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Abstract 

 

Steve Broidy’s A Case for Kindness: A New Look at the Teaching Ethic guides the reader 

through the building blocks of an argument for the interrelatedness of a kindness-based 

teaching ethic and the ultimate aims of education in a democratic society. Beginning with 

the teacher-student relationship, Broidy addresses the impact of a kindness-oriented teach-

ing ethic (KOTE) on classroom environment, educational policy, and nothing less than the 

future of our life together in a democratic society. In this slim volume, the reader is re-

warded with a depth and clarity of thought on a topic of critical importance to the present 

and future of our education system and society: our human sensibilities and relationships 

with each other.  
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In the latest addition to the Academy Book Series in Education, Steve Broidy weaves a beautiful 

tapestry of the interrelatedness of a kindness-based teaching ethic and the ultimate aims of educa-

tion in a democratic society. Broidy opens in the preface by sharing with the reader his surprise at 

the brevity of A Case for Kindness: A New Look at the Teaching Ethic, as it is the result of a quarter 

century of his work on the topic. In this slim volume, the reader is rewarded with the depth that is 

clearly a result of Broidy’s passion and persistence to make the content meaningful and accessible. 

He brings a welcome clarity of thought to a topic of critical importance to the present and future 

of our education system and society: our human sensibilities and relationships with each other.  

Beginning with what appears to be a simple premise of attending to the nature of the 

teacher-student relationship, Broidy builds a case for the far-reaching impact of a teaching ethic 

based in kindness on classroom environment, educational policy, and nothing less than the future 

of our life together in a democratic society. In order to build a strong case and dialogue with the 

reader, Broidy takes great care in defining the terms he is using. He describes a teaching ethic as, 

“the playing out of a certain sensibility with regard to teachers’ relationships with students and the 

decisions affecting students in the instructional environment” (p. 3). Further distinguishing what 

he means by a “sensibility,” Broidy offers, “a recurrent and coherent set of emotions and feelings, 

sensitivities/perceptions, dispositions, and conscious priorities that tend to both directly influence 

choice and provide a privileged set of premises in reflective decision-making” (p.3).  

The first two chapters of the book are devoted to clarifying the concept of kindness Broidy 

is offering, and he begins in the first by distinguishing it from a general notion of “benevolence.” 
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Broidy cautions against the view that kindness is nothing more than intentions and emotions or 

confusing it with other notions, such as mercy or accommodation. Broidy then turns to a concise 

and thorough exposition of how kindness has been presented in American educational history, 

including the influence of unclarity in Judeo-Christian teachings on the topic and the general con-

cern for developing goodness in moral citizens through schooling. Goodness was ill-defined and 

often arbitrarily equated with kindness, with a focus on the intentions and emotions involved. To 

support the reader’s understanding, Broidy provides selected passages from school textbooks, in-

cluding McGuffey Readers. He posits that it would seem impossible for children “to have learned 

from the texts how to be good or kind” (p. 19), and at the same time that educators believed “that 

a vaguely articulated focus on benevolence-motivated acts would help to develop an ideal society” 

(p. 19). 

In the second chapter, Broidy leads the reader through a rigorous analysis of the concept 

of kindness at the root of his teaching ethic, and the stage is set for the larger claims to come related 

to the ultimate purpose of education. He asserts that it is essential that we “discover that recogniz-

ing kindness requires that we see certain relational, intentional/emotional, knowledge/belief, and 

success features at work in a given situation” (p. 26). Each dimension is important to illustrating 

the complex and distinct nature of kindness acts and the potential of using kindness as a construct 

to build a teaching ethic. The “success condition” is the final aspect of kindness acts addressed 

here, and Broidy makes it clear that it is more complex than attempting to ascertain if a specific, 

short-term need is met, again pointing to the interrelationship with the ideal aims of education. 

Broidy’s third chapter serves as a transition to the final two, expanding on the notion of 

sensibility and its connection to ethical judgement. Broidy again sets out to both clarify and com-

plicate an important building block for his case.  Drawing from diverse fields, he puts forth a notion 

of sensitivities, “[that] includes the ‘facts’ of a situation that we notice and assign importance to, 

and the construction we give to those things to which we attend” (p. 52). Broidy then relates this 

to the evolution of character education and the areas of unclarity that remain in those endeavors 

today. He argues that addressing students’ moral sensibilities is essential and requires a recognition 

of the complex nature of the task. This leads us to the development of the kindness-oriented teach-

ing ethic (KOTE) in the fourth chapter. 

In the fourth chapter, Broidy uses classroom examples to illustrate a teaching ethic contin-

uum, with a focus on caring at one end and justice at the other. He argues that a KOTE occupies 

the middle ground on this continuum, a place of mediating concern for individual and broader 

group needs. Broidy takes issue with the advice often given to new teachers and advocated for 

educators in general to maintain distance in relationships with students as a matter of profession-

alism. He furthers his argument here by bringing in research on parenting styles, describing the 

ways in which a KOTE resonates with the authoritative parenting style that has been found to 

support the best outcomes for children. Both a KOTE and an authoritative style of parenting are 

characterized by warm, responsive, communicative relationships. Broidy notes the sizeable 

amount of time that students spend in school and the importance of providing this kind of environ-

ment, which might either serve as reinforcement of what is working at home or as a needed change 

when a child is not well supported outside of school. In addition, Broidy offers two additional 

factors to be considered in supporting a KOTE: the positive effect on social and emotional learning 

and the resonance with what students have said they want and need from their teachers. He closes 

the fourth chapter with a section rich in practical advice for supporting teachers in developing a 

kindness-oriented teaching ethic.  

Broidy closes his case for kindness with a final chapter on the connection between a kind-

ness-oriented teaching ethic and a concern for the long-term aims of education. This is founded on 
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his conviction that both students and teachers need educational ideals, aims that are integral to a 

greater meaningful narrative. He argues against the use of standards that are implemented without 

first identifying the ideals around which they are organized, which leaves teachers and students 

without guidance for a journey to arbitrary goals. Broidy posits that while there is an unfortunate 

absence of conscious thought and dialogue regarding educational ideals in America, there are par-

ticular ideals that operate on a more unexamined level. He briefly and cogently outlines each of 

these for the reader: a “materialist” argument, a “perennialist” view, an “existentialist” ideal, a 

“reconstructionist” ideal, and the “progressive” ideal. Adding that there is perhaps another budding 

ideal of aligning education with stewardship of the earth, Broidy stresses that while most Ameri-

cans likely agree with the premise of each of these aims we do not for the most part engage mean-

ingfully with them in thought and dialogue. It is here that he most specifically addresses his con-

cerns with the teaching ethics that emphasize care of an individual to the exclusion of others, and 

goes on to connect KOTE with John Dewey’s progressive ideal of education that encompasses a 

range of diverse hopes and aims integral to a democratic society.  

The final section of chapter five is all too relevant to the societal context for education in 

the United States today, where Broidy points out that the tendency toward tribalism and “the con-

tingency and fragility of democratic living that Dewey observed” (p. 89) are obvious. Broidy 

makes a rich case for KOTE as a key to achieving Dewey’s vision “for the continuing maintenance 

and renewal of a democratic society” (p. 89).  At the heart of the ethic is a triad of interests, of the 

teacher, students, and others who may be affected, with an emphasis on the student relationship. 

Operating in this way in the classroom, teachers are simultaneously supporting students in culti-

vating the skills, sensitivities, and dispositions needed to be active and thoughtful citizens in a 

democratic society. Likewise, true to the skill and commitment of an experienced educator, Broidy 

demonstrates a KOTE in speaking to the needs of diverse readers and leaving us better able to do 

the same. 
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