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     Review1 
 

Maurice Irfan Coles (Ed.). (2015) “Towards the 
Compassionate School. From golden rule to golden thread”. 

London: Trentham Books/ IOE Press 

 

What does compassion have to do with 

global learning or development education 

and citizenship? This book establishes 

links between them and with education in 

general. It understands that comprehensive 

education must include a dimension of 

compassion in its proposals, approaches 

and planning. Therefore, it explores what 

compassion is and its possible elements 

and characteristics. Once this work was 

carried out by the editor of the publication, 

each chapter was then written by a 

different author from a different 

perspective. Compassion is specifically 

developed: 

- Through mental and brain 

development. 

- Through spiritual development. 

- Through moral and social 

development. 

- Through cultural (and intercultural) 

development. 

- Through physical education and 

sport and well-being activities. 

- Through the curriculum. 

 

In its last section, it comments on, albeit briefly, the organisational consequences of 

working with a compassionate school.  

 

As we can see, it conducts a rather full overview. However, this is a proposal from a 

young English organisation (CoED Foundation) which only considers the first step in its 

initiatives and publications regarding a compassionate school. Its ideas and proposals 

can be seen in their entirety on its website (www.coedfoundation.org.uk). 
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It is important to note that compassion is understood here as "love in action", so it is 

about seeing how pupils are capable of developing their ability to love deeply and 

openly. In my opinion, this is an important objective as it, in some way, involves going 

beyond the level that we usually work with in education philosophy which usually 

refers to students "learning to be happy" (something that is extremely important, of 

course). “Going beyond the level” means that we go from a personal level (happiness) 

to a community level and, therefore, to a global level (justice, solidarity and love). Here 

we can find direct contact with global learning, given that compassion is one of the 

essential characteristics for building societies of the future, according to the authors. 

 

From the linguistic perspective that I am writing from, the term compassion has a 

double meaning, which is sometimes negative and sometimes positive. The negative use 

comes about given that it is a somewhat "well-worn" word that has been abused and 

used incorrectly. It has been linked to paternalistic and top-down views of help and it 

has even been compared with the terms justice and charity (I am referring to its meaning 

in Spanish). 

 

 In fact, the definition in the dictionary of the Real Academia Española (Royal Spanish 

Academy) is as follows: "Feeling of pity, tenderness and identification with the 

misfortunes of others". However, the authors of this book insist that compassion is 

much more than just a feeling. If true, this, in turn, implies an action that is preceded by 

identification and an empathetic response. 

 

As is usually the case with British literature, it is a text littered with diagrams, word 

plays and practical examples. Its main use is through a type of acrostic with the phrase: 

“Acts for love”. 

 

A Aspirational Altruistic Action-oriented Appreciative  

C Creative Campaigning Collegial Charitable Courageous 

T Trustworthy Truthful    

S Spiritual Sacred Self-aware Sustaining Sympathetic 

      

F Fair Forgiving Fun   

O Open Optimistic    

R Respectful Responsible Resilient Reflective Reflexive 

      

L Loving Learning    

O Ordinary     

V Visionary     

E Equitable Empathetic Ethical Emotionally literate 
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Each one of these characteristics speaks about an element of a compassionate society. 

And at the same time it is a guide on how to organise a compassionate school which is 

organised around 5 Cs: 

- A Conscious compassion 

- A Culture of compassion 

- A Climate of compassion 

- A compassionate Curriculum 

- A compassionate aCtion 

 

If we further explore the section on moral and social development, we see that the level 

of detail is still basic. It does create a profile about how to realise this using English 

education legislation itself and gives examples of how to develop it by means of 

different proposals. It particularly focuses on initiatives called "the student voice" which 

attempt to carry out democratic interventions in the classroom using certain strategies 

and positions. It also comments on, albeit more briefly, the perspectives of citizenship 

and its curriculum developments. 

 

Another section directly related to our areas of research is that on cultural development, 

which is so important today in the global context where receiving refugees and migrants 

is a major source of controversy in different parts of the world. Although this section is 

just as brief as the previous one, I think it makes better use of the short space that it 

shows us in order to see the possibilities of this approach in educational activity. It 

places importance on creativity and the role of the habits of mind, producing a 

breakdown of the different aspects that we can consider when working with them. From 

there it further explores the theme of identities that each and every one of us can have, a 

very relevant issue in a context like the present one, where self-protection approaches 

compete with cooperation approaches. Using all of this, a curriculum proposal has been 

made which I find intriguing. 

 

The rest of the chapters take us through the different aspects of education regarding 

innovation. The mental and neurological part essentially focuses on mindfulness, which 

represents a good start and opens doors for many other possibilities. Spiritual 

development is also a good start to this topic, balancing the role of religions with other 

possibilities in other areas. 

 

Lastly, it is interesting to note that it is worth reading this publication with an internet 

connection nearby, as there is an abundance of references to websites included which 

are good examples to help us understand the proposal made by the authors. I hope there 

are more publications and projects that enable us to continue further exploring this 

topic. 

 

Finally, I was not able to resist including a quotation in my review from this 

publication, somewhat extended, which I feel is very powerful regarding the idea of 
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compassion from an intercultural (and literary) perspective in a global and diverse 

world: 

 

"Very gladly would I learn what face things present to a mouse or a bee; more gladly 

still would I perceive the olfactory world charged with all the information and emotion 

it carries for a dog. Literary experience heals the wound, without undermining the 

privilege, of individuality. There are mass emotions which heal the wound; but they 

destroy the privilege. In them our separate selves are pooled and we sink back into sub-

individuality. But in reading great literature I become a thousand men and yet remain 

myself. Like the night sky in the Greek poem, I see with a myriad of eyes, but it is still I 

who see. Here, as in worship, in love, in moral action, and in knowing, I transcend 

myself; and am never more myself than when I do". 

C.S. Lewis,   

An Experiment in Criticism, 1961 

 

Therefore, this publication helps us to better understand the meaning of citizenship and 

global learning with the joy of us all feeling like protagonists in its construction in this 

encounter with complex diversity  

 


