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Introduction
This short booklet is an attempt to put together some of the distinctive 
values and approaches of a Christian style of working with young people, 
based on the approach of St John Bosco. It does not assume any specific 
religious allegiance but draws on the common humanity and spirituality 
of every adult in their work with the young.

The origin of the word Salesian comes from a 17th century thinker and 
saint, Francis of Sales. His optimistic humanism opened up a spiritual 
depth within relationships, encouraging people to engage with the 
heart rather than through an impersonal authority. He spoke about the 
strength of real gentleness and the ability of a warm, consistent approach 
to working with people that could transform their experience of life.

The founder of the Salesian order, Don Bosco, adopted Francis as his 
patron because of the focus on gentleness, optimism and reasonable 
relationships. Don Bosco applied the broader Salesian tradition to a 
way of working with young people. One of Don Bosco’s most important 
statements about working with young people was this:

Young people not only need to be loved,
they need to know that they are loved.

For Don Bosco, education was about providing an experience that engaged 
the heart. When a young person experiences that loving kindness, hearts 
are opened, confidence grows, faults are corrected and gifts blossom. This 
holistic and heart-centred approach is based on a reasonable, respectful 
and reverent way of working with the young, which will be opened up in 
the material that follows.

Fr David O’Malley SDB

For a more detailed treatment of these themes see the book

The Christian Teacher – Shepherd of Loving Kindness 

published by Don Bosco Publications.
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The Christian Education Space
Don Bosco (1815 – 1888) was a priest, who devoted his entire life working 
for young people, he established youth clubs, schools and residential 
homes. He was responding to the chaotic life of young homeless workers 
in Turin, as that city expanded and coped with the effects of war and 
political unrest.

In a suburb of Turin, called Valdocco, he developed, over a lifetime of 
experience, a way of working which Salesians have called The Valdocco 
Model. In this model Don Bosco marked out the spaces in which he 
wanted to educate young people. In Valdocco this space is created visibly 
in buildings, but the space it describes lies first of all in the heart of the 
educator.

The idea of discovering your space, and making the most of it catches 
something of Don Bosco’s approach to schools. For Don Bosco the spaces 
where education happens are:

Space Experience
Home Belonging
School Learning

Playground Celebrating
Church Reflecting

The centre of this model is the playground – the informal space in which 
pupils and educators meet and celebrate being together, on a shared 
educational journey.
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Four Elements in One Way of Working
These four elements all lend themselves to different aspects of learning. 
They create a relational space rather than refer to a specific building or a 
particular task. 

A Home is where young people learn that they are important, have 
dignity and a set of gifts that are uniquely theirs. A home is about 
belonging.

A School is where a person learns about life and themselves in a 
formal relationship and builds knowledge and skills. School is about 
learning.

A Playground is any setting in which a young person learns to relax 
physically, celebrate life appropriately and experiment safely with 
new roles. Playground means celebration.

A Church is the place that asks questions and raises awareness about 
meaning on the journey of life. Church means reflecting. 

Each of these elements will overlap but the Educator is called to recognise 
the particular holy ground on which they stand at any given moment. 
Moreover each adult will have strengths and face different challenges in 
working with pupils and colleagues, in these four spaces. The opportunity 
to extend their own personal repertoire of skills, in each area, forms part 
of a personal vocational journey for the educator.
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Belonging
Young people do not thrive unless they feel secure. They need a strong 
pattern of relationships and clear boundaries that can survive their own 
immaturity, as they experiment with behaviours and emotions that 
they may find difficult to contain. The genuine warmth of an adult, their 
reasonable demands and consistent maintenance of boundaries create 
an atmosphere where young people can feel safe and learn how to relate 
to others. The educator is always modelling this maturity when they 
educate with the heart. So educators may wish to ask themselves the 
following questions:

How do we involve young people in decisions?

How are worries, ideas and issues heard?

How do young people know they are cared for?

How is respect and affection maintained?

How does the Gospel show in relationships?

How are rights and responsibilities formed?

How are the vulnerable kept safe?

How are roles shared across the ability range?

How is caring and compassion rewarded?

How is good use of time assured?

How is conflict resolved healthily?

How are small groups developed and supported?

How is celebration used to build unity?

Are there any groups that are alienated at present?

How are rules made and maintained?
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Learning
School for Don Bosco meant a life-long commitment to learning from 
experience, as well as a formal process in the classroom. School happens 
whenever anyone learns from another person, whether that is in school 
corridors, being inspired by someone, watching a team game or reflecting 
on an argument. For a Christian educator, the potential for learning lies 
hidden in every conversation and each experience; a potential waiting 
to be opened up through reflection and relationship. So, educators may 
wish to ask themselves the following questions:

How do we recognise gifts and potential?

How is listening and empathy encouraged?

How is learning caught in groups?

How do we know young people are learning?

How do we teach by example?

Where does the Gospel become visible in our work?

How are individuals challenged to mature?

How are reflection skills grown in pupils?

How is awareness of creation developed?

How are service skills trained and used?

What areas of potential are undeveloped?

How do young people engage with justice issues?

What new life skills may be needed in the future?

How is conflict used as a learning experience?
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Celebrating
Don Bosco said that an educator who appeared only in the classroom 
would be seen just as a teacher. But an educator who spent time in the 
playground becomes a friendly presence and is more effective in the 
classroom. Being interested in what interests young people opens up a 
common humanity between pupil and educator which allows confidence 
to grow. Hearts are opened and the capacity for the educator to be a 
positive influence increases. In recreation young people engage with the 
educator in a supportive way that spills over into the classroom. This does 
not mean that educators have to abandon any of the normal boundaries 
of professional work but it does mean that they enjoy spending time with 
young people, asking themselves:

How is praise used to celebrate people?

How do young people share their gifts?

How is peace made and celebrated?

Where can young people release their energy?

Where can young people relax and be quiet?

How do we promote drama, music and sport?

How are celebrations and holidays marked?

When do we relax and mix with the young?

How is tension recognised and managed?

How are group moods and anxieties eased?

How is optimism and cheerfulness maintained?

How are new people welcomed?

How are life-giving friendships encouraged?

How do you manage loneliness in young people?
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Reflecting
This does not mean pushing young people into inappropriate celebrations 
of faith but instead opening up the tradition of spirituality and its roots in 
the human heart. Don Bosco was not ashamed to put love at the heart of 
education; as a self-sacrificing commitment to the good of others. Such 
love is a pathway to spiritual values without which society would not 
hold together. Don Bosco saw, in the Gospels, the spiritual values that 
could give meaning to young people: Love one another, turn the other 
cheek, do not judge others, welcome the prodigal, share your bread 
with the hungry and so on. Such values and opportunities can emerge 
in groups and individuals. Conversation then becomes the church where 
young people recognise their spiritual depths.

Is there space for wonder and mystery in my work?

How does silence and stillness happen?

How is the gospel lived out in routine ways?

Where is a church identity formed for the young?

When are prayer skills explored and practised?

How do young people safely share their faith?

How do young people celebrate their spirituality?

Is there space for reflection days and retreats?

How are families supported spiritually?

How do pupils know they are precious?

Are resources and symbols of spirituality available? 

How do adults model prayer and Gospel values?

Do young people link spirituality and justice?
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Attitudes of a Salesian Educator
Working spiritually, as a Educator, involves four attitudes that make the 
educator effective in the four areas just mentioned. These four attitudes 
are: 

Together these four words spell out RUAH a word used to describe 
the breath of the spirit in Hebrew, Christian and Islamic scriptures. 
The word mimics the sound of breath and its rhythm: out (on ru) and 
in (on ah). It is a reminder that life is about both giving and receiving, 
from birth until death.

Respect
Each of us has a dignity and a spiritual dimension in our lives that deserves 
reverence and respect. 

The word implies taking a second look at a situation and seeing a wider 
context. When young people are ungrateful and disobedient they do not 
forfeit their dignity but need to be managed with a reasoned discipline. 
Respect also implies seeing the energy that goes into tasks and recognising 
their commitment. Praise, encouragement and appropriate apologies all 
create an atmosphere of respect for the rights of each person in school.

Respect
Understanding
Affectiom
Humour
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Understanding
Each of us is on a life-long journey of learning where mistakes and 
reasoned correction can be opportunities to bring life. 

The word Understanding implies having a grasp not only of the context 
in which things happen but also an appreciation of the process of other 
people's lives. Understanding means reflecting on the deeper motives, 
the more profound levels of maturity and the complex patterns in the 
hearts of young people and colleagues.

Affection
It is only when we engage with the heart that the best learning happens. 
Strong positive relationships build resilience in the life of a educator. 
Young people who know that they are really cared for by an adult can 
accept criticism and guidance because they know it comes from the 
heart. The ability to share joys and disappointment builds a connection 
that Don Bosco likened to an electric current that energises both students 
and their educators.

Humour
Intensity and pessimism are overcome by the perspective of a cheerful 
and humble heart.

Don Bosco said that holiness consists in being cheerful. Genuine joy 
and laughter feeds community and helps to celebrate life. Recognising 
achievement and constantly encouraging others creates an optimistic 
atmosphere in which young people and their educators can come to life.

Detailed techniques for RUAH can be found overleaf.
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The Salesian Approach 

There is little doubt that this was the framework through which Don 
Bosco evaluated his first schools. Too much of any one element would 
unbalance the school or the individual. One area is intended to balance 
the others and it was together that all four had a huge impact in the lives 
of the whole community. 

Home – Belonging
Am I at home among young people?

Do I feel I belong in my department? 

Do my ideas matter?

Who needs me to listen more?

Do I feel I have significant friends in school?

Who can lean on me for support? 

When did I put myself out for students or colleagues?

Who can I go to under pressure?

Are there any times/places where I can relax in school? 

Playground – Celebrating
When did I last really let my hair down? 

Do I feel I can waste time in school occasionally?

Can I see any missed opportunities for celebration?

How often do I encourage and celebrate others’ success? 

How do I handle praise from other people?

Do I use exercises to let go of the tension teaching brings?

Can I easily find reasons for being cheerful?

Do I bring a smile to the faces of those I meet in school?
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A Balanced Way of Life for the Christian Educator
Look at some of the questions below from time to time. Allow issues and 
opportunities to arise that may help to rebalance your way of living and 
working in the school community. Look for signs of faith and friendship 
that will give you energy to develop habits that will help you to live more 
gracefully among young people and colleagues.

School – Learning
Am I open to advice and even correction from colleagues?

Do I find time to reflect on my work and learn from life?

Am I still reading and enjoying my subject area?

What have I learnt from young people recently?

Have I done anything new in school or differently lately?

What has teaching taught me about myself this year? 

Do I see performance reviews as a moment of grace?

Who is a wisdom figure for me in school?

What values have I taught by my own behaviour recently?

Church – Reflecting
What keeps me going, when school is difficult?

How is work challenging me to think deeper?

Are there patterns of meaning emerging in my work?

Where have I been drawn into action strongly and why?

What is the most important lesson I need to teach?

Do I bring all my concerns to prayer or reflection?

How does my work fit into a larger purpose in life? 

What in my past has prepared me for my present role?
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The Educator as a Good Shepherd
Salesian Spirituality emerged from a Gospel tradition. It is shaped by the 
stories and the imagery of the Gospel. The image that links most closely 
with the role of the educator is found in St John’s description of the good 
shepherd. 

The Gospel of John describes the good shepherd as having the following 
seven characteristics:

Knowing the sheep individually

Having a detailed knowledge of the country

Vigilant in watching for wolves and other threats

Creating sheepfolds, safe places for the sheep

Laying down their life when necessary

Open to other sheep joining the flock

Constantly moving to new pastures

These qualities are made visible in working with respect, understanding, 
affection and humour (ruah) with young people. By living those techniques, 
within the context of the Gospel, the Salesian educator becomes a kind 
of good shepherd and continues his or her own spiritual journey through 
their work as an educator.

The good shepherd has long been an image of Christ in the Church as 
witnessed in a second century fresco found in the Roman catacombs 
of Priscilla. It becomes a personal model for the educator, a shape into 
which they can grow towards a balanced and grace-filled life. The Gospel 
can provide a backdrop of meaning for the everyday routines and the 
moments of high drama that mark an academic year. However a further 
look at the ruah listing will reveal that most of these techniques are 
part of all healthy relationships and developing them will enhance all 
relationships. Therefore the Salesian approach to work with the young 
can become a way of life and a blessing of all friendships and family in an 
educator’s life.
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Design is based on an early Christian graphic
from the Catacombs of Priscilla, Rome.
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Educating – A Vocation 
By nature and by grace,

You have been called to nurture the spirit of young people.
In a world of crude measurements

And superficial images of success and celebrity
You have been called into the personal mystery 

Unfolding uniquely in the lives of each of your pupils.
In this community and in this group,

You have been called to be an educator,
Not just to tick registers and write lists

But to walk with young people
On a shared journey into the heart of education.

On that journey you are both a leader and a learner.
Together with you students you will walk 

The well known paths of an academic year
And be surprised by the gifts, passions and problems

Unfolding in the lives of the young. 
For your class does not come to you empty-handed

But carries the blessings 
and the burdens of their short histories.

Experiences of success and stability
Will sit alongside confusion and uncertainty

In the heart of each young person.
Since your vocation is personal, 

You will be living the Gospel mystery:
That it is only when your life is poured out in love

That you can be filled with the utter fullness
Of the God for whom your life was made,

The same God who has called you
To this vocation of educating.
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Loving Kindness – The Heart of Salesian Education
Every spiritual tradition values loving kindness.
It sets up a deep connection between people,

opening hearts and minds,
building confidence with your students and colleagues,

setting free joy and warmth and genuine affection.
Working with loving kindness is an asceticism of the spirit.

It is a discipline that becomes a way of life.
To teach is not just a role but a rule for living 

and sharing in the life of the young in your care.
Loving kindness is an ideal that draws you

deeper into the path of self-surrender,
further into the mystery of emptiness.

Loving kindness leads to fuller life and to resurrection.
There is nothing soft or sentimental 
about this path of loving kindness.

Loving kindness demands self-control and self-sacrifice.
It leads to strength of spirit and integrity

and moves the focus from the self to the needs of others.
Loving kindness is poured out in generous praise,
celebrated in smiles, in hospitality and in humour.

It is expressed in balanced discipline, 
in delicacy and in respect.

Loving kindness builds you up with inner steel 
and with spirit.

Loving kindness is the sacramental and sacred space 
between adults and young people.

19
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Discipline and the Educator
As a companion and guide for young people

you will avoid the need to please,
the need to be liked and to be popular
among the young people that you lead.

Loving kindness means choosing life
even when that choice makes one unpopular.

A leader who needs to be liked 
is a leader who has already lost authority.
As a leader and guide, you must be clear

about rules, making them reasonable and consistent,
about options, making them clear and balanced,

about consequences that must always be followed through.
True authority is rooted in genuine care,

expressed in honest affection and self sacrifice.
Young people will respect your authority,

when you use consistent reason and kindness.
Young people break rules because they are thoughtless,

or because they are testing your limits.
The first demands that you remind, 

the second that you reprimand.
Each challenge to these limits

is also a challenge to your maturity as an adult.
The heart-felt struggle with poor behaviour

transforms the one who disciplines, from a policeman
into a disciple of loving kindness in the life of young people. 
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Don Bosco Writes to Salesian Educators
From Rome, to his school staff in Turin in 1884

If you want to be of one heart and soul you must work continually 
to break down the fatal barrier of mistrust between young people 
and staff that is never far away. You will do that by a friendly, 
informal approach to young people especially in the playground.

If you want to be loved by young people you must make it clear 
that you love first. Jesus Christ made himself little with the little 
ones of this world and bore our weakness. He is our model in the 
friendly approach.

Confidence between adults and young people creates an electric 
current. Through that confidence, hearts are opened, needs and 
weaknesses are revealed. This love enables staff to put up with 
the weariness, the annoyance, the ingratitude and the troubles 
that youngsters can cause. Jesus Christ did not crush the bruised 
reed or snuff out the smouldering candle. He is your model.

Never forget humility, it is the source of peace of mind; put up 
with each others’ shortcomings because there is no perfection in 
this world. Try not to grumble because it freezes the heart. Instead 
live in the presence of God and let it be for you a source of peace 
and reassurance.
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An Act of Dedication as a Salesian Educator
Lord, with all the faith that I have

and with all my skill and energy

I commit myself to work consistently and generously

for the good of young people especially those most at risk.

I promise to work together with colleagues

to educate young people to fullness of life,

and to do no harm to others,

but to go the extra mile in serving the needs of my students.

I set myself to live the ideals of Don Bosco

and to follow the pattern of the Good Shepherd,

in teaching and guiding the young

through the changing years of adolescence.

I ask for the support of my colleagues,

the understanding of family and friends,

and the inspiration of the Spirit,

as I take up this role for the good of young people.

May the prayers of this Salesian school community,

the support of colleagues,

and the energy of young people,

keep me faithful day by day. 

AMEN
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Prayer of Praise
To you, Father, our praise is due
for Don Bosco
the dream that inspired him
the trials that tempered him
and the signs that guided him;
for those who have shared
his indomitable zeal,
men and women,
religious and lay,
in every time and place;
for the humble beginnings
at Valdocco
and for every educative
environment called
to be a revelation
and gift of your love;
for the immense ranks of
young people
who invade our life
and disturb our heart
prompting it to imitate
that of the Good Shepherd.
To you, Father, our praise is due
with Mary
our powerful Helper
in the Holy Spirit
through the Risen Christ. Amen. 23



Web Resources
www.salesianspirit.com  The author’s own web site with more resources

(Under constuction 2014) 
www.sdb.org The international site for Salesians worldwide

www.salesians.org.uk Don Bosco Publications books for online ordering


