
The Essential Ingredient



� To understand the concept of empathy.
� To experience empathy
� To recognize it as a learned behavior and 
learn its benefits.

� To heighten awareness of the many ways we 
avoid showing empathy. 

� To understand how to teach true empathy
� To explore ways to encourage the 
development of empathy within your daily 
activities



…an valuable exercise in understanding
and experiencing empathy



� What words come to mind?
� What situations evoke empathy in you?
� What are some examples of empathy that you 
have observed in the children you care for?



� Empathy is defined as the ability to 
understand the thoughts feelings or emotions 
of someone else.



…like a football fan experiencing
their player’ s touch down



� Social skills are built on empathy and 
emotional intelligence; when you understand 
your own feelings and can recognize those of 
others, you are able to reach out and make 
connections.  That means giving comfort and 
solace to those who are 
hurt and celebrating with 
those who are happy.



Added Benefits
Children who develop social 
and emotional competence 
are happier, have more 
rewarding relationships with 
their peers, and are  more 
reliant in the face of stress.  
Plus, they even perform better academically.  

� Empathy is a big chunk of emotional competence.



How can they demonstrate empathy if they don’t 
understand another’s feelings?

How can they understand another’s feelings if 
they don’t understand their own feelings?

How can they understand their own 
feelings if they aren’t  given the words?

How can they learn the words to 
describe their feelings, if no one
recognizes them and labels them?

How can they recognize 
empathy if they’ve never seen 
it expressed to them?





Stair steps to Empathy How we can teach it?

Introduce empathy    
Identify emotions in

general terms
Teach the names

of feelings 
Help the child to identify      

their feelings
Encourage awareness

of another’s 
feelings.

Prompt an empathic
response to another child

� “You look like you could use a hug.
� “Waiting for a turn is hard.  Sometimes we get frustrated or mad.”
� “Point to the picture of the child who is scared.”
� “I can tell  you’re sad…Look in the mirror and see how sad you look.”
� “Look at Sally.  How do you think she feels right now?
� “How can you help Sally when she feels like that?”



Empathic Response Non-empathic Response

� Ahhh, Baby wants a fresh 
diaper.

� Ohhh, Baby doesn’t like 
the taste of peas!

� Poor Baby misses Mom 
when she leaves the 
room.

� Not another wet 
diaper!

� Eat what’s on your 
plate!

� Stop your crying: You 
know Mom will be right 
back!



Infants?  Or older ones? Does age or expression 
impact you?



With the busy, busy, busy task of providing 
care for a group of children, opportunities to 
demonstrate empathy are often neglected, in 
spite of the fact that caregivers tend to be very 
caring, compassionate people.  

Sometimes we’re aware
of these missed opportunities 
and sometimes we’re not.



CHILD’S PROBLEM

SOMEBODY ELSE’S 
PROBLEM



Look on the 
bright side…

Now when it’s 
raining and cold 

outside, 
you won’t have 

to walk the dog!  



“Hey, I know!
Why don’t you
just get a
new dog?



o By dismissing their feelings
o By mocking their feelings
o By accusing them of over-reacting



� “Wipe off those tears…big
boys aren’t supposed to cry!”

� “Didn’t I tell you that you
would get hurt if  kept
jumping on the couch?”

� “Stop acting like a baby.”
� “You’re only doing this for attention!”



�By not listening
�Avoiding eye contact
�Continuing other conversations
�Yawning
�Asking only closed questions
�By responding in a flat fashion



� Busy-ness…yes
� Multiple demands…yes
� Burn out…sometimes
� Burdened by our own issues and stresses…a fight

with our spouse that morning, a tangle with our teen, an   
unexpected bill.

� Maybe we just don’t want to
go there, for fear it will 
trigger our own feelings of 
sadness, fear, despair, 
failure, guilt, loss, etc.



2 volunteers please!









� Show empathy to the child.
◦ Are you feeling scared of that dog?  He’s a nice dog 
but he is barking really loudly.  That can be scary.  
I’ll hold  you until he walks by.

� Talk about other’s feelings.
◦ Kayla’s feeling upset because you took her toy car.  
Please give Kayla back her car and then you can 
choose another one to play with.

� Suggest how children can show empathy.
◦ Let’s get Jason some ice for his boo-boo.

continued…



Read Stories about Feelings
There are books specifically about feelings, but you can also weave commentary into most any childhood book to highlight how a character feels, etc.

Use Pretend Play
Using puppets, stuffed animals, mirrors, drawings, etc.

Be A Role Model
When you have strong, respectful relationships and interact with 
others in a kind and caring way, your child learns from your example.

Use “I” Messages
This type of communication models the importance of self-awareness: 
“I don’t like it when you hit me.  It hurts.”



◦ Do they understand the meaning of the word?
◦ Instead, consider helping the child to focus on 
the other person’s feelings.

◦ Help them to see the connection between the 
action and the reaction.

◦ Assist them to problem solving.



Those who feel uncared for, 
unloved, and don’t belong

Those who enjoy a loving, 
caring relationship

All to often, when children or 
youth are made to feel that they 
don’t belong, the response is a 
desire ‘to get even.’
Mary Gordon
Author of “The Roots of Empathy

Experiencing and learning to 
express empathy sets the 
course in the first years of life 
for healthy adjustment 
throughout life.



� The Roots of Empathy
◦ Begun in Canada by Mary Gordon
� Spread to Japan, Australia, now Seattle
� Research based
� Grades K-8



� Where the teacher is an infant
� What we have in common is discovered
� When we share without fear of judgment
◦ And bullying ends
◦ Aggression decreases dramatically
◦ Academic performance rises

◦ There’s no down side 
to this program!





� What circumstances or children are most 
likely to challenge your instinct to show 
empathy?
� The aggressive child?
� Repeated misbehavior?
� The Drama Queen?
� The perpetual “Victim?”

Let’s brainstorm ways
to meet that challenge.





� And the winner of the door prize is…
� Please complete your evaluations and leave 
them at the table.

� Remember to pick up your certificate before 
you leave.

Thank you all 
for coming.


