
Students Can Resolve Their Own Conflicts!

The No-Fault Classroom is a quantum leap for classroom management! Offering far more
than discipline techniques that move aggressive behavior out of the classroom to the 
playground or sidewalk, The No-Fault Classroom leads students ages 7–12 to develop
skills in problem solving, empathic listening and conflict resolution that will last a lifetime.

Learning Thrives in Safe Classrooms
More than twenty interactive and step-by-step lessons, construction materials and adaptable
scripts give educators the tools they need to return order and co-operation to the classroom
and jumpstart engaged learning. Equally adaptable from the rural school to the inner city,
and the charter school to the home school classroom. Skillfully developed Curricular Tie-Ins
guide teachers to use the conflict resolution tools they’ve developed to meet state learning
requirements in social studies, language arts, history, reading and science.

Use this hands-on guide to:

• Empower students to prevent and 
resolve their own conflicts

• Create a No-Fault Zone that facilitates 
empathy and respect

• Enhance students’ emotional vocabulary 
and communication skills

• Co-create a classroom culture of respect, 
trust and cooperation

• Jumpstart learning and meet state 
learning requirements

• Develop problem-solving skills students 
will use for a lifetime

“Years of hard work, practice,
practical insight and mastery
are packed into every page.
Sura and Victoria will take you
by the hand, open your heart
and transform your classroom.
I can’t recommend this clear
and passionate practice
highly enough.”

— Michael Mendizza, author 
and founder, Touch the Future

“The No-Fault Classroom brings
history alive as my students
and I explore the universal
needs that people are trying
to meet.”

— Deb Pierotti,
3rd–4th grade teacher

“The brilliant, ‘no-fault classroom’ concept could create a cultural tsunami,
revolutionizing the comparison-based identity culture of our schools today.
A must read for all educators!”

$24.95 US / $27.95 CAN
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Support for The No-Fault Classroom 

“The brilliant, ‘no-fault classroom’ concept could create a
cultural tsunami, revolutionizing the comparison-based identity
culture of our schools today. A must read for all educators!”

—STEPHEN R. COVEY, author, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People 
and The 8th Habit: From Effectiveness to Greatness

“Years of hard work, practice, practical insight and mastery are
packed into every page. Sura and Victoria will take you by the
hand, open your heart and transform your classroom. I can’t
recommend this clear and passionate practice highly enough.”

—MICHAEL MENDIZZA, author and founder, Touch the Future 

“The No-Fault Classroom brings history alive as my students and
I explore the universal needs that people are trying to meet.”

—DEB PIEROTTI, 3rd–4th grade teacher
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for developing the capacities of the heart 

as well as the mind. 
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To our students, of all ages and in many parts of the world,
who practice Nonviolent Communication in 

their families, schools and communities.
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Int roduct ion

If educators are serious about reducing the conflict and emotional stress that
limit the amount and quality of learning taking place in classrooms, then it is
time to provide teachers and students with the skills they need to create safe,
co-operative learning environments.

Increased self-knowledge and improved communication skills result in
fewer conflicts, more co-operation, and a dramatic increase in the time
students spend in engaged learning. The No-Fault Classroom: Tools to Resolve
Conflict & Foster Relationship Intelligence provides teachers and students with
these skills.

The No-Fault Classroom Approach to 
Conflict Prevention & Resolution 

Whether you want a respectful, peaceful classroom and school and see the
classroom microcosm as a model and training ground for a peaceful and
sustainable world, or you want a classroom and school where students feel safe
enough to give their attention and the full stretch of their minds and hearts to
learning and discovery, or you want all of the above, this curriculum provides
the tools. 

The link between engaged learning and students’ needs for physical and
emotional safety in classrooms has been clearly established. The work of Maria
Montessori, Paul MacLean, William Glasser, John Holt, Joseph Chilton
Pearce, Nel Noddings, Daniel Siegel, Allan N. Schore, Alfie Kohn and Daniel
Goleman, among many others, has converged in the last decade to contribute
to an understanding that emotionally stressful environments threaten children’s
sense of safety and well-being and are not conducive to learning. While this
news from the fields of brain science, psychology, medicine and education
continues to come in, the news from distressed teachers is of increases in
student discontent, resistance and conflict in the classroom—all symptoms of
fear, stress and lack of emotional safety. 

Shootings in schools, as well as rising rates of preteen and teen suicide, are
poignant and tragic indicators that tell us young people have been under great
emotional stress for a long time.

3

Establishing
lasting peace is
the work of
education; all
politics can do is
keep us out of
war.

—Maria Montessori 

NFC.1e.1p.int.080723.press.qxp:Interior layout 8.5 x 11  7/23/08  2:52 PM  Page 3

© 2008 PuddleDancer Press www.NonviolentCommunication.com



A significant cause of the increasing stress in students (and also in teachers)
is the decades-long choice of school officials to encourage and fund classroom
discipline and management programs rather than communication skills and
self-development programs. 

Strategies to manage student behavior have repeatedly trumped programs
that develop Relationship Intelligence. Instead of focusing on monitoring,
punishing and rewarding students, programs designed to foster Relationship
Intelligence help teachers develop skills to build relationships with students
and to identify students’ needs and help them find ways to meet them.
Teachers also provide forums where students can voice their concerns and
learn how to listen and express themselves clearly.

We believe that the high level of anxiety and stress that teachers (and parents)
are seeing in young people is a sign that time has run out for managerial disci-
pline programs, and the time for developing the human capacity for Relationship
Intelligence has arrived. The high costs of current policies, including truancy,
detentions, suspensions, dropout numbers and failure to graduate from high
school are becoming more obvious by the day. We have the means to develop
students’ capacities to take more responsibility for their learning; identify and
find ways to meet their own needs; identify and help others fulfill their needs;
communicate honestly and effectively; and have a constructive voice in
policies, practices and decisions that affect them. What we need now is the will
and commitment to bring these capacities to reality. It is our belief that when
developing Relationship Intelligence replaces managing behavior in classrooms
across the country, and is complemented by various differentiated instruction
practices, we will see a drop in student discontent, resistance and conflict in
classrooms and an unprecedented increase in engaged, eager learning.

Experiments in creating relationship-based classrooms and schools that
address the needs of all members of a learning community have been under
way for several decades; in the last few years they have dramatically
increased in numbers, as stresses in the traditional system reach a breaking
point. We are encouraged to see more educators insist on tending to the real
needs of their students instead of spending their time teaching to standard-
ized tests and enforcing policies that are clearly failing to create the safe,
respectful, high-quality schools everyone wants. Physical safety, emotional
safety and a sense of well-being are foundational needs that, when met,
allow students to turn their attention to and fully engage their minds in the
pursuit of learning—which is after all, under supportive conditions, what
humans naturally love to do. 

Our earlier book The Compassionate Classroom: Relationship Based Teaching
and Learning was written to introduce teachers to the Nonviolent
Communication process originally developed by Marshall Rosenberg, PhD,

4

We should want
more from our
educational efforts
than adequate
academic
achievement, and
we will not
achieve even that
meager success
unless our children
believe that they
themselves are
cared for and
learn to care for
others.

—Nel Noddings
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It also lays a foundation for applying the premises of Nonviolent
Communication to the classroom. We began writing The No-Fault Classroom
in response to teachers’ subsequent requests for day-by-day and step-by-step
lesson plans that develop the premises and valuable communication skills
introduced in The Compassionate Classroom. 

This present book is designed as a guide and manual for your do-it-
together construction of a No-Fault Classroom. This curriculum goes well
beyond simply teaching students a conflict resolution process. Its objective is to
create the conditions in your classroom that will result in students’ genuine
interest and ability to care for the well-being of everyone, and a learning
community built on mutual respect and willing co-operation. At the same
time, students will develop powerful skills for effective problem solving and
conflict resolving—skills which will result in a dramatic decrease in the
number of conflicts.

If a vision of the substantive and far-reaching results of fostering
Relationship Intelligence by constructing a No-Fault Classroom inspires you,
we hope you will also appreciate that this curriculum requires a commitment
on the teacher’s part: to carefully prepare the ground, lay the foundation and
guide the construction efforts of your class. We hope the brief introduction to
the curriculum that follows (as well as a look through the introductory
sections, materials list and classroom modules) will serve to inform you of
what is involved.

The No-Fault Classroom Curriculum

The No-Fault Classroom curriculum is organized into three sections: 

Section I – Prepare the Ground & Lay the Foundation 
Section II – Construction Materials 
Section III – Construct Your No-Fault Classroom 

Section I – Prepare the Ground & Lay the Foundation 

Prepare the Ground: Teacher Exploration. We invite teachers to prepare
themselves to work with the primary themes of the curriculum by doing
several exercises. The Teacher Explorations in Section I include explorations
of conflict, its causes and its effects on learning; how teachers use their power
and engage co-operation in the classroom; and the underlying intention that
motivates teachers’ actions in the classroom.

5

The No-Fault Classroom Approach to Conflict Prevention & Resolution
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Lay the Foundation: Class Meetings. Teachers are asked to call two class
meetings to lay a firm foundation of safety and trust prior to the introduction
of the No-Fault Classroom curriculum. In the first Class Meeting, teachers are
asked to share with students the kind of classroom they would like to create
and find out from students the kind of classroom they would like to partici-
pate in and contribute to. Together teacher and students come up with a group
Vision that is inclusive, inspiring and motivating. 

In the second Class Meeting, teachers facilitate a discussion about what
makes a community physically and emotionally safe so that learning can take
place. Out of this discussion, the class generates Group Agreements that meet
everyone’s needs for safety, trust, respect and learning. The Group Agreements
are not a static set of rules, but a living contract that is referred to, discussed
and revised as needed throughout the year.

Section II – Construction Materials 

The No-Fault Classroom is a material-rich curriculum. During the 18 modules,
students will create a set of materials that they will use throughout the school
year. An overview of the templates, blueprints and directions for making mate-
rials is found in Section II. 

The primary materials are the Internal Operating System (IOS) Power
Panel and three Card Decks. The IOS Power Panel provides visual clarity for
a complex internal realm. The Card Decks familiarize students with the many
needs and feelings that exist in their IOS and acquaint them with the choices
they have in every situation. By working with the Power Panel and Card
Decks, students, in conflict and non-conflict situations, determine which area
of their IOS needs attention, what choices they have and what choice they
want to make. 

All members of the classroom can get a visual picture of others’ IOSs also,
by changing places with each other and looking at the Cards each has placed
on their Power Panels. This is a powerful way to see the needs at the root of
conflicts. The topic of conversation then turns to finding ways to meet needs,
rather than to who is right and who is wrong.

Altogether, these tools will support and maintain your No-Fault
Classroom for the entire school year, so we suggest you consider carefully how
you want to set up and conduct material construction for the most ease and
enjoyment. 

Please look at Section II for a more detailed outline of this important
aspect of the No-Fault Classroom curriculum and a list of secondary materials
to be used for construction and for classroom signs and messages.

6
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Section III – Construct Your No-Fault Classroom

The No-Fault Classroom curriculum comprises twenty-one class sessions of
approximately one hour each. The first two sessions are the Class Meetings
discussed in Section I, in which you and your students will develop a
Classroom Vision and Group Agreements for establishing safety and trust.
An Introduction to the No-Fault Zone directs students to construct one
of the primary tools for the curriculum, the IOS Power Panel. The remaining
18 classroom modules are organized in pairs to explore 9 human Powers
(discussed in more detail below).

We developed this curriculum with the idea that it would be presented
over approximately eleven weeks at the beginning of the school year, with the
two Class Meetings and Introduction to the No-Fault Zone held during the
first two weeks, and the 18 modules following at a rate of approximately two
modules per week. When a class has completed the No-Fault Classroom
curriculum, students and teacher alike will have gained skills they can practice
and use during the remainder of the year and beyond—skills to communicate
effectively, avert conflict and resolve conflict peacefully.

Introduction to the No-Fault Zone

The Introduction to the No-Fault Zone is a one-hour, hands-on activity
during which students make one of the primary tools they will be using: their
Internal Operating System Power Panel. They are also introduced to their
guides for this inward-bound journey, Nao and Michi—sixteen-year-old twin
brother and sister who reside in a dimension called the No-Fault Zone. 

In this session and in each of the 18 modules of the curriculum that
follow, the Twins share information about the No-Fault Zone. They also
provide step-by-step activities in which students explore and learn to navigate
the dynamic depths of the human Internal Operating System (IOS)—a
network of subtle, often unexamined and undeveloped capacities that we call
the 9 Powers. These Powers relate to thoughts, feelings, needs, observations
and decision-making. The goal and challenge of the curriculum is to activate
these capacities and expand the range of choices teachers and students have
to communicate effectively, to avert conflict and to resolve conflict peacefully.
As teacher and students work through the curriculum together, they are
empowered to make choices that contribute to their own well-being as well
as the well-being of others. 

These are the human capacities, or Powers, developed in this curriculum:

1. The Power to Get to Calm Alert

2. The Power to Know What You Need

7

We can’t change
the whole world
alone, but if I can
teach people that
if you put your
hand in mine and
little by little we
join more hands . . .
maybe we can
construct a new
world.

—Farliz Calle, at 15, a 
leader in the Children’s
Peace Movement in
Colombia nominated for 
the 1998 Nobel Peace Prize

The No-Fault Classroom Curriculum
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3. The Power to Find Ways to Meet Needs

4. The Power to Read Feelings 

5. The Power to Observe

6. The Power to Listen

7. The Power to Navigate the Fault Zone

8. The Power to Co-operate to Solve Problems & Conflicts

9. The Power to Create a No-Fault Zone Wherever You Are 

Explorations: The 9 Powers in 18 Modules

Each of the 18 modules takes approximately 60 minutes to complete. In each
module, the Twins provide a Narrative (Notes from the No-Fault Zone), a list
of Facts and a Message. This information introduces the concept for the
module and establishes a context for it. Students volunteer to take turns
reading the Narratives, Facts and Messages. The step-by-step guidance the
Twins provide shows teacher and students how to access, understand and
develop the 9 basic human Powers. 

In addition to the Twins’ Narratives, Facts and Messages, each module
includes activities in which teacher and students together explore the Powers
of their Internal Operating System (IOS) and practice the skills that develop
the Powers. The activities involve reading, writing, discussing, drawing, role-
playing and constructing materials. 

The activities for each module include the following:

Explorations: Students and teacher are given directions for conducting an
exploration of each concept and practicing the skills introduced in the module.

Supporting Activities: These are short activities to support skill develop-
ment for the current module and review and practice skills introduced in
previous modules. The supporting activities can be introduced throughout the
week.

Follow-on Explorations: In some modules, optional activities that
support additional skill development and learning are provided, and teachers
may choose to make time for these during the week.

Curricular Tie-ins: These are suggestions for ways to apply the specific
concepts and skills introduced in each module to other subject areas. 

This curriculum supports your literature, history and social studies
curricula. As students activate and practice each of the Powers, they can start

8

When we
understand the
needs that
motivate our own
and others’
behavior, we have
no enemies. 

—Marshall B. Rosenberg

Introduction • The No-Fault Classroom
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applying their new awareness to other classroom studies. They will develop
insight into the feelings, needs, thoughts and motivations of characters in liter-
ature as well as figures in history. Their eyes will be opened to the causes of
interpersonal conflicts that provide dramatic focus in most literature as well as
for historical and current conflicts between groups and between nations. As a
result, these subjects will come alive in new and engaging ways. 

This curriculum contributes to your science curriculum. The Twins
invite teachers and students, as they embark on this inward-bound journey, to
set aside preconceived ideas and take part in a laboratory-like exploration.
Students and teachers are asked to experiment, wonder, observe, record results
and critically evaluate what they experience and learn.

This curriculum supports your reading program. Each module provides
students with scripts to read that introduce new concepts. Additionally,
student volunteers take turns acting out the Twins’ Narratives for each module.
(Teachers are invited to read the teacher’s scripts as they are written or to put
them in their own language if that is more meaningful and fun.) 

Above all, the Twins hope the journey is enjoyable for everyone and they
encourage teachers to facilitate the Explorations in a way that optimizes fun
along with learning that reaches across all subject areas.

What It Takes to Explore Inner Space 

This curriculum is designed for teacher and students to explore together the
inner dimensions of the Internal Operating System, with support from the
Twins, the guided Explorations and the materials. Teachers are asked to be co-
explorers, not experts. Teachers do not need to have prior knowledge of the 9
Powers—the communication skills and strategies taught in the curriculum.
However, we expect the best results when teachers have the following in mind:

7 willingness to suspend preconceived ideas 

7 desire to check things out for oneself (and not simply dismiss or
believe what the Twins say)

7 observation skills (which will be developed throughout the modules,
and especially in Power 5: The Power to Observe)

7 curiosity (which we also expect to develop and grow as the modules
progress)

Constructing a No-Fault Classroom, similar to other worthwhile endeavors,
requires commitment, careful preparation, and enthused and sustained effort.
We predict that if you choose to commit to this curriculum, you will be over-
joyed with the classroom environment you and your students co-create.

9

Conflict skills can
be powerful tools
for positive liberty,
with which
students become
more able to solve
their own
problems and to
express their
interests in ways
that can be
effectively heard.

—Kathy Bickmore

The No-Fault Classroom Curriculum
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We also expect and hope that you will find lots of fun and learning as you
and your students explore the 9 Powers of the human Internal Operating
System (IOS). We believe that the dimensions of Inner Space exploration are
as fathomless as those of Outer Space. And we feel confident that those who
are willing to embark on this inward-bound journey will discover or renew
many capacities that will contribute not only to a thriving classroom but also
to a more peaceful and sustainable world. 

We hope you will neither simply dismiss this claim nor simply believe it,
but that you will, along with your students, explore with eyes, heart and mind
wide open.

Enjoy the journey!

Charting Progress 

For teachers who are interested in determining the effects of the
curriculum on student interactions, co-operation and participation, 
an Observation Survey is provided in Appendix 1. This survey can 
be used to establish a baseline of behaviors prior to starting the
program and to chart progress at four- to six-week intervals
throughout the curriculum.

10
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Section I 

Prepare the Ground & 
Lay the Foundation 

W e hope you, and your students, will enjoy planning and constructing
your No-Fault Classroom throughout the school year. Your joint

explorations and the structure you create together have the potential to
support a learning environment that works for everyone. The time you take at
the beginning to prepare the ground for the foundation of your structure will
be time well spent.

To prepare the ground and lay a firm foundation for your No-Fault
Classroom, we strongly encourage you to take time, before starting the modules,
to do the following:

! Examine your current beliefs about conflict.

! Look at your classroom management style and its underlying
assumptions about how you use power. 

! Create your Vision for your classroom. 

! Share your Vision with your students and hear their Visions.

! Co-create Classroom Group Agreements with your students. 

Prepare the Ground for Your No-Fault Classroom

To begin, we invite you to examine some of your present thinking about
power, conflict and classroom management to see what assumptions and
understandings you are taking into this exploration with your students. 

11

Power is of two
kinds. One is
obtained by fear
of punishment,
and the other by
acts of love.
Power based on
love is a thousand
times more
effective and
permanent than
the one derived
from fear of
punishment.

—Mahatma Gandhi
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Reflection on Conflict

Please use the guidelines below during some relaxed time to think about what
conflict means to you; the causes of conflict and its effects on learning; and
your current thoughts about how to prevent, reduce and resolve conflict. 

After you reflect on these questions, we will share with you our own
responses to the same questions.

Teacher Exploration: 

Your Understanding of Conflict, Its Causes, Its Effects & 
What Prevents, Reduces and Resolves It

What is conflict?

What are the causes of conflict?

12

Punishment
damages goodwill
and self-esteem,
and shifts our
attention from the
intrinsic value of
an action to
external
consequences.

—Marshall B. Rosenberg 
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How does conflict affect classroom learning?

What prevents, reduces and resolves conflict?

Our Understanding of Conflict, Its Causes, Its Effects & What 
Prevents, Reduces and Resolves It

What is conflict?

We begin with Webster’s dictionary definition of conflict: “competitive or opposing
action resulting from [a perception of] opposing needs, drives or wishes.” 

The con- in conflict is equivalent to com-, which means together; the root,
fligare, means “to strike.” In short, conflict is “striking together,” as in a fight,
battle or war. 

Simple situations can be either relatively minor problems to be solved or
the start of a fight. Trish hits Alfredo. Yukiko grabs Ryan’s pencil and won’t give

13

Prepare the Ground for Your No-Fault Classroom

NFC.1e.1p.int.080723.press.qxp:Interior layout 8.5 x 11  7/23/08  2:52 PM  Page 13

© 2008 PuddleDancer Press www.NonviolentCommunication.com



it back. Jenny didn’t turn in her homework for the third time this week. What
determines, in each of these cases, whether an argument or fight will ensue? 

From a behavioral point of view, if any of the players in the above inter-
changes uses criticism, blame or name-calling, the scales tip in favor of
conflict. Each exchange of blaming actions and words contributes to flaring
tempers and moves Trish and Alfredo, Yukiko and Ryan, and Jenny and the
teacher closer to the battle zone. 

In conflict situations, name-calling, hitting, criticism and blame are
often all that teachers and administrators see and hear before assigning
blame themselves and handing out punishments. Conflict, however, is a
more complex dynamic with much deeper roots. Those who are willing to
ask why students call each other names, hit each other, and criticize and
blame one another can discover the true nature of conflict and be primed to
find new, creative ways to get to the roots of it and work with it rather than
manage or suppress it.

What are the causes of conflict?

Again, taking off from Webster’s definition: conflict is “competitive or opposing
action resulting from [the perception of ] opposing needs, drives or wishes.”

If we’re in a situation where we think that our needs, drives or wishes won’t
be considered or can’t be met, we perceive danger and feel afraid. This is an
automatic response. We’re not in control of it. Our whole physiology shifts to
protecting ourselves. Stress hormones are released that shut down the
reasoning zones of the brain. Simplified, binary, either/or, black-and-white
thinking takes over: I’m right, you’re wrong. You’re to blame. In short order,
“you” become “the enemy.”

Fight, Flight, Freeze

When we are in danger, perceived or actual, we respond automatically with a
fight, flight or freeze reaction: we lash out (hit, scream, blame others) OR try
to escape the situation (lie, blame ourselves, run away), OR freeze in our tracks
(cower, cry, shake). Any of these reactions is likely to set off a chain reaction
of judgmental, punitive responses from those around us, who are often equally
stressed. The situation escalates and the understanding and reasoned response
that can lead to resolution is deferred. 

When conflict is dealt with in our habitual ways—by finding out who is
to blame and punishing that person—fear and resentment are left smoldering,
and conflict will soon flare up again. 

14
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As we see it, the root of this conflict, and all conflict, is the thought or percep-
tion that my needs aren’t going to get met in this situation. The fear generated by this
thought triggers a protective, defensive reaction that sets the conflict in motion
and keeps it fueled.

How does conflict affect classroom learning?

Emotional safety is a fundamental requirement for learning. Under the
emotional stress of conflict, the learning zones of the brain shut down. It is not
possible, in the midst of a stressful, fearful thought, to focus one’s attention on
tasks that require reason, concentration, creativity or timetables for completion. 

What prevents, reduces and resolves conflict?

To prevent, reduce and resolve conflict, we need to create learning communities
where all students and teachers are assured that their needs matter and can be met.
If we are certain that our needs do matter and that there will be an attempt to
understand and address them, we are not likely to perceive danger and go into a
fear response. We will have no reason to take a protective or defensive stance.

As well as assurance that everyone’s needs matter equally, each member
of the learning community will need a thorough knowledge of their inner
landscape—thoughts, feelings, needs and choices—so they can sort through
complex emotions, recognize their needs, express them clearly, strategize ways
to meet them and help others do the same. In learning communities like this,
problem solving is more common than conflict. And conflict can be addressed
and worked through with everyone’s needs in mind. 

Reflection on Classroom Management Style

Part of preparing the ground to construct a No-Fault Classroom is taking stock
of your current reality—your policies and practices for conducting your class-
room. We offer here some of the classroom management styles we have seen
used by teachers. 

The authoritarian management style values rules, respect for authority and
obedience. The behaviors of those who don’t comply with these expectations
are suppressed with threats, incentives, rewards, consequences and punishment.
Administrators and teachers determine positive and negative re-enforcers.
Commands and demands are common. Students learn to obey because they
fear what will happen if they don’t. Students’ needs are not recognized. Results:
Lack of respect, resistance, withdrawal, rebelliousness and conflict are daily
occurrences in these classrooms. 

15

We see things
the way our
minds have
instructed our
eyes to see. 

—Muhammad Yunus, founder
of Grameen Bank and 2006
Nobel Peace Prize winner 
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The permissive management style, which often appears in reaction to author-
itarian structures and policies, prioritizes meeting student needs for free
expression and choice. Teachers often understate their own needs when using a
permissive management style. Eventually, when students are “out of control”
and teachers are exhausted, the pendulum swings back and teachers resort to an
authoritarian management style to restore order and balance. Results: This style
creates an oscillating management structure that often results in confusion (for
both teacher and students), resistance, lack of respect and dependency.

The authoritative management style provides students some choices within
a clear and firm structure. Teachers guide and facilitate learning. Teachers show
students the path to achieve outcomes, and students learn that they have
control over some outcomes. The authoritative style values consistency, a high
level of performance, firm adult expectations, consistent and firm adult-
created policies and consequences, and opportunities offered to students to
learn independence. Administrators and teachers remain in primary control of
expectations and rules, incentives and consequences. Some needs of students
are addressed and some are not. Results: A softer tone is achieved than with
the authoritative style, though behavior is still managed through external
“incentives” and “consequences.” Students who meet expected performance
standards thrive. 

A relationship-based management style values the needs of students and
teachers in the classroom equally and tries to find ways to understand and
address them. Mutual decision making and mutual objective setting are
learned and practiced. A relationship-based process for dialogue is taught and

Authoritarian Permissive Authoritative Relationship-based

Values rules, respect for
authority, obedience

Values students’ needs for
free expression & choice

Values high performance,
consistency, structure,

student choice

Values teacher’s &
students’ needs equally

Teacher makes rules Students make rules Teacher makes rules Mutual objective setting 

Teacher makes decisions Students make decisions Teacher makes decisions Mutual decision making

Commands & demands
Punitive use of force

Dialogue & demands
Oscillates between punitive
and protective use of force

Dialogue & expectations
Mild punitive enforcement

Relationship-based dialogue
Protective use of force only

Fosters fear of imposed 
punitive discipline

Offers freedom with 
little or no discipline

Supports looking outside
oneself for discipline

Fosters self-confidence 
and self-discipline

Classroom Management Styles:

Section I • Prepare the Ground & Lay the Foundation

Peace cannot be
kept by force. 
It can only be
achieved by
understanding.

—Albert Einstein 
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used to engage co-operation. Students want to co-operate because they see
that their contributions are valued. Force is employed only to protect what
members of the learning community value. There is no judgment, blame or
punishment for those whose behavior is not supporting the agreed-upon
values; instead, there is an intent to identify and address the needs behind the
behavior. Results: Mutual respect, caring, genuine co-operation and the ability
to focus on learning tasks.

The No-Fault Classroom curriculum guides teachers in gradually developing
a more and more relationship-based management style in their classroom.

Two Ways to Use Power in the Classroom

Underlying each of the management styles is one of two ways to use power:
power over others, most fully represented by the authoritarian management
style; and power with others, most fully represented by the relationship-based
management style. 

Teachers’ moment-by-moment interactions with students are based on
either exercising power over them or power with them. Check the following
power over expressions and power with expressions that you most frequently
hear yourself using.

Power Over Expressions

! You must do this right now! If you don’t…

! Don’t make me ask you again!

! You are expected to do what you’re told.

! I know that this isn’t interesting or important to you, but you have to
________________.

! How many times must I repeat myself?

! If you talk disrespectfully to me you will be sent to the office.

Do you find yourself: 

! lecturing? 

! advising? 

! arguing? 

! analyzing? 
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Do you hear yourself:

! making commands? 

! making demands?

Do you hear yourself using these or similar phrases:

! you have to 

! you must 

! you ought to 

! you should

Power With Expressions

! I’d like to find a solution that works for everyone.

! I’m happy when we work together.

! I’d like to hear how this sounds to you.

! I wonder what you need right now.

! Would you be willing to _________?

! Please help me understand what you have in mind.

! I wonder what comes up for you hearing what I said?

! I’d like to tell you what isn’t working for me about this situation.

! I’d like to tell you what is working for me about this situation.

In conflict situations, as in all other situations, the primary message of a
teacher with a relationship-based style of management is this:

! I want us to come up with strategies and solutions that work for all of us. 

! I’m willing to explore with you ways to do that.

Teachers determined to exercise power with their students are not afraid to
listen to what students have to say. In fact, they welcome it. Listening doesn’t
mean agreeing or disagreeing. Listening is often the beginning of a dialogue
that has the potential to get to the real root of problems and conflicts. 

18

There are three
ways of dealing
with difference:
domination,
compromise and
integration. By
domination only
one side gets
what it wants; 
by compromise
neither side gets
what it wants; 
by integration 
we find a way by
which both sides
may get what
they wish.

—Mary Parker Follett
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Whether you are building on a power over or a power with foundation,
your students will be learning how to address problems and conflicts from
everything you say and do. They will pick up your tactics and use them with
their classmates and friends. They will take your tactics home with them as a
foundation for interactions with siblings, and they will use them to build a
foundation for future relationships. 

Power With = True Co-operation

We hear how much teachers want co-operation in their classrooms; in many
cases, how desperate they are for it. However, teachers whose classrooms are
based on power over practices often don’t perceive co-operation to be the two-
way working relationship with students that the word implies. They see it as a
one-way street in which students do what teachers want them to do. When
students don’t do what is expected, they are called “uncooperative,” written up
for bad behavior, sent to the principal’s office to suffer consequences—or given
rewards or incentives to do things the teacher’s way.

The co- in co-operation means “together,” and the oper- means “work,” so
co-operation means “working together.” True co-operation is not something
that can be mandated. Where there is no togetherness in the operation of a
classroom—in mutual decision making, objective setting and problem
solving—the following natural consequences can be expected: fear, resistance,
arguments, hurt feelings, battles of will and other forms of conflict in addition
to a reliance on punishment and rewards. 

A fundamental law of human relations is this: Teachers who leave the co- out
of classroom operations are destined to reap the consequences of the omission.
No co- in classroom operations predicts a cycle in which conflict is followed
by punishments and incentives to resolve the conflict, which leads to further
conflict and further punishments and incentives, and on and on. If you
aren’t willing to work with your students, they aren’t going to be willing to
work with you.

Conversely, when you are willing to work with your students, you will find
they enjoy working with you. According to leading scientists, co-operation is
in our genes, since it is necessary for ongoing survival of a species. Humans
have a feel-good response when co-operating with one another toward a
shared objective or vision. And so, we do not have to teach young people
co-operation—only inspire it by co-operating with them and giving them
many opportunities to enjoy co-operative endeavors that have meaning and
purpose for them. This is a definition we enjoy for co-operation: “A way to
engage power with others so everyone has power to thrive.”

19
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What Is Your Vision for Your Classroom?

It is extremely helpful to have a Vision of your own to further strengthen the
foundation you are establishing for your No-Fault Classroom. When you have
a well-defined Vision, you are able to sense and articulate your purpose for
teaching. With that clarity, you will be able to choose the methods and
materials that will serve your Vision best. 

Some things to consider: Do you want a classroom where students always
get their work done your way and on your time schedule? Do you want a
classroom where children follow rules—your rules? Think it through. If you
say this is the kind of classroom you want, realize that you are likely choosing
to spend a lot of your time looking for misbehavior, writing it up, reporting it
to parents, sending students out of the room for it, collecting names of the
unruly on the board, putting check marks next to them for each additional
unacceptable behavior, and trying to determine appropriate rewards and
punishments. Another major portion of your time will be spent trying to
manage the students who complain, nag, bully, tattle and resist your efforts. 

If your focus is on connecting with students, making relationships with
them and finding out the good reasons they have for doing what they do, you
are likely to spend very little of your time carrying out the above routines and
a lot of your time in productive living and learning together.

Parker Palmer, author of The Courage to Teach, asked students from all
around the country to describe a good teacher. He says that all of them
described good teachers as people who have some sort of connective capacity,
who connect themselves to their students, their students to one another, and
everyone to the subject being studied. “The connections made by good
teachers are held not in their methods but in their hearts . . . the place where
intellect and emotion and spirit and will converge.”1

Your Vision will be your pole star. Develop it carefully and align with it as
many methods and practices as possible.

Here are two brief Classroom Vision statements written by teachers:

My Vision is a classroom where everyone’s needs matter, where everyone enjoys
learning and where we learn together to resolve conflicts peacefully.

My Vision is a learning environment where students feel physically and emotion-
ally safe—a place where students know they belong, where their needs matter, their
gifts, talents and ideas are received and celebrated, and they thrive as learners.

1. Palmer, The Courage to Teach, 11.

Section I • Prepare the Ground & Lay the Foundation
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Power is created
not when some
people coerce
others but when
they willingly take
action together in
support of a
common purpose.
Power corresponds
to the human
ability not just to
act but to act in
concert.

—Hannah Arendt
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Be bold: set a Vision for the classroom you really want. What is the space
like? The learning? What are the interactions like between you and your
students? What are the interactions like between and among students?

My Vision is:

Lay The Foundation for Your No-Fault Classroom

When you have taken some time for reflection and are ready to lay the foun-
dation for your No-Fault Classroom, we recommend you start with the two
Class Meetings described below, before beginning the Introduction to the
No-Fault Zone and the modules of the No-Fault Classroom curriculum.

Class Meeting 1: Generate a Classroom Vision

When you take the time to form an understanding and agreement with your
students about what kind of classroom you want to create, they receive the
message, loud and clear, that their needs matter and that you value their
thoughts. They will see and feel themselves to be active, integral contributors
to their classroom rather than passive receivers of instructions, commands and
demands. This is a powerful message that encourages students to take interest
and participate in their learning community.

In Class Meeting 1, you will introduce to your students the value you see
in creating a Vision and ask students for their ideas of how a Vision can serve
them. Here are the values we see: a shared Vision clarifies what you want for
yourself and for others, and it helps you direct your actions toward what you
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want. You will be creating your classroom together throughout the year, so
sharing information about what you want and need is vital information at the
beginning and throughout the year. 

Generating a Classroom Vision can take a while, so please make time for it.
Class Meeting 1 can also be planned to span a few sessions over the first week or
two of school. We consider it an essential activity for constructing a No-Fault
Classroom and hope you prioritize sufficient time for you and your class to meet.

Objective: To share your Vision and ask students to share their Visions for a
classroom you would enjoy spending time in every day; to establish
a community where everyone’s Vision is included; to establish an
intention for the classroom to be a place where everyone belongs; to
focus minds on what you want to create during the school year; to
listen to your students

Materials: Notes from Vision exercise, drawing paper, colored pencils and markers

Procedure:

1. Using your notes from the Vision exercise in Section I: Lay the
Foundation for Your No-Fault Classroom, share your Vision with your
students. Ask if they have questions about what you shared.

2. Lead students in a thought exercise to clarify their Vision for the class-
room. You can ask them to close their eyes and picture what a
welcoming learning community would look like: What would you find
in it? What could happen there? How would you feel when you walk in
each morning?

3. After finishing the visualization, hand out drawing paper to each
student and ask them to record information about their Vision for the
classroom. They can write their Vision down, make a list of attributes,
draw a picture of it, write a poem, make a collage and so forth. 

4. When finished, ask if any students will volunteer to show and share
their Vision for the classroom.

5. Collect all Visions and make a collage, “quilt” or mandala with them,
displaying them on the wall. 

6. Take a photograph of the collage to place with your classroom Group
Agreements (see Class Meeting 2) and for reference when the collage
is taken down. (Please keep a copy of your original Classroom Vision
collage pieces. You will refer to this Vision throughout the curriculum,
including in some of the last few modules.)

22

We are disturbed
not by what
happens to us, but
by our thoughts
about what
happens.

—Epictetus
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Class Meeting 2: Facilitate Group Agreements

Often, in traditional classrooms, “group agreements” and rules are made arbi-
trarily and casually, if not unilaterally. Students say yes to rules they don’t
genuinely participate in making, nor think much about, then later receive
punishment when they “break the rule.” 

In a relationship-based, No-Fault Classroom, Group Agreements are made
to serve your Classroom Vision. When all members of the class come to a
mutual understanding of what makes a safe learning environment, you have
provided another experience that tells them that their needs matter and that
they have a voice in how things run. Participating in making their own safety
“rules” encourages students to express their needs, take responsibility for their
behavior, take learning risks (make mistakes) and co-operate to create a
community where everyone belongs and enjoys learning together. 

Objective: To create an environment where students participate eagerly in
learning tasks; to meet needs for physical and emotional safety and
respect; to make agreements that everyone participates in and is willing
to try; to acknowledge that all agreements are experiments in living
and can be reviewed and revised if they are not working well; to reach
genuine agreement that everyone assumes responsibility for them

Materials: Large chart paper prepared with large version of diagram below
on it, copy of physical and emotional safety facts (below) for refer-
ence during discussion, markers, extra blank chart paper for lists
of suggestions

Procedure:

1. Express to your students your desire to make your classroom safe for
everyone. Share the science behind this recognition: that physical
and emotional safety is essential for learning to take place. Share
information from the scientific facts (below) in a way that your
students will understand. 

2. Post the chart paper with the diagram below reproduced on it somewhere
where everyone can see it.

3. Lead a discussion about the need for physical safety. Ask students:
What actions are not physically safe in the classroom? Write their answers,
or ask a student to volunteer to write answers, on the chart on the left
side and outside of the circle. 

4. Turn the discussion to the need for emotional safety. Ask students:
What actions do not contribute to emotional safety? Write their answers,

23
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or ask a student to volunteer to write answers, on the chart on the right
side and outside the circle.

5. By now some students will likely be wondering what the big empty
circle on the chart is for. This is where you will make Group
Agreements to meet needs for safety, trust and respect. Share your
purpose for making Group Agreements together at the start of the
year, and wanting to review them throughout the year. Here are some
values we see in Group Agreements: establishing shared participation
and responsibility; confirming clarity about the shared Vision for the
classroom; establishing guidelines for safety, trust and respect that will
allow optimal learning to take place. 

6. Ask students to suggest actions they would like the group to consider
for the Group Agreements. Help them get to specific doable requests,
as much as possible. If someone says, I want people to respect me, you
can ask: What would you like people to agree to do that would meet your
need for respect? See also the list of sample Group Agreements below for
examples of doable requests. It is difficult to “do” something abstract
such as “always be respectful.”

7. Make a list of suggestions on a blank piece of chart paper. Then go
through each one and ask if anyone has questions about it. If not, ask if
anyone is not willing to agree to that request. (This question is more
likely to bring out any objections than if you ask, Does everyone agree to
this request? With the positively-phrased question you are likely to get
some unthinking compliance, since that is what many students are used
to.) It is in the interest of the class to encourage questions and draw out
any objections during this meeting or you will deal with them later on,
most likely in the form of resistance or resentment. 

8. Write all Group Agreements approved by the whole class in the circle
in the center of the original chart.

9. Post your Group Agreements where everyone can see them. The
Classroom Group Agreements are there to serve your Classroom Vision
and meet people’s needs for safety, trust, belonging, learning and more.
Tell your students that the class will review them throughout the year.
New agreements can be added, and old ones that don’t work can be
removed. Seeing the Group Agreements as life-enriching requests
instead of set-in-stone demands makes it much more likely that you
and your students will honor them. (Remember to keep a copy of your
original Classroom Vision and Group Agreements on hand. You will
refer to them throughout the curriculum, including in some of the last
few modules.)
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Physical Safety                                         Emotional Safety

Group Agreements

Prepare the Ground for Your No-Fault Classroom

Understand the
enemy and you
can defeat him,
understand
yourself and there
is no enemy.

—Ancient Chinese Proverb
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Facts about physical and emotional safety and learning

Physical and Emotional Safety is the number one requirement for learning to
take place. Our brains are finely tuned to keep us safe at all times. There are
three primary divisions of the brain—the primitive/old brain, the limbic
brain and the reasoning/learning zones. When we sense danger, whether it is
physical or emotional, real or imagined, fear is triggered. Fear has a dramatic
effect on the body and the brain. To meet needs for protection and safety,
stress hormones are automatically secreted throughout the body. In the face
of perceived danger, quick action is more important than careful thinking and
analysis. The reasoning and learning zones of the brain shut down. Energy
goes to the survival zone of the brain at the base of the skull and to the arms
and legs so we can protect ourselves by fighting or running away. In
Emotional Intelligence by Daniel Goleman, this automatic process is referred
to as an “emotional hijacking.”

Physical and emotional safety diagram for Class Meeting 2

Sample Group Agreements

! Listen when others are talking.

! Use words to solve problems rather than kicking, hitting or 
harming others.

! Pick up after yourself.

! Don’t laugh or tease when people make mistakes.

! No put-downs.

! Speak up when you’d like to see changes.
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When Students Break an Agreement

The high price of punishment

In traditional settings where rules are made by teachers, when a student breaks
a rule, the teacher typically gives a warning, makes a threat or determines a
punishment which is meant to instill fear and obedience. The result of these
strategies for compliance is a class full of students who feel guilty and ashamed
or resentful and angry. With these feelings stirring, it becomes unlikely that
students will wholeheartedly attend to learning of any kind. The feelings
inspired by such policies and practices show up in the classroom as resistance,
or half-hearted compliance. 

Another result of seeing punitive practices such as warnings, threats and
punishments modeled by adults is that students learn to use the same strate-
gies with each other, in the classroom and on the playground. Students who
use threats and punishment to get other kids to do what they want are called
“bullies.” Anti-bullying programs now abound to change this behavior; they
often administer bigger doses of guilt, shame and punishment in hopes that
the delinquent students will change their ways. Surprisingly few people ask the
question, Where do these students learn bullying behavior? Fewer still see any
correlation between disciplinary policies and bullying. And, tragically, discipli-
nary policies rarely get to the root of the problem. These policies neither help
students identify the needs they want to meet nor do they help them find truly
effective ways to meet them.

An alternative to punishment

When students participate in making Group Agreements for the classroom, in
order to meet their needs for safety, trust, respect and learning, they tend to
take responsibility from the start for the Agreements and for their own
behavior. Group Agreements assure students that their needs are taken seriously,
their word is trusted, and their thoughts and concerns are valued. When every
student has agreed to the proposed Agreements, you can move forward with
assurance that if agreements are broken there will be a good reason that can
be discussed, rather than thinking that students who break Agreements are
disrespectful, rebellious or “bad.”
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If you want to
teach people a
new way of
thinking, don't
bother trying to
teach them.
Instead, give them
a tool, the use of
which will lead to
new ways of
thinking.

—Buckminster Fuller
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Identify Needs & Strategies for Meeting Them

Here is a routine we suggest for times when students break classroom
Agreements.

1. Student breaks an agreement.

2. If someone is in danger, use protective force or restraint, if necessary.

3. Provide time if necessary for an Energy Shifter (see Appendix 3) so the
student can cool down before talking more. 

4. Give empathy for the student’s feelings and needs. 

5. When the student knows what his or her needs are in the situation,
they will be able to see other, more effective, ways to handle those
needs. They will also be able to imagine what they could do differently
in the future for better results.

Example 1

Teacher: Rylan, I see how difficult it is for you to follow through on your
agreement to listen while others are talking, and some of the other
students and I would like to hear what is preventing you from doing
what you agreed. 

Rylan: I just get so frustrated sitting and listening all the time. I need to be able
to do something, so I just start talking to Lisa.

Teacher: So, you are saying that you feel pent up and frustrated when you are
listening for long periods of time, is that right? 

Rylan: Yeah!

Teacher: And you need something to do?

Rylan: Yeah!

Teacher: I have an idea. Do you think it would help you to listen while others
are talking if you were able to quietly doodle on paper or squeeze a ball?

Rylan: Maybe.

Teacher: Would you be willing to try that for a few days and let me know how
that works?

Rylan: Okay.
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Example 2

[Teacher restrains Angela from hitting Jon.]

Teacher: Angela, I can’t let you hit Jon. I am stopping you because we agreed
to make this a safe place for everyone, and I will stop anyone who tries
to hit another student. It looks like you are really upset, and I wonder
what you need right now.

Angela: I need him to stop calling me names.

Teacher: Are you feeling upset because you need consideration and respect?

Angela: Yeah! And he’s not following the rule we made not to call people
names.

Teacher: Hmm? Are you saying that you need to be able to trust people to
follow through on what they say they will do?

Angela: Yeah! If Jon doesn’t have to follow the rules, I don’t have to either.

Teacher: Are you saying that if there are rules you want everyone to
follow them?

Angela: Yes!

Teacher: Would you be willing to talk with Jon about this? 

Angela: No. He won’t listen to me.

Teacher: If I stay with you for support?

Angela: I’ll try it, but I’m not so sure it will work.

Teacher: I appreciate your willingness to try. Shall we find Jon and make an
appointment to talk with him?

You may think that this approach will take time away from learning.
However, it takes much less time than punitive practices do, and students will
see you modeling problem-solving strategies that they will gradually learn and
use themselves.
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Although
attempting to
bring about world
peace through 
the internal
transformation 
of individuals is
difficult, it is the
only way.

—His Holiness the Dalai Lama
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Supporting Activities

• Provide two shoe boxes for the classroom. Label one “What’s
Working,” and the other, “What Isn’t Working.” Students can
decorate them if they like. Encourage students to express them-
selves by writing their appreciations and complaints about what is
going on in the classroom and putting them in the appropriate
boxes. Agree upon a time and format for reading them. Celebrate
appreciations and problem-solve complaints.

• Provide a stack of Notes of Appreciation (template in Appendix 2).
Use them to write notes to students about how their actions
contribute to your life and/or to life in the classroom. Encourage
students to write notes to each other to express how individual and
group actions affect them.
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