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PRAISE FOR MICHELE BORBA AND UnSelfie

“I have never, ever read a book that combines solid research on a timely and critical subject—the importance of promoting empathy—with so many amazing and creative how-to suggestions that turn this research into action. UnSelfie is a must-read!”—Ellen Galinsky, author of Mind in the Making: The Seven Essential Life Skills Every Child Needs

“Once again Dr. Michele Borba has written a book that is not only ‘good’ but essential. By writing about empathy in the context of our children’s increased technology use, Dr. Borba penetrates the often hidden world of electronics. She does so with a science-based perspective that mirrors our own common sense. UnSelfie is a must-read for parents, teachers, and policy-makers.”—Michael Gurian, author of The Wonder of Boys and The Wonder of Girls

“In this brilliant and timely book, Michele Borba brings into sharp relief the key skill for children making it in the twenty-first century—empathy. . . . This book offers a roadmap to a much brighter future.”—Dacher Keltner, director of the Greater Good Science Center and author of The Power Paradox: How We Gain and Lose Influence

“Want your children to be both caring and successful? UnSelfie shows you how. . . . An engaging read with vivid stories and practical advice, UnSelfie is the most important parenting book you will read this year.”—Jean M. Twenge, author of Generation Me and coauthor of The Narcissism Epidemic

“Dr. Borba’s nine-step plan for raising successful, happy kids who also are kind, courageous, and resilient provides a revolutionary new framework for learning empathy. Empathetic kids will thrive in the future, but the seeds of success can be planted today—one habit at a time. Read this book to find out how.”—Madeline Levine, author of The Price of Privilege and Teach Your Children Well

“Countless books advise parents on how to foster their children’s achievement and determination. But in order to succeed in today’s world, it’s just as important to be kind, compassionate, and concerned about the well-being of others. If you care about cultivating these traits in your child—and you should—you’ll heed Michele Borba’s wise advice.”—Laurence Steinberg, Ph.D., author of The Ten Basic Principles of Good Parenting

“As a parent and educator, I understand why so many of us are worried about the impact of constant connectivity and self-focus our culture so often glorifies. But Michele Borba’s UnSelfie gives us such a powerful tool to counteract these seemingly overwhelming challenges. She has wonderful and practical ways to reconnect with our children and guide them so they can develop healthy relationships with others.”—Rosalind Wiseman, author of Queen Bees and Wannabes

“This is the first book I’ve read that provides clear, practical, research-based steps for raising empathetic children. UnSelfie is an essential, enjoyable read for parents and educators, a book I plan to keep close at hand as I write, parent, and teach.”—Jessica Lahey, New York Times bestselling author of The Gift of Failure

“For children of every age, Michele Borba shows parents—and all caregivers—how a focus on empathy can build moral courage, kindness, teamwork, and self-regulation. She provides a gift to us all in guiding us in nurturing the best capabilities of our most precious resources and showing how natural it is for children to focus on the ‘we’ and not the ‘me.’ ”—Maurice J. Elias, Ph.D., author of Emotionally Intelligent Parenting and The Other Side of the Report Card

“Dr. Borba pulls the veil off a much-needed topic concerning the unhealthy self-centeredness existing in our world today. Her brilliant insight not only reveals the source of the problem but provides applications and skill-set training. A must-read!”—Darrell Scott, founder, Rachel’s Challenge

“If we want our children to THRIVE through good and challenging times we must never forget that it is their ability to reach out to—and give strength to—others that will make the difference. Here is a powerful book that will make a difference for our children today as we prepare them to be the kind of adults we need to lead our world tomorrow.”—Kenneth R. Ginsburg MD, MSEd, author of Raising Kids to Thrive and Building Resilience in Children and Teens

“If I were asked to recommend just one book to parents, caregivers, and educators that serves as an essential research-based, no-nonsense, go-to guide for raising compassionate, caring, empathic, successful, and happy children, UnSelfie would be my number-one pick. . . . I cannot recommend this book enough!”—Trudy Ludwig, children’s advocate and bestselling author of The Invisible Boy

“[A] research-based road map with practical, empowering strategies to nurture empathy in a self-absorbed world that so desperately needs it. Inspired, hope-filled, insightful, and hard to put down—a must-read for all parents.”—Amy McCready, author of The “Me, Me, Me” Epidemic—A Step-by-Step Guide to Raising Capable, Grateful Kids in an Over-Entitled World

“In this era of increased technology use, UnSelfie emphasizes the important reminder that kindness, caring, and being genuinely connected to others is critical for children. Parents are their role models and teachers in this arena. Borba offers numerous suggestions for helping children develop and exhibit empathy and helping families find ways to connect to each other with digital-free activities. A great read.”—Tovah Klein, author of How Toddlers Thrive

“In UnSelfie, Michele Borba boldly takes on the mistaken modern myths and practices that may lead today’s young into the traps of self-absorption, and she offers us a better way.”—William Damon, Professor and Director, Stanford Center on Adolescence and author of The Path to Purpose

“UnSelfie offers a life jacket for those swimming in a sea of selfie culture. Wade in, cast your line, and reel in a plan for raising self-regulated, empathic children. Three cheers for Michele Borba!”—Mary Gordon, founder of Roots of Empathy

“Luckily for us, Michele Borba has focused her attention on one of our most critical issues—how we can raise empathic, caring children. . . . She makes me hopeful that our next generation of children will be more invested in each other and more committed to creating a better and more just world.”—Richard Weissbourd, Senior Lecturer, Director of the Human Development and Psychology Program at the Harvard Graduate School of Education

“In our time, and around the world, no one is a more trusted voice on character and child behavior than Michele Borba. And no one is better equipped to help us raise more empathic, kinder, happier kids.”—Thomas Lickona, director of the Center for the 4th and 5th Rs (Respect and Responsibility) and author of Character Matters
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Note to the reader:

All the stories in this book are based on cases of children and their families and teachers whom I have known and worked with over the last years. A few stories are composite cases of children I have treated, and their actual names as well as their parents’ names have been changed to protect their privacy. All examples from schools are gathered from my actual observations. The exceptions are children interviewed for newspapers or written about in books as examples of children displaying the nine habits of empathy.


More than a decade ago, a dad came up to me after a speech I gave on empathy and thanked me. He handed me a photo of his son and told me that his son had hanged himself after enduring relentless bullying. The father asked me to promise that I’d never stop stressing empathy. “If someone had instilled empathy in those boys, my son would be alive today.” This book is my way of keeping a promise to that dad and to all children who have endured peer cruelty.
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INTRODUCTION

The Hidden Advantage of Empathy and Why It Matters for Our Children

Could a greater miracle take place than for us to look through each other’s eyes for an instant?

—HENRY DAVID THOREAU

In the early 1990s, a distinguished journalist named John Wallach started a summer camp in Otisfield, Maine, called the Seeds of Peace International Camp. Wallach, who had spent years reporting on friction in the Middle East, had come to the realization that the best hope for disrupting the cycle of violence is by working with the kids from these war-torn regions—and other areas throughout the world—to teach them new skills for dealing with conflict. By reaching kids early, and teaching them skills like collaborating, communicating, and peacemaking, Wallach believed he could change the tenor of the international conversation for the better.

So for the past three decades, dozens of teens have arrived each summer from Israel, Palestine, Egypt, Jordan, Pakistan, Afghanistan, India, Britain, and the United States, with the organizers’ hopes that they will return home as future peacemakers and changemakers. Wallach’s idea was considered idealistic or impossible by most, but by the end of each three-week session, many teens are friends with those they were taught to hate and fear. University of Chicago researchers surveyed hundreds of campers’ attitudes immediately prior to and following their experience, and again nine months after returning home. They found that a significant portion of both Israeli and Palestinian teens feel more positive, closer to, and trusting “of the other” not only as they leave camp, but even a year after their experience.1 What’s more, many are committed to working for peace. Wallach’s dream is succeeding, and it’s because the approach is based on empathy.

I visited the camp in Maine and interviewed teens from different delegations, spoke to advisors, and closely observed. Everything I saw—the atmosphere, the activities, adult interactions, and the skills facilitators were teaching—strengthened human connection and cultivated empathy.

“We create an environment where the walls come down, so to speak: where campers are willing to try something new surrounded by people willing to support them,”2 Leslie Lewin, the executive director, told me. “Empathy is the foundation of Seeds of Peace.”

Teens eat, bunk, talk, and play together; team-building challenges help them rely on one another, and activities help them find creative solutions together. Campers also engage in daily small-group dialogue sessions led by facilitators so they learn to consider the thoughts and feelings of one another. Sitting face-to-face and sharing deep concerns with the “other side” helps dissipate prejudice, and fear is replaced by new perspectives. Then ever so slowly, these campers start to see and feel the world from the other viewpoint until they “understand as if they are the other person—as if they could step right into that person’s life and know exactly how that person feels and why.”3 In short, they empathize. Empathy is the one human capacity that allows us to link minds and hearts across cultures and generations to transform our lives.4 And that’s exactly what happens to teens at that lakeside camp. These adolescents are acquiring the Empathy Advantage that they will use to guide their thoughts, feelings, and actions for the rest of the lives.

“It’s impossible not to be changed on the inside after being here,” a refugee from Somalia told me. “Once you see that other people have the same worries and fears, you start to feel with them, and everything inside you turns upside down. You never go back to the way you were before you came.”

“I had beliefs that were in my mind since I was young and I couldn’t accept the other side,” said a camper from Palestine. “But then I realized that they [Israelis] have peaceful people just like us. . . . I believe that at the end of the day, we are all humans.”5

That moment confirmed thirty years of research and touring the world for answers. Empathy can be instilled, and it is composed of teachable habits that can be developed, practiced, and lived. Empathy is what lays the foundation for helping children live one essential truth: We are all humans who share the same fears and concerns, and deserve to be treated with dignity.

  •  •  •  

“What do kids really need to be happy and successful?”

Hundreds of parents have asked me the question, and my response surprises most. “Empathy” is my answer. The trait that allows us to feel with others has the reputation of being “touchy-feely,” but new research reveals that empathy is far from “soft,” and it plays a surprising role in predicting kids’ happiness and success. The problem is that empathy is widely underestimated by moms and dads, as well as the general public, so it’s low on most child-rearing agendas.

UnSelfie introduces a revolutionary but simple idea that will transform our kids’ lives: that empathy—rather than being a nice “add-on” to our kids’ development—is in fact integral to their current and future success, happiness, and well-being. And what many researchers are starting to realize is that empathy is not an inborn trait. Though our children are hardwired to care, they don’t come out of the womb empathetic, just like they aren’t born knowing that 2 + 2 = 4 or who the president of the United States is. Empathy is a quality that can be taught—in fact, it’s a quality that must be taught, by parents, by educators, and by those in a child’s community. And what’s more, it’s a talent that kids can cultivate and improve, like riding a bike or learning a foreign language. Nine essential competencies, which I will outline in this book, comprise empathy. With practice, those competencies and skills become habits that our children will use for a lifetime to maintain their caring capacities.

But why should we want our kids to empathize? For starters, the ability to empathize affects our kids’ future health, wealth, authentic happiness, relationship satisfaction, and ability to bounce back from adversity.6 It promotes kindness, prosocial behaviors, and moral courage,7 and it is an effective antidote to bullying, aggression, prejudice, and racism.8 Empathy is also a positive predictor of children’s reading and math test scores9 and critical thinking skills,10 prepares kids for the global world, and gives them a job market boost. It’s why Forbes urges companies to adopt empathy and perspective-taking principles, the Harvard Business Review named it as one of the “essential ingredients for leadership success and excellent performance,”11 and the Association of American Medical Colleges identified it as an “essential learning objective.”12 In today’s world, empathy equals success, and it’s what I call the Empathy Advantage that will give our children the edge they need to live meaningful, productive, and happy lives and thrive in a complex new world.

Empathy is core to everything that makes a society civilized, but above all, it makes our children better people, and that’s why I’m concerned. In the past decades, our kids’ capacity to care has plummeted while self-absorption has skyrocketed, and it puts their humanity at stake. Today’s culture values “Me” more than “We.”

THE RISE OF THE SELFIE SYNDROME AND THE FALL OF EMPATHY

“Selfies” are all the rage as people take endless photos of themselves and post them on social media for others to view, to “oooh” and “ahhh” their every “Me” and “My” accolade. The term has become so ubiquitous (the word’s use increased 17,000 percent in one year; a Google search reaps more than 230 million hits) that Oxford Dictionaries chose it as its Word of the Year in 2014. A review of hundreds of books published since 1960 found a stark increase in phrases that included the word self or stressed personal uniqueness or being better than others (“I come first” and “I can do it myself”).13 But that “look at me looking at you” digital craze is spilling into the real world, altering our kids’ offline attitudes, and creating the most entitled, competitive, self-centered, and individualistic breed on record.

I call this new self-absorbed craze the Selfie Syndrome. The condition is all about self-promotion, personal branding, and self-interest at the exclusion of others’ feelings, needs, and concerns. It’s permeating our culture and slowly eroding our children’s character.

Self-absorption kills empathy, the foundation of humanity, and it’s why we must get kids to switch their focus from “I, Me, My, Mine” to “We, Us, Our, Ours.” Here are four reasons why we should be concerned.

1. We see a measurable dip in empathy among today’s youth. Our first clue that all these selfies (and the me-centered culture that they represent) are doing irreparable harm to today’s young people is the rise in narcissism among college-age students.14 Narcissists are interested only in getting what they can for themselves. “ If I ruled the world, it would be a better place.” “I always know what I am doing.” “I will never be satisfied until I get all that I deserve.” The self-admiration craze wouldn’t be as worrisome if a focus on others was increasing at the same time, but that isn’t happening.15 Teens are now 40 percent lower in empathy levels than three decades ago, and in the same period, narcissism has increased 58 percent.16

2. We can also observe a clear increase in peer cruelty. When empathy wanes, aggression and bullying can rise, and tormentors begin to see victims as objects, not human beings. One study showed youth bullying increasing a whopping 52 percent in just four years (2003 to 2007), and we now see evidence of bullying starting in children as young as three.17 Another 2014 study found that cyberbullying incidents tripled within a single year.18 Peer cruelty has become so intense that it affects kids’ mental health: one in five middle school students contemplate suicide as a solution to peer cruelty.19 Legislators are so concerned that all fifty states have now passed anti-bullying policies. Bullying is learned, but it can also be unlearned, and cultivating empathy is our best antidote. If you can imagine a victim’s pain, causing that suffering is a near impossible feat.

3. Experts observe more cheating and weaker moral reasoning in young people today. Kids with identities based on caring and social responsibility are more likely to consider others’ needs, and the shift away from this in contemporary culture is another reason to worry. Sixty percent of adults20 believe that young people’s failure to learn moral values is a serious national problem. Over the past two decades, there’s been a decline in children’s moral character, and 72 percent of Americans say moral values are “getting worse”21: a large majority of college students say “cheating is necessary to get ahead,” and 70 percent admit to cheating.22 Not surprisingly, cheating is also on an upswing, and the most typical kind of moral reasoning among recent undergraduates is focused on personal interests, not on what’s right for others.23 Empathy is part of the antidote, but it’s not the whole solution; individuals need a moral rudder to help them navigate ethical choices.

4. Our plugged-in, high-pressure culture is leading to a mental health epidemic among young people. One in five24 US youth meets the criteria for a mental disorder in their lifetime.25 Teen stress is now at higher levels than that reported by adults.26 Our kids’ well-being is at stake, but so too is their empathy. As anxiety increases, empathy wanes: it’s hard to feel for others when you’re in “survival mode,” and that’s the state of too many of our children. That creates a so-called empathy gap.

While we may be producing a smart, self-assured generation of young people, today’s kids are also the most self-centered, saddest, and stressed on record. Producing caring, happy, and successful people will require a major change in child-rearing and teaching, one that is aligned with the latest science. UnSelfie offers a blueprint to show how to make that crucial shift so we apply the best, proven strategies to our parenting as well as our educational approaches.

CULTIVATING EMPATHY

So how can parents, as well as teachers, counselors, and child advocates, turn this troubling trend around and influence their children’s ability to care? Which practices hinder and which help kids’ caring capacities? What are the latest scientific findings we should know to raise healthier, happier, more successful, and caring kids? Those are a few of the questions that have haunted me, and I spent the past decade combing for answers and flying around the world to find out.

Teaching empathy to kids—and teaching the adults in their lives how to cultivate empathy in the children around them—is my life’s work. I started out as a classroom teacher, working with kids from all sorts of backgrounds who faced myriad challenges and difficulties. Eventually, my desire to help children led me to pursue my doctorate in educational psychology and counseling. It was while working on my dissertation and interviewing hundreds of preschoolers to assess their abilities to identify emotions that I stumbled on my passion: developing children’s emotional and social competencies. One four-year-old’s comment set my brain twirling: “I wanna be nice, but Mommy doesn’t teach me ‘nice.’ ” Such truth! If we hope to raise empathetic, courageous, caring kids, we need to teach them how.

Soon, I was traveling the world, meeting top researchers in major universities and observing teachers to discover the best practices, and it’s been an amazing trek. I was invited by the Pentagon to train counselors and educators on eighteen overseas US Army bases and serve as a consultant to educators around the world. I’ve presented workshops and keynotes to hundreds of parents and teachers on six continents, reported the latest child development news as a media contributor on 135 Today show segments, and authored more than two dozen books summarizing my findings.

But the moment when this book came into focus—the moment I realized how vital it is to cultivate empathy among all of us—was when I visited the Cambodian Killing Fields outside Phnom Penh more than a decade ago. It was where more than a million people were murdered, and it shook me to my core. All I could think about was what causes such inhumanity and how to stop it. So began a decade-long journey to find the answer. My journey took me to the sites of unfathomable horrors: Dachau, Auschwitz, Armenia, and Rwanda, where I learned that a common cause of genocide was always a complete lack of empathy for fellow human beings. I studied youth violence and school shooters. I discovered that early experiences that are seeped in warmth, model kindness, and stress “You will be kind” are key to reducing cruelty. I wrote a proposal, “Ending School Violence and Bullying,” that was signed into California law; it stressed the need to teach children empathy-building skills. (I knew I was on the right track when a teen thanked me. “That would have kept my brother out of jail,” he said. “People have to teach kids to care.”) And I developed strategies to reduce bullying and trained hundreds of teachers and law enforcement officers. I also developed strategies to mobilize children’s compassion to be “Upstanders,” which was featured on Dateline (and is described in chapter 8).

Each role helped me discover powerful but simple ways parents, teachers, counselors, and communities can stretch children’s “empathy muscles”: Eight-year-olds in Armenia playing chess to stretch their perspective-taking skills. At-risk teens in Long Beach, California, making videos of hospice patients to give to families to preserve memories. Third graders in Canada using babies to teach them emotional literacy. Four-year-olds in San Diego stepping into different pairs of “big people” shoes to try on “Daddy and Mommy feelings.” And Israeli and Palestinian teens in dialogue sessions at a lakeside Maine camp to grasp the other’s side.

Most important, I saw what research confirms: empathy can be cultivated, and doing so transforms our children’s lives. No matter what the zip code, the most effective strategies are meaningful experiences that touch kid’s hearts with a caring adult close by. We can—and must—do a better job of helping our sons and daughters become good people. Failing to build their empathy capacity is nothing short of failing our children.

But nothing, absolutely nothing, has confirmed my conviction for empathy more than raising three sons. They are grown now, but when I look back and assess which quality I’m most proud of instilling in each child, my answer is a resounding “empathy.” I know it’s the one quality that will give my children and yours the advantage for a healthy, happy, and successful life, especially in today’s digital-driven, hypercompetitive, and individualistic world.

The road to a meaningful life all starts with empathy. And the Empathy Advantage is what our children need most to succeed both now and later and in every arena of their lives.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Empathetic children use nine essential habits to help them navigate the emotional minefields and ethical challenges they will inevitably face throughout life. These nine habits also guide their empathic urges and inspire them to help others. And all nine are teachable and culled from the latest research in child development, neuroscience, and social psychology. UnSelfie provides the blueprint to help you instill those crucial abilities that reap the Empathy Advantage until they become lifelong habits in your child.

Part 1 shows you how to help your child develop the first four crucial fundamentals of empathy:

• Emotional literacy, so he can recognize and understand the feelings and needs of himself and others;

• Moral identity, so he will adopt caring values that guide his integrity and activate empathy to help others;

• Perspective taking, so he can step into others’ shoes to understand another person’s feelings, thoughts, and views;

• Moral imagination, so he can use literature, films, and emotionally charged images as a source of inspiration to feel with others.

Part 2 is all about helping your child practice the habits of empathy:

• Self-regulation will help your child learn to manage strong emotions and reduce personal distress so he can help others.

• Practicing kindness will increase your child’s concern about the welfare and feelings of others.

• Collaboration will help him in working with others to achieve shared goals for the benefit of all.

Part 3 provides ways to help your child live empathetically.

• Moral courage emboldens him to speak out, step in, and help others.

• Altruistic leadership abilities motivate him to make a difference for others, no matter how small it may be.

The goal is to help your child adopt each empathetic ability as a lifelong habit so he reaps the Empathy Advantage. So choose one skill a month and practice it with your child just a few minutes a day until he can use it without reminders. Even better, make empathy building a family affair and practice together. Above all, remind your child: “Just like when you practice guitar, soccer, or your multiplication tables, the more you work at being kind, the kinder you’ll be.”

EMPATHY STARTS WITH HUMAN CONNECTION

In writing UnSelfie, I had many stirring experiences, but one is etched in my soul because it confirms that the foundation for empathy is face-to-face human connection. I was in Rwanda at an orphanage for deaf and mute children who were abandoned by their parents; their grandparents had been slaughtered in the genocide. I was giving out backpacks, each filled with a pencil, a ruler, a pack of gum, a notepad, a few candies, and a note from an American child back home. Children were so excited receiving their gifts and discovering what was inside.

But I spotted one boy with an almost frantic look: he had pulled all the items from his backpack, carefully laid them out but kept searching. Another pencil? More candy? Another ruler? No, not those, and he continued his intense search. Then suddenly he found what he was looking for: the note from the child. The boy grabbed it, smelled it, and then ever so carefully unfolded the paper. I moved closer and read the words along with him.

Hello. My name is Jacob. I’m ten and live in Minnesota. I looked up Kigali on a map to find out where you live. I put things in this backpack and was thinking about you when I packed them. I hope you like them and have a good day.

Your new friend from the United States, Jacob

The boy devoured each word and read the note again and again. Then he put the card against his chest, held it tightly, and started to cry. He looked up at me, pointed to his tears (and mine), signed the word love, and pointed to the boy’s note as if it were his most prized possession. That precious child just needed to know that someone cared. It’s the same need for every child anywhere in our world.

I just wished Jacob had been there to see the impact his words had on his new friend. It would have helped him understand the power of empathy to transform lives.
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PART ONE

DEVELOPING EMPATHY

Self-absorption in all its forms kills empathy, let alone compassion. When we focus on ourselves, our world contracts as our problems and preoccupations loom large. But when we focus on others, our world expands.

—Daniel Goleman, Social Intelligence: The New Science of Human Relationships
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CHAPTER 1

Empathetic Children Can Recognize Feelings



Teaching Emotional Literacy

I was consulting in Fort McMurray, a community far north in Alberta, Canada, when the superintendent told me, “You must visit the third grade and observe the fascinating way the students are learning emotional literacy.” The next day I sat at the edge of a large, round, green blanket with twenty-six eight- and nine-year-olds waiting for their most unique teacher to arrive.

“I wonder if he’ll smile more?” one boy said.

“I hope he’s happy to see us,” said another.

“Stay still—he startles easily,” a girl admonished. “Joshua needs ‘warm-up time.’ ”

I assured the students I’d be on my best behavior, when in walked a mom carrying her baby boy and the children began singing the “Welcome” song to their young teacher. “Hello, Baby Joshua, how are you? Hello Baby Joshua, how are you today?”

The mother—a volunteer from the community—gently placed her son in the middle of the blanket. It was Joshua’s third visit since the start of the school year, and the kids were amazed at how much he had changed in just a few weeks! The mom and her baby would visit six more times as part of a program called Roots of Empathy, designed by Mary Gordon. But that day I saw a brilliant forty-minute emotional literacy lesson taught by a bald, nonspeaking seven-month-old! The children were using the baby’s face, body language, and vocalization to learn to read and understand emotions.

“How does Joshua seem to feel today?” a trained Roots of Empathy instructor asked. Her skillful questions helped students label the baby’s emotions and then understand their own: “What makes you feel irritated?” “When do you feel frustrated?”

The instructor then flipped the question focus to help kids consider other people’s feelings: “How do we know if someone else is upset?” “How can we help a friend who is anxious?”

Students were reflecting, observing, and thinking about someone else’s emotional state—the ideal “UnSelfie” experience!

Then the instructor urged the class to tune in to “their baby” a bit closer. “Joshua can’t tell you what he wants,” she said, “but shows you with his body. What is he thinking?”

“He’s trying to figure us out,” said one.

“Keep watching,” the instructor urged. “How do you think he feels?”

“Maybe he’s worried,” said another.

“Look,” a child pointed out, “his hands are in fists.”

“Let’s smile to let him know everything’s okay!”

And all the kids broke out in huge Cheshire Cat–type grins. Their caring gesture wasn’t lost on that baby: Joshua saw their smiles and grinned right back.

“Joshua is learning empathy,” the child next to me whispered.

I agreed, but it was clear that Baby Joshua wasn’t the only one learning to “feel with others.” That day a seven-month-old had helped twenty-six kids grasp important concepts such as tuning in, recognizing feelings, considering others’ needs, and being kind. It was also the perfect way to help kids experience “feeling with” another human being.

I’ve since visited several Roots of Empathy (ROE) classes and interviewed dozens of instructors, parents, and teachers. I always left inspired: someone had discovered a powerful way to stretch children’s hearts and tune in to others. And comments from student participants confirmed it.

“The program taught me that everybody has different feelings and to always respect everyone’s individuality,” a ten-year-old girl said.

An eleven-year-old boy had a similar verdict: “ROE has taught me to understand that just because people are different outside doesn’t mean they are different inside.”1

Since 2000, the Roots of Empathy program has been evaluated in both comparative and randomized controlled studies designed to measure changes in the behavior of participation students. Independent research has been conducted on three continents. A large study at the University of British Columbia compared Roots’ students with a control group and found ROE children had an 88 percent drop in “proactive aggression” (the cold-hearted use of aggression to get what you want).2 Phenomenal gains for sure, especially when concerns about childhood bullying are on everyone’s radar. Has this program really figured out how to nurture empathy? I wanted to learn more, so I arranged an interview with the program’s developer.3

Roots of Empathy was founded in 1996 by Mary Gordon, a warm, personable, soft-spoken woman from Newfoundland who began her career teaching kindergarten. She developed the program in response to the violence against children that she witnessed while working with families. “A realization of the devastating impact of violence or abuse on the lives of children . . . set me on a path to find ways to break this cycle,” she said.4

Gordon also discovered the power a baby can have on transforming a child’s life and told me about a boy named Darren. He was in the eighth grade, held back twice, and now two years older than his peers were. Darren’s mother had been murdered in front of him when he was four years old, and he lived in a succession of foster homes. He wanted everyone to think he was tough: his head was shaved except for a ponytail at the top, and he had a tattoo on the back of his head, but deep down he was hurting.

Darren was in a Roots of Empathy class when a mother was visiting with her six-month-old baby and told students how he didn’t want to cuddle. To everyone’s surprise, Darren asked if he could hold Evan. The mother was a little apprehensive, but she handed him the baby.

“Darren took him into a quiet corner and rocked back and forth with the baby in his arms for several minutes,” Gordon said. “Finally, he came back and asked the mother, ‘If nobody has ever loved you, do you think you could still be a good father?’ ”

Gordon realized then that the best hope for raising caring, concerned, and humane kids rests largely in the early attachment relationship. She also understood that children must experience empathy to acquire it. And what’s more, they must actively learn the language of how to describe the feelings of empathy to those around them. If some of her charges did not get enough hands-on empathetic experience at home, well then, she would bring empathy-developing experiences into the classroom through a parent and infant.

Gordon spoke to me at great length about what she terms the “literacy of feelings.” “As important as it is to learn to read,” she said, “it’s also important to learn to relate. Without emotional literacy, to understand our feelings, to have words for them, and be able to understand others’ feelings, we’re basically all islands. So we teach kids emotional literacy: the words to understand what you feel based on what you’ve witnessed with babies.” Mary Gordon had discovered an ideal way to teach children to read and understand feelings with a baby and in the process learn to feel with others.

More than 800,000 children in ten countries have been through Mary Gordon’s program and have worked with a baby to help them understand feelings. I visited Maury Elementary, one of five elementary schools in Washington, DC, that now uses Roots of Empathy. The program is having an impact, particularly on one ten-year-old student. Kayne lives in one of the poorest and most violent neighborhoods in DC, and is not allowed outside his home after school due to gangs and unsafe conditions. (Several students shared concerns about their safety that day.) He admitted things had been “kind of bumpy” when he arrived.

“People weren’t always so nice at this school,” he said. “But things are different now.”

“How so?” I asked.

“They brought this baby, and everybody changed. We just got more human or something,” Kayne said. “When you get empathy, you just get better at stuff like being nice. Empathy helps you be nice.”5

LEARNING TO TUNE IN TO FEELINGS

Your two-year-old looks at the tears in your eyes and gently pats your face. Your school-age child sees that his friend is sad and gently puts his arm on his shoulder and tells him, “It’s okay. It’ll get better.” Your tween notices that your father’s face seems strained: “Are you tired, Grandpa? Need a hug?”

All these are examples of emotional intelligence—the ability to identify an emotion in yourself or others. When working with very young children, I often call this habit “tuning in to feelings.” It’s the first, and arguably most crucial, of the nine essential habits of empathy that we’ll be learning about in this book—the tools that will give your child the Empathy Advantage for future happiness and success. And the great news is that emotional intelligence is not just a gift; it’s actually an ability that can be taught to our children, starting when they are young as toddlers . . . though the seeds are planted even earlier, by how we relate and respond to our infants.

Emotional literacy is a key to unlocking empathy. Before you can empathize, you have to be able to read someone else’s, or your own, emotions so you can tune in to their feelings. (“She is smiling . . . I bet she’s happy?” “Her body is slumped over . . . maybe she’s tired.” “I’m sad because he’s sad. . . .”) Emotional literacy is what motivates a child to care, and it all starts by tuning in to feelings. Identifying, understanding, and expressing emotions are the skills kids need to activate empathy.

It turns out that kids schooled in feelings are smarter, nicer, happier, and more resilient than children who are less literate in their Emotion ABCs.6 The importance of emotional intelligence in future success has been proven time and time again, all over the world. Wherever this is tested, scientists have shown that kids who are able to read feelings from nonverbal cues are better adjusted emotionally, more popular, more outgoing, and more sensitive in general.7 Emotionally attuned kids are also physically healthier and score higher academically than kids who aren’t coached to consider the feelings and needs of others.8

Tuning in to feelings is an essential part of good parenting. This most crucial empathy habit lays the groundwork for developing close relationships with our kids, and it gives them the ability to relate to and feel empathy for others. We can teach children how to identify and recognize feelings in someone else, but it all begins with tuning in to another person.

WHY IS TUNING IN TO FEELINGS SO HARD—FOR ALL OF US?

If we know what helps children tune in to feelings, then what’s causing their empathy to dip so dramatically? Misguided parenting styles and a plugged-in, me-centered culture are shortchanging kids from opportunities for real-time face connections and learning emotional literacy.

We Live in a “Plugged-In” Culture

The single best predictor of healthy emotional interactions is a lot of face-to-face communication; it’s also the best way to learn emotions and develop human-contact skills. Staring at computer screens, texting, tweeting, and IMing do not teach kids their Emotion ABCs. The average eight- to eighteen-year-old is plugged in to a digital media device about seven hours and 38 minutes a day (that doesn’t count time spent texting or talking on cell phones).9 Almost 75 percent of children aged eight and younger have access to some type of “smart” mobile device at home.10 Preschoolers spend 4.6 hours per day using screen media, and almost 40 percent of two- to four-year-olds use a smartphone, MP3 player, or tablet.11 A new study found that 30 percent of children first play with mobile devices when they’re in diapers.12

You do the math: if kids sleep seven hours at night, attend school and other activities for eight to nine hours, and text about a hundred messages a day, opportunities for real-time face-to-face interactions are scant.13 And it’s exactly these in-person interactions (not digital exchanges) that develop empathy. Too much online communication means that our kids will be less equipped to develop skills to navigate their social world, and it may infringe on our own relationship with our children.

A survey by the Center for the Digital Future found that the percentage of parents who say they now spend less time socializing as a family tripled in just two years.14 Parents also say that the loss of family time is largely due to the increase of internet time. That’s worrisome because it means that as our kids plug in more, they lose opportunities to connect face-to-face, learn emotional literacy, and practice empathizing, and we lose precious moments to connect with our kids. Those are crucial reasons why we must create “sacred unplugged times” so we do prioritize family interactions and not relinquish our parenting influence to a digital-driven world.

We Have Different Expectations of Boys and Girls

Most parents would say, “I speak the same to all my kids,” but experts disagree. When it comes to “emotion instructing” we respond to genders differently, and it appears girls are getting a far better deal.

Moms tend to discuss and explain feelings more with their two-year-old daughters than with their two-year-old sons. And the differences in boys’ and girls’ behavior begin to show up almost immediately. Studies show that by age two-and-a-half, girls are measurably more advanced in reading facial expressions and body language (“He has a smile . . . he’s happy,” “She looks tired: she’s rubbing her eyes”) far better than their same-age male counterparts, and that gives the pink set a huge advantage in emotional literacy. We also use more emotion words such as happy, sad, and worried far more frequently with our four-year-old daughters than with our four-year-old sons. And the pink-blue division continues to widen from there.15

We also discuss more experiences that are emotional with girls (“Did you see how happy Grandma was to see us visit?” or “You noticed that your friend was scared when the dog barked. Taking her hand made her less anxious”). All this gives them more opportunities to practice “emotion talk.” We also stress emotional situations and actual experiences more with our daughters. (“That girl looks sad that no one is playing with her. See how her eyes and mouth look? What can you do to make her feel better?”)16

We discuss the causes and consequences of the emotions more with boys and leave out crucial clues that might help them learn emotional literacy: “Don’t let kids see that you’re upset if they make fun of you,” or “You cry too easily. You have to toughen up!”17 Small, unintended parenting responses can give our kids the wrong idea that girls should be more sensitive, while boys should control their emotions.

It isn’t that boys aren’t wired to tune in to feelings. William Pollack, Harvard psychologist and author of the acclaimed book Real Boys, points out boys as young as twenty-one months display a natural ability to feel empathy, including a wish to help people in pain.18 But we tend to encourage girls to share their feelings while we tell our boys: “Be tough,” “Hold back those tears,” “Cover up your emotions.”19 Testosterone doesn’t extinguish empathy and emotional literacy, but the wrong, unintended parenting reactions sure may.

We Live in a Hurried, Harried, Distracted World

“She’s always on her smartphone. It’s soooo annoying!” “I hate it when he talks on his cell. It makes me sad.” “I wish he’d put down his phone when we’re watching TV. It makes me feel that he cares more about his BlackBerry then me.” While we criticize our children’s plugged-in habits, these complaints are from our sons and daughters about us! Yep, the kids are whining about our behavior.

One national survey found that 62 percent of school-age kids said that their parents are too distracted when they try to talk to them.20 The top parent distraction: cell phones. Researchers’ detailed observations in a fast-food restaurant confirmed that the kids’ gripes are valid. The study—published in the journal Pediatrics—found that when parents’ cell phones were out and about, their primary engagement was on the device, not the child.21 Each swipe and type means less talking with, next to, or face-to-face with our kids and missed empathy-building opportunities.

In another study, young children wore recording devices for several months. Researchers analyzed home sounds and found that television curtailed parent-kid interactions. For each hour of audible background television, 500 to 1,000 fewer adult words were spoken and heard by the kids.22 Thirty percent23 of households admit to leaving their television on (even when no one watches), exposing young children to 232 minutes of background television on a typical day.24 Those minutes add up to grave implications for learning language, emotional literacy, and social development, as well as for engaging in face-to-face family interactions with us!

While there are roadblocks to nurturing our cyber kids’ emotional competencies, there are solutions. In fact, new science shows babies arrive hardwired to tune in to feelings. But parents must hold those simple, old-fashioned, back-and-forth chats with face-to-face connections to nurture their children’s capacity to care.

WHAT SCIENCE SAYS: HOW WE RECOGNIZE EMOTIONS IN OTHERS

Before children can “step into someone’s shoes,” they must first develop the ability to read nonverbal cues in facial expressions, gestures, posture, and voice tone. In the last decade, scientists have made revolutionary findings of how much more babies and young children know about emotions than we ever envisioned. Those discoveries tell us that our babies are wired to be empathetic, almost from birth!

Most parents are surprised to learn that babies tune in to feelings far earlier than assumed, but Jenny and Bryan Masche made the discovery while filming their television show. The Masches are the proud parents of sextuplets (yes, six), and I was the “parenting expert” to help them navigate the “terrible twos” with their six toddlers on a segment of Raising Sextuplets.

During a film break, the proud dad showed the adults a video of one son’s first haircut. We watched Grant, one sextuplet, sitting in a chair and not pleased about his baby book moment. Grant whimpered as Jenny cut the first wisp of hair. At the second snip, Grant wailed. But now Grant had a team of supporters: his five brothers and sisters heard their sibling’s cries on the video. Suddenly, Savannah, Bailey, Molli, Cole, and Blake were bawling their eyes out because their brother was upset, and their cries made Grant sob. Six toddlers—not yet potty-trained or capable of speaking more than four words—caught each other’s distress and were wailing in unison! It’s called emotional contagion and is key to empathy because it helps children “feel with another’s feelings.” It turns out that even newborns recognize another’s pain.

Babies Are Natural-Born Empathizers

Visit a hospital nursery and you may experience the “Wailing Room Phenomenon.” If a newborn hears another baby cry, he joins the wail—and soon all the babies are wailing in sync! How do we know? Researchers played back specially designed audio recordings to newborns and found amazing discoveries.25

In one study, one-day-old infants were more likely to cry when they heard a tape of another newborn in distress. But when they heard recordings of their own cries or the cries of an eleven-month-old baby, the newborns didn’t respond!26 At just one day old, babies show that they are natural socializers and want to connect with others. Martin Hoffman, renowned New York University psychologist, believes that the innate predisposition to cry with another “seems to be the earliest precursor of empathy.”27

Babies also love to look at the human face, prefer people who use direct eye contact, and would rather listen to the human voice (especially their mom’s) than to any other sound. To find that out, researchers presented infants with a choice of two faces: one with direct gaze, the other with averted gaze. Babies looked longer at the face with direct gaze: they prefer looking at people who make direct eye contact with them.28 (Remember to store that data: the best toy to help babies read emotions is your face . . . and it doesn’t cost a dime!)

But perhaps the decade’s most intriguing finding: scientists are deciphering emotional understandings inside babies’ brains! Thirty-eight ten-month-old infants were each fitted with a tiny skullcap containing eight electrodes and then held by their moms. Each baby was then shown a film clip of an actress laughing or crying. When the babies saw the clip of an actress laughing, they smiled, and the left frontal region of their brains crackled with electrical activity. When they watched a clip of an actress sobbing, they became sullen—some even wailed—and activity in their right prefrontal regions spiked.29 The now-famous study by Nathan Fox and Richard Davidson launched the field of affective neuroscience and the brain basis of emotion. And once again, studies showed that babies are primed to care!

Alison Gopnik, a professor of psychology at the University of California, shared a touching story in her book The Scientist in the Crib (coauthored with Andrew N. Meltzoff and Patricia K. Kuhl) about her almost-two-year-old son. She was crying from a hard day, and her son was concerned. The toddler ran off and returned with a large box of Band-Aids and then proceeded to put them all over his mom to try to make her tears and “boo boos” go away. It was the best way the toddler knew to “make Mommy all better.”30

A caring gesture for sure, but it also showed how reading feelings motivates prosocial behavior. The toddler understood that “tears mean sadness”—he’s felt those wet globs on his face before—and he was going to comfort his mom.

Interpreting the subtle messages of someone’s distress is another empathy touchstone. Around two is when our children begin to show genuine empathy for the first time. While younger babies cry if they see or hear others in distress, only two-year-olds “try to make things all better.” They don’t just feel your pain; they also try to ease it. The child realizes that not only is he a separate human being—someone besides him can feel upset—but also that the other person needs comfort, Band-Aids, or pats, even if he doesn’t. It’s a miraculous moment!

“Real empathy isn’t just about knowing that other people feel the same way you do,” Gopnik, Meltzoff, and Kuhl explain, “it’s about knowing that they don’t feel the same way and caring anyway.”31

In the next years, young children will continue to expand their emotional literacy and become more proficient in reading feelings off another’s face, voice tone, or body language, and learning words to describe each emotion. Language further advances their empathic capabilities. Comments such as “You look sad, Daddy,” or “My friend looks scared” are clues that children are ready to move from their egocentric “Me-Me-Me” status and start feeling and caring about others to become UnSelfies.

Of course, having an emotional vocabulary doesn’t assure that a child will share, care, or comfort. The right nurturance, modeling, reinforcement, experiences, and cognitive development are needed for empathy to blossom fully. But the roots of tuning in began in the nursery, where our babies first heard the cry of another and joined in to cry together.

HOW TO TEACH CHILDREN TO IDENTIFY EMOTIONS

Not every type of encounter increases children’s heart muscles. Empathy stems from relationships, so the best “heart stretchers” involve kids directly so they experience emotion-charged events up close and personal. That’s why babies are ideal teachers for kids: they’re real, interesting, and engaging, and with the babies’ repeated classroom visits, children learn to tune in and care about them. But babies aren’t the only possibilities: the trick is to find what works for your child.

One such strategy called Emotion Coaching was developed by John Gottman, a noted psychology professor and author of the must-read book The Heart of Parenting. The adult helps the child understand the different emotions, why they occur, and how to respond as those feelings occur, so it builds emotional intelligence and empathy. Gottman’s thirty-year-long research also found that kids whose parents use the strategy reap the Empathy Advantage: they are happier, more resilient, less stressed, better adjusted, and score higher in math and reading. I know the technique is simple and effective because I saw it in my own classroom.

Ricky was a student I’ll never forget. Everyone adored him because he cared about others. If anyone had a bad day, Ricky let me know. He tuned in to feelings.

One day I found him painstakingly making a card. “It’s for my mom,” he said sheepishly.

“Is it her birthday?”

“Nope,” he said, “I’m making it because my mom always makes my feelings feel so good.”

Well, I just had to find out what this mother did to make her son’s “feelings feel so good” and help him be so empathetic. My moment came the following week at a school event where I watched this mom with her son. Their entire encounter took no more than a minute—max—but her communication style was golden. She walked up to him and leaned down so the two were face-to-face. Her eyes were focused only on his eyes. While he talked, she tuned in and blocked out everything except her child. The two were in sync with each other.

Mom wasn’t just listening to her child’s words but also to the feelings behind them. She’d respond with a simple validation: “You’re happy!” She would label his emotion: “That made you proud.” Or help him reflect: “How did that make you feel?” And Ricky’s entire being blossomed in front of my eyes.

Ricky’s mom was helping him understand emotions by being his “emotion coach.” The Roots of Empathy instructor used a similar approach by posing questions to help students reflect about “their” baby’s emotional state. Here are five ways to use the strategy with your kids:

• Be an emotion coach. Find natural moments to connect face-to-face, to listen, and then validate your child’s feelings like Ricky’s mom. For more ideas, read John Gottman’s The Heart of Parenting: Raising an Emotionally Intelligent Child.

• Use a baby. If a baby is available, consider using a Roots of Empathy–type approach in your home. Could your children observe an infant sibling (or cousin or next-door neighbor) as you guide them to understand feelings? Does a parent in your child’s playgroup or scout troop have a baby from whom the children could learn emotions?

• Raise a puppy. Are your kids begging for a puppy? Animals can be powerful subjects to teach emotions: “Watch Fido’s tail. What do you think he’s saying?” Or: “How do you know if Kitty is scared?” Could your older child volunteer at an animal shelter? Is there an animal your child could care for, train, and then observe its emotions?

• Tutor a child. Encourage your older child to tutor or coach a struggling student in reading, math, sports, art, music, or whatever else. Find a way for your child to help others and to use the experience to tune in to emotions and learn what resonates with his “student.”

• Skype with Grandma. Skyping or FaceTiming is a great way kids can connect with loved ones face-to-face. Reflecting about their caller’s emotional state prior to the Skype helps nurture empathy. “How will you know how she feels?” “Do you think Grandma will be tired like last time? What signs on her face tell you it’s time to end the call?”

EMPATHY BUILDER: TUNING IN TO FEELINGS

Teaching your child to read feelings more accurately will boost his emotional literacy, and it’s the first step toward cultivating empathy and compassion. This four-step empathy building exercise will get you started. Take one step at a time and use it in your family’s daily life until your children are ready for the next step, and then the next.

Step 1: Stop and Tune In

Empathy starts with attending to one another, so when it’s time to connect with your child, hit the Pause button on everything and in your time together; tune in to each other. Don’t let digital devices hinder your family connections. Set and enforce the 4T Rule: “No Texting, Tapping, Talking on a cell, or TV viewing when others talk or are present.”

Step 2: Look Face-to-Face

Eye contact is how kids learn to read people’s emotions, so face your child and be at eye level when you communicate. Then enforce one habit: “Always look at the color of the talker’s eyes.” The rule helps kids use eye contact and pick up facial expressions, voice tone, and emotional cues. Hint: Holding eye staring contests to see how long family members can maintain eye contact without breaking their stare is a fun way to help kids feel more comfortable looking at one another. If your child is uncomfortable using eye contact, suggest, “Look at the bridge of the speaker’s nose.”

Step 3: Focus on Feelings

Labeling feelings goes hand in hand with empathy and helps kids build a feeling vocabulary. Here are three easy ways to help kids focus on feelings:

• Name the feeling. “Looks like you’re angry.” “You seem frustrated.” “You sound irritated.”

• Pose questions that tune in to feelings. “Are you angry [tense, anxious, worried, frustrated]?”

• Match the emotion with the gesture. “You seem to be scowling. Are you tired?” “Your fists are clenched. Do you feel anxious?”

Don’t judge your child’s feeling; just listen empathically and validate the stated emotion.

Step 4: Express the Feelings

Once kids have an emotion vocabulary, they need opportunities to practice expressing feelings. Mary Gordon told me: “We always think we should begin our queries with ‘How do you think so-and-so felt?’ But you’ll be more successful if you start with ‘You must have felt very upset.’ The trick is to help children describe how they felt so that they have the emotional language the next time something happens. Only then can a child say, ‘I’m feeling like I did when I hit Johnny.’ ”32 So start by asking your child: “How do you feel?”

Only when your child can express his own feelings should you then switch the pronouns in your question from “How do you feel?” to “How does he [she, they] feel?” The small pronoun tweak takes the focus off your child’s feelings and allows him to begin to consider other people’s concerns.

Cynthia Ozaeta, a mom from Indio, California, helps her kids talk about their feelings with this tip: “I tell my kids if something feels bad, and you want to feel better, say how you feel,” she said. “It’s like medicine: you may not want to do it, but it always feels better after you do it.”

HOW TO HELP KIDS ADOPT THIS HABIT

Feelings aren’t learned by facing screens, texting, tapping, or talking into machines, so a first step is ensuring there are unplugged times when your family can focus on one another and not devices.

• Take a digital reality check. Periodically check your home cell phone records, emails, texts, tweet logs, and television, video game, tablet, and computer use. How much time is your family currently plugged in on a typical day? Is a digital “realignment” needed in your home that would allow more face-to-face connection? If so, plan it!

• Set unplugged times. A study by the Kaiser Family Foundation found that kids use less digital media in homes with firm digital rules.33 Identify your home’s sacred family times (like family meals) and places (family room), and set clear media limits for all family members.

• Check your digital habits. Placing parameters on your plugged-in time lets kids know that they are your priority. So fight the habit of constant phone checks. Turn on alarm features for important calls, do routine hourly checks, and make a rule: “When kids talk, my cell is off!”

• Eat together! Studies show that the simple act of having a relaxed family meal together several times a week—with no digital devices—can positively affect kids’ social and emotional development as well as academic performance. At least one night a week, have a dinner chat that includes discussing each member’s feelings during the day. A basket of emotion cards can be pulled to designate the topic. Pick a feeling—such as “proud”—and ask, “What was the proudest moment you had this week?” Everyone takes turns sharing his or her experience, starting with the opener: “I felt proud this week when . . .” Some families vote as to who had the most interesting (unusual, frustrating, exciting, different) experience. You can also turn the strategy into a fun bedtime routine or use it in the car where kids are locked in with you.

• Share feelings in unplugged times. A simple way to teach emotional literacy is to describe how you feel and why to your kids: “I’m so excited! They delivered my computer!” Thomas Lickona, author of Raising Good Children, started a car-ride tradition with his sons. The radio and digital gadgets were turned off, and each child was required to ask Dad how his day went. “It took a few times,” Lickona said, “but pretty soon we were all sharing our feelings about our day.” Find a time when your family can share their feelings.

AGE-BY-AGE STRATEGIES

There are dozens of ways to help children learn emotional literacy, but a favorite is from Dan Been, a math teacher in Palm Springs, California. His middle school was using strategies to boost peer sensitivity, but Been figured students should tune in to his mood as well. So he cut red, yellow, and green paper circles and taped the color signifying his mood to his class door each day.

Most days a green (“Good day”) circle appeared, and the kids wouldn’t say a thing. On the few days a yellow (“Caution!”) sign went up, students would ask, “You okay, Mr. Been?”

And the only time a red circle appeared, his students showed concern. Been’s mother was ill, and he wanted students to know that he was having a tough time. “The kids didn’t know about my mom, but they sure tuned in closer to see if they could figure out what was up,” he said. “I realized how sensitive kids can be and how much they tune in to us—if we give permission.”

The teacher’s colored circle system is one way to help kids understand emotions, but there are others. One mom told me she varied Been’s idea by placing colored magnets to represent her moods on the refrigerator—and her kids became surprisingly more sensitive.

Another mom hangs a “Do Not Disturb” sign on her bedroom door to warn kids: “Mom having a bad day!” She said two things happened: her kids became more attuned to her, and they borrowed the sign to hang if they had a tough day. “We tuned in to each other!” she said, laughing.

Effective ways to help kids “tune in to feelings” are always practical, tailored to their ages and abilities, and meaningful. Find what works for your family!

Symbols designate the recommended age and suitability for activity: L = Little Ones: Toddlers and Preschoolers; S = School-age; T = Tweens and Older; A = All Ages

• Build a feeling vocabulary. Expand your children’s “feeling vocabulary” gradually so they can recognize and understand an array of emotion terms and use them in context. Here are a few: agreeable, angry, annoyed, anxious, apprehensive, awful, betrayed, bored, brave, calm, capable, caring, cheerful, comfortable, confident, confused, content, cooperative, creative, cruel, curious, depressed, disappointed, disgusted, distracted, ecstatic, embarrassed, enjoying, enraged, excited, fantastic, fearful, fed up, free, friendly, frustrated, generous, gentle, gloomy, guilty, happy, hurt, ignored, impatient, insecure, interested, jealous, joyful, lonely, lost, loving, overwhelmed, panicked, peaceful, pensive, pleasant, proud, relaxed, relieved, sad, safe, satisfied, scared, sensitive, serious, shy, stressed, tense, thrilled, troubled, unafraid, uncomfortable, worried. A

• Decode nonverbal cues. Incorrectly interpreting nonverbal messages can cause serious misunderstandings. (Beware: tweens and young teens are especially prone to “misreading” emotion cues.) So point out misconceptions by naming your correct emotional state: “I know you think I’m mad, but I’m really tired.” Then give clues about how body posture sends nonverbal emotion messages: “My slumped shoulders tell I’m stressed.” Or, “I’m frustrated, not angry. I grind my teeth when I’m angry.” A

• Watch silent pictures. Turn off the television sound for a few minutes and try guessing together how the actors feel based on their body language. Nail biting and hair twirling can mean “She’s tense!” A clenched jaw could signify “He’s scared!” Rolling eyes and facing away from the speaker might mean “She’s not interested.” Nodding and leaning in mean “She’s interested!” A

• Use baby books. Drag out your photo albums and flip together to your family’s baby pictures. Draw your child’s attention to emotional states of the baby in the photo. “How do you think you feel here?” “What tells you so?” “What would your brother like to say in this shot?” Some parents make mini albums of their child’s baby photos and slip emotion words into the plastic sleeves as their child correctly identifies the feeling. L, S

• Be “feeling detectives.” Help your child associate facial expressions and body language with certain emotions by watching other people’s faces and body language at the shopping mall, grocery store, park, or playground. Then try together to guess their emotional state without hearing the conversation: “How does her body look now? How do you think she feels?” “Listen to the boy’s voice. How do you think he feels?” “Look how that girl has her fists so tight. See the scowl on her face? What do you think she’s saying to the other girl?” L, S

• Use more emotion words—especially with boys. Our girls hear many more emotion words than boys do, so switch up your vocabulary. Talk about emotions more with your sons and give them permission to show and convey their feelings. One hint: boys are more likely to open up while doing something, so sit down with your son and play a game, build Legos, exercise, and talk back and forth about feelings. (Do read Rosalind Wiseman’s Masterminds & Wingmen). A

• Use emotion-charged videos. Watching the right films can be a fun way to help kids recognize emotions. Pick ones that depict different emotions and then identify characters’ feelings and how you and your child feel as viewers. A few favorites: Inside Out, Bambi, The Wizard of Oz, The Lion King, Sleeping Beauty, the Harry Potter movies, and Despicable Me. A

• Make feeling flash cards and play charades. Write the names of a few emotion words on index cards. For very young children, include only the six basic emotions: happy, sad, angry, afraid, surprised, and disgusted.34 For older kids, slowly expand the word repertoire. Then cut and glue pictures from magazines or computer programs to depict each emotion onto a corresponding card. Show the picture while covering the word and ask your child to guess the feeling or discuss a time he experienced the feeling or to use the cards to play Feeling Charades. Each contestant pulls a card and acts it out using only his face and body with no sounds or words allowed. The aim is to guess the person’s emotion and have fun. A

• Read books about feelings. Find a book about feelings, and as you read with your child pair the character’s face with the appropriate emotion. Suppose you’re reading Llama Llama Red Pajama, and you come to where Baby Llama’s expression depicts his fear that Mama Llama’s not there. It’s a perfect spot to tune in to feeling. Ask: “How does Baby Llama’s face look? Why is he afraid? Make your face look afraid like Baby Llama’s. Have you ever been afraid like that?” My other book favorites are: Glad Monster, Sad Monster: A Book About Feelings, by Ed Emberley and Anne Miranda; Feelings, by Aliki; I’m Mad, by Elizabeth Crary; The Way I Feel, by Janan Cain; and My Many Colored Days, by Dr. Seuss. L, S

• Create a “How do you feel?” card. Rachel Simmons, author of Odd Girl Out, finds many adolescent girls (and, I’m sure, boys) have trouble expressing feelings to peers. Simmons’s solution in her Girls Leadership Institute is giving each girl a “How Do You Feel?” card that depicts twenty faces of different emotions (like confused, panicked, anxious, betrayed, guilty, used, insecure, jealous). Each girl points to the face that depicts her feeling, and Simmons says it helps both girls “open up” and begin reconciliation. Check online for cards of “feeling faces” to print out, or have your child cut faces from magazines and glue onto cards. It also may be handy to ease a tiff or open communication with a family member. S, T

THE TOP FIVE THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT TUNING IN TO FEELINGS

1. Face-to-face contact is the best way kids learn to read emotions and develop empathy.

2. Kids use digital devices at least seven and a half hours a day, which robs them of not only connecting with their family but also of developing crucial empathy habits.

3. Real, meaningful, emotion-charged, up-close-and-personal experiences work best to help kids understand feelings.

4. Kids need an emotion vocabulary to discuss emotion, and guidance for using it, to become emotionally literate.

5. Parents discuss, explain, and encourage daughters to share feelings far more than they do their sons.

ONE LAST THING

Science confirms that babies are born to be social and are hardwired to care, but there is no guarantee. The habit and skills of emotional literacy must be nurtured. Teaching children an emotion vocabulary, talking about emotions, sharing their feelings, and tuning in to others are vital for raising empathetic UnSelfies. Tuning in to feeling is what sensitizes kids to other people’s feelings and helps them take on another person’s perspective. The Empathy Advantage of teaching this habit is huge: kids who are adept at recognizing, understanding, and expressing their emotions are healthier, more resilient, and more popular; they do better in school; and they are more apt to help others.35

There are no shortcuts: deep “feeling” connection is achieved by applying timeless, unplugged parenting strategies of quality face-to-face communication with our kids. The more children connect one-on-one and the less they tap, swipe, and “friend,” the greater the odds that their empathy will blossom. But it all starts with tuning in to another human being.


[image: images]

CHAPTER 2

Empathetic Children Have a Moral Identity



Developing an Ethical Code

The postwar 1950s was a time when kids played carefree, toys were unplugged, and they still had “childhoods.” It was during that Happy Days era that a young boy named Chesley grew up outside Denison, Texas. His growing up even fit the Happy Days image: weekends spent camping, hiking, fishing, and seeing an occasional movie at the one theater in town.

Values were a staple in Chesley’s home. He was respectful because his parents taught him to be deferential to his elders. They also instilled in him a strong sense of social responsibility and work ethic that remained through life. Chores were an expected part of growing up, as was getting up at seven on weekends to help his father. Chesley and his sister said that watching their father is how they learned that “anything is possible”: from their mom they acquired a commitment to service.

Dinners were often served on trays so the family could watch NBC’s Huntley-Brinkley Report. On a March 1964 evening, that is how they heard about a young woman named Kitty Genovese who was stabbed to death in front of her New York apartment. Police said that thirty-eight witnesses heard her cries for help or watched the vicious assault, but none helped, allegedly because they “didn’t want to be involved.”

Her neighbors’ apathy had a big effect on the boy:1 he couldn’t get the thought that “no one helped her” from his mind. It countered everything he believed and violated his sense of self. So that day he made a pledge: “If I was ever in a situation where someone such as Kitty Genovese needed help, I would choose to act,” he recalled. “I would do whatever I could. No one would be abandoned.”2

The thirteen-year-old didn’t put anything in writing. His pledge was more of a commitment that he made to himself to live a certain way: to care about others and never stand by.3 Though many experiences and people helped shape his identity, that simple promise defined his moral identity, and remained with him as he grew up, went away to college, began a career, and started a family. But it wasn’t until forty-five years later that the pledge would have monumental significance.

On January 15, 2009, the Texas boy’s childhood dream came true: he was now a pilot. His US Airways plane had just taken off from New York’s LaGuardia Airport when his aircraft struck a flock of geese causing the loss of both engines. His only option for a safe landing was the Hudson River, and that’s where Captain Chesley “Sully” Sullenberger, the boy from Denison, miraculously landed his disabled plane and saved the lives of all 155 passengers and crew.

The crash of Flight 1549 was called the “Miracle on the Hudson” and considered one of the most remarkable emergency landings in aviation history. The man who once pledged never to be a bystander was instantly hailed a hero. And, true to his vow, Captain Sullenberger was the last to leave his aircraft, walking twice up and down the aisle of the disabled plane to make sure that no one was left behind. It was his way of staying true to the pledge he made as a boy that “no one in danger would be abandoned.”

It was a remarkable tale of valor, but the integrity, courage, and compassion that Captain Sullenberger demonstrated that January day he believes developed years before. “Both in the air and on the ground, I was shaped by many powerful lessons and experiences—and many people,” Sullenberger said later. “It’s as if those moments from my life were deposited in a bank until I needed them.”4

LEARNING TO DEVELOP A MORAL IDENTITY

Depositing prosocial images in our children’s identity banks so they can define themselves as caring, responsible people who value other people’s thoughts and feelings is the basis of moral identity. If a child can imagine himself as a caring person, he is more likely to care. And if a boy from Texas can imagine himself as being responsible for helping others, he is more likely to be the last to walk a plane’s aisle to ensure that no one is left behind. It’s all why moral identity is such a crucial piece for raising empathetic children.

“You’re such a smart boy!” “What talent!” “I’m so proud of your grades!” Of course, we’re proud of our children’s successes, but in trying to make them feel good, we tend to focus on their cognitive, social, and physical feats. Overlooked are their moral accomplishments like compassion, generosity, thoughtfulness, and concern for others. We even admit it: a whopping 93 percent of adults feel we are failing to instill values in children.5 What’s more, “being kind and caring” isn’t even high on kids’ priority lists! Two-thirds of adolescents ranked their own personal happiness as more important than their goodness.6

But those prosocial descriptions form our kids’ sense of self. We generally behave in ways consistent with our self-image, so if we want our kids to be empathetic, they must see themselves as caring and learn to value the thoughts and feelings of others.7 It’s why we must help our kids also recognize and value their moral strengths and caring assets. A moral identity shapes our children’s character and the people they become, and is a significant piece to raising empathetic children and helping them thrive.

WHY IS DEVELOPING A MORAL IDENTITY SO DIFFICULT?

Every culture has a unique set of values and priorities that shape our children’s identities. Captain Sullenberger was raised in the 1950s when a strong social responsibility and helping others were part and parcel. Today, character has taken a backseat, and benchmarks of “success” have dramatically switched. Our current idols: celebrities; our goals: wealth and fame; our priorities: ourselves; and our motto: “Just do it.” And that marked cultural shift in values and priorities makes it harder for today’s youth to honor the perspectives and feelings of others to form strong moral identities. Here are just a few modern-day challenges.

Narcissism Is an Epidemic in the Western World

The rise in narcissism has been growing steadily in the past few decades, with rates higher in Western than in non-Western countries. That also suggests that narcissism levels have been steadily increasing among Western youth over the past few decades.8 The Gallup Organization compared responses to a lengthy poll of more than 11,000 young teens. Out of more than 400 items, the one showing the largest change in four decades is “I am an important person.” By the late 1980s, more than 80 percent considered themselves “very important”; in the 1950s, only 12 percent of teens said they agreed with the statement.9 The median narcissism score has also increased 30 percent in the last two decades. The biggest increases are in the number of people concurring with the comments “I like to look at my body” and “I am an extraordinary person.”10

What’s more, narcissism is still increasing, and that’s troubling news for helping children develop solid moral identities. Kids who feel “entitled” focus on their needs and feelings, direct their perspective on their experiences, and see the world through their eyes. Left out of their picture is anyone else, and there go the opportunities to learn to value others.11

Parents (and Others) Dish Out Overexuberant Praise

Multiple factors can keep kids locked in “self mode,” but receiving steady doses of overexuberant praise is one of the biggest culprits. These days every kid’s finger-paint scribble is flaunted on our refrigerator; their trophies, ribbons, and certificates grace our mantels; and “I’m a Proud Parent of an Honor Roll Student” stickers are glued to our car bumpers. While there’s nothing wrong with giving kids a pat on the back for a job well done, modern-day esteem building has risen to new heights and is endangering our children’s capacity to care.

A recent Ohio State University study surveyed parents and their kids during four periods over one and a half years to identify how narcissism develops over time. The results were clear: parents who “overvalued” their children when the study began ended up with children who scored higher on tests of narcissism later. Overvalued kids were described by their parents as “more special than other children” and as kids who “deserve something extra in life.” If you ever wondered whether your parenting matters, this study should put your doubts at rest. “Children believe it when their parents tell them that they are more special than others,” explained Brad Bushman, one of the researchers. “That may not be good for them or for society.”12 Nor is it good for developing moral identity or empathy.

The Self-Esteem Bandwagon Goes to School, College, and the Workplace

A major switch in how we parent also trickles down to the general culture. That’s why many schools are joining the “self-esteem bandwagon”—even eliminating red pencils so that teachers’ red checkmarks won’t derail students’ self-esteem.13 Paper Mate, the nation’s major supplier of pens, stepped up their production of purple pens (a shade considered more soothing and less judgmental) to do their part in creating “a kinder, gentler education system.”14

Coaches and the sports industry are also jumping on board. The local chapter of one national sports association spends roughly 12 percent of its yearly budget on trophies just to make sure that every kid feels special and receives a prize—even if it’s just for “showing up.”15

Overinflating kids’ egos poses problems: First, the more kids hear those accolades, the more they need them. And second, kids who feel “entitled” believe the world owes them special treatment. Forget the other guy, life is all about “ME,” and those “Me-first” Selfie beliefs endure. That’s what’s happening as our most-praised generation takes their “I am special” feelings to college and the workplace.

College professors complain that students feel they deserve special treatment, and surveys support their view. Two-thirds of students believe professors should give their grades special consideration if they explain they were “trying hard”; one-third feel they deserve at least a B for coming to class; one-third feel their final exams should be rescheduled if they hamper their vacation plans.16

Wall Street executives are shaking their heads as new young hires continue expecting praise.17 Fortune 500 companies are even hiring “praise consultants” to teach managers how to compliment young employees.

It’s natural for parents to want to help their kids feel good, but what we may be missing is also helping them care about others. Turning to science shows us how to use praise that instills in our children a strong identity and produces empathetic, caring, and altruistic kids. What’s more, those findings come from a most remarkable source: people who refuse to be bystanders.

WHAT SCIENCE SAYS: HOW WE CAN CREATE A MORAL IDENTITY

For three decades, I’ve researched the best ways to nurture empathy. I’ve interviewed dozens of leading experts and combed thousands of articles, but it was while studying genocide and the darkest side of human nature that I found not only an answer, but also hope. Each genocide site I visited—Auschwitz, Rwanda, Armenia, Dachau, and Cambodia’s Killing Fields—chronicled unimaginable horrors, but each one also described people who exemplify the best in humanity: “altruistic rescuers” who refused to stand by. Social scientists have interviewed hundreds of these ordinary citizens to find their motivations, and they discovered that most shared a deep belief in humanity. They cared about the feelings and thoughts of others. “I had to help,” one rescuer explained. “It is who I am,” said another. Even more intriguing was how most credited their parents for instilling those beliefs that formed their strong moral identities.

The potential for altruism exists and can be nurtured in our children. If we want empathetic children, we must help them define themselves as people who care about and value others, and we must instill those beliefs during childhood.

Parents Instill a Moral Identity in Their Children

Nazis killed Samuel Oliner’s family, but a Polish peasant woman named Balwina saved him. Sam Oliner and Pearl Oliner, his wife, spent three decades interviewing more than 1,500 non-rescuers and rescuers from Nazi-occupied Europe to determine why some, like Balwina, put themselves at great personal risk without external rewards. It is one of the most extensive studies of people who rescued Jews during the Holocaust and why some people care so deeply. Their results, published in The Altruistic Personality, offer insight as to how significant parents can be in raising children with moral identities.18

The Oliners found several distinctions in rescuers, but three are especially important. First, most rescuers were deeply empathetic: they simply could not stand by and watch others suffer. Many also had a strong sense of self-efficacy and believed they could make a difference and help others.19 And the majority had internalized a strong identity based on caring values and an ethic of social responsibility that they learned from their parents.20 In fact, when asked which values their parents taught them, 44 percent cited “caring or generosity.” In contrast, non-rescuers were far more centered on their own needs or felt obliged to help only a small circle of others.21 Their parents were more likely to stress monetary values (“Be thrifty,” “Get a good job”) than caring, moral concerns.

Altruists Feel an Obligation to Others

University of California professor Kristen Monroe also conducted in-depth interviews of altruists, including philanthropists, rescuers of Jews during the Holocaust, and Carnegie Medal recipients who performed exceptional heroism. Then Monroe did a psychological analysis to determine what motivated their heroic behavior. Foremost in her findings: altruists simply have a different way of seeing the world. “Where the rest of us see a stranger, altruists see a fellow human being,” Monroe wrote in her book The Heart of Altruism.22

Monroe believes that a strong identity based on caring not only influences our behavior, but is also a critical component for altruism. And she is convinced that the potential for altruism exists in all people. But whether we act on our concerns rests largely in how we view ourselves in relation to others.23 Because altruists’ self-perceptions are based on much stronger obligation to others, it leaves them no choice but to help. Even so, those guiding beliefs don’t happen by chance: their moral identities must be developed.

Their Values Are an Extension of Themselves

Developmental psychologists Anne Colby and William Damon pondered another altruism conundrum: how caring commitment forms. The eminent researchers identified twenty-three “moral exemplars,” or highly dedicated Americans with a long-standing commitment to moral purposes who have struggled to make the world better.24 Drawing on in-depth interviews and biographical accounts, Colby and Damon traced their extraordinary lives from childhood, and wrote about their discoveries in Some Do Care: Contemporary Lives of Moral Commitment.

One finding has a familiar ring: all the exemplars had a strong moral identity based on a sense of responsibility for their fellow human beings.25 Their caring values were so deep that they became an extension of themselves. In fact, Damon and Colby believe that a key reason for the exemplars’ unwavering dedication to caring lies in that close connection between their identity and their beliefs in goodness. “The exemplar’s moral identities become tightly integrated, almost fused, with their self-identities,” explain the researchers.26 As one exemplar explained: “It’s hard for me to separate who I am from what I want to do and what I am doing.” And the formation of their moral identities usually began in childhood.

Altruists Think of Themselves as “Someone Who Cares”

Sam and Pearl Oliner, Kristen Monroe, William Damon, and Anne Colby, as well as a growing number of social psychologists, believe that an “altruistic disposition” exists and can be nurtured from early in life.27 While no guarantee, when a child believes “I am a kid who cares,” he is more likely to reach out and help others. But keeping self-centered attitudes from clouding the identities of our most-praised generation could be a challenge, especially when parents continue to pour on those accolades.

HOW TO STRENGTHEN CHILDREN’S MORALITY

The parents of four young children in Santa Maria, California, sent a plea to the Dr. Phil show. Their four kids were defiant, the three-year-old was in constant meltdown, and the parents wanted help. So Dr. Phil sent me with a film crew on a house call. I was drained within minutes of walking into the home. The parents’ negative comments were relentless, especially to three-year-old Trinity. Craving notice from her mom and dad, the little girl was acting up, using attention-getting behaviors, and continuously in time-out. Trinity was suffering. I spent the day offering positive behavior alternatives and ways to cut parental negativity.

A review of the crew’s taping showed one scene that was chilling. There was Trinity lying in her bed repeating her mother’s words to herself over and over and over: “You’re a bad girl, Trinity. You’re a bad, bad girl.” Her parents’ words had become Trinity’s inner voice: she had internalized their destructive messages and believed them. I’ve never witnessed such devastating proof that our children become what they hear.

What we say about our children helps define who they are and the type of people they believe themselves to be. Too much praise can make kids more self-centered, more competitive, and more prone to cut others down.28 Too little encouragement can erode self-esteem. But the right words can help children see themselves as kind, considerate, caring people and want to act in a way that supports that image. In fact, using positive labels such as “You’re the kind of person who likes to help” can lead kids to see themselves as helpers and be more likely to lend a hand.29 Positive labels also help children deposit those images to use in forming their moral identities. Try these five proven strategies:

1. Take a reality check. Notice how your child responds to your encouragement, and then watch for signs that you may be over-praising.

• Self-centered and forgets other people’s contributions: “I did great!”

• Dependent on praise and needs constant approval: “Do you like it, Mommy?”

• Expects or demands accolades: “Aren’t you going to tell me, ‘Good job’?”

• Tears others down to feel better about himself: “But I’m better!”

If you notice repeated signs of entitlement, it may be time to switch your style.

2. Align praise with character. In one ingenious experiment, children gave away some of their game winnings after watching a model do so. And those children who were told that they made the donation “because you’re the kind of person who likes to help other people” were far more generous in the future than those told that they contributed because they were “expected to do so.”30 So help your child see himself as a “good person” by pointing out how his behavior “matches” his identity: “Randy, you’re the kind of person who always lends a hand to help.” “You’re my ‘caring girl’: you always make people feel good.” “Sally, you’re always so thoughtful—you’re a considerate person.” Just make sure the praise is deserved.

3. Use nouns, not verbs. Adam Grant described two experiments in his must-read Give and Take: Why Helping Others Drives Our Success, carried out with three- to six-year-olds to see if a subtle change in grammar could make a difference in children’s behavior. In one, helping was referred to with a verb (“Some children choose to help”). In the other, helping was referred to as a noun (“Some children choose to be helpers”). Kids invited to “be helpers” were far more likely to help than kids who heard the verb wording “to help.” It turns out that even a simple grammatical switch in our messages can affect our children’s behavior. Researchers surmise that “using the noun ‘helper’ may mean that helping means something positive about one’s identity, and that image may motivate children to help more.”31 So if you want your child to see himself as a caring person, use nouns!

4. Focus on character, not behavior. A study with seven- to ten-year-olds found that praising children’s characters rather than their behaviors helped them internalize altruism as part of their identities.32 The character-praised kids were also more likely to be more generous than those children who were told that they had donated because they were expected to do so. The takeaway here: use labels that stress your child’s character, not her behavior. Here’s the difference in wording:

• Character-focused praise:“You’re the kind of person who likes to help other people.” Or “You are a considerate and helpful person.”

• Behavior-focused praise:“It was nice that you sent some of your pencils to the orphans.” Or “Sharing your toys was a considerate thing to do.”

5. Model it! In this experiment, 140 school-age children received tokens for winning a game and then were told they could either keep or donate their winnings to children in poverty.33 But before deciding, the students watched their teacher decide what she would do with her tokens. When the adult told students to donate the tokens but kept them herself, the children were less likely to be generous. When she lectured the kids on the value of giving and then donated her tokens, children were generous at first, but there was little impact on their future generosity. But when she cut the lecture and simply donated all her tokens (as they watched), the children donated their own tokens and were generous in later opportunities. Remember to model the behaviors you want your child to adopt.

EMPATHY BUILDER: HOW TO REFUSE TEMPTATIONS AND STICK UP FOR YOUR BELIEFS

Standing up for important principles can be difficult. And peer pressure can make kids doubt themselves and waver from their moral identities. So teach these refusal strategies to help your children stick to their beliefs and buck temptations. The acronym REFUSE helps kids recall the six tactics. Your child should rehearse one skill at a time until it becomes a habit, and then add the next.

• R = Review who you are. Ask yourself: “Is this person telling me to do something that isn’t safe or kind, goes against our family mantra, rules, and what I stand for? If so, I should REFUSE.”

• E = Express your belief. Prepare a short comeback line like: “It’s not my style,” “I promised my dad I wouldn’t,” or “It’s not nice.” Or use your parents or teacher as an excuse: “My mom will ground me for life if she finds out.”

• F = Firm voice. State your views using a strong—not yelling—tone to get your point across.

• U = Use strong posture. Use assertive body language so you can be taken seriously: shoulders back, feet slightly apart, hands by side, head high, look eye to eye.

• S = Say no and don’t give in. Remember, your job is not to try to change the other person’s mind, but to stick to your beliefs. If you start to waver, say no again and again. Your confidence will boost each time you say it.

• E = Exit. Sometimes the best option is to leave the scene. (Set up a policy that you will pick your child up with no questions asked in tricky or unsafe situations.)

HOW TO HELP KIDS ADOPT THIS HABIT

Captain “Sully” Sullenberger made a pledge that defined his core beliefs at age thirteen. But the pilot isn’t alone in creating a personal mantra or vow to match his beliefs.

John Wooden, the famous UCLA basketball coach, carried a folded paper given to him by his father in the eighth grade listing a seven-point creed for life. It included “Be true to yourself,” “Help others,” “Count and give thanks for your blessings every day.” “I tried to live by this, and I tried to teach by it,” Wooden explained.34 And Wooden carried it with him his entire life.

Abraham Lincoln memorized passages from Shakespeare to fortify his character. His son, Robert, said Lincoln constantly carried a volume of Shakespeare’s plays while president.35 Robert Kennedy found enlightenment in Shakespeare’s character Henry V. Dorothy Day, the social activist, turned to passages in Tolstoy or Dostoyevsky.36

The right words can strengthen your moral identity and sustain you in difficult times. James Stockdale, one of our greatest military heroes, endured extreme torture during seven years of imprisonment by the Viet Cong, but never wavered from his beliefs. He credits part of his survival from learning the words of Epictetus and Seneca in high school.37 And our children need words to live by as well.

How to Create a Family Mantra to Boost Kids’ Moral Identities

Mantras can help children define who they are and adopt those messages as part of their selfhood. You can use the same premise to help your family define your core principles. That’s what bestselling author Bruce Feiler and his wife, Linda Rottenberg, did one Saturday night. They planned a family pajama party (complete with popcorn and s’mores) with their two girls to create their “brand.” The foursome took turns writing answers to questions like “What words best describe our family?” and “What is most important to our family?” They jotted their comments such as “We bring people together” and “We help others to fly” and turned them into their family mission statement.

Feiler says that the process “forces you to conceive, construct, and then put in a public place a written ideal of what you want your family to be.”38 It also helps children develop moral identity. (A must-read is Bruce Feiler’s The Secrets of Happy Families.)

Use these steps to develop your family mantra and instill moral identities in your children.

• Call a special family meeting. Make it special: block your schedule, order pizza, turn off digital devices, and have everyone in attendance. The mantra doesn’t have to be written in one sitting, so gauge session times based on your kids’ attention. Keep it fun!

• Review meeting rules. Everyone is listened to. No putdowns allowed. You may disagree, but do so respectfully. Everyone gets a turn. Assign a recorder to jot key ideas to help create your mantra.

• Discuss who you are as a family. Explain that this is a chance to talk about your beliefs and the kind of family you want to become. It’s also a chance to hear your kids describe how they see themselves and your family. These kinds of questions that Feiler suggests can start your conversation; the answers can determine your mantra.

▷ What do we stand for?

▷ What kind of family do we want to become?

▷ What kind of feeling do we want in our home?

▷ What principles do we want to follow?

▷ How do you hope people describe us?

▷ What do we want to be remembered for?

▷ How do we want to give back to others?

▷ How can we make our world a better place?

• Identify your core values. Brainstorm the values that mean most to your family or you hope to see in your children. The clearer you identify the values you deem most significant, the likelier your kids will adopt them. Those that help instill moral identity include virtues like acceptance, appreciation, charitableness, citizenship, compassion, consideration, cooperation, courage, courtesy, empathy, fairness, generosity, gratitude, helpfulness, integrity, justness, kindness, peacefulness, respect, responsibility, and service.

• Create a motto that describes your family. A family mantra is a short phrase that expresses your core values and guiding beliefs. It also helps children to define themselves. Develop a short phrase that best describes your family. A few:

▷ “Our family steps in to help.”

▷ “We treat others the way we want to be treated.”

▷ “We are helpful, not hurtful.”

▷ “We are kind even if no one’s looking.”

▷ “Our purpose is to care.”

• Make it memorable. Kids need to hear the mantra often to internalize it, so find ways to weave it into your daily life. I’ve heard of many variations. The Galvins hang their mantra on their refrigerator, where it’s remained for twenty-five years. The Perlyns do a morning family huddle and recite their pledge. A teen told me that her family said, “We’re the caring Feys” so often that the motto “became me. I see myself as a caring person.”

• Create personal mantras for your children. Now use the same steps to help each child develop a personal mantra such as “I’m a caring person,” “I know it’s nice to be nice,” or “I reach out to help others.” The motto can also be a quote from a book, person, or film, just as long as it resonates with your child. Keeping it visual helps kids remember it. Some kids make a poster and tape it to their wall. A tween has his as a screen saver. My girlfriend needlepointed a pillow of her daughter’s mantra: it was the first thing she packed for college.

AGE-BY-AGE STRATEGIES

When I first taught, I was working on my doctorate in educational psychology and was fascinated with Lawrence Kohlberg’s cognitive theory of moral development. The Harvard psychologist believed that moral growth develops in stages, and that it can be stretched with moral dilemmas. I incorporated Kohlberg’s ideas in my lessons, and I was ecstatic when several students responded with higher-level moral reasoning. But my excitement faded when I caught my two best “moral talkers” throwing rocks, one of which hit a neighbor on the head. They also showed little concern for the man, who needed several stitches.

“We didn’t know he was inside,” one told me. “We aimed for his wall.”

“It couldn’t hurt that bad: it was just a rock,” the other said.

I was bewildered: these were the same boys who impressed me with their “moral” replies, so how could they have so little empathy? They also gave textbook answers to my next questions: “How do you think the man feels?” (“Sad.”) “How would you feel if someone did that to you?” (“Mad.”) They may have mastered emotional literacy (the concept we discussed in the previous chapter), but they were stumped when I asked, “How do you feel causing the man such pain? Do you care?” They were dumbstruck. But then came their honest and oh-so-enlightening comment: “I guess we’re not caring kind of kids.”

That was how I learned that moral reasoning and emotional literacy don’t guarantee caring behavior (nor, for that matter, does understanding another’s perspective or even feeling with another). To respond empathetically, kids must see themselves as people who care and value others’ thoughts and feelings. What each lacked was a moral identity to guide their actions. Missing that crucial piece leaves a huge void in a child’s empathy quotient.

Symbols designate the recommended age and suitability for activity: L = Little Ones: Toddlers and Preschoolers; S = School-age; T = Tweens and Older; A = All Ages

• Share your beliefs. Parents who raise kids with strong moral identities don’t do so by accident. They ensure that their children know what their family stands for. State your values again and again, so your child understands the “why” behind your beliefs. “In our family we don’t watch violent movies because we’re against violence.” “I don’t care if your friends use four-letter words. In this family we stand for respect.” “We believe in giving back, so please find two gently used toys to give to a needy family.” A

• Be a role model. What you do in those ordinary moments may be powerful images for your child to deposit in his identity bank. How you treat your family, friends, neighbors, and strangers; what movies you watch; the kinds of books and television shows you choose; how you react to conflicts, your child swearing, his friend’s cheating, the neighbor littering: these are decisions kids closely watch. One of the greatest questions to ask yourself each day is “If I were the only example my child had to learn moral identity, what did she learn today?” A

• Hold family debates. The best place for kids to learn to find their voice is at home. So why not start family debates? Topics can range from family issues such as your rules, allowances, and curfews; to real-world issues such as the welfare system, voting age, or current headlines. Whatever the topic, encourage your kids to speak out so they’ll be more comfortable defending their beliefs in public. Debating also helps kids define who they are and strengthens their moral identities. S, T

• Develop your “best possible self.” Laura King, professor at the University of Missouri–Columbia, had study participants write a brief description of their “best possible self” each day and found a dramatic boost in their optimism.39 Try it with your children at bedtime or dinner: “What did you do today that was your ‘best self’? Play the scene in your mind to the part you feel proudest of. Imagine yourself doing something like that again tomorrow.” Your child can also keep a diary of his “best self.” A

• Make a virtue scrapbook. Create a scrapbook to help your kids realize their character traits and caring qualities, not just their academic achievements. One mother filled a small album with photos and drawings depicting her child’s moral self (his kindness to friends, compassion with animals, sportsmanship on his team). “There’s so much competition, I wanted him to see that there’s more to life than test scores,” she said. “Whenever he has a hard day, he ‘reads’ about the ‘Good Jeffry.’ ” A

• Write a birthday letter. A special way to help kids develop moral identities is writing an annual birthday letter. Highlight the year’s special moments and also describe your child’s caring qualities like her kind spirit, thoughtful nature, giving heart. Enjoy it together and then store it. They’re a great twenty-first-birthday present, treasured mementos of your child’s emerging identity. A

• Capture caring moments. We’re quick to snap photos of our kids’ academic successes, athletic prowess, or cute looks. But those shutter clicks convey to children that those images bring us the most pride. Make sure to display prominently photos of your kids engaged in kind and thoughtful endeavors so they recognize that “caring matters.” Also let your kids overhear (without them thinking they’re supposed to) you describing those qualities to others as well. A

• Teach “Is that me?” tests. Teach a few conscience tests to help your child stick to her identity in trying times. Tell her to first think about the dilemma (“Should I go along with Klara and not let Carole sit with us?”), ask herself the test question, and then review whether the situation fits who she believes herself to be. (If not, she can use the REFUSE tactics in the previous section.)

1. Golden Rule Test: “Would I want people to do this to me?”

2. Who I Am Test: “Does this go against my beliefs and our family’s mantra?”

3. Assembly Test: “Would I do it if the principal announced it at the assembly?”

4. Newspaper Test: “Would I do it if it made front-page headlines?”

5. Family Test: “Does this go against our family mantra and rules?”

6. Grandma Test: “Would I do it if my grandma heard about it?”

7. Helpful or Hurtful Test: “Is this helpful or hurtful? I only do helpful things.”

8. 3Rs Test: “Could it damage my relationships or reputation, or might I regret it later?” S, T

• Encourage self-talk. Verbal taunts can make even the most confident kid doubt her beliefs. So teach your child a statement to say inside her head (called “self-talk”) to help counter the taunt if someone picks at her identity. A few: “I know who I am, and that isn’t me,” “I am a good person, and don’t deserve this treatment,” “This is his problem, not mine.” Then practice the line until it becomes internalized. Do help your child realize that the problem rests with the perpetrator, not her. S, T

• Use the “KIND Rule.” Teach your kids the KIND Rule to guide their inner moral compass both online and off. “If in doubt, ask yourself four questions. Is it kind? Is it inspirational? Is it necessary? Is it definite? If not, don’t say, text, or send it.” Post the rule on your refrigerator and computer! S, T

THE TOP FIVE THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT DEVELOPING MORAL IDENTITIES

1. Moral identity can inspire empathy, activate compassion, and motivate caring behavior.

2. To respond empathetically, kids must value other people’s thoughts and feelings.

3. Overpraising can make kids competitive, tear others down, and diminish empathy.40

4. Entitling and “overvaluing” kids may increase narcissism and hamper moral identity.

5. If a child can imagine himself as a caring person, he is more likely to care about others.

ONE LAST THING

Justin was constantly in trouble for bullying. Educators had tried numerous intervention strategies, and the principal wanted to expel him. But his health teacher asked for one more reprieve. “There’s no one at home who cares about Justin,” Beth Simmons said. “Expelling him will only increase his anger, and we’ll lose him forever.” The principal agreed to give him one more chance, but with the caveat that Justin would mentor a kindergartener during his sixth-period class under the health teacher’s supervision. Her hope was that the service project would help Justin see himself differently and activate his empathy, which she thought had shut down because it never was nurtured.

Simmons met Justin each day for a few weeks to help him create a simple “reading” lesson for five-year-old Noah and role-played ways he could encourage the child. Then following each session, she’d debrief Justin as to how the session had gone and what he learned about Noah. The teacher said she didn’t know if the approach would work, but she felt that Justin never had the opportunity to see himself as a person who could care. Deep down, she saw a caring heart that Justin couldn’t imagine.

Then one day the magic happened: the kindergarten teacher noticed that Justin was showing that he cared about Noah: he began to smile when Noah looked happy, to listen when the child talked, and to encourage him when he tried. A relationship between a young boy and his “big friend” had opened. His teachers also saw the change and commented that Justin wasn’t so withdrawn and that his behavior was improving. For perhaps the first time, the teen was seeing himself as a caring person, and his empathy was opening.

Noah also saw the change and told his teacher as much. “Justin’s a good guy. It just took him a while to figure it out,” Noah said. And then added wise advice: “You can’t give up on kids, ya know. Sometimes it takes them a while to come around.”

William Damon, author of The Moral Child, tells us that forming a moral identity is a lifetime journey that evolves from a variety of sources such as receiving feedback, observing others that either inspire or appall, reflecting on our experience, and responding to cultural influences such as family, school, religious institutions, and the mass media.”41 But at the helm must be parents who inspire their children to see themselves as good people. Whether the culture is Happy Days or Modern Family, one thing has not changed: parents must help their children view themselves as people who care. Instilling this second crucial habit is one more way to give kids the Empathy Advantage.
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CHAPTER 3

Empathetic Children Understand the Needs of Others



Instilling Perspective Taking and Learning to Walk in Another’s Shoes

It was April 1968, and Martin Luther King Jr. was the third-grade’s class “Hero of the Month” in Riceville, Iowa. So when King was murdered in Memphis that same month, the students wanted to know why their hero was killed. They had never experienced racism, living in an all-white community. Their teacher, Jane Elliott, felt there had to be a better way to help her students understand what discrimination felt like than merely talking about it, and by morning she decided to conduct a most unique lesson.1

“I don’t think we really know what it would be like to be a black child unless we actually experienced discrimination ourselves,” she told students. “Well, would you like to find out?” And the class agreed.

The teacher divided her twenty-eight students into two groups: those with blue or green eyes and those with brown. Then she declared all brown-eyed students to be “superior” and entitled to preferential treatment: extended recess, early lunch dismissal, choice of lunch-line partners, second food helpings, and being line leaders. Blue- or green-eyed students’ class rights were withdrawn including drinking from the water fountain, taking second lunch helpings, playing on the big playground, and using recess equipment.

The difference in the students was quickly evident: brown-eyed children were happier, more alert, and doing far better work than previously. And the blue- and green-eyed kids were miserable: their posture, expressions, and attitudes took on the inferior role, and their class work regressed.

On Monday, the teacher reversed their roles. “The truth is that blue-eyed people are better and smarter than brown-eyed people,” Elliott told students. Once again, the role-taking exercise began, and again the children’s behavior transformed.

On Tuesday, when the experiment was over, the teacher asked children to describe their experiences and was surprised how deeply they were affected: “I felt dirty,” “I felt like I was tied up,” “I felt like crying,” “I felt left out.” Several parents also noticed a change.

“What have you done with my son?” one mother asked. “He’s a different boy at home. He even treats his little brother and sister kinder.”2

Elliott also saw the difference. The once-belligerent boy had become a more thoughtful, pleasant child almost overnight. In fact, the teacher noted that all her students seemed to be more caring.3

The exercise was so successful that the teacher repeated Discrimination Day with succeeding classes. But it wasn’t until fourteen years later that she realized the exercise’s true impact. Eleven of her former third graders returned for a class reunion and for the first time told their teacher how the experience had changed their lives.4

“It’s something we’re going to carry with us, in our minds, in our feelings,” one said. “We’re more open-minded,” said another.

“Our children won’t learn to be prejudiced from us.”5

The experience had changed even the way they were raising their own children.

While academicians debate the controversial lesson’s merits, Elliott’s now-adult students may have the final word. Almost four decades after the exercise, a reporter tracked down fifty of Elliott’s students and published their recollections in Smithsonian magazine. “Everyone who took part in it seemed to recall the exercise as though it had happened yesterday,” the reporter wrote. The former third graders’ verdicts are hard to dismiss.6

“You cannot underestimate the impact that such an experience has had on us.”

“I don’t know how anyone who went through the experience can say that they have not been changed.”

“When I see someone being treated differently than someone else, I remember what it felt like the day the brown-eyed people were [discriminated against].”

The teacher’s role-taking exercise was not only memorable, it also altered her students’ perspectives. It’s a rare lesson that has such power.

Watching, helping, doing: children’s empathy is sparked by active, face-to-face experiences—not from worksheets or lectures. It’s why Jane Elliott’s exercise was so unforgettable and is still in the minds and hearts of her students forty years later. When trying to enhance children’s perspective-taking skills we should look for real, meaningful activities that tug their heartstrings and help them imagine what someone else might be thinking or feeling. The reason for our efforts is lofty and noble: it’s all about helping our kids become good people. Jane Elliott’s description of her former students is the brass ring for parenting: “They have turned into the kind of people I would have wanted them to be.”7

LEARNING TO WALK IN ANOTHER’S SHOES

Perspective taking is the ability to understand another person’s thoughts, feelings, wants, and needs. I like to call this essential habit the “gateway to empathy,” because it helps us step into another’s shoes, feel what another human being is feeling, and understand the world from his or her point of view. Mastering perspective taking is an important part of instilling a deep, caring connection with others. It’s also a habit that children need for every part of life—from handling playground disputes today to mastering boardroom debates tomorrow.

When children can grasp another’s perspective, they are more likely to be empathetic, handle conflicts peacefully, be less judgmental, value differences, speak up for those who are victimized, and act in ways that are more helpful, comforting, and supportive of others. Studies also show that kids who understand others’ points of view acquire the Empathy Advantage: they are better adjusted,8 more popular,9 and even have healthier peer relationships. And perspective taking pulls kids out from “Me” absorption, since it turns their vision toward other people’s concerns. It’s a powerful Selfie antidote.

And here’s good news: As with all the other aspects of empathy, perspective taking can be taught to kids as young as toddlers and reinforced to kids from middle school and high school—and beyond. New research shows that by “simply putting ourselves in another person’s shoes,” we can significantly reduce our unconscious biases—and markedly improve our real-life interactions with people who look different from us.10 Developing perspective taking can help reduce racism and bullying as well as make our children’s world more caring and humane. How do we develop this habit in our kids? Read on.

WHY IS TEACHING PERSPECTIVE TAKING SO HARD?

So it’s clear from the research that the best way to teach kids about perspective taking is to find ways for them to step out of their own shoes and experience the “other” side. There are dozens of ways to do so—Jane Elliott’s classroom exercise was a particularly memorable one. But there are many other ways to help children learn perspective taking in teachable moments throughout the day.

• Do it over. “Joshua, your words made your brother feel sad. Try that again, but say your words in a way to make Tim happy.”

• Role-play from the other side. “Let’s stop and do this again, but this time think how Kevin feels not being invited to play. I’ll pretend to be you. ‘Kevin, you can’t play with us.’ Now you be Kevin and act how he feels and thinks being left out.”

• Freeze and think. “Stop and don’t go further. Take a look at Dad’s face and ask yourself how you’d feel if your daughter just spoke that way. What do you need to say to Dad?”

The trick is to look for those discipline moments when we can help our children grasp how their actions affect others so it stretches their empathy and one day they can act right without our guidance.

But one of the big conundrums parents and educators face is that we must model empathy to our children while simultaneously setting limits and, yes, disciplining them when they step out of line. Discipline is a very personal issue for families, and I’m not here to tell you what’s right or wrong. But if we’re telling our kids not to hit another child one minute, and then turning around and spanking that same child the next minute for an infraction, how does a child make sense of that? How do we make sense of that?

When it comes to disciplining our kids, the first thing to know is that American parents do it frequently. We discipline our two- to ten-year-olds about every six to nine minutes on average—or roughly fifty encounters each day. That adds up to more than 15,000 discipline interactions a year!11 How many of these involve one kid not considering another’s feelings? If that’s the case, we’re missing a lot of empathy-stretching opportunities. Here are our typical discipline approaches, and how they may actually hinder kids from empathy and specifically from learning this critical habit of perspective taking.

Spanking. Ninety-four percent of US parents admit to spanking their kids by the time they reach age four, and that’s troubling news for empathy.12 Tulane University researchers tracked 2,500 youngsters and found that those spanked frequently at age three were much more likely to be aggressive by age five.13 Of course, other factors weigh in (like how the punishment is delivered and by whom), but it’s hard denying that six decades of research link spanking to ten negative child outcomes, including aggression, antisocial behavior, mental health problems, diminished moral development, and decreased empathy.14

Yelling. Many parents are realizing the detriments of spanking, but lack another effective discipline response. So when misbehavior continues, parent frustration builds and we yell.15 We don’t feel good doing it (two-thirds of parents named “yelling” at their kids as their biggest guilt inducer).16 But at a loss for a discipline alternative, “yelling” has become the modern-day spanking. Certainly, shouting can cause kids’ emotional distress, but what we shout also is harmful. Brain imagery confirms that “spanking with words” by shaming, disdaining, or ridiculing could in fact damage children’s brain connections.17

Continuing to rely on yelling endangers empathy on three counts:

1. Yelling damages the parent-child relationship. The seeds for empathy are planted in our relationship with our child. Research shows that empathetic individuals tend to have closer, warmer, and more supportive relationships with their parents.

2. Shame is a proven empathy killer. Shame is far more painful and less productive to learning to care than making kids feel guilty or embarrassed about their wrongdoing. Shame degrades kids, makes them feel inferior and personally distressed, and heightens their preoccupation with other’s evaluations (“Mom thinks I’m a bad person”). Studies show that shame-based discipline also makes kids less likely to feel for those they may have wronged.18

3. Yelling creates a poor model. No contest here: screaming parents make horrific examples for kids to copy. And the research is clear: parents who raise empathetic kids model caring behavior with their children and with those outside the family. They also strongly emphasize kindness and expect their kids to apply the value to all people.19

Time-Out. Another discipline tactic is removing a child from an activity to sit alone. “Decades of research in attachment demonstrate that particularly in times of distress, we need to be near and be soothed by the people who care for us,”20 says Daniel Siegel from the UCLA School of Medicine. But when children lose emotional control, parents often put them in their room alone to calm down and try to figure out what they did wrong. Experts worry that time-out does not help children learn acceptable behavior or consider the feelings of those they hurt. What’s more, brain scans show that relational pain caused by rejection or isolation is similar to brain images of kids suffering from physical pain or abuse.

Rewarding. “If you’re nice, you get a treat!” “Another star on your chart and you earn a toy!” “Good behavior charts” and enticing their kids “to be good” with toys, candy, or money is another common discipline practice. But Alfie Kohn, author of Punished by Rewards, cites more than seventy studies that show that the approach can backfire—especially for empathy—because kids can start believing that getting the reward is the reason to be kind. What’s more, kids are less likely “to act prosocially once the extrinsic reward for acting that way is withdrawn.”21 So the hook loses its lure to help kids want to care, and the chance to “step into another’s shoes” is lost.

Of course, I’m far from implying that kids should get away with inappropriate behavior. A child needs to understand what’s acceptable and what’s not, and a parent or teacher must have tools to communicate those expectations. So that leaves us with a dilemma: “What is the best response to stop misbehavior and help kids realize that their actions affect others?” Luckily, science has an answer.

WHAT SCIENCE SAYS: HOW TO SET LIMITS

“My toddler bites kids. Is he too young to be punished?”

“How do I stop our daughter from picking on her little brother?”

“The school says our son bullies kids on the bus. How should we punish him?”

There’s so much conflicting advice on discipline, it’s natural for parents to be confused. That’s why we should turn to science for solutions.

For more than four decades, the New York University psychology professor Martin Hoffman has investigated children’s empathy, specifically as it relates to discipline and limit setting. Hoffman found that parents who consistently react to their children’s misbehavior by highlighting the distress of the one harmed and who help them understand the impact of their actions tend to have more empathic children.22 He calls the discipline approach “induction,” and many studies verify its effectiveness in not only improving behavior but also enhancing perspective taking, encouraging kids to lend a hand, and building their empathy muscles.

Toddlers Care What Other Toddlers Think

For more than three decades, Carolyn Zahn-Waxler and Marian Radke-Yarrow have been studying empathy, and they found that focusing the child’s attention on the effect of their behavior on another person (or “induction”) is surprisingly effective, even with very young children. In one ingenious study, they enlisted moms as quasi research assistants to collect data about their fifteen- to twenty-nine-month-olds. The mothers recorded their toddlers’ reactions to other children’s distress (sorrow, pain, discomfort, anger, fatigue) and their own responses before, during, and following each event. But when Zahn-Waxler and Radke-Yarrow analyzed nine months of the reports, they found that the mothers who used induction influenced their child’s perspective taking and prosocial behavior significantly more than moms who didn’t. Here is one mother’s report on her twenty-two-month-old son, John, his play date, Jerry, and her empathetic parenting skills:

“Today Jerry . . . started completely bawling and he wouldn’t stop. John kept coming over and handing Jerry toys, trying to cheer him up so to speak. He’d say things like, ‘Here, Jerry,’ and I said to John, ‘Jerry’s sad; he doesn’t feel good; he had a shot today.’ John would look at me with his eyebrows kind of wrinkled together, like he really understood that Jerry was crying because he was unhappy, not that he was just being a crybaby. He went over and rubbed Jerry’s arm and said, ‘Nice Jerry,’ and continued to give him toys.”23

So how does this work in the “real world”? Suppose you discover that your child grabbed a toy from a friend and won’t let him play with it. The inductive technique is to help your son or daughter imagine how it would feel to be in the victim’s place, so that he might understand the impact of his behavior on the other child. Doing so can enhance not only your child’s perspective-taking skills but also his moral growth. One strategy is to role-play how the other child might feel using one of your child’s favorite toys. After “grabbing” the toy from your child, ask, “How would you feel if somebody grabbed a toy from you? Would it be fair? Why not? What can you do to make things better?”

But science says there are caveats: inductive discipline must be delivered using the right tone for results. A verbal warning or simple explanation (“Stop that!” “You pinched Johnny.”) had little effect eliciting an altruistic response from their child. And moms who frequently explained why the behavior was harmful (“See what you did! Do you see that you hurt Kelly? Don’t ever pull her fingers!”) were more likely to have their children help or comfort their distressed peer. Kids don’t want to hurt other kids, and if you show them—clearly, concisely, and without judgment—how their actions affect other children, they will take that to heart. This is the basis of the induction discipline technique.

The Parent Science Lesson: Make sure to “plainly explain” to your child why his behavior was hurtful and draw attention to the victim’s distress. And use the Goldilocks Response Model with your tone: Not too harsh (“Don’t act like that. You’re grounded for a month”), not too soft (“It’s okay. Things like that happen”), but just right (“You made your friend cry. I expect you to treat people kindly. What will you do to make your friend feel better?”), so your child understands the behavior you expect.

Express Disappointment, Not Anger

But your child doesn’t care just about what his peers think; he is also looking to your reaction for clues. It turns out that a parent’s emotional reaction to a child’s behavior can be just as powerful as the reaction of another child, and this influence grows (not diminishes) as kids age.

Another study in this vein analyzed parental discipline responses to their eleven- to thirteen-year-olds’ misbehaviors in order to determine how different discipline types affect empathy and behavior. First, researchers asked the children’s mothers how they would respond to various kid misbehaviors.24 Next, they queried the kids on how they thought their parents would respond. Finally they gauged each child’s level of empathy on five tests. The result: children whose parents used induction—who discussed how a child’s misbehavior made them, the parent, feel—showed higher levels of empathy, perspective taking, and prosocial behaviors than kids whose parents relied heavily on power-assertive discipline such as taking away privileges, or on physical punishments like spanking. The fear of disappointing their parents was both a powerful deterrent from bad behavior and a driver of empathy.

The Parent Science Lesson: Don’t shy from telling your child you are disappointed in their behavior. Research shows that it is one of the best ways we can react to kids’ bad behavior. The trick is to stress the child’s misbehavior and not the child. (“I never want to hear that language. That’s not who you are!” “In this house, we care about people. I’m disappointed in how you behaved!”) Sharing your disappointment is an opportunity to emphasize the values you stand for as well as to convey that you expect your kids to act in a kind and caring way.

Teens Care What You Think, Too

Pointing out the impact of behavior is also effective for older kids, according to a study of fifth, eighth, and tenth graders and their moms. Students completed surveys about their mothers’ most common discipline response and whether they thought the strategies were fair and appropriate. Researchers also assessed the strength of each child’s moral self-concept. Mothers were then asked to describe their discipline responses and how frequently they used it. The results showed that mothers who used induction and expressed disappointment to their teens about uncaring behavior raised children with stronger moral identities and perspective-taking abilities.25

If the teen did an egregious deed, like stealing something from a store, these moms used discipline that pointed out the impact of their teen’s behavior on the other person.

Mom: Okay, Jordan, let’s think about the man who owns the video store. How do you think he feels about his property being taken?

Jordan: I guess he’d be kind of upset.

Mom: But why?

Jordan: Because people are taking things from his store.

Mom: Sure, but who do you think has to pay for the missing items?

Jordan: I don’t know . . . the man?

Mom: Yep. How would you feel if you had to pay for things someone took from you?

Jordan: I’d be angry.

Mom: Would you feel it was fair if you had to use your own salary to pay for it?

Jordan: No. Sorry. I’ll return it.

The Parent Science Lesson: Keep using “impact statements” and inductive-type discipline during the teen years. Doing so helps your kids internalize your caring values and form strong moral identities even as they age and the struggles they face get larger. Also, express your disappointment regarding any uncaring act and stress how your child’s behavior affected the victim’s feelings so he can grasp other’s perspectives.

HOW TO TEACH CHILDREN TO SEE THINGS FROM SOMEONE ELSE’S PERSPECTIVE

So if inductive discipline is so effective in enhancing children’s behavior and their perspective-taking skills, how do we as parents actually implement it? The four steps of the inductive discipline method are described below. The acronym CARE will help you recall the four crucial parts of the approach.

Step 1: C = Call Attention to Uncaring

The step has two parts: naming what your child did that was wrong and describing why it was uncaring. Many parents skip this and jump into giving the heavy-handed lecture or dispensing punishment that Martin Hoffman calls “power assertion.” Of course we’re upset, frustrated, or mystified by our kid’s misbehavior, but if we don’t review why the behavior was wrong, there goes a missed opportunity to teach perspective taking and stretch empathy. Our kids must grasp how their actions affect others. The second your child is uncaring, call attention to it. Discuss privately why his act was uncaring and the reason you disapprove.

• “Yelling out that Jeb couldn’t make a basket was mean.”

• “Telling Bert to leave so you could play with Sally was inconsiderate.”

• “Texting when Grandpa tried to talk to you was rude.”

Step 2: A = Assess How Uncaring Affects Others

Perspective taking doesn’t come naturally, and kids don’t always grasp how the behavior affects others. Nancy Eisenberg, author of The Caring Child, says that one of the best empathy-building practices is pointing out the impact of the child’s behavior on the other person (“See, you made her cry”) or highlighting the victim’s feelings (“Now he feels bad”).26 Doing so stretches perspective taking so kids focus on the victim’s thoughts, feelings, or needs, and it can be effective even with very young children. The trick is to guide your child to imagine what it would be like to be in the victim’s place so he “feels their pain.” A place to begin is by asking your child to think about how she would feel, think, or need if treated the same way. Once a child understands the issue from her perspective, help her step into the victim’s shoes and focus on another’s feelings, thoughts, and needs.

• Younger children: Suppose your child grabbed his pal’s toy. Ask “How would you feel if Tim took your toy? Make your face look like Tim feels. How does he feel?”

• Older children: “Pretend you’re Sara and discover somebody sent that text about you. How would you feel? What would you say to the sender? What is Sara thinking?”

Step 3: R = Repair the Hurt and Require Reparations

Helping a child understand how his actions caused another distress is an essential part of discipline and perspective taking. Once a child makes that connection (“I made the other person feel [sad, humiliated, scared] and I know just how he feels”), conscience usually kicks in. Repairing the victim’s hurt is also how to relieve the offender’s guilt. But reparations must be heartfelt (not contrived), age-appropriate, and “fit the crime.” Here is how one father helped his son “repair the hurt” when his son made fun of his friend, Mark:

Dad: How do you think you made Mark feel?

Son: He feels sad—that’s how I’d feel.

Dad: So what will you do to let Mark know you’re sorry and care about him?

Son: I’ll ask if he wants to come over.

Dad: Yes, but your friend might not know that you regret what you did.

Son: I’ll call and say I’m sorry.

Dad: That’s not easy, but it’s a caring thing to do.

Step 4: E = Express Disappointment and Stress Caring Expectations

The final step is explaining how you feel about uncaring actions and expressing your disappointment in your child’s behavior. Don’t feel guilty about doing so: science says one of the most effective discipline responses is sharing disappointment for bad behavior.27 It’s a potent way to let your kid know that you believe he can do better. Stating your disappointment also “enables children to develop standards for judging their actions, feelings of empathy and responsibility for others, and a sense of moral identity, which are conducive to becoming a helpful person,”28 explains Adam Grant, author of Give and Take. The step has two parts: first, expressing disappointment in the behavior (not your child); second, stressing your expectations for caring and belief in your child that he can do better.

• “I don’t like hearing you talk behind your friend’s back. You’re a good person, and I expect you to consider people’s feelings.”

• “That tone is disrespectful and upsets me. I expect you to treat all people with respect. You can do better.”

EMPATHY BUILDER: UNDERSTANDING SOMEONE’S THOUGHTS, FEELINGS, AND NEEDS

Teaching kids to tune in and listen to the “other side” is a potent way to boost perspective taking and stretch empathy. After all, tuning in to others is how we help our children understand the feelings and needs of others, and become less “self-absorbed” and more “other” conscious. Developing this empathy skill involves four steps that are learned in sequence. Work on one step at a time until your child is ready to take on the succeeding step. You might play listening games, practice at dinner and family meetings, and model each step as you listen to your kids. Hint: This empathy builder is composed of skills addressed in other chapters, such as eye contact, listening, managing feelings, focusing, and emotional literacy. If needed, review the “Empathy Builder” sections—particularly in chapters 1 and 3—to help your child master the ability.

Step 1: FOCUS “Pay Attention to the Other”

The first step to perspective taking is paying attention to the speaker. Teach your child five key listening skills that boost empathy and classroom success by teaching the acronym SOLER:

1. S = Sit or stand still so you pay attention to the speaker.

2. O = Be open to the speaker’s view and feelings.

3. L = Lean in slightly to convey interest.

4. E = Look eye to eye. To help stay focused, use the skill you learned in chapter 1: “Look at the color of the talker’s eyes or the bridge of the speaker’s nose.”

5. R = Recognize the speaker’s views. Acknowledge by nodding and smiling to show you care.

Step 2: FEEL “Look and Listen” for the Feeling

Emotional literacy plays a part in perspective taking, so teach your child to “Look and Listen” for the emotion. Say, “The person may not say how he feels, but his body, face, and voice give clues. Pretend to be a detective and ask yourself: ‘How does he feel?’ ”

• Ask for clarification if unsure. “Are you . . . ? ” “Did that make you feel . . . ?”

• Name the feeling. “You sound [feeling].” “You look [feeling].”

Step 3: IMAGINE “Put Yourself in Their Shoes”

One way to help kids figure out another person’s perspective is to teach them to step into the person’s shoes with their imagination. “While the person talks, try to imagine what he’s thinking or feeling on the inside so you’ll know what he wants or needs.” The trick is to find a strategy that helps the child imagine the other person’s perspective.

• A younger child can pretend to wear a magic cape that allows him to “see” inside someone’s mind and gives him super powers to read what another person is thinking or feeling.

• Encourage an older child to ask himself: “If it were me, I’d feel/think/want . . .”

Step 4: SHARE “Describe Their Side”

The last step is for your child to paraphrase the speaker’s perspective and strengthen empathy. Explain: “One way to let someone know you care is telling what you heard him say. It means you understand their feelings, thoughts, or needs.”

• Repeat it: “You said . . .” “I heard you say . . .” “One thing you said was . . .”

• Paraphrase thoughts, feelings, or needs: “You think . . .” “You feel . . .” “You need . . .” “You want . . . because . . .” “You feel . . . when . . . and you need . . .”

• Offer support: “Sounds like you need . . . ” “I could . . .” “May I help?”

Explain to your child in age-appropriate terms that listening to understand someone’s perspective doesn’t mean you have to agree with the view. People will have different opinions, and that’s what makes us human. So listen to the person without judging, giving your opinion, or debating the view. It lets people know you care and are empathizing.

HOW TO HELP KIDS STEP INTO OTHERS’ SHOES

Fire crews were working nonstop to curtail a 200,000-acre San Diego wildfire. But the preschool teacher was dealing with another issue: many of her students’ parents were those firefighters. In the brief time they could go home, they were exhausted, and their children couldn’t understand why “Daddy can’t play.” Their teacher wanted to help her young students grasp their parents’ perspective, so she plopped firemen boots on the floor and began.

“Who wants to put these on and pretend to be a fireman like your daddy?”

Little hands were flying: the kids were eager to play “make believe.”

The teacher called on a child who was missing his father terribly. Unable to express his fears for his parent’s safety, the four-year-old was acting up and having nightmares. The boy threw off his shoes, jumped into the oversize boots, and was ready to play “fireman.”

“Ready?” she asked. “Imagine you’re your daddy. You’re working hard to stop that bad fire. You’re sleeping on the ground, wearing dirty, smelly clothes, and you’re so tired. You’re away from home a long time and miss your family so much. But most of all, you want to hug your little boy and feel his arms around you.”

The adults sat mesmerized watching the preschooler literally “become” his daddy. The child’s expression, demeanor, and entire body changed within seconds as he imagined how his father felt.

“How do you feel?” the teacher asked.

“I’m tired and sad,” the boy quietly said. “I want to go home.”

“What would make you feel better?”

The boy froze, and then something clicked. He jumped out of the boots, ran to the playhouse, grabbed an object, and returned.

“Quick, give this to Daddy,” he said. “It’ll make him feel better.” And he pushed his teddy bear into his teacher’s hands.

Well, there wasn’t an adult with a dry eye: we knew we’d witnessed a powerful moment. An empathetic teacher found a way to comfort a young child by helping him imagine his father’s horrific predicament. She also proved what science says: even little ones can be taught to “step into someone’s shoes.”

Perspective taking can activate empathy so children want to help others, and that’s what happened that day. By imagining his father’s discomfort, the son wanted to comfort Daddy, and did it the best way a four-year-old knew how: giving him his teddy bear.29

How Perspective Taking Activates Empathy

Dr. Ezra Stotland, from the University of Washington,30 was one of the first researchers whose work demonstrated the power of perspective taking. He asked subjects to watch as “intense and painful” heat was applied to a person’s hand strapped to a machine. The victim was actually Stotland’s assistant, who was taught to act as if he were feeling pain: the “heat” didn’t exist. Some subjects were told just to focus on the assistant’s movements; some were instructed to put themselves in the person’s place and imagine his feelings; some were told to imagine the heat on their own hands. Each subject’s physiological responses were monitored, and these indicated their empathy levels.

When the subjects were told to focus only on the assistant, they had little empathy for his “pain.” But when instructed either to imagine having the heat placed on their own hands, or the victim’s feelings, their empathy increased significantly. And Stotland discovered that “imagining how another person feels” is a powerful way to nurture perspective taking.

Studies show that we can increase children’s desires to lend a hand by encouraging them to focus on the other person’s thoughts, feelings, and needs—not their own.31 There are many ways to help kids step into another’s moccasins. The preschool teacher’s young student put on fireman boots and played make-believe to understand how his father felt. Jane Elliott’s third graders experienced discrimination through role-playing. Ezra Stotland’s subjects imagined a person in pain. But perspective taking can also be a tool to help kids work out sibling conflicts, change uncaring behavior, understand another’s side, grasp why their friend is miffed, or solve dozens of day-to-day issues and give them the Empathy Advantage.

Six Ways to Help Kids Walk in Another’s Shoes

1. Try props. Liam had difficulty understanding anyone’s feelings but his own. So when he couldn’t grasp the distress he caused a classmate, I knew I needed to dig deeper to tweak his empathy. I spotted a wire hanger, bent it into a circle, and improvised: “Liam, put your head up to the hole and imagine you’re Stevie. I’ll be you.” And our role-play began: “That haircut makes you look dumb. How do you feel, Stevie?” Pretending to be Stevie is what helped Liam finally understand his classmate’s pain, but the hanger was key. Try props, puppets, action figures, stuffed animals, or costumes. You can also tape photos on pencils to create stick puppets so younger kids can role-play the “other side.”

2. Switch places! Ken, a dad, shared a great way to help kids understand our perspective. His twelve-year-old couldn’t understand why Ken was upset when he didn’t call to say he was late. When he finally arrived home, Ken made him see things from his side: “Sit in my chair: it’s warm from sitting and looking at my watch. Pretend you’re me: You don’t know where your son is. It’s dark, late, and he didn’t call. What thoughts are going through your mind?” Ken said his son apologized, promised he’d never forget to call home, and has kept his word. Try having your child “step into your shoes” and imagine experiencing a situation from your perspective.

3. Use imagineering. Suppose your child sent a “get well” card to Grandma. Use the opportunity to help her imagine how Grandma feels receiving it. “Pretend you’re Grandma and you receive this card from your granddaughter. How do you feel reading what it says?” Broaden your child’s perspective taking by including people he hasn’t met: “Pretend you’re that new boy and don’t know anyone. How do you feel? How can you make him feel welcome?” “Imagine you’re that child in Iowa who just lost her house in the tornado. What are you thinking? What do you need? What can we do?”

4. Redo uncaring behavior. Help your child “redo” an uncaring action by role-playing a behavior that considers the other person’s feelings. “Let’s do that over and say what your friend might want to hear.” “Try again, but this time, think about how your team would feel if their teammate put you down.” “Start over and ask me in a way that makes my feelings not hurt.”

5. Ask, “I wonder.” Encourage your older kids to ask themselves: “I wonder: What does [Uncle Fred, Bart, Coach] think/feel/need?” Encourage your kids to use the “I wonder” question whenever they encounter someone new like the new girl, woman in line, child on the swings, man lying on the street.

6. Reverse sides. Next time there’s a sibling battle or friendship tiff, don’t offer advice. Instead, make your kids “reverse sides” to see things from another perspective. You say, “I know you’re upset, but you two can figure out how to solve it. Both of you tell me what happened but from your sibling’s side.” They listen to each version, and then you ask: “Now that you know both sides, how will you work this out so it’s fair to both of you?”

AGE-BY-AGE STRATEGIES

I was visiting a Kansas school when I happened upon two boys engaged in serious conversation with their principal. The eleven-year-olds were suspended from class for another heated debate over their shared locker. Each accused the other of “messing with my stuff,” but the principal was using a different discipline ploy. She handed each a Think Sheet, which required the boys to answer from the other’s perspective. Questions included “What happened?” “How do you feel about what happened?” “What would you like to tell the other person?” “What is the best way to solve this problem so both of you are satisfied?” Listening to their reactions was priceless:

“I’m not him, so how do I know how he feels?”

“This is too hard,” said the other. “I can’t figure out what he wants.”

And that was their problem: neither thought about how the other felt because each was seeing only “their side.”

The principal’s perspective-taking strategy was a brilliant way to help the boys figure out the feelings, thoughts, and needs of someone besides themselves. Here are strategies to help your child understand what it feels like to walk in someone else’s shoes.

Symbols designate the recommended age and suitability for activity: L = Little Ones: Toddlers and Preschoolers; S = School-age; T = Tweens and Older; A = All Ages

• Use the formula “feels + needs.” Look for occasions to draw attention to people’s feelings, and then ask your child to guess what the person might need in order to change his mood. A

Parent: See that boy with his face looking down? How do you think he feels ? [Now guide your child to use the appropriate feeling word.]

Child: I think he’s sad.

Parent: What do you think he needs to feel better?

Child: Maybe he needs someone to sit with because he’s lonely.

Parent: Is there something you can do to help?

• Use real events, books, and news. Help stretch your child’s perspective using everyday moments. In the news: “That girl won the spelling bee. How do you think she feels?” In books: “Take the bears’ side. How would you feel if Goldilocks used your beds and chairs without asking?” On TV: “The cyclone destroyed most of the children’s homes in Vanuatu. What do you think those kids are feeling and thinking?” In your family: “How does Dad feel hearing that his mom is so sick?” Don’t overlook asking: “I wonder if there’s a way we can help?” A

• Use shoes, hats, and scarves. Laurie Coon, a Dublin, Ohio, counselor, teaches an empathy activity with shoeboxes filled with ice skates, cross-trainers, slippers, army boots, stilettos, and so on. Students pull a shoebox, step into the shoes, and describe who might wear them. My friend, Mary Grace Galvin, filled a trunk with hats and scarves so that her kids could spend hours pretending to be “different people.” L, S

• Make a face. Researchers asked subjects to imitate certain facial expressions—such as disgust, sorrow, fear—and detected changes in their brains that were characteristic of that emotion. It seems that making a facial expression synonymous with an emotion can make us feel that emotion.32 So ask your child to “make a face” that shows how he thinks the other person feels: it may enhance his perspective-taking skills. L, S

Child: Danny got kicked off the team.

Parent: Make your face look how he feels. (Child makes sad face.)

Parent: Imagine what he’s thinking.

Child: He thinks nobody likes him. I should call.

• Introduce disadvantages. A scout leader gave an unusual task to her troop: “Identify a disadvantage you’ve never experienced like living in a homeless shelter, being blind, or motor impaired. Now find a way to understand what it feels like to be that person.” Some teens did a twenty-four-hour hunger strike (with parental blessings) to understand famine. Not only did they gain a new perspective, but the activity also activated their empathy. Many now volunteer to feed the hungry. Other ideas:

Blind: Wear a blindfold and try to move around your house. Younger kids can play “Pin the Tail on the Donkey.”

Mute: Sing but cover your mouth.

Deaf: Put in earplugs and headphones and try listening.

Learning challenged: Attempt writing backward or while looking in a mirror.

Physically challenged: Try navigating your surroundings from a wheelchair. S, T

• Stretch perspective. Have your child experience a challenging situation: visit a homeless shelter, a center for the blind, a nursing home, or a soup kitchen. When you return, ask, “Is your view the same or different from before you went?” Consider volunteering together at the same place to help your child really get to know the people. Then ask, “What happened to your feelings about the people now?” A

• Try theater. Role taking is a tool actors use to understand their characters. Meryl Streep said that developing empathy has given her the ability to “feel the exquisite living pleasure of transmitting [a character’s] feelings to an audience.”33 Actors also testify that role taking strengthens their empathy muscles. Children’s theater and acting classes can enhance their perspective-taking abilities. Might acting be an experience to consider for your child? A

• Use books. A few young reader favorites: Paper Bag Princess, by Robert Munsch; The True Story of the Three Little Pigs, by Jon Scieszka; The Bedspread, by Sylvia Fair; The Pain and the Great One, by Judy Blume; Through Grandpa’s Eyes, by Patricia MacLachlan. Perspective-stretching questions include “What’s the perspective of [character]? Whose view is missing? How would you feel? What would you do differently?” A

• Watch flicks. In the Disney film Freaky Friday, a mother and daughter don’t get along. Then one freaky day they mysteriously switch bodies, and each is forced to learn the other’s perspective. It’s a great film to discuss role taking with kids. For older kids and teens: Dances with Wolves; The Elephant Man; Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry; The Man Without a Face; and Watership Down. S, T

• Take your kid to work. On the fourth Thursday of each April, more than 37 million American employees participate in Take Our Daughters and Sons to Work Day. In schools students become “Principal for a Day,” in police departments kids become “Chief,” in cities kids become “Mayor for a Day.” Find a way to help your child step into other people’s roles including your own. S, T

• Widen your child’s “social hub.” It’s easier for children to empathize with people they know, or are similar to, so widen your child’s perspective by exposing him to people of different backgrounds including race, ideology, gender, culture, religion, and age. Then stress: “They may have different skin color [speak another language, etc.], but they have the same thoughts, feelings, and needs as you.” A

THE TOP FIVE THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT INSTILLING PERSPECTIVE TAKING

1. Mentally stepping into someone’s shoes is a way to build kids’ empathy muscles.

2. Understanding what another thinks, feels, wants, and needs takes practice and ability.

3. Perspective taking is composed of teachable skills such as emotional literacy, managing feelings, imagining other’s thoughts and feelings, solving problems, and empathizing.

4. Helping kids consider others’ feelings, thoughts, and needs is an effective way to boost empathy.

5. Focusing your child’s attention on the effect his behavior has on another person boosts perspective taking.

ONE LAST THING

Debbie Parks, principal of Aukamm Elementary in Wiesbaden, Germany, is an empathetic educator who understands kids’ needs. Hers is a Department of Defense school on one of our overseas army bases, so when seventy-five of her students’ parents were deployed to Afghanistan, she found a unique way to use perspective taking to comfort those children. Parks flew the school’s mascot, an oversize stuffed bear named the Duke, overseas to be with their parents to help students step into the shoes of their moms and dads. Once the Duke arrived, he (aka the soldiers) immediately began sending pictures via internet to the school of his adventures that Parks posted around the school. There were photos showing the bear performing feats of heroism, visiting orphanages, saving the lives of hospital patients, and flying helicopters with their deployed parents, as well as eating in the chow hall, doing physical training, and celebrating Thanksgiving and Christmas in Afghanistan with the troops.

“When the children saw that the Duke was doing things alongside their fathers—and in two cases their mothers—it gave them a calming reassurance,” Parks told me. “The stuffed bear became a mechanism for resiliency that the children latched on to and needed at that time in their lives.” The Duke also was a way for those deployed moms and dads to connect with their children and allow them to step safely into their world.

Finally, after eleven months in Afghanistan, the soldiers returned home, and their children were there to welcome them with open arms. The Duke was also given leave, flying home with the parents, who returned the bear to the students safe and sound.

While boosting perspective taking is crucial for our kids, let’s not forget the importance of seeing the world through the prism of our sons and daughters. Successful parents have a good sense of what’s going on in their children’s lives, and this third essential habit of empathy will help us—as well as our kids—thrive.
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CHAPTER 4

Empathetic Children Have a Moral Imagination



Reading to Cultivate Empathy

Books can transport children to other worlds and transform their hearts. I learned that lesson while visiting a school where I saw a hall bulletin board that was covered from floor to ceiling with student-made paper hearts. The caption over them read, “Changing the World One Heart at a Time.” The hearts were lovely, but how the board came about was what made it so moving.

The principal told me the board had been empty until Ryan, a fourth grader, passed it on his way home one day. Ryan rarely spoke and, unbeknownst to anyone, his home was in turmoil. His father was an alcoholic who frequently beat up Ryan’s mom while the fourth grader hid in his closet. Fearing his dad would severely injure his mom if he told anyone, he played it safe by distancing himself emotionally from his teachers and classmates and remaining quiet.

His unstable mother wasn’t able to do his laundry, so Ryan wore the same unkempt shirt and pants every day. It wasn’t hard for kids to pick up on this child’s vulnerabilities, so he was often excluded by peers and tormented by two school bullies. “Nice shirt, Ryan,” they’d taunt. “Can’t your parents buy you something else to wear? No wonder you’re always by yourself.”

That afternoon, though, another classmate saw Ryan eating by himself and recognized something everyone else had missed: Ryan looked lonely. So Danny, ignoring his friends’ admonishments, asked Ryan if he could sit with him. Ryan later told the principal that he was so amazed that somebody wanted to eat with him, he couldn’t stop thinking about it the rest of the day. He wanted to find a way to thank Danny for his kindness. It was still on his mind as he passed a bulletin board in the hall. He picked a paper off the floor, quickly tore it into a heart shape, and then jotted a note—“Danny, thanks for having lunch with me today. It made me happy. Ryan”—and pinned it to the board.

The next day, another student read the note and, copying Ryan’s gesture, tore a paper heart and wrote a note of appreciation to another classmate. Then another student repeated the gesture, and another, and by the time I got to the school, over four hundred student-made hearts filled the board and the hall as well. And it was all started by one child’s empathy. I stood there soaking up these children’s gestures of kindness and then looked back at the heading, “Changing the World One Heart at a Time.” It was the perfect caption to describe what had happened: the kindness momentum spiraled, other kids’ hearts opened as well, and they started sticking up for their pal Ryan. The bullying stopped, and Ryan found friends and became a happier and changed child.

But the most interesting twist was hearing what had motivated Danny to feel for his classmate. It turns out that his teacher had read The Hundred Dresses, by Eleanor Estes, as a class read-aloud. The book tells the stirring story of Wanda Petronski, a poor, quiet, third-grade girl who always wears the same faded blue dress. Like Ryan, Wanda has no friends and often sits and plays alone. She also must endure a few classmates who constantly taunt her about her one dress. “What are you going to wear tomorrow?” the girls would dig, knowing she has only one dress.

Finally, one day Wanda blurts, “I have a hundred dresses at home—all different colors!” Well, the torment spirals to such a level that Wanda’s parents can no longer endure the cruelty their daughter faces, and the Petronski family moves to a different location. The girls later realize Wanda has remarkable artistic talents: she did have a hundred dresses at home—but they were all drawn on paper, and guilt sets in. By then Wanda is gone and the girls can never make amends for their cruel actions.

Over the years I’ve read my now well-worn book to countless classes as well as to my children, and its haunting tale never fails to stir their emotions. I ask, “Have you ever had someone make fun of how you dress or look or made fun of another kid or excluded them because they looked differently?” and hands always rise slowly or the children will look down at their feet. Danny was no different. “When my teacher asked what the girls could have done to help Wanda, I thought of Ryan,” he told me. “He was lonely and had kids picking on him just like Wanda. That book made me feel differently about Ryan and me. It made me want to do something to help.”

READING TO DEVELOP A MORAL IMAGINATION

It’s a rare parent who doesn’t believe that reading is crucial for their children’s success, and widespread data support those views. Students who are good readers are more likely to do well in school, obtain higher grades, and pass exams than are those with weaker abilities. Those achievement gains can add up to big advantages to help teens get those college acceptances, scholarships, and even higher job wages—all big reasons why tutoring is a billion-dollar industry. Parents know reading is key to academic success, but new findings give “book power” a surprising added value: Reading can make our kids not only smarter, but also kinder!

Research following more than 17,000 people from birth to age fifty discovered that their reading level at age seven was the most important indicator of their future socioeconomic status.1 Another study found that reading for pleasure at age fifteen was the most important indicator of the future success of the child.2

In fact, it turns out that reading—and specifically, enjoying reading—has profound implications for every part of our children’s success, both now and in the future.

WHY IS GETTING KIDS TO READ SUCH A STRUGGLE?

Sounds simple enough: all we need to do is have our kids read, and they’ll become more successful and empathetic. But today’s digital-driven and faster-paced culture doesn’t make it easy to instill literary habits in our children.

Getting Digital-Driven Kids to Read Is Tough

Our most pressing challenge may be getting a book in our kids’ hands! A survey of thousands of eight- to sixteen-year-olds found that kids today are clearly reading less.3 Peer pressure is also a problem: one-fifth of our kids admit they’d be embarrassed if a friend saw them with a book! Not so comforting if you’re trying to instill a passion for reading in children. Reading rates aren’t just declining as kids grow but also have plummeted significantly over the past three decades. Forty-five percent of seventeen-year-olds admit they read by choice only once or twice a year.4 What’s more, we’re reading to our kids less than ever. In 1999, children two to seven were read to for an average of forty-five minutes a day; in 2013, that number dropped to just over thirty minutes per day.In 1984, 64 percent said they read once a week or more.5

More than half of kids said they preferred watching television to reading6 (their daily screen preference has switched to viewing television on a mobile device7). Watching videos on YouTube, playing mobile games and apps, and text messaging are the most popular activities after watching TV.8 As digital entertainment choices rise, our kids’ reading habits will continue to decline unless we become more intentional about carving in reading time and setting unplugged family time.

Overscheduled Kids

“I have so much homework and activities, there isn’t enough time to read,” one child told me, and he’s not alone. The Overscheduled Kid syndrome continues to affect families, with agendas so tightly filled with academic and sports activities there is no time left for reading.

Despite parental concern over the kid reading dip, we read less to our children than did previous generations,9 and the cherished tradition of bedtime stories is waning as well. Only 64 percent of parents say they read bedtime stories to their children (though 91 percent had bedtime tales read to them when they were young).10 One recent study found that 28 percent of parents say they use a mobile device to put their young children to sleep11 and there goes vanished memories of hearing us read Goodnight Moon and other cherished bedtime tales). Grown-ups cite their “lack of time” for the decline of the family nighttime reading habit.

Picture books—like Madeline, Stellaluna, and Enemy Pie—are no longer a childhood staple for our younger set, and sales are dragging in the publishing industry.12 It appears that parents are leaving the picture book behind and moving quickly to text-heavier chapter books, believing that these will give their kids a stronger academic boost. That view doesn’t stand up: picture books are richer in emotion-charged content than chapter books are, and it’s this emotionally charged content (particularly in the first several years of life) that’s crucial to empathy development.

Digital Screens Reduce Reading Pleasure

Kids who do read prefer to do so on electronic devices. “That’s good news,” you say. “The kids are reading!” But there’s a drawback: those new digital screens don’t seem to be improving our kids’ reading experience. In fact, evidence shows that children who read exclusively onscreen are three times less likely to say they enjoy reading, a third less likely to have a favorite book, and far less likely to be strong readers. So while electronic books are convenient and “all the rage,” they don’t necessarily help our kids fall in love with reading, and that’s the very habit we hope they acquire.

The current educational focus on Common Core standards has big implications for what our kids are reading, too. There’s a much greater emphasis on nonfiction starting at younger grades but particularly at the high school level,13 with reasoning that nonfiction reading improves students’ writing abilities. Maybe so, but the new curriculum emphasis poses a potential drawback: literary fiction—not nonfiction—is what science says is better at nurturing empathy, perspective taking, and appreciating and understanding those not “like us” (or what I call “otherness.”)14

While these are all stumbling blocks to cultivating literary habits, there are solutions. There are also new findings about the impact of reading on children’s development that have surprised even scientists.

WHAT SCIENCE SAYS: WHY READING MATTERS

Many of us can recall a cherished story from our childhood that tugged at our heartstrings. How can we forget the passion of John Steinbeck’s Joad family in The Grapes of Wrath and their struggles to survive the Great Depression? Books can inspire us as well as offer us strategies to handle life. Maurice Sendak’s Where the Wild Things Are helped my youngest get through his fear of the dark. Zach would just yell, “BE STILL!” to a dark corner, just as his hero Max did to those wild things, and the strategy worked. Max helped Zach cure his fears!

Books can be portals to understanding other worlds and other views, to helping our children be more open to differences and cultivate new perspectives. We’ve always assumed that a good story can make us feel more deeply, but now several studies prove it.

Researchers in Canada at York University and the University of Toronto found results that startled even them: people who read fiction15 are more capable of understanding others, empathizing, and seeing another person’s point of view than those who read nonfiction. What’s more: adults who read less fiction report themselves to be less empathic.

Other studies16 have found that books affect young children as well. In fact, Raymond Mar, a psychologist from York University, found that the more stories young children had read to them, the stronger their ability to imagine what other people are thinking and feeling. That effect was also found when the preschoolers watched movies—but not television.

Researchers at New York’s New School for Social Research17 set out to find what type of reading material is most effective in empathy building. Participants were divided and given excerpts from different genres to read: award-winning literary fiction writers (like Louise Erdrich, Alice Munro, or Wendell Berry); bestselling popular fiction (such as Gillian Flynn’s Gone Girl, Danielle Steel’s The Sins of the Mother, or a Robert Heinlein science fiction tale); nonfiction (excerpts from Smithsonian magazine that were well written but not literary or about people), while one group read nothing. And then participants were given paper-and-pencil tests to measure their empathy levels as well as take part in four other experiments.

The results were interesting: participants who read nonfiction, popular fiction, or nothing had unimpressive results, but those who read literary fiction improved significantly in their abilities to understand what others are thinking and feeling. Those gains were true though they read for only three to five minutes and if participants admitted to not enjoying reading literary fiction! Reading literature—even for short periods—can enhance empathy, and proof of that is showing up not only on paper-and-pencil tests, but also on images of our brains!

This Is Your Brain on a Book

Remember when we watched a film or read a great book and were so stirred that for a least a few seconds we couldn’t move? We now know that it wasn’t just our heart that was affected. Data show that when we recognize an emotion in someone else, our brains actually generate that same feeling. In short, “we are actually simulating the other person’s emotional state.”18 Those neural changes in our brains even show up on magnetic images and may be altering our children’s brain chemistry!

Neuroscientists at Washington University19 watched fMRI (functional magnetic resonance imaging) scans of volunteers as they read words from selected material. The images from their brains mimicked the brain activity related to the actions of the characters they read about! If in the passage the character was “pulling on a light cord,” the region of the brain associated with controlling grasping motions would activate. If they read that the character changed location (“he went through the front door and into the kitchen”), the region responsible for spatial abilities would light up. When we read literary fiction, we not only feel “with” the characters, but also we “do” what they do—and our brains mirror their actions! Another study at Michigan State University20 monitored brain images of volunteers as they read Jane Austen. As readers analyzed key passages, blood flow increased in their brain. The right reading passage—especially from literary fiction—not only can make us think deeper, it also transports us into a different world, helps us feel for the character, and literally lights up our brain! But why is literary fiction more effective in stretching our empathy muscles than, say, those trendy popular teen sellers with vampires and zombies?

Why Literary Fiction Transports Us to Different Worlds

Science theorizes that strong literary fiction focuses more on characters’ lives and trials, while popular fiction is more concerned with the plot. The more effort we make trying to figure out a character’s intentions, emotions, or thoughts, the greater the odds that our empathy muscles are stretched as well. That’s why the right passage or scene from, say, To Kill a Mockingbird or Charlotte’s Web can make us grip the chair a little tighter or wipe away those tears. We really feel for Scout, Wilbur, and the other protagonists on the page. We’ve stepped into their shoes—emotionally at least—and identify with their discomfort and feel their pain.

Some authors just have a knack for helping kids get into the shoes of their characters and speaking to their imagination. Beverly Cleary is one of those special writers, which explains why her books have sold more than 91 million copies. Her characters are wonderful, but Ramona Quimby, star of Cleary’s Ramona the Pest, is plain unforgettable. She also exhibits all those qualities that science says are so important in empathy stretching. In short, she has experiences that her young readers can relate to.

Five-year-old Ramona has waited her whole life to go to kindergarten, and she’s thrilled finally to be there. She’s also a bit rambunctious, is called a pest (without knowing why), and finds herself in trouble a lot. When her teacher sends her home until she can learn to behave, Ramona just flat-out refuses to go back to school, and nothing anyone says can change her mind. After all, she says, “If they don’t like me, why go?”

I’ve read Ramona the Pest to countless students over the years as well as to my sons. My first graders would relive their own concerns about going off to kindergarten, finding friends, and trying to fit in. And more than a few would feel uneasy when Ramona got in trouble—yet again and again—because it felt like they were getting in trouble alongside her! Each time I came to the part when Ramona is sent home “until she learned to behave,” I’d feel their distress.

“She doesn’t think the teacher likes her,” they’d mumble. “She doesn’t want to come back ’cause everyone thinks she’s a pest!” Cleary’s words never failed to create emotional friction in my young listeners. After all, everyone—even Ramona—wants to be liked, and my students felt for her. So they’d lean in a little closer so as not to miss what—if anything—would change Ramona’s mind about coming back to school. Ramona the Pest became a yearly tradition, but one year it had a special impact on a student.

A new student, Molly, had just moved to the school I was consulting at. She knew no one, and her father had deployed to Afghanistan the same week. So it wasn’t surprising that this six-year-old would have a hard time adjusting. But Cleary’s book struck a chord with Molly. She didn’t want to miss a word: she was tense, focused, and so concerned when Ramona decided not to come back to school. After all, she knew how it felt when you thought no one cared, and she hurt for Ramona. I heard her give a little sigh and whisper, “It’s okay, Ramona. Come back! You’ll find a friend!” It was all I could do to keep reading.

But Molly’s angst didn’t go unnoticed. Annie, another student, was sitting nearby and saw Molly’s distress. I could see she was trying to decide what to do. I caught Annie looking again at Molly, and then came the moment: her empathy was stirred. She knew Molly needed a friend, so she moved in a little closer and put her arm around her new buddy. Two girls listened together, side by side, arm in arm. Here were two children in sync with a character’s feelings as well as each other’s, confirming what science says can happen with the right book at the right time.

HOW TO CULTIVATE EMPATHETIC READING IN CHILDREN

“You’ll be that one,” the five-year-old would say to her companion, “and I’ll be this one.”21 It was a pretend game the daughter of Keith Oatley (who also happens to be a renowned cognitive psychologist) would play with her friend. They were preparing to watch a movie together (one they’d obviously seen a few times already) and were assigning each other roles from the movie. The father recognized that the children’s make-believe play activity would also let them step outside themselves and imagine the thoughts and feelings of their chosen actor. Of course, to the five-year-olds, the activity was just a fun game, but it was also a science-backed way to boost empathy.

There are numerous variations to the children’s make-believe game to instill the habit of reading for feeling. An Oregon high school English teacher helps her ninth graders understand characters’ perspectives by using six paper shoe cutouts. Her test for Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet is for students to take turns stepping onto each cutout and describing that character’s views and feelings (Romeo, Juliet, Lady Capulet, Tybalt, Mercutio, Friar Laurence). The teacher told me that the exercise not only enhances her students’ perspective for each character, but it is also their favorite test.

A mom in Liverpool said she conducts a similar exercise—using real shoes! When her family finished reading Charlotte’s Web, she printed each character’s name (Charlotte, Wilbur, Fern, and Templeton) on a sticky note and stuck them on her husband’s shoes. Her kids were delighted to jump into each big shoe and pretend to be the character.

For a younger child, capitalize on his imagination by using puppets, dolls, stuffed toys, or action figures to portray the character. His beloved teddy bear can be Dumbo, while other stuffed toys such as his Bunny, Puppy, and Kanga can represent the elephants and crows in the movie. Now have fun playing out the parts in the scene in which the elephants and crows make fun of poor Dumbo while gently posing those great questions like: “You be Dumbo. How would you feel if that was you being left out?” The right question posed at the right moment can help your child understand the emotions and needs of others. It’s never too early—or late—to stretch empathy.

Role-playing and acting can also expand perspective taking, so if you have a little drama queen under your roof, encourage her to act out the part of a character from a film or book. You don’t have to put on a Broadway performance to activate empathy! A few hats, scarves, or even towels can help kids get into the creative spirit of pretend and transport them into the minds and feelings of others. As your child matures and his empathy muscles strengthen, you can put away the shoes, hats, and puppets, and encourage him to enroll in an acting class or neighborhood theater production. The secret is finding meaningful ways and the right reading material to help your child imagine another world.

EMPATHY BUILDER: POSING QUESTIONS TO STRETCH MORAL IMAGINATION

There are dozens of ways for kids to learn to read with feeling to increase moral imagination. Here is the one practice that will help children step vicariously into someone else’s place and see the world from another perspective. The strategy has three steps, so choose which is most appropriate to your child’s current ability until he can use the technique without your reminders.

Step 1: Pose “What If?” Questions

Using “What if?” questions is a first step to helping kids step into another’s shoes and think about the character from their own perspective. Here are a few ways to pose the questions to stretch empathy:

• “What if you were that character?”

• “If you were the character, would you have made the same choice?”

• “If that were you, what would you do next?”

• “If that were you, what advice would you give?”

• “If you were a fortune-teller, what do you think [character] is going to do now?”

• “If that were you, would you do the same thing?”

This technique works best if you push the video Pause button or stop reading one or two times in key places and then ask the question. Caution: don’t abuse that Pause button or post too many queries or your kids will not want to watch movies or read with you!

Step 2: Ask “How Would You Feel?” Questions

The right questions can also help your child reflect if he’s had similar feelings or experiences as the character has. The pronoun “you” in the query is still directed toward your child’s feelings and thoughts, but with a gentle nudge that helps the child feel and think more about where the character is coming from.

• “Have you ever had that same experience? How did you feel?”

• “Look at the character’s face . . . how do you think she feels? Have you ever felt like that?”

• “What’s happening to [character]? What do you think is going through her mind? Have you ever had the same thoughts?”

Step 3: Switch the Focus from “Me” to “You”

The ultimate goal is helping children imagine the thoughts or feelings of others. You can nudge your child to switch from “me” thinking to “you” thinking with the right questions. Here are a few ideas:

• “Pretend you’re the character. How do you think she feels right now? What does she need to feel better?”

• “Be a mind reader . . . what do you think he’s thinking?”

• “Imagine you are that person. How does she feel about being [homeless, unhappy, bullied, ignored]?”

As your child’s role-switching abilities increase, remind your child that whenever she reads or watches a special movie to use the “me to you” reading habit. “Remember as you read, ask yourself: ‘How does the character feel?’ ”

HOW TO HELP KIDS BOOST THEIR MORAL IMAGINATIONS

There are dozens of ways to use literature and movies to cultivate children’s empathy, open their hearts to care about others, as well as to expand their cognitive development and enhance academic achievement. A big secret to cultivating this habit is to make the activity fun as well as meaningful to children while matching material to their abilities and interests. Do ask your child every once in a while: “When’s the last time you read a great book?” If your son or daughter has a blank look, then you know you need to work harder to make reading pleasurable. Here are a few ways to instill a love of reading in our kids:

• Make books available! Studies show that the more books you have in your home, the greater the chance your kid will become a reader. You don’t have to break the bank, but you should have available the type of reading material that elevates empathy. Dig out that library card. Take advantage of garage sales and buy gently used books. Set up a book exchange with the neighbors. Listen to audiobooks and then read the book as a family! Always stash an extra book in your child’s backpack and your car for those “just in case” reading moments.

    • Tailor material to your child’s passions. A big secret to engaging kids in reading is to find material with a theme your child identifies with. If your daughter loves horses, Black Beauty or National Velvet might be the perfect match. Films like The Boy in the Striped Pajamas, The Book Thief, and Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close, or books like Where the Red Fern Grows or Bridge to Terabithia, can cause even a tough-skinned older kid to melt. To find the right selection for your teen, consider these online resources: Your Favorites: 100 Best-Ever Teen Novels (http://www.npr.org/2012/08/07/157795366/your-favorites-100-best-ever-teen-novels), which is based on over 75,000 votes on best young adult novels, or the Empathy Library (http://empathylibrary.com), the world’s first online guide full of recommended empathy-building books and films.

• Match the book to your child’s reading level. If your goal is to instill a love for reading, don’t push a book too hard. Most educators suggest you choose books for kids’ reading pleasure that are slightly below their academic level. Check the last report card or reading achievement scores for his or her reading level. Or at the next parent-conference ask the teacher what your child’s current reading level is. The back of many children’s books lists the reading level: for example, RL 2.1 means “Second grade, first month,” and RL 4.2 means “Fourth grade, second month.” You must match the reading level so it is geared to your child’s tested reading ability, not his age or year and month in school.

    • Find a good reference! If you have difficulty finding a selection for your child, ask a children’s librarian. They are wonderful resources for this kind of information—and they love to be asked! Also, check resources of great books kids like to read such as Scholastic’s national yearly survey of six- to seventeen-year-olds, “Kids and Family Reading Report,” http://www.scholastic.com/parents/books-and-reading/book-lists-and-recommendations/ages-8-10, which is a portal leading to many guides of many books from all publishers, not just those of Scholastic. QuickPicks (http://www.ala.org/yalsa/quick-picks-reluctant-young-adult-readers) is another resource, or ask other kids for book ideas. You might also treat yourself to a great reference that lists kids’ top reading choices, such as: Best Books for Boys: How to Engage Boys in Reading in Ways That Will Change Their Lives: K–8, by Pam Allyn; Best Books for Kids Who (Think They) Hate to Read, by Laura Backes; Books Children Love, by Elizabeth Laraway Wilson; How to Get Your Child to Love Reading, by Esmé Raji Codell; and The Read-Aloud Handbook, by Jim Trelease. Just be sure to let your child have a choice in the selection: 89 percent of kids say their favorite books are ones they pick out!22

• Don’t stop reading out loud! Around the age of eight is when our children generally stop reading for enjoyment. Ironically, it’s also when we typically stop reading aloud to them, so don’t stop reading aloud to your child. Find a book your whole family enjoys and use it as an ongoing read-aloud. Also, make sure your child sees you with a book in hand. Children who are more apt to be good readers have parents who read for pleasure.

AGE-BY-AGE STRATEGIES

A father took his son to see the movie Pay It Forward, hoping to spend time together. The film is about a teacher who assigns students to think of a way to change the world and put it into action. One student conjures the notion of paying a favor not back, but forward—repaying good deeds not with payback but with new good deeds done for three new people. The efforts of Trevor Ferrell (discussed further in chapter 9) make the world a better place not only in the lives of those close to him but also to those of an ever-widening circle of people completely unknown to him.

“I read the reviews, and thought it might be something Mark would enjoy,” the father told me. “I just never dreamed a film would affect him so much. But when the house lights came back, he was so deep in thought that I knew that the movie had hit a chord. Mark told me that he had to do something to help homeless kids in our town. He was so emphatic that by the time we pulled into our driveway, he had a plan on how he was going to get shoes to those kids, and he did.”

We never know what will resonate with our children. In fact, the best empathy-stretching moments are often unplanned, so if you see that your child is connecting deeply with a book or film, capitalize on that moment. Here are everyday ways to help kids develop the habit of reading for feeling as well as enjoyment. Remember to keep your strategies fun, and like Mark’s dad, follow your child’s lead.

Symbols designate the recommended age and suitability for activity: L = Little Ones: Toddlers and Preschoolers; S = School age; T = Tweens and Older; A = All Ages.

• Carve out time to read. Kids say the biggest reason they don’t read for fun is “there isn’t enough time,” so check your child’s calendar. Is there one thing you can cut? Eliminating just one television show, video game, or extracurricular activity can free up thirty minutes a week to read. Just a few minutes a day can increase this habit. A

• Get cozy! One of the best ways to bond with your child is with a good book. My kids (and I!) used to love covering our card table with a sheet, crawling into our special sanctuary underneath it, and reading on Saturday afternoons. Find a reading ritual that works for your family—whether it’s curling up with books by the fireplace, sitting on the lawn on a lazy Sunday afternoon, or finishing the day with a bedtime story. Such routines help instill the message that “book are comforting,” plant seeds of empathy, and nurture a love of reading. A

• Start family movie nights! Family favorites such as The Wizard of Oz, Charlotte’s Web, The Shawshank Redemption, The Book Thief, or The King’s Speech can activate our children’s hearts. So why not initiate a regular family movie time? Just set a date, rent or stream a stirring film, pop the popcorn, and make memories. Some neighborhoods hold Summer Movie Nights: families take turns tacking a sheet outside, plugging in the DVD, spreading blankets on the lawn, and showing a great flick such as Into the Wild, The Blind Side, The Outsiders, October Sky, E.T. The Extra-Terrestrial, or The Breakfast Club for the neighborhood kids to watch. (Do view the film first to ensure suitability for your crowd.) Check out websites such as Teach with Movies (http://www.teachwithmovies.org) and Common Sense Media (http://www.commonsense.org), which offer reviews and age-by-age child ratings of current movies. A

• Ask your child to make up the ending. One way to expand perspective is to have kids make up the ending before hearing the writer’s version. Pause the movie or put your finger in the book seconds before the finale and ask questions like: “Imagine you’re the character right now, what would you do?” “What do you think will happen?” “If you were the author [or filmmaker], how would you end it?” Then finish the book or film and vote as to which version you all prefer: your child’s or the writer’s. A

• Share your feelings. Did you know that a simple way to help children understand the feelings, thoughts, wishes, and knowledge of others is if parents23 talk about their own feelings? Suppose you’re reading The Velveteen Rabbit and see that the two of you are getting teary-eyed. Don’t hide your emotions: grab a tissue, cuddle up, and share your feelings! Not only are you connecting, but you are also using the moment for “feeling instruction.” So don’t be shy: share your emotions with your child. “It makes me so sad how they’re treating Dumbo. What about you?” Or “I’m so upset the way those girls treat each other. My heart hurts. What about yours?” Talking about emotions24 with our kids is one way they learn the skills of emotional intelligence, and tying those chats to a book or movie scene is one more way to stretch their empathy muscles. A

• Play feeling games. Children’s picture books with emotionally charged illustrations can help kids develop a feeling vocabulary, which will improve their abilities to imagine another’s views and mental state. Suppose you and your child are reading Molly Bang’s When Sophie Gets Angry—Really, Really Angry: point to the illustrations that depict different emotional states and play feeling games: “How does Sophie’s face look? Yes, she does look angry. What made her so angry? Make your face look angry like Sophie’s face.” Or maybe you’re reading Judith Viorst’s Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day. Use the illustrations: “Look at Alexander’s face! What’s that feeling called? Can you imagine how he feels right now? Make your body look the way you think Alexander feels.” L, S

• Read with emotion! Kids must learn to recognize emotions not only on a character’s facial expressions and body language but also in voice tone. Reading with feeling will help your child recognize that tone of voice also conveys moods. So you might read the same short passage, but each time give your voice a different tone (bored, excited, tired, sad, angry). Pretend you’re actors: ask each other to guess the tone you’re trying to portray. L, S

• Use audiobooks. Don’t overlook listening to audiobooks with your kids. They are a great way to boost comprehension and auditory processing skills as well as make memories as the whole family listens in. You might download audiobooks onto your child’s MP3 player or car tape deck; just gear the listening time to your children’s attention span. While your teen may love The Vampire Diaries or The Hunger Games, be sure that she still has the opportunity to listen to gripping classics such as To Kill a Mockingbird, Wonder, Brave New World, and The Giver, which are more apt to stir our emotional imaginations. A

• Start book clubs! One-fifth25 of children say they read less because they “would be embarrassed if a friend saw them with a book,” so consider having your child’s friends join a book club! Clubs have gained popularity in recent years, in a wide variety of types: for mothers and daughters, fathers and sons, and “kids only.” They’re a fun way for parents to connect with their kids while also helping them develop a love of reading and language, literacy skills, and the ability to read with feeling. Most important, many kids love book clubs and get hooked on reading because they’re doing so with peers. A few resources about how to get started include The Mother-Daughter Project, by SuEllen Hamkins and Renée Schultz; The Kids’ Book Club Book, by Judy Gelman and Vicki Levy Krupp; and The Parent-Child Book Club, by Melissa Stoller and Marcy Winkler. S, T

• Read novels together. Check the teacher’s website for your child’s required reading list (or look at the bottom of his backpack!), and then get two copies of each school reading requirement: one for you and one for your kid. Though you each read the book alone, the experience creates discussion opportunities to share your thoughts and hear your child’s views. Think of how many parents and kids read Harry Potter books and then watched the movies, together. S, T

• Check reading material for content. In our quest to get our kids to read, we sometimes lower our standards for reading material, but beware: a new study found that a typical teen bestselling novel contains thirty-eight26 instances of profanity (which translates to almost seven instances of profanity per each hour a teen reads). So read those reviews or do the old-time but still valuable test: just flip open to a few random pages and review the content. S, T

THE TOP FIVE THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT CULTIVATING MORAL IMAGINATION

1. Today’s children are reading less than previous generations. Igniting their passion for the printed word may be our first challenge to instilling this crucial habit.

2. As digital entertainment choices (such as apps, videos games, social media) increase, children’s literary habits shrink, making unplugged time for family reading essential.

3. Reading literary fiction—even for short periods—nurtures empathy and perspective-taking ability, at least temporarily.

4. Children who read exclusively on digital screens are three times less likely to say they enjoy reading, a third less likely to have a favorite book, and far less likely to become strong readers.

5. Part of the secret in helping children step into the shoes of a character with literature is offering material that matches their interests as well as reading abilities.

ONE LAST THING

Books stir our emotions, spark our curiosity, create lasting memories, and become portals to other worlds. In some cases, a book can whip our conscience, shift our perspective, or activate our feelings so we stand up and change the world for the better. The right book can stir a child’s empathy better than any lesson or lecture ever could. And the right book matched with the right child can be the gateway to opening his heart to humanity. Raising a generation that would rather text than read, we have our work cut out, for as reading declines, so too will one of the proven tools to expand our children’s capacity to imagine another’s feelings and needs, as well as reap the Empathy Advantage and thrive.
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PART TWO

PRACTICING EMPATHY

It is one of the beautiful compensations of life that no man can sincerely try to help another without helping himself.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson
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CHAPTER 5

Empathetic Children Can Keep Their Cool



Managing Strong Emotions and Mastering Self-Regulation

Ten minutes beyond San Diego’s lush beaches is City Heights, a community with one of the highest number of low-income and ethnically diverse families in the area. And right in the middle of City Heights is Epiphany Prep Charter School. The staff is committed to educating their students for college and a career as well as preparing them for life. I was there to see how they were educating the “whole child.”

Many of these students witness violence in their neighborhoods, and it can exact a heavy cost. Untethered stress reduces children’s focusing abilities, resilience, and emotional health, and all this jeopardizes their academic achievement. But stress also affects empathy. It’s tough to feel for others when you’re in “survival mode.” Witnessing others’ distress can also trigger “compassion fatigue” and shut down empathy because you’re too distraught from seeing their pain.

While teachers can’t change students’ home environments, they can teach ways for the kids in their classrooms to cope. And it’s true for us as parents, as well: while we can’t oversee what happens beyond our front doors, we can offer our children tools to handle whatever comes their way. Self-regulation is one of those essential tools, and it’s composed of skills like self-awareness, self-management, emotional literacy, and problem solving.

Second-grade teacher Mayra Reyes was teaching those skills in a unique process called restorative justice (RJ) where everyone—victim, offender, and community—talks out a problem together and offers solutions. The goal is for offenders “to repair the harm done by apologizing or somehow making amends,” thus restoring their relationship with victims.

I became a RJ “believer” while observing Hutus and Tutsis in Rwanda listen calmly to one another’s perspectives after experiencing the horrors of genocide. “If they can, anyone can” became my mantra. I realized that restorative justice is a powerful empathy-building practice, and that day I saw it work with young children.

Conflicts were frequent when school began. “The children didn’t know ways to resolve issues other than physically,” Reyes told me. And so the teacher adapted the RJ model so her second graders could learn self-regulation, conflict resolution, and perspective taking. She first taught them emotional literacy skills, so students could identify feelings and calmly talk through problems. A Calm Down Corner was also available for students to decompress. Then she taught three simple problem-solving steps to help students resolve conflicts peacefully:

1. Identify the Problem. “Today I had a problem when . . .”

2. Identify Your Feelings. “I feel . . .” or “I felt . . .”

3. Seek Solutions. “A possible short-term solution is . . .” “A possible long-term solution is . . .”

Short-term solutions could be apologizing, doing an activity like making a card together, and modeling the positive behavior in a skit. Long-term solutions might include creating a behavior contract with the student or becoming a class restorative justice expert. Students slowly learned the skills with repeated practice and were ready to apply them.

“Does anyone have a problem they need help solving?” Mayra Reyes asked. I was about to see a Restorative Justice Circle, and students gathered eagerly around the rug.

Juanita raised her hand, and Reyes handed her a talking piece to hold, a red gift box to remind students that “speaking is a gift, and the person talking is imparting important knowledge.” Circle rules mandated that a classmate’s name be used only if present, language must be professional (“as if you’re speaking to the principal”), and just the person holding the talking piece may speak. Those are great rules for family meetings as well.

“Today I had a problem,” Juanita began. “Pedro called me a name in the computer lab.” She was asking her classmates to help her find a solution.

Next, it was Pedro’s turn. (Students may opt out of the circle and request a private meeting, but Pedro was willing.) “Today I had a problem with Juanita,” he said. “She was kicking me under the table, so I told Juanita she was stupid.”

Pedro and Juanita then voiced their feelings: “It made me feel unsafe,” Juanita said. “I felt very upset with Juanita,” Pedro said.

Now Pedro and Juanita would each ask two peers to share either a long-term or short-term solution.

Juanita chose Kristina and Raul. Kristina suggested Pedro apologize to Juanita for calling her stupid. Raul suggested that they shake hands and say, “I’m sorry.”

Pedro called on two classmates for ideas. Isaac proposed that Pedro or Juanita request a seat change, and Iliana advised Pedro to sit farther back, “So he doesn’t get kicked.”

Then Pedro and Juanita must decide their solution. The onetime adversaries whispered together and then announced their decision while jointly holding the talking piece to show they were “one voice.”

“Our short-term solution is to apologize to one another, since we both did something wrong,” said Juanita.

“Our long-term solution is to request a seat change so we stop fighting,” said Pedro.

Classmates erupted in claps, elated that the twosome had solved their problem. And as promised, Pedro and Juanita shook hands in front of their peers.

These kids managed their emotions, communicated their needs, understood other’s perspectives, and created win-win solutions. As one eight-year-old told Reyes: “Just because we are little doesn’t mean we can’t do big things.”

“At the beginning solutions are one-sided, because students want to solve ‘their’ issue,” Reyes told me. “But then they start to listen, put themselves into each other’s shoes, and develop a deeper understanding of one another.”1

The school’s name, Epiphany, means “a moment in which you suddenly understand something in a new or very clear way.” Reyes’s Restorative Justice Circles were creating such a moment for her students. They were learning not only self-regulation, but also how to solve problems peacefully and expand their empathy: an epiphany every child needs.

LEARNING TO DEVELOP SELF-REGULATION

In Part 1 of this book, we discussed four basic tenets of developing empathy: teaching emotional literacy, moral identity, perspective taking, and moral imagination, each of which increases the odds that our children will be kind and helpful and acquire the Empathy Advantage. But developing empathy is just part of the equation. The next step is for children to practice empathy in their day-to-day lives, and in order to do that they must learn additional habits—the first of which is self-regulation. Self-regulation allows kids to keep their emotions in check so they can recognize others’ feelings and then calmly think of how to help. If kids don’t know how to manage emotions, their empathy is jeopardized. If they are too distressed by another’s pain, they either cope by shutting down their compassionate instincts to care for themselves or can’t think clearly enough to help. Anxiety and stress can sabotage empathy.

Managing emotions helps children to look beyond themselves, put aside what would feed their urges, and “do for others.” It helps kids become UnSelfies. And it’s the habit kids tell me that they need most: “Nobody tells us how to calm down!” “I’m so upset when kids bully Kevin, that I can’t think how to help!” “Somebody needs to tell me how to keep my mouth shut so I don’t gossip.”

Cultivating self-regulation builds kids’ empathy muscles, but it also has additional surprising advantages. The ability to manage emotions is a better predictor of academic achievement than IQ,2 it dramatically increases your adult child’s health and financial stability,3 and it strengthens resilience so your child can bounce back from setbacks.4 And it helps fill in the empathy gap (feeling another’s pain but not acting on urges to help), so kids are more likely to feel empathy and respond compassionately.

This chapter offers proven ways to boost your child’s self-regulation abilities. Best yet, learning these habits will enhance every area of your child’s development—cognitive, moral, social and emotional—both now and forever.

WHY IS IT SO HARD FOR KIDS TO KEEP THEIR COOL?

Peace Chairs, Quiet Time, Calm Down Corners, and Restorative Justice Circles are popping up in schools from coast to coast to help “the most stressed generation on record.” Educators recognize that poor self-regulation skills reduce academic achievement and empathy. Here are reasons why today’s kids struggle with self-regulation and how it widens the empathy gap and derails them from helping others.

Stressed-Out Kids

Forget those images of carefree childhoods. Today’s teens are experiencing stress at an all-time high:5 one in three say they feel “overwhelmed.” Especially sobering is that our kids’ stress now tops our stress levels.6 One in six college students has been diagnosed or treated by a professional for anxiety in the past twelve months; childhood anxiety is up 25 percent.7 The reasons include economic hardship, trauma, make-or-break testing, bullying, and pressure to perform day-to-day. But one fact remains: when stress rises, kids suffer.

Untamed stress impairs not only judgment, memory, and impulse control but also our compassionate instincts.8 Anxiety makes us oblivious to others’ feelings, reduces perspective taking, increases egocentrism (aka the Selfie Syndrome),9 and widens the empathy gap. It’s hard for kids to tune in to someone else’s pain and help if they’re in distress themselves. And it’s why we must build in time for our kids to decompress, and learn their stress triggers, and teach them healthy ways to manage destructive emotions.

Glorification of Violent Behavior

Our media is called “the most violent in the world” for good reason.10 By the end of elementary school, the average child will witness 8,000 murders and, by age eighteen, 200,000 other vivid acts of violence, on all screens including video, television, and online streaming.11

Then there’s the gaming industry. In-depth studies from Canada’s Brock University found that overexposure to violent images also slows moral growth and weakens a child’s ability to feel for others.12 For many children their plugged-in time—about seven hours a day—is basically like having a full-time job. “The more kids see and experience violence (whether at school, home, on TV, computer, video games, or as a victim), the more they think it’s ‘normal, common, and acceptable.’ ”13 And the more it lowers kids’ inhibitions against aggression toward others.

Viewing aggression may also change our children’s brains. Brain scans found that just one week after playing violent video games, even kids who were not frequent video game players showed decreased activity in the parts of their brains that regulate emotion, attention, and concentration.14 Time to keep a closer eye on our children’s media diet and keep the empathy gap in check.

Parents Behaving Badly

The most effective way kids learn self-regulation is by watching others, and it appears their parents aren’t the best models. News stories repeatedy warn us of parents behaving badly at their kids’ sporting events and even at high school graduations. In fact, parental misbehavior has become so troublesome that Soccer America now instructs refs in how to deal with “spectator abuse.”15 Other organizations, including Little League for baseball, Pop Warner for football, and the United States Tennis Association, are also concerned about poor adult sportsmanship, and are revising their policies to deal with “big people” misbehaving at their events. Make no mistake, kids are watching our behavior both on screen and off, and it is impacting their character.

For proof, try this: a survey of a thousand children—whether parents worked outside the home or not—gave their moms the lowest grades for controlling tempers when they made them angry.16 If parents aren’t modeling self-regulation or empathy, how will kids learn it? So ask yourself: “What kind of grade would my kids give me for managing my behavior?”

The Age of Multitasking

Today’s kids are whizzes at texting, friending, and swiping while studying, eating, or chatting. Even on their best behavior, most kids can’t focus on their school assignments more than two minutes without using social media.17 But dividing attention means that their brain must shift focus between two, three, or four things, and there are “switching costs” including lessened cognitive abilities, mental fatigue, and reduced empathy. Simply having a cell phone nearby—without even checking it—can reduce empathy.18

The plain fact is if kids are focusing on that text or counting Facebook followers, they’re not tuning in to people. If they “don’t build up the neural circuitry that focused attention requires,” says Daniel Goleman, “they could have problems controlling their emotions and being empathetic.”19 And a large survey of tween-age girls found that their multitasking hours and electronic diversions were associated with diminished social and emotional skills.20

Multitasking is another trend that might be widening the empathy gap. It’s time to revive that parental admonishment “Turn it off, and please look at me when I’m talking to you.” And then make sure you’re applying that same rule to yourself.

Despite a multitasking culture, violent media, stress upsurge, and adults behaving badly, self-regulation is not genetically bound and can be taught. This is one habit we can’t afford to put on the back burner: our kids’ academic achievement, mental health, and empathy quotients are at stake.

WHAT SCIENCE SAYS: HOW TO TEACH SELF-CONTROL

Tulita Elementary School is located in Redondo Beach just blocks from the Pacific Ocean and serves a diverse population of students. I was visiting Jennifer Bell’s first-grade class to see her lesson on mindfulness—which has been getting quite a bit of attention these days, including millions of Google hits. Today she was teaching the neuroscience of mindfulness, and her students were enthralled, as was I. Bell sat holding up her arm (bent at the elbow, hand in a fist with her thumb tucked under four fingers) to explain to seven-year-olds how the brain works.

“This part is your spinal cord [rubbing her elbow to her wrist] that sends messages to your brain. The brain stem [pointing to her palm] controls things like your breathing and tummy when you feel nervous. Close by is your amygdala [pointing to under her fingers] that wants to ‘fight, flee, or freeze’ when it feels stressed. When it feels a threat, it quickly calls out an emergency signal, and our body goes on alert mode. How do you know when you’re upset?” she asks.

“When I’m mad, my head gets a headache,” one boy says.

“I feel it in my heart,” adds a girl with long pigtails.

“Our body sends out stress signs we should listen to,” says Bell. “And here is your prefrontal cortex [four bent fingers] and your ‘wise leader.’ When we get agitated and our amygdala isn’t happy, we breathe faster and faster, our heart pounds harder and harder, our prefrontal cortex can’t think, so we ‘pop’ our lid.” [Her fist pops wide open.]

“What can we do if we’re feeling upset to help our prefrontal cortex think and our amygdala from sending out a crisis alert?” she asks.

Every seven-year-old chimed in: “Just breathe!”

“That’s right!” Bell says. “All we have to do to calm down is to breathe in . . . and breathe out. Then your prefrontal cortex can be your wise leader again. Just breathe!”

I had just watched one of the best descriptions on the emotional brain, and it was taught to first graders. Bell was adapting her lesson based on the work of Daniel Siegel, a clinical professor of psychiatry and codirector of the UCLA Mindful Awareness Research Center. The content was resonating: her young students “got it.”

I realized a frequent parenting mistake: failing to explain the science behind learning a skill. So why would children put in effort to make it a habit? These kids told me why they should exercise their breathing muscles (“It helps me calm down,” “It clears my brain,” “I don’t flip my lid and hit my sister”), and took Bell’s lessons seriously.

The children were also eager to share the breathing exercises they’d practiced all year. Bell reminded them: “Find a quiet place and lie down. Close your eyes, breathe through your nose, and let it out. Focus on each breath. Remember, just breathe.” Within seconds, the room was still: students were lying flat on the rug, eyes closed and breathing deeply. I swore two boys were asleep, and I was reminding myself to try this at night.

As I left, students were busy gluing images of favorite breathing strategies on paper headbands, so they would remember to use them at home: “Just Breathe!” was printed in huge letters across the top. “I want to help my students learn tools that they can use for the rest of their lives,” Bell told me.

I had no doubts that those breathing strategies and this teacher would be imprinted in these students’ memory banks for a long time.

The Mistaken “Cognitive Hype”

“Mindfulness” (or “being aware of what is happening as it is happening”)21 is the hot buzzword. It has gained extensive popularity in psychology, business, medicine, and education alike as research confirms its wide-ranging benefits for adults and kids. But it was the surprise discoveries about the power of emotions that started the revolution. The general belief was that skills like emotional literacy, empathy, self-regulation, and focusing abilities were locked in by genetics. Besides, emotional and social skills were “nice to have” but not too important in the big scheme of “what children need to succeed.” So we put our energy into what we believe helps give our kids “the résumé edge”—piano lessons, robotics, Mandarin classes, special tutors—because we’d been fed the “Cognitive Hype.” After all, school achievement, Ivy League acceptance, and career advancements all depended on “cognitive” capabilities. Right?

But then a fresh stream of research began to put holes in the cognitive theory. While it was important, our one-sided endeavors to help our kids overlooked the surprising power of emotions and empathy to boost our children’s success and happiness. We were actually shortchanging our children’s futures.

Self-Regulation: A Secret to Success

Rethinking the “Cognitive Hype” started with marshmallows, preschoolers, and a legendary Stanford University study.22 In 1970, Walter Mischel, now a renowned psychologist, invited a group of four-year-olds to a “game room” where they were shown a tray of marshmallows (and other treats) and asked to choose one. Then came the challenge: “Do you want the marshmallow now, or can you wait until I come back and you can have two?” Waiting is hard for any kid, but especially for preschoolers. Still, about a third of the children waited and received a larger reward for demonstrating their self-restraint.

When researchers followed the children they found significant differences. By high school, those who could halt their “gotta have it now” emotions had significantly higher SAT scores—an average 210 points higher—than those who couldn’t wait at age four. Forty years later (Mischel is still tracking the original kids), those with more self-restraint were far more socially competent, self-assertive, and better able to deal with the frustrations of life. Mischel recently announced to the world his own epiphany: for over four decades, he thought that preschoolers’ “waiting” abilities were due to inborn temperaments. But scientific advancements have revealed that self-regulation is teachable.

Next came a long-term study in Dunedin, New Zealand, that followed 1,037 children—all the babies born over a period of twelve months—for forty years. It found that ability to put the brakes on emotions is essential to success. Lead researcher Terrie E. Moffitt said: “Childhood self-control strongly predicts adult success, in people of high or low intelligence, in rich or poor.”23 Those who showed early signs of self-regulation not only were less likely to develop later addictions or commit a crime but also were healthier and wealthier adults than were their more impulsive peers.24 In fact, a child’s self-regulation ability is a better predictor of their academic achievement than IQ is.25 Self-regulation also correlates with better health, greater wealth, lowered risk of substance abuse,26 and increased financial stability. The “Cognitive Hype” took another ding, but could we really impact our children’s self-regulation skills?

Then came another study whose results stirred not only the scientific world but also revamped educational curriculums and parenting toolkits—and the subjects were Buddhist monks.

Lessons from Monks’ Brains

Richard Davidson is a prominent neuroscientist at the University of Wisconsin–Madison, and he is fascinated with how meditation and emotions help us lead lives that are more meaningful. So Davidson turned to unusual subjects: Tibetan Buddhist monks lent to him by the Dalai Lama for a series of groundbreaking studies. One by one, they were led to Davidson’s lab and hooked up to an electroencephalograph (EEG) that would record their brain activity as they meditated.

In one study, the brain activity of monks who had practiced meditating for ten thousand to fifty thousand hours, and that of college students with little meditative experience, were monitored. The scans shocked researchers: the records of the monks’ brain activity differed significantly from those of the student volunteers. Monks who spent the most years meditating produced exceptionally powerful gamma waves (brain waves associated with peak concentration and higher mental activity): up to 30 times stronger than the college students did and on a scale never previously reported in a healthy person.

Davidson had discovered that the brain is not fixed but rather that it has an ability called “neuroplasticity.” And the years of meditating had rewired the monks’ brains. What’s more, Davidson proved that the brain can change not only in childhood but also throughout life.27

The research team also had the monks and students meditate on compassion (for instance, wishing loved ones well or thinking about other people’s suffering and not just their own). While all subjects showed activity in the parts of the brain that generate positive emotions and happiness, the monks had much greater activation in areas linked to empathy and recognizing others’ emotions. Extensively practicing compassion meditation had dramatically changed the areas of the monks’ brains that detect feelings.28

Davidson’s extraordinary discoveries have enormous implications for parenting: self-regulation as well as kindness and compassion can be learned in the same way as playing a cello or being proficient in hockey. While we’ve trained our children to be violinists, math whizzes, spelling champs, and gymnasts, we can also train them to be good human beings. One way is by helping our children practice compassion and managing emotions more diligently.

The Mindfulness Revolution in Schools

Science shows that practicing mindfulness—even minutes a day for a few weeks—can reap such positive benefits as boosting immune systems,29 reducing stress,30 increasing resilience, enhancing focus,31 stretching attention,32 and improving memory.33 But mindfulness can also nurture empathy34 and compassion35 as well as increase children’s willingness to help others.36 It’s why thousands of educators, like Jennifer Bell, are adding mindfulness to their class routines. It also seems to help youth growing up in challenging environments.

When Visitacion Valley Middle School in San Francisco introduced Quiet Time as a twice-daily, fifteen-minute ritual—a time when students may choose to sit quietly or meditate—it became the first public school in the country to adopt the practice. Violence in the neighborhoods (nine shootings in one month) was spilling into the school and affecting the students.37 The staff had tried numerous strategies, but none was effective. In the first year of the new approach, suspensions were reduced by 45 percent.

Within four years, suspensions decreased 79 percent; attendance rates climbed to 98 percent, grade point averages and test scores improved. What’s more, students said they are calmer and less angry, and their “happiness levels” (recorded on the annual California Healthy Kids Survey) skyrocketed.38 Burton High School, just a few blocks away (and once dubbed “Fight School”), implemented Quiet Time, and found similar results.

Yes, students in high-risk areas do face enormous stress, but all kids—regardless of zip code—can benefit from self-regulation. In fact, “privileged teens” reared in upper-class environments now have higher rates of depression, anxiety, and substance abuse than any other socioeconomic group of young Americans today.39 Mindfulness is really a way to help children keep stress at bay and respond without instantly reacting.

Research on the effectiveness of school mindfulness programs shows promise in everything from improving kindness to math, and proving to be a game changer for all kids:

• Fourth and fifth graders regulated stress better, were more optimistic, kinder, helpful, and improved in math.40

• At-risk third graders showed significant improvement in behavior and focusing.41

• British teens showed lower depression and stress levels and improved well-being.42

• Elementary students improved significantly in paying attention, self-control, classroom participation, and respect for others.43

Practicing mindfulness just a few minutes a day is making a difference in children’s lives. It turns out that best solution for self-regulation is literally right under our nose. All kids need to do is “Just breathe!”

HOW TO TEACH CHILDREN SELF-REGULATION

I was on-air with Alexandra Barzvi, host of Doctor Radio, and parents were calling in on how to reduce tantrums. “Stress comes before the anger,” I told one parent. “Helping your child learn to calm down before the meltdown is your goal.”

The next caller had advice. Her eight-year-old son was exploding after school until Mom realized that he didn’t know how to decompress. So she put a beanbag chair in a quiet corner with a CD player and a few of his favorite books.

“The next day, I asked him to sit with me because ‘I had a bad day and needed to relax,’ ” she said. “It became our new after-school ritual, and his meltdowns slowly faded. Two weeks later, I found him in the beanbag listening to music. He told me ‘I’m relaxing.’ Now he does it daily: he just needed me to show him how to calm down.”

I’m sure every listener bought a beanbag chair that day. But that mom reminded everyone that helping our kids manage emotions starts by showing them how.

• Model calmness. Your child’s best template for learning self-regulation is you. So how do you act in front of your kids after a hard day? When you’re driving with your children and another car cuts in front of you? When the bank says you’re overdrawn? Your kids are watching, so make sure your behavior is what you want them to copy.

• Tune in to your child. How does your child handle stress? If he has a stressful experience or sees another in distress does he:

▷ Develop physical ailments like a headache, stomachache, or heart palpitations?

▷ Try to avoid the person or the scene?

▷ Become distressed and try to block out the person’s pain?

▷ Have trouble bouncing back and need a long time to recover?

▷ Need help calming down to recover?

Learn your child’s emotional needs so you can empathize and know how to help.

• Identify body alarms. Say: “We have little body signs that warn us we’re getting upset and need to calm down.” Help your child recognize her body alarms such as flushed cheeks, clenched fists, tightened muscles, pounding heart, churning tummy, dry mouth, and quicker breaths. Then point out her sign quietly when she first gets frustrated: “Your hands are in fists. Are you feeling yourself getting stressed?” The more kids are aware of early stress, the better they’ll be at regulating their emotions.

• Create a quiet space. Find a place to help your family decompress. Size doesn’t matter, but it should have a soothing feel. It might have a beanbag or rocking chair, soft pillows, stuffed animals, or a CD player. Introduce it as a “place to calm down for every family member.” Hint: Kids should equate the spot as a place to decompress, not for discipline or time-out.

• Make a Stress Box. My friends at the Thompson Child and Family Focus developed a Stress Box to teach students self-regulation. It includes an MP3 player with soothing music, a Koosh ball, a bubble blower, and a notepad and pen or crayons to “write away their anger,” and books about feelings. Younger kids: Glad Monster, Sad Monster, by Ed Emberley and Anne Miranda; On Monday When It Rained, by Cheryl Kachenmeister. Older kids and teens: Fighting Invisible Tigers, by Earl Hipp; or Hot Stones & Funny Bones, by Brian Luke Seaward. Make a family stress box, teach everyone how to use each stress reducer, and then put it in your quiet place for your family.

• Teach a self-regulation strategy. Each child needs a calming strategy that works for him. This chapter offers numerous self-regulation techniques, so find one that appeals to your child. Then help him practice until it becomes a habit.

EMPATHY BUILDER: USING MINDFUL BREATHING TO MANAGE FEELINGS

Science proves that teaching children to be mindful of the moment can enhance self-regulation as well as compassion. Here are four steps to help your family become a more mindful family.

Step 1: Teach Yourself to “Just Breathe”

Practice mindful breathing first alone, so you can teach it to your family. Find a comfortable, quiet spot, keep your shoulders as relaxed as possible, and then focus on taking deep, slow breaths by breathing in through your nose and exhaling through your mouth. The exhales should be twice as long as your inhales to maximize the relaxation response. When your mind wanders—which it will—gently tell yourself to think about your breathing. Increase the session lengths as your comfort level improves.

Step 2: Explain the Benefits

Tell your child, “Taking slow, deep breaths helps you relax and calms your brain so you can think clearer and stay in control. You can use it before taking a test, to get to sleep, or any time you’re frustrated, worried, sad, or just need to chill. And you can use it anywhere. The more you practice, the easier it is to calm and relax.”

Step 3: Teach Belly Breathing

Sit straight in a chair or lie flat on the floor with hands low on belly. Inhale deeply through your nose, gently hold it, and then let the air out slowly through your lips. “Feel your tummy rise and fall with each breath. Try to keep your mind on your breaths, but if it wanders, just tell yourself to focus on your belly breaths.”

In the beginning, you might sit next to your child and softly count and breathe as he breathes. Gradually stretch inhales and exhales, and session lengths based on each family member’s abilities. My friend Vicki Zakrzewski, from the Greater Good Science Center, told me that “the exhale should be twice as long as the inhale to activate the vagus nerve and create a relaxation response,” so make that the ultimate goal.44

Step 4: Make Mindfulness a Family Ritual

Find ways to do breathing exercises a few times a day—like before leaving home, in the carpool, at dinner, or bedtime—so it becomes a ritual. Short, repeated practices work best to get you into a habit, so think: Brief times, many times. Read also 10 Mindful Minutes, by Goldie Hawn; or Calming Your Anxious Brain, by Jeffrey Brantley and Jon Kabat-Zinn.

AGE-BY-AGE STRATEGIES

I learned one of the wisest ways to teach self-regulation from a high school junior at Taiwan’s Taipei American School. He was a stellar student, star athlete, and student body officer, but he also had great humor and a caring heart: the epitome of the “all-around, balanced kid” that I fear is on today’s endangered species list. You couldn’t help but be impressed with his achievements and optimistic outlook, but something bothered me.

“Most teens with half as much going on aren’t as upbeat as you, so why aren’t you stressed out?” I asked.

He laughed. “It’s my parents,” he answered.

“Your parents? Please tell me more.”

“Most of my friends feel pressured to get high grades and accepted into good colleges, so stress is hitting them hard,” he said. “My parents knew that high school would be tough, so they gave me little doses of hard stuff when I was young. And they never rescued me like other parents do but showed me how to calm down. They helped me learn I can handle tough stuff, so I don’t get overwhelmed like my friends.”

His parents were not only wise, but they also used what I call the Baby Step Model to help their son learn to manage emotions and handle life. It’s also the best way to help kids learn self-regulation: just practice managing emotions in small, baby steps.

Symbols designate the recommended age and suitability for activity: L = Little Ones: Toddlers and Preschoolers; S = School-age; T = Tweens and Older; A = All Ages

• Rate the feeling. Encouraging kids to rate the intensity of their emotion increases self-awareness. So when your child notices a strong feeling, say: “Name it.” (“I feel sad . . . mad . . . scared.”) Then on a scale of 1 to 10, ask him to rate the emotion’s strength, with 1 being the mildest (“A soft cloud drifting by”) and 10 the most intense (“A volcano exploding”). Find a way for your child to share his emotions, so you can empathize and then help him self-regulate. A

• Show how to breathe deeply. Many kids inhale too quickly, so the breathing doesn’t help them calm down. Try these tips to help your family activate the relaxation response. A

▷ Buddy Breathing. Sit back-to-back with your child with his arms and your arms intertwined at the elbows, and breathe together. Your child tries to feel your slow breaths and adjust his breathing to match yours, while you match yours to his.

▷ Belly Buddies. The child lies flat on his back, places a small, smooth stone or stuffed animal on his tummy, and feels it slowly go up and down with each breath.

▷ Candles and flowers. Say: “Pretend you are smelling a flower, and then slowly blowing out a birthday candle.” The image helps kids visualize “breathing in” (inhaling) and “breathing out” (exhaling).

▷ Cotton ball puffs. Sit facing your child with your palms up and fingertips touching. Put a cotton ball on your palm and then practice gently blowing so the ball shifts back and forth between her palms and your palms without dropping.

▷ Bubble blowing. Blow soap bubbles with a young child “without them popping.” Then practice blowing “imaginary bubbles” with deep breaths to “slowly blow worries away.”

• Teach a self-regulation strategy. Stress stimulates some kids while paralyzing others, but every child benefits from learning self-regulation skills. Once your child can recognize his stress signs, teach him a cool-down strategy to use the instant his body sign kicks in. A

▷ Imagine a calm place. For instance: the beach, his bed, Grandpa’s backyard, a tree house. The child closes his eyes and visualizes the spot while breathing slowly.

▷ Self-talk. Teach a positive message your child can say to himself in stressful situations, like: “Stop and calm down,” “Stay in control,” “I can handle this.” Suggest a few phrases, have your child choose one she feels most comfortable saying, and then help her rehearse it a few times each day until it becomes automatic.

▷ “1 + 3 + 10.” As soon as you feel stress, tell yourself: “Stop and be calm.” That’s 1. Now take three deep, slow breaths from your tummy. That’s 3. Then count slowly to ten inside your head and focus on each number as you exhale. That’s 10. Put them all together and you have 1 + 3 + 10.

• Make a Calm-Down Jar. Glitter jars are a fun way for kids to soothe themselves, and are easy to make. Into a Mason jar, pour 1 cup of hot water and 2 tablespoons of glitter glue or a bottle of clear glue, and then whisk. Add some fine glitter (“fairy dust”) until there is a layer of glitter on the bottom, from one-half to three-quarters of an inch deep. Fill the jar with water plus a bit more of chunkier glitter (or sequins, beads, or small plastic jewels), leaving about one inch of room at the top. Add a drop of food coloring and screw the lid on tightly. As your child shakes and watches the glitter swirl slowly to the bottom, he practices breathing slowly as his stress “magically fades.”45 You might have your child make a Calm-Down Jar for someone who might appreciate it. L, S

• Breathe kind thoughts! Once your child learns Belly Breathing (see page 111), you can teach breathing variations that boost mindfulness and compassion. A

▷ Try Gratitude Breathing. Take a deep breath and count “one” as you exhale and say something you’re grateful for. (“I’m grateful for my family.”) Take another breath, count “two,” and as you exhale, say another thing you’re grateful for. (“I’m grateful for my health,” or “I’m thankful for my puppy.”) Keep breathing, counting, exhaling, and telling yourself things you’re grateful for until you get to five, and then start at one with either repeating your gratitude list or adding new ideas.

▷ Think about helpers. Think about people who are helpful to you (even if you don’t know them well, like the school nurse or bus driver). Then think how they help you while you do Belly Breathing.46

▷ Breathe kind wishes. Close your eyes and think of a person you want to send kind wishes to, people who have been especially kind to you. Then silently repeat phrases like “May he have a good day,” “I hope she is happy,” “May they be safe” while doing your Belly Breathing.

• Learn yoga. Teen girls from New York told me that yoga keeps their stress in check. Yoga also increases awareness of breathing, thoughts, and body movements, and it helps work off stress and tension. Find an age-appropriate yoga DVD and do yoga with your child, seek classes in your area, or start a mother-daughter (or mother-son, dad-daughter) yoga group. S, T

• Try an app. Download an app to help your child practice self-regulation. Young children: Inner Peace for Kids. School age: Super Stretch Yoga. Tweens and teens: Smiling Mind, Stop, Breathe & Think, or Take a Break! A

• Get educated. Keep informed about scientific discoveries that are revolutionizing the way we parent. A few: Brainstorm, by Daniel J. Siegel; NurtureShock, by Po Bronson and Ashley Merryman; The Marshmallow Test, by Walter Mischel; Focus, by Daniel Goleman; or The Emotional Life of Your Brain, by Richard Davidson. T

THE TOP FIVE THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT CULTIVATING SELF-REGULATION

1. Kids must learn to control their emotions before they can recognize others’ feelings.

2. The more kids are aware of their stress signs, the better they are at self-regulation.

3. Deep breathing with a long, slow exhale creates a quick calming effect.

4. The best way to teach your child self-regulation is by modeling self-regulation yourself.

5. Your home is the optimum place for your child to learn to manage his emotions. Reinforce his efforts so he can get into the habit of calming himself on his own.

ONE LAST THING

I was observing a special education class in Oregon and noticed long pieces of rug yarn tied to students’ chairs. One child caught me looking at his yarn filled with knots.

“It’s for calming down, so I can get along with kids,” he whispered. “My teacher says that I’ll get better if I practice, so every time I do my belly breaths, I tie a knot,” he explained. “It’s like making muscles. You gotta work at it, you know.”

The boy proudly showed off his ten knots and admitted he had a ways to go, but those deep breaths were helping.

His teacher told me that the boy had a kind heart, but his “short fuse” was hindering his relationships and empathy. The deep-breathing strategy was improving both qualities, and he’d even made a friend.

The child was lucky to have such an empathetic teacher who understood his needs and helped him manage anger. Self-regulation habits can be learned through practice and can even rewire our children’s brains and help them develop the Empathy Advantage. But as this child would remind us: “You gotta work at it, you know.”
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CHAPTER 6

Empathetic Children Practice Kindness



Developing and Exercising Compassion Every Day

Kindness is contagious, needs just a small spark to ignite, and spreads quickly. I discovered those lessons while communicating with a group of students and their counselor over the course of a school year. Their goal was to create a kinder school climate, but the steps they took to succeed should be required reading for parents and teachers alike. The teens proved that practicing simple, regular kind acts nurtures empathy, alters behavior, changes a culture, and transforms lives. They showed me how anyone can start a “kindness revolution.”

  •  •  •  

It was October, and four girls from a Delaware high school were sharing their concerns to school counselor Su Chafin and two teachers, Cami Morgan and Daikiri Villa. “The girls were really disturbed at the lack of compassion among students and couldn’t understand why some could be so cruel,” Chafin told me. “So the three of us blurted: ‘If you do a million acts of kindness by the end of the school year, we’ll shave our heads’—never dreaming they’d take us up on our offer!”1

The women’s off-the-cuff remarks launched a yearlong crusade at Milford High School that the girls named Students for a Million Acts of Kindness. The group convinced their friends and staff to help, four schools joined, and their kindness crusade began.

Ideas of kind deeds kids could do were posted around the school. They ranged from simple acts—such as writing a note; opening a door; complimenting; smiling; or helping someone with homework—to lengthier deeds, like participating in a group beach cleanup, volunteering at a nursing home, or organizing a canned food drive. A website was created to track each deed. The tally was announced by Chafin riding a big tricycle through the cafeteria and holding a student-made sign that revealed the weekly number. Fun!

Within a month, the students’ sign now tallied 10,000 acts, and their movement spread. More kids joined the crusade. Other schools throughout the state as well as in New Jersey and Pennsylvania wanted to build kindness, too.

By December, the staff saw a change: kids were nicer, the school was more positive, and students were pressuring each other to be kind. “If one kid said something negative, five kids stepped in to stop it,” Chafin said. Kindness was becoming the new norm.

Students felt the difference, too. “It seems like a happier environment than what it was,” said freshman Chaz Schmitt.2 “People are trying harder to be kind and more willing to be nice,” said senior Hannah Knechel.3

By February, the “kindness contagious factor” had taken hold. “They’re ‘catching’ kindness by watching others be kind, and it’s motivating them to pass it on,” Su Chafin told me. And she affectionately nicknamed the students “Generation K”—the K for kindness. It fit!

In April, Milford High had clearly caught Kindness Fever. The students’ sign read: “700,000 Acts of Kindness.” That month I interviewed twenty-five students via Skype to get their perspectives. They, too, were elated with their campaign. “We’re getting caught up in something we believe in,” a teen said. “Kids are united in trying to reach a million acts of kindness and stop the bullying,” one girl told me.

By May, the students were closing in on their goal: 800,000 kind deeds completed! The school year would close in four weeks, but the kindness momentum continued. “Kids will never back down from a challenge,” said Knechel. “Bet kids that they can’t do something, and be sure they will try.”4 “Try” was an understatement—the students were now unstoppable.

At the last school week, the final kindness tally was announced with fanfare in the auditorium at a school-wide assembly. Milford students had reached 1,069,116 kind deeds—seventy thousand more acts than planned, and some women shaved their heads while the Gen K students and the town cheered. A group of compassionate teens showed the world that “pay it forward” is more than a celebrated movie title—it’s also a proven psychological principle that changes lives.

LEARNING TO PRACTICE KINDNESS

Milford High’s achievement was extraordinary. But understanding why the teens succeeded is crucial so we can increase caring behavior in our own children. There are three key takeaways:

• First, kindness is strengthened by seeing, hearing, and practicing kindness. Milford students experienced so many kind deeds that the new norm of “be kind” became contagious and something they all wanted to be part of.

• Second, the Milford teens proved that kind acts don’t have to cost a dime, take much time, or require any particular talent. In fact, the easier the task, the more willing kids are to practice kindness.

• Finally, kids must have ample opportunities and encouragement to practice kindness. The momentum of Milford’s kindness campaign continued building throughout the year because the students continued doing simple, regular kind acts, and other kids saw or experienced them and wanted to do the same.

Those three lessons can help create our own mini Kindness Revolutions in our families, schools, and communities.

Being kind is what helps children tune in to other people’s feelings and needs, trust more, step out of their own skins to understand others, and become more “We,” less “Me” oriented. Each kind act nudges kids to notice others (“I see how you feel”), care (“I’m concerned about you”), empathize (“I feel with you”), and help and comfort (“Let me ease your pain”). Each time children practice kindness they are also filling in the empathy gap, so they are also more likely to act prosocially. Helping children develop empathy is far easier than we may suspect. Encouraging children to smile, nod, say hello, and hold a door can be what jump-starts them toward sharing the feelings of another. Aesop, the Greek storyteller, said it best: “No act of kindness, no matter how small, is ever wasted.” Our job is to ensure that children take those words to heart.

Kindness is often considered just a warm and fuzzy skill, but science shows surprising benefits to being nice, including boosting health, reducing anxiety, enhancing self-esteem, increasing gratitude, and even elevating happiness.5 In fact, study after study shows that a simple act of kindness also activates empathy, and that’s why it’s one of the nine essential empathy habits that we’ll be learning about in this book. The more kids practice kindness—that is, without expecting gold stars, trophies, or monetary rewards—the likelier they’ll develop the skills to succeed in work and in life and acquire the Empathy Advantage. And just as with the other tools we discuss in this book, kindness is a habit that can be cultivated in children. Read on to learn how.

WHAT’S SO HARD ABOUT TEACHING KINDNESS?

If there is one commonality in the exclusive club called Parenting, it’s that we love our children dearly and will do everything to help them achieve their dreams. But many parents subscribe to the modern myth that boosting achievement and self-esteem is the exclusive formula to success and happiness (despite evidence that this approach is unfounded and even counterproductive). What’s more, a troubling trend shows we are deprioritizing kindness in our child-rearing efforts to concentrate more on helping kids earn those grades, trophies, and test scores. And it’s further reason for the rise of the Selfie Syndrome, the dip in youth empathy, the widening of the empathy gap, and a call for us to align our parenting with science.

The Bay Area communities in Northern California are in prestigious zip codes close to Stanford University, Apple, and Google. Residents are well educated, and their offspring are clearly privileged. (Though as we discussed earlier, data also shows that privileged kids are experiencing depression, anxiety disorders, and substance abuse at rates higher than those of any other socioeconomic group of young people in this country.6) I was speaking to several schools about how to raise less stressed, more caring kids in an ultracompetitive culture. The irony was that every parent group I spoke to that week was feeling the hyper-focus on achievement, self-esteem, and happiness. Children’s empathy, kindness, and character were put on the back burner. I also spoke with many principals that week, all of whom shared concerns about the overemphasis on performance and its impact on children.

The principal of one school was also aware that high test scores and exemplary grades were the chief ways her students gained parental accolades. So she planned a switch. At the next school assembly, the staff would honor students who demonstrated not only school success but also kindness. That day each deserving child was called to the stage and acknowledged for their kind acts.

“Danny was kind because he stuck up for his friend.”

“Sara was kind because she phoned Kelly every night to tell her to get well.”

“Joshua was kind because he shared his lunch with his classmate.”

And so on. The staff felt this new emphasis on character was the exact message students needed. What they weren’t prepared for was the deluge of angry parent calls.

“My son is devastated because he didn’t get a Kindness Award,” a parent said. “He’s worked so hard to win the achievement certificate. Switching gears isn’t fair!”

“What does kindness have to do with achievement?” another mom yelled. “You’re supposed to prepare kids to succeed—not to be nice!”

And this: “If you told us you were giving kindness awards, I would have taught my daughter to be kind so she could have won!”

I didn’t see many “Proud Parent of a Kind Kid” bumper stickers in this community. “Achievement and Success” were clearly trumping “Kindness and Character.” But the parents’ sentiments aren’t limited to the Bay Area: kindness is taking a dent across the United States, and data proves it.

A Meeting at Harvard

In June of 2014, I met with an impressive group of professionals at the invitation of Richard Weissbourd from Harvard’s Graduate School of Education at their Making Caring Common initiative. Invitees included researchers from Committee for Children, the National School Climate Center, Rutgers University, Character.org, the Greater Good Science Center at Berkeley and others. Harvard was releasing a survey of 10,000 diverse middle and high school students from across the nation as to which values were most important to them.7 Results were concerning, to say the least. Eighty percent of the students chose “high achievement or happiness” as their top priority and said that the most important task assigned to them by their parents is “to succeed.” Only 20 percent of the students picked “caring for others.” What’s more, those who gave caring low priority tended to also score low on a scale for empathy.

But where they were learning those priorities was the red flag: Four out of five of teens said their parents cared more about achievement or happiness than caring. Kids were also three times as likely to agree as to disagree with the statement “My parents are prouder if I get good grades in my class than if I’m a caring community member in class and school.”

The headlines were clear: “Today’s Kids Value Achievement over Caring” because they believed their parents did, too. Every adult in that room was stunned. But there was also a conundrum: 96 percent of the surveyed parents said they do want to raise caring children and that they do believe that the development of moral character is “very important, if not essential.” Maybe so, but the “Be kind!” message is being lost in translation on the kiddos. Two favorite kid quotes sum up the mismatch:

“Dad says ‘being kind’ matters, but he really wants me to win—whatever it takes.”

“Mom tells me I should be nice, but she’s a lot more excited when I make honor roll than Citizen of the Month.”

Parenting styles may change, but there’s one thing we can count on: kids will always be “gifted” in spotting hypocrisy—especially when parents deal it out. The Harvard results should be our wake-up call: if we are serious about raising a kindhearted, caring generation, then our expectation must be a lot clearer to our kids. And understanding how kindness benefits children and gives them an advantage for success and happiness might be just the motivator needed to change our own ways.

WHAT SCIENCE SAYS: HOW KINDNESS BENEFITS CHILDREN

The Houston sixth graders planned the surprise for days and couldn’t wait to see the five-year-olds’ reactions. Since September, each older student (the “Big Buddy”) helped a kindergartener (the “Little Buddy”) with reading and writing. It was almost Christmas and the Big Buddies wanted to do something special for their young friends. So they asked the kindergarten teacher to have her students write to Santa. The older students would answer the letters pretending to be St. Nick, but with a twist. Before delivering the letters, the sixth graders would have cafeteria workers store them in freezers to look like they came straight from the North Pole.

Two days later, the sixth graders lined up to watch the principal hand envelopes now covered with icicles to the five-year-olds. The Little Buddies were screaming with excitement: “The letter really is from Santa!!!” “Mine has snow on it from Santa’s house!” But the best response came from the sixth graders: they were ecstatic. “We surprised them!” “Can you believe how happy they are?” “What are we going to do next?”

The “kind givers” were more elated than the five-year-old receivers. Like the Milford teens, the sixth graders had caught the contagious feature of kindness and learned the joy of doing for others. A simple act of kindness had opened their hearts, and proved the latest science. Kindness is like a boomerang: send it out, and it comes right back to you so you want to send it back again.

Want Unselfish Kids? Help Them Practice Kindness

We hear that kindness is contagious, but now there’s proof. James Fowler, of UC San Diego, and Nicholas Christakis, at Harvard, provided the first laboratory evidence that prosocial behaviors really can spread from person to person to person. It happens because when people benefit from receiving a kind, cooperative, or unselfish gesture, they generally “pay it forward” by helping others not originally involved. How it works is that one person’s kind deed spreads first to three people, and then to the nine people that those three people later interact with, and then to still more people in the future. The result is “each person in a network can influence dozens or even hundreds of people, some of whom he or she does not know and has not met.”8 It’s a kindness cascade!

But participating in a Kind It Forward campaign also can alter a child’s character and produce a lasting effect. “You don’t go back to being your old selfish self,” Fowler explained.9 Practicing kindness is an empathy-building and UnSelfie-stretching experience! And that’s exactly what happened to the Milford teens and the Houston sixth graders. Doing kind acts changed their character and helped the students focus on others. “Giving kindness is now my passion,” several Milford students told me.

Want Happier Kids? Help Them Practice Kindness

Of course, we hope our kids succeed, but we also want them to be happy. A Google search of “raising happy kids” reaps almost 46 million hits—seems a lot of parents these days are searching for answers, and for good reason. More than two-thirds of adults say they are “extremely concerned” about the well-being of children, and their concern cuts across gender, ethnicity, age, and political affiliation.”10 But we may be turning to the wrong sources to boost our kids’ happiness quotients. Helping children practice kindness elevates not only their empathy but also their happiness levels, and what’s more, it’s proven.

To discover what works to maximize kindness and happiness, University of California–Riverside psychologist Sonja Lyubomirsky conducted a series of groundbreaking studies. Two groups of students were asked to carry out five random acts of kindness of their choice per week for six weeks. Acts could be simple to fairly big ones and could be anything from buying a Big Mac for a homeless person, helping a younger sibling with schoolwork, and writing a thank-you to a teacher, or visiting a nursing home, doing someone’s chores, or working at a shelter. One group was to perform the five kind acts anytime throughout the week. The other group was to do the five acts on one single day (for example, every Tuesday). Then once a week for six weeks both groups turned in their “kindness reports” describing their deeds. The results surprised even Lyubomirsky. Those who did all five kind acts in one day gained the biggest happiness boost at the end of the six-week study period.”11 And a main reason that being kind made participants happier is that “it led them to recognize how much the recipients appreciated their kind acts,” Lyubomirsky explains. “They perceived gratitude in those they helped.”12

But perhaps the psychologist’s most crucial finding had nothing to do with happiness: the habit can change children’s self-image and behavior. “When you commit acts of kindness, you may begin to view yourself as an altruistic and compassionate person,” Lyubomirsky says. That finding matches a long-held psychology tenet: our behavior usually matches our self-image. If a child sees herself as kind, she is more likely to act kindly. Kindness jump-starts a cascade of effects not only for the receiver, but also for the giver.

Want Popular Kids? Help Them Practice Kindness

What parent doesn’t want their child to have friends and be popular? University of British Columbia and the University of California–Riverside13 researchers found an unanticipated result: doing nice deeds can elevate both kindness and happiness as well as help kids gain friends. Here’s how:

Hundreds of nine- to eleven-year-olds in Vancouver, Canada, tried a four-week experiment at school. The students were placed randomly into two groups, and for thirty days each child did an experiment. One group performed three weekly acts of kindness—like sharing their lunch, vacuuming, or giving Mom a hug if she seemed stressed. The other group visited three pleasant places each week—such as the playground, the baseball field, or a grandparent’s house. And both groups kept track of their kind deeds or pleasant visits on class surveys.

At the end of the month, researchers retested the students. And no surprise: all the children were happier. But there was an unexpected result: Students who performed the kind deeds also gained friends during that month-long experiment. Far more classmates said they “wanted to be in school activities or spend time” with kids who were the kind givers than with those who had visited the pleasant places. Practicing kindness also boosts kids’ popularity. Kids enjoy being with kindhearted peers.

Want Kinder Kids? Help Them Practice Kindness

A snapshot from science shows promising findings on how to help kids thrive and reap the Empathy Advantage: practicing kindness increases children’s prosocial behaviors as well as their happiness, self-esteem, gratitude, popularity, health, and resilience. But perhaps most important: when our kids practice kindness, they discover the joys of giving, feel the gratitude from others, see themselves as more compassionate, and step briefly into the shoes of another. And the doorway to empathy opens and the empathy gap decreases!

HOW TO CULTIVATE KINDNESS IN CHILDREN

The question is simple, but it’s stumped over half a million parents. I call it the Family Reunion Test, and I ask every parenting group I speak to, so let’s see how you do:

Pretend it’s twenty-five years from now and you’re at a family reunion eavesdropping on your now-grown kids discussing their childhoods. How are they describing your typical behavior? And what do they remember as “the most important messages” you told them as kids?

No matter where I speak, I get the same reaction: stunned silence and a strong dose of guilt. Parents suddenly realize that their emphasis is on performance and that their kids are receiving the “Achievement Above All” message.

If there’s any consolation, their response is the same everywhere. After all, we’ve become a test-obsessed, competitive world where grades, rank, and scores are the end-all benchmark for success (and assumed happiness). So our kids’ schedules are crammed with academic tutoring, study drills, homework sessions, and spelling bee practices. Then comes violin lessons, soccer practices, and debate clubs—and whatever else—to give our kids an “Ivy League edge.” Our typical, everyday parent-kid inquiries become predictable: “What did you learn?” and “What grade did you get?” Queries about kindness and empathy—“What nice thing did you do for someone today?” or “How would you feel if you were the new kid?”—are sadly scarce since the topics just don’t match our agendas, financial investments, or the “big picture” priorities for our children’s lives.

In all fairness, our lives are hurried and harried. It’s tough enough getting through everything on our own schedules, let alone pausing to examine what our kids might be “catching” from us. But those unscripted family moments do add up. Our around-the-clock behavior is the template our kids use to learn—or dismiss—the value of kindness and caring for others.

The truth is our kids are watching and are copying us. Research confirms that children do imitate kind or selfish behaviors modeled by adults. Children exposed to altruistic caregivers generally adopt their caring orientation. Adults who talk about the importance of helping others and being kind do influence their children’s empathy quotients.14 We do matter in instilling character in our kids—that is if we talk and walk the example we hope they become. Hopefully, our modeling includes kindness.

Kindness is one of the easiest habits to cultivate in kids, and the best way to do so is not with fancy, purchased materials, textbooks, and worksheets, or time-consuming programs. Modeling, expecting, guiding, explaining, and reinforcing are much more effective ways to cultivate this sixth habit. The secret is to make practicing kindness a natural part of your family routines and your behavior so your children see it, copy it, and want to adopt it. Here are ways to weave kindness back into our hurried lives:

• Model kindness. Look for simple ways for your child to see you extend kindness. There are so many daily opportunities: offering your seat on the bus or train to an elderly person, phoning your friend who is down, asking someone how she is feeling. Just be sure to tell your child how good it made you feel! The more kids witness or experience what it feels like to be a kindness giver, the more likely they will incorporate the trait as part of their character.

• Expect kindness in others. Studies find that parents who express their views about unkind behavior and explain why they feel that way tend to have kids who adopt those views.15 So plainly explain your beliefs again and again: “Unkindness is wrong, it’s hurtful, and it will not be tolerated!” It sets a standard for your children’s expected conduct and lets them know in no uncertain terms what you value.

• Value kindness. It’s easy to be caught up in stressing performance and achievement in a test-driven society. Push the Pause button periodically and listen into your dialogue. What proportion of your messages addresses achievement and performance? What about kindness and caring? If you notice an imbalance of one-sided messages, make an intentional effort to tip the scale back to stress kindness a bit more and performance a bit less.

• Reflect on kindness. Harvard’s Making Caring Common initiative suggests asking more questions that elicit your children’s thoughts, feelings, and experiences. So instead of always asking, “What did you learn today?” include “What did you do that you feel good about?” “What’s something nice that someone did for you? What’s something kind you did?” The simple tweak helps kids start looking for kindness and reflecting upon the virtue.

• Explain kindness. Explaining the specific way kindness benefited someone is effective in nurturing kindness.16 So look for kind behaviors that occur naturally and use them as openings to discuss how they affected the recipient. My TIP strategy helps kids identify how kindness can make a positive impact, and the acronym TIP helps you recall the three parts:

▷ T = Tell who was the kindness recipient.

▷ I = Identify the kind act said or done.

▷ P = Point out how the gesture affected the recipient.

Then look for ways to apply the three parts. Your daughter helps a classmate pick up his spilled homework: “Sara, you were kind to help Jimmy pick up his papers. He was upset, and you made him feel better.” Or your son tells kids to stop making fun of his brother. “Kevin, you knew your brother was upset and stood up for him. Did you see how relieved he was? That was kind.”

So now, let’s get back to the Family Reunion Test. How do you think your children would describe your behavior during the past week or even today? Would the description include kindness? Remember, the kids are watching!

EMPATHY BUILDER: THE TWO KIND RULE

Don’t think of kindness as a fixed trait that is predetermined by DNA, but more like a muscle that can be strengthened with exercise.17 Just as practice improves our kids’ performance in reading, tennis, cello, and ballet—and whatever else—practice enhances their Empathy Quotient. Stretching kids’ kindness muscles is simple, but like any good exercise regime, sticking to a routine that includes regular workouts is crucial for real change.

An easy way to help kids practice kindness is using the Two Kind Rule: “Say or do at least two kind things to people each day.” To nurture empathy, the deed must come “straight from the giver’s heart” (no fair purchasing), delivered “face-to-face” (at least at the beginning so the giver sees the recipient’s response), and delivered without expecting anything in return. Start by encouraging your kids to do two simple deeds a day to get them into the routine of practicing kindness. The rule can later be switched to One Big Deed a Week or Three Deeds on Wednesday. Here are five easy ways to do a Family Kindness Workout.

1. Define kindness. Make sure your kids understand what kindness means and why it is important. You might say, “Kindness means you care about other people. Kind people think about another person’s feelings and never expect anything in return. They just treat other people kindly because they want to help make someone’s life better. And being kind is how I expect you to act. Kindness is something you get better at with practice. Using the Two Kind Rule of saying or doing two kind things each day will help you exercise your kindness muscle.”

2. Generate possibilities! The more aware kids are of ways to be kind, the more likely they’ll use kind behaviors. So brainstorm together easy ways to be kind that don’t cost a dime. Post the list on your refrigerator or as a screen saver and keep adding to it to remind your kids of possibilities such as:

• Say hello, smile, or share something.

• Find someone new each day to look in the eye and say “Morning!”

• Help around the house without being asked.

• Open the door for someone.

• Wave and smile to two new people each day.

• Read a book to your brother or sister or anyone.

• Give a compliment to a different person each day for a month.

• Write a thank-you to someone deserving.

• Congratulate or give a high five to a deserving person.

• Shovel snow or rake leaves for an elderly or disabled neighbor.

• Ask someone who looks lonely to eat or play with you.

• Hug your mom or dad.

• Bake cookies and deliver them to someone who needs a smile.

• Give someone a “Have a Good Day” note on a Post-it.

• Drop off old, gently used books to the library or children’s hospital.

• Help your younger brother or sister with homework.

3. Mix it up. Find fresh ways to help your children stretch their “kindness muscles.” A spur-of-the-moment drop-by to a special someone? Picking a flower bouquet and delivering it to an aunt? Drawing a picture to thank a teacher?

4. Create reminders. Nothing turns kids off faster than parents “nagging,” so help your kids develop their own cue to remember to use the Two Kind Rule, such as posting a reminder on the door, sneaking a note in her backpack, setting an alarm on his cell phone, or having her wear a bracelet or watch.

5. Keep it up. Continue helping your child practice kindness on a routine basis until it becomes a habit.

HOW TO HELP KIDS ADOPT THE HABIT OF PRACTICING KINDNESS

• Walk your talk. Kids learn kindness best through example, so be more intentional about modeling kindness. Periodically ask yourself, “What have I done today to show my kids I value kindness?” Or “If my child had only my example of kindness to watch, what did he catch?”

• Surround your child with good examples. Look beyond your own example to the adults in your child’s life: coaches, teachers, babysitters, relatives, and other parents. Are their examples ones that will help or hinder your child from adopting a kindness mind-set? Be picky!

• Show the impact. Children who are given the opportunity to help others tend to become more helpful—especially if the effect of their kindness on those they helped was pointed out to them.18 So describe the impact: “Grandma was so happy when you called to thank her,” “Did you see Sarah’s smile when you shared your toys?”

• Pose the right questions. The right questions help kids recognize the effect kindness has on others as well as on themselves. Make it a routine to help your child reflect on kindness such as at dinner or before bed. Questions might be: “What did the person do when you were kind?” “How do you think he felt?” “How would you feel if you were the person?” “How did you feel when you were being kind to him?” “Do you think he’ll ‘kind it forward’?”

• Do a weekly family kindness ritual. Look for ways to put a little fun into your family deed giving, and if you can create a simple, fun weekly ritual, it’s a “win-win.” One mom has her kids write “Happy Holiday” notes, attach them to candy canes, and then leave them secretly on neighbors’ doorsteps. (She says her kids love hiding behind the shrubs and watching the neighbors’ delighted reactions.) Or make Tuesday “Cookie Day” when you and your kids deliver a batch—store bought or homemade—to a different deserving person.

• Put away your wallet. One of the simplest ways to enhance kindness is by reinforcing the action as soon as it happens. When you notice your child being kind, let her know how it pleased you: “You always ask Grandma how she’s feeling. It makes me so happy knowing how kind you are.” Effective praise is specific, genuine, and deserved. But use words—not rewards—to praise.

AGE-BY-AGE STRATEGIES

During one holiday, Jessica and Mark noticed that their three sons had fallen into the “Gimme” trap. “We wanted them to learn that giving is just as fun as receiving,” they said. So the parents initiated a new tradition: Secret Kindness Buddies. Each person—including Mom and Dad—pulled a name from a basket and then was to perform a secret act of kindness toward the buddy each day during Hanukkah. Deeds may not be purchased but must come “straight from the heart.”

Any hesitations faded by their first secret act. The kids baked cookies, picked a flower bouquet, restrung a sibling’s broken necklace, cleaned a brother’s room, and even delivered breakfast in bed to Mom. “They couldn’t wait to try to surprise their sibling and watch his reaction,” Jessica said. “The best thing was that my boys relearned the joy of giving.”

Jessica and Mark aren’t alone: many parents want their kids to focus more on kindness, caring, and giving. Here are more ways to start a Kindness Revolution in your home, school, or neighborhood. Make sure to keep the activities fun, varied, and ongoing, and take time to chat about how both recipients and givers were affected. Doing so will build your kids’ kindness muscles, help them think more about others and less about themselves, and help them acquire the Empathy Advantage.

Symbols designate the recommended age and suitability for activity: L = Little Ones: Toddlers and Preschoolers; S = School-age; T = Tweens and Older; A = All Ages

• Start a family Kindness Box. An old shoebox with a slit cut in the top will do for this simple activity. Just encourage your family to look for others doing kind deeds. Write or draw the deeds and slip them in the box. Then read those notes during your family meal, a Sunday breakfast, or family gathering. It will help everyone start looking for the “good” in one another. L, S

• Create a Kindness Jar. Usha Balamore, the lower division director at Pennsylvania’s Shipley School, has a Kindness Jar (a large plastic see-through container) to help four- and five-year-old students practice kindness. A penny is added to the jar for each kind act, but the honoree is the kindness recipient, not the giver. The receiver reports the giver’s name and deed: “Larry was kind because he folded up my blanket.” Or “Kelly was kind because she hugged me when I fell.” The adult then adds a penny to the jar. Focusing on the recipient halts givers from bragging or expecting rewards. When filled, the kids decide where to donate the money. Last year, students chose an orphanage in Uganda to be the recipient. “We’re making the world a better place,” a kindergartener said proudly.19 Start a kindness jar at home! L, S

• Catch your kids being kind with pebbles. Keep a stack of small, smooth stones or other small objects by a basket or container. Family members are to “catch” Mom, Dad, or siblings being kind, compliment the recipient, write their kind person’s initial on the pebble with a black marking pen, and add it to the Kindness Basket. At the end of the month—or whenever filled—celebrate your family’s kindhearted efforts together at a fun outing. A

• Create a Kindness Centerpiece. Gather your kids to brainstorm kind deeds to do for anybody. Next, help your kids cut fifteen to twenty-five colored paper shapes about three inches wide. Shapes can vary: hearts for Valentine’s Day, pumpkins for Halloween, etc. On each cutout, write a deed and decorate it with glitter, stickers, marking pens, scraps, or whatever. Tape a pipe cleaner to each back and put into a vase. Each morning, invite family members to pull a kindness deed from the vase and then to do that deed for someone that day. Members can share their kindness-giving experience at dinnertime. L, S

• Make a Kindness Wall. Many schools encourage students to list acts of kindness on Post-its and stick them on a wall. In no time, a collage of kindness covers hallways, sparking kids to “pay it forward.” Try the idea at home by posting kids’ kind actions on walls, mirrors, or doors, and encourage them to do the same. A

• Make kindness a regular happening! At Starr Elementary in Fresno, California, Marceen Farsakian’s first graders begin each day saying a kindness pledge: “I pledge to myself on this day, to try to be kind in every way. To every person big and small: I will help if they fall.”20 The six-year-olds are encouraged to do ten simple kind acts each month (like hug Mom or read to a younger sibling) and track them in a notebook. The class also does a weekly random act of kindness such as writing nice messages on the playground with sidewalk chalk and making bookmarks with words of kindness to hide inside library books for fellow students to find. They can’t wait to do the next random act of kindness. Use the teacher’s strategy and find fun ways for your kids to practice kindness regularly and maybe create your own family kindness pledge. A

• Teach “bucket filling.” Have You Filled a Bucket Today?, by Carol McCloud, is a wonderful children’s book with a powerful message: Everyone carries an invisible bucket to hold good thoughts and feelings. When your bucket is filled, you’re happy; when empty, you’re sad. We all can be “bucket fillers” by practicing kindness. Many schools use the book to teach that message.21 Each student has a small paper bucket to be filled by classmates with notes: “Thanks for filling my bucket when you asked me to play.” Or “You were a bucket filler when you helped me pick up my books.” Try the activity at home using small plastic buckets or cups from the dollar store. L, S

• Track kind. Encourage your child’s kindness successes by helping her track her efforts, both small and large. Give each child a small journal in which to describe special deeds. Take a photo of your children’s “bucket-filling” moments and preserve them in a family scrapbook. Or use paper chains: each child writes or draws their kind deed and staples it to another chain, and in no time, you’ll have a long string of kind deeds hanging. A

• Read or watch movies together that inspire kindness. For younger kids read: The Kindness Quilt, by Nancy Elizabeth Wallace; Heartprints, by P. K. Hallinan; or Kindness Is Cooler, Mrs. Ruler, by Margery Cuyler. Older kids can read: Ordinary Mary’s Extraordinary Deed, by Emily Pearson; or Kids’ Random Acts of Kindness, by Conari Press. Teens can watch: Pay It Forward, The Kindness School, or Finding Kind (the latter two available on the Web). (There are more than 150 Kind Club chapters that urge girls to start a movement to be kind. After watching the film Finding Kind, girls are asked to write down an action step they want to take to become the change they would like to see, write an apology to someone, and write something nice about another person to leave as a Kind Card on their seat.) A

• Choose a caring cause. Identifying your child’s passion or concern and matching it with a caring cause is a known kindness motivator. A boy’s mom survived a cancer battle, so he convinced his soccer team to send daily email greetings on hospital computers to young cancer patients at a local pediatric ward. The patients adored the gesture, but the boys got even more enjoyment from doing the caring deeds. A teen Care Club’s passion is knitting, but their love is giving, so they’re knitting scarves for the US Navy (the Ships Project in San Diego) and hats for our troops. A

THE TOP FIVE THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT PRACTICING KINDNESS

1. Kindness is contagious, needs just a spark to ignite, and spreads quickly.

2. The more kids see, hear, and practice kindness, the more likely they’ll adopt it as a habit.

3. Kindness can be strengthened like a muscle, but regular workouts are crucial for it to become habitual.

4. Acts of kindness must be meaningful and varied to reap gains.

5. Kids learn kindness by comforting, helping, caring, sharing, and cooperating, not through hearing lectures or doing worksheets. It should be taught as a verb, not a noun.

ONE LAST THING

Kindness is strengthened by practice but doesn’t have to cost a dime, take much time, or require any particular talent. Like any exercise program, regular workouts are required to reap the gains. Doing simple, regular kind acts—holding the door open for someone, helping a classmate with homework, and asking a lonely friend to play, just a few times a week—make our kids not only more caring but also happier. But even more important, those gestures help tune our kids in to others, provide opportunities to step out of their own skins, build caring connections, nurture compassion, open the doors to empathy, and reduce the empathy gap so that kids are more likely to act on their empathetic urges instead of hesitating or even shutting them off.
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CHAPTER 7

Empathetic Children Think “Us” Not “Them”



Cultivating Empathy Through Teamwork and Collaboration

School recess is where an “Us” versus “Them” scene can flourish, and it was why I was eager to observe Aldama Elementary School in Los Angeles. The staff had implemented a new kind of recess for their 685 students, based on a program called Playworks. The approach was reducing aggression and bullying while creating a caring culture where kids worked through problems collaboratively, and it all focused on play.

Jaron Williams, the Playworks program manager, escorted me to a typical-looking school play area: jungle gyms, a handball backboard, basketball hoops, four-square courts, and a lot of asphalt.

“Some of these kids have a tough life,” Williams said, “so we try to create a safe place and build a positive experience for them.”

I saw several houses in the school’s low-income neighborhood covered with graffiti. Most local businesses had heavy metal gates locked in front of windows and doors for security. I knew that for many students, the playground might be the only place to experience safe, fun outdoor play.

Each Aldama class receives a forty-five-minute coach-instructed playground lesson two times a month, and class game time was about to begin for fifth graders. “Coach” Lisa Frias, the program coordinator, greeted students.

“What’s our agreement for healthy play?” she asked.

“Include everyone, be kind, work together, and have fun!” the students answered.

Williams and Frias work on those core values yearlong to make recess a positive community experience. They’re the same values kids need to get along, and these students could recite and apply them.

The day’s game was 4 Line Basketball, and students counted off in fours so no one was left out. (As a child, I was always chosen last for my poor athletic ability and hated recess, but there was none of that here.) Throughout her lesson, Frias reminded kids to encourage others (“Give your partner a high five.” “Say, ‘Awesome job!’ ”), and to use conflict-solving skills: “If you have a problem, rock it out.” (Translation: Use Rock, Paper, Scissors to solve a problem.) Coach Frias was teaching social-emotional skills in context—the way kids learn habits best. And, in turn, students were encouraging their teammates: “Nice teamwork!” “Good try!”

“What positives did you see?” asked Frias when the game finished. Kids were quick with answers: “We’re including others.” “We’re having fun.” “We’re working together.” “We’re a community!” No arguments there.

I realized I just observed one of the best lessons in collaboration, and it was taught on a playground.

Next, it was time for the third- through sixth-grade recess, and once again, it was a different approach. For one thing, it was organized. Frias and Williams first explained the game choices: Relay; 4 Line Basketball; Tetherball; Handball; and Rock, Paper, Scissors (taught at a previous Class Game Time). Within seconds everyone was playing, no one was left out, and coaches were playing with the kids.

At one point, kids disagreed about a serve, and two boys used Rock, Paper, Scissors to solve it and then resumed their game. Students also used other collaborative tactics taught by coaches: “One mike” (or microphone—only one person speaks at a time), “Step up, step back” (if you’re not sharing or playing, “step up”; if you’re stepping up too much, “step back” and let somebody have a turn), and “Try it on” (try the activity before you commit to not liking it). I kept wondering: What if every kid—or adult, for that matter—learned those simple collaborative strategies?

But something else was different: a few fourth and fifth graders wore purple T-shirts that signified they were trained junior coaches. These kids played but also helped peers understand game rules, encouraged them to get along, and served as Conflict Resolvers.

“Kids argue, ya know,” Jeff, a junior coach, explained, “so we tell them to do Rock, Paper, Scissors. Then their problem is solved, and they go back to playing.”

Kacelen told me that those peacemaking strategies help. “Sometimes kids argue, and the junior coaches try to stop it with different Conflict Resolvers,” she said. “The kids watch and then try it in the classroom.”

Havier, another junior coach, added, “If kids learn to be nice and not hurt each other now, they’ll do the same thing when they grow up.”

If we’d only listen to kids!

The Playworks play-based approach was started by accident in 1996, when Jill Vialet was conversing with an elementary school principal. The Oakland principal was sharing her frustration over how much time she and her teachers spent dealing with playground conflicts and seeing the same kids in her office every day for fighting. Vialet founded Playworks to transform recess into a positive experience to help kids get along, play safely, and practice conflict resolution. The Bay Area–based organization is currently in 380 low-income schools nationwide and impacting nearly 425,000 American students.

An independent study by Mathematica Policy Research1 and Stanford University found that schools implementing Playworks have 43 percent less bullying and exclusion. What’s more, students demonstrate better behavior and more attention in class than those in schools without the program. All that modeling, community connectedness, adult supervision, and empathy building seem to be working, and the skills students learn on the playground are spilling over into classrooms.2

Joseph Peila, a Chicago principal, noticed a change—especially at their school spelling bee held in front of parents, students, and community. In past years, students who misspelled might be upset or cry, and teachers would have to stifle other students from giggling. “But now when a child misses,” Peila said, “students clap for the child! Those on stage call out ‘That’s okay!’ ‘You’ll do better next time!’ ‘Good try!’ And the next child up to spell gives a high five to the student who missed.”3 Peila attributed that “Them” to “Us” transformation to Playworks.

“The idea that play has the power to bring out the best in every kid can’t be overlooked,” Vialet told me.

She also spoke to me about the untapped power of play as a tool for cultivating empathy as well as a way to help kids learn to care for one another.

“There’s a connection when you play with someone that makes empathy possible,” Vialet said. “When you don’t play, it just perpetuates that sense of otherness—that we are more separate and different from others than we really are. Play is a great door opener for empathy.”4

LEARNING TO BUILD TEAMWORK

The shortest poem on record is attributed to boxing legend Muhammad Ali, who delivered it at a Harvard graduation address. After urging graduates to go out and change the world, a student suddenly shouted, “Give us a poem!” Ali responded off the cuff with just two words: “Me . . . We!”5 His concise message illustrates a key premise for nurturing empathy: It is only when we let go of our self-centeredness and feel with others that our hearts open. After all, empathy is always a “We” experience.

Working together on common goals can help kids make that crucial shift from “I-Me-Mine” to “We-Ours-Us.” Those “us”-type experiences also sensitize children to those who may be different or have conflicting interests, and broadens their social spheres, which allows empathy to blossom. (Roman Krznaric, author of Empathy: Why It Matters and How to Get It, says, “Think of it as being in the same boat rather than the same shoes as other people.”6) The type of goal or team doesn’t matter, but an emotional and meaningful connection is always a straighter path to empathy.

Cooperative, caring relationships can also make our children smarter, happier, and healthier, as well as more prosocial, resilient, and empathetic. “Considerable research,” Alfie Kohn points out, “has established that cooperation also enhances children’s ability to take the points of view of other people.”7 Collaboration also has the capacity to “join people who have separate or conflicting interests, who do not feel good about each other, who are unequal, or who simply do not understand one another,” says sociologist Richard Sennett.8

But the fact is that many aspects of our contemporary culture and modern parenting styles threaten our kids’ ability to care. And in today’s digital-driven, hypercompetitive world the need for children to learn to collaborate and experience emotional connectedness has never been greater.

That day on the Aldama playground, I saw how play was indeed a door opener for empathy. I also noticed kids smiling, feeling included, and working out problems. I never heard a whistle, but I did hear a lot of “Good job”s and “Nice try”s, and saw a host of high fives. Students were happy and having fun but also learning to collaborate and care about others. But even more promising was that their blacktop experience seemed to be closing the “Us”-“Them” divide. Mixing up friendship groups in team activities was broadening these children’s social circles for empathy to grow.

In our fervent quest to help kids succeed, we may be overlooking that the optimum training grounds for learning empathy and the rules to get along are asphalt, four-square, and sandboxes. Old-fashioned play enriches our children’s social, emotional, cognitive, and physical development as well as the potential for empathic experiences and reaping the Empathy Advantage. But the sad truth is that far too many kids are living play-deprived, hypercompetitive childhoods that diminish their chances to learn Rock, Paper, Scissors, “Be fair!”, and “Do you want to play?”

WHAT’S SO HARD ABOUT TEACHING TEAMWORK?

I recently spoke in Istanbul, Manila, Cairo, and Miami; a month earlier in Barranquilla, Greenwich, Taipei, and San Diego; and I’m concerned. In every industrialized area I’ve visited in the past five years—more than thirty countries and counting—I’ve seen a seismic shift in culture that is reconfiguring childhood and jeopardizing our kids from learning to get along, form healthy relationships, and empathize. It’s time for a serious wake-up call.

Good-bye, Playtime

Childhoods a few decades ago were spent bike riding, cloud gazing, and playing outdoors, but growing up has changed dramatically. Between 1981 and 1997, the amount of outdoor “free play” (defined as unstructured and unsupervised) fell by 50 percent.9 Even 85 percent of mothers agree that their children play outdoors less often than just a generation ago.10 In those decades that play declined and social networking increased, Peter Gray states that “there has been a measurable rise in childhood anxiety, depression, narcissism and measurable declines in empathy.” And the Selfie Syndrome also escalated.11

Playing is how kids learn to get along, collaborate, care deeply, solve problems, negotiate, share, communicate, and compromise. Play is also a powerful socializing tool that helps kids appreciate differences, break down barriers, and develop an “Us Not Them” mentality. As Jeremy Rifkin, author of The Empathic Civilization, so eloquently stated: “It is difficult to ‘imagine’ how empathy could develop in the absence of play.”12

But the absence of play in our children’s lives is real. Whether it’s due to fear for our children’s safety, prioritizing achievement over grass, sandbox, and play dates, relying on digital devices for entertainment instead of Monopoly, tumbling, or four-square, or because we can’t “fit it into our schedules,” our kids’ mental health and empathy quotients are suffering.

Overstructured Existences

There’s nothing new about parents wanting their kids to excel, but these days we’re in super drive. Part of our push is based on the current academic rat race and “success” criterion measured by rank and résumé, and it makes us worry that our kids won’t make the grade. So children’s schedules are packed with coding classes, violin practice, academic tutors, etiquette classes, chess, and whatever else we hope might give them “the edge.” While some extracurricular activities can be kid confidence builders, stress reducers, and growth promoters, the problem surfaces when “social enrichment” is cut from the lineup or activities are too adult structured. The skills kids need for building caring relationships (like listening, communicating, compromising, negotiating, problem solving) and acquiring the real advantage for success and happiness are learned face-to-face with minimal adult supervision.13

A University of Colorado study found that kids who spent too much time in structured extra activities, like academics and sports, were less able to use their executive function skills (a broad range of crucial thinking skills like planning, problem solving, and decision making) than children who spent more time engaged in free play. In fact, the “more time kids spend in structured activities, the less able they were to use executive function.”14

Giving kids a bit more latitude for free time and social interactions may be better for their happiness and empathy quotients as well as their academic performance.15

Banning Recess

Remember playing hopscotch, duck-duck-goose, dodge ball, and freeze tag? Many of today’s children may never experience them. Forty percent of American schools have either eliminated daily recess or considered doing away with it to find more time to prepare kids for tests.16 But banning recess is one of the least effective ways to boost academic performance.

A review of fifty studies by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention found that physical activity benefits grades, test scores, and academic achievement, and positively affects children’s concentration and classroom behavior.17 A Stanford study found that high-quality school recess helps students feel more engaged, safe, and positive about their school day (and positive climate is linked to a host of favorable student outcomes including achievement).18 And a report by Kenneth Ginsberg, written for the American Academy of Pediatrics documents that play promotes cognitive growth and intelligence as well as boosts children’s social skills and strengthens our parent-child connection.19

Yet despite proven benefits, many schools continue axing recess, and there go golden opportunities for kids to practice collaborating, problem solving, and resolving conflicts as well as to reduce stress, make friends, and acquire the Empathy Advantage.

Hypercompetitiveness

Of course, we want our kids to succeed. The danger comes when everything turns into a winner-take-all contest, and that’s when all kids lose. After all, an “I’m better than you” mentality only widens the “Us” and “Them” chasm, increases the Selfie Syndrome, and diminishes empathy. (Take note: competition is a known empathy reducer.20) What’s more, the belief that “competition is crucial for success” doesn’t pan out. In fact, more than eighty original studies refute the claim: “Children who learn cooperatively (compared with those who learn competitively or independently) learn better, feel better about themselves and get along better with each other,” writes Alfie Kohn, author of No Contest: The Case Against Competition.21 They also get along better with peers, are more empathetic, and are collaborators.

So how do we strike the balance so our kids can play, learn to collaborate, and still succeed in school? Luckily, science has an answer that might help not only our children but also the grown-ups.

WHAT SCIENCE SAYS: HOW TO TEACH TEAMWORK

Social psychology is concerned with how humans relate and tackles those “human” topics like compassion, hate, aggression, and prejudice. These scientists don’t rely on paper-and-pencil tests or brain imagery scans; they watch people directly. Their findings show optimum ways to nurture empathy and create the kinds of environments where kids collaborate and care about one another. As bullying continues to be a serious problem (one in three US students say they have been bullied at school22) and racism plagues our nation and college campuses,23 those answers are paramount.

Moving from “Them” to “Us”

Over fifty years ago, a Turkish social psychologist named Muzafer Sherif24 conducted an experiment to find how to move people from “Them” to “Us.”25 His motivation began when he was twelve, and Greek soldiers massacred residents of Izmir, Turkey. Muzafer was in line to be murdered when a soldier spared his life. Sherif eventually became an eminent professor at Princeton and Yale (among other universities) and devoted his career to discovering what reduces hostility. On June 1954, he conducted the infamous “Robbers Cave Experiment” and finally found answers.26

Sherif invited twenty-two fifth graders (with parents’ permission) to attend a summer camp at Robbers Cave State Park outside Oklahoma City.27 The plan required that all boys be similar in age, demographics, and background as well as “well-adjusted psychologically.” None of the boys knew each other prior to camp and assumed they were going off for a fun summer experience. They arrived in separate buses and were split into two groups. Each group was housed together in a separate cabin and knew nothing of the other’s existence. (Camp counselors were actually psychology grad students and professors; Sherif disguised himself as a janitor in order to observe the boys without being noticed.)

During the first week, each group explored their new camp, created a team flag, chose their group name (the Eagles or the Rattlers), and developed a strong feeling of “Us.” Then they were pitted against each other in camp competitions such as tent pitching, baseball games, and tug-of-war. One group was deliberately given better food, entertainment, and treatment, and, as predicted, animosity grew between them. Physical scuffs broke out, and “jeering, demeaning, exchanges of unflattering words” materialized until neither side wanted anything to do with the other.28

Sherif had created the “perfect” study conditions, but now researchers had to figure out how to reduce the animosity. The staff eliminated competitions, offered prizes, and extended joint movies and meals, but friction remained. Finally, Sherif discovered the secret to breaking down barriers: the counselors introduced problems that required the Rattlers and the Eagles to cooperate because their well-being depended on it.

First, there was a drinking water crisis, forcing the thirsty boys to work together to repair the mysteriously broken pipe. When fixed, there was unified rejoicing. Then the camp truck broke (again, on purpose by the staff) after the boys’ long hike on a hot day. The only way back to camp was for the groups to fix the truck together. When the engine started, there were collective cheers. Their animosity was fading; the boys even insisted on a group camp photo to recall their great times “together.” Sherif had discovered the way for the Rattlers and the Eagles to get along.

“Hostility gives way when groups pull together to achieve overriding goals that are real and compelling to all concerned,” Sherif explained.29

It’s an important finding to remember. A key to activating empathy is creating the right social dynamics so kids are drawn into the same circle of concern, share an emotional experience, and then learn to care for each other. Raising kids in a competitive environment not only can increase animosity but also suppress generosity and prosocial behaviors.30 In fact, hundreds of studies document the harm competition can cause our children’s empathy and altruism muscles if kids are pitted against each other.31 So to discover how to create an atmosphere that encourages kid collaboration, cultivates empathy, and increases academic performance, we turn to another famous social psychologist.

The Jigsaw Solution

In 1971, Elliot Aronson was head of the social psychology department at the University of Texas when he received an urgent call from the Austin school superintendent to help defuse an explosive situation. Riots had broken out following the recent desegregation orders that placed white, black, and Hispanic youngsters together in classrooms for the first time, which created a hostile atmosphere. Aronson developed what he called the Jigsaw Classroom, and it worked not only to reduce the racial friction and the “Us”-“Them” divide but also to help bitter kids learn to care about each other.

Aronson divided fourth, fifth, and sixth graders into small, racially mixed teams to work on a joint lesson such as a historical event like the Battle of Gettysburg or a scientific principle such as the earth’s orbit. As in a jigsaw puzzle, each student was responsible for learning one piece of the subject and then teaching it to team members. Collaboration was essential because their grade depended on one another’s knowledge and contribution.

At first, students resented working together, but after a few weeks of collaborating, they began to like each other, until finally “them” became “us.” “Prejudice, measured by a psychological test, declined, and students of different races were even playing together at recess.”32 As in Sherif’s Robbers Cave experiment, Aronson’s approach required students to collaborate on a common goal.

Since 1971, thousands of classrooms have used jigsaw learning and found similar success including improved test performance, reduced absenteeism, and greater liking for school.33 The approach also helps students develop critical collaborative skills such as teamwork, decision making, communicating, and managing emotions. But something even more significant transpires in these classrooms: it is sharpening students’ empathy quotients.34

“If kids spend just one hour a day working in groups,” Aronson said, “they develop empathy for people they would otherwise have had nothing to do with because of their appearance.”35

One of Aronson’s proudest moments was receiving a letter from a boy who was involved in a jigsaw classroom years earlier. He recalled how his fifth-grade classmates treated him as an outsider and remembered their cruel, hostile treatment. Of Mexican American descent, he had spoken with a heavy accent, came from the “poorer” neighborhood, and was always one of “them.” But the jigsaw experience changed everything. His group slowly started to help Carlos because students had to depend on his piece of the puzzle. “I began to realize that I wasn’t really that stupid. And the kids I thought were cruel and hostile became my friends,” he wrote. His stress faded, his confidence bloomed, and his performance excelled. “And today,” Carlos told Aronson, “I got a letter admitting me to the Harvard Law School.”36

“Getting to know you” is the first step to turning “Them” to “Us” and “Me” to “We.” The more kids share with others, the more they grow to identify with each other, and the more indifference or even hostility wanes, leaving room for empathy to grow.

“Someone can tell you over and over that the short, fat kid with pimples is really sweet,” said Aronson. “But there’s no substitute for being in a small group with that kid and seeing that he’s warm, funny, and clever.”37

Sherif and Aronson showed us that it’s in those collaborative-type experiences that children can learn to understand others’ feelings and needs, and empathy has a chance to blossom. And the best news is there are dozens of ways we can incorporate those findings in our homes, schools, and communities and enrich our children’s lives so they learn this seventh essential habit of empathy.

HOW TO CULTIVATE COLLABORATION IN CHILDREN

In writing this book, I discovered many powerful ways schools promote collaboration and empathy. One of the most inspiring is at Maury Elementary in Washington, DC, which holds a school-wide morning meeting once a month. The principal, Carolyne Albert-Garvey, facilitates the session as 330 elementary students sit in one giant circle in their multipurpose room. They greet one another, share positive school happenings, acknowledge student “empathy leaders,” encourage each other, and practice social skills.38 That collaborative experience also helps Maury students feel part of a caring learning community. Albert-Garvey is creating an environment that social scientists say promotes empathy.

When I taught, I’d always start my own mornings with a “class meeting.” We’d begin with students saying something kind to the person sitting next to them, then discuss our schedule, and finally share any special news or concerns. I wanted to create a forum where my students would feel connected, notice others’ needs, and learn collaborative skills like communication, perspective taking, and problem solving.

I never realized how powerful those meetings were until one day I came upon an unexpected sight: my class was sitting in a circle deeply engaged in a discussion. One classmate was crying while others comforted her: Christie had been bullied at recess, and my students called an emergency meeting to help.

I watched them empathize, discuss a serious issue, listen respectfully, and then work together to solve their classmate’s problem. They agreed to take turns being with her at recess so she would never be alone. It was one of my proudest teaching moments: those morning meetings had built a feeling of “us” that mobilized my students to help their classmate.

Family meetings, class meetings, and Maury’s school-wide meetings are great ways for kids to support one another and understand different perspectives while discussing problems in a loving environment. Meetings are also a place to polish important social-emotional skills like listening, encouraging, collaborating, perspective taking, and posing good questions. Such habits are acquired with practice—there are no short-cuts. It’s up to us to provide our kids with the training grounds to learn them whether at home, in a classroom or at school.

8 TIPS FOR EFFECTIVE FAMILY, CLASS, AND SCHOOL-WIDE MEETINGS

1. Be flexible with your agenda. Topics are endless: what happened last week, upcoming plans, electronic time, allowances, sibling conflicts, something wonderful class or family members did for one another, voicing concerns. Set aside a suggestion box so as problems come up, members can include them to the upcoming agenda. And if you hear complaints, just say, “Add it to the agenda, and we’ll discuss it at the meeting.”

2. Hold regular meetings. Most families and teachers hold meetings once a week lasting ten to thirty minutes, depending on kids’ ages. Find a time that’s convenient for everyone, then post a reminder and mandate attendance.

3. Rotate roles. Assign roles that can be rotated weekly so kids can be active participants: a chairperson to stick to the agenda, a timekeeper to start and stop meetings, a parliamentarian to ensure rules are followed, a planner to post the meeting, and a secretary to take notes. Keep a Meeting Journal to record decisions, review previous notes, and serve as a wonderful family or class memory.

4. Keep communication open. Set clear rules so that each member’s opinion is considered equally, everyone has airtime, and judgments are off limits. Use “I Messages” to help members understand each other’s feelings and needs: “I feel sad when . . .” or “I get upset when . . .” And teach kids to paraphrase what they heard: “You said . . .” “You think . . .” “You feel . . .” “I think I just heard you say . . .”

5. Give compliments. Some families start each meeting by acknowledging members’ efforts during the week or taking turns giving a compliment to each person. Post a sentence frame until your kids get the idea: “I really appreciated when you . . .” “You did a great job this week when . . .” or “Thanks for . . .”

6. Determine decision making. Use consensus to decide solutions and then keep the conversation open until everyone agrees with a decision (or at least agrees it’s okay to disagree). Decisions made during the meeting must be kept at least until the following meeting, where they can be changed.

7. Resolve issues fairly. Use brainstorming to solve problems. Name the problem, jot down all ideas (no judgments!), and keep ideas coming until you’ve exhausted possibilities. Then discuss the pros and cons of each. Give each member a chance to air his opinion, and then decide on solutions that are useful and respectful to all.

8. Keep it upbeat. You might share the funniest or best things that happened that week. End on a fun note: serve cookies, play Monopoly, do an interactive game, or give one big group hug.

EMPATHY BUILDER: TAKING A STAND TO SOLVE PROBLEMS COLLABORATIVELY

Collaborators work through problems together so that everyone is satisfied, and the act of collaborating stretches empathy through shared challenges and triumphs. Use the following steps to help your child learn the habit of solving social conflicts peacefully while also considering the other person’s feelings and needs. Each letter in the acronym STAND represents one of the five steps in problem solving. It is often easier to teach one skill at a time until kids can put all five skills together to “Take a STAND.”

Step 1. S = Stop, look, and listen to feelings. The first step to solving problems is to stay calm. Once in control, you can begin to figure out why you’re upset and then find an answer to your problem. “Take a slow, deep breath to stay cool or walk away until calm.” “Ask yourself: ‘How do I feel?’ ” “Tune in to the person. How does she look?”

Step 2. T = Take Turns Telling the problem. Each child takes a turn sharing his or her feelings about the problem with these rules: “Listen respectfully. No interrupting. Try to feel what it’s like to be in the other kid’s shoes.” Sharing feelings using “I” not “you” helps kids stay focused on the problem without putting the other down. Sameer: “I’m ticked because I never get a turn.” Kevin: “Well, I’m mad. I want to use the controller, too.”

Each child then puts into words what the other person said. Sameer: “So, you’re upset because you think you don’t get a turn.” Kevin: “And you feel the same way and think I don’t let you choose.”

Step 3. A = List Alternatives. Brainstorm options to find fair solutions. “No put-downs, and try to come up with ideas that work for both sides.” Setting an oven timer for a few minutes can be a gold mine for younger kids or those with shorter attention spans. Stretch the brainstorm time depending on the children’s age and problem-solving skills. Sameer: “We could pick straws to see who goes first.” Kevin: “Maybe we could make a rule that the guest always chooses.” Sameer: “We could rotate so everyone gets a turn.”

Step 4. N = Narrow choices. Narrow options to a few choices by eliminating choices that aren’t safe, someone isn’t comfortable with, are not possible, or go against the house or school rules. Sameer: “Let’s not do the rule that a guest always chooses because we may be on the playground and not in our houses.” Kevin: “We may not have straws with us either.”

Step 5. D = Decide the best choice. Now choose the best solution from the remaining choices that everyone can agree to. Once you decide, shake on your agreement and stick to it. Sameer: “So the only one that’s left is rotating turns. We just need to remember who chose last. Is that okay with you?” Kevin: “Yep, let’s shake on it.”

HOW TO HELP KIDS THINK “US” NOT “THEM”

Dr. Seuss’s classic story The Sneetches is about birdlike creatures that look exactly alike except some have stars on their bellies, and some don’t. Those little stars create an “Us” versus “Them” division. The Star-Belly Sneetches are the Selfies: they think they’re better, they always brag, and they look down upon the Plain-Belly Sneetches. And the Plain-Belly Sneetches are depressed for being excluded from associating with their star-bellied counterparts. Finally, both sides realize that whether they have a star belly or not, they are really the same. Dr. Seuss teaches children the perfect empathy lesson: differences in appearance shouldn’t divide us; after all, we are all “Us.”

1. Say “We.” Self-absorption diminishes empathy, so intentionally switch your pronouns (when appropriate) from “Them” to “Us” and “Me” to “We” when talking with your kids. “What should we do?” “Which would be better for us?” “Let’s take a ‘We’ vote, to find out what we choose.” Subtle pronoun changes can help kids realize that life should revolve around “Us” and “We” not “Me” and “I.”

2. Broaden horizons. Encourage your child to have contact with individuals of different races, cultures, ages, genders, abilities, and beliefs in school, after school, or at summer camp. Make sure you display an openness that is positive to diversity so that your kids model how you respect differences.

3. Look for similarities. Help your child look for what he has in common with others, not how he is different. Your child: “They have dark skin.” Answer: “But they go to our church and play guitar like you.” Your child: “They’re different.” Answer: “There’s lots of ways you’re different from others, so let’s think how they’re like you. You both play soccer. What else?”

4. Stress “Like me.” Expand the notion of the above activity to help your child consider common fears, dreams, feelings, worries, and joys that your child shares with others. “Yes, he comes from a different nation, but when he’s left out, how does he feel?” “Yes, he speaks a different language, but what worries do you think he has that are the same as yours?” “She is in the lower math class, but she seemed to be angry at missing the bus just like you would be.” Continue to widen your child’s views about others to help her see that she shares more commonalities than differences with others.

5. Teach “Reality check!” An important part of stopping stereotypes that destroy empathy is helping kids listen for sweeping categorical statements they or another person might make, such as: “They never . . .” or “They always . . .”39 What follows often increases the “Us” versus “Them” divide. So suppose a family member makes a sweeping statement. Another member gently says: “Reality check!” Child: “Asian kids always get good grades.” Parent: “Reality check! Is that true for every Asian kid?” Child: “None of Grandpa’s friends will hear me.” Sister: “Reality check! You know a lot of elderly people who hear just fine.” Child: “Girls make bad leaders.” Dad: “Reality check! Let’s name a few girls on your student council who are great leaders!”

A recent Harvard study by Richard Weissbourd of nearly 20,000 students from diverse middle schools and high schools across the United States found that students were least likely to support giving more power to the student council when it was led by white girls and most likely to support giving this power when it was led by white boys. Our girls’ leadership capacities are being eroded by the biases they hold and confront in others. It’s time to help them (and us) take a reality check!40

6. Use diverse literature. Less than 8 percent of children’s books published in 2012 addressed people of color.41 So expose your child to literature that features positive images of all cultures, ages, abilities, and genders. Younger kids: Bringing Asha Home, by Uma Krishnaswami (India); Grandfather’s Journey, by Allen Say (Japan); How My Family Came to Be: Daddy, Papa and Me, by Andrew Aldrich (African American boy adopted by white, gay couple); The Girl Who Loved Wild Horses, by Paul Goble (Native American). Older kids: Children of the River, by Linda Crew (Cambodia); Dear Mrs. Parks, by Rosa Parks (African American); The Invisible Thread, by Yoshiko Uchida (Japan); Night, by Elie Wiesel (Jews).

AGE-BY-AGE STRATEGIES

When our youngest son was in the eighth grade, his social studies teacher, Jo Anne Gill, assigned a project sponsored by the Constitutional Rights Foundation called National History Day. More than 600,000 students worldwide compete individually or in teams in the yearly event that requires extensive research on a historically significant topic.

My son, Zach, and his teammates, Duncan MacEwan and Tim Keane, were intrigued about Japanese American internment camps. President Franklin D. Roosevelt ordered the incarceration of over 120,000 Japanese living in the United States following Pearl Harbor. “But most were American citizens,” the boys said. “How could we do that to our citizens?” And the team aimed to find out.

The boys found a woman to interview who had been interned as a child. I still remember how patiently Cherry Ishimatsu described her experience to three thirteen-year-old white kids who didn’t have a clue. But she used perspective taking to help the boys understand her history, and it was powerful.

“How would you feel if you were given hours to pack only what you could carry in a suitcase and taken to a camp with barbed wire all around?” she asked. “What would you think if your mom and dad lost their home, business, or farm? Can you imagine how you’d feel if armed guards at the camp watched you around the clock with orders to shoot if you tried to escape?”

At one point, I had one of those rare parenting moments when you see your child and his friends grasp something profound: they understood the effect of discrimination through the eyes of someone who had experienced it. At the end of two hours, the boys thanked Cherry profusely.

And so began a collaborative venture among the boys that would produce an unimaginable outcome. They divided up their research like in an Aronson jigsaw lesson, but with one common goal: to tell the Japanese American internment story to others. They dug deeper, interviewed more internees, and the more they learned, the more irate they became.

At that point, their fathers decided to help them “live the event,” and drove the boys five hours to the Manzanar War Relocation Center—the place where Cherry was detained—to spend the night. They saw where the sentry guard posts once stood years earlier, walked over the cement foundations where the internees were housed, felt the desolation, and (at least for that one night) grasped why the internees said they felt lonely, frustrated, and afraid. They felt Cherry’s pain. It was as though a fire had been lit in these kids, and the flames never seemed to go out. Their class project turned into a personal crusade to let the world know about the injustice dealt to “their friends.”

I watched in amazement over the next few months as their team won the school, district, and county competitions, and cheered when they won first place in California. When they won first place in the nation at the University of Maryland, I just cried.

My son and his teammates had learned far more than history: their experience taught them about collaboration and compassion and about injustice and racism. But the boys weren’t the only ones who gained an education: I learned that sharing oral histories is a powerful tool for unlocking empathy.

I’m firmly convinced that the best way to erase destructive prejudices is through meaningful experiences that expose children to differences and break down barriers until “Them” becomes “Us.” And it all starts with empathy.

Symbols designate the recommended age and suitability for activity: L = Little Ones: Toddlers and Preschoolers; S = School-age; T = Tweens and Older; A = All Ages

• Cut one activity! A survey found that 80 percent of kids say they wish they had more free time; 41 percent admit feeling stressed most of the time because they have too much to do.42 Check your kid’s calendar: is there one extra activity that can be cut to free up time to connect with peers and practice collaborating? A

• Learn one new thing. Encourage your children to learn “one new thing” about someone each day. The habit requires kids to listen deeper, ask questions, and focus more on one another and less on themselves. The acronym FACT helps children recall four simple “conversation starters” that can start dialogues, make new friends, strengthen relationships, and build empathy. Why not also encourage your kids to share their “people discoveries” at dinner, practice good ol’ face-to-face communication, and use one new conversation starter with your family each night?

▷ F = Favorites: A food, sport, team, movie, TV show, book, or place to go (“What’s your favorite baseball team?”)

▷ A = Activities: An enjoyable pastime or interest (“What do you like to do for fun on Saturday?”)

▷ C = Contacts: A favorite teacher, coach, friend, teammate, or common connection (“Who was on your team last year?”)

▷ T = Talents: A special skill, interest, sport, or instrument (“Do you play an instrument?”)

Once a relationship opens, kids can ask deeper questions about a person’s hopes, dreams, worries, opinions, personal challenges, or memories. S, T

• Praise the camaraderie, not the win. While you can congratulate your child’s successes, don’t forget to praise actions that show compassion, teamwork, and encouraging others: “Nice pass to Samantha.” “I love how you listened to your classmates’ opinions.” Also, explain how an intense competitive drive turns kids off. “You won, but how did your team feel when you fought every call?” “You are a great drummer, but watch your band’s reaction when you say you’re a ‘musical genius.’ ” A

• Start youth service groups. Why not encourage your kids (and friends) to start a Care Club in their friendship group, neighborhood, school, scout troop, faith group, or community organization? They can brainstorm ways to make their mark on the world together—collecting toys for homeless kids, baking treats for a senior home, becoming pen pals with pediatric hospital patients, making care packages for soldiers—and then choose what ignites their passion. Check out Kids Care Clubs that were established to inspire a spirit of volunteering in children at the fabulous organization called generationOn. S, T

• Mix up the social scene. Mix It Up at Lunch Day is a national campaign launched by Teaching Tolerance that encourages students to cross social boundaries and meet new friends. One day of each school year students move out of their comfort zones and connect with someone new over lunch. The many schools that extend the event to occur monthly or weekly are discovering that students are diversifying their friendships and that doing so helps reduce bullying. Find ways for your kids to “mix up” their own social scene so they can broaden their perspectives. See also Rachel’s Challenge as a powerful program to bring to your school. S, T

• Hold neighborhood movie nights. Movies can be a great way to discuss the power of collaborating as well as to elevate kids’ empathy. So why not show flicks to kid groups? Some neighborhoods hold summer “movies under the stars” in neighbors’ yards. Hang a sheet, spread blankets, and show the film via your DVD. Younger kids: An American Tale, Miracle at Midnight, Perfect Harmony, Finding Nemo, March of the Penguins. Older kids: Glory, Remember the Titans, Hoosiers, Au Revoir Les Enfants, The Blue and the Gray, Apollo 13, Paper Clips. A

• Use cooperative games. Teach your kids and friends team-building games to stress collaboration, not competition. Resources include: Cooperative Games and Sports: Joyful Activities for Everyone, by Terry Orlick; Everyone Wins! Cooperative Games and Activities, by Josette and Sambhava Luvmour; and Great Group Games: 175 Boredom-Busting, Zero-Prep Team Builders for All Ages, by Susan Ragsdale and Ann Saylor. A

• Stress encouraging others. Good collaborators are team players, so teach encouraging comments that your kids can say to support others and inspire collaboration. “Let’s keep going.” “Nice one!” “This is good!” “Keep it up!” “We’re doing great!” “What a team!” A

• Teach decision makers and deal breakers. Teach Rock, Paper, Scissors to help your child resolve questions like “Who goes first?” “Was the ball outside?” “What should we play?” and other issues that can derail cooperation. Show the three hand shapes: Rock: a closed fist; Paper: a flat, open hand; Scissors: a fist with the index and middle fingers extended to form a V. Then, while saying “Rock, Paper, Scissors,” each child simultaneously extends his hand toward their opponent and reveals one hand shape. “Rock crushes Scissors,” “Paper covers Rock,” “Scissors cut Paper,” and the decision is made! If kids throw the same shape, they try again. Sometimes, the game can be “best two out of three.” A

• Practice how to disagree respectfully. Disagreeing is bound to be part of any group, so teach kids how to disagree respectfully to keep communication open. Explain: “You have the right to disagree. If you do, be calm and tell us your view. You could say: ‘I disagree because . . .’ ‘That’s one idea, here’s another . . .’ ‘I have a different view because . . .’ ‘There’s another way to look at it . . .’ ‘Have you thought about it this way . . . ?’ ‘Did you consider . . . ?’ Then listen to everyone’s ideas. Be ready to change or stick to your opinion, but remain respectful.” A

• Do family projects. Find ways for your family to work together on projects such as arranging a picnic, planting a garden, doing service, planning a trip, or even spring-cleaning. Go through the steps so kids experience the process of collaborating, such as putting on a family garage sale. Divide tasks from making sale signs, finding old games and books to sell, labeling and pricing each item, and arranging them on your lawn. Older kids can help younger kids assume “cash register” duties, and unsold items can be donated to a charity chosen in a family vote. A

THE TOP FIVE THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT CULTIVATING COLLABORATION

1. Skills kids need to work together—like encouraging, resolving conflicts, shaking hands, and problem solving—are like muscles: if you don’t use them, you lose them.

2. The more opportunities kids have to connect and collaborate, the more likely they are to think “We” not “Me.”

3. Exposing children to differences and providing collaborative opportunities to learn about others can cultivate empathy and help them gain the Empathy Advantage.

4. Family meetings as well as class meetings help kids practice social-emotional skills and understand perspectives.

5. The best ways to learn relationship skills are by watching, doing, and repeating.

ONE LAST THING

When my oldest son was nine, his teacher arranged for his class to sing at a nursing home during the holidays. Students practiced for weeks, but my son was hesitant because he hadn’t had many experiences with the elderly. Once we talked about what he could expect, his concerns eased, and by the time he came home, his fears were gone. In fact, he couldn’t wait to visit his “new friends” again.

“They’re just like us, Mom,” he said. “They like music and get lonely when their family doesn’t visit, too. A bunch of kids want to go back. Can you take us?” The experience stretched my son and his friends to see his new, older friends in terms of “us” and no longer “them.”

Exposing children to differences and providing collaborative opportunities to learn about others is one more path to cultivating empathy and increasing the Empathy Advantage. It’s also another way to produce a generation of children who care deeply about others and want to make a difference in their world.
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PART THREE

LIVING EMPATHY

Sow a thought and you reap an act; sow an act and you reap a habit; sow a habit and you reap a character; sow a character and you reap a destiny.

—Charles Reade
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CHAPTER 8

Empathetic Children Stick Their Necks Out



Promoting Moral Courage

Bullying is a widespread concern, and parents everywhere want solutions. Fifty states have established anti-bullying policies, and hundreds of anti-bullying curriculums are rolling off the presses for use in classrooms for all ages. But in our quest to stop peer cruelty, we may be overlooking the most effective anti-bullying strategy: mobilizing the empathy of bystanders to care for each other. Bullying is reduced dramatically when kids who witness peer cruelty stand up for the victim, and this is the next stage of empathy. In part 1, we learned how to help our kids develop empathy. In part 2, we learned how to help them practice it. But part 3 contains the most important habits of all: how to help our children live with empathy every day of their lives.

  •  •  •  

Dateline was familiar with my work, and the producers there asked me to help film an episode about bystanders. NBC News television journalist and anchor Kate Snow was the on-air correspondent, and I was the parenting expert. And so began an elaborate ruse: child actors were hired to play the bully, victim, or henchman; producers sent out a bogus casting call for a “tween reality show”; and dozens of middle school–aged kids showed up for what they believed was their chance for fame (parents were told the real context only after arriving with their kids).

Each mini-bullying experiment was composed of six kids: three actors portraying three roles—a bully, a victim, and a henchman—and three unsuspecting young tweens who waited in a room (with no adults) for their “audition.” Then on cue, hidden cameras rolled and the young actors played their roles for a few minutes: the “bully” tormenting the “victim,” the “henchman” supporting the “bully,” and the “victim” acting increasingly distressed. Each parent (watching via monitors from another room) was confident that their child would help, but most were wrong. We taped all day, and not one child intervened.

Then the final group of “auditioners” walked in, and one father shared his concerns. “I always tell Lucy that I expect her to help others,” he told me. “I hope Lucy steps in; it’s big in our family.”

The dad’s words are a prime reason why some kids are morally courageous: their parents expect social responsibility, and this was the first parent who voiced moral expectations for his child. Most told me that their child would not step in because “winning the audition” was more important. That message said volumes.

Then the cameras rolled and the actors assumed their parts, but this time something was different: one child clearly did not approve of “the bully’s” antics from the get-go. She was also far more tuned in to “the victim” than other kids had been: her “emotional radar” was fully extended. As the taunting intensified—as the actor was instructed—she moved closer to ensure that the boy was okay and tried to get the others to intervene. Realizing their passivity, she stepped between the two actors as a diversion. And when “the victim” seemed distressed, she went to code red. Within three minutes, this girl had had enough: the boy’s pain was now her pain. She told “the bully” in no uncertain terms to “stop,” that his behavior was “not cool,” and then she comforted “the victim.” All the while she was calm, courageous, and just plain glorious. And that bold and humane child was Lucy.

Well, her dad was ecstatic and could no longer contain himself: “She stepped in!” he exclaimed. “Oh, how I love that kid! She stepped in!” Hearing a dad’s pride about his child’s humanity is far too rare.

Producers in the control room cheered, cameramen brushed away tears, and the rest of us stood in awe: we’d witnessed a morally courageous child. And when Kate Snow finally explained to the kids that the bullying was all a hoax, Lucy broke down and cried.

“Oh, I’m so glad this was fake!” she sobbed. “I felt so bad for him. I couldn’t stand to see him hurting.”

Every adult knew we’d witnessed something magical, but they also wondered why this child intervened when no other did.

“Empathy,” I told them. “You saw the power of empathy.”

Lucy’s empathy compelled her to help, but moral courage pushed her to act. It was impossible for this girl to not speak out: she felt that boy’s pain.

LEARNING TO EXERCISE MORAL COURAGE

Moral courage is a special inner strength that motivates children to act on their empathic urges and help others despite the consequences. It’s not always easy: sometimes there are risks, and it may not rate as “cool” to other kids, but these children stick their necks out and stand up for justice and compassion. It’s all because moral courage pushes kids from just feeling someone’s pain to helping, comforting, and speaking out for those in need. These children are Upstanders—the empathic elite—and they stand up for others because they know deep down it’s the right and caring thing to do.

And why would we want our child to be morally courageous? Oh, let me count the ways. A bold child is more likely to withstand negative peer pressure, say no to temptations that counter your family’s values, and fight the good fight. But moral courage also plays a surprising role in predicting success and happiness and giving kids the Empathy Advantage. This essential habit boosts kids’ resilience, confidence, and willpower as well as their learning, performance, and school engagement.1 It also stretches children’s risk-taking muscles and their creativity (which has taken a disturbing dip in American kids; the correlation to lifetime creative accomplishment is more than three times stronger for childhood creativity than childhood IQ).2 These kids might be the ones to improve the human condition.

This chapter teaches habits of moral courage that children will need especially in our complex and uncertain world. In a culture hyped with greed, selfishness, and fallen integrity, it behooves us to raise our children to have personal valor. Morally courageous children are the true UnSelfies: quiet, unsung heroes who don’t expect accolades and trophies, but who act on their concern for others out of moral beliefs. And, oh, how the world needs them.

WHY ARE KIDS BYSTANDERS RATHER THAN UPSTANDERS?

Fresh insight about the roles witnesses play in bullying has generated a major educational shift in how to stop it. When bystanders step in on behalf of bullied peers, bullying stops more than 57 percent of the time and within 10 seconds,3 yet in most cases only 19 percent of bystanders get involved.4

Why don’t they help? To find out, I asked the best source: kids. I’ve interviewed more than five hundred children in remarkably different areas of the globe including Armenia, Nicaragua, Taiwan, Mexico, Rwanda, Canada, Colombia, Germany, Italy, on our overseas US Army bases, and across the United States. Bullying concerns children everywhere, and the reasons they don’t intervene are similar regardless of region, culture, or demographics. It’s time we listen to kids.

Powerlessness. “I didn’t know how to make it stop.” Most kids tell me they would step in, “but nobody tells us what to do.” A feeling of powerlessness or lack of training restrains kids’ courage, but can be overridden if they learn how to respond. Kids witness 85 percent of bullying incidents, usually when adults aren’t present. We must teach them how.

The Upstander Solution: The Empathy Builder section on pages 181–82 provides seven Upstander skills so kids know how to intervene safely. Offer your child a range of options depending on the situation and practice those your child feels most comfortable with using until they become habits.

Vague expectations. “I wasn’t sure if I should help.” Kids don’t want to make things worse, be embarrassed, or get themselves (or others) in trouble. But if they are clear about expectations, know that adults will support them, and understand what bullying is, they are more likely to help.

The Upstander Solution: Review the school bullying policy, so your child understands the staff’s and your expectations. Teach the definition of bullying using the acronym CAP:

• C = Bullying is repeated cruel behavior.

• A = Bullying is never accidental: the child who is bullying is intentionally causing another kid verbal, emotional, and/or physical pain.

• P = Bullying is a power imbalance: the target cannot hold their own and needs help.

Peer pressure. “I don’t want to be a snitch and lose my friends.” Friends play a big part in our children’s lives, and losing social status is a huge kid concern.

The Upstander Solution: Kids are more apt to report bullying anonymously and if adults take them seriously. Find out if your child’s school has a confidential phone hotline, website, or report boxes, and review them with your child. Several activities in this chapter help kids recognize that the vast majority of peers are against bullying. Enlist those ideas to help your child and his friends switch peer norms so it’s “cool to be kind.”

The diffusion of responsibility. “Somebody else will help.” Bystanders are less likely and slower to intervene if others are present because they assume that someone else will step in, so no one does.

The Upstander Solution: The new wave of bullying prevention teaches kids how easy it is to succumb to bystanding. A set of studies found that students attending social psychology lectures about the bystander effect were less susceptible to those influences.5 Discuss the diffusion of responsibility and situational awareness skills in age-appropriate terms with your child. (See “Teach S.O.S. Safety Smarts” on pages 187–88.) Watch documentaries about the bystander effect like Philip Zimbardo’s famous The Stanford Prison Experiment, and review the Good Samaritan study (described on pages 176 and 177) with your teen. Zimbardo now advocates that we teach children situational awareness skills to prepare them for social pressures so they are more likely to step in.

Empathy overarousal. “I felt too bad to help.” There’s no doubt that bullying can cause severe emotional harm to the bullied, but witnesses also suffer severe psychological and physiological stress.6 Lucy on the Dateline segment became visibly distraught, believing that the victim was hurting, and her reaction is typical with highly empathetic kids. Not to help a victim can cause guilt (“I should have helped”); fear (“I could be next”); and empathic overarousal (“It felt like I was bullied”). It’s why adults must be educated about bullying and another reason children must learn self-regulation strategies (discussed in chapter 5) so they can cope, keep their empathy channels open, and fill in the empathy gap so they act on their empathic urges.

The Upstander Solution: Review “How to Help Kids Stay in Control and Find Moral Courage in Crucial Moments,” on page 182, which teaches four crucial skills to help kids reduce fear, guilt, and compassion fatigue. Stress: “If you don’t feel comfortable helping on the spot, you can help later.” (See also “Use Your HEART” on page 186 for more strategies in the Age-by-Age Strategies section starting on page 184.)

Weak adult support. “My mom didn’t believe me.” Many kids admitted they didn’t tell an adult about a bullying incident “because she didn’t believe me.” Some said the adult downplayed the severity: “The teacher said it wasn’t a big deal.” Others worried that it might make things worse and that they’d be targeted next. Fear of retaliation is a huge concern.

The Upstander Solution: Helping children find courage to help in a risky situation is possible only if they trust adults. That is why it’s crucial for adults to understand the devastating impact bullying has on children. Listen and believe your children so they will come to you and remind them that you will support them.

Bullying hurts children everywhere. Children in every spot of the globe are concerned about peer cruelty. Colombian kids: “Do other kids in the world hurt like us?” Texas tweens: “Ask teachers to watch the halls so we feel safer.” British teens: “There’s so much bullying that we can’t think.” California children: “No one listens to us, and we’re hurting. Thanks for listening.”

The first step to building courage is to listen, support, and believe our children so they know that we care. Listen!

WHAT SCIENCE SAYS: WHY DO SOME INTERVENE WHILE OTHERS DON’T?

“Why do some care so much that they take the risk to help, while others walk on?” The question has kept me up nights. I’ve seen firsthand how a lack of empathy is a catalyst to humanity’s darker side. I studied genocide in Rwanda, and visited death camps in Auschwitz and Dachau. I stood on Blind Street (yes, a real street) in Cape Town, where whites turned their blind eyes to their black neighbors during apartheid. Some do walk away.

I’ve experienced the antithesis of empathy and know what’s at stake for our children’s future if empathy and moral courage wither and the empathy gap widens. But now science is discovering what frees and shackles the traits of humanity, and those findings are crucial as we parent our next generation.

Why Don’t We Help?

Psychology professors John Darley and Bibb Latané decided to study this very question, and they conducted a series of well-known social psychology experiments. They set up faux emergencies in subways, hotel rooms, street corners, and in laboratories with dozens of unaware participants, and then watched how long it took them to help (if they did). Sometimes the subject was alone with the “confederate” who feigned the need for help; sometimes the subject was in the presence of others.

In one experiment, smoke entered a room as unsuspecting subjects filled out questionnaires. In another, a confederate appeared to have a life-threatening seizure and pleaded for assistance. Or they thought they heard a “lady in distress” moaning about her hurt leg (actually a tape recording that simulated a fall and moan). So who helps?

The Bystander Effect

Darley and Latané discovered that empathy is tethered to situations. One is called the “diffusion of responsibility”: the more witnesses involved in an “emergency,” the less people feel responsible to intervene and the slower they help.7 We don’t step in because we figure someone else will. The social dynamic changes if the victim is a friend, and then 95 percent of us intervene within the first three minutes. Even briefly meeting “the victim” prior to an emergency increases the speed of our stepping in.

Bystanders may also misinterpret what is happening or incorrectly assume that others accept what is happening (a phenomenon called “pluralistic ignorance”). Or they deny the seriousness of the situation, misread the victim’s concerns, or fear they could make things worse by responding. But even those who didn’t intervene showed genuine concern and were often nervous and trembling. Their empathy for the victim’s suffering was often aroused, but they didn’t help because they didn’t know what to do (a major reason for the empathy gap).

Darley also did another experiment with psychologist Daniel Batson. This time seminary students were recruited and asked to walk to a chapel and give a talk about the parable of the Good Samaritan. On the way, they encountered a man slumped and moaning for help (as instructed by Darley and Batson). Whether or not the seminarians responded depended largely if they were late to the talk—even if they were to deliver a speech about altruism!8 About two-thirds of the students who thought they had plenty of time stopped to help, but only 10 percent of the students who thought they were late did so.

Kids also tell me they sometimes don’t help because “we don’t want to get in trouble for being late.” So be clear that helping someone is always more important than getting a late slip, and that you will back your child up if he is reprimanded for tardiness.

The Bystander Effect Also Impacts Kids

The bystander effect isn’t exclusive to adults: the latest science shows that it influences young children. Researchers from the Max Planck Institutes in Germany recruited 60 five-year-olds for an experiment. In one room were three children: two were part of the study and instructed what to do; the third child was the subject. The children thought they were going to color a picture. Then a woman experimenter “accidentally” spills water on her table, tries to stop it, and groans. “I need something to wipe it up,” she says, while glancing at paper towels placed conveniently nearby. The woman displays more distress, and if no child helped, she asks, “Could somebody hand me the paper towels there?”

How do you think your child would respond? Keep in mind, the experimenters ruled out shyness as a condition. The study found that five-year-olds are less likely to help when other children are available.9 The diffusion of responsibility affects young children also.

Why Some Children Are Bold

For decades, Ervin Staub, author of The Psychology of Good and Evil, has studied extensively why some hurt and others help. He now helps schools develop anti-bystander curriculums to encourage children to intervene against bullying. His research shows a disturbing downward spiral in children’s heroism, and this should be another wake-up call.

Staub’s experiment has a young woman playing with two children in a school and then telling them she’s leaving for a bit, exiting, and closing the door. The children then hear a loud crash followed by a child crying from what they assume is the playroom next door.

About half of the time, at least one of the five-year-olds runs next door to help and fully 90 percent of second graders go for help. But then children’s courage begins to slide. By fourth grade, 40 percent help, while just 30 percent of sixth graders respond to the child’s cries.10 To fight the “courage dip,” Staub is adamant that we must keep encouraging our kids to be socially responsible to help others and strengthen their inner hero from an earlier age.11 That advice also applies to decreasing the empathy gap so kids are more likely to act on their compassionate urges.

Staub also found that kindergarteners and first graders are more likely to respond to another’s distress when paired. Younger kids share their concerns with each other (“I’m scared. Are you?” “Do you think we should help?”), and that strategy helps them stay calmer and be more likely to help another. Teens are more apt to keep their fears to themselves and are less likely to intervene. So encourage your kids in troubling situations to “tell your worries to a friend.”

The Science Lessons

Though moral courage can be nurtured, some factors (like the diffusion of responsibility) may rein in our children’s “helping muscles.” John Darley, the psychologist who identified the bystander effect, shares the silver lining: “If given the proper tools and primed to respond positively to a crisis, most of us have the ability to transcend our identities as bystanders.”12 And that hopeful outlook also applies to our kids.

HOW TO CULTIVATE MORAL COURAGE IN CHILDREN

Kelly Lyons and her five-year-old son, Rocky, were driving home after visiting friends.13 Rocky was asleep as Kelly steered down a twisting two-lane Alabama country road when their pickup truck hit a pothole, flipped, and rolled down a twenty-foot ravine. Rocky was miraculously unhurt, but Kelly was seriously injured and pinned against the door.

Fearing the truck might explode, Kelly told her son to run for safety. He started up the hill as his mom told him but then stopped midtrack and scrambled back to help. His mom was losing consciousness, but somehow the kindergartener found strength to pull Kelly from the crushed vehicle and then helped her inch herself slowly up the steep slope. At times Kelly’s pain was so excruciating that she wanted to quit, but Rocky wouldn’t hear of it and never left her side.

To inspire his mom to not give up, Rocky reminded her “to think about the little train that climbed the steep mountain” from his favorite book, The Little Engine That Could. He kept repeating his own version of the story’s refrain: “You can do it, you can do it, YOU CAN DO IT!” and never stopped coaxing his mom as they crawled up that steep 45-degree slope.

When they finally reached the top, Rocky hailed a driver to take them to the hospital. The doctor said Kelly’s injuries were among the worst he’d ever seen, and he credited the young child’s can-do spirit for saving her life. Rocky’s courage made the national news, but the kindergartener insisted he didn’t do anything special. “I just did what anyone would have done.”14

Helping Kids Find Their Inner Hero

Not every child would respond to such a challenging situation with such courage and confidence, but science contends that Rocky’s heroics were nurtured by parenting. Here are five ways to stretch your child’s moral courage.

1. Expect social responsibility. Lucy’s father instilled in her that he expected her to care. Rocky’s dad told him: “Take care of Mama” whenever he wasn’t there.15 Kids are more likely to help if they believe that their parents and friends expect them to support those in need. A vast majority of Holocaust rescuers said that their parents expected them to care for others, and that sense of responsibility was imparted in their childhoods.16

2. Set an example. Let your child see you stand up for what you believe in and step out of your comfort zone to tackle a simple fear of heights and ride that cable car. Kids who watch their parents stick out their necks to help others are more likely to do the same.

3. Offer heroes. Kids need heroes to inspire their courage, so find one that appeals to your child. They can be found in real life, like Gandhi, Mother Teresa, Abraham Lincoln, and Nelson Mandela, or in fiction: Matilda, Huck Finn, Dorothy Gale, Harry Potter, The Little Engine That Could (Rocky’s hero), or Aunt Harriet and the nice kid next door.

4. Stop rescuing. Always solving your child’s problems strengthens her dependence on others for rescue. If you’re “overhelping,” start building your child’s confidence by putting him in the driver’s seat. He—not you—tells his coach he can’t make practice. He—without assistance—apologizes to his pal. She—not you—tells Grandma her worries about spending the night. Moral courage is possible only if kids believe in their capabilities and have opportunities to prove it to themselves.

5. Try small-scale courage. Facing any fear takes courage, so encourage your child’s efforts no matter the size. Instead of picking her daughter up, Krista Hoffmann helped her three-year-old find courage to cross a small bridge by empowering her. “Be brave, Clara,” Krista said. “You can do it.” Clara continued repeating to herself “Be brave, Clara!” and learned something when she crossed it: “I’m brave, Mommy! I’m brave!” Kids learn courage by doing and in small steps.

EMPATHY BUILDER: HOW TO STANDUP FOR OTHERS

Mobilizing children’s moral courage to be Upstanders may be our best hope to stop peer cruelty. Kid interventions cut bullying by more than half the time and within 10 seconds,17 but they must learn how to step in or get help. Here are seven Upstander strategies I’ve taught hundreds of kids over the years and were featured on the Dateline special “The Perils of Parenting” with Kate Snow. Focus on one at a time, until it becomes a habit and your child can use all seven strategies to STANDUP for others.

• S = Seek Support. Turn to another bystander and try to create an ally to help you by saying “That’s mean!” “He shouldn’t do that.” Or ask for support: “Are you with me?” “Come on, let’s help!”

• T = Tell a Trusted Adult. Break the snitch code by teaching the difference between “reporting” (stopping someone from being hurt) versus “tattling” (getting someone in trouble). “If someone could get hurt, find an adult or dial 911 to get help.”

• A = Assist the Victim. If others see you helping, they’re more likely to join you. You could stand closer to the victim. Ask: “Do you need help?” Empathize: “I know how you feel.” Offer assistance: “I’ll take you to the office.” “Let’s get out of here.” You could also support the victim after the incident. “What he did was mean.” “You didn’t deserve that.”

• N = Negate with a Positive View. Upstanders can stop rumors or counter degrading comments with a positive perspective. “My experience was . . .” “She was in my class and I saw . . .” “I was there and never heard that.” “I’ve known her awhile and know a different story.”

• D = Design a Detour. Upstanders can drain a bully’s power by reducing the audience, so try to get others to leave. “You coming?” “What are you all doing here?” “Let’s go!” If you can’t get others to exit, walk away. If you stay, you’re fueling the cruelty.

• U = Use a Distraction. A distraction can disperse a group, let the victim get away, and may get the bully to move on. A few Upstander distraction possibilities are: A question: “Don’t you know you’ll get suspended?” A diversion: “Why aren’t you at the volleyball game?” A false excuse: “A teacher is coming!” An interruption: “Did you watch the basketball game last night?”

• P = Pause and Rethink. An Upstander’s comment can make bystanders pause to consider consequences. Kids are also more likely to intervene if they know why it’s wrong. “Let’s just cool down.” “You’ll get suspended.” “He’ll get hurt.” “How would you feel if they said that about you?”

HOW TO HELP KIDS STAY IN CONTROL AND FIND MORAL COURAGE IN CRUCIAL MOMENTS

One of my most rewarding experiences was training mental health counselors on US Army installations to help our military kids cope during their parents’ deployments. While there, several commanders shared with me the new training for Navy SEALs, the most elite force in our services. The revised technique is designed by neuroscientists and changes the way SEALs’ brains react to fear so they stay in control in the midst of chaos.

The four strategies are so simple, and I realized they could be taught to kids and have since revamped my counselor trainings to include them. These tools will strengthen your child’s resilience, help him find moral courage in crucial moments, and keep empathy open since fear can shut it down. They also reduce the empathy gap so kids are more likely to act on their empathic urges and step in or speak out to help.

Skill 1: Positive Self-talk

SEALs are taught to tell themselves positive words to override the brain’s fear response, so help your child develop a phrase to stay calm and build moral courage. A few could be: “I’m calm and in control,” “I’ll be okay,” “I’m brave,” “I can do this,” or even Rocky Lyons’s “I think I can” that he used to save his mom’s life. Then make the phrase easy for your child to remember. Young kids could hang it on the wall or in a frame next to their bed. Teens might tape it to their mirror or upload it as a screen saver.

Skill 2: Mental Rehearsal

Mental rehearsal (or “visualization”) is reviewing an activity in your mind repeatedly so that when the real situation happens, your body has a less stressful response. Michael Phelps, the Olympian, mentally rehearsed every possible scenario in a swim race, so when water flooded his goggles at the Beijing Olympic Games, he didn’t panic. He had repeatedly visualized exactly how many hand movements he needed to reach the final wall, and won another gold medal. “I can visualize the worst race, the worst circumstances,” Phelps said. “That’s what I do to prepare myself for what might happen . . . You have to have a plan.”18

Help your child develop a plan to reduce a concern like getting on the wrong bus, and then help him review it frequently in his mind: “I wake up, eat breakfast, and walk to the bus stop, and take the bus number I wrote inside my shoe.”

Skill 3: Chunk It

In a stressful situation, emotions go into panic mode, so it’s hard to think. Navy SEALs are taught to set goals in extremely short chunks, so in stressful situations they think of just getting through the next step . . . then the next . . . to bring calmness to their chaos. But they must visualize something positive in the very near future.

Suppose your child worries he won’t make it through the baseball game. He sets a goal to get through the first inning, and when successful, he thinks of getting through the second . . . and third. If your son worries he won’t survive the first day of school, he visualizes just making it through recess, then lunch, then home.

Skill 4: Deep Breathing

The fastest way to reduce stress is deep breathing, because it gets oxygen to your brain and creates an instant relaxation response. So teach your child that the second he feels stressed to breathe in for two counts, hold for three counts, breathe out four counts, and then start again (call it 2-3-4 Breathing).19 For younger kids, name it Dragon Breathing: “Take a deep breath and blow out your worries so they go far away, like a dragon’s breath.” Watch the movie Pete’s Dragon with your child as you’re reviewing the strategy.

AGE-BY-AGE STRATEGIES

The path to moral courage often starts with empathy. And “feeling with another” is what inspired two boys to send a silent message of support to a bullied classmate, never realizing that their gesture would impact the world.

It was the first school day at Central Kings Rural High School in Nova Scotia when a ninth grader walked in wearing a pink polo shirt. He was bullied mercilessly by a group of twelfth-grade boys who called him “fag” and let him know in no uncertain terms that “he’d be sorry” if he ever wore pink again.

When twelfth graders Travis Price and David Shepherd heard what happened, they were outraged and wanted to do something. So they pooled their money and bought seventy-five pink women’s tank tops—every pink shirt they could find—at a discount store. Then they got on social media and encouraged their classmates to support this boy by wearing pink the next day. Their plan was not to confront the bullies directly but to let them know that other kids didn’t approve and were standing together in a “sea of pink.”

Travis shared his plan with his parents, who endorsed it but insisted that the school be notified. Travis made the call and was warned that if a fight broke out over the incident, he could be disciplined. And now came their moral courage dilemma.

“I knew what it felt like to be bullied, and what it’s like to not want to go to school. I wanted to show this kid that he was not alone,” Travis told me. “We had a choice, and our choice was to stand up for this kid regardless of the consequences.”20

Empathy and moral courage won, and Price and Shepherd’s “sea of pink” campaign began.

The boys had no idea how many of the 1,000 students would join them, but when the bullied thirteen-year-old walked into school the next day, hundreds of his classmates were wearing pink—many covered from head to toe. Nobody needed to say a thing; everyone knew that the flood of pink meant they were united in their support for him, and the bullying stopped.

But their pink campaign didn’t go unnoticed. The national news picked up the story, and it went viral. Kids around the world wanted to wear pink and stand up to peer cruelty as well. Pink shirts have become an international symbol against bullying, and once a year more than six million people in more than a dozen countries hold Pink Shirt Day and wear pink. And it started with the empathy and moral courage of two boys who wanted to help a troubled classmate.

Here are ways to help kids find moral courage and stand up for each other.

Symbols designate the recommended age and suitability for activity: L = Little Ones: Toddlers and Preschoolers; S = School-age; T = Tweens and Older; A = All Ages

• Make Courage Chains. St. Dominic’s Elementary School in Alberta teaches a monthly courage theme. Teachers read books (Courage, by Bernard Waber; Brave Irene, by William Steig; Wringer, by Jerry Spinelli), and kids learn courage affirmations: “I am willing to try new things.” “I listen to my heart.” “I have the courage to do the right thing.” Students also are encouraged to do daily courageous deeds like introducing themselves to someone new, inviting a new classmate to play, or standing up for another. Successes are listed on paper strips stapled together to form courage chains. I saw chains wrapping hallways, and many students proudly shared their deeds. Help your kids understand the meaning of courage and find their inner hero. L, S

• Use your HEART. “Empathy overarousal” is a challenge for many children who become distressed watching others treated unfairly and expands the empathy gap. If they don’t help, they can suffer from guilt or shut down their empathy as a way to cope or dim their own pain. So teach: “It’s never too late to show a friend you care” with ways to comfort someone at the scene . . . or later. A

▷ H = Help. Run for first aid. Call others to help. Pick up what’s broken.

▷ E = Empathize. “He did that to me and I was scared.” “I know how you feel.”

▷ A = Assist. “Do you need help?” “I’ll find a teacher.” “I’ll walk you to the office.”

▷ R = Reassure. “It happens to other kids.” “I’m still your friend.” “Teachers will help.”

▷ T = Tell how you feel. “You didn’t deserve that.” “I’m so sorry.” “I know it’s not true.”

• Dispel the “Superman Myth.” Many kids assume they need to look like the Incredible Hulk to be courageous. Dispel that myth by sharing stories of people who changed the world with their quiet, nonphysical courageous acts. A

▷ Pee Wee Reese: Jackie Robinson, the first black Major League Baseball player, was heckled because of his skin color. At one game, Pee Wee Reese, his white teammate, walked over, put his arm around Robinson, and stopped the jeering crowd with his quiet gesture of courage and compassion. “He didn’t say a word,” Robinson said, “but he looked over at the chaps who were yelling at me and just stared.”21 Read your child Peter Golenbock’s Teammates about that stirring moment that changed baseball history.

▷ Mahatma Gandhi: The leader of nonviolent civil disobedience was painfully shy as a boy and “could not bear to talk to anybody,” so he ran home after school every day.22

▷ Rosa Parks: The African American civil rights activist who refused to give up her seat to white passengers was described as “soft-spoken . . . timid and shy.”23

▷ Captain Chesley Sullenberger: The pilot who landed the crippled US Airways plane deemed himself shy and more comfortable in a cockpit than with people.24

• Teach S.O.S. Safety Smarts. Philip Zimbardo, author of The Lucifer Effect, believes that courageous individuals can pick up on cues that suggest someone might be in trouble—or headed that way. And those habits are trainable. Zimbardo now offers a “heroes” curriculum to help children learn situational awareness and boost their courage in tough times. Here are three Safety Smarts skills to help kids avert danger and decide if it’s safer to step in or wiser to get help. S, T

▷ 	S = Safety first. “Could someone get hurt? Do I need an adult?” If the risk is too great or if someone could hurt, get help! It’s always better to be safe than sorry.

▷ 	O = Assess Options. “Do I have the skills, options, and resources to handle this?” Think things through and choose what’s best for you and the situation.

▷ 	S = Use your Sense detector. “What does my gut tell me?” Go with what you feel deep down is right and what your first instincts tell you. Your gut is usually right.

• Start a book club. A Washington middle school principal, worried about the school’s mean-girl scene, started a book club. The principal and the upper-grade girls met once a week to read Rachel Simmons’s Odd Girl Out and then held conversations like: “How do you feel about bullying?” “Have you experienced it?” “What do you hope your friend does if you were bullied?” Those chats changed the norms as the girls realized their peers were against bullying and wanted their friends to defend them. Why not start a book club with your child’s friends and parents? A

• Hold movie nights. Two Miami moms worried that “cruel” was the new “cool” at the middle school, so they initiated parent-kid movie nights. One Saturday a month, the parents and kids watched films including Mean Girls, Billy Elliot, Bully, and Cyberbully, and then discussed how kids can stick up for each other. Those talks helped switch the social scene so kids now think it’s cool to be kind. A

• Read about Upstanders! Here are a few favorites about kids who stick their necks out for others. Younger kids: Hooway for Wodney Wat, by Helen Lester; Nobody Knew What to Do, by Becky Ray McCain; The Juice Box Bully, by Maria Dismondy and Bob Sornson. Older kids: The Bully Blockers Club, by Teresa Bateman; Say Something, by Peggy Moss; Number the Stars, by Lois Lowry. Teens: Bystander, by James Preller; The Forgotten Hero of My Lai: The Hugh Thompson Story, by Trent Angers; Stand Up for Yourself and Your Friends, by Patti Kelley Criswell. A

• Start family courage rituals. A father of three learning-disabled children knew his sons would face difficulties and wanted to help them find courage. So he read them Knots on a Counting Rope, by Bill Martin Jr., about a young blind boy who faces enormous obstacles (his “dark mountains”) but finds strength not to let them get in his way. Then he gave each son a small rope. “There will be trying times, but courage will help you not give up,” he said. “Every time you cross a dark mountain, tie a knot as your knot of courage.” He taught his sons to be brave “one step at a time” and helped them handle life. Start a family courage ritual to empower your children to face setbacks. A

THE TOP FIVE THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT CULTIVATING MORAL COURAGE

1. Kids discover their inner hero from the right parenting style, experiences, and training.

2. Modeling, encouraging, expecting, and acknowledging a child’s moral courage helps instill it.

3. Upstanders are kids who unselfishly help others without expecting anything in return.

4. A child’s temperament and physical strength don’t determine moral courage: almost every child can be taught how to stand up and speak up to help others.

5. The seeds of moral courage must be nurtured in every developmental stage.

ONE LAST THING

A favorite movie about courage is We Bought a Zoo. One scene is especially powerful: the teen son admits to his dad that he is crazy about a girl, but unless he musters the courage to tell her that, their relationship is over. His dad’s advice is priceless: “You know, sometimes all you need is twenty seconds of insane courage—just literally twenty seconds of just embarrassing bravery, and I promise you that something great will come of it.”25

The truth is sometimes kids just need gentle nudges to step out of their comfort zones and discover their inner strength. Our job is to help our children find their “twenty seconds of safe courage” so they can do the right thing when their empathy and moral identities urge them to step in and help. And moral courage can be trained, and the empathy gap can be reduced.
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CHAPTER 9

Empathetic Children Want to Make a Difference



Growing Changemakers and Altruistic Leaders

It was a cold December night and eleven-year-old Trevor Ferrell was watching a television report about Philadelphia’s street people struggling to survive. He lived in a five-bedroom home in the suburbs and couldn’t believe people were sleeping in the streets. He was taught in school that poverty occurred only in countries like India but not America, so he begged his parents to drive him downtown so he could see for himself.

Janet and Frank Ferrell realized that if they wanted their kids to care, not going would send the wrong message. So Trevor grabbed his special pillow and a yellow blanket, and they drove twelve miles to downtown Philadelphia. The boy spotted a homeless man crumpled on the sidewalk and couldn’t believe he was lying on a grating. He got out of the car with his dad close behind and knelt down.

“Sir, here’s a blanket for you,” Trevor said and handed it to the man along with his pillow.

The man stared in disbelief, and then his face lit up with one of the biggest smiles Trevor had ever seen, and he said, “Thank you.”

“When we were driving away, I looked back, and he looked more comfortable,” Trevor recalled. “It gave me a good feeling inside. I felt like I had accomplished something.”1

The sixth grader had experienced an empathetic breakthrough: a rare, spontaneous “elevating” event when for a brief moment “two hearts connect” and feel with each other. Science says it is a key factor in reducing the empathy gap, activating empathy and increasing the likelihood of acting with compassion and courage. The following day Trevor pleaded with his parents to let him return. And he delivered two more blankets and discovered that many more people needed food and comfort. Trevor didn’t know anyone’s name, so he decided to create nicknames for those he met to create a more personal connection. Empathy!

And the very next night Trevor and his dad once again drove back to give his mom’s old coat, every extra blanket in the house, and dozens of homemade peanut-butter sandwiches to anyone in need.

“People aren’t always what they seem to be,” he later said. “They might look mean to you, but when you go over to them, they’re good, they’re nice.”2

While other sixth graders were doing their homework or watching television, Trevor’s life was changing dramatically, as were his perspectives about homeless people: they may live and look differently, but they have the same feelings and needs as he did.

The trips continued, and Trevor began posting flyers around town asking for more blankets and warm clothes. Donations slowly poured in, and volunteers stepped up to help. And the young boy could not stop his campaign. He was seeing that he was making a difference. “I’m going to keep doing this as long as I can,” he said. “It’s real easy to do. Anybody can do it.”3 Trevor was becoming a Changemaker: someone who recognizes a social problem and is committed to create a solution. And—as do many Changemakers—he began to inspire others to lend a hand.

Two years later, the thirteen-year-old was spearheading a 250-person operation that brought food and blankets to the homeless. President Ronald Reagan introduced him to millions during his State of the Union address and described Trevor and those like him as “heroes of our hearts . . . the living spirit of brotherly love.”4

Trevor’s Campaign has served more than three million meals to Philadelphia’s homeless.5 And it all started when the eleven-year-old just happened to hear about a concept beyond his imagination: people were hungry, cold, and sleeping on streets, and he had to do something to help.

LEARNING TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE

The instant that Trevor gave his pillow and saw the look of gratitude on the man’s face was the “transformational moment” that would alter this child’s life: two strangers emotionally in sync. Empathy generally lies at the core of such moments and is often activated by a deep personal connection. Such experiences are never planned and are usually brief, but they deeply stir the heart. Whether a gentle whip or a seismic jolt, the event forces the child to see things in a new perspective. I call it an “empathetic breakthrough”: the heart opens with fresh understanding about a person (or group) that was once “the other” and “Me” turns to “We”: “He (she, they) may be homeless (destitute, a different race, religion, culture, gender, age, ability), but he (she, they) needs comfort and support just like me.”

That new awareness is what helps kids recognize that someone is hurting, needs comfort, or is treated unjustly. The awareness that “something is not right” is what motivates their empathy to make things right, to push boundaries, fight challenges, and not waver until the wrong is righted. These children become Changemakers and are the people who will make the world better. They usually have an unexpected experience that stirs their heart and a caring adult to help support their caring commitment, but their quest to make a difference all started with empathy.

Changemakers are kids who don’t stand back when they see a problem, but instead step in to make a difference. Here are a few altruistic kids who are making the world a better place:

Dylan Siegel, age six, knew he had to help when his best friend, Jonah Pournazarian, was diagnosed with an incurable liver disorder, and so he wrote Chocolate Bar. His book has raised more than $1 million that has resulted in new gene-therapy treatments.6

When nine-year-old Rachel Wheeler learned that Haitian kids eat mud cookies and live in cardboard houses because they’re so poor, she vowed to make a difference. “You can’t just sit around and think about doing it,” Rachel said. “You got to actually get out there and do it.” And she did by running bake sales, selling homemade potholders, and asking for donations. In just three years, her fund-raising efforts surpassed $250,000, enough to erect twenty-seven concrete two-room homes in a neighborhood in Haiti now dubbed Rachel’s Village.7

When Yash Gupta broke his glasses and couldn’t see, he started thinking about the millions of kids who can’t afford corrective eyewear. So the fourteen-year-old created Sight Learning and began collecting used eyeglasses from optometrists. He has donated more than 9,500 pairs to kids in Haiti, Honduras, India, and Mexico. “Kids are passionate and can make a difference,” Yash says. “It’s just a matter of finding out what you care about and focusing on that.”8

Altruistic children are the ultimate UnSelfies: they feel another’s pain or recognize a social problem and are driven to find solutions to help. And they do so not for accolades, trophies, rewards, or to “look good” on college applications, but because they are driven by the passion of their hearts. Such is the power of empathy!

There are proven physical and mental health benefits to stretching children’s “helping muscles.” Giving—not receiving—is what makes kids happier, healthier, less stressed,9 and feel better about themselves.10 A fifty-year study of 10,000 Wisconsin teens found that those who volunteered regularly and cited altruism “as important” lived longer.11 University of British Columbia researchers discovered that toddlers just shy of their second birthdays are happier giving treats to other toddlers than receiving them.12 But there’s another plus to instilling a helping habit: it increases the odds that kids will use their empathy muscles in unjust situations and make a difference, bridging the empathy gap.

Every child has the potential to become such a Changemaker if we provide the right experiences and proven parenting strategies. This final chapter is about how we can parent a generation of caring kids to become altruistic leaders who will build a more empathetic world. We can equip them with the skills that prepare them to make a difference, in large ways and small, because deep in their hearts they know it’s the right thing to do. They are our best hope for a humane world, and it all starts with empathy.

WHAT’S SO HARD ABOUT HELPING KIDS BECOME CHANGEMAKERS?

Our children are wired for goodness, but culture and parenting can help or hinder their potential to become empathetic leaders and Changemakers. Here are three obstacles that can limit a child’s empathic gifts and altruistic leadership potential.

Fame-Driven “Heroes”

Today’s kids admire celebrities and fame, and those values can jeopardize their empathetic potential. After all, most celebrities are all about flaunting their status, their fame, and their brand, and that “Me” not “We” emphasis can increase children’s self-centeredness and decrease their concern for others.

The “I just want to be famous” kid trend was first noticed in a 2007 UCLA study. In every previous year, a “to be famous” aspiration ranked near the bottom of a sixteen-item value list. During the same period, youth narcissism continued to increase, while empathy spiraled downward.13

Just two decades ago, kids said they hoped to spend their careers in a helping profession such as teacher, firefighter, or doctor.14 A preteen’s top three occupational choices today are “sports star, pop star, or actor.”15 It’s probably no coincidence that “fame” is also the top value communicated to tweens on popular TV.16 The wrong examples can distort our kids’ worldview as to what values matter, and “fame” appears as their clear winner over “compassion, integrity, and character.” In fact, 60 percent of college students even admit that a celebrity influenced their beliefs, attitudes, and personal values.17

Philip Zimbardo, founder of the Heroic Imagination Project, describes this parenting challenge: “One of the problems with our culture is that we’ve replaced heroes with celebrities. We worship people who haven’t done anything. It’s time to get back to focusing on what matters, because we need real heroes more than ever.”18 And for our kids to become Changemakers, they need examples of selfless, compassionate leaders to emulate.

A Materialistic World

While our kids want to be famous, they are also growing up in a me-absorbed society that values possessions, appearance, and consumption over compassion, charity, and generosity. The overarching emphasis is all about how I look, the brands I tout, the possessions I own, and those materialistic values do affect children. Eighty-one percent of young adults now name “getting rich” as their generation’s most or second-most important life goal,”19 and that points to yet another challenge for nurturing empathy.

Of course, we don’t want our kids to be poor, but science finds there is a surprising advantage to growing up in a less materialistic environment. Research shows that the more money we have, the less we care about others’ feelings and the more self-focused we become.20 Wealth actually decreases our feelings of compassion for others. In fact, people of lower economic status are more helpful and generous than individuals of higher economic status.21 And why? When you’re part of an environment where you’re vulnerable, “you solve problems by turning to others.”22 The more money or possessions we have, the less need we have for others, and we rely on ourselves.

Paying attention to others strengthens our empathy muscles and social connections. In a materialistic world, kids often turn their focus from people’s feelings and needs to what others own, wear, and look like. So those inside character-building qualities like gratitude, charity, and compassion take a lower rung on the ladder of life priorities.

But do all those possessions that we give our kids really make them happier? “No!” is the unanimous answer from science. Unhappy kids are found to be more materialistic than kids who are happy and content with their lives.23 And a preoccupation with possessions is associated with decreased happiness as well as increased anxiety.24 Giving to others actually makes our children happier than spending on themselves, and increases the likelihood that they’ll give again and again.25 So the next time your kids are begging for something, I suggest putting your wallet away and encouraging them to do a good deed for another. While the ploy probably won’t work the first few times, with consistency your children will get the message that “Who you are is more important than what you own.”

An “Overhelping” Parenting Style

Nationwide surveys of our college-age set show troubling trends for those raised by Tiger Parents. While their teen cubs bear exemplary résumés and grades, far too many college students suffer from weak inner strength that threatens their mental health, confidence, and empathic capabilities.

• College freshmen with helicopter parents are less open to new ideas and actions, and more anxious and dependent than “students who were given responsibility and not constantly monitored by their parents.”26

• Intrusive parenting is linked to problematic development because “it limits opportunities for kids to practice and develop important skills needed for becoming self-reliant adults.”27

• Students with “hovering” or “helicopter” parents score lower on measures of psychological well-being and are more likely to be medicated for anxiety or depression.28 (And 95 percent of college counseling center directors surveyed said the number of students with significant psychological problems is a growing campus concern.29)

Always “ing-ing” for kids (solving, doing, rescuing) makes it tough for them to learn crucial skills like coping, decision making, problem solving, and empathizing that are crucial for changemaking. All that “doing” also sends a disturbing message to our kids: “I’ll help because you can’t do it alone.” Instead of boosting confidence, our micromanaging lowers our children’s self-esteem and reduces their moral courage to step in or speak up to help. It’s also why overprotective parenting can be disastrous at producing empathetic leaders.

Shielding kids also reduces their opportunities to practice handling stress and adversity. The truth is that empathizing isn’t always easy—it’s distressing to feel another’s pain and suffering. Lacking confidence and coping skills can make kids turn down their empathic feelings instead of comforting one another. It’s why we must start stepping back so our kids can begin marching forward to make their mark in the world.

What Will It Take for Parents to Counter a Toxic Culture?

Despite a materialistic, fame-driven, “helicoptering” culture, we can nurture empathetic leaders, but that must start by raising our children from the inside out. An empathetic kid is one who recognizes “Who I am is more important than what I look like or own. I care about others.” Those beliefs are the makings of future Changemakers, and odds are that their parents intentionally instilled a “You” not “Me” message in their childhoods.

WHAT SCIENCE SAYS: HOW TO RAISE A CHANGEMAKER

For years, the predominant view has been that babies’ mental capabilities are nothing more than “little blank slates.” But the dawn of baby science revealed that a whole lot more is going on inside than we ever dreamed possible. Some of the most fascinating studies are taking place at the Infant Cognition Center at Yale University under the direction of Karen Wynn,30 who designed special puppet shows just for wee ones’ nanosecond attention spans. Results turned our notions about infants’ capabilities upside down: they clearly prefer kindhearted “good guys.”

In the first puppet show, a baby watched a red wooden character with large glued-on eyes attempt to climb a steep hill two times and then fail. (Imagine the theme of The Little Engine That Could presented in eighteen seconds using three geometric, colored blocks instead of train engines.) On the third attempt, the “climber” is either aided by a “helper” pushing the engine from behind or a “hinderer” pushing it down.31 (The “helper” or “hinderer” is either a yellow triangle or blue square.) Then a tray with the wooden-block characters representing the helper and hinderer are presented to the baby, and almost every six- and ten-month-old infant reaches for the “helper.” The verdict is clear: babies like the good guys!

In another experiment, babies watch three furry puppets appear onstage, and then the puppet show begins. One of the furry creatures struggles to open a box, and the “nice” puppet comes to the rescue and helps him open it.

Then the scene repeats itself, but this time a different puppet pops in and slams the box shut. So do babies prefer the kinder puppet or the meaner puppet? To find out, an assistant offers the baby the “naughty” and the “nice” puppets. Once again, over three-quarters of the infants don’t hesitate: they choose the kinder helper and show an aversion to the bad guy. Their choices are based on how one puppet treats the other!32 Though not yet crawling, talking, or walking—and still in diapers—babies show a clear preference for Good Samaritans.

By their second birthday, toddlers try to make others feel better and even exert kindheartedness to help strangers complete a difficult task. Researchers Felix Warneken and Michael Tomasello developed clever experiments in which an adult acts as if he needs help, and then watched how eighteen-month-olds respond.33 (For instance, the adult tries to hang towels on a clothesline, “accidentally” drops a clothespin, and then pretends to have trouble reaching it.) Toddlers helped if the experimenter’s facial and body gestures looked as though he needed assistance.34 What’s more, even fourteen-month-olds crawled over to pick up the object—even when the researchers made no explicit request for help. The children simply saw that the experimenter needed help and wanted to lend a hand.

Where Did the Good Samaritan Go?

Toddlers comfort, help, and act kindly at surprisingly early ages. They clearly prefer Good Samaritans and do so without expecting a reward or even a high five from Mom or Dad! But by five years of age, our kids’ caring nature is already slipping: one report shows that 20 percent of kindergarteners are now engaging in mean-spirited, bullying-like behaviors.

Tween and teens aren’t even placing “helping others” on the tops of their priority lists. A Harvard survey of thousands of teens by Making Caring Common found that a large majority “ranked personal success—achievement and happiness—over concern for others.”35 Those findings are dismal if our hope is to raise empathetic, just leaders.

So what happened in a brief three-year span to cause one in five young children to begin losing their partiality toward “nice guys”? Science shows that though our children have a Good Samaritan instinct, their helping muscles must be exercised continually or they’ll lose their power. We just might be taking our children’s “natural-born helping” trait for granted, and that is a loss for developing kids who care.

HOW TO CULTIVATE A CHANGEMAKING MIND-SET IN CHILDREN

Here’s a quiz: Does your child believe that empathy is something you’re born with or a skill that can be developed? What about you? The answer has a surprising impact on whether children become Changemakers, because their empathetic mind-set is a big factor in determining whether they switch on the dimmer switch on their empathy and whether they step in or out to help. Alfie Kohn, author of The Brighter Side of Human Nature, explains: “Encouragement to think of oneself as a generous person—an appeal not to self-interest but to genuine altruism—seems to be the most reliable way to promote helping and caring over the long haul and in different situations.”36

A study by psychologists Carol Dweck, Karina Schumann, and Jamil Zaki found that people who believe that empathy can be developed extend more effort to understand and share the feelings of another than those who think that empathy is a fixed trait that can’t be improved.37 They also found that when people learn that empathy can be enhanced, they are more likely to empathize with those whose races differ from their own.

We tend to empathize with those “like us.” Changing the way your kid thinks about empathy so he believes the core trait of humanity can be improved will help him feel with others “not like me.” That finding has potential for reducing bullying, racial dissension, and hatred as well as shaping children into compassionate, altruistic leaders who make their mark in the world.

Step 1: Teach the growth mind-set model. Tell your child: “Empathy can be increased with practice just like your muscles increase with exercise. Learning to be kind is like learning to play cello, baseball, or chess: the more you practice, the better you’ll be at understanding another’s thoughts and feelings.”

Step 2: Emphasize effort. Emphasize the process (“You are really making an effort to help others. Look how happy your kindness made Grandma feel”), not the end product (“You delivered fifty blankets today!”). The subtle switch stresses that empathy can be expanded. Stress how your child’s effort is expanding her empathic skills: “Your ability to read people’s emotions is improving, so keep working at it.” “Practicing deep breathing is helping you stay in control.”

Step 3: Encourage practice. “Children who view themselves as altruistic are likely to assist in the future,” says Nancy Eisenberg, a leading empathy authority, “because people generally want to behave in ways that are consistent with their self-image.”38 So provide ways for your kids to see themselves as altruistic.

• Keep a box handy so they can donate their gently used toys to a shelter.

• Encourage giving a portion of their allowance or tooth fairy money to a charity.

• Suggest “No-present birthdays” (gifts are donated to needy kids).

• Find ways to assist others (walking Grandma’s dog or helping the elderly neighbor).

• And keep reminding them: “Practicing empathy is how to become more empathetic.”

Step 4: Recap the impact. Dr. Ervin Staub found that children who are given the opportunity to help others tend to become more helpful, especially if the impact of their helpful actions is pointed out. It nudges kids to develop a growth mind-set about empathy. So encourage your child to reflect on her servicing experiences: “What did the person do when you helped? How do you think he felt? How did you feel? Is lending a hand easier than it used to be?” And remind your kids that they are kind people, and their caring efforts are making a difference.

EMPATHY BUILDER: HOW TO FACE SOMEONE TO SHOW YOU CARE

Kaila D. is not yet four, but the San Diego preschooler already has the makings of a Changemaker. When I banged my toe at a party, the three-year-old was the first to my side. I watched her size things up, look carefully at my “injury,” and then empathize. Her face switched from inquisitiveness to concern, and then she looked up with the biggest eyes, and said, “I sorry ’bout your toe. You need Band-Aid for your owie? I help you.”

Kaila may have missed a few words, but her message was clearly empathetic. Her parents were raising her to care and had taught her how to help even at a young age. Children may recognize another’s pain, but their empathy can wane if they don’t know what to do. Changemakers—regardless of age—see obstacles and find caring solutions, and they are raised to care by their parents.

Teach your kids these steps so they can FACE someone who needs help and show they care, closing the empathy gap.

1. F = Feelings. Read the person’s feelings. Does the person look upset, sad, angry, frustrated? If so, maybe she can use help. If unsure, ask the person how they are feeling, to clarify: “Are you sad?” “You look upset.” “Is everything okay?”

2. A = Analyze. What is the problem? What is causing the person distress? Analyze the situation. “Is the person hurt?” “Does the person look like she needs or wants help?” “Do I feel comfortable giving this person help?”

3. C = Care. If you feel comfortable (and the person looks like she wants help), offer it. “What can I do?” “Can I help?” “Do you need a Band-Aid?” “Should I get the teacher?” If the person looks like she needs to be alone, honor it. You can always comfort and support a person at a later time that may be more appropriate.

4. E = Empathize. Let the person know you’re concerned. “I’m sorry.” “I hope you feel better.” “That happened to me.” “I know how you feel.” “I’ll be back if you need me.”

HOW TO HELP KIDS BECOME CHANGEMAKERS

Amanda Perlyn was in the first grade in the 1990s when she learned that her teacher’s daughter was dying of cancer. Amanda wanted to help, but she knew that baking cookies wasn’t enough. So the child convinced her family to make holiday ornaments as a fund-raiser, and the Perlyn family from Boca Raton became hooked on helping.

“We always focused on education and values, but seeing how helping others affected our six-year-old made us refocus our parenting,” Amanda’s mother, Marilyn, told me. “We decided that helping was going to be a year-round priority in all our children’s lives.”

The parents sat down with their three kids to discuss ways they could learn to give. Everyone had to pick a need important to them, and Marilyn and Don would support them. And that was the start of how each child began a Changemaker.

At twelve, Eric started Stepp’n Up which provided free shoes to underprivileged children. His project began as a donation from his bar mitzvah money, which he used to buy shoes for six brothers in a needy family. He has since collected and delivered more than 20,000 pairs of new shoes for children in need donated by local stores and shoemakers.

At fifteen, Chad learned that a girl needed dental work that her family couldn’t afford, so he wrote letters to five hundred dentists and got her help. Chad later started Doc-Adopt, which matches poor or neglected children with local physicians who give free medical care. Now a plastic surgeon, Chad continues to donate his time and medical expertise to helping children in third-world countries, and he recently received the prestigious Compassionate Doctor recognition. Of the nation’s 870,000 physicians, only 3 percent were accorded the honor in 2012.

Amanda launched To Have and to Hug when she was thinking about how much she loved stuffed animals. “When it makes me feel that good,” she said, “imagine how good it would make another kid feel.” The nine-year-old started giving new stuffed animals to children in shelters, foster homes, and hospitals, and has distributed hundreds of toys.

Over the years, the Perlyn kids have received many awards and even appeared on Oprah. And their helping legacy continues: each child—now grown—remains active with their Changemaker projects that have each helped thousands of children.

“People don’t realize it’s so easy to make a difference,” Chad said.39 Nor do most parents.

1. Find a cause that concerns your child. The most successful Changemakers are determined to achieve a goal that is deeply meaningful to them.40 You might start by volunteering together at different local organizations and then note the issues that excite your child. Does he prefer working alone or with others? Outdoors or inside? With younger kids or older kids? Match the cause with your child’s passion, interest, and style.

2. Think of possibilities. Once you identify a concern, help your child brainstorm ways to make a difference. Narrow down ideas to those that are realistic and that she wants to commit to doing. It’s great to think big but suggest she start small. So instead of building a new shelter, she might send emails asking neighbors to donate coats.

3. Plan it. The more your child thinks through his plan, the greater the success. Help him list required resources and people. If he needs toy donations, encourage him to make flyers and post them. If he wants to start a letter campaign, help him find the addresses. Stress that he must tell you his plans and never go anywhere unfamiliar without an adult.

4. Start locally. There are big problems across the ocean, but also in your community. Consider volunteering together at a local food bank, pediatric hospital, or soup kitchen, or help your child initiate a food drive and then distribute the donations together.

5. Encourage “direct contact.” Empathy is best activated face-to-face, and Marilyn Perlyn suggests selecting projects that put your child in direct contact with the recipient. It could be bringing toys to the children’s shelter or delivering books to a senior citizens’ home. Trevor Ferrell’s life was changed when he gave his pillow to a homeless man and saw the look of gratitude on the man’s face.

6. Keep going! A one-time-only service project is usually not enough to instill an empathic mind-set. So Marilyn suggests that you help your child choose a project that can be repeated: weekly, monthly, or yearly so your child develops a habit of helping.

AGE-BY-AGE STRATEGIES

Twelve-year-old Craig Kielburger’s empathetic breakthrough happened at breakfast when a news headline jarred him: “Battled Child Labor Boy, 12, Murdered.” Iqbal Masih’s mother had sold him into slavery at four; he was chained to a weaving loom fourteen hours a day for six years to make carpets. The Pakistani boy suffered countless beatings until he was finally freed and became a prominent voice against child labor. And then Iqbal was murdered while riding home on a bicycle with two friends.

“I thought slavery was something out of the past, that it had been abolished,” Craig said. “What kind of parent would sell their child into slavery? Who would chain a child to a carpet loom?”41

Shock or disbelief about a view that doesn’t fit the child’s perspective is often the beginning of changemaking. Craig couldn’t understand why no one was helping these children, and he discovered that kids even younger than Iqbal are forced to work as slaves.

One day Craig asked his teacher if he could speak to his classmates. He passed out copies of the article about Iqbal and statistics about child laborers. Then he asked for volunteers to help him fight for children’s rights. Eleven classmates raised their hands, and Free the Children was born. Craig led the cause, and his home became headquarters, with his parents’ blessings.

“About ten of us started doing small things to help,” Craig said. “It wasn’t anything dramatic. We passed around a couple of petitions to political leaders and heads of corporations. Then a few of us gave speeches in schools and to religious and community groups, and it just began to snowball from there.”42

Free the Children is now the world’s largest network of children helping children. More than 2.3 million young people are involved in forty-five countries, where they have built hundreds of schools for over 50,000 needy kids, funded largely by their birthday money, laying bricks on volunteer trips.

In 2006, Craig was awarded the World’s Children’s Prize for the Rights of the Child, considered the child’s version of the Nobel Prize. Free the Children has been nominated three times for the Nobel Peace Prize. Craig Kielburger and his brother, Marc, continue working full time to change the lives of children,43 all because he read about a child slave his age and couldn’t stand back.

Changemaking often starts with empathy when an unexpected experience stirs a child’s heart and pushes her to do something that sometimes turns out to be remarkable for society. Here are kids who had such extraordinary moments on ordinary days, and whose inspiring efforts can teach us how to help our children become difference makers.

Symbols designate the recommended age and suitability for activity: L = Little Ones: Toddlers and Preschoolers; S = School-age; T = Tweens and Older; A = All Age

• Find your child’s passion. Match your child’s interests with a “giving project.”

Ryan Traynor was eleven when he volunteered at the library. Reading to his young listeners opened his heart. “I got really attached to these kids, and I saw how much books meant to them,” he said. It was also the first time the Bay Area boy realized that many didn’t have books, so he left boxes for donations in his backyard. In six months, Ryan distributed more than 25,000 books to children, and now teens from seven schools help as well.44

The best service projects are meaningful to the child, not ones that look good on résumés. Take your child’s lead whether it’s volunteering at the Special Olympics, playing Chutes and Ladders with kids at a shelter, or planting vegetables to give to a soup kitchen. Kids don’t have to leave their backyard to make a difference and can lead other like-minded peers. S, T

• Start with one. Every Changemaker I interviewed said that their motivation to help started face-to-face. (Trevor Ferrell met one homeless man; Craig Kielburger saw one child slave’s photo). Paul Slovic, from the University of Oregon, discovered that our brains are more likely to empathize with one needy person, not multitudes who are suffering.45 “As the numbers grow,” Slovic explains, “we sort of lose the emotional connection to the people who are in need,” and we may feel “nothing I can do will make a difference . . . it’s really about self-efficacy.”46 And the less a child feels confident in his changemaking abilities, the less likely his empathy and moral courage will be activated.

Cayden Taipalus was in the school cafeteria line when the student in front of him was denied a hot meal because he didn’t have enough funds in his account. The third grader from Michigan felt that boy’s pain and wanted to make sure no other classmate faced such humiliation. Cayden started collecting empty bottles and asking friends for donations to pay off outstanding balances for kids on free and reduced lunches. Word spread about his Pay It Forward: No Kid Goes Hungry campaign, and more than $20,000 poured in within two weeks through generous donations of children, adult, and business donors—enough for kids in Cayden’s school and county.47

Help your child realize that he can make a difference by helping one individual: tutoring a child, reading to an elderly person, or just saying regular friendly hellos to the inbound neighbor. A

• Use the news. Help your child become aware of world concerns to increase global consciousness and recognize that problems are everywhere.

“Our father always read the paper spread out flat on the breakfast table, drawing us into his daily routine and all that was going on in the world,” Craig Kielburger explained. “Usually we picked one article as a point of discussion and spent five to ten minutes talking about it. Our parents would then take the discussion one step further by encouraging us to think about possible solutions and actions.”48

When an issue (bullying, racism, poverty, human trafficking, etc.) captivates your kid, help him develop an action plan to help solve it. S, T

• Prepare kids for dissension. Changemakers need to practice standing up for their views, so as not to waver if others try to dissuade them.

Vivienne Harr was eight when she saw a photograph of two young Nepalese boys who were child slaves. “We have to do something,” she told her father,49 so she set up a lemonade stand and asked customers every day to “give what’s in their hearts” because “It’s a ‘giveness’ not a business.” In six months, Vivienne raised more than $100,000 for antislavery organizations but admits it wasn’t always easy. “You can’t worry about what other people think or let people get you down,” she said. “It takes courage.”50

Prepare your child for possible naysayers by rehearsing “comeback lines” (“I disagree, this is what I believe because . . .” “That’s your view, here’s mine . . .”). Practice helps strengthen kids’ views and the ability to find their voices so they can speak out for others. S, T

• Share stories about Changemakers. Elevating experiences are contagious, so when kids see other children making a difference, they often want to help.

Christian Bucks, a second grader from Pennsylvania, felt for classmates who didn’t have friends and thought a playground Buddy Bench would be a solution. A lonely child could sit and signal classmates that he wanted someone to talk to, and kids could invite him to play.51 Christian shared his changemaking idea with his principal, and a bench was added to the playground. The local paper posted a picture that went viral. Hundreds of students worldwide asked for a bench at their school to help peers make friends.

Share news of kids’ changemaking efforts on Kidsareheroes.com, generationOn.org/kids-care-clubs, VolunteenNation.org, Dosomething.org, or the My Hero Project to inspire your children to make a difference. A

• Utilize positive social media. Social media is often equated with the darker side of human nature, but some teens are using it for changemaking.

Kevin Curwick got tired of seeing peers bullied, so the Minneapolis teen created an anonymous account—@OsseoNiceThings—to tweet kind comments and let kids know someone cared. “I didn’t know how people would react or if I would be bullied myself, but I just couldn’t stand back,” Kevin told me. “I had to support these kids.”

Classmates began copying Kevin’s strategy of posting kind tweets about peers. Then a news station published the story, and Kevin’s “nice campaign” went viral. Teens from as far as Croatia, South Korea, and Australia started “nice” accounts to stop online bullying. Best yet, cyberbullies lost their power because kids stopped following their mean-spirited posts.52

Social networking may be a way to encourage introverted kids to lead, and efforts can be anonymous. Not until a newspaper printed Kevin’s name did students learn who sent those tweets! S, T

• Watch for desensitization. Changemaking isn’t always easy, especially with tough issues like homelessness, child slavery, and cyberbullying. Protect your child from being overly aroused about another’s pain, which can cause people to be less helpful to those in need and increase the empathy gap. Teach your child ways to cope with emotional distress with these ABCs of stress management. “You have to take care of yourself, so you can help others.”

▷ A = Aware. Teach your child to tune in to his feelings. “What am I feeling?” “What do I need?” You may need to help him learn to create some distance or be involved with a less intense project at first. Self-management is crucial for empathy, especially for kids who are easily overaroused with other’s needs.

▷ B = Breathe. Focusing on deep, slow breaths can reduce stress. Review “Mindful Breathing” exercises in chapter 5.

▷ C = Calm. Find what helps your child decompress: exercising, being with others, watching funny movies, praying, sticking to structure. Find a healthy stress-reducing ritual! Even better, practice it as a family. S, T

• Stretch boundaries. Visiting homeless people transformed Trevor Ferrell’s life. “We heard in school about poor people in Ethiopia, in India, but not about poor people in America,” Trevor said. “That’s why I was so drawn to it.”53

Expand your child’s comfort zone to include “different” experiences—at a soup kitchen, with the elderly, or with homeless children—so he can empathize with those “not like him.” Such encounters can be especially powerful for self-absorbed kids who need a nudge to see a world beyond “me.” Find ways to help your child be comfortable with all people. Such heart-stretching experiences not only enrich children’s lives but also expand their empathy so they want to become compassionate leaders who make a difference. A

THE TOP FIVE THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT RAISING CHANGEMAKERS

1. Stretching your kids’ “helping muscles” must be ongoing, so make “helping others” a routine part of their childhood.

2. A child who sees herself as altruistic is more likely to help others, because children act in ways that match their self-image. Help your child see herself as a helper.

3. Kids who are given regular opportunities to help and comfort others tend to become more helpful and compassionate.

4. People who believe that empathy has the potential to grow are more likely to exert effort to empathize when it is needed most.54 Help your child recognize that empathy can be improved with practice and help him develop an empathetic growth mind-set so he knows that traits like empathy, caring, kindness, and courage can be developed.

5. Kids tend to empathize with people they’re close to, so expand your child’s Circle of Familiarity to include those of different backgrounds and experiences.

ONE LAST THING

Nine-year-old Nate Dreyfus from Stillwater, Minnesota, saw something on a cold day that stirred him. “There was this man,” he said. “He got out of his car, took off his jacket, and gave it to a man on the street. I felt really good inside that he did that, so I wanted to start doing something like that.” With his family’s help, Nate distributed boxes in his neighborhood and collected seventy-nine coats that he delivered to families in shelters. “It’s just really heartwarming,” Nate said.55

Scientists would say that Nate’s heartwarming glow is a “helper’s high,” and once you catch a “giving fever,” you want to help more and more. There’s even a biological basis: the hormone serotonin is secreted in the body to create that warm, elevating feeling.

In our quest to help our children find “happiness and success,” we may be overlooking the real brass ring. Encouraging children to help others gives them immense joy and opens their hearts. But doing for others also lets kids see themselves as Changemakers: people who make positive differences and inspire others to follow.

And it all starts with empathy, and planting those seeds is what nurtures that crucial Empathy Advantage your child needs for success, happiness, and leading a meaningful life.
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EPILOGUE

The Empathy Advantage



The Seven Most Creative Ways to Give Children the Edge They Need to Succeed

In writing and researching UnSelfie, I flew the world, spoke with hundreds of researchers, conducted focus groups with more than five hundred children, and visited dozens of schools. I witnessed countless ways to cultivate empathy, but the most effective were always real, meaningful, and matched a child’s needs. Here are a few of the most creative ways adults around the world are making a difference in cultivating children’s empathy, creating an UnSelfie world and giving them the Empathy Advantage.

1. Be Friendly

Empathy is always a “We” affair. A simple, overlooked way to increase empathy is by making the culture friendlier. Just being with people in a friendly setting can increase your empathy toward them and make you want to be kinder. The small South Pacific island of Vanuatu exemplifies that social premise. It’s called “the Friendliest Place on Earth” and after visiting their island, I can see why. Everywhere residents greeted you with a sincere hello and a smile and seemed genuinely interested in you. Their friendliness was contagious, so you responded right back with a hello and a smile to a stranger. When I asked Vanuatu residents why they were so friendly, their answer was simple: “Because everyone else is.” Friendliness makes you tune in, observe emotional cues, be more receptive to others’ feelings and needs, and instead of walking by, you smile and acknowledge a person’s existence right back. But you don’t have to move your family to the South Pacific to gain that “friendly effect.” Just intentionally take friendliness up a notch in your home, school, and neighborhood; here are a few ways.

Moms at Greens Farms Academy in Connecticut started a kindness club where they meet weekly with their children to practice manners and friendliness together. A Bremerton, Washington, middle school started a student club called Friendly Greeters to welcome peers each morning at the front door. My first-grade teacher greeted us every day with an “H and H” (we chose a hug or a handshake from her, and then passed it on to a peer). These strategies are simple but they became an ongoing routine, and in a short while, the culture became friendlier because everyone was copying friendliness.

At the base of any empathetic moment is human connection. In today’s hyper-individualistic, plugged-in culture, we need to find ways to create friendlier, caring cultures to help our children see with the eyes of another, listen with the ears of another, and feel with the heart of another.

2. Break Down Barriers

Martin Hoffman, a leading empathy authority, points out that we are more likely to empathize with people in our immediate circles or care about those “like us.” Expanding our children’s familiarity circles to those “not like them” opens the path to empathy, and nowhere have I discovered a more creative way to break down barriers than in Kabul.

Skateistan was started in 2007 as an initiative to create educational and empowerment opportunities for Afghanistan’s youth, using skateboarding as a hook. Most participants are kids with the greatest social needs: working children, illiterate children, those from low-income families, and disabled youth and girls, who still face countless barriers. And 40 percent of Skateistan participants are girls—quite remarkable since women are banned from riding bicycles, associating with boys, or receiving an education. But 1,500 girls attend the skating school three days a week and skate in the afternoon through war-torn regions right alongside boys.1

Noah Abrams, a prominent photographer whose work has appeared in the New York Times, Rolling Stone, and Vanity Fair, had just returned from Kabul, where he had captured the skateboarding images on film. He described the extraordinary scene to me: Afghan girls skating with unstoppable courage as they hurled themselves forward, bounced right back up from tumbling down, and in many cases outskated the boys.

“Watching the girls skate side by side with the boys and considered as ‘equal’—at least on skateboards—was unforgettable,” Abrams said. “You hope that the boys remember those moments—that these girls were better than them, and treat them differently when they grow up.”2

Among the constant tension between Israelis and Palestinians, a preschool in Jaffa, Israel, is determined to teach young Arab and Jewish children about living together peacefully. The Hand in Hand school “aims to respond to growing Jewish-Arab segregation and violence with mutual respect and open dialogue. ‘Psychologically, this is the only place where we feel that my children, and my neighbor’s children, are secure,’ said Hani Chamy, an Arab parent of two girls.”3 The idea is revolutionary but many parents are recognizing that the school may be the best way to show children that it is possible to “be together, while still different, and learn about each other.”

My experience at Seeds of Peace, where Israeli and Palestinian as well as Afghan and Pakistani teens attend summer camp in Maine, convinced me that the best hope we have for peace among war-torn areas is with children. More than 5,000 teens have graduated from the camp and more than half are now leaders in their countries, one in five of whom are working in the coexistence movement, according to studies.4 They have become Changemakers.

We must expose our children to diversity and expand their circles of familiarity at an earlier age. Empathy has limits: we care most about those who are like us, which increases the empathy gap. Find opportunities to enlarge your child’s circles of caring.

3. Give Kids a Voice

Today’s kids are growing up in a hyper-connected world and admit they’d rather text than talk. But empathy is driven by face-to-face connection, and it’s why we must keep the art of conversation alive. A daily tradition at the ancient Sera Monastery in Tibet holds a key. Every weekday afternoon monks gather in the courtyard built in 1419 to hold hour-long debates to grasp Buddhist philosophy. The session involves a Defender, who sits and gives answers to the Challenger, who stands and asks questions. Monks use their entire bodies; each time they make a point, there are vigorous claps and dramatic hand slaps, and then pauses to consider their next argument carefully, all in a spirit of camaraderie and fun. No notes or books are allowed: debaters must depend on memorized points of doctrine and their understanding of the topic and ask nonstop questions. I watched the debates with reporters from all over the world and though I didn’t understand a word, I knew I was observing a critical piece to cultivating empathy: “voice” practice. The monks created a daily ritual in which they practiced verbalizing their opinions face-to-face and hearing others’ ideas and feelings.

Empathy wanes without moral courage and moral identity. That’s why children must understand what they stand for and practice using their voices so they can speak out for others. Those monks practiced asserting themselves and describing their beliefs daily.

At Seeds of Peace International Camp, teens experienced daily dialogue sessions to help them grasp each other’s perspectives. “Stop and Listen” signs were nailed on trees to encourage campers to stop and talk. (And I kept thinking that suggestion should be posted on every playground as well as in every home as a reminder for us all.)

KIPP Public Charter Schools teach SLANT (which stands for Sit up, Listen, Ask questions, Nod, and Track the speaker with your eyes), and the skill is posted on classroom walls and practiced daily.

Family meetings or dinner discussions where kids learn to share their opinions, hear others, and disagree respectfully are crucial experiences for our digital natives. Common Sense Media has issued their report that finds teens age thirteen to eighteen now spend almost nine hours a day—that’s longer than they usually sleep—on “entertainment media” (checking social media, music, gaming, or online videos). Tweens’ (aged ten to twelve) media diet is about six hours a day. But one third of infants are now using devices such as smartphones or tablets.5 We must not let conversation become a forgotten skill in today’s plugged-in world. Face-to-face communication is crucial for activating empathy. So set unplugged times for your children to tune in to real people around them, practice face-to-face communication and voice, and hear the views and feelings of others.

4. Play Chess and Unplugged Games

The cognitive part of empathy is the ability to understand another’s thoughts and feelings—to step into their shoes. One of the interesting perspective-taking lessons I observed was in a school in Yerevan where elementary school kids were taught to play chess. Armenia is the first country in the world to make chess compulsory for every student starting at six years of age. Armenia’s rationale is to use chess to boost their children’s character and leadership. So I watched these young Armenian students walk into their mandatory class, greet their chess teacher, sit face-to-face with their same-age opponent, and for the next hour engage in a one-on-one chess match. And they do so once a week. Studies show that the 1,500-year-old game is associated with greater “cognitive abilities, coping and problem-solving capacity, and socio-affective development of children,”6 as well as increasing creativity, concentration, and improved reading and math scores. But as I watched two first graders named Narek and Arman, I recognized that chess is also a powerful way to cultivate empathy’s cognitive side. They played face-to-face, imagined their opponent’s next plays, tuned in to emotional cues (“Does he look confident, hesitant, or anxious about that move?”), and predicted “if-then” scenarios (“If he moves that piece, then . . .”). Narek and Arman were learning essential perspective-taking skills, but also having fun and building relationships.

Look for ways to help your kids predict another’s view, like card or board games (“What do you think Dad’s next move will be?”), theater, role-playing, dress up, or any other such strategy that helps them to step into another’s shoes.

5. Create Parent Support Networks

When it comes to nurturing empathy, a parent will always be their children’s most important influencer. But how do we help parents recognize the importance of empathy building?

Ashoka, the largest world network of social entrepreneurs, recognizing the critical place of empathy, created Parenting Changemakers, which targets parents of children aged four to sixteen. Parents form a community of like-minded people who develop ways to help their children master empathy, problem solving, leadership, and teamwork skills. The parent-led group meet in what they call Wisdom Circles to share stories of children who have done extraordinary things for society, and become inspired to raise their children as empathetic Changemakers. There is now a parent-led group with low-income Hispanic families in Texas and another in Georgetown Day School to build community between new and existing parents. Ashoka has also created a Changemaker Schools Network of leading schools worldwide that prioritize empathy and changemaking as student outcomes and serve as models to cultivate them.

Chrissy Garton recently participated in a five-week Parenting Changemakers conversation with moms and dads of children from toddler to young adult. “It was refreshing; a remarkably different parenting conversation than I have ever had,” she said. “Rather than discussing black-and-white do’s and don’ts, the premise of the entire dialogue centered on the type of world our children are being raised in—and the type of skills they will need to succeed.”7

Conversations about raising children well, especially in our fast-paced, digital-driven, changing world, can inspire us to think about our parenting and how to align it with empathy building. Here are a few topics to initiate parent group discussions, or just ones to hold with your parent partner:

• What skills will our children need to succeed in the global economy when jobs of tomorrow don’t exist today?

• What should parents be doing to prepare kids for a world of rapid change?

• How do we help children develop healthy relationships with peers, especially when face-to-face contact is breaking down and the internet is meaner?

• What ways can we broaden our children’s views about those of different backgrounds and celebrate diversity?

• How do we cultivate empathy in a culture whose only metrics of success are achievement and performance?

• How do we help children understand racism and injustice happening in the world?

• What types of meaningful service projects can we offer our kids?

• How do we create empathy in those teachable parent-child moments?

Creating parent-led groups to discuss ways to cultivate empathy is one approach, but there are other creative ways.

Some parents form monthly book clubs where they read and discuss selections such as Generation Me, Born for Love, or even UnSelfie, and how to apply that information to child-rearing. Empathy playgroups have begun with moms and dads meeting weekly with their younger children at each other’s homes and focusing on a different empathy-building skill like Calm Down, Dragon Breathing, and the Two Kind Rule to teach their kids together. Parents with teens have initiated service project groups where they build a house together for Habitat for Humanity during school vacations.

Parenting is difficult and often lonely, but is the most important role of our lives. Finding ways to connect with other parents who want to raise empathetic children can be enormously helpful. Be creative and form your own network of like-minded parents who can support each other.

6. Build Caring Relationships

I’ve witnessed many human moments when a child feels deeply with another. It is always powerful, but among the most memorable was in an impoverished Chicago school. The lesson was on the Civil War, and the middle school students were enthralled as their teacher role-played George Meade and Robert E. Lee at the Battle of Gettysburg, and then had his students take the perspective of each general. Dismissal was in minutes, but students had one final assignment. “Time for Spotlight,” the teacher said. Students quickly moved their desks into a circle, plopped a chair in the center, and a child’s name was called from a list. Carla jumped up, took the seat, and for one minute I watched a group of tweens show their ability to care. Each student shared a legitimate reason why Carla was a good person by stating sincere, genuine comments—not an easy feat for an age known for awkwardness. Their teacher was not only brilliant in schooling students in history but also in how to care. Carla thanked her peers, and there was time for one more Spotlight participant.

Jeremy’s name was called, and my blood pressure skyrocketed. This kid was troubled—clenched fists, taut body, dark circles under his eyes—but he took the seat, and I started praying that the kids would sense his angst. And they didn’t let me down. Not only did his peers read his pain, several mirrored his posture: they were feeling anxious with him and aligned their words to help him. Their comments were genuine, but softer and so caring: “We like having you in our class, Jeremy.” “You always show up.” “Thanks for helping me pick up my books last week.”

Within thirty seconds, I saw a physical change in this child. He opened his fists, sat up a little straighter, and even had a wee bit of a smile. And when it was over, the moment of moments came: Jeremy stood up, hugged his teacher, and whispered, “I want you to know how much this class means to me.” And then he quietly added, “This class means more to me than my family.”

Well, I couldn’t hold back the tears, and the girls next to me noticed my pain and began comforting me. One patted my hand, and the second gave me Kleenex, while the third explained the situation.

“Jeremy has a tough life—you should see what he has to go home to,” she said. “You know, this classroom really is the only place he feels safe.”

And the other girl leaned in and added, “It’s okay, we all know what he’s going through, so we help him feel cared about because we feel his pain with him.”

Empathy opens when children are in places where they feel safe, accepted, and heard. And warm relationships are the incubator of caring—it’s why parents who have warm, close relationships with their children are more likely to raise empathetic kids. And why classrooms and schools with positive climates have less bullying and students who feel less marginalized. We can and must work harder to create caring climates in our homes, schools, neighborhoods, and organizations.

Social psychologist Susan Pinker points out in her book The Village Effect, that social ties are strongest in communities where there is an average of about 150 people. In fact, Oxford evolutionary psychologist Robin Dunbar poses 150 as the maximum number of meaningful relationships that the human brain can manage.8 As our “villages” break down and mobility, technology, and urbanization increase, it’s even more important that we intentionally build caring communities for our children so they reap the Empathy Advantage, and there are so many ways to do so.

• Provide opportunities like Spotlight, class meetings, or team-building activities for kids to get to know each other.

• If you have a new group of children, start activities with icebreakers to help them feel less anxious, or use minglers to help get them to know each other.

• Break up cliques with Mix-It-Up lunches so students eat with new peers or use cooperative learning strategies or jigsaw lessons to work with different classmates.

• Try approaches such as Rachel’s Challenge, formed in memory of Rachel Scott, the first victim of the Columbine High School tragedy in 1999. The school-wide experience nurtures a culture of kindness where students are more likely to help one another in bullying incidents because they’ve learned to trust and respect one another.

• Use family dinners or together times as opportunities to listen and learn about each other.

“Sometimes adults forget that little things matter a lot to help us care. All kids need to feel safe and cared about and want to belong,” a teen from the Seeds of Peace camp told me. “Just give us a chance to get to know each other, give us time, and we won’t let you down.”

7. Don’t Give Up On a Child

The seeds of empathy are planted in our parent-child relationships, where our babies first learn trust, attachment, empathy, and love. Bruce D. Perry, renowned child psychiatrist and author of Born for Love, explains: “Babies don’t learn to care and connect without specific early experiences.”9 Parents are the roots of their children’s empathy quotients, and regardless of zip code, parents also share one common wish: a happy, loving family. But in some cases, our relationships with our children can be so strained they even shut down. Sometimes what we fail to do is empathize with our children and try to see things from their side or get into their shoes and understand their concerns, their fears, and their hurts.

One mom described tough times she had with her son. She and her husband had gone through a difficult divorce, and her teen blamed her for their breakup and refused to talk to her. So she decided to write a short little note to her son every day and leave it on his pillow at night: wishing him luck on his game, telling him she missed talking to him, hoping he’d had a good day, but always ending with ‘I love you always, Mom.’ ”

The mom continued writing the notes for weeks, and her son never said anything about them until one day she was late for work, couldn’t find the garage remote, and the only place she hadn’t looked was her son’s bedroom. She frantically searched his room, and that’s when she saw an old cigar box hidden under his bed. She was certain she’d open the box and find drug paraphernalia, but when the mom finally got the courage to open that lid she almost died.

Inside that box was every note she’d ever written her son. When she showed him the box later that day he turned completely white. And then the strangest thing happened: her son started crying. All that time he thought he was the one who caused their divorce and blamed himself for their marital problems.

“I’m so glad I wrote those notes to my son,” she said. “But now I think back, I can see all the signs I missed. He wasn’t mad at me, just hurt and scared and ashamed. I only wished I would have tried to imagine how my son was feeling.”

Empathy works both ways: it can give our children a huge proven advantage for success, but it also can strengthen our bonds with our children. Find a way to keep your relationship strong so you stay connected with your children. And never forget to use these same nine essential empathy habits to help you understand your children so you can parent more effectively.

  •  •  •  

Empathy is the root of humanity and the foundation that helps our children become good, caring people. But the Empathy Advantage also gives them a huge edge at happiness and success. Empathy has never been more crucial, but the ability to understand others’ feelings and needs can be nurtured. It’s up to adults not to let the kids down.
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