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Why Empathy?

 Introduction

When you start to develop your powers of empathy 
and imagination, the whole world opens up for you.

—Susan Sarandon

Why did you become a teacher? Did you hope to make a diff er-
ence in the world by sharing your knowledge with young people? 
What could be more important? Empathy is the most important way 
that people can connect with each other. Every student needs to ex-
perience empathy in his or her life. Teaching facts and fi gures is not 
enough; empathy is the fi rst step toward creating a caring school and 
a compassionate world.

Can one person make an impact? Yes, you can make a diff erence 
in a child’s world. You can be the teacher who inspires students for-
ever. You can be the educator who brings positive change to your 
school. Th e work is challenging, but you’re ready. You can do this. 
Th is book will help you teach empathy in your classroom. Students of 
all ability levels can learn empathy. It doesn’t matter whether you’re 
working with general education, special education, or gifted learners. 
Th is book is for you.© H
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It’s vital that we teach empathy in today’s classrooms. One of 
the reasons for this is to combat bullying. According to a teaching 
module from the American Psychological Association (Graham, n.d.), 
between 40%–80% of students experience bullying at school at some 
point. Although many districts have implemented antibullying pro-
grams, there’s still work to be done. Bullying goes on 24 hours a day, 
7 days a week, through cyberbullying and other methods.

More kids seem to be bullied today than ever before. A&E’s doc-
umentary series Undercover High School profi les young adults who re-
turn to high school in their mid-20s, only to discover that bullying is 
worse than ever. Th is is only one of many shows and series that doc-
ument this behavior in today’s schools. We must teach students why 
it is important to treat each other well rather than simply punishing 
bullying behaviors. Th is book will also dive into many other benefi ts 
of teaching and learning empathy.

CRITICAL QUESTIONS

Th e following are some important questions about empathy that 
we will discuss throughout the chapters.

What Is Empathy?
Empathy is the ability to connect with other people and to un-

derstand their thoughts and feelings. Empathy is considering anoth-
er person’s experience and seeing the world from another perspec-
tive. Empathy exists along a continuum, and the best way to measure 
empathy is in a situational context.

Empathy overlaps with other skills that educators are trying to 
instill in students, including emotional intelligence, interpersonal 
intelligence, and intrapersonal intelligence. As educators working in 
diverse classrooms, we must teach our students to be caring people, © H
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not just to care about grades. Empathy is a very important educa-
tional initiative, not just a soft skill. In fact, empathy is crucial for 
developing strong leaders (Bell, 2009; Deobald, 2019). Empathy is 
making a huge impact across many disciplines. Why shouldn’t empa-
thy make an impact in your classroom, too?

How Can You Create an Empathetic Classroom?
You can teach with empathy and show concern toward your stu-

dents. As an educator, you can develop a caring classroom by taking 
several steps to introduce and maintain empathy.

Empathy cannot be a top-down movement; it must come directly 
from students. Empathy must be a way of life, not just a vocabulary 
word that we teach students during a lesson plan. We must live and 
breathe empathy for this movement to work.

How Can You Teach Empathy?
In an ideal world, all students would enter school with the abil-

ity to show concern toward each other. Unfortunately, we don’t live 
in a perfect world. Students come to our schools with diverse back-
grounds, and empathy isn’t modeled in every home. So we must grow 
empathy in our classrooms. Students may never have the chance to 
experience this concept otherwise.

Students have diff erent levels of empathy extending along a con-
tinuum. By the time children are 5 years old, these diff erences be-
come apparent in educational settings. Some students live in homes 
without books, while other children live in houses without empathy. 
As educators, we can teach empathy through a variety of methods—
from instructional to situational. Teaching empathy is a holistic pro-
cess, merging naturally with the curriculum.
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How Does Emotional Intelligence Relate to Empathy?
Emotional intelligence is the ability to connect with your own 

feelings and to understand what other people are going through. Em-
pathy is a facet of emotional intelligence. If you can imagine your-
self in someone else’s situation, your emotional intelligence capacity 
will rise. Empathy is intricately linked to emotional intelligence, and 
these two qualities can be developed concurrently.

How Can You Maintain Empathy in Your Classroom?
Students will learn the importance of empathy by watching how 

you act in diff erent situations. When you bring caring qualities into 
your life, you set a wonderful example for your class. Don’t sweat the 
small things; think about the big picture. Becoming a caring person 
is a lifelong process. When students are treated with empathy, they 
share their gifts with the world. Empathy can begin in your classroom 
and grow into a huge movement within your school and community.

Your students can pursue empathy at the highest level. To get 
this movement started, you will create a caring classroom in which 
empathy is valued and nurtured. Many of your colleagues are try-
ing to do the same thing. Why not work together to create a caring 
school?

How Can Students Give Back to Society?
Your students have qualities and personal resources that can 

never be measured on a test. Often students feel like they aren’t pre-
pared to give back to society. Th at’s where you come in—to give your 
students the boost of confi dence they need to begin giving back to a 
world that has given them so much.
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How Can We Promote Empathy 
Through Media and Technology?

Media and technology can be used to bring students together in 
positive ways. When students use technology positively, they create 
a cohesive academic environment. With media and technology, you 
can create a caring school in which everyone feels valued.

How Can You Lead a Schoolwide Empathy Initiative?
As a teacher, you lead your students through knowledge and in-

formation. But can you lead your students toward empathy? Can you 
make the extra eff ort to develop your leadership abilities in this area?

Empathy requires the support of administrators, staff , teachers, 
parents, and students. With the support of these stakeholders, em-
pathy will become a natural part of your school’s atmosphere. Why 
not start an empathy-building team today? It sounds challenging, 
but nothing is more rewarding than sharing your gift of leadership in 
new and dynamic ways. You can lead your students and colleagues to 
lives fi lled with empathy.

What Is Your Future Vision of Empathy?
You can’t predict tomorrow’s events, but you can plan for a 

brighter future. You can build the foundation for a caring school and 
world. But all of your planning will have minimal results without the 
support of your students.

Th e future of empathy lies in your students. With your support, 
students will take the fi rst steps toward developing empathy. Even if 
children haven’t experienced empathy at home, you can inspire them 
toward empathy. As Dr. Seuss once said, “To the world you may be 
one person, but to one person you may be the world.”

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



TEACHING EMPATHY

8

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

In Chapter 1, we’ll study a general defi nition of empathy. In 
Chapter 2, we will create empathy within your classroom. In Chapter 
3, we’ll discuss how to teach empathy. Chapter 4 will focus on emo-
tional intelligence and its connection to empathy. In Chapter 5, we’ll 
develop strategies for maintaining empathy in your classroom. In 
Chapter 6, we’ll discuss how your students can give back to society. 
Chapter 7 will provide you with ideas for using technology to pro-
mote empathy. Chapter 8 will provide advice for leading your school 
toward an empathy initiative. In the conclusion, we’ll create a future 
vision of empathy together and discuss how to nurture empathy on 
a daily basis.

Each chapter concludes with discussion questions that will help 
you nurture empathy in your classroom, as well as questions for your 
students. By the end of this book, you’ll guide your students into a 
caring world.

Timeline
It’s best to develop initiatives at the beginning of the school year. 

But even if you have just a few weeks of school left, plan ahead for 
September. Everything you do matters. Even the smallest steps can 
make a huge impact on students’ lives.

Personal and Professional Development
At the end of each chapter, you’ll fi nd writing prompts measur-

ing your progress toward becoming a caring educator. I encourage 
you to get a journal and write about your experiences—from the fi rst 
steps to the fi nal results. Th ese writing exercises will help you build a 
permanent record of your progress. By creating a journal, you’ll cre-
ate a record of empathy in your classroom.© H
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How Will This Book Benefi t Your Students? 
In each chapter, you’ll fi nd writing exercises and discussion ques-

tions for your class. Students will learn to how to turn their school 
into a caring and compassionate place through discussions and jour-
nal activities. Empathy is both an individual adventure and a com-
munal journey.

Th is book also includes journal prompts, activities, and examples 
of students embracing and demonstrating empathy both in school 
and at home. As you read this book, imagine the possibilities within 
your classroom and feel the spark of your creativity. 

A Note About Student Quotes
Th roughout this book, you’ll read excerpts from refl ections and 

essays by students. Th ese students responded to writing prompts 
about empathy while taking my Composition I class at Florida Gulf 
Coast University during the spring of 2018. In response to writing 
prompts, students wrote about the infl uence of empathy in their 
lives, including moments when they witnessed empathy or acted 
with empathy toward another person. Th ese refl ections helped stu-
dents create a more empathetic classroom and university. When ap-
propriate, they can be shared with your students to help them refl ect 
on their own experiences.
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 Chapter 1

Do not believe that he who seeks to comfort you 
lives untroubled among the simple and quiet words 
that sometimes do you good. His life has much dif-
fi culty and sadness. . . . Were it otherwise, he would 
never have been able to fi nd those words.

—Rainer Maria Rilke

Where were you on September 11, 2001? Th is date brings back 
visions of horror and chaos, trauma and triumph, courage and de-
spair that echoed across the nation. It’s impossible to forget the fall-
ing buildings, fl eeing people, and relatives searching endlessly for 
loved ones. Th ese images are seared into our collective memories. 
Nearly 20 years later, I am still haunted by the fear, destruction, and 
memories of loved ones who died in this tragedy. Even though I did 
not lose a friend or relative in 9/11, my heart goes out to those who 
did. Why do I feel sorrow when I did not suff er immeasurable loss?

By the time we reach adulthood, we have experienced pain, suf-
fering, and loss. We have been rejected, lost a loved one, or suff ered 
a failure we will never forget. Th ese experiences help us feel empathy 

What Is Empathy?
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