, about the subject being taught, and about the craft of teaching.  Self-reflection also takes place when considering 
relationships with parents and educational professionals.   Indeed, a teaching professional needs continuing education.  Certification is 
only the first step in a long process of continual development as a professional.  Growing professionally means learning new ways to 
make lesson plans, understanding subject matter more thoroughly, and managing a classroom.  But true professionals need more than 
technical teaching skills.  They must also have the ability to constantly self-evaluate and act critically.  New ideas together with 
classroom experience form a strong theoretical base from which the teacher works, allowing for more effective decision-making in the 
classroom. Thus, it is crucial that teachers seek opportunities for professional growth and place new ideas within the theoretical 
framework that already exists in their classroom.  Teachers must keep current with the growing body of curricular materials -- including 
literature available through their professional organizations -- and constantly evaluate the usefulness of those materials based on their 
understanding of curriculum theory, of students, of subject matter, and of the school's and their own educational aims. 
 
Belonging:  The teacher candidate’s foundational knowledge of the profession allows him/her to be an active participant in the 
professional community of educators. 
 
Mastery:  The teacher candidate’s practice of reflection allows him/her to continue to grow in his/her knowledge of subject matter, 
pedagogical skills and personal competence as an effective teacher. 
 
Independence:  As a professional, the teacher candidate seeks out new strategies, developments, and theories through participation in 
professional development opportunities. 
 
Generosity:  When the teacher candidate takes on leadership roles within the profession, mentors his/her peers, and provides service 
to the community, s/he demonstrates a spirit of generosity.  A teacher candidate who masters these skills becomes a good mentor; the 
teacher candidate within this context is the learner. 
 
#10 PARTNERSHIPS: The teacher candidate fosters relationships with families (parents, guardians, and support people), 
school colleagues, and community agencies to support students' learning and well-being. 
 
Teaching most commonly is regarded as the daily conduct of lessons and the provision of learning experiences.  But the work of 
teaching reaches beyond the boundaries of individual classrooms to wider communities of learning. In order to take advantage of the 
broad range of professional knowledge and expertise that resides within the school, effective teachers have a range of duties and tasks 
outside the direct instruction of students that contribute importantly to the quality of the school and to student learning. 
 
There are two broad areas of responsibility. One involves participation in collaborative efforts to improve the effectiveness of the school. 
The second entails engaging parents and others in the community in the education of young people.  Teachers must have a thorough 
understanding of the need to have positive working relationships with their students and their students’ families (parents, guardians, 
and support people) as well as school colleagues, and community agencies.  Effective teachers engage in a variety of experiences 
within and beyond the school that promote a spirit of collaboration, collegiality, and personal growth.  They work in cooperative teams, 
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endorse collegial efforts, and seek opportunities to work with families (parents, guardians, and support people), school colleagues, and 
community agencies.  Effective teachers recognize the importance of sharing experiences and ideas.  Community members and events 
can be powerful learning experiences for teachers.  Effective teachers learn how to successfully collaborate with churches and other 
civic and community-based organizations.  Exposure to these influences can assist teachers in understanding the frame of reference 
within which the community’s children operate.  Teachers must be receptive to moving beyond the walls of the school to discover the 
students’ other learning environments.  Effective teachers contribute to the effectiveness of the school by working collaboratively with 
other professionals on instructional policy, curriculum development and staff development. They can evaluate school progress and the 
allocation of school resources in light of their understanding of state and local educational objectives. They are knowledgeable about 
specialized school and community resources that can be engaged for their students' benefit, and are skilled at employing such 
resources as needed.  Effective teachers find ways to work collaboratively and creatively with parents, engaging them productively in 
the work of the school.  The responsibilities of educators in a democratic society include working with a community of concerned 
individuals who rally around one central goal: educating children.   
 
Belonging:  Teacher candidates begin their partnerships with area schools and the community as freshman and expand these 
partnerships over four years, which increases their sense of belonging to the profession of teaching by giving them varied experiences 
in P-12 schools. 
 
Mastery:  The unit exposes teacher candidates to a plethora of teaching professionals and related experts through conferences, 
presentations, symposium days, and modeling from accomplished teachers. 
 
Independence:  Teacher candidates bring their individual strengths, experiences, and talents to build partnerships in the profession. 
 
Generosity:  By conducting projects in the community and area schools, teacher candidates initiate partnerships and collaborative 
endeavors.  It is expected that teacher candidates contribute to their placements in meaningful ways. 
 

PROGRAM COMPETENCIES AT THE ADVANCED LEVEL 
 
Advanced programs in the Education Department emulate the Augustana College Professional Education Unit Conceptual Framework, 
the Circle of Courage.  Programs are designed to enhance an individual’s ability to create positive learning environments for self and 
other learners via belonging, mastery, generosity, and independence.  To that end, these programs build upon the core components by 
providing in depth knowledge and application of research to practice.  The Integrative Studies component of the master’s degree 
programs enables candidates to interface a liberal arts perspective with rigorous, professional education training. 
 
Competencies for the Education Department’s advanced programs are as follows: 

 
1. MA Program candidates plan and deliver meaningful and purposeful learning opportunities, including those which 

engage students in the use of technology. 
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2. MA Program candidates establish positive, inclusive collaborative learning communities in classrooms and schools 

and prepare students and their learning communities for participation in a diverse, global society. 
 

3. MA Program candidates demonstrate different ways to elicit evidence of student learning and understanding. 
 

4. MA Program candidates are reflective, research-based collaborative educators. 
 

 

MA in EDUC Program 
Competencies 

Circle of Courage 
Alignment 

Alignment to Prior 
Advanced Program 

Competency 

NBPTS 
Core Proposition 

Key Assessment 

#1:  MA Program 
candidates plan and 
deliver meaningful and 
purposeful learning 
opportunities, including 
those which engage 
students in the use of 
technology.  

Belonging 
Mastery 

2.  Display detailed 
knowledge of learners, 
learning theory, and 
pedagogy 
3.  Utilize knowledge of 
learned society standards 
and best practices 
4.  Demonstrate 
application of instructional 
strategies 
8.  Demonstrate skill in 
classroom environments 
and operations 
9.  Utilize and apply 
technology 

Proposition #2:  Teachers 
know the subjects they 
teach and how to teach 
those subjects to 
students. 

EDUC 615 
EDUC 695 
EDUC 600 
EDUC 601 
EDUC 610 
EDUC 607 

#2:  MA Program 
candidates establish 
positive, inclusive 
collaborative learning 
communities in 
classrooms and schools 
and prepare students and 
their learning 
communities for 

Belonging 
Generosity 

5.  Incorporate global and 
multicultural strategies in 
all aspects of profession 
6.  Demonstrate 
accommodations for 
diverse learners 

Proposition #1:  Teachers 
are committed to 
students and their 
learning. 

EDUC 611 



 20 

participation in a diverse, 
global society.  

#3:  MA Program 
candidates demonstrate 
different ways to elicit 
evidence of student 
learning and 
understanding.  

Mastery 
Independence 

7.  Exhibit a variety of 
assessment procedures 
for documentation of 
student growth and 
curricular effectiveness 

Proposition #3:  Teachers 
are responsible for 
managing and monitoring 
student learning. 

EDUC 601 
EDUC 695 

#4:  MA candidates are 
reflective, research-based 
collaborative educators. 

Belonging 
Mastery 
Independence 
Generosity 

10.  Actively participate in 
school change process via 
field experience 
11.  Be involved in the 
community beyond the 
classroom 
12.  Participate in 
advanced application of 
quantitative and qualitative 
research with ongoing 
contributions to the 
knowledge base and 
practice 
13.  Model the role of a 
leader 
14.  Demonstrate 
advanced skills in spoken 
and written language and 
critical thinking 

Proposition #4:  Teachers 
think systematically about 
their practice and learn 
from experience. 
Proposition #5:  Teachers 
are members of learning 
communities. 

EDUC 600 
EDUC 610 
EDUC 695 

 
The unit’s conceptual framework has been developed and approved by the unit and its stakeholders.  It represents the shared vision for 
the unit and guides its efforts in preparing educators to work effectively in P-12 schools.  It provides direction for programs, courses, 
teaching, and assessment of candidate performance and is consistent with the mission of the institution.  The conceptual framework 
provides the system for ensuring the coherence of curriculum, instruction, field experiences and assessments across all of the teacher 
education preparation programs.  The Unit’s conceptual framework and program competencies inform the development of curriculum, 
field experiences and assessments.  All assessment tools for initial level field experiences reflect the 10 program competencies and 
assessment tools have been designed to be performance based. 
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Professional Dispositions 
 
The Teacher Education Program at Augustana College formally assesses candidate dispositions in the candidate’s program of study at 
both the initial and advanced levels.  At the initial level, assessment of candidate dispositions is done by Education Department faculty 
(internal) and by mentor teachers, practicum supervisors and cooperating teachers (external).  Candidates also complete 2 self-
evaluations of professional dispositions. Dispositional data are used to inform each candidate’s matriculation through the program of 
study and are aggregated to inform programmatic decision making.  The formal assessment of candidate dispositions is supplemented 
by the informal kinds of observations made by faculty in the college classroom and by academic advisors through the advising process 
and when recommending candidates for program entry and acceptance to student teaching. Advanced level candidates complete a 
dispositional self-assessment at the beginning and again near the end of their program. 
 

INITIAL LEVEL 
 
The following dispositional statements based upon the core values of the Unit’s Conceptual Framework are used as the basis for the 
assessment of candidate dispositions at the initial level.  Through coursework, class participation, and field experiences, the initial level 
program candidate demonstrates the following dispositions:   
 

 BELONGING IN THE PROFESSION 
o Relates easily, positively, and tactfully with others 
o Promotes a learning community 
o Has an appropriate professional appearance 
o Displays a professional demeanor 

 MASTERY IN THE PROFESSION 
o Exhibits an interest in and a commitment to the profession and to lifelong learning 
o Considers the unique learning needs of all students (i.e. disabilities, ELL/ESL, gifted, etc.) 
o Seeks and makes use of feedback 
o Demonstrates ability to effectively support, plan and/or deliver instruction 

 INDEPENDENCE IN THE PROFESSION 
o Demonstrates initiative and problem solving  
o Is reliable and dependable 
o Demonstrates flexibility and adaptability 
o Actively seeks opportunities for professional growth 

 GENEROSITY IN THE PROFESSION 
o Actively participates in collaborative situations 
o Supports a positive learning environment 
o Considers multiple perspectives 
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o Shares ideas and concerns 
 

ADVANCED LEVEL 
 
The following dispositional statements based upon the Unit’s Advanced Program Competencies and the NBPTS Core Propositions and 
with a focus on student learning are used as the basis for the assessment of candidate dispositions at the advanced level.  Through 
coursework and class participation, the advanced level program candidate demonstrates the following dispositions: 
 

 Teachers are Committed to Students and Learning 
o The advanced program candidate is disposed to recognize the individual differences that distinguish their students from 

one another and they take account for these differences in their practice.  
o The advanced program candidate is disposed to respect the cultural and family differences students bring to their 

classroom.  

 Teachers Know the Subjects They Teach and How to Teach Those Subjects to Students. 
o The advanced program candidate is disposed to use diverse instructional strategies to teach for understanding. 

 Teachers are Responsible for Managing and Monitoring Student Learning. 
o The advanced program candidate is disposed to know how to assess the progress of individual students as well as the 

class as a whole.   
o The advanced program candidate is disposed to know how to engage students to ensure a disciplined learning 

environment, and how to organize instruction to meet instructional goals.   
o The advanced program candidate is disposed to use multiple methods for measuring student growth and understanding. 

 Teachers Think Systematically about Their Practice and Learn from Experience. 
o The advanced program candidate is disposed to critically examine their practice on a regular basis to deepen knowledge, 

expand their repertoire of skills, and incorporate new findings into their practice. 

 Teachers are Members of Learning Communities. 
o The advanced program candidate is disposed to collaborate with others to improve student learning.  
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CIRCLE OF COURAGE  

KNOWLEDGE BASE & LITERATURE REVIEW 

Contributed by Dr. Julie Ashworth 

 The Circle of Courage began as a collaboration of three professors who were then colleagues at Augustana College, a liberal 

arts institution located in Sioux Falls, South Dakota. Dr. Larry Brendtro is a licensed psychologist and special educator who had 

formerly been president of Starr Commonwealth serving troubled youth in Michigan and Ohio; he continues to serve as Dean of The 

Starr Commonwealth Research Council. Dr. Martin Brokenleg has graduate degrees in educational psychology and theology and 

currently is Professor and Director of Native Ministries at the Vancouver School of Theology in British Columbia. Dr. Steve Van Bockern 

is Professor of Education at Augustana where he heads the Reclaiming Youth Institute. The Circle of Courage was first introduced in 

the book Reclaiming Youth at Risk published in 1990. A revised edition with an introduction by Archbishop Desmond Tutu of South 

Africa was published in 2002. With the Circle of Courage as its philosophical foundation, Reclaiming Youth International was founded 

and is dedicated to the development and dissemination of proactive policies, training, research, programs, and strategies to better 

serve children and youth who are in conflict with family, school, and community. (The Reclaiming Youth Network, 2007). 

For more than fifteen thousand years of civilization, the First Nations people of North America have embraced a system of child 

development and rearing based on care, respect, and courage. In many tribal languages a separate word for art, education, and spirit 

cannot be found (Brendtro & Brokenleg, 2001).These words are intertwined because they are an integral part of the rich fabric of one’s 

life (Brokenleg, 2001). The word for children in Lakota Sioux (wakanyeja) means “sacred beings” (Brokenleg & Van Bockern, 2003). 

Native society sees the education of children as the sacred duty of all; each child begins as a student and later becomes a teacher.  
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In 1988, the Child Welfare League of America asked Dr. Larry Brendtro, Dr. Martin Brokenleg, and Dr. Steven Van Bockern to 

present their research on Native American principles. It was at this international conference in Washington, D.C. that their synthesis on 

tribal wisdom on child rearing called the Circle of Courage (COC) was presented. This anthropological comparison of Western and 

Native culture reveals a highly sophisticated system of child rearing based on clear democratic principles (Brokenleg, 2001). The Circle 

of Courage model serves as a unifying theme when looking at different research perspectives. The power of the model is in its 

simplicity. The Circle of Courage is not a program that can be structured, standardized or commercially sold for a specific situation. The 

Circle of Courage is not just a theory or strategy; it is more a way of thinking. Dr. Martin Brokenleg declares, “Circle of Courage is an 

intentionally creative activity” (2001).  

According to the philosophy of the Circle of Courage, a person without self-worth from any background or culture would be 

susceptible to social, psychological, and learning problems (Brendtro et al., 2002). Therefore, to avoid such problems in members of a 

society, certain criteria must be met within each individual (Brendtro et al.). The Circle of Courage consists of the four criteria that 

promote positive development. These will in turn create a universal environment for all who live in a community (Brendtro & Larson, 

2004), which include belonging, mastery, independence and generosity. Edward Deci and Richard Ryan (1990) make a direct 

connection to three of the four COC quadrants when they list three universal human needs as: autonomy (independence), relatedness 

(belonging), and competence (mastery) (as cited in Kohn, 2006). Kohn (2006) further explains autonomy as being self-determination, 

relatedness as “a need for connection to others, belonging, love and affirmation”, and competence as the satisfaction we derive from 

“acquiring skills and putting them to use” (p. 9-10). Three of the four basic human needs that William Glasser (1986) proposes also 

correspond to the COC framework: freedom (independence), love (belonging) and power (mastery). Carol Ann Tomlinson’s (2002) 
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identification of needs that every teacher must address in order to make learning irresistible also coincide with the COC quadrants: 

affirmation (belonging), contribution (generosity), purpose (independence) power (mastery) and challenge (independence).  

Children are keenly aware of where they stand in the school community and of how they are perceived by other students and 

teachers. As confirmed by Mitchell Beck (1998), the Circle of Courage is a new pedagogical model that promotes a sense of belonging, 

community and serving by strengthening teacher-student relationships. He also believes that integrating cooperative learning strategies 

into the everyday curriculum so students have daily opportunities to interact with each other in significant ways is imperative. It is his 

hope that by integrating the COC concepts, our schools will be more supportive and compassionate places where everyone belongs 

and succeeds.  

The principles of the Circle of Courage are the underpinnings upon which the markers of resilience are placed. From this base, 

the foundations of self-worth can help to create a well-grounded child. Brokenleg and Van Bockern (2003, p.24) use this chart to 

summarize the correlations between the Circle of Courage, the markers of resilience, and the foundations for self-worth and self-

esteem. 

 

Circle of Courage           Markers of Resilience          Foundations of Self-Worth 

 

Belonging    Attachment            Significance 

Mastery    Achievement           Competence 

Independence   Autonomy            Power 

Generosity    Altruism             Virtue 
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The Spirit of Belonging 

“The universal longing for human bonds is cultivated by relationships of trust so that a child can say, ‘I am loved.’” (Brendtro et al., 

2002, p.137). 

In Native American and First Nations cultures, significance was nurtured in communities of belonging. Lakota anthropologist Ella 

Deloria described the core value of belonging in these simple words: "Be related, somehow, to everyone you know." Treating others as 

kin forges powerful social bonds that draw all into relationships of respect. Theologian Marty observed that throughout history the tribe, 

not the nuclear family, always ensured the survival of the culture. Even if parents died or were not responsible, the tribe was always 

there to nourish the next generation. (The Reclaiming Youth Network, 2007). 

 Can children succeed in a school in which they do not feel they belong? According to Kohn (2006) most children fail not because 

they lack the necessary cognitive skills, but because they feel isolated, detached or alienated from others or from the educational 

process. There are many factors that place students at risk, but the seed is planted in school the first time they feel unwelcome.  

Humans need to feel a sense of belonging and acceptance, whether it comes from a large social group or small social 

connections. By nature, human beings are social creatures. We are biologically intended to live, work, play and succeed together within 

groups. We are deeply influenced by others and how they treat us. Brokenleg states that belonging, the ability to have a greater 

closeness and trust of others, is the most crucial of the four principles within the Circle of Courage (November, 2001).  

Belonging is the necessary thread that strengthens the daily fabric of our lives. According to Perry (n.d., ¶ 1), our relationships 

create the glue of a family, community and society. He states that “this capacity to form and maintain relationships is the most important 

trait of humankind — without it, none of us would survive, learn, work, or procreate”. In her groundbreaking research gathered on 
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poverty, Ruby Payne (2005) declares that “for students and adults from poverty, the primary motivation for their success will be in their 

relationships” (p.112). She defines successful relationships as occurring when “emotional deposits are made to the student, emotional 

withdrawals are avoided, and students are respected” (p.111). She continues to advocate for the importance of establishing belonging 

by recommending building relationships that include support systems, caring about students, being role models and insisting upon 

successful behaviors for school. Payne explains: 

Relationships always begin as one individual to another. First and foremost in all relationships with students is the relationship between 

each teacher and student, then between each student and each administrator, and finally, among all of the players, including student-

to-student relationships. (p.111) 

Alfie Kohn’s research on motivation and school success is predicated on a caring environment where children feel like they 

belong. In his article, Unconditional Teaching, Kohn (2005) states that, “teaching the whole child requires that we accept students for 

who they are rather than for what they do” (p.23). He also stresses how necessary it is for students to feel unconditionally (no strings 

attached) accepted by their teachers. One of Kohn’s most explicit messages to educators is that “children who know they’re valued 

irrespective of their accomplishments often end up accomplishing quite a lot” (p.22).  

Every day in classrooms, children revisit the idea of belonging. In his book, Nobody Left to Hate, Elliot Aronson (2000) proposes 

that the school’s climate “can play a vital role in helping students develop emotional mastery as well as academic mastery” (p.91). 

Aronson describes how we need to restructure schools to foster cooperation rather than competition. He declares that students won’t 

learn to respect and accept one another by simply being told to. They must have structured opportunities where they interact with one 

another in respectful ways on a daily basis. Rachel Kessler (1998), the author of The Soul of Education, in an article about how to 

nourish students’ spirituality in the public schools, asserted ”Students yearn for deep connections to themselves, to others, and to 
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nature or a higher power” (pp.11-12). She discussed the importance of forming deep connections in order for students to develop 

compassion for others.   

Kohn (2006) suggests that it is essential that a trusting relationship between the teacher and student must exist in classrooms 

where the focus is on creating a community of belonging. Kohn encourages us to think out of the box when it comes to really assuring 

that all kids feel they belong. He asserts that we need to change our traditional way of disciplining students (the use of rewards and 

punishments), and instead help students construct moral choices. This requires fierce commitment to undertake the time and energy 

each day in the classroom to help children problem solve for themselves and with each other how they should behave. This will create 

a community that emanates belonging. Parker Palmer, an educational activist, prolific author, and itinerant teacher trainer, offers insight 

into the power of student-teacher connections: all students describe their most memorable teachers as having “...some sort of 

connective capacity, who connect themselves to their students, their students to each other, and everyone to the subject being studied” 

(p.27).  

Dennis Littky, founder of the Metropolitan Regional Career and Technical Center (The Met) in Providence, Rhode Island 

passionately describes belonging at The Met. This school is a very diverse high school that includes a majority of students that have 

been labeled at risk. It has the highest rates of attendance and college acceptance in the state. Littky (2004) attributes this success to 

the three “Rs”: “You have to start with relationships...the learning must be relevant...and the learning must be rigorous” (p. 116). He 

details the importance of forming strong teacher-student relationships throughout his book. He describes how his school is organized in 

ways so that every student is known. He states that: 
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We understand that in order for school to help a kid learn and succeed, the kid must be known. And you cannot know a kid whose voice 

you don’t listen to, whose interests are a mystery, whose family is excluded, and whose feelings are viewed as irrelevant to the 

educational process. (p.21)  

Brendtro, Mitchell, & Ness (2001) discuss how powerful alliances are needed to build belonging for youth. When they are asked 

if today’s kids are different from past decades they respond: 

Our response is that today there are many more young people who are unclaimed by adults but are virtually chained to their peers. 

When adults give up on youth, cultural values are no longer passed on by elders but are relegated to peers. (p. 117) 

Through their anecdotal stories, they convey how adults who engage students in significant ways cultivate trust and build self-

worth. They also present youth the positive role models that are desperately needed in their daily lives. 

Littky (2004) declares the importance of shifting the current priority on assessment back to focusing on the whole student. He 

succinctly asserts “Yes, all schools must help kids gain knowledge, but they must also help them believe in themselves, believe in 

others, and love learning” (p.38). Brendtro and Larson (2000) tell us that: “... most schools are so narrowly preoccupied with academic 

achievement and superficial behavior that they fail to meet the most basic emotional and spiritual needs of children” (p. 173).  

Children are intensely aware of their place in the school community and how they are perceived by their teachers and other 

students. Ella Deloria simply tells us “Be related, somehow, to everyone you know” (as cited in Brendtro et. al, 2002, p.46). 

The Spirit of Mastery 

“The inborn thirst for learning is cultivated; by learning to cope with the world, the child can say, ‘I can succeed.’” (Brendtro et al., 2002, 

p.137).  



 30 

Competence in traditional cultures is ensured by guaranteed opportunity for mastery. Children were taught to carefully observe 

and listen to those with more experience. A person with greater ability was seen as a model for learning, not as a rival. Each person 

strives for mastery for personal growth, but not to be superior to someone else. Humans have an innate drive to become competent 

and solve problems. With success in surmounting challenges, the desire to achieve is strengthened. (The Reclaiming Youth Network, 

2007). 

Along with the need to belong, children also find it vital to have mastery over their environments (Brendtro et al., 2002). Children 

continuously seek to find competence in schools by demonstrating success in what they do, both socially and academically. It they are 

deprived of opportunities to succeed or are experiencing constant failure, they will release their frustrations through troubled behaviors 

(Brendtro et al.).  

 Children want to see themselves as competent and successful human beings. Mastery is defined as the achievement of learning 

goals which include developing skills, expanding knowledge, and gaining understanding (Callopy and Green, 1995).  

In the Native American culture, developing a sense of mastery is achieved through achieving capability in cognitive, physical, 

social, and spiritual matters of life. This multi-faceted development was passed down form the elders to the youth (Brendtro et al., 

2002). The purpose of the indigenous oral tradition was to teach, not to entertain. The oral traditions and stories were passed down to 

provide the youth an optimal way of understanding and remembering life’s lessons. When youth encountered unfamiliar or challenging 

situations, they would feel competent because they had heard the stories many times from their elders in the tribe (Brendtro et al.). As 

children remember, tell, and retell these stories over to others, they begin to cognitively understand the messages (Brendtro et al.). 

“From earliest times, Native American children were taught to listen to and honor elders and other adults and peers who had skills or 

knowledge in a particular area” (Brokenleg, 1999, p.195). Native youth were never taught to compete against one another, instead they 
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were taught to master a challenge valued by himself or others that were significant (Brokenleg). Little emphasis was put on personal 

success. Native American culture affirms competing with others, not against others, which engenders a spirit of camaraderie and 

mutual respect (Brokenleg). This is quite different from our Western educational system, which thrives on competition with daily winners 

and losers. A great deal of learning takes place every day in school; not all of it is academic. Much of it is in the hidden curriculum, 

things that aren’t explicitly taught but are nevertheless learned. 

Aronson (2000) expresses his concern about the amount of competitiveness our schools regularly promote. The win-lose 

mentality is deeply engrained in our educational system. Aronson offers us a different perspective by suggesting we reduce competition 

and foster cooperation. He contends “...the best way to accomplish this is to restructure students’ academic experience” (p. 131). He 

advocates that “competition be placed in the context of cooperation and caring” (p.168). He describes strategies that involve students 

working in cooperation with each other or in small groups where each person’s contribution is essential. Children learn best when they 

have close, respectful relationships with adults who are their attachment figures. “Thus, in cultures and communities where adults are 

securely bonded to children, learning flourishes” (Brokenleg, 1999, p.196). 

In his book, The Passionate Teacher, Robert Fried (2001) describes this emphasis on a competition mindset as the Game of 

School which undermines the pursuit of excellence. Students do just enough to get the grade, not really caring about mastery; teachers 

do just enough to get by, not really caring about mastery. Fried offers common sense solutions that focus on having a strong knowledge 

of your students, therefore building strong, respectful relationships.  

Kohn (2006) writes extensively about how well managed classrooms result in higher achievement and increased learner 

motivation. He defines this as building a classroom environment, rather than being about classroom management. Kohn powerfully 
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states: “It means shifting from eliciting conformity and ending conflict to helping students become active participants in their own social 

and ethical development” (p.77).  

Brendtro, Mtichell, & Ness (2001) discuss how schools positively impact students from difficult family backgrounds:   

Although these students enter school with many problems that interfere with school performance, once they are engaged in learning, 

the results are remarkable. Even if their family problems cannot be solved, schools give every youth a daily opportunity for success, 

responsibility, and positive attention. (p.124) 

Many of their anecdotal stories describe how successful schools provide an environment where all students can thrive. They also 

share stories about at-risk students who experience success in alternative schools. When they begin to gain more mastery this leads to 

positive outcomes in their lives.  

Littky (2004) discusses mastery as encouraging teachers and students to participate in ways of thinking about subject matter 

rather than just learning the subject manner. He proposes designing curriculum based on the students’ “...interests and learning goals 

rather than the traditional ‘subject’...this helps them develop skills and ways of learning that will promote success and build their desire 

to learn more” (p.103). He declares that: “if students are learning through their interests, they won’t throw any of it away” (p.108). Littky 

describes mastery in terms of having powerful learning goals that can be applied to any subject.   

In an interview with Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, (Marge Scherer, 2002) Csikszentmihalyi talks about mastery as being the intrinsic 

rewards of hard work and he tells us this is essential to successful human development. He advises helping students to seek out 

challenging and engaging activities that will create productive adults. He describes mastery as “flow”. She quotes him as saying, “Flow 

describes the spontaneous, effortless experience you achieve when you have a close match between a high level of challenge and the 

skills to meet the challenge” (p.14). He recommends teachers must make learning relevant if they want to achieve more “flow” for 
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students. Students must be supported for mastery to occur. He suggests tutoring and building up students’ strengths to decrease their 

anxiety, rather than focusing on their weaknesses. As Scherer quoted from her interview with Csikszentmihalyi: “Challenge gives 

children vision and direction, focus and perseverance. Support gives the serenity that allows them freedom from worry and fear” (p.17).  

The Spirit of Independence 

Free will is cultivated by responsibility so that the child can say, ‘I can have power to make decisions.’” (Brendtro et al., 2002, 

p.138). 

Power in Western culture was based on dominance, but in tribal traditions it meant respecting the right for independence. In 

contrast to obedience models of discipline, Native teaching was designed to build respect and teach inner discipline. From earliest 

childhood, children were encouraged to make decisions, solve problems, and show personal responsibility. Adults modeled, nurtured, 

taught values, and gave feedback, but children were given abundant opportunities to make choices without coercion. (The Reclaiming 

Youth Network, 2007). 

Native wisdom and modern theory appear to be congruent with respect to independence. Native American child-rearing supports 

the concept of guidance without interference (Brendtro et al., 2002). They teach children what is right; but do not interfere with the 

children’s choices after being taught what is right. Instead of taking over for children when they encounter problems, they allow them to 

fail and learn from their mistakes and experiences. Instruction is taught through communication and demonstration instead of 

punishment (Brendtro et al.). The Native philosophy of “unacceptable behavior was met with explanations of how others would be hurt 

or disappointed by such actions or how persons who acted in cruel or cowardly ways would not have friends” (Brendtro et al., p. 54). 

This is clearly supported in both Glasser’s and Hoffman’s studies: “Such studies support an alternative management strategy of 

‘inductive discipline. This involves communicating to children the effect of their behavior on others while fostering empathy and 
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responsibility” (as cited in Brendtro et al., p. 55). When kids understand the values which are supported by certain rules, they are much 

more likely to choose responsible decisions for themselves—increasing their sense of independence. More specifically, when students 

see their teachers modeling behaviors, which uphold the value system of the school, the kids will learn, believe and demonstrate 

independent, responsible behavior. However, developing independence requires more than just modeling by the adults in their lives.  

As young people grow towards independence, they do not lose their need for nurturance. The key is to find balance between 

allowing children to move toward independence while still providing them with the necessary amount of nurturing (Brendtro et al., 2002). 

Payne (2002) tells us that resilient kids have caring adults in their lives. She gives a clear picture of how relationships and achievement 

are inextricably linked as she explains that children learn how to live life from their role models. She insists that “educators have 

tremendous opportunities to influence...students’ lives...” and “...it costs nothing to be an appropriate role model” (p. 25). Littky (2004) 

reiterates this point several times as he portrays how they strive to foster independence at the school he founded: ”At The Met, advisors 

are an integral part of an environment that allows students the freedom to find themselves with the support and motivation of inspiring 

adults” (p.14).  

Littlky’s (2004) school wide model represents how important it is to balance affirming a student’s individuality and yet having 

them be respectful of what it means to be a member of a community. He describes how at The Met, they strive to teach each student to 

develop their own self-discipline: “We believe if the student has self-discipline, then, with effort, he or she can do anything well at any 

time” (p.92). This school strives to create a respectful school atmosphere and culture by “respecting children’s intelligence, interests, 

and curiosity and allowing the curriculum to be ‘kid-led or ‘emergent’...Teachers must trust kids enough to allow them to help direct their 

own learning” (p.106). 
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Fried (2001) speaks volumes about the concept of students being independent enough in school to be partners in learning along 

with the adults in their school. He recommended that it is essential to ask students on a regular basis how they think their teaching and 

learning could be better activated. He emphasized the elemental necessity of mutual respect between students and teachers. If adults 

respect each student, then this allows them to be interdependent rather than dependent on what they are told to say, think or do. His 

representation of independence includes helping students be “players, not spectators” (p. 125).  

Brendtro and Larson (2000), contend “Problems are a normal part of living and can be used as tremendous occasions for 

learning and growth” (p.166). They recommend involving students in their own authentic problem solving on a regular basis as a 

necessity to developing competent kids. They propose “...developing competence in our youth involves teaching them to cultivate their 

resilience and creatively cope with life’s challenges” (p.166). Becoming a responsible adult is an on-going challenge for all youth. 

Students need to be able to learn from their mistakes in a supportive setting. (Brendtro, Mitchell, & Ness (2001) contend that when 

problems occur this give students opportunities: “...to strengthen coping strategies or teach new skills” (p. 135).  

John Taylor Gatto (2002), a former New York State Teacher of the Year, shares some radical views on how to promote 

independence in authentic ways. He proposes a very different structure for our high schools. He believes one day of the school week 

should be dedicated to independent study. These independent study topics would be a collaborative decision between parents, 

students and the faculty. His philosophy proposes that “An educated person writes their own script through life...He is self-determined” 

(p.225). He gives many examples of how “to breed commitment, a sense of adventure and independence in our children” (p.18). He 

declared that students: “...need to have lots of first hand experiences, mostly on their own in tough situations. It doesn’t do much good 

to get these experiences second hand from books” (p. 32). He advocates for relational learning where both teachers and the students 

have their own sense of “...aggressive independence” (p. 167).  
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Kohn (2005) challenged educators to think beyond traditional discipline and commit to building community by empowering 

students by giving them autonomy. He asserted “A community not only preserves and nourishes the individuals who compose it but 

also underscores the relationships among these individuals” (p. 108). He continued to emphasize this autonomy: “Real community is 

forged out of struggle...students won’t always agree on issues, and the fights, arguments, tears and anger are the crucible from which a 

real community grows” (as cited in Kohn, p.108). One of Kohn’s hallmark beliefs that he reiterates often in his research is: “Community 

is not enough; we need autonomy, too. In fact, when both of these features are present, there is another way to describe the 

arrangement that results: it is called democracy” (p. 119).  

The Spirit of Generosity 

Character is cultivated by concern for others so that the child can say, ‘I have a purpose for my life.’” (Brendtro et al., 2002, p.138). 

Virtue was reflected in the preeminent value of generosity. The central goal in Native American child-rearing is to teach the 

importance of being generous and unselfish. In the words of a Lakota Elder, "You should be able to give away your most cherished 

possession without your heart beating faster." In helping others, youth create their own proof of worthiness: they make a positive 

contribution to another human life. (The Reclaiming Youth Network, 2007). 

Generosity is a natural act for young children. Toddlers embrace the act of “helping” another child or adult. When young children 

see someone hurt they rush to help the other child. They are drawn to a baby that is crying and quickly try to make the baby stop crying 

and laugh. So it is that altruism is present at birth. Most young children are the first to offer what they have to others and share without 

reservation.  

For Native people, generosity (altruism) is regarded as the highest of virtues. Many stories and examples were told by the elders 

to demonstrate the importance of unselfish behavior and generosity. Adults naturally modeled generosity on a daily basis. Tribal 
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members continue to share their most cherished possessions in give-away ceremonies.  Brokenleg (1999) reminds us “...real giving 

entails sacrifice-if it doesn’t cost you something, it is not generosity” (p.66). He contends that this significant definition of generosity 

creates strong social bonds. “the most frequent repeated saying in our Lakota language is Mitakuye Oyasin, which means ‘we are all 

related’” (p. 66).  

Altruism is inborn, but we as humans need the recurring modeling and the opportunities to be of value to some person or greater 

cause. When students have these opportunities to give of themselves this elevates their own sense of worth. This type of generosity 

looks different than the giving of material things. Giving compliments, stopping to assist a stranger, opening doors for elders, offering to 

pay for someone else’s coffee-these simple random acts of kindness are examples of generosity. Being patience, listening, sharing a 

story and even apologizing are ways of giving to others our time and interest. Brokenleg (1999) tells us “Even more powerful is the 

generosity of forgiveness extended to those who have hurt us” (p. 68). Students who have previously hurt others have the chance to 

rebuild relationships and rebuild the bridges they have burned when they are given opportunities to help others.  

Three-time New York City Teacher of the Year, John Gatto (2001) contends that students of all ages need to be involved in 

community service to realize they have much to give and to learn.-Not only does he propose one day a week be committed to 

independent study, but he contends that another day of the school week should be dedicated to community service and that the 

students themselves must seek out opportunities that are spiritually fulfilling. Schools can play a crucial role in encouraging young 

people to actively contribute to the well-being of others if they structure ongoing community service. He reiterates this importance of 

reconnecting students with their communities as a way to develop altruism. For example, children of all ages derive great satisfaction 

from cutting their hair and donating it to Locks of Love, an organization that makes wigs for children who have lost their hair to cancer.  
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Linda Lantieri (1999) co-founded the Resolving Conflict Creatively Program (RCCP) that develops this sense of altruism by 

helping young people realize they have the power to make a difference. This program advocates for school curriculum that develops 

young people’s ethical development along with their intellectual development. Kurt Hahn, founder of Outward Bound, prioritized service 

in his educational approach as “He concluded that modern youth suffer from the ‘misery of unimportance’ and long to be needed in 

some demanding cause” (as cited in Brendtro, Ness, & Mitchell, 2001, p. 137). Brentro et al. contend that service projects help students 

realize that they can influence the world in positive ways.  

The creation and implementation of community-service projects by groups thus becomes the heart of the RCCP program. 

Through it, the children have the opportunity to use team building and conflict resolution skills they have learned and their newly 

acquired social and leadership skills for positive change—for themselves and the community. (Lantieri, p. 84).  

The students in Lantieri’s program also choose their project, which she contended is a powerful learning tool in itself. She believes 

when students are an active part of solving problems in their own community, they become ”...hooked on altruism” (p. 87) and they are 

no longer viewed as future citizens, but as active participants in their community. Her program’s success demonstrates that students 

who are responsible for the care of others become more resilient in coping with their own life challenges. When Dennis Littky (2004) 

wrote The Met Implementation Plan for his newly created school, one of the key principles was to give students authentic experiences 

such as community service projects that would engage and interest their students. “We have made the community a true partner in the 

education of our students—and have completely knocked down the walls of our classrooms—to bring the world to our kids and get our 

kids into the world” (p. 122). He believes that community service projects meet kids’ needs and interests. The essential aspect of 

generosity needs to be a necessary part of how learning in school is structured. Brendtro et al., (2002) explain the growing body of 

wisdom on how to develop such activities in schools. They describe both short-term projects and projects designed for long-term 
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commitments. Brendtro et al. also insist: “It is always important to involve the young people in developing, executing and evaluating the 

projects” (p.126).  

 Each of these educators proposed effective ways to assure that students will have authentic generosity opportunities where 

students feel autonomous and successful, as well as proud of their accomplishments and satisfied that they made important 

contributions to their community. 

SCHOOLS IMPLEMENTING THE CIRCLE OF COURAGE 

Many schools are choosing to use the Circle of Courage as an educational compass. “Research on effective schools has shown 

that a key characteristic of programs that foster a good discipline is the creation of a total ‘school environment’ rather than adopting 

isolated practices to counter behavioral problems” (as cited in Brendtro et al., 2002, p. 41). As Littky (2004) tells us:” to learn about 

democracy and about how to participate in and contribute to one, students must be a part of a democratic environment (p.51). 

  Another elementary school in Sioux Falls, All City Elementary School (ACE) adopted the Circle of Courage framework in the 

late 1990’s as a result of a collaboration with Augustana College faculty and students. This school includes the Circle of Courage in 

much of the philosophy of their practices. The COC graphic is represented on the Mission/Vision Statement for their program. The 

teachers use it for the core of their Conflict Management and Safety Patrol training. They strongly believe in its importance in their multi-

age activities. The school has had parent training and parent classes incorporating the four COC ideals. 

As part of their shared vision to provide their children with quality opportunities to learn and grow, St. Joseph’s Indian School in 

Chamberlain, South Dakota also incorporates the Circle of Courage core philosophy by giving out COC awards to their students. 

Jarred, an eighth-grade student at St. Joseph's, received the first Father Leo John Dehon Circle of Courage Award. He was nominated 

by Carol, one of his houseparents.  
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‘Jarred demonstrates generosity by helping out with breakfast every weekend,’ said Carol. ‘He does this without being asked, 

and always cheerfully shares with the other boys in the home.’ In addition to Generosity, Carol noted Jarred’s strengths in other 

components of the Circle of Courage. ’Jarred has a sense of belonging at St. Joseph’s Indian School that prompts him to go out of his 

way to welcome new boys into the home,’ said Carol. ‘He gently reminds others of St. Joseph’s rules. He has demonstrated mastery by 

going out for Students Against Violence Everywhere (SAVE), student council, drum group, art lessons and cross country. He is not 

interested in athletics, but joined the cross country team to participate in physical conditioning.’ Carol also notes Jarred has 

demonstrated independence by never getting involved in the negative behaviors of others, and even encourages them in a positive 

direction. He is able to do his own thing without worrying if others think he’s ‘cool’ or not. (St. Joseph’s Indian School, 2007) 

All Saints Episcopal Day School, in Hoboken, New Jersey, a small learning community for children of all faiths, subscribes to the 

tenets of Circle of Courage.  

We nurture academic excellence and social responsibility for early childhood and elementary school children through enriched 

experiences in an urban community. Further, we believe that every individual – no matter how young – benefits from opportunities to 

give back to the community. Every student at All Saints participates in a series of service learning projects and exercises their 

responsibility to the larger community. At All Saints we strive to engage students in the “spiritual conversation” that affects all aspects of 

our lives - intellectual, physical, emotional, moral, artistic and social. This conversation is inspired by our innovative philosophy, 

curriculum and educational programs. (All Saints Episcopal Day School, 2007) 

Orchard School in the city of South Burlington, Vermont adopted the Circle of Courage framework in response to a collaborative 

relationship with Dr. Larry Brendtro. Orchard is an inner-city neighborhood school where the school is the focal point of this section of 

the city and can boast of tremendous community involvement.  
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In 1999, we were asked as a school, "What does Orchard stand for?" As we formulated our response, we found ourselves drawn 

to the work of Dr. Brendtro, and his work with children at risk. We adapted the concept of the Circle of Courage from the Native 

American tradition and changed the words to fit our school. Each year, teachers begin the year by asking students what each one of the 

key concepts would look like and sound like in their classrooms. In all school assemblies we highlight the four qualities in songs and 

skits. As our staff develops policies and procedures we use the circle as one of our filters. (Orchard School, 2008) 

The Poughkeepsie Circle of Courage Learning Community in Poughkeepsie, New York is a K-6 special education program that 

provides intense service to the students and families of the Poughkeepsie City School District. They have designed their school as a 

Circle of Courage Learning Community. 

We are a small learning community who believes that students learn not only in a classroom but in real life learning experiences. 

We actively participate in community events. Our school is modeled on the Circle of Courage philosophy, which promotes positive child 

and youth development. The central premise of this model is that a set of shared values and common language must be present in 

order to unify a community of learners. Those shared values include belonging independence, mastery and generosity. This philosophy 

has been adapted to meet the special needs of students at the Circle of Courage Learning Community. The Circle of Courage is a 

unifying vision and a common language for all staff, students and families. This language engages all members of the learning 

community fostering self-esteem, a sense of self-worth and inclusiveness. The Circle of Courage philosophy is the driving force of this 

new school culture guiding the actions of the staff, the education of the students and the involvement of the families. The school 

mission is: The Circle of Courage Learning Community is dedicated to meeting students at their gifts and supporting their individual 

needs. We believe that all students, regardless of ability can achieve and find satisfaction in learning. Our mission is to assist each and 

every student academically, behaviorally and morally so they may rejoin their fellow students in mainstream educational settings. The 
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Circle of Courage Learning Community works with faculty, students, and their families to provide the maximum educational 

opportunities to achieve and succeed.  (Poughkeepsie City School District Circle of Courage Learning Community, 2007)  

Bridges is a regular/alternative education program for secondary students in Kenosha Unified School District No. 1. in Wisconsin. 

This alternative school has adopted the Circle of Courage philosophy to better meet the needs of their at-risk students. As stated on 

their website their program is supported by the Circle of Courage. Their mission statement is: 

The Bridges Program Mission is to provide alternative educational options in schools to actively engage students in learning, positively 

responding to individual learning styles and promoting each individual's success and growth as a life-long learner. (Kenosha Unified 

School District No.1, 2008) 

     Other information provided describes how they integrate the four tenets of the Circle of Courage. The description of how they 

align and implement belonging, mastery, independence and generosity is similar to other descriptions.  

The staff of École Mayland Heights School in Calgary, Canada, has studied and adopted the Circle of Courage as a relevant and 

useful philosophical approach to developing students’ affective skills and improving student academic achievement. Their Circle of 

Courage logo is proudly displayed in the front foyer of their school as well as in the gym. They state that the Circle of Courage is a 

relevant and useful philosophical approach to developing students’ affective skills and improving student academic achievement. The 

staff at the school adapted the Circle of Courage to meet the needs of a multicultural population found in our public school setting. 

The core of the program is the holistic enhancement of a child’s self-esteem through the development of the four “spirits”: Belonging, 

Mastery, Independence and Generosity. It is only through the development of all four spirits that one can achieve a sense of "whole-

ness" and can approach the world with the courage necessary to meet its demands.  The school also aligns the four tenets of the Circle 

of Courage. 
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The school’s beliefs are further emulated through this description: The four spirits can be integrated into virtually every aspect of 

our school program. Our School Council has endorsed the Circle of Courage and has shown particular interest in the students’ 

development of the spirit of generosity. It is our plan to utilize the various components of the Circle of Courage wherever possible to 

support the growth of students’ affective, cognitive and academic skills. The Circle of Courage provides all of us with a common 

vocabulary for problem-solving, conflict resolution, the pursuit of character education, and the elimination of violence within our learning 

community. It provides us an umbrella under which we can explore many of the character-building needs of our learning community. 

The Circle of Courage is central to our work with children, with staff members, with the parents of our children, and with the world at 

large. (École Mayland Heights School, 2007) 

 Another school in the Calgary, Canada school district uses the Circle of Courage as the framework for their school wide 

programming. Douglasdale School opened in September of 2001 as a mini-school to serve the Douglasdale Estates area. When the 

school increased its boundaries as of September 2006, the core school opened which now includes a full size gymnasium, a modern 

media center and a central piazza for gathering. Currently, the school is comprised of 18 classes from grade 1 to 4 as well as 4 classes 

of Kindergarten. A Communication & Behavior Program (for children with Autism and those with Autistic-like symptoms) joined the 

school community in September 2007. Their website states:  We believe that young children have tremendous capacity to learn. We 

use the Circle of Courage as the framework for all that we do in our school. The four tenets of the Circle of Courage are Belonging, 

Mastery, Independence and Generosity. (Douglasdale School, December, 2007). 

According to The John's Folly Learning Institute (JFLI) website, the JFLI is a non-profit organization that was founded in 1997. It 

is located on the southeastern end of Coral Bay, St. John, Virgin Islands. JFLI provides youth, their families and local residents with a 

safe environment to develop new skills, learn about native culture, and strengthen community relations. Alvis Christian, Beulah 
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Dalmida-Smith and Aldria Harley-Wade saw the need to educate and empower their community. Building on the history of Horace 

Mann School, they joined forces with numerous members of the local community and created a dynamic learning institution. Khalil 

Osiris, executive director of JFLI, recruited and organized a group of highly committed volunteers and implemented the Circle of 

Courage program. Circle of Courage is an after-school mentorship and tutorial program guided by a four-stage developmental process: 

belonging, mastery, independence, and generosity. This multi-faceted program is based on a character education curriculum. Circle of 

Courage is broadening that experience into the community school focused on environmentalism, marine science, technology, and 

character education. (John's Folly Learning Institute, 2008) 

At the South Dakota Governor’s New Teacher Academy in January, 2006, one of the seminars offered was: Circle of Courage in 

the Classroom. The session included the incorporation of the Circle of Courage philosophy into the classroom to help foster a healthy 

learning environment. Through this discussion, the participants had the opportunity to: 

Learned to decrease attrition by nurturing students and fostering a sense of belonging, develop hands-on tips to generate belonging in 

the classroom, discuss advantages of students mastering competencies and skills, discover hands-on tips to recognize mastery, 

identify methods to encourage ‘independent learning’, list hands-on tips to foster independence, recognize how the gift of giving 

strengthens the camaraderie among classmates and spills in to the community and family, and plan lessons that encourage generous 

behavior among students. (South Dakota Department of Education, 2006) 

All of the schools that have chosen to adopt the Circle of Courage philosophy seek to create an environment and experiences for 

their students that foster the four core values: belonging, mastery, independence and generosity. The Circle of Courage is a unifying 

vision and a common language for the staff, students and families at each of these schools. The common language unites the members 
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of the learning community and cultivates a unified mission. The Circle of Courage philosophy is the driving force of these school 

cultures empowering the actions of the staff, the education of the students and the involvement of the families.   

Another integration of the Circle of Courage philosophy occurred in Australia in 2005. A magazine article in the Signs of Time 

Australia described  a story about six cyclists that decided to travel form Perth to Sydney, Australia to build a “Circle of Courage “. The 

six cyclists from the Circle of Courage Cycle Tour embarked on their ride across Australia to address issues of at-risk behavior among 

young people in small, rural communities. The article describes how the six cyclists planned to introduce the COC principles for building 

resilience in young people to parents and other interested adults. At the places they visited along the way they handed out a mini 

version of the Signs of the Time magazine article about their cycle trip that featured research on at-risk students and how to empower 

them to become resilient. The team members shared ideas of how to surround youth with a social support of a loving and caring 

environment that could help to build resilience and self-esteem among young people. For example, they suggested that adults in their 

communities learn their young peoples’ names and greet them personally every time they met them out in the community. They 

encouraged them to keep doing it until they built a relationship with them. They promoted the need for significant adults in the lives of 

youth in order for them to develop a sense that they are valued. Based on the research in they discussed in the article, they promoted 

the belief that young people need to have people to whom they can turn to that they have a trusting relationship with; otherwise they 

won’t know they can go to that adult for guidance and assistance. Jonathan Duffy, team leader and director of health for the Seventh-

day Adventist Church in the South Pacific was the organizer of the cycling tour. He asserted The Circle of Courage philosophy will build 

resilience and self-esteem among young people. And I am very concerned about the increase of risk behavior in young people. 

Research shows that the most important protector against risk-taking for young people is to feel valued by significant adults in their 
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community. I want to challenge the adults in rural communities to take the leading role in developing positive community relationships. 

This will build resilience and self-esteem among the young people. (as cited in Tan, May, 2005, p. 4)  
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