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H210V. Empowering Human Relationships Across Developmental Contexts 

HARVARD GRADUATE SCHOOL OF EDUCATION 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

In this course, we will seek to understand and improve the quality of human interactions 
across a wide range of developmental contexts (both cultural and institutional), from 
orphanages to classrooms and from early childhood to youth development. The driving 
question is: How do we encourage, enhance, and empower the human relationships 
around children and youth in adversity? By learning from what ordinary people do 
extraordinarily well in relationship with one another through simple, everyday moments, we 
can nurture intuition into intention, grow communities of practice, and plant seeds for 
sustainable systems change. 

The course weaves together the "understanding" and "applying" threads. Part of the course 
will focus on applying developmental theories to examine actual practices (recorded on 
video) in authentic field settings of human development. Part of the course will focus on how 
we can develop and use a relationship-focused theory of change to improve practices, 
programs, and policies. All the contexts chosen for this module have a common focus on 
children experiencing adversity in both US-based and international settings. 

INTENDED STUDENTS 

This course is designed to accommodate a wide range of students interested in the 
intersections of developing and improving practice, program, and policy. 

● For those who have already worked directly with children and youth, this course 
offers a reminder and reflection on your working experiences and the impact of your 
presence for those you serve. 

● For those who have an interest in developing new programs and models of 
intervention, this course offers concrete guiding principles on how these programs 
and models could function at the person-to-person relational level. 

● For those who are interested in research, evaluation, and policy development, this 
course offers an analysis on how to analyze and understand, from the ground-level, 
“where the rubber meets the road”. 

No matter what your past professional experiences and future aspirations are, we hope that 
this course will link your ideas with the human, relational experience in simple, everyday 
moments. 
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

This module is as much about understanding human relationships as a practice of developing 
concrete disciplines and skills to empower human relationships. There is also a particular 
focus in this class on issues of cultural diversity and equity. While human interactions take 
place between people, systems and structures can strengthen and weaken these bonds. While 
the developmental needs for human interactions are universal across cultures, contexts, and 
age span, the access to such human interactions are not equitable. We hope to engage 
students in reflecting on their own personal and professional identities as they examine and 
react to relational practices across contexts and cultures. Overall, we encourage the 
development of humility and openness in place of rash and reactive judgment and evaluation 
of “other” people and places. 
 
At the end of this module, it is our hope that you will feel confident and competent in the 
following areas that intersect both “understanding” and “skill”. 

● Articulate the centrality of human relationships in human development, particularly in 
the context of simple, everyday interactions with children and youth. We believe that, to 
advocate for human development, we need to be able to talk compellingly about the why 
of building human relationships and talk inclusively about the how of human interactions 
to welcome many expressions of care from diverse cultures and settings. 

● Observe and analyze human interactions across diverse cultural and institutional 
contexts of human development. We believe that meaningful efforts to grow and 
strengthen human relationships require us to notice, describe, and understand everyday 
interactions (and help others do the same). Such efforts require openness, patience, 
readiness to listen, and slowness to react and judge, particularly when you hold strong 
opinions or pre-conceived notions about what relationships “ought” to look like. 

● Think relationally through complex challenges in professional practice, program 
implementation, and policy development. Having access to supportive human 
relationships lies at the heart of equitable education and development. We believe that, in 
all matters related to learning, education, and human development, effective professionals 
need to be able to connect decision making with gaps, strengths, and opportunities in 
building and supporting healthy human relationships. 
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COURSE PROGRESSION AND SCHEDULE  

Session Date Topics and Contexts 

Week 1 Jan 28 

Topic: Why Relationships?  

Developmental Context: Institutionalized and de-institutionalized 
orphanages 

Readings: 
McCall, R, B, & Groark, C. J. (2015). Research on institutionalized 

children: Implications for international child welfare practitioners and 
policymakers. International Perspectives in Psychology: Research, 
Practice, Consultation, 4(2), 142–159. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/ipp0000033 

Li, J. & Julian, M. M. (2012). Developmental relationships as the active 
ingredient: A unifying working hypothesis of ‘‘what works’’ across 
intervention settings. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 82(2), 157-
166. https://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1939-0025.2012.01151.x 

 

Week 2 Feb 4 

Topic: Simple Interactions as Active Ingredients of Learning and 
Healing 

Developmental Context: Residential Care for Youth 

Readings: 
National Scientific Council on the Developing Child. (2004). Young 

children develop in an environment of relationships. Working Paper No. 
1. Retrieved from https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/wp1/ 

Hamre, B. K. (2014). Teachers’ daily interactions with children: An 
essential ingredient in effective early childhood programs. Child 
Development Perspectives, 8(4), 223-230. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12090 

Li, J. (2019). Achieving quality with equity: Recognizing and supporting 
high-quality practices and professionals in low-resource communities. 
Zero to Three, 40(2), 5-9.  

Dombro, A. L., Jablon, J. R., & Stetson, C. (2011). Powerful interactions. 
Young Children, 66(1), 12-20. 

  

 
 



H210V.	Empowering	Human	Relationships																											 	

4	|	Page	
 

Week 3 Feb 11 

Topic: What Counts (or Measures) as Relational Quality in 
Developmental Settings? 

Developmental Context: Early childhood education (childcare and 
preschool) 

Readings: 
Whittaker, J. K. et al. (2016). Therapeutic residential care for children and 

youth: A consensus statement of the international work group on 
therapeutic residential care. Residential Treatment for Children & 
Youth, 33(2), 89-106. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0886571X.2016.1215755 

Masten, A. S. (2014). The short list and implicated protective systems. In 
Ordinary magic: Resilience in development. New York, NY: The 
Guilford Press, pp. 147-173. 

 

Week 4 

 

Feb 18 
  

Topic: Relationships and Educational Equity 

Developmental Context: Elementary School 

Readings: 
Pascale, R., Sternin, J. & Sternin, M. (2010). The power of positive 

deviance: How unlikely innovators solve the world's toughest problems. 
Boston, MA: Harvard Business Review Press. Chapter 1, pp. 1-18.  

 
Pascale, R., Sternin, J. & Sternin, M. (2010). The power of positive 
deviance: How unlikely innovators solve the world's toughest problems. 
Boston, MA: Harvard Business Review Press. Chapter 2, pp. 19-52. 
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Week 5 
 
Feb 25 

 

Topic: Relationships in Communities of Change 

Developmental Context: Informal contexts (health care, public safety, out of 
school time) 

Readings: 
Delpit, L. (1988). The silenced dialogue: Power and pedagogy in educating 

other people’s children. Harvard Educational Review, 58(3), 280-299. 
https://doi.org/10.17763/HAER.58.3.C43481778R528QW4 

Fallows, D. (2014, November). America’s tiniest innovators: Report from 
Pittsburgh. The Atlantic. Retrieved from 
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2014/11/americas-
tiniest-innovators-report-from-pittsburgh/382799/ 

Pianta, R. C., Belsky, J., Houts, R., & Morrison, F. (2007). Opportunities to 
learn in America’s elementary classrooms. Science, 315(5820), 1795-
1796. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1139719 

 

Week 6 Mar 4 

Topic: A Relationship-focused Theory of Change 

Developmental Context: Interventions that include and support families 
with children with disabilities. 

Readings: 
Allen, J. P., Pianta, R. C., Gregory, A., Mikami, A. Y. & Lun, J. (2011). An 

interaction-based approach to enhancing secondary school instruction 
and student achievement. Science, 333(6045), 1034-1037. 
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1207998 

Wenger-Trayner, E. & Wenger-Trayner, B. (2015). Communities of 
practice: A brief introduction. Working paper. Retrieved from 
https://wenger-trayner.com/introduction-to-communities-of-practice/. 

Byrk, A. S., & Schneider, B. (2003). Trust in schools: A core resource for 
school reform. Creating Caring Schools, 60(6), 40-45. 

 

 

 


