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Introduction 

Student success is often defined by what can be measured—grades, test scores, rankings, 
and outcomes. These indicators matter, but they tell only part of the story. What they rarely 
capture is how students experience learning: whether they are curious or disengaged, 
resilient or discouraged, reflective or reactive, connected or isolated. Yet these internal 
experiences shape how young people learn, grow, and carry their education into the rest of 
their lives. 

This book begins with a simple premise: student success develops from the inside 
out. 

Decades of research in child and adolescent development, neuroscience, psychology, and 
education point to the same conclusion—learning is deeply relational and developmental. 
Students do not acquire knowledge in isolation. They bring their identities, emotions, 
values, relationships, and beliefs into every learning environment, shaping not only what 
they learn, but how they learn and who they become. 

The Compass Advantage is a framework for understanding this inner terrain. It identifies 
eight inner strengths that support both academic achievement and life satisfaction: 
curiosity, sociability, resilience, self-awareness, integrity, resourcefulness, creativity, and 
empathy. Together, these strengths function as an internal guidance system, influencing 
how students engage with learning, navigate challenges, and make meaning of their 
experiences. 

These attributes are not traits students either possess or lack. They develop over time, are 
shaped by relationships, and are strengthened through intentional practice. When educators 
attend to students’ internal development alongside academic content, they create conditions 
that support deeper engagement, persistence, and well-being. 

Positive youth development is ultimately a shared endeavor. Families and schools play 
distinct and complementary roles in fostering these same inner strengths. Parents and 
educators nurture them in different ways, through different relationships and contexts, but 
toward a common goal: helping young people thrive. 

This book is written for educators who understand that who students are becoming matters 
as much as what they are learning, and for school communities seeking a shared language 
for development that honors the whole child. 

A companion book for parents offers parallel guidance for nurturing these inner strengths at 
home. Together, these resources reflect a long-held belief: when families and schools work 
in partnership, students are more likely to experience learning as meaningful, supportive, 
and life-shaping. 
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A Note for Educators: How to Use This Book 

This is not a checklist to complete or a program to implement. 

You do not need to address all eight attributes at once. In fact, attempting to do so would 
likely dilute the very development you hope to support. 

Instead, think of this book as a lens for noticing how students are developing — not just 
academically, but personally and relationally as well. 

Each chapter explores one inner strength and offers classroom practices that can be woven 
naturally into existing curriculum, routines, and relationships. You might choose one 
chapter to focus on for a unit, a semester, or even an entire school year. 

The Compass attributes are interconnected. Strengthening one often supports the growth of 
others. Trust the developmental process. 

Use this book: 

• Individually, as a source of reflection and inspiration 
• With colleagues, as a shared language for student development 
• In professional learning communities or teacher preparation programs 
• As a bridge between academic goals and developmental purpose 
• As a foundation for communicating with parents about their child’s growth 

Most importantly, adapt what you read to fit your students, your context, and your 
professional judgment. Teaching is both an art and a science. This book is meant to support 
— not replace — the wisdom you already carry. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Rethinking Student Success:  
Beyond Grades and Test Scores 

Student success is a deceptively simple term in today’s educational environment. It is also a 
concept increasingly challenged by parents and educators who are calling for greater 
attention to whole-child development and well-being. 

Teachers who truly foster student achievement understand more than how to deliver 
curriculum. They understand that student success develops from the inside out. They ask 
deeper questions: How do students become capable, caring, curious, and engaged young 
adults? 

Answering these questions requires moving beyond grades and standardized test scores as 
the primary measures of success and toward the internal strengths that help young people 
thrive—in school and throughout life. 

More than a century ago, Maria Montessori captured this idea succinctly when she wrote, 
“The greatest sign of success for a teacher is to be able to say, ‘The children are now 
working as if I did not exist.’” 

While education has changed dramatically since Montessori’s time, the core goal remains 
the same: scaffolding children and adolescents toward self-sufficiency. The challenge today 
is achieving this goal in a digital age—one in which test scores and performance metrics 
often overshadow the developmental needs of young people preparing to navigate complex 
academic, career, and life challenges. 

Student Success as a Developmental Process 
There are many strategies and habits that help students become effective learners. Yet 
genuine success emerges only when educators understand how children and adolescents 
mature into adulthood—and how education shapes growth across key developmental 
domains. 

Decades of research in child and adolescent development, neuroscience, education, and 
psychology point to a consistent conclusion: relationships matter. Relationships with 
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teachers, parents, and other supportive adults shape how students develop internal 
guidance systems—interconnected attributes that support both academic achievement and 
life satisfaction. 

Student success, in this broader sense, is not a single outcome. It is a developmental 
process. 

The Compass Advantage: Eight Attributes for 
Genuine Student Success 
The Compass Advantage is a research-based framework for positive youth development 
designed to illuminate this process. It identifies eight core internal attributes that support 
learning, well-being, and lifelong success. 

Student success must extend beyond academic outcomes to include the inner strengths that 
foster engagement, resilience, purpose, and connection across a lifetime. 

The Compass Advantage offers educators, families, and communities a simple, visual, and 
engaging way to apply the principles of positive youth development—whether learning takes 
place in classrooms, homes, after-school programs, or communities. Grounded in systems 
theory, the framework explains why student success depends on interconnected strengths 
and how these attributes are nurtured across multiple contexts. 

What the Research Tells Us 
Recent research strengthens the case for this developmental approach. Our 2024 study, 
“Factors Associated With Life Satisfaction in Adolescents: Implications for Families and 
Schools,” published in the School Community Journal, found that students’ internal 
strengths are more strongly correlated with life satisfaction than grade point average. 

This finding raises an important question: Why do educational systems focus so narrowly 
on grades when developmental attributes are associated not only with better mental health 
and life outcomes—but also with stronger academic performance? 

The study examined relationships between adolescent life satisfaction and the eight 
Compass Advantage attributes—curiosity, creativity, empathy, integrity, resilience, 
resourcefulness, self-awareness, and sociability—alongside GPA, gender, and grade level. 

Our findings suggest that adolescents with higher life satisfaction experience lower levels of 
depression and anxiety and fewer social challenges. Importantly, life satisfaction was closely 
tied to the presence of supportive relationships and opportunities to develop internal 
strengths. 

These results point to the need for both educational equity and developmental equity. 
Educational equity focuses on improving academic outcomes, particularly for students 
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affected by systemic inequities related to race and income. Developmental equity recognizes 
every child’s right to the relationships and experiences that support well-being, purpose, 
and fulfillment. 

Children thrive when families and schools pursue these dual goals together. 

The Student Success Series for Educators 
This book grew out of the original 8 Pathways to Every Student’s Success, a series of 
articles published at Edutopia and Roots of Action beginning in 2015. Updated with 
additional research and information over the next decade, it is now an eBook, designed to 
help educators cultivate eight core internal strengths in the classroom. While teachers and 
parents play different roles in supporting student success, both contribute to the 
development of the same foundational competencies. 

The Compass Advantage attributes align with and support a wide range of educational 
frameworks, including social and emotional learning, character education, whole-child 
models, and twenty-first-century learning initiatives. Rooted in multidisciplinary research, 
these attributes contribute to academic, social, emotional, and somatic learning from early 
childhood through adolescence. 

In the chapters that follow, each Compass attribute is explored in depth, with practical 
strategies for nurturing development in classroom settings. 
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The Eight Core Attributes of Student Success 
1. Curiosity: The Heart of Lifelong Learning 

Curiosity is the drive to seek new knowledge and understanding. It fuels engagement, 
critical thinking, reasoning, and lifelong learning. 

Educators nurture curiosity when they encourage students to ask meaningful questions, 
explore their interests, and view failure as an opportunity for discovery. When children 
learn that exploration takes many forms—physical, sensory, intellectual, and creative—they 
develop perseverance and a love of learning that extends beyond school. 

2. Sociability: The Core of Social Learning and Well-Being 

Sociability is the joyful, cooperative capacity to engage with others. It draws on skills such as 
active listening, self-regulation, and effective communication. 

Teachers strengthen sociability by helping students understand how words, emotions, and 
behaviors shape relationships. These skills support collaboration, teamwork, and positive 
social engagement in an interconnected world. 

3. Resilience: The Capacity to Grow from Adversity 

Resilience is the ability to face challenges while maintaining or restoring well-being. It 
includes persistence, initiative, and determination. 

Educators foster resilience when they support students as they take risks, navigate setbacks, 
and grow through challenge—helping them develop confidence in their capacity to recover 
and adapt. 

4. Self-Awareness: The Source of Meaning and Purpose 

Self-awareness involves understanding one’s values, beliefs, strengths, and place in the 
world. It supports meaning-making and purposeful learning. 

Teachers cultivate self-awareness by engaging students in reflection, ethical inquiry, and 
conversations that honor the whole person—intellectual, emotional, social, and physical. 

5. Integrity: The Basis of Ethical Action 

Integrity is the alignment between values and behavior. It includes honesty, courage, and 
respect for others. 

Educators nurture integrity by modeling ethical behavior, listening without judgment, and 
recognizing students for acting in accordance with their values—reinforcing that character 
matters as much as achievement. 
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6. Resourcefulness: The Power to Shape the Future 

Resourcefulness is the ability to identify, access, and use resources to solve problems and 
pursue goals. 

Teachers encourage resourcefulness by setting high expectations and supporting students in 
planning, organizing, and thinking strategically—skills essential for adaptability and lifelong 
success. 

7. Creativity: The Epicenter of Exploration and Discovery 

Creativity enables original thinking, imagination, and appreciation for beauty and 
innovation. 

When educators encourage expression through art, writing, movement, play, and digital 
media—and celebrate risk-taking and novel ideas—students’ creative capacities flourish. 

8. Empathy: The Root of Caring and Citizenship 

Empathy is the ability to understand and respond to the experiences of others. It underpins 
compassion, kindness, and civic engagement. 

Teachers nurture empathy by building meaningful relationships, exposing students to 
diverse perspectives, and modeling care and respect—helping young people see themselves 
as contributors to a just and connected world. 

Student Success Beyond Grades 
The Compass Advantage integrates education and child development as interconnected 
processes supported by families, schools, and communities. When educators attend 
intentionally to the development of these eight attributes, the results are transformative. 

Students not only achieve academic success—they become resilient, reflective, and self-
directed learners, capable of navigating their own lives with purpose and confidence. This is 
the deeper vision of student success that educators like Montessori imagined—and one that 
remains urgently relevant today. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Curiosity Is a Core Predictor 
of Academic Performance 

Curiosity and learning are deeply intertwined. Research shows that three factors 
consistently predict academic performance: intelligence, effort, and intellectual 
curiosity. Notably, curiosity and effort rival the influence of intelligence on student 
success. 

Curiosity functions as an internal force that propels learning and personal growth. Much 
like scientific exploration seeks to understand the unknown, human curiosity drives 
inquiry into thinking, feeling, sensing, and intuition—both individually and collectively. 

Curiosity is typically sparked by a question. In scientific inquiry, those questions may be 
explicit and measurable; in human development, they often emerge as wonder, 
puzzlement, or a felt sense that there is more to know. In both cases, curiosity initiates 
exploration. 

What Is Curiosity? 

Curiosity is the strong desire to learn something new. When children and adults seek 
answers to questions, curiosity motivates them to acquire additional knowledge and 
information. This process is a foundational element of human cognition, a powerful 
driver of learning, and a critical aspect of development across the lifespan. 

Curiosity is triggered by the joy of exploration—a hidden force that fuels critical 
thinking, reasoning, and meaning-making. We recognize curiosity in children when we 
see them exploring their environments, devouring books, asking questions, 
manipulating data, seeking patterns, listening to their bodies, connecting with people 
and nature, and pursuing new challenges. 



  
Student Success from the Inside Out   15 

Why Curiosity Matters for Student Success 

Most educators recognize that curiosity supercharges learning. At the same time, many 
students achieve high grades without being curious by mastering test-taking strategies 
and dutifully completing assignments. Curious learners, by contrast, pursue knowledge 
because they sense a gap between what they know and what they want to understand—
not because they are motivated by grades alone. 

When curiosity is fully engaged, students often lose sight of immediate performance 
goals because they are absorbed in learning itself. 

Research supports the long-term benefits of curiosity. Studies show that people retain 
information longer when they are curious about a topic. Curiosity has also been linked 
to a wide range of adaptive behaviors, including tolerance for uncertainty, positive 
emotion, humor, playfulness, creative thinking, and a nonjudgmental stance toward 
others—all of which support healthy social and emotional development. 

From a neurobiological perspective, curiosity prepares the brain for learning. When 
curiosity is aroused, the brain becomes more receptive, and subsequent learning is more 
rewarding. 

Curiosity and the Compass Advantage 

Curiosity occupies a central place in The Compass Advantage framework because it lies 
at the heart of lifelong learning. It has been studied for decades and appears across 
multiple educational and developmental frameworks, including social and emotional 
learning initiatives developed by the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional 
Learning, character education playbooks associated with Angela Duckworth, the Whole 
School, Whole Community, Whole Child model, and the Partnership for 21st Century 
Learning. 

Beyond education, business leaders consistently identify curiosity as a defining feature 
of thriving organizations. Psychologists describe curiosity as a life force—vital to 
happiness, intellectual growth, and well-being. 

Curiosity is also interconnected with the other Compass attributes: sociability, 
resilience, self-awareness, integrity, resourcefulness, creativity, and empathy. Like all 
human capacities, curiosity has a shadow side. Without guidance from parents and 
teachers, unregulated curiosity can lead students into unproductive distractions or 
unhealthy behaviors. 

Teachers nurture curiosity when they help students become attentive observers of both 
the world around them and their own internal experiences. Curiosity depends not only 
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on exposure to interesting ideas, but on a learner’s capacity to notice questions as they 
arise, tolerate uncertainty, and remain present with what they do not yet understand. 
When educators create moments for students to slow down, focus attention, and 
become aware of what captures their interest, they strengthen the internal conditions 
that allow curiosity to flourish. 

Thirteen Ways to Stimulate Curiosity and Learning in the 
Classroom 

1. Create moments of focused attention before inquiry begins 

Brief grounding or attention-focusing practices—such as noticing the breath, sounds in the 
room, or physical sensations—can help students settle their minds and become more aware 
of what genuinely interests them. When students begin learning from a place of presence, 
curiosity is more likely to emerge and sustain engagement. 

2. Value and reward curiosity 

Notice curiosity in action—not only when it produces correct answers or high grades. 
Describe how students’ questions and explorations contribute to learning, reinforcing 
that motivation matters as much as outcomes. 

3. Teach students how to ask quality questions 

Curiosity thrives on well-formed questions. Encourage “why,” “what if,” and “how” 
questions. A useful resource for educators is A More Beautiful Question, which explores 
the art of inquiry. 

4. Encourage students to tinker 

Tinkering includes playful experimentation with ideas, materials, emotions, and 
concepts. Whether students are designing experiments, writing creatively, or building 
solutions, tinkering transforms curiosity into innovation. 

5. Notice moments of confusion or puzzlement 

Confusion often signals a teachable moment. Invite students to view problems as 
mysteries worth investigating rather than obstacles to avoid. 

6. Spread curiosity through collaboration 

Pair more-curious and less-curious students in project-based learning. Curiosity is 
contagious in groups working toward shared, real-world goals. 
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Curious children pursue knowledge because they sense a gap between what they know 
and what they want to know—not because they are motivated by grades. 

7. Use current events 

News stories invite purposeful questioning. Asking “why” helps students explore the 
deeper causes of social and political conflicts and understand why people disagree about 
solutions. 

8. Teach positive skepticism 

The word skeptic comes from the Greek skeptikos, meaning “to inquire.” Encourage 
students to seek evidence, challenge assumptions, and ask open-minded questions. 
Figures such as Galileo exemplified this stance. 

9. Examine diverse cultures and societies 

Invite students to explore cultural differences and personal connections to other 
traditions and values. Curiosity is deeply emotional and often tied to identity and 
belonging. 

10. Model curiosity 

Teachers model curiosity when they explore students’ interests, extend their ideas, and 
engage in genuine dialogue about what matters most. 

11. Teach design thinking 

Design thinking is an iterative process that places curiosity at its core—understanding 
problems, challenging assumptions, and creating solutions. Programs such as Design for 
Change support this approach through student-centered problem solving. 

12. Encourage curiosity at home 

Help families understand that curiosity develops when children are encouraged to seek 
their own answers. Doing homework for children or providing immediate solutions 
undermines curiosity; conversation and exploration strengthen it. 

13. Use quotes to inspire inquiry 

Quotes can spark reflection and discussion for learners of all ages. Curated collections of 
curiosity-focused quotes can be found on the Roots of Action website that help reinforce 
positive youth development across the Compass attributes.  
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CHAPTER 3 

Sociability and Social–Emotional  
Development in the Classroom 

Social–emotional development is nurtured when children learn social skills early in life, 
participate in shared social norms, and engage in cooperative learning. These relational 
experiences form the foundation for how students engage with learning itself. 

Research on the social nature of learning points to a clear conclusion: children learn best 
through interaction with others. Their capacity to cooperate—to talk, joke, collaborate, and 
build friendships—draws them into learning. This ability, often referred to as sociability, 
allows students to make the invisible visible, cross boundaries into new areas of 
understanding, and generate thoughts and feelings that guide their growth. 

Learning, at its core, is a relational process. 

What Is Social–Emotional Development? 

Social–emotional development is grounded in skills that help children understand and 
express feelings and behaviors in ways that foster positive relationships. Core aspects 
include: 

• Self-regulation 
• Active listening 
• Cooperation 
• Effective communication 

While children differ in temperament—some naturally more extroverted, others more 
reserved—all children can learn how to work together in ways that support human thriving. 

These skills develop through relational experiences both inside and outside the classroom. 
Historically, social scientists have emphasized their importance, linking them to positive 
development and well-being. More recently, economists have reached similar conclusions. 
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Why Sociability Matters for Learning and Well-Being 

A 2015 paper published by Columbia University, The Economic Value of Social and 
Emotional Learning, examined six school-based social–emotional learning programs and 
found measurable benefits—such as reduced aggression and improved impulse control—
ranging from three to thirteen times the cost of implementation. 

These findings underscore that investments in sociability and social–emotional 
development are not only developmentally sound, but also economically prudent. 

Sociability is a central attribute of The Compass Advantage because it sits at the heart of 
social–emotional development and well-being. Interwoven with curiosity, resilience, self-
awareness, integrity, resourcefulness, creativity, and empathy, sociability supports lifelong 
learning and happiness. It is one of the eight core attributes that underlie genuine student 
success. 

The Power of Sociability in Learning Communities 

The cooperative ability to engage with others is essential to successful learning 
communities—whether those communities exist in classrooms, after-school programs, or 
extracurricular activities. 

Social emotional development is strengthened when students feel emotionally safe, 
regulated, and connected. Before children can collaborate, communicate effectively, or 
resolve conflict, they must be able to recognize and manage their own emotional states. 
When teachers intentionally help students slow down, notice emotions as they arise, and 
return to a state of calm focus, they create the internal conditions that support cooperation, 
empathy, and healthy social interaction. 

Four Classroom Strategies That Foster Social–Emotional 
Development 

1. Teach social skills early 
One of the most effective ways to teach social skills in elementary school is to establish a 
shared social language that becomes part of classroom culture. This language provides clear, 
familiar ways to listen, express gratitude, resolve conflict, and apologize. 

Educators can draw from well-established programs such as Responsive Classroom, 
Project Happiness, and Toolbox Project to support this work. 

2. Create shared social norms 
Social–emotional development flourishes when cooperation is valued over competition. In 
many classrooms, students feel pressure to compete for status, achievement, or control. 
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Shifting from rule-based compliance to collaborative community-building helps students 
take ownership of how they treat one another. 

When students participate in creating shared social norms, research shows that cooperative 
behavior and learning increase. Students internalize cooperation as a shared value rather 
than an imposed rule—an experiential lesson in democracy and social responsibility. 

Practices such as the Morning Meeting offer structured opportunities for students to reflect 
on what kind of classroom best supports learning. In these settings, teachers act as 
facilitators while students articulate expectations around respect, disagreement, and diverse 
ways of learning. 

3. Support emotional regulation before social engagement 
Teach students simple practices—such as pausing to notice their breathing, identifying 
emotions in the body, or taking a brief moment of quiet reflection—before group work or 
challenging interactions. When students are regulated, they are better able to listen, 
communicate, and collaborate with others. 

4. Engage students in cooperative learning 
When students share ownership of outcomes, they learn to work together in ways that 
enhance social–emotional development. Across subject areas, research consistently shows 
that students who collaborate in small groups learn more effectively and retain information 
longer than those taught through isolated instruction. 

Students themselves recognize this. When Heather Wolpert-Gawron asked her eighth-
grade students what engaged them most, “working with peers” topped the list. 

Cooperative—or collaborative—learning involves students working toward common goals, 
often through real-world problem-solving, project-based learning, and peer assessment. 

The most effective cooperative learning environments share several features. Students: 

• Must work together to complete tasks 
• Are each accountable for shared outcomes 
• Support one another’s learning 
• Use interpersonal skills such as decision-making and conflict resolution 
• Reflect on group functioning and improvement 

When children learn in supportive, relational groups, their academic learning deepens and 
their social–emotional development accelerates. Sociability strengthens relationships and 
prepares students for both meaningful work and fulfilling lives. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Resilience: Learning to  
Grow Through Adversity 

More than a century ago, the educator Booker T. Washington offered a definition of 
success that still resonates today: 

“Success is to be measured not so much by the position that one has reached in life as by 
the obstacles overcome while trying to succeed.” 

Contemporary research has since confirmed what Washington observed through lived 
experience: resilience is essential to human thriving and a foundational capacity for 
developing healthy, adaptable young people. 

What Is Resilience? 

Resilience is the psychological capacity to adapt positively in the face of adversity. While 
much of the research on resilience has focused on the protective factors that buffer children 
from risk, studies consistently show that resilience can be strengthened at any age. 

Resilience matters not only for individuals, but also for the social systems in which they 
live—families, classrooms, schools, and organizations. Children’s resilience is enhanced 
when they belong to environments that promote adaptability, problem-solving, and 
supportive relationships. 

At its core, resilience emerges from how children learn to think, feel, and act when 
confronted with obstacles, both large and small. 

Relationships as the Foundation of Resilience 

The pathway to resilience begins with relationships. Supportive connections with parents, 
teachers, and other caring adults become vital sources of strength when children face stress, 
uncertainty, or emotional pain. 
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When educators help students reframe obstacles as a meaningful part of growth rather than 
signs of failure, they cultivate habits of mind that foster adaptability. Over time, students 
learn that struggle is not something to avoid—but something to navigate. 

In this way, resilience is learned through experience, reflection, and guidance. 

Recognizing Resilience in Children 

A key step in building resilience in K–12 classrooms is learning to recognize behaviors that 
signal its presence. Research suggests that resilient children tend to: 

• Express hope and optimism about their futures 

• Convey positive emotions even during challenge 

• Value social connections and seek support when needed 

Resilience is one of the eight core attributes of The Compass Advantage framework because 
the capacity to rebuild and grow from adversity supports optimal cognitive, social, 
emotional, and physical health. Closely linked to happiness and the other Compass 
attributes, resilience is a cornerstone of student success. 

Why Resilience Matters for Learning and Life 

Resilience plays a critical role in how students pursue academic and personal goals. 
Resilient young people experience a sense of agency over their lives. They know when to 
seek help, take initiative to solve problems, and persist when faced with setbacks. 

Resilience develops not only through overcoming adversity, but through learning how to 
recover from stress and emotional discomfort. When students experience challenge, their 
capacity to stay engaged depends on their ability to regulate emotional and physiological 
responses. Teachers strengthen resilience when they help students recognize stress, pause 
rather than react, and access internal strategies that support recovery and renewed effort. 

Six Ways to Build Resilience in the Classroom 

1. Promote self-reflection through literature and discussion 
Stories featuring heroic or resilient characters offer powerful opportunities for reflection—
especially for younger students. After reading a book or hearing a story, invite students to 
explore questions such as: 

• Who was the hero, and why? 

• What challenge did the hero face? 
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• What personal strengths helped them persist? 

• How were they supported by others? 

• What lessons can we apply to our own lives? 

Resources from organizations such as the Heroic Imagination Project offer additional 
tools for exploring these themes. 

2. Encourage reflection through personal writing 
For middle and high school students, personal essays help surface sources of strength and 
insight. Prompts might include: 

• Write about someone who supported you during a difficult time. What did you learn 
about yourself? 

• Write about a time you supported a friend through adversity. 

• Reflect on a challenge you overcame and what helped—or hindered—you along the 
way. 

These exercises help students recognize resilience as a lived experience rather than an 
abstract concept. 

3. Help students—and parents—learn from failure 
Learning from failure is central to resilience. In her widely read article Why Parents Need to 
Let Their Children Fail, educator Jessica Lahey highlights the tension teachers often face 
when parents rush to shield children from struggle. 

Teachers support resilience when they: 

• Normalize failure and setbacks as part of learning 

• Praise effort, perseverance, and growth—not just outcomes 

• Hold students accountable for their own work 

• Help parents understand that learning through failure is a gift, not a deficit 

A classroom culture that honors effort over perfection allows resilience to take root. 

4. Teach students strategies for recovery after stress or setback 
Brief practices such as guided breathing, grounding attention in the body, or moments of 
quiet reflection can help students settle after disappointment or challenge. Learning how to 
return to a state of calm focus supports persistence, emotional balance, and resilience over 
time. 
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5. Integrate resilience into curriculum discussions 

Discussions of resilience can be woven into lessons on history, science, literature, and social 
change. Encourage students to examine not only what leaders, innovators, and creators 
achieved—but also the hardships they endured and the strengths they relied upon. 

This approach helps students see resilience as a common thread in meaningful 
achievement—and recognize their own potential within those narratives. 

6. Build supportive teacher–student relationships 
Students build resilience when they feel seen, understood, and supported. Strong teacher–
student relationships emerge when educators are attuned to students’ academic and 
emotional needs and respond with empathy and consistency. 

When adults reflect on the teachers who most shaped their lives, they often remember those 
who stood by them during difficult moments. These relationships are among the most 
powerful forces in developing resilience. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Metacognition and Self-Awareness:  
Learning to Think About Thinking 

Metacognitive strategies—when used in classrooms and reinforced through homework—
help students think about their own thinking. This process of self-assessment increases 
awareness of learning experiences and supports higher levels of academic and personal 
achievement. 

Metacognition gives students the tools to pause, reflect, and make intentional adjustments 
to how they learn, solve problems, and engage with the world. 

What Is Metacognition? 

Metacognition is a form of introspection and self-awareness that enables individuals to 
understand, monitor, and regulate their own thinking. Students engage metacognition when 
they recognize confusion, double-check their work, or adjust strategies mid-task. These 
processes support self-monitoring and self-regulation—essential functions of the human 
mind. 

For centuries, philosophers have explored how human beings develop self-awareness: the 
ability to examine who we are in relation to the world around us. Contemporary research 
shows not only that self-awareness evolves throughout childhood and adolescence, but also 
that its development is closely linked to metacognitive processes in the brain. 

Metacognitive Introspection and Learning 

Educators have long observed that when students reflect on how they learn, they become 
more effective learners. Some students focus best in quiet environments; others thrive amid 
background noise or music. Strategies that work well for mathematics may differ from those 
needed to master a foreign language or understand biological systems. 

As students become more aware of how they acquire knowledge, they learn to regulate their 
behavior to optimize learning. They begin to recognize how strengths and challenges 
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influence performance. Research consistently shows that as metacognitive abilities increase, 
academic achievement improves as well. 

Metacognition also extends beyond academic learning. As students reflect on their mental 
states, they begin to explore broader questions: 

• How do I live a meaningful and satisfying life? 

• How do I become a responsible and respected human being? 

• How do I understand myself in relation to others? 

Through introspection, students gain insight into both their own perspectives and those of 
others—an essential foundation for empathy and ethical reasoning. 

Self-Awareness and the Compass Advantage 

At international research gatherings, philosophers and neuroscientists have examined how self-
awareness is linked to higher-order thinking and human development. Scientists suggest that 
self-awareness functions as a tool for monitoring behavior, adjusting beliefs, and navigating 
relationships—not only within individuals, but between people. This capacity for reflective 
awareness alters neural pathways, increasing cognitive flexibility and openness to learning. 

Self-awareness is a core attribute of The Compass Advantage framework because it shapes how 
students make sense of their experiences. Interconnected with curiosity, sociability, resilience, 
integrity, resourcefulness, creativity, and empathy, self-awareness helps young people 
understand who they are in relation to the world around them. It serves as an internal compass 
point—“true south”—guiding meaning-making, values, and purposeful action. 

Mind–body practices such as breath awareness, focused attention, and self-regulation are most 
often associated with the development of self-awareness because they help students notice 
thoughts, emotions, and bodily sensations as they arise. Yet these practices are not limited to 
introspection alone. When integrated thoughtfully, practices that cultivate presence, attention, 
and regulation support all of the internal strengths on the Compass—from curiosity and 
creativity to resilience, integrity, sociability, and empathy. 

Educational programs are beginning to incorporate mind–body practices as part of a whole-child 
approach to learning. One such program, Conscious Classroom, uses The Compass Advantage 
framework to ground their curriculum in research, reflecting a growing recognition that self-
awareness—and the ability to regulate attention and emotion—is foundational to learning, 
development, and well-being. 

Metacognition and Reflective Learning 

Metacognitive strategies strengthen self-awareness by helping students focus attention on what 
they have learned—and what they still need to understand. While metacognitive capacity 
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develops across the lifespan, research suggests particularly rapid growth during early 
adolescence, roughly between the ages of 12 and 15. 

Self-awareness deepens when students learn to observe their thoughts, emotions, and internal 
experiences with intention. Metacognitive development depends not only on reflection after 
learning, but on the capacity to notice mental states as they occur. When teachers create 
opportunities for students to slow down, focus attention, and observe their thinking without 
immediate judgment, they strengthen the reflective awareness that supports learning, decision-
making, and emotional growth. 

Through metacognition, students become more efficient learners and more thoughtful decision-
makers. They gain the ability to recognize confusion, regulate attention, evaluate strategies, and 
adapt their approaches when understanding breaks down. These skills not only improve 
academic performance, but also support students’ emotional and social lives by helping them 
reflect, adjust, and grow from experience. 

Eight Metacognitive Strategies That Improve Learning 

1. Teach students how their brains grow 
Students’ beliefs about learning influence how they engage with challenge. Research on 
growth mindset—popularized by Carol Dweck—shows that when students understand 
learning as a process of growth rather than fixed ability, they are more likely to reflect on 
strategies and persist through difficulty. 

Teaching students about metacognition empowers them to understand that effort, strategy, 
and reflection can literally reshape their brains. 

2. Create opportunities for reflection on coursework 
Metacognitive thinking develops when students recognize changes in their understanding. 
Reflection prompts might include: 

• Before this course, I thought earthquakes were caused by ___. Now I understand 
they result from ___. 

• How has my thinking about climate change evolved during this unit? 

These questions help students track cognitive growth over time. 

3. Help students identify what they don’t understand 
Recognizing confusion is a critical metacognitive skill. Asking students, “What was most 
confusing about today’s lesson?” normalizes uncertainty and reinforces that confusion is 
part of learning—not a failure. 

This practice builds a classroom culture that values reflection and persistence. 
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4. Use learning journals to cultivate metacognition 

Learning journals help students monitor their thinking across time. Weekly prompts may 
include: 

• What was easiest for me to learn this week, and why? 

• What was most challenging, and how did I respond? 

• Which study strategies worked—and which didn’t? 

• What will I try differently next time? 

Encourage flexible formats such as mind maps, blogs, diagrams, lists, or digital tools to 
accommodate diverse learners. 

5. Use “wrappers” to strengthen monitoring skills 

A wrapper is a brief metacognitive activity placed before or after a learning task. For 
example: 

• Before a lecture: share tips for active listening 

• Afterward: ask students to identify three key ideas 

• Then: compare their responses with the intended learning goals 

Repeated use improves both learning outcomes and metacognitive monitoring. 

6. Use brief awareness practices to strengthen metacognition 

Guided reflection, breath awareness, or short moments of quiet observation help students 
notice patterns in their thinking and emotional responses. These practices support 
metacognitive monitoring by helping learners recognize confusion, regulate attention, and 
reflect more effectively on how they learn. 

7. Balance assessment formats 

Research shows that students rely more heavily on higher-order thinking when preparing 
for essay exams than for multiple-choice tests. While multiple-choice assessments are 
efficient, adding short-answer or essay components encourages deeper reflection on 
learning. 

8. Facilitate reflexive thinking 

Reflexivity involves becoming aware of personal and societal biases. Teachers can foster this 
awareness through discussions and writing assignments related to moral dilemmas, justice, 
inequality, and ethical decision-making. When students reflect on how biases shape their 
thinking, they become more flexible, empathetic, and adaptive learners.  
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CHAPTER 6 

Integrity and Ethical Learning  
in an Age of Artificial Intelligence 

Most educators agree that academic integrity is essential to learning. Yet the rapid 
emergence of generative artificial intelligence has raised urgent questions: Will AI 
undermine academic integrity—or can it be used to strengthen it? How can teachers 
cultivate cultures of honesty and responsibility when tools like ChatGPT can generate 
sophisticated text in seconds? 

While the long-term impact of artificial intelligence on learning and teaching is still 
unfolding, concerns about academic honesty have been widely voiced. Publications such as 
The Atlantic have declared that the traditional college essay is obsolete, while education-
focused outlets have highlighted scholarly articles partially generated by AI. These 
developments serve as a wake-up call—not only to rethink assessment design, but also to 
clarify what academic integrity truly means in a changing educational landscape. 

At the same time, many educators see generative AI as an opportunity rather than a threat. 
Across K–12 settings, teachers are collaborating to explore how AI tools can be used 
responsibly—supporting creativity, inquiry, and learning—while reinforcing ethical 
expectations. The challenge is not whether AI exists, but how integrity is taught alongside it. 

What Is Academic Integrity? 

Academic integrity is grounded in a moral code that allows learners to trust that work is 
original, honest, and reflective of genuine effort. Practices such as plagiarism and cheating 
undermine this trust and weaken the learning process itself. 

Most colleges and universities articulate clear policies defining academic misconduct and its 
consequences. But the foundation for academic integrity is laid much earlier. It begins in K–
12 classrooms, where teachers model ethical behavior, articulate shared values, and help 
students believe in their own capacity to learn honestly. 

Academic integrity is not merely a rule—it is a belief system about learning. 
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Integrity Matters at Every Age 

As educators prepare young people for future careers, it is worth remembering the words of 
Warren Buffett: 

“In looking for people to hire, look for three qualities: integrity, intelligence, and energy. 
And if they don’t have the first one, the other two will kill you.” 

In a culture that often rewards outcomes over process, children are exposed to conflicting 
messages about honesty and success. The reasons behind dishonest behavior are complex—
pressure, fear of failure, competition, and perceived unfairness all play a role. Yet as 
Buffett’s insight suggests, a lack of integrity carries profound personal and societal costs. 

This raises essential questions for educators: How do children learn to act honestly? How do 
they internalize ethical norms rather than merely comply with rules? And how do teachers 
create classroom environments that support both academic integrity and the development 
of the whole child? 

Integrity as the Basis of Social Harmony and Action 

Children are not born with integrity. Values such as honesty, respect, responsibility, 
authenticity, and moral courage are learned through socialization—shaped by families, 
schools, peers, and communities. 

In classrooms, students encounter integrity through adult role models and shared 
expectations. When integrity is taught and practiced in academic settings, students are 
better equipped to apply ethical principles across other areas of their lives. 

Integrity is a core attribute of The Compass Advantage framework because it underlies 
social harmony and purposeful action. Closely linked to self-awareness, sociability, and the 
other Compass attributes, integrity supports both individual development and collective 
well-being. In a world where truth and justice are frequently tested, children deserve 
learning environments that uphold ethical clarity. 

Habits That Build Young Leaders with Integrity 

Educators recognize that today’s students will become tomorrow’s leaders. While curricula 
evolve to meet the demands of a knowledge-based society, far less attention is paid to the 
habits that foster ethical leadership. 

Research compiled by the Educational Testing Service reveals troubling trends related to 
academic integrity in K–12 education: 

• Cheating has increased among high-achieving students under pressure to gain 
admission to competitive colleges 
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• Students who cheat often rationalize dishonesty and feel disadvantaged by acting 
ethically 

• Rule-bending begins early, as young children learn to cheat in competitive games 

• Pressure to achieve heightens in middle school 

• Academic misconduct peaks in high school, with large majorities of students 
reporting some form of cheating 

These findings underscore the need to address integrity not as a disciplinary issue, but as a 
developmental one. 

Integrity develops when students learn to pause, reflect, and make choices aligned with 
their values—especially under pressure. Ethical behavior is not simply a matter of knowing 
rules; it depends on a student’s capacity to recognize internal impulses, manage stress, and 
consider the consequences of their actions. When teachers help students slow down and 
create space between impulse and action, they strengthen the internal conditions that 
support honesty, responsibility, and ethical decision-making. 

Six Ways to Foster Academic Integrity in the Classroom 

1. Infuse integrity into classroom culture 

Teachers promote integrity by clearly articulating expectations and consequences for 
dishonest behavior—but they go further by creating cultures that value learning over 
performance. 

When grades are the sole measure of success, cheating becomes a rational strategy. When 
students are also recognized for effort, courage, perseverance, and respect, they learn that 
the learning process itself matters. Such environments naturally foster integrity. 

2. Develop a moral vocabulary around integrity 

According to the International Center for Academic Integrity, academic integrity 
rests on six core values: 

• Honesty 

• Trust 

• Fairness 

• Respect 

• Responsibility 

• Courage 
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Teaching these values explicitly gives students language to discuss ethical dilemmas across 
history, literature, and current events. In a world where dishonesty often seems normalized, 
students benefit from examining examples of individuals who stood up for their beliefs and 
made a difference. 

3. Teach students to pause before making value-based decisions 
Encourage brief moments of reflection—such as noticing the breath, naming emotions, or 
silently considering values—before students respond to ethically challenging situations. 
Learning to pause supports thoughtful decision-making and helps students act with 
integrity even when external pressures are high. 

4. Respond thoughtfully when cheating occurs 
While teachers cannot control student behavior, they can respond consistently and 
constructively when integrity is violated. In classrooms that prioritize learning, dishonesty 
becomes a teachable moment. 

Effective responses include listening respectfully, helping students reflect on their choices, 
reinforcing expectations, and emphasizing that honesty is non-negotiable. Reflection 
transforms punishment into learning. 

5. Use quotes to spark ethical reflection 
Quotes can serve as powerful conversation starters, inviting students to reflect on integrity, 
moral courage, and character. Some educators incorporate a “quote of the day” to prompt 
discussion and connection. 

These reflective practices help students internalize ethical principles in age-appropriate 
ways. 

6. Help students believe in themselves and their integrity 

Students who act with integrity often possess strong self-efficacy—a belief in their ability to 
succeed honestly. Dishonesty loses its appeal; integrity becomes a way of life rather than a 
rule to follow. In Tomorrow’s Change Makers: Reclaiming the Power of Citizenship for a 
New Generation, students described teachers who helped them develop integrity by: 

• Demonstrating passion for teaching and service 

• Modeling clear values through consistent action 

• Giving generously of time and attention 

• Showing acceptance of diverse perspectives 

• Sharing personal stories of overcoming adversity  
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CHAPTER 7 

Resourcefulness: Learning to  
Achieve Goals with Purpose 

Understanding how students achieve goals is essential knowledge for today’s educators. But 
teaching goal achievement involves far more than explaining how to set goals. It requires 
cultivating skills in planning, organizing, decision-making, and problem-solving—skills that 
together form the foundation of resourcefulness. 

Resourcefulness is the ability to use available resources effectively to achieve intended 
outcomes. When students learn to envision multiple possibilities, set goals, experiment, 
adapt, and overcome obstacles, they forge vital links between knowledge and action. In 
doing so, they become active agents in shaping their own futures. 

Defining Resourcefulness 

Students today must understand what resourcefulness is—and why it matters—not only for 
academic success, but for life beyond school. 

Resourcefulness is not simply about having access to resources. It is about how students 
creatively, strategically, and persistently use what they have. Goal achievement is rarely 
linear. Instead, it depends on a constellation of internal strengths that allow individuals to 
navigate uncertainty, revise plans, and move forward despite constraints. 

Resourcefulness transforms intention into action. 

Seven Core Aspects of Resourcefulness 

1. Problem-solving 

Resourcefulness is deeply connected to the ability to solve problems when conventional 
solutions are unavailable. It requires flexible thinking, experimentation, and persistence in 
the face of uncertainty. 
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2. Creativity and innovation 

Resourceful students approach challenges with imagination. They see possibilities where 
others see limits and apply knowledge in novel ways to reach their goals. 

3. Adaptability 
Adaptability allows students to adjust strategies when conditions change. Resourceful 
learners revise plans, shift approaches, and make effective use of what is available. 

4. Persistence and resilience 
Resourcefulness involves sustained effort. Students persist through setbacks, testing new 
strategies until progress is made or goals are achieved. 

5. Self-reliance 

Confidence in one’s ability to figure things out independently is a cornerstone of 
resourcefulness. Students learn to trust their capacity to learn, adapt, and solve problems. 

6. Optimism and positive orientation 
A hopeful outlook supports resourcefulness by keeping students engaged and motivated. 
Optimism helps learners view obstacles as temporary and solvable. 

7. Networking and collaboration 
Being resourceful also means knowing when to seek support. Collaboration and 
relationship-building expand access to ideas, tools, and perspectives that support goal 
attainment. 

Why Resourcefulness Matters for Student Success 

Resourcefulness extends well beyond academic performance. It integrates cognitive and 
emotional processes, helping students manage stress, adapt to challenges, and persist 
toward meaningful goals. 

Research suggests that resourceful students are better equipped to handle adversity and 
sustain effort under pressure. Within The Compass Advantage framework, resourcefulness 
is interconnected with sociability, resilience, creativity, and self-awareness—supporting 
both achievement and well-being. 

Executive Function and Goal Achievement 

In recent years, educators have gained a deeper understanding of the brain processes that 
support goal-directed behavior—commonly referred to as executive function. These skills, 
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housed primarily in the frontal lobes, enable students to plan, initiate, monitor, and 
complete tasks. 

Executive function skills act as an internal navigation system. When they are 
underdeveloped, everyday life can feel like steering a ship without a rudder. 

Resourcefulness depends on more than knowing how to plan or solve problems; it also relies 
on a student’s ability to manage attention, regulate emotions, and re-engage when tasks feel 
complex or overwhelming. When students become dysregulated or scattered, even well-
developed skills can falter. Teachers strengthen resourcefulness when they help students 
pause, focus, and return to goal-directed thinking—especially during moments of frustration 
or cognitive overload. 

Eight Classroom Strategies to Foster Resourcefulness 

1. Teach the art of resourcefulness 
Use real-life examples to illustrate how people achieve goals through creative problem-
solving. Stories of individuals such as Temple Grandin, Richard Branson, and Walt 
Disney help students identify the habits and mindsets that support resourcefulness. 

Encourage students to analyze what these individuals did when faced with obstacles—and 
how they adapted. 

2. Teach structured problem-solving 
Introduce students to a clear problem-solving framework, such as the four-step model 
developed by George Pólya: 

1. Understand the problem 

2. Devise a plan 

3. Carry out the plan 

4. Reflect and review 

As students gain fluency, add a fifth step: extend the solution to new contexts. This supports 
transfer of learning across situations. 

3. Use brief centering practices to support focus and goal-directed effort 
Short practices such as focused breathing, grounding attention in the body, or silent 
reflection can help students regain focus when tasks feel overwhelming. These moments of 
reset support executive functioning skills—planning, prioritizing, and persistence—that are 
essential for resourcefulness and achieving goals. 
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4. Leverage technology strategically 

Digital tools such as mind-mapping software, electronic planners, and note-taking 
applications can strengthen planning and organization. Used intentionally, technology 
supports—not replaces—students’ resourcefulness. 

5. Encourage reflective practice 
Teach students to reflect on how they approached a task, what worked, and what they would 
change next time. Reflection strengthens awareness of strategies and supports continuous 
improvement. 

6. Balance independence and collaboration 
Help students discern when tasks require independent effort and when collaboration 
enhances outcomes. Resourcefulness grows when students learn to navigate both. 

7. Teach positive skepticism 
Encourage students to question assumptions, seek evidence, and consider multiple 
solutions. Positive skepticism supports flexible thinking and guards against rigid problem-
solving. 

8. Use flipped learning to observe strategy in action 
In a flipped classroom model, students engage with content independently and apply 
learning during class. This allows teachers to observe planning, organization, and problem-
solving in real time—providing targeted support and feedback. 

Resources such as Flip Your Classroom offer practical guidance for implementing this 
approach. 

Resourcefulness as a Life Skill 

When educators intentionally cultivate resourcefulness, they help students transform 
knowledge into action. Students learn not only how to achieve goals, but how to adapt, 
persist, and grow when plans change. 

These capacities prepare young people not just for academic success, but for meaningful, 
self-directed lives. Families can reinforce these same skills at home, creating continuity 
between school and everyday experience. 
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CHAPTER 8 

Creativity and Creative Thinking: Sparking 
Engagement, Discovery, and Well-Being 

Creative thinking is the ability to see ideas, situations, or problems in new ways—to 
approach learning through multiple lenses rather than fixed patterns. It allows students to 
imagine possibilities, generate original ideas, and explore solutions that are not immediately 
obvious. 

Creative thinking shows up across disciplines: in the arts and sciences, in business and civic 
life, and in everyday problem-solving. It is not limited to artistic expression alone. Rather, it 
is a way of thinking that supports exploration, discovery, and innovation. 

Educational research increasingly recognizes creativity and creative thinking as essential 
outcomes of schooling. Yet teaching creativity has often been elusive. One reason is that 
creativity is frequently treated as a talent rather than a process. 

To address this challenge, the Australian Council for Educational Research 
developed a framework that emphasizes creative thinking rather than creativity itself. Their 
approach rests on three key ideas: creative thinking strengthens creative output, it can be 
taught, and it can be intentionally embedded in learning tasks across subject areas. 

Core Components of Creative Thinking 

Creative thinking involves a dynamic interplay of cognitive and emotional processes. Key 
components include: 

• Divergent thinking – generating many possible ideas or solutions through 
brainstorming and exploration 

• Convergent thinking – refining ideas by analyzing, evaluating, and selecting the 
most effective approaches 
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• Imagination – envisioning possibilities beyond what is immediately known or 
visible 

• Flexibility – shifting perspectives and adapting approaches as new information 
emerges 

• Originality – producing ideas that are novel or uniquely expressed 

• Problem-solving – applying creative thought to overcome challenges and 
constraints 

• Curiosity – seeking new experiences, questions, and understanding 

• Risk-taking – experimenting despite uncertainty or fear of failure 

Together, these processes allow students to move fluidly between exploration and 
refinement—hallmarks of deep engagement and discovery. 

Creative Thinking, Engagement, and Well-Being 

Research links everyday creativity to positive psychological health and flourishing. When 
students engage creatively, they experience greater autonomy, motivation, and emotional 
investment in learning. 

Creativity and creative thinking are core attributes of The Compass Advantage because the 
ability to explore, discover, and express ideas supports personal growth, happiness, and 
lifelong learning. Creativity is systemically linked to other Compass attributes—especially 
curiosity, resilience, and resourcefulness—making it foundational to student success. 

When students are invited to imagine, experiment, and express themselves, learning 
becomes meaningful rather than mechanical. 

Teaching Creative Thinking in the Classroom 

Creative thinking thrives when students are able to move beyond rigid patterns of thought 
and enter states of openness, imagination, and possibility. While creativity is often 
associated with inspiration or talent, it is also influenced by attention and emotional state. 
When learners feel calm, present, and mentally flexible, they are better able to explore ideas, 
tolerate ambiguity, and generate original responses. Teachers can support creativity by 
intentionally creating conditions that allow students to slow down, open their awareness, 
and imagine without immediate evaluation.  
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Eleven Classroom Strategies That Foster Creative Thinking 

1. Encourage open-ended questions and projects 
Open-ended questions invite multiple solutions and perspectives. Project-based learning 
that allows students to define problems and propose solutions encourages deeper creative 
engagement. 

2. Integrate the arts across disciplines 
Incorporating visual arts, music, drama, movement, and creative writing helps students 
form connections across subjects and access learning through multiple modalities. 

3. Create safe spaces for risk-taking 
Creativity flourishes when students feel safe making mistakes. Classrooms that value 
experimentation and emphasize learning over perfection encourage original thinking. 

4. Use divergent-thinking activities 

Regular brainstorming sessions and visual tools such as mind mapping help students 
explore connections and possibilities without premature judgment. 

5. Incorporate play and games 
Play-based learning and gamified experiences support imagination, perspective-taking, and 
creative problem-solving—particularly when students can experiment with roles and 
outcomes. 

6. Create moments of stillness or open awareness  

Brief pauses for quiet reflection, guided imagery, or open awareness can help students 
access imagination and possibility thinking. When students are given space to notice ideas 
as they arise—without immediate judgment—creative thinking and discovery are more likely 
to emerge. 

6. Model creative thinking 

Teachers model creativity when they think aloud, share how they generate ideas, and openly 
explore alternative solutions. Modeling demystifies the creative process. 

8. Provide opportunities for collaboration 
Collaborative projects allow students to build on one another’s ideas and experience 
creativity as a social process rather than a solitary act. 
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9. Promote a growth mindset 

Language that emphasizes effort, persistence, and improvement helps students view 
creativity as something that develops over time—not a fixed trait. 

10. Integrate technology thoughtfully 
Digital tools—such as coding platforms, digital storytelling apps, and design software—can 
expand creative expression when used intentionally to support thinking rather than replace 
it. 

11. Connect creativity to real-world problems 

Service learning, community projects, and authentic problem-solving invite students to 
apply creative thinking to meaningful challenges, reinforcing empathy and social 
responsibility. 

Creativity as a Pathway to Discovery 

Imagination, possibility thinking, and creative exploration help students move beyond 
memorization toward discovery. When creativity is embedded in classroom culture, 
students become more engaged learners and more confident problem-solvers. 

By intentionally nurturing creative thinking, educators help students develop the cognitive 
flexibility and emotional openness needed to navigate complexity—both in school and in 
life.  
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CHAPTER 9 

Empathy: The Foundation of  
Caring, Citizenship, and Social Change 

Empathy is the ability to recognize and respond to the needs and suffering of others. It is a 
complex human capacity that has been studied for decades across psychology, neuroscience, 
and education. 

Most researchers distinguish between two forms of empathy that are especially relevant for 
educators: 

• Cognitive empathy, which enables individuals to understand how others think and 
feel—to take perspective and imagine another person’s experience 

• Affective empathy, which involves emotionally resonating with another person’s 
feelings 

Both forms of empathy are important, yet they engage different emotional and cognitive 
processes. In classroom settings, understanding this distinction matters. Cognitive empathy 
is closely linked to prosocial behavior and altruism, while affective empathy can sometimes 
intensify emotional distress—particularly for girls, who research shows tend to score higher 
on affective empathy. For this reason, many educators focus intentionally on cultivating 
cognitive empathy as a foundation for caring action and ethical engagement. 

Empathy is not simply about feeling—it is about understanding, connection, and response. 

How Empathy Develops 

Empathy cannot be taught through textbooks alone. It is cultivated through relationships 
and lived experience. Research consistently shows that adolescents’ capacity for empathy 
and perspective-taking is strongly influenced by positive relationships with parents, 
teachers, and other caring adults. 

At the same time, many researchers express concern that decreased face-to-face 
interaction—coupled with increased reliance on social media—may contribute to declining 
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empathy among middle and high school students. Low empathy has been linked to higher 
rates of bullying, narcissism, rigid belief systems, and civic disengagement. 

In a fast-paced, data-driven world, educators face a moral imperative: to intentionally create 
learning environments that help young people learn how to care. 

Empathy as the Compass Point of “True North” 

Within The Compass Advantage framework, empathy sits at true north. It is the attribute 
that directs caring action in the world. 

Empathy is deeply interconnected with all of the other Compass attributes, particularly self-
awareness at true south. Research suggests that the more children understand themselves—
their emotions, values, and beliefs—the more capable they become of understanding others. 
Empathy grows outward from self-knowledge. 

By nurturing empathy, teachers help students feel seen and understood while 
simultaneously shaping their capacity to contribute positively to society for decades to 
come. 

Empathy, Curiosity, and Imagination 

Much has been written about how empathy develops, and there is still much to learn. In an 
influential article published by the Greater Good Science Center, author Roman 
Krznaric describes highly empathetic individuals as people who: 

• Cultivate curiosity about strangers 

• Challenge prejudices and seek common ground 

• Gain direct experience of others’ lives 

• Listen deeply and remain open to difference 

• Inspire collective action and social change 

• Develop an expansive moral imagination 

These behaviors highlight that empathy is not passive. It is an active, curiosity-driven 
process that links understanding to action. 

Empathy and Engaged Citizenship 

Empathy supports personal growth and lifelong learning—but it also plays a central role in 
citizenship and social responsibility. In Excellent Sheep, William Deresiewicz argues that 
the purpose of education should be to leverage learning as a force for social change—one 
that makes leadership and citizenship meaningful rather than symbolic. 
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This intersection of empathy and citizenship has been the focus of more than a decade of 
research and is explored in depth in my book, Tomorrow’s Change Makers. Interviews with 
middle and high school students engaged in social and environmental causes reveal a 
common thread: their motivation to serve the greater good was rooted in empathy—for 
individuals and for marginalized communities. 

Empathy develops through presence—through the ability to notice one’s own internal 
experiences while remaining open and attentive to others. Before students can take 
perspective, listen deeply, or respond with care, they must be able to regulate attention and 
remain emotionally available. When teachers help students slow down, become present, and 
recognize emotional cues in themselves and others, they strengthen the internal conditions 
that support empathy, compassion, and engaged citizenship. 

Seven Empathy-Building Habits of Great Teachers 

1. Create meaningful relationships with students 
Empathy develops when students feel seen, understood, and valued beyond academic 
performance. Teachers who know and respect students as whole people strengthen 
children’s capacity to care for others. 

2. Nurture self-efficacy through mentoring 
Students with high empathy frequently cite mentoring relationships with teachers as 
transformative. Through encouragement, listening, and high expectations, mentors help 
students believe in their ability to make a difference. 

Teachers foster self-efficacy when they: 

• Support and encourage students 

• Listen deeply 

• Set high expectations 

• Show interest in students as individuals 

• Foster decision-making skills 

• Offer perspective during problem-solving 

3. Teach values associated with citizenship 
When educators emphasize caring, cooperation, compassion, kindness, service, and 
teamwork, they lay the groundwork for empathy-driven citizenship. Across development, 
students often move through three stages: 

• Acting responsibly within their communities 
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• Exercising leadership to improve shared spaces 

• Contributing innovative solutions to social challenges 

4. Inspire students to become their best selves 

Students often name teachers as their primary role models. They are inspired by educators 
who demonstrate passion, articulate clear values, commit to community, act selflessly, and 
show resilience in the face of adversity. 

One student reflected on his teachers’ influence: 

“The fact that they are so dedicated to teaching, helping, and empowering students—that 
really inspires me.” 

5. Expose students to diverse perspectives 
Teachers expand empathy by encouraging students to explore differing worldviews. When 
students examine prejudice, seek commonalities, and imagine life from another’s 
perspective, they stretch their emotional and intellectual boundaries. 

6. Model what it means to be present and aware 

Model simple practices that help you be present—such as taking a moment to breathe, 
listening with full attention, or briefly reflecting before responding. When students learn to 
be present with themselves, they are better able to listen to others, recognize differing 
perspectives, and respond with empathy and care. 

7. Connect learning to real-world service 

Service learning helps students transform empathy into action. Projects that address real-
world challenges build planning, organizing, and problem-solving skills—while pushing 
students beyond their comfort zones. 

Students gain the most when service becomes a way of life rather than an extracurricular 
activity. 

Empathy as the Compass That Guides a Life 

As educators, families, and communities, we are called to move beyond narrow definitions 
of success. The most meaningful outcomes of education are not grades or accolades, but the 
development of young people who are caring, curious, sociable, resilient, self-aware, honest, 
resourceful, and creative. 

When empathy sits at the true north of a child’s internal compass, learning becomes 
purposeful. Students not only discover personal success—they contribute to the well-being 
of others and to the future of society itself.  
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EPILOGUE 

Finding True North in Education 

Education has always been about more than transmitting knowledge. At its best, it is a 
human endeavor—one rooted in relationships, purpose, and the belief that young people are 
capable of growth, meaning, and contribution. 

Throughout this book, we have explored eight internal strengths that shape student success 
from the inside out: curiosity, sociability, resilience, self-awareness, integrity, 
resourcefulness, creativity, and empathy. These capacities are not isolated traits. They form 
an interconnected system—an internal compass that helps children and adolescents 
navigate learning, relationships, challenge, and change. 

When educators attend only to performance metrics, something essential is lost. But when 
they attend to development—to who students are becoming as learners and as people—
education becomes transformative. 

Development Is Not an Add-On 

The inner strengths described in this book are not enrichment activities or “soft skills” to be 
addressed when time allows. They are foundational to learning itself. 

• Curiosity fuels engagement. 
• Sociability creates the conditions for cooperation and belonging. 
• Resilience supports persistence through struggle. 
• Self-awareness enables reflection and growth.  
• Integrity anchors ethical action.  
• Resourcefulness transforms intention into achievement. 
• Creativity opens pathways to discovery. 
• Empathy directs learning toward care and contribution. 

Together, these capacities shape not only academic outcomes, but life trajectories. 

The Role of Relationships 

Across decades of research, one truth remains constant: development happens in 
relationship. 

Students build their internal compasses through meaningful interactions with adults who 
notice them, listen to them, challenge them, and believe in them. Teachers matter—not 
simply because of what they teach, but because of how they show up. 
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The most enduring lessons students carry forward are rarely content-based. They are 
relational. They live in the memory of being encouraged when learning was hard, respected 
when opinions differed, supported when mistakes were made, and seen as capable of more. 

Education as Preparation for Life 

The world students are entering is complex, uncertain, and rapidly changing. Preparing 
young people for this world requires more than mastery of information. It requires helping 
them develop the internal strengths to adapt, collaborate, reflect, and care. 

When students learn to orient themselves using their internal compass, they become self-
directed learners and engaged citizens. They are better equipped to make thoughtful 
choices, respond ethically to challenge, and contribute meaningfully to their communities. 

Education, then, becomes not just preparation for tests or careers—but preparation for life. 

A Shared Responsibility 

Fostering these internal attributes not the responsibility of teachers alone. Families, schools, 
and communities each play vital roles in creating environments where young people can 
thrive. 

When adults work together—sharing values, language, and purpose—children experience 
coherence rather than contradiction. They learn that success is not something to chase, but 
something to grow into. 

Carrying the Compass Forward 

The Compass Advantage is not a program to be completed or a checklist to be mastered. It is 
a way of seeing students—whole, capable, and in development. 

As educators and caregivers, we will not always get it right. Growth, like learning, is rarely 
linear. But when we return again and again to what matters most—to relationships, 
reflection, and purpose—we help young people find their bearings. 

When empathy sits at true north, learning becomes a force for good. 

And when children learn to navigate their lives with curiosity, integrity, creativity, and care, 
they do more than succeed. They help shape a more humane and hopeful future for us all. 

For educators who wish to bring these ideas directly into conversation with students, a 
companion resource is available: Your Inner Compass: A Guide to Understanding & 
Growing Your Strengths. Created especially for young people ages 12–17, this student-
facing guide invites reflection on the eight inner strengths that support learning, 
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relationships, and resilience. It may be used in advisory periods, writing assignments, small-
group discussions, or as a foundation for social-emotional learning initiatives. 

Together, this Educator’s Guide and Your Inner Compass offer a shared language for 
development—one that connects research with reflection and classroom practice.  

A Concluding Reflection for Educators 

Teaching today requires navigating constant demands, limited time, and competing 
expectations. Many educators feel stretched between what they know matters most and 
what systems require them to measure. 

This book is not an argument for doing more. It is an invitation to see differently. 

The internal attributes described here are not additional lessons to add to an already full 
curriculum. They are already present—in classroom conversations, in moments of struggle, 
in the ways students collaborate, question, persist, reflect, and care. When educators notice 
these moments, name them, and respond with intention, development deepens. 

You do not need to cultivate all eight strengths at once. In fact, trying to do so may 
undermine the very growth you hope to support. Choose one. Let it guide your attention for 
a week, a unit, or a season. Trust that development is systemic: when one capacity 
strengthens, others follow. 

Success in teaching is rarely visible in the short term. It often shows up later—in the student 
who learns to ask better questions, who returns after failure with renewed effort, who 
speaks up for a peer, who begins to believe in their own capacity to learn and contribute. 

These moments matter. 

Education is ultimately an act of hope. It rests on the belief that young people are not 
finished, that growth is possible, and that relationships shape who we become. When 
educators align learning with development, they offer students more than knowledge—they 
offer orientation. 

And in a world that often feels disorienting, helping students find their bearings may be one 
of the most meaningful contributions an educator can make. 

 

With respect and gratitude for your work, 

Marilyn Price-Mitchell, PhD 
Developmental Psychologist  
Founder, RootsofAction.com 
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Companion Resources 

A number of resources, including compass graphics; the student eBook, Your Inner 
Compass: A Guide to Understanding & Growing Your Strengths; and its Educator 
Companion Guide are available to support the Compass framework’s integration into 
classroom curriculum.  

These resources and others can be accessed at https://www.rootsofaction.com/resources/. 
Resources are free to download and licensed in the Creative Commons.  
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