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The book primarily comprises a series of very short sections with a point to make about a humane way of being in the classroom and stories to illustrate. Each feels like a springboard for an enquiry focussed on ‘How can I improve what I am doing and live my values more fully through my practice?’ which would enable the enquirer to theorise their practice, to tell the story for how they account for themselves and their learning, recognise themselves as contradictions and progress; a quick and provocative read and good resource.
Introduction by Alice Ginott
Haim Ginott died aged 51 years old and his wife wrote about him:
‘He wanted to learn how to discipline without humiliating; how to criticize without destroying self-worth; how to praise without judging; how to express anger without hurting; how to acknowledge, not argue with, feelings; how to respond so that children would learn to trust their inner reality and develop self-confidence.

“What is the goal of education?” he would ask, “When all is said and done, we want children to grow up to be decent human beings, a ‘mensch’, a person with compassion, commitment, and caring.” How then does one go about humanising a child, making a “mensch” out of him? Only by using “menschy” methods: By recognising that the process is the method, that the ends do not justify the means, and that in our attempt to get children to behave in a way that is conducive to learning, we do not damage them psychologically. Also, that we do not talk to children in a way that will enrage them, diminish their self-confidence, inflict hurt, or cause them to lose faith in their competence and ability.’ (p.10)
……………………

‘As he said, “I’m a child psychotherapist. I treat disturbed children and they improve. What is it that I do that helps? I communicate with them in a unique way. If caring communication can drive sick children sane, its principles and practices belong to teachers and parents. While psychotherapists can cure, only those in daily contact with children can prevent them from needing psychological help. But first they have to become aware and then discard their language of rejection and learn a language of acceptance.”
Parents and teachers even know the words. They heard their parents use them with guests and strangers. It was a language that was protective of feelings, not critical of behaviour. What does a teacher say to a guest who comes to her classroom and forgets her umbrella? Does he run after her and say, “What is the matter with you? Every time you come to visit you forget something. If it’s not one thing it’s another. You’re forty-four years old! When will you ever learn? I bet you’d forget your head if it were not attached to your next. Why can’t you be like your sister? She know how to behave responsibly!” that’s not what teachers say to a guest. They say, “Here’s your umbrella.” They give information without derogation. 
Teachers and parents need to change priorities. It’s those whose welfare has been entrusted to them who (p. 11) deserve the best. And the best is the most civilised. Words that generate love, not hate; diminish dissension, not destroy desire; humour, not enrage.’ (p.12)

………………………
…sayings that helped them in times of crisis, such as: The beginning of wisdom is silence, and then comes listening. Authority calls for brevity. Learn to talk less and listen more. When things go wrong, it’s not a good time to teach lessons (“When someone is drowning it’s not a good time to teach them to swim”). Don’t blame, look for solutions. Try to respond to complaints without being defensive or countercomplaining. Avoid embarrassing questions. Talk to the heart, not the mind. (p.13)
……

Don’t be a teacher; be a human being who is a teacher.    (p.13)
…………………………..

Preface 

I have come to the frightening conclusion: I am the decisive element in the classroom.  It is my personal approach that creates the climate.  It is my daily mood that makes the weather.  As a teacher I possess tremendous power to make a child’s life miserable or joyous.  I can be a tool of torture or an instrument of inspiration.  I can humiliate or humour, hurt or heal.  In all situations it is my response that decides whether a crisis will be escalated or de-escalated, a child humanised or dehumanised. (p. 15 and 16)

………..

The way Haim Ginott has created his book is fascinating. He has 'a Note to Readers' page on which he writes:

"The encounters in this book between teacher and child are depicted in short scenarios. They are not meant to be taken literally. (his italics) They serve only as a practical guide to principles of communication. Teachers' responses are to be tailored with ingenuity, according to person and situation. I want to thank the teachers and parents in my seminars who recorded their struggle for new attitudes, concepts, and language and shared them with the readers of this book." (p.17)
……………………….

Chapter 1 – Teachers talk about themselves

Until the system changes
There is a story about a man in dire trouble who came to his rabbi for help. The rabbi listened and advised, “Trust in God. He will provide for you.” “Yes,” answered the man. “But tell me, what do I do until then?” 
Teachers ask similar questions: “How can I survive until the system changes?” “What can I do to improve life in the classroom?” (p.34)
……………………………………..
Chapter 2 - At their best

A modest aim

… They deal with the present. What matters to them is the here and now of a child in distress. As one teacher put it, I”I used to focus on future developments. Now I have a more modest aim: I am concerned with present moods and prevailing (p.53) needs. Instead of distant utopias, I want to achieve minute-to-minute humanness in my classroom.” (p.54)

…….

Chapter 3 - At their worst
A mother’s testimony 

“…Motivation is not just a procedural item taught in teacher’s college… It is the process that prepares a child for loving. All that we call education was conceived in love. It was because man so loved the shell that he gave it a name. it was his way of getting closer to it, paying homage to it, of summoning it up in his thoughts even when the creature itself was absent. The act of naming is the act of loving – be it a decimal point, a part of speech, (p.76) or a shell. And the act of loving requires preparation – warmth, caring, ease, sensitivity, tenderness, skill.” (p.76)
…………

Is there hope?

James Joyce said, “History is a nightmare from which I am trying to wake up.” To some extent every person’s history holds terrors from which he needs to wake up: invisible rules, irrational restrictions, and harmful beliefs. A teacher cannot hold on to unexamined taboos, to prejudices that paralyze, and to feeling that freeze. To see the world through children’s eyes, a teacher needs infinite emotional flexibility. The chronological distance and psychological chasm that separates children from adults can be bridged only by genuine empathy – capacity to respond accurately to a child’s needs, without being infected by them 

The temper of our time encourages aggression; belligerence masquerades as power, and confrontation as justice. Civility is often mistaken for servility. Teachers are confronted with increasing brashness of children. Yet they cannot afford to “do unto others as is done unto them.” learning depends on the emotional climate engendered by empathy and civility. In their daily contacts with children, teachers must preserve these vanishing virtues. (p.77)

……………………………………

Chapter 4 - Congruent Communication

Inviting cooperation

The more autonomy, the less enmity; the more self-dependence, the less resentment of others. (p.91)

……………….

Chapter 5 – The Perils of Praise
Evaluation or appreciation
Evaluative praise is destructive. Appreciative praise is productive. (p.125)

……

Praise and status
Praising is arrogating status. The praiser becomes the appraiser. He climbs int the seat of judgement and claims special competence. (p.131)

………………..

Evaluative praise serves to put people of “lower status” in their place… If we met Picasso, we would not say to him, “You are a great painter. You are doing a fine job.”… We might say, “Thank you, Mr Picasso, for your paintings. They have enriched my life.”… Children deserve similar courtesy. They too need praise that appreciates, not praise that compares or condescends.

………………..

Chapter 6 -  Discipline
Teaching demands not just desirable personality attributes but specific skills. to paraphrase Kounin: Skills are not ends in themselves but they are necessary tools. Techniques are enabling; their absence acts as a barrier. The focus on skills is not opposed to a concern for individual children; rather it enables the teacher to plan for individual differences. (p.179) 

…..

Chapter 7 – When Child and Teacher Clash

Lessons that linger
The world talks to the mind. A teacher speaks more intimately; he talks to the heart. And the heart is nourished by subtleties – by a glance that appeals, a nod that affirms, and a comment that confirms. Education translates experience into values. To reach the eternal in value, it must touch helpfully on the immediate in experience. (p.211)

………..

Chapter 8 – Homework

The right help
Don’t look at me,

   And in an instant tell me what I am.

How do you know who I am within my heart?

I could be

   Self-centred

   Cruel

   Petty

Or, when you open the lid on my life

You may find me

   Tender

   Humane

   Gracious

Take your time to know me!

Or know me not at all.

Elizabeth Cory M. (aged 12years)

(p.233)

…….

Chapter 9 – Tales of Motivation

“Try it, it’s easy”

When a child is told, “You are bright, and the problem is easy” he must defend himself by not listening. His inner logic is, “If I listen and fail to understand, everyone will know that I am dumb.” There is less risk in ignoring the teacher: “If I don’t try, I can’t fail.” (p.247) 

…………………..

Chapter 10 – Helpful Procedures and Practices

To suspend judgement

Two teachers who taped their lessons reported the following agonising appraisal:

“I was surprised to hear all the hurting words I say to pupils, despite my good intentions. I wanted to shut off the recorder. I heard words foreign to my philosophy. One tape was enough to shock me into a humbler vision of myself as an educator, and to a revision of my tactics as a teacher.”

“After listening to myself fro an hour, I got depressed. I could not believe it was me: the sarcastic tone, the harsh voice, the biting comments. I decided to re-examine the quality of my communication with children, to pinpoint the small sins, the insults by implication, the odious comparisons, the faint praise, the judgemental tone.” (p.263)
………………………..

Chapter 11 – Adult Encounters

“13 rules for administrators who wish to subvert teaching”
Plato said the essence of slavery lay in separating the forming of purposes from their execution, and lodging them in separate persons. (p.296)

…………………………..

Chapter 12 – Students Recall Their Teachers

At Home in the World

“Mr Jacobs won our hearts, because he treated us as though we were already what we could only hope to become. Through his eyes we saw ourselves as capable and decent and destined for greatness. He gave direction to our longings and left us with the conviction that our fate can be forged by our hopes and deeds; that our lives need not be shaped by accident; that our happiness does not depend upon happenstance. Mr Jacobs introduced us to ourselves. We learner who we were and what we wanted to be. No longer strangers to ourselves, we felt at home in the world.” (p.315)
……………………………..

Epilogue

On the first day of the new school year, all the teachers in one private school received the following note from their principal

Dear Teacher,

I am a survivor of a concentration camp. My eyes saw what no man should witness: 
Gas chambers built by learned engineers. 
Children poisoned by educated physicians. 
Infants killed by trained nurses.  
Women and babies shot and burned by high school and college graduates. 
So, I am suspicious of education.  My request is: help your students become human.  Your efforts must never produce learned monsters, skilled psychopaths, educated Eichmanns.  
Reading, writing and arithmetic are important only if they serve to make our children more human. (p.317)
………………………………….
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