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 Introduction

BROWSE through the local news on any given day and you will 
see headlines rife with stories about increased violence amongst our 
children: “Cyberbullying Causes Suicide in LGBTQ Youth,” “Physical 
Aggression Among Middle School Girls Is on the Rise,” “Adverse 
Childhood Experiences Cited as Cause of Mental Health Crisis 
Among Inner-City Children and Young Adults.” 

Th ese aren’t the only stories on the rise, however. Th ere are other 
headlines, too. Ones that focus on hope: “High School Students 
Launch Sit-in Protest to Peacefully Force Attention on Discipline 
Process for Minorities,” “Teens Go to Washington to Speak Out 
Against Gun Violence,” “Elementary Girl Starts Fund to Raise Monies 
for Monument to Honor Native American War Heroes.”

Although these are fi ctionalized headlines drawn from real 
stories over the past few years, the point is clear—we are living in 
dichotomous times in which children are both less compassionate 
and more tolerant, a time when our kids appear to be unable to han-
dle life’s awkward moments while also being the driving force behind 
signifi cant positive change. Th e confusing nature of our current 
world makes it diffi  cult to know precisely what we, as parents, need © H
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The Caring Child

to teach our children most. Do we need to do a better job of support-
ing and nurturing the development of empathy and compassion? Or 
do we need to get out of the way and let the natural kindness of our 
children shine through, supporting our children’s actions as they try 
to make a better world than we’ve left for them?

Both, I would say.
Our children are struggling. Although it is clear that this gen-

eration of youth is more aware and tolerant of culture shifts, these 
youths are struggling with building close friendships and basic social 
skills (Twenge, 2017). Our children demonstrate deep caring about 
the world and each other, but research also suggests that they are 
signifi cantly more vulnerable to mental health struggles (Twenge, 
2019). Th e need to teach our children empathy and compassion 
skills, while also educating them about emotional fl exibility and sup-
porting the development of the full scope of social-emotional skills, 
has never been more evident.

Th e Caring Child: Raising Empathetic and Emotionally Intelligent 
Children was written to provide a resource for parents and educators 
that explains the underpinnings of empathy and compassion, and 
off ers clear and concise recommendations for supporting the healthy 
development of these skills in our children. Covering topics that 
include empathy formation in the brain, how social-emotional skills 
enhance the overall functioning of children, and ways to support the 
development of healthy empathy and compassion skills from birth 
through adulthood, Th e Caring Child is a must-read book for today’s 
parents.

How to Use This Book
Th e Caring Child is specifi cally designed to be an easy-to-use 

resource for parents and educators. Part I: Caring in a Digital World 
begins our journey through empathy and emotional fl exibility by 
analyzing the current generation of children, iGen. Th e section con-
tinues with an evaluation of the defi nitions of empathy and com-© H
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Introduction

passion. Part II: Caring and Emotional Intelligence increases our 
understanding of empathy and compassion through a deeper look at 
positive psychological skills, including resilience, emotional fl exibil-
ity, and strengths practices. Part III: Empathy in Action brings every-
thing together with scenarios and role-plays that address the home, 
school, and community environments. 

Each chapter includes specifi c focus topics that highlight some 
of the most pressing issues of today, including the impact of social 
media on our children, how empathy develops within neurodiverse 
populations, and the argument against empathy. Tips for parents, 
role-plays pulled from years of coaching parents and children, and 
evidence-based strategies provide readers with the tools needed to 
positively impact children. Chapters end with “Cultivating Caring 
Action Steps” designed to help parents take specifi c steps to address 
compassion and empathy development in their children.

More than a book to quietly sit and read through once, Th e Caring 
Child is a companion to use on your parenting journey. As diff erent 
situations arise, reference the appropriate section of the book to 
access specifi c tips and ideas to help you address your child’s unique 
needs.

A Word to Educators
Although Th e Caring Child is explicitly written for parents, I wrote 

it with the needs of teachers, school counselors, mental health pro-
fessionals, and school administrators in mind. Each chapter includes 
a “Whiteboard Workshop” section that addresses empathy and com-
passion within the school environment. Covering topics that range 
from the impact of technology on social development, creating car-
ing classrooms, and teaching compassion at school, Th e Caring Child 
presents specifi c information, strategies, and tips to encourage 
empathy and compassion development within the context of learn-
ing and education. © H
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The Caring Child

Chapter 7: Empathy at School also addresses empathy at school 
through the use of school-based scenarios and role-plays developed 
through focus groups with educators across the United States. I hope 
that Th e Caring Child will positively impact students, providing a 
much-needed resource to both educators and parents.

A Word to Children and Teens
I know what you’re thinking—here is another parenting book my 

parents are going to use “on” me. Th at is not what Th e Caring Child 
is all about. Th is book is for your parents to use “with” you, a tool 
to encourage deeper and more meaningful relationships within the 
entire family. If the topic interests you, read it along with your par-
ents. Use the information together. Discover ways to increase empa-
thy and compassion in your family. And then use the same informa-
tion out in the world. We need you.
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 Caring in a 
Digital World

PART I

WE live in interesting times: News spreads around the world 
instantly, as social media is used to inform and infl ict horrifi c 
pain. Our children and teens seem less resilient somehow, less 
able to handle life’s adversities. Parents and educators both 
express frustration about our youth taking less and less respon-
sibility for themselves and their actions.

As a school psychologist, I have witnessed the change in our 
children fi rsthand—I’ve seen the increase in aggression and defi -
ance in our classrooms, the struggles between adults and chil-
dren, and the attempts for schools to delve more and more into 
enhancing social-emotional development among children and 
adults.

At fi rst, it would be easy to discount the changes as typical 
diff erences between generations, an expected generational gap. 
But there is nothing typical about this gap.

In this section, you will learn about the current generation of 
children, iGen. You will see why the diff erences in this generation 
pose unique challenges to how we parent and educate our chil-
dren. You will also learn about the varying defi nitions of empa-
thy and compassion, and how this impacts our understanding of 
caring.© H
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 Welcome to a New 
Generation

1

Today’s children confuse me somewhat. I think they show greater 
capacity for empathy, and yet they are more detached from others 
and more willing to bully each other online. I don’t get it.

—Parent of a teen

WALK down the hallway of today’s high schools and you’ll see 
students engaging in conversations, laughing with friends, and hur-
rying to class. Elementary campuses look similar, with wide-eyed 
students clumped in groups, laughing and interacting. Walk through 
a crowded mall and things look a little diff erent—children with 
their eyes fi xed on screens, parents talking on the phone or scrolling 
through their texts as they rush from place to place. Conversations are 
clipped, ranging from mild detachment to frustrated quips. Parents 
say that life has gotten too busy and that children have forgotten the 
simple pleasures of childhood. Children say that parents don’t under-
stand today’s world. Children wrestle with their own technology use, 
while also expressing frustration about how much their parents are 
on their phones. Educators speak about cell phone usage in school © H
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and the rise in behavioral challenges, all while struggling with their 
own cell phone use in between classes.

Technology isn’t the only change in the world. A 24-hour news 
cycle highlights the most aggressive events on the planet, the con-
stant barrage of “fake news” that makes legitimate information dif-
fi cult to ascertain, and the dichotomy of both an apparent lack of 
empathy in the world and the hypervigilance and emotional enmesh-
ment of some parents. Th ese factors have created uncertainty about 
how to best help our children. 

Children have not changed substantively—as humans, we still 
develop in ways similar to the earliest theories of Jean Piaget and 
Erik Erikson. Childhood, however, has changed. Th e growth of tech-
nology, changes in culture and family structures, increases in adverse 
childhood experiences, and their impact on the lives of children have 
all created a world much diff erent from the one most of us experi-
enced as children. If predictions are correct, the changes are only 
beginning. Now, more than ever, we need to understand the cur-
rent generation of children, the role of technology and its impact 
on social-emotional development, and how to nurture our children’s 
resilience and emotional intelligence.

Defi ning iGen
Dr. Jean Twenge (2017), a leading generational researcher, 

defi ned the generation after Millennials as iGen. Loosely defi ned as 
those children born between 1995 and 2012, iGen (or Generation 
Z) is the fi rst generation to not know a world without the smart-
phone. Th is has big implications, according to Twenge and others. 
In the research conducted by Twenge (2017) for her book iGen: Why 
Today’s Super-Connected Kids Are Growing Up Less Rebellious, More 
Tolerant, Less Happy—and Completely Unprepared for Adulthood, she 
stated that the diff erences between iGen and previous generations 
are signifi cant and point to major shifts in how humans interact with 
the world.© H
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Welcome to a New Generation

Let’s start with a simple question: At what age did you get your 
driver’s license? How about your fi rst job? What about dating—when 
did you go out on your fi rst date? Chances are that each of these 
events occurred during your high school years. Th is is not so for iGen. 
According to Twenge (2017), children today are growing up slower, 
experiencing many of the “fi rsts” well in to their 20s. Th e long-term 
impact of this is only beginning to be recognized. Children are enter-
ing college less prepared on a social level. With the lack of experience 
comes increased concern by parents about safety and decision mak-
ing. Students are more vulnerable, with less practice making diffi  -
cult decisions involving dating, sex, drug and alcohol use, and more. 
Although some of this may feel like a relief, the lack of experience can 
set up diffi  cult situations for children in early adulthood. 

Growing up more slowly isn’t the only diff erence between iGen 
and previous generations. Twenge (2017) identifi ed 10 key areas 
in which this generation varies from previous generations. Th e 
biggest shift comes from the increase in technology usage. iGen is 
super-connected to the digital world. Internet and smartphone use 
is up, and TV viewing is down. Ninety-fi ve percent of adolescents 
in America report having Internet and smartphone access. More 
importantly, 45% of those children report being on their devices 
“constantly” (Anderson & Jiang, 2018). Th is percentage is stagger-
ing. Eighty percent of today’s teens are on social media sites regularly 
(Staff ord, 2018), including Facebook, Instagram, and Snapchat.

All of this social media connection is not benefi cial, according to 
Twenge (2019; Twenge & Campbell, 2018). Decreases in happiness, 
increases in anxiety and depression, and increases in suicidal ide-
ations have been associated with the increases in tech use, especially 
smartphones. Our tech-savvy children are struggling, and although 
smartphones have not been shown to cause the diffi  culties, there 
does appear to be a connection.

Additional diff erences between iGen and other generations 
include changes in opinions about marriage and childbirth, with 
both occurring at later ages; diff erences in social-emotional wellness 
largely related to perceived lack of social connections; and underde-© H
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veloped social skills. Increased safety related to decreases in risky 
behaviors like drug and alcohol use, and increases in social tolerance 
and diversity, are also trends within the iGen generation. All in all, 
iGen is substantively diff erent from the preceding generations.

Beyond iGen
Th e generational diff erences between iGen and other genera-

tions don’t appear to end with this group. Early marketing research 
into the generation of children born after 2012, currently referred to 
as Generation Alpha, suggests that the impact of technology on our 
children is only beginning. An early survey of parents of young chil-
dren, conducted by Hotwire (2018), indicated that young children 
know their way around technology. According to the survey of more 
than 8,000 parents, children value tech above most other things, 
including toys and pets. Further, more than 65% of the parents 
surveyed said that their children’s opinions infl uenced tech buying 
decisions. 

As technology use increases with future generations, it is rea-
sonable to assume the current concerns around technology addic-
tion, reduced prosocial behaviors, and increased health concerns will 
remain or grow. Parents and educators need to support our youth as 
we all try to wrap our minds around what our digital age means for 
the social-emotional well-being of all of us.

Implications for Emotional 
Intelligence Development

Clearly the impact of technology isn’t going away. As more and 
more children are born into this digital world, parents will continue 
to seek resources to help negate some of the negative impacts of our 
digital world—most of which we are only just beginning to under-© H
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