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Overview
We have managed to harness the power of the wind, the sun and the water, but have
yet to appreciate the power of our children to affect social change’.
Mary Gordon, founder of the Roots of Empathy education programme 1
Empathy Education is at the forefront of contemporary education reform. Since the mid 1990s
there has been an exponential growth in the teaching of empathy skills in primary and
secondary schools in countries such as Canada, the United Kingdom and the United States, as
well as in international schools in many other nations. Today, Empathy Education is more
extensive than at any time in the past. This paper is an attempt to map the landscape of
Empathy Education around the world. Through a series of case studies, it highlights some of
the most innovative empathy programmes currently being offered to young people,
particularly at the primary level. After clarifying the meaning of empathy, the paper explains
why Empathy Education has gained a place on the education policy agenda, and argues that
policymakers have failed to recognise the impact that it can have in bringing about social
change. The paper concludes by suggesting that Empathy Education programmes could
enhance their social impact by expanding to incorporate more global themes, in addition to
integrating a greater focus on developing empathy through conversational and experiential
learning.
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Introduction
A class of eight-year-olds in Oxford studying Geography imagine what it is like to be street
children in Delhi, and then write a story in the first person about the experience of leaving their
village to find work in the city.

A class of six-year-olds in Toronto ‘adopt’ a baby, meeting it every three weeks, watching it
closely and discussing its emotional development and experiences, then talk about how this
affects their understanding of the emotions and viewpoints of their fellow classmates.

A group of eleven-year-olds in Amsterdam visit a museum of blindness, then do a project
designing their own museum to give people the experience of stepping into the shoes of those
who have visual impairment.

As part of a special week of teaching on climate change, nine-year-olds in Hull write an
account from the perspective of their own grandchild about what life is like fifty years from
now. 2

All of these are examples of Empathy Education in action. That is, the activities
encourage development of the two, interrelated, aspects of empathy: comprehending
and sharing the emotional responses of another person; and understanding the
perspectives or worldview of others, through the imaginative act of stepping into
their shoes.
Empathy Education is at the forefront of contemporary education reform. Since the
mid 1990s there has been an exponential growth in the teaching of empathy skills in
primary and secondary schools in countries such as Canada, the United Kingdom
and the United States, as well as in international schools in many other nations.
Today, Empathy Education is more extensive than at any time in the past.
This paper is an attempt to map the landscape of Empathy Education around the
world. Through a series of case studies, it highlights some of the most innovative
empathy programmes currently being offered to young people, particularly at the
primary level. The success of initiatives such as Social and Emotional Aspects of
Learning (SEAL), which has now been adopted in around two-thirds of primary
schools in England, and which has developing empathy as one of its five core
components, demonstrates the impact that Empathy Education can have on young
people’s lives. 3
At the same time, the paper shows how even the best contemporary Empathy
Education often suffers from two limitations:
•

Limited vision: Programmes frequently concentrate on developing empathy as
an individual ‘skill’ to help ‘manage emotions’ and contribute to personal
development, while placing insufficient emphasis on the potential that
empathy has for bringing about large-scale social change.
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•

Limited scope: There is a tendency to focus on fostering empathy within the
local community (such as at school, and with friends and family), without
giving adequate attention to how to nurture empathy on a more global basis,
with strangers who live beyond the boundaries of the immediate
environment, including in the developing world.

This paper argues that these two problems at least partly derive from the origins of
many empathy programmes, such as SEAL, in the work of the influential
psychologist Daniel Goleman, especially his book Emotional Intelligence: Why it Can
Matter More than IQ (1996).
It is vital to highlight these limitations because, as a consequence, the full benefits of
Empathy Education are not being gained: the empathy lever is only being pulled
down half way. While many programmes are highly effective, their impact could be
even greater if they were expanded beyond their current confines. There is increasing
evidence demonstrating that if we are to tackle some of the world’s most significant
global problems, such as inequality, climate change, and intercultural conflict, then it
is essential that we develop greater empathy for those who are suffering from those
problems today, and those who will suffer from them in future generations. Thus
this paper suggests how contemporary Empathy Education can be extended and
reoriented so that it can make a greater contribution to social change and the
development of global citizenship.
This will be a necessarily wide-ranging and interdisciplinary journey, requiring
forays into education policy, the psychology of empathy, and thinking about how
social change happens. 4 Without understanding the broader context in which
Empathy Education has developed, it is impossible to comprehend its potential not
only to shape individual lives, but to bring about profound social transformation and
create a new generation of globally minded citizens.
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The paper is structured as follows:
•

What is empathy?
This section cuts through the conceptual muddles, outlining the two different
forms of empathy:
1. empathy as shared emotional response
2. empathy as perspective-taking.

•

Why is empathy on the education policy agenda?
This analyses the three reasons why policymakers in the UK are talking about
Empathy Education:
1. the emergence of the Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) agenda
2. the increasing prominence of Wellbeing as a national and educational goal
3. the recognition that promoting empathy and other social and emotional
competencies can have long-term economic benefits.

•

Towards the Age of Empathy
Here I step back from the immediate policy context to examine how empathyrelated themes have arisen in a range of disciplines over the past four
decades, including: psychology, evolutionary biology, neuroscience, cultural
studies, economics, and philosophy. This demonstrates an intellectual shift
towards what could become a new Age of Empathy, in which the recent
growth of Empathy Education is embedded.

•

Empathy and Social change
While education policymakers are talking about empathy, they generally fail
to understand the mass social change that it can bring about. So here, by way
of example, I briefly examine three historical events that cannot be explained
without recourse to empathy: the development of a social movement against
slavery and the slave trade in Britain in the late-eighteenth century; the
provision of new child welfare legislation following evacuation in the Second
World War; and the public response to the Asian Tsunami in late 2004.

•

Empathy Education: A Comparative Survey
With the potential impact of Empathy Education now clarified, I analyse five
examples of current practice, highlighting their innovations and limitations:
1. The Roots of Empathy programme in Canada, where the teacher is a baby
2. The Primary Years Programme of the International Baccalaureate
3. Climate Chaos, part of Oxfam GB’s Education for Global Citizenship
curriculum
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4. Through Other Eyes, resources for teaching Social Studies in the United
States
5. The Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) programme for
primary schools in England.
•

The Future of Empathy Education
What do the above case studies suggest about the direction that Empathy
Education programmes should take in the future? This section argues that
they should address three key areas of learning:
1. Conversational Empathy
2. Experiential Empathy
3. Global Empathy.

You Are Therefore I Am,
Oxfam GB Research Report, July 2008

9

What is empathy?
Empathy as shared emotional response
If you pick up a psychology textbook and look up the meaning of ‘empathy’ you will
usually find two definitions. 5 The first is the idea of empathy as a shared emotional
response, sometimes called ‘affective’ empathy. For instance, if you see a baby crying
in anguish, and you too feel anguish, then you are experiencing empathy – you are
sharing or mirroring their emotions. This idea is reflected in the original German
term from which the English word ‘empathy’ was translated around a century ago,
‘Einfühlung’, which literally means ‘feeling into’.
However, if you see the same anguished baby and feel a different emotion, such as
pity, then you are experiencing sympathy rather than empathy. Sympathy refers to
an emotional response which is not shared. One of the reasons people often confuse
the two is historical. Up until the nineteenth century, what used to be called
‘sympathy’ is what we mean today by empathy as a shared emotional response.
Thus when Adam Smith begins his book The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) with a
discussion of ‘Sympathy’, he is actually referring to a concept closer to the modern
idea of empathy.

Empathy as perspective-taking
A second definition of empathy is the idea of empathy as ‘perspective-taking’, which
the psychology literature refers to as ‘cognitive’ empathy. This concerns our ability to
step into the shoes of another person and comprehend the way they look at
themselves and the world, their most important beliefs, aspirations, motivations,
fears, and hopes. That is, the constituents of their internal frame of reference or
‘worldview’ (Weltanschaung, as the sociologist Karl Mannheim called it). Perspectivetaking empathy allows us to make an imaginative leap into another person’s being.
This approach to empathy became prominent in the 1960s through the work of
humanist psychotherapists such as Carl Rogers.
The way we do this quite naturally is evident in common phrases such as ‘I can see
where you’re coming from’ and ‘Wouldn’t you hate to be her?’. Although we can
never fully comprehend another person’s worldview, we can develop the skill of
understanding something of their viewpoint, and may on that basis be able to predict
how they will think or act in particular circumstances. Perspective-taking is one of
the most important ways for us to overcome our assumptions and prejudices about
others. For example, dozens of psychological studies show how perspective-taking
can be developed to help challenge racial and other stereotypes, by encouraging
people to imagine themselves in the situation of another person, with that person’s
beliefs and experiences. 6 Hence many empathy researchers, including Daniel
Goleman and Martin Hoffman, consider perspective-taking as an essential basis for
individual moral development. 7 With perspective-taking, the emphasis is on
understanding ‘where a person is coming from’ rather than on the emotions, as with
affective empathy.
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Empathy as appropriate response
Occasionally the psychology literature introduces a third approach to empathy,
which is the idea of having an ‘appropriate response’ to a person, after having
engaged in either or both of the two kinds off empathy noted above. 8 This could be
described as ‘consequentialist’ empathy. Those who bring in this third definition
often emphasise that if you have shared the emotions of someone, or gained an
understanding of their perspective, yet take no action as a result, then you have not
fully experienced empathy. In a sense, it hasn’t really touched you. Empathy, by this
definition, needs to make a difference. It has to inspire moral action of some form.
My view is that we should not include ‘appropriate response’ as a distinct meaning
of empathy. Rather, it should be considered as a possible outcome of an empathetic
experience. Sometimes we may respond actively and other times not. And while all
the psychological evidence suggests that we can teach or nurture the first two kinds
of empathy, this third form is less susceptible to conscious learning processes. In any
case, who is to determine what constitutes an ‘appropriate response’?
This paper, then, focuses on empathy as shared emotions and empathy as
perspective-taking. Clearly these are interrelated, since sharing the emotion of
another person helps you understand what they are experiencing, while gaining
insights into someone’s worldview can help you develop an emotional attachment to
their wellbeing. Yet the distinction is important, since nurturing both affective and
cognitive empathy requires different educational tools, and may have very different
consequences.
The approaches to Empathy Education outlined below usually recognise these two
meanings of empathy within their conceptual frameworks, although they are often
confusingly merged in a single definition. More importantly, one of the arguments of
this paper is that too much Empathy Education is directed towards affective rather
than cognitive empathy. The emphasis on learning to identify the emotions of others
(a classic method of nurturing affective empathy), needs to be balanced with a
greater focus on children’s ability to comprehend the perspectives and lives of
others, especially people in other communities or countries who they may rarely or
never meet.
But before embarking on a comparative survey of Empathy Education, it is necessary
to examine how, after almost a century, empathy has escaped the narrow confines of
academic psychology, and become a topical issue in education policy.
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Why is empathy on the education policy agenda?
Why has Empathy Education come onto the policy agenda in The UK, after being
ignored for so long? This has primarily been due to two developments that have
taken place since the 1990s: the growing interest in government in Social and
Emotional Learning (SEL); and the popularity of the idea of promoting ‘wellbeing’. A
third factor is the recognition that developing emotionally related skills such as
empathy has clear economic and business benefits.

Social and Emotional Learning
The SEL agenda that has come to prominence in the past decade is described using a
range of terminology such as ‘emotional intelligence’, ‘emotional literacy’, ‘lifeskills’
and ‘resiliency’. Although the ideas have been around for several decades,
Goleman’s writings since the mid 1990s have given them an extraordinary boost. The
emphasis is on developing self-awareness and nurturing skills such as empathy, with
the aim of ‘helping people form positive relationships with other people, understand
themselves and their own emotions and understand and respond to the emotions of
others in a helpful way’. 9 This has been referred to as an ‘affective turn’ in British
education, towards ‘management of the emotions’, and away from more traditional
knowledge and skills in areas such as maths, science, and reading and writing
(although the testing regime maintains the emphasis on the latter). 10 The aim has
partly been to respond to concerns around behaviour management in schools, so
pupils are less likely to engage in bullying or to express their emotions using
physical violence. The intention has also been to develop self-esteem, which can help
tackle underachievement and social exclusion. The existence of SEL reflects the fact
that other policy initiatives to tackle problems such as bullying, youth crime and
teenage depression have been largely unsuccessful and that policymakers are
looking for alternative strategies. Multiple quantitative and qualitative studies of the
impact of SEL show that it can not only inhibit aggressive behaviour and boost selfesteem, but also contribute to mental health, the disposition to learn, improve
attendance and contribute to general academic success. 11
Empathy has been identified as a core skill within many SEL programmes such as
SEAL and Family Links in the UK, and has a place in the Penn Resiliency Program in
Philadelphia. 12 In a recent presentation on ‘Early Intervention in Nottingham’,
Graham Allen MP (in his role as chair of the One Nottingham Local Strategic
Partnership) said that the key to education reform was developing empathy since
‘empathy is the single greatest inhibitor of propensity to violence’. Following the
trend evident in SEAL documents, Allen directly refers to Goleman as his source. 13
Debates around the importance of Empathy Education have been sharpened by
traditionalist views, empathy development is becoming accepted as a necessary
element in modern education. The new Secondary Curriculum being phased in from
2008 is advancing the cause of Empathy Education through extending SEAL from the
primary to the secondary level, with the profile of SEAL itself being raised through
recognition of its contribution to the government’s Every Child Matters framework
(see below). 14 SEL education in general, and Empathy Education in particular, may
receive a further boost when the government’s Primary Curriculum Review reports
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in March 2009, since its aim is to ‘develop a framework of the personal development
skills which all pupils should expect to develop through their schooling.’ 15

Wellbeing
A second, related reason for the rise of Empathy Education in the UK, is due to the
emergence of a ‘wellbeing’ agenda in government policy circles since the 1990s.
Work by Richard Layard, the New Economics Foundation and others has argued
that if people are to live fulfilling and happy lives, we need to shift away from
narrow notions of economic wellbeing, to broader notions of personal and social
wellbeing. 16 This has been bolstered by the growing interest in ‘positive psychology’,
a concept most closely associated with the US psychologist Martin Seligman, which
has ‘happiness’ or ‘wellbeing’ as its explicit goal. 17 A major development in national
education policy has been ‘the establishment of well-being as a legitimate pursuit of
public policy for children’. 18 The idea of wellbeing has been given a prominent place
in approaches to personal, social and health education (PSHE) in schools in England,
and in the delivery of the government’s Every Child Matters framework, which
describes itself as ‘a new approach to the well-being of children and young people
from birth to age 19’ and includes five objectives: be healthy, stay safe, enjoy and
achieve, make a positive contribution, and achieve economic well-being. 19 Wellbeing
additionally emerges as an underlying concept amongst many of those who promote
‘Values Education,’ which has been portrayed as being ‘ultimately about changing
behaviour for the better - to enhance well-being of all’. 20 Wellbeing is also on the
agenda because of the UK’s poor performance in international comparisons: a 2007
UNICEF report placed the UK at the bottom of a survey of child wellbeing in twentyone industrial nations, which included assessments of ‘subjective well-being’ and
‘family and peer relationships’. 21
Layard, in particular, puts empathy at the centre of efforts to promote wellbeing. In
his book Happiness: Lessons from a New Science (2005), he argues that, above all, in
order to live happier lives we need better education, a key element of which must be
to ‘teach the systematic practice of empathy’ from the beginning of school through to
the very end. 22 In a more recent paper he similarly suggests that one of the four
‘secrets’ to personal wellbeing and happiness is ‘developing compassion for others,’
and that this requires the ‘deliberate cultivation of the primitive instinct of empathy,
which is latent to a varying degree in all of us’. In presenting his argument he not
only makes a moral case for promoting empathy education, but quotes psychology
research demonstrating that ‘if you care more about other people relative to yourself,
you are more likely to be happy’. 23 That is to say, the pursuit of self-interest is not
enough. Although Layard is never very clear about what he exactly means by
‘empathy’, he certainly makes it a priority, and his discussions of it have influenced
the education agenda in the UK.

Economic and business benefits
A third explanation of why Empathy Education is being talked about has to do with
neither personal development nor wellbeing, but financial considerations.
Policymakers and politicians are increasingly coming to realise that investing
resources in personal and emotional development can have economic benefits. The
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evidence suggests that a relatively high short-term injection of government funds
into SEL programmes will have long-term effects such as reducing youth crime,
mental health problems and dysfunctional family situations, all which can be a
substantial drain on state funds, whether they are tackled through the prison system,
the health system or welfare provision more generally. According to a study of the
US government Head Start programme (which promotes the ‘social and cognitive
development of children’), for every $1 invested, between $2.50 and $10 of taxpayers’ money is saved in the long term. 24 This and other studies of ‘early
intervention’ programmes that address topics including anger management and
empathy, such as those that have been implemented in the state of Colorado, have
got policymakers excited that ‘soft skills’ might actually save hard cash. 25
A second economic angle is that the development of emotional and social
competences such as empathy are now recognised as important in the workplace,
being fundamental for successful teamwork, communication and management
skills. 26 According to Daniel Goleman, in his book Working with Emotional Intelligence
(1998), ‘empathy represents the foundation skill for all the social competencies
important for work’. These include: ‘understanding others’ (sensing others’ feelings
and perspectives, and taking an active interest in their concerns); ‘service orientation’
(anticipating, recognizing, and meeting customers’ needs); ‘developing others’
(sensing others’ development needs and bolstering their abilities); ‘leveraging
diversity’ (cultivating opportunities through diverse people); and ‘political
awareness’ (reading the political and social currents in an organization). 27 Taking a
somewhat less sophisticated approach, James Borg’s book Persuasion: The Art of
Influencing People (2004), argues that empathy (in the sense of gaining insights into
how other people are thinking and feeling) is a core skill required to get your way in
the skulduggerous world of sales and business. If you go on a standard management
course, you will probably be taught a range of empathy-related skills. The growing
emphasis in the business sector on empathy and other emotional and social skills has
filtered into education policy.
This extremely instrumental economic approach to developing empathy is very
different from that promoted by some of the leading thinkers in the field of Empathy
Education, such as the Finnish psychologist Mirja Kalliopuska, who argues that
empathy is ‘the way to humanity’, the American educationalist Alfie Kohn, who sees
empathy education as a means of encouraging ‘pro-social behaviour’, and empathy
researcher Martin Hoffman, for whom empathising is the basis of individual ‘moral
development’. 28 Yet it is a sad reality of the modern world that financial arguments
are often needed to legitimise innovative policy options that have a larger ethical and
humanitarian purpose.
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Towards the age of empathy
The reasons cited above are not enough to fully explain why Empathy Education is
on the policy agenda in the UK and elsewhere. An underlying factor is that in the
past four decades there has been a larger intellectual shift across a range of
disciplines which have both explicitly and implicitly brought the idea of empathy to
the fore. This is the general context in which the education sector’s growing focus on
empathy is embedded.
The historian Eric Hobsbawm described the nineteenth century as the Age of Capital
and the twentieth as the Age of Extremes. The emerging interest in empathy in
multiple disciplines may be the quiet beginnings of an Age of Empathy that could
come to characterise the twenty-first century. This is not to say that there has been an
outbreak of empathy in human relations around the world. Far from it. There is as
much social conflict, selfishness and exploitation today as there ever was in the past
(and possibly more). But there is now a growing recognition that developing
empathy is not only a means of living a more fulfilling life (as Layard and others
have shown), but a fundamental tool for social transformation.
Here I wish to sketch very briefly this burgeoning of empathy thinking in a selection
of disciplines. This growing intellectual wave not only helps to explain, but also to
legitimise, the rise of empathy teaching within the education sphere.

Psychology
Empathy has been an established sub-discipline within the field of psychology for
almost half a century. Apart from the work of scholars such as Martin Hoffman
(mentioned above), virtually every general textbook or encyclopaedia of psychology
has a substantive entry on the subject, reviewing the hundreds of papers and books
on empathy. 29 Psychologists are interested in multiple phenomena, such as the
extent to which empathy as both shared emotional experience and as perspectivetaking, are innate, and how much they can be nurtured. They study the development
of empathy in children, and whether females are more empathetic than males. Since
the 1990s, due to Goleman’s work, there has been an increasing focus on how
empathy can aid emotional development and reduce aggressive behaviour. 30 The
growing popularity of forms of psychotherapeutic counselling that consider empathy
as central to their method has also bolstered its popularity.
It would be a mistake, however, to believe that psychology is the only field in which
interest in empathy is visible.
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Evolutionary biology
Primatologists such as Frans de Waal have been at the forefront of the study of
empathy within contemporary evolutionary biology. Over the past two decades, he
and others have shown that ‘the capacity to mentally trade places’ with another, and
take into account their feelings and interests, is not only evident amongst humans,
but also amongst chimpanzees and other animals. This research strengthens the idea
that empathy is a natural human trait with a long evolutionary history, and that we
are far from being little more than self-interested actors as many economists would
have us believe, or mere carriers of selfish genes. 31 Empathy makes it just as natural
for us to engage in cooperative action as to engage in self-interested action.

Neuroscience
Neuroscientists have developed technologies such as magnetic resonance imaging
that make it possible to demonstrate that there are core brain areas associated with
empathetic understanding. In the past decade, numerous experiments have shown
that when people engage in empathetic thinking or action, different neural
mechanisms are at work compared with when, for example, they are engaged in
thinking about their own interests. Perspective-taking has been shown to stimulate
activity in the posterior cingulate/precuneus and the right temporo-parietal
junction. 32 Like the research in evolutionary biology, this supports the general view
that we have, until recently, underestimated the extent to which humans have the
capacity to empathise.

Cultural Studies
Cultural Studies took an empathetic turn in the late 1970s following the publication
of Edward Said’s book Orientalism (1978). The main idea in this and similar analyses
was that the ‘western gaze’ has dominated our understanding of, and depictions of,
eastern culture and countries, and is imbued with our colonialist prejudices and
assumptions. Said’s work ushered in an avalanche of literary, historical and other
studies that attempted to prioritise and take the perspective of ‘the Other’ (such as
those who experienced British colonial rule in India). What this amounted to was a
shift in the empathetic imagination from oppressor to oppressed, which characterises
Cultural Studies today. The multiculturalism that is found in contemporary
education has partly grown out of this intellectual development.

Economics
Even economists have not escaped from the rise of empathy. Orthodox economics
holds that ‘economic man’ is a rational, self-interested actor. But since the mid-1970s,
the work of Nobel Prize-winning economist Amartya Sen and others has challenged
this idea. Sen famously described rational economic man as ‘close to being a social
moron’. 33 Instead there is a growing belief that individuals sometimes will act
against their self-interest and for the collective good, or will be swayed by their
emotions as much as rational calculations. This has shifted the way economists think,
for example, about collective action problems and welfare economics. Although
Empathy Economics does not yet exist, the erosion of the rational actor model is
bringing it closer.
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Philosophy
Moral philosophers have always taken empathy seriously. As noted above, Adam
Smith wrote about empathy in the eighteenth century in The Theory of Moral
Sentiments (he was Professor of Moral Philosophy at Glasgow University when it was
published). In a series of books and essays published between the 1920s and 1960s,
Martin Buber explored the idea that our humanity and moral action depended on
our ability to empathise, through his concepts of ‘I and Thou’, ‘distance and relation’,
and ‘meeting’. 34 The idea of empathetic imagining as a means of devising a system of
ethics has gained significant momentum since the publication of John Rawls’s A
Theory of Justice (1971): his central concept of the ‘veil of ignorance’ is a classic
empathy experiment of imagining yourself in the shoes of others. More recently,
Martha Nussbaum, in Poetic Justice (1995), has argued that the literary skill of
imagining ourselves into others’ lives, can help us better identify the positions of
victims and perpetrators of injustice, thereby extending moral thought and action. 35
This is just a sample of evolving empathy thinking in the sciences and social sciences.
Empathy, both explicitly and implicitly, is also an increasingly important topic in
fields such as art theory, music therapy, sociology, religious studies, politics, and
conflict resolution and peace studies. But one of the most significant areas in which
empathy has begun to shed an increasingly strong light is in the study of social
change.
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Empathy and social change
The idea of empathy is helping historians, and other analysts who take a historical
perspective, rethink how social change happens. It is common to argue that
fundamental shifts in society take place due to factors such as changes in the
economic system (as Marxists or neoliberals believe), the rise and fall of civilizations
or religions, the influence of new technologies, or changing laws and political
institutions. What has been missing from the analysis, until recently, has been the
role of empathy. There is now compelling evidence that some of the most significant
shifts that societies undergo cannot be fully explained without resorting to empathy.
And there is similarly strong evidence to believe that a society or government must
endeavour to generate empathy on a mass scale if it is to make certain forms of
change happen. That is, if we want change, we do not need a revolution of systems
or institutions: we need a revolution of human relationships. Empathy is the source
of a microcosmic and personal form of social change. We need to learn to see the
world from each other’s perspectives, and thereby treat one another differently. By
doing so, we will create the human bonds that will reduce social conflict and
encourage new forms of mutual understanding, respect and cooperation. This is an
understanding of the possibilities of empathy that moves far beyond that which is
associated with social and emotional learning or wellbeing, which tend to focus on
how individuals can enhance their emotional and personal development.
One of the most important thinkers who has taken this view is the historian
Theodore Zeldin. He suggests that the most effective way of creating empathy is
through an intimate conversation between two people. ‘Conversation,’ he says, ‘is
becoming the experience which, more than any other, teaches us how to empathise
with people different from ourselves and to develop respect for them.’ 36 An
empathetic conversation, which involves ‘getting inside another person’s skin…is the
most effective means of establishing equality. Every time you have a conversation
which achieves that, the world is changed by a minute amount’. 37 His thesis is based
on extensive studies of the history of conversation, empathy and compassion.
Amongst the issues he analyses in books such as An Intimate History of Humanity
(1995) is the growing equality of women in the Western world during the twentieth
century. He argues that it was not so much new laws that helped to erode
discrimination against women in the workplace or reduce domestic violence. Rather,
it was through men and women learning to talk with each other, and with men
learning how to empathise with the experiences of women, and treating them
differently as a consequence. 38
A similar view is evident in the writings of Alfie Kohn, author of one of the most
important books on the subject of empathy and social change, The Brighter Side of
Human Nature: Empathy and Altruism in Everyday Life (1990). Kohn particularly
stresses the empathetic act of perspective-taking, ‘which offers a profoundly
important way to promote social change’. Drawing on evidence from psychology
and history, he argues that ‘to transcend egocentrism by imagining another person’s
point of view frequently leads to modifications in behaviour, to prosocial activity and
the avoidance of aggression’. Taking his analysis into the political realm, he writes:
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‘Perspective taking offers a deep way of taking account of others when making
decisions with them or for them. But it also offers a way of detoxifying the
poisonous We/They structure of nationalism. It is, to be blunt, what must be
done if the superpowers are not to exterminate each other and the planet. Each
side must consider how the other views any given situation.’ 39
Ultimately, this process of perspective-taking erodes our ability to dehumanise
others, to treat them as anonymous strangers of less than equal worth to ourselves,
whether they be enemy soldiers, those suffering from drought in sub-Saharan Africa,
asylum seekers, homeless people, or others who frequently face prejudice, social
stigma or whose plight is largely ignored.
It is for this reason that Archbishop Desmond Tutu saw empathy as being central to
the process of national reconciliation during the South African Truth and
Reconciliation Commission (TRC) hearings of the late 1990s. When asked, as
chairman of the TRC, what kind of people should be sitting on it, he responded:
‘People who were once victims. The most forgiving people I have ever come across
are people who have suffered – it is as if suffering has ripped them open into
empathy. I am talking about wounded healers.’ 40
But what is the historical evidence to show that empathy can occur on a mass scale
and really make a difference to social change? This huge topic cannot be addressed in
a comprehensive way in this paper. 41 However, by way of example, I want to briefly
mention three historical instances when this has been the case.
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The struggle against slavery and the slave trade
The first is the British struggle against slavery and the slave trade in the late eighteenth century. In
the early 1780s slavery was an accepted social institution. Britain presided over the international
slave trade and some half-million African slaves were being worked to death growing sugar cane in
British colonies in the West Indies. But within two decades a mass social movement had arisen
that turned a large proportion of the British public against slavery, such that the trade was
abolished in 1807 (though slavery itself did not end until the 1830s). There are different
interpretations of how and why this change took place. The traditional view was that the actions of
the British parliamentarian William Wilberforce were the most significant factor in bringing an end
to slavery. More modern analysis emphasises the revolts by slaves themselves, and the role of the
Anglican deacon Thomas Clarkson and a group of highly active Quakers who spearheaded the
mass movement against slavery.

These explanations fail to recognise the crucial role of empathy. According to the historian Adam
Hochschild in his book Bury The Chains: The British Struggle to Abolish Slavery (2006), the
campaign against slavery relied upon a ‘sudden upwelling’ of human empathy among the British
public, remarkable for the fact that ‘it was the first time a large number of people became outraged,
and stayed outraged for many years, over someone else’s rights’. Amongst the reasons he offers
for this empathetic shift are: that the pervasive practice of forced impressment of men into the
British navy gave the public a way of understanding the unacceptable denial of liberty that slavery
entailed; the use of posters and other campaign materials and reports that educated people about
the lives of slaves; and talks by former slaves themselves, some of whom toured the country telling
of their experiences, which provided unforgettable and shocking firsthand accounts of suffering.
Thus Hochschild concludes that the success of the anti-slavery movement was based on the fact
that, ‘The abolitionists placed their hope not in sacred texts, but in human empathy.’ 42

A naval press gang at work, around 1780
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Evacuation during the Second World War
A second example took place during the Second World War, when over a million British children
were evacuated from urban areas to the countryside. For the first time, relatively well-off rural
people discovered the realities of life in the city slums, because most of the children they were
charged to look after were clearly deprived: they were malnourished, they suffered from rickets and
lice, they lacked shoes. As an editorial in The Economist in May 1943 pointed out: ‘when the social
history of the war comes to be written, it is probable that this great migration will form the most
important subject…because it revealed to the whole people the black spots in its social life.’ 43 The
result of this ‘great migration’ and meeting of strangers was a surge of empathy and social concern
which led to new public health, nutritional and education provisions for children, which were
famously documented by the social historian Richard Titmuss. These changes themselves
accelerated the development of the welfare state both during and after the war. Analyses of the
emergence of the welfare state in Britain frequently underplay the important role played by the
mass empathetic shift brought about by evacuation. 44

The public response to the Asian Tsunami
Waves of mass empathy are also part of the more recent past, such as the public reaction in
Europe to the Asian Tsunami in late 2004, in which over 230,000 people were killed. There was an
unprecedented humanitarian response in terms of individual donations, far above what would
normally be expected after a natural disaster in a distant country. The reaction has been described
as ‘a triumph of empathy’. 45 There are three main explanations for this empathetic response. First,
the Tsunami took place just after Christmas, a period that Europeans traditionally associate with
giving and compassion for the suffering of others. Second – and more influentially – there were
many Western victims who were holidaying at the time in countries such as Thailand and Sri
Lanka. Tens of thousands of Europeans were sending text messages to check if friends or
relatives abroad had been killed or injured. And even if their loved ones were safe, people could
easily envision how one of their close friends or children travelling around Asia on a gap year
before university might have lost their lives. Third, extensive video footage from mobile phones and
camcorders belonging to victims and survivors that was aired in the international media made it
easier to understand the frightening reality of the oncoming wave. These factors helped spark the
empathetic imaginations of Europeans, leading to the high levels of donations and other forms of
public assistance. 46

All three of these historical events – and there are many others that could have been
chosen - demonstrate the importance of empathy as a force for social change.
Empathy explains vital parts of these stories that other factors cannot.
Similarly, history is full of moments of empathetic failure that can help account for
certain social shifts and events. There is extensive evidence, for instance, that an
absence of empathy for Jews amongst the publics of Germany and Poland partially
explains the possibility of the Holocaust, and that an historic absence of empathy for
indigenous people is amongst the main reasons why colonial encounters so often led
to bloodshed and decimation, whether it be the encounter between the Spanish
conquistadors and the Aztecs in the sixteenth century, or between British colonisers
and Australian Aborigines in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
But how does this all connect to Empathy Education? These examples suggest that if
empathy can be developed on a mass scale – as it was during the struggle against
slavery, for instance – then it is a possible means for bringing about major social
transformations. And one of the best ways to develop empathy on a mass scale is
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through education. If, for example, a whole generation of children in he UK can be
educated to have greater empathy with people suffering the effects of climate change
in developing countries, then there is a greater possibility that they will feel
motivated to take action to tackle the impact of droughts in sub-Saharan Africa or
floods in Bangladesh as they get older. If this same generation also develops
empathy with refugees and immigrants, then they are less likely to discriminate
against asylum seekers in the UK. That is, Empathy Education can become a tool for
creating community cohesion, social tolerance and respect at the national level, and
provide the elemental force for humanitarian action at the global level. What is
required, then, is to take empathy seriously, and ensure that Empathy Education
addresses not only important issues such as bullying in the school playground, but
embraces a wider vision of learning to see the perspectives and understand the
feelings of distant strangers.
We have thus reached the point where we can shift from the broad social and
historical vision to a focus on what Empathy Education looks like in practice today.
As it is currently carried out, does it have the potential to bring about the kinds of
social changes that are described above? What more needs to be done to pull down
the empathy lever all the way, so it not only contributes to individual emotional
development and wellbeing, but also to a larger social project?
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Empathy education: a comparative survey
Empathy Education has a history pre-dating the Goleman era. In the 1970s, for
instance, third and fourth grade students in several Los Angeles state schools were
given ‘empathy training’, engaging in activities such as developing affective
empathy by identifying feelings depicted in photographs, and perspective-taking
through activities guessing what classmates might want as a gift. 47 In the early 1980s,
twenty schools in and around Helsinki ran an ‘empathy campaign’, during which
students aged eleven to eighteen participated in an intensive week of learning,
including role plays designed to nurture both major forms of empathy. 48 One of the
characteristics of this early Empathy Education was that it was generally limited to
short-term experiments rather than taking the form of long-term, systematic
programmes.
More generally, empathy-related skills have been taught in a variety of educational
settings. For several decades history teaching has explicitly stressed the importance
of empathy, for instance by encouraging pupils to identify with the plight of child
evacuees in the Second World War, or what it was like to be a serf in the Middle
Ages. 49 Outside schools, empathy training has been provided to counsellors and
therapists, nurses (especially psychiatric nurses), medical students (a relatively recent
phenomenon) and actors. 50 It has also been given to development-agency employees
through ‘immersion programmes’, where analysts based in rich countries spend time
living with families in poor countries in order to gain a deeper understanding of
their lives. 51 There are, additionally, prison reform projects in which criminals meet
with their victims and engage in an empathetic dialogue that aims at reducing reoffences. 52
Today, Empathy Education is more extensive than at any time in the past. Since the
1990s, when Goleman popularised the idea through his work on emotional
intelligence, it has been adopted in schools around the world. What does Empathy
Education actually look like in practice? And how good is it?
Below is a survey of five examples of Empathy Education:
1. The Roots of Empathy programme in Canada
2. The Primary Years Programme of the International Baccalaureate
3. Climate Chaos, part of Education for Global Citizenship from Oxfam
4. Through Other Eyes, resources for teaching Social Studies in the United States
5. The Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) programme for
primary schools in England.
These examples have been chosen mainly because they represent some of the most
innovative forms of Empathy Education currently available, and are based on
conceptual frameworks that explicitly address empathy as a theme. For comparative
purposes I have chosen examples that are mainly focused on primary level
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education, which is where some of the ‘best practice’ Empathy Education takes place.
Significantly, they also represent a range of approaches. While they all generally
address empathy both as shared emotional response and perspective-taking, then do
so to different degrees. Some aim chiefly at nurturing personal and emotional
development, while others recognise that empathy can be a force for mass social
change. They also differ in terms of the scope of materials used: some are primarily
local, while others are more national or global in the themes they address. Finally,
the examples represent a variety of forms: a national government programme
(SEAL); a programme provided in schools by a non-governmental organisation
(Roots of Empathy); teaching resources from an international development agency
(Oxfam); international education (the IB Primary Years Programme); and a selfcontained textbook (Through Other Eyes).
Although there are other important programmes that address empathy-related
themes (such as Family Links and UNESCO’s Living Values Education Program),
these five constitute a strong basis on which to draw conclusions about the state of
the art of Empathy Education on an international basis.
The UK government’s SEAL programme will be discussed last, so that it is possible
to see clearly both its strengths and weaknesses in relation to other approaches to
Empathy Education.

1.Roots of Empathy: the teacher is a baby
Amongst the most visionary, innovative and successful forms of Empathy Education
existing today is the Roots of Empathy (ROE) programme in Canada, invented by the
pioneering educational thinker and practitioner Mary Gordon. Since its foundation
in 1995, ROE has swept across Canada: so far it has reached 213,000 students, and it
is presently offered in nine provinces, involving 55,000 elementary schoolchildren
from Kindergarten to Grade 8 in almost 1,600 schools. It has now spread to Australia,
New Zealand and the United States, and a three-year pilot programme begins in
2008 on the Isle of Man. At the conceptual core of ROE is an understanding of
empathy as ‘the ability to identify with the feelings and perspectives of others’, and
to ‘respond appropriately’ as a result. 53 ROE is a charitable, not-for-profit
organisation that delivers its programme in schools using an extremely unusual
technique: the teacher is a baby.

A Roots of Empathy class, Cardston Elementary School, Alberta, Canada 54
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An ROE programme takes place over 27 weeks and covers nine themes, each
involving three sessions with a certified ROE instructor. In the middle week of each
theme the class is visited by a baby (with the mother or father), who is effectively
‘adopted’ by the class. The pupils observe this particular baby closely, watching its
development over the months, discussing its emotional responses and changing view
of the world, as well as the parent-child relationship. In the preceding and following
week, they do a range of activities connected with the baby visit to reinforce and
extend their learning, including drama, artwork and journal writing (they even
prepare gifts for the baby such as songs and poems). They learn about the language
of feelings, discuss their own emotional experiences, and are taught parenting skills
in a hands-on and realistic way. 55 Crucially, they also do activities that encourage
them to make what Mary Gordon calls ‘the big leap’, which is to shift from trying to
understand the baby’s feelings and perspectives to trying to understand their
classmates’ feelings and perspectives. 56
The impact of ROE has been extensively documented. Multiple sophisticated studies
have shown that children who have undertaken ROE programmes are significantly
more advanced in social and emotional learning than those who have not. They
exhibit less aggressive behaviour (such as bullying), and engage in more pro-social
behaviour such as helping, sharing and cooperating, and have a greater ability to see
the perspectives of others. 57 The focus on experiential learning has been
acknowledged as an important factor contributing to the success of the programme
in shaping pupil behaviour and dispositions. 58
But ROE is not just about emotional development and parenting skills at the personal
level. Gordon believes the programme has a larger social role, building the kinds of
human relationships that foster the development of civil society. She points out that
‘during the Nuremberg Trials, one of the judges described the war crimes as a failure
of empathy’ and notes that the public response to the Asian Tsunami in 2004 ‘was a
triumph of empathy’. She continues: ‘Empathy is integral to solving conflict in the
family, schoolyard, boardroom and war room. The ability to take the perspective of
another person, to identify commonalities through our shared feelings is the best
peace pill we have.’ The ROE classroom aims at ‘creating citizens of the world’,
children who ‘are developing empathic ethics and a sense of social
responsibility…We have managed to harness the power of the wind, the sun and the
water, but have yet to appreciate the power of our children to affect social change’. 59
In other words, ROE is designed to go beyond developing the social and emotional
‘competencies’ or ‘skills’ of individuals (which is the common justification for
Empathy Education programmes), to embrace a broader vision that recognises the
importance of empathy as a means of bringing about fundamental social and
historical transformation.

2.The Primary Years Programme of the International Baccalaureate 60
Empathy has found a significant place in the sphere of international education
through the International Baccalaureate (IB). The IB, founded in the 1960s, offers
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three programmes, which are followed in over 2,000 schools in more than 120
countries. The Diploma Programme is for students aged 16 to 19, the Middle Years
Programme covers ages in the 11-to-16 range, while the Primary Years Programme
(PYP) is for ages 3 to 11. All three programmes provide a curriculum with a strong
internationalist orientation that sets out to produce globally minded citizens, as is
reflected in the IB’s mission statement: ‘The International Baccalaureate aims to
develop inquiring, knowledgeable and caring young people who help to create a
better and more peaceful world through intercultural understanding and respect.’ 61
The PYP is the newest programme, and has been used in schools since the late
1990s. 62 Unlike traditional primary curricula, it is not organised around the teaching
of subjects such as maths, literacy or science, but rather around six transdisciplinary
themes that serve as the basis for the exploration of knowledge. They include: Who
We Are; Where We Are in Place and Time; How We Express Ourselves; How The
World Works; How We Organise Ourselves; and Sharing the Planet. Subjects like
maths and science are studied within the context of the themes. These themes are
themselves investigated by structuring learning in relation to four key elements:
concepts (such as causation and perspective); skills (such as thinking and
communication); action (such as reflecting and choosing); and attitudes. It is within
this final element that empathy emerges. There are twelve attitudes that students
learn about, including empathy, respect, tolerance, cooperation, creativity, and
confidence. Each school has considerable leeway with regard to how it chooses to
implement the PYP within this framework.
The consequence of this innovative curriculum is that attitudes such as empathy
have a central place in the delivery of the PYP. To illustrate exactly how this takes
place, I will present an example from the International School of Amsterdam (ISA),
which is highly respected amongst IB schools for the way it puts the PYP into
practice. Year Five students (aged around ten or eleven) undertake an eight-week
unit of learning called ‘Different People, Different Lives’, which has been designed
by a group of teachers at the school. The central idea that the teaching aims to get
across to students is that ‘empathy, respect and tolerance are essential attitudes in a
diverse world’. That is, the unit focuses on learning about three of the twelve
attitudes at the core of the PYP curriculum. 63
Pupils engage in a wide range of activities that help them explore these three
attitudes. Amongst them are the following.
•

Students undertake experiential activities to help uncover their own
assumptions about other people. For instance, they meet and talk with people
of different abilities, such as a local resident who is blind and who brings in
his guide dog, and a teacher who works with children with multiple physical
disabilities. They also examine photos of people that challenge stereotypes,
such a man who looks like a Hollywood actor but turns out to be a leader of
the Ku Klux Klan.
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•

They visit In Het Donker Gezien (Seeing in the Dark), which is a ‘museum’
designed to simulate for sighted people what it is like being blind. Students
are immersed in a completely darkened environment for thirty minutes, and
do everyday activities such as going into a shop, dancing in a disco or
crossing a busy street. This is then followed by in-depth discussions with
museum employees who are blind.

•

Students read novels such as The Cay by Theodore Taylor, and discuss in
groups the ways that the three attitudes of empathy, respect and tolerance
affect the characters in the book. They then decide on what the central
message of the book is, and must design, build and write a guidebook for a
museum that conveys the message. Often they choose to create a museum
about empathy. Students specify, for instance, the kind of objects that would
be placed in the museum that would encourage visitors to step into the shoes
of another person, and challenge their assumptions and stereotypes.

•

At different stages of the unit, students create visual metaphors of the three
central attitudes, and they explore how their thinking about empathy, respect
and tolerance has changed throughout the process. They then create personal
‘instructional brochures’ and podcasts to inform others about the role of these
attitudes in their own lives, particularly in the context of school.

Year 5 students at the International School of Amsterdam making podcasts of their personal experiences of empathy as part
of the unit on Different People, Different Lives.

This unit is undertaken at the beginning of the school year, and the attitudes of
empathy, respect and tolerance then become a constant thread that is reinforced
through teaching in later units. The following unit, for instance, is on human
migration, a topic which is pertinent to students at an international school like ISA,
as most of them have lived in other countries before coming to the Netherlands. One
of the activities is that students are asked to interview family members about their
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experiences of moving location, and also about their family’s history of migration
back as many generations as can be remembered. The objective of this is ‘to guide
children to view the migration experiences of others with empathy, knowing the
uncertainties of their own moves to new places and schools’. 64 They also read books
about children who have undergone migration experiences in a range of countries,
such as one about an Afghan boy and his family trying to go to Australia (Boy
Overboard by Morris Gleitzman) and another about a Bosnian boy who becomes a
refugee (No Gun for Asmir by Cristobel Mattingly and Elizabeth Honey). Students
explore empathy in relation to the characters in these books, then create an
‘installation’ to teach others about the issues of human migration and the need for
respect and empathy for the people involved.
This is Empathy Education at its most sophisticated to date. This is not only because
empathy is placed at the centre of learning, together with the related attitudes of
respect and tolerance. It is also due to the fact that the learning process is extremely
creative, highly experiential, and involves conversations with real people (elements
that are missing from many empathy programmes, as will be discussed further
below). Moreover, it combines an exploration of empathy in multiple spheres, such
as with people in the local community, with family members, and with strangers in
other countries. 65
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3.Climate Chaos: Oxfam’s Education for Global Citizenship
The international development agency Oxfam offers a ‘Curriculum for Global
Citizenship’ that comprises hundreds of online and other teaching resources for all
levels of education, including Foundation, Key Stages 1 through 4, and ages 16-19. 66
Empathy has a significant (although not exclusive) place within the conceptual
underpinnings of the materials. ‘Education for Global Citizenship,’ says Oxfam,
‘encourages children and young people to care about the planet and develop
empathy with, and an active concern for, those with whom they share it.’ 67 The
curriculum identifies three key elements for responsible global citizenship:
knowledge and understanding; skills; and values and attitudes. Empathy is
identified as one of the six values and attitudes that the teaching resources are
designed to develop. Given its obvious importance, it is somewhat surprising that
Oxfam’s publicly available documents do not explicitly define what they mean by
empathy, although it is fair to surmise that it involves both shared emotional
response and perspective-taking, with an emphasis on the latter.
A distinctive and innovative aspect of the Oxfam approach to empathy is its
internationalist orientation: the objective is to nurture ‘empathy towards others
locally and globally’ and a ‘sense of common humanity’. 68 This is rather different
from the more usual social and emotional learning approaches to empathy (such as
in SEAL), which are much more concerned with issues such as anger management,
and learning to empathise with classmates as a means of preventing bullying, than
they are with learning to empathise with strangers, especially those living in some of
the world’s poorest countries. Thus typical Oxfam teaching materials, such as those
using photographs of children from poor countries, are intended to ‘challenge
stereotypes, build empathy and develop respect for children’s own and other
cultures’. 69
The most interesting Oxfam resource from an empathy perspective is also one of its
most popular: a set of materials called Climate Chaos, which together comprise a
programme for a whole week of teaching around climate change, for pupils aged
nine to eleven. 70 The unit is recommended by the UK government’s Department for
International Development (DFID) on its Global Dimensions website as a resource
that can bring a more global perspective to the classroom across a range of
curriculum areas, such as PSHE/Citizenship, in addition to English, Geography,
Science, Art and Design and ICT.

‘Children trying to plant a seed in dry earth,’ from the Oxfam Climate Chaos resource website. 71

You Are Therefore I Am,
Oxfam GB Research Report, July 2008

29

The source materials feature a strong element of Empathy Education. On the second
day of the five-day programme, pupils do a series of activities that help them
develop their perspective-taking abilities. One activity aims ‘to increase pupils’
understanding of the effects of climate change on people’s lives’ and ‘to increase
empathy with people living in different situations from their own.’ 72 They read short
case studies, then are asked to write a story from the viewpoint of one of the people
they have read about, and also to draw pictures. They are encouraged to imagine
whether the person has a family, what kind of home they live in, how they spend
their days, and the kinds of things they worry about.
These are two of the case studies they can choose from:

Tuvalu islander, South Pacific
‘When I was young, I used to visit my aunts on one of Tuvalu’s small islands, with three
houses and kitchens. Twenty-five people lived there, but now those houses have all gone. It’s
just sand. Near my island, Nukufetau, other islands have been swallowed up by the sea.
People say, ‘why don’t you move your people inland?’ But there is no inland – it’s all coastal.
On Nukufetau, the tarot roots that my family has eaten for generations grow less tall each
year as the soil is becoming too salty. It’s frightening me very much. I don’t know what’s going
to happen. I’m worried about the island; this is the very best island I know, but unless there’s
a miracle, I think it's going to be drowned in the sea. Somebody has to stop people doing the
things that damage our environment. People must look at us, see us as people who want to
live a normal life but we can’t do that – other people are doing what they want for their own
development. What about us? What about me and my family? What about everybody else
here worrying like me?’

Home-owner, Shrewsbury, UK
‘I would rather forget 2004. In February, we were flooded again. It reminded me of 2000 when
Shrewsbury led the evening news when we suffered the worst flooding here for fifty years.
Luckily, my house wasn’t damaged this time, but my insurance company won’t renew my
policy next year because the flood risk is too great. One of my neighbours has given up trying
to sell her house. The estate agent told her she would have to sell it for nearly half of what
she wants for it. The council is talking about plans to build expensive defences, with
permanent walls along the river and a new design of temporary fencing for when there is a
high risk of a flood. But I bet we end up paying for them through big hikes in our council tax.’

A second activity, called ‘From My Grandchild’, aims ‘to raise awareness that the
impact of climate change will increase in the future.’ Pupils are asked to imagine
what life could be like in the UK in fifty years’ time, when they might have a
grandchild the age they are now, if the climate continues to change. They then write
a story or poem from the viewpoint of their own grandchild. 73
There are three noteworthy empathy approaches evident in these Climate Chaos
materials. First, they encourage empathy with people suffering from the effects of
climate change in developing countries, such as Tuvalu, whereas more typical
climate change resources have a greater UK focus on issues such as energy
conservation in the home, and science and technology. Second, they contain activities
which help pupils develop empathy with future generations who will suffer the
effects of climate change (empathising with future generations is ignored in almost
all other Empathy Education programmes). Thus empathy is encouraged both across
geographical space and through time. Third, the tasks help pupils draw connections
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between the effects of climate change in the rich and poor world: a homeowner in
Shrewsbury is facing difficulties, just like families in the South Pacific. This nurtures
the sense of common humanity that is fundamental to empathetic understanding.
All three forms of empathy development are crucial educational objectives given that
contemporary commentators increasingly recognise that building these various
empathetic bridges is essential for successfully tackling the climate crisis. 74

4.Through Other Eyes: Developing Empathy and Multicultural Perspectives
in the Social Studies
A further form of Empathy Education is that which can be found in the growing
number of textbooks and teaching resources that are specifically dedicated to
nurturing empathy in the classroom. Some of the best have been published in the
United States, where empathy thinking is comparatively advanced, partly because it
has been deemed an important skill or attitude to develop for young people living in
a highly multicultural society. A representative example is the book Through Other
Eyes: Developing Empathy and Multicultural Perspectives in the Social Studies (2004) by
Joan Skolnick, Nancy Dulberg and Thea Maestre (who are teacher-education experts
based in California). It contains fifteen separate activities to develop empathy for
ages eight and above, across four major social studies topics: personal and family
history; work; migration; and conflict and change.
A feature that sets this text apart from many others addressing empathy is the
sophisticated theoretical framework that underpins the teaching activities. The
authors distinguish ‘empathy’, understood as affective engagement, where you share
the feelings of another person, from ‘perspective-taking’, which is the cognitive
ability to step into the shoes of another person. In doing so, they are reflecting the
classic definitions found in the psychology literature. ‘Empathy and perspectivetaking,’ they argue, ‘are at the heart of the multicultural curriculum’, since they
encourage students ‘to venture outside of their own experience’ in order to
‘understand their classmates and the world’. The purpose is ‘ultimately to foster in
students a willingness to challenge prejudice in themselves and others’. 75
Beyond this, they embed their empathy approach within a ‘Thinking-Feeling Spiral’
model, which draws on the work of Jean Piaget and John Dewey. 76 As the diagram
below illustrates, the spiral identifies four major kinds of learning experience:
making personal and concrete connections to the topic; inquiring and imagining
about someone else’s life; investigating content resources to learn more about a
group’s experience; and ‘acting as if’ one is actually in another’s circumstances,
making choices or solving problems. 77 Each of these stages build upon one another
into a spiral of learning, and are evident in the teaching activities that they suggest
throughout their book.
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The Thinking-Feeling Spiral
An example of their approach is an activity called ‘Story Cloths: Migration Tales
from Around the World’, designed for ages nine and above. 78 The activity uses
children’s literature and first-person stories of migration as a basis for creating a
piece of art to represent migration experiences. The students begin by reading and
discussing a story called The Whispering Cloth by Pegi Deitz Shea. It tells the tale of
Mai, a young Hmong refugee from Laos, who lives in a Thai refugee camp with her
grandmother. Mai is taught by her grandmother to stitch a pa’ndau, or embroidered
story cloth, which depicts her own life story in pictures, such as her parents’ deaths
and fleeing soldiers’ bullets. The second stage involves reading first-person accounts
of migration, some of which involve children who have come to the United States to
start new lives, then brainstorming the most important parts of the account in a mind
map. It is also suggested that the pupils do this stage by interviewing migrants of
older generations who live in their community and then writing up their life story in
the first person. The next step is that students add the feelings and thoughts that they
think the individuals in their migration stories might have had during their journeys.
In the fourth stage, they make a pa’ndau of one of the stories or the person they have
interviewed. Finally, they present their artworks and discuss questions such as: What
have we learned about why people move?; What choices have people had to make in
migrating?; and, How does this relate to our own lives?.
‘Story Cloths’ provides an important model of Empathy Education for three main
reasons. First, like the Oxfam materials on climate change, it addresses a major
international issue (migration), encouraging the development of empathy on a global
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basis, for people in distant countries. Second, it brings this global issue closer to
home by exploring stories of people who have come to the United States, thereby
encouraging empathy with migrants who live in the students’ immediate
community. Thirdly, and most importantly, it incorporates having real conversations
with people through an oral history process (similar to the unit on human migration
followed by Year 5 students at the International School of Amsterdam). This final
element of learning about other people’s lives through conversation is missing from
so much Empathy Education, even though the evidence from thinkers such as
Theodore Zeldin suggests it is one of the most effective and direct ways to encourage
empathetic understanding.

A pa’ndau from The Whispering Cloth by Pegi Deitz Shea
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5.Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) programme for primary
schools in England
The UK government undertook a major new initiative in 2005 through the creation of
a programme called Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL), which has
been designed for use in primary schools in England. SEAL is a voluntary
programme which has proved to be an extremely successful extension of learning
beyond the focus on traditional subjects such as mathematics and English. Currently
around two-thirds of all primary schools in the country have adopted it, drawing on
the guidelines and resources provided by the Department for Children, Schools and
Families (DCSF). This high take-up rate is evidence not only of the quality of the
materials, but of the perceived need amongst schools to find a conceptually
grounded and comprehensive set of tools for promoting social and emotional
learning. SEAL is being extended into secondary schools in 2008, and government
officials expect that by 2010, 80% of all primary and secondary schools will be using
the SEAL materials to some extent. Studies of the impact of SEAL demonstrate that
the programme has been effective in improving pupil behaviour (e.g. reducing
bullying), communication skills, emotional awareness, confidence and academic
achievement. 79
At the primary level, which I will focus on here, SEAL plays a multifunctional role,
providing discrete lessons, materials for use in a range of subjects such as history and
geography, and resources for assemblies and Circle Time. In particular, it is designed
to provide a significant portion of the content for teaching the non-statutory national
curriculum subject of Personal, Social and Health Education (PSHE). 80
The very existence of SEAL is testament to the fact that the government now takes
social and emotional learning (SEL) more seriously than it ever has done in the past,
and recognises the beneficial impact that it can have on young people’s lives. SEAL
aims to foster five social and emotional skills: self-awareness, managing feelings,
motivation, empathy, and social skills. Typical of many SEL programmes worldwide,
these five mirror the framework developed by Daniel Goleman, who specifies the
same five areas as essential for developing emotional intelligence. 81 Although SEAL
is not, conceptually, solely based on Goleman’s approach, an explicit debt to him is
acknowledged in the following diagram in one of the official SEAL guidance
documents. 82

The social and emotional aspects of learning, adapted from Daniel Goleman’s five domains

You Are Therefore I Am,
Oxfam GB Research Report, July 2008

34

The SEAL teaching materials are exemplary in many respects: they are clear, varied,
creative, multicultural, and cover an important range of topics. Teachers generally
report that they find them extremely useful for teaching social and emotional skills. 83
But the question of relevance here is, what kind of Empathy Education does SEAL
provide? The answer is relatively simple and unsurprising: a form which is
consistent with Goleman’s concerns about developing emotional intelligence, but
which does not extend far beyond this.
Goleman’s work concentrates on individual behaviour and personal development.
While recognising the importance of nurturing both the main forms of empathy, his
interest is focused on how individuals can learn to better manage their emotions and
feelings, such that they act in a more empathetic way with people in their immediate
environment. In the case of school children, this means fellow classmates, friends,
family and others they may encounter in their local community. In very practical
terms, one of the main objectives is to discourage young people from expressing
themselves by using anger or other violent forms of behaviour: empathy is seen as a
key tool of ‘anger management’ and for tackling problems such as bullying and
youth crime. The very fact that the SEAL programme is located within the Improving
Behaviour and Attendance Unit of the Department for Children, Schools and
Families is evidence that one of its original primary objectives was to help reduce
behavioural problems (although officials now recognise that SEAL has wider
implications, for instance in supporting the government’s Wellbeing agenda).
Goleman, however, should not be seen purely as an individualist interested in little
beyond personal development. He also places some emphasis on the role of
emotional intelligence in helping to build communities and social cohesion on the
local level, an objective which is integrated into SEAL’s approach to social and
emotional learning. 84
Where Goleman’s work is deficient is on developing empathy with strangers,
especially on an international level. His focus on the local rather than the global is
evident in the chapter on teaching social and emotional learning in schools in his
book Emotional Intelligence: it contains no examples of learning to empathise with
people beyond national borders. 85 This blind spot, I believe, is a product of his
research being derived primarily from academic psychology, rather than, say,
sociology, history or development studies.
This lack of a global perspective in Goleman’s work is reflected in the SEAL
materials. For the purposes of this paper, I undertook a qualitative analysis of
empathy content in 35 SEAL teaching resource documents for the primary level. The
documents cover seven core topics (which are used to teach the five skill areas
described above): New Beginnings; Say No to Bullying; Getting on and Falling Out;
Good to be Me; Relationships; Going for Goals; and Changes. According to
government guidelines, the first two have developing empathy as a primary
objective, the next three have empathy as a secondary objective, while the last two
are aimed at developing other social and emotional skills apart from empathy. 86 For
each of these seven topics, I examined the materials offered for use with different
year groups. There are separate resources for Foundation Stage, Years 1 and 2, Years
3 and 4, and Years 5 and 6. There is also a Theme Overview containing resources for
use in assemblies. 87
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A representative resource is the Thematic Overview document for the topic ‘Say No
to Bullying’. 88 It focuses on a story about the experiences of a girl called Laura, who
is being bullied in a typical English school. Like many SEAL resources, the story
excels at being highly multicultural, as is evident in the names of some of the other
characters, such as Farook and Yangsook. Pupils are encouraged to put themselves
into Laura’s shoes by hearing about how she feels:
‘Every day when I wake up I feel sick and have a bad pain in my tummy. I never
want to go to school but mum always makes me. When I walk in the playground
I can hear my heart thumping. It hurts me in my throat. They say things about
me and my mum that are horrible and nobody ever tells them to stop. At night I
lie awake and think about what the children will say to me. Then, when I do fall
asleep, I dream that I am in the playground and everyone is saying nasty things
about me, and sometimes I cry out. Then I wake up and lie in the dark again. I
wish I didn’t ever have to go to school again!’
They then discuss issues around this case of bullying, such as how Laura is feeling,
what the bullies might themselves be feeling, and strategies to prevent bullying.
Despite being multicultural and addressing issues of great importance in young
people’s lives (such as bullying), it is striking that the vast majority of SEAL
documents do not tackle international issues or explicitly encourage developing
empathy with people in other countries. The only exception comes through teaching
ideas that appear at the end of each document after the core material, and which are
referred to as ‘curriculum and other links / follow up work’. A good example
appears in the materials for Years 3 and 4 on the topic of ‘Changes’, where there is a
suggestion for how to discuss the topic in a Geography class:
‘QCA Unit 10 A village in India: After using the materials on Chembakolli read a
story (in materials produced by Action Aid,
www.actionaid.org/schoolsandyouth) about street children in Delhi. Consider
why children might end up living on the street. Ask them to imagine they have
left the village to try to find work in the town. In small groups they could discuss
the three major changes they would experience. They could write their
experiences in role.’ 89
It is certainly admirable that there is advice to draw on globally oriented teaching
materials produced by the international development agency ActionAid, yet it is
disappointing that such an activity which helps to develop empathy on a global basis
is not featured as core material for the topic. It should also be noted that this
excellent example of Empathy Education is featured for a topic – Changes – which is
officially not even designed to promote the skill of empathising.
While such materials and ideas are often of a high quality, they are clearly not
considered central to the SEAL enterprise. They are presented as something of an
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afterthought, an added extra that does not constitute the main way of teaching the
topic. Global empathy sneaks in through the back door of other subjects, particularly
history (often through the topic of evacuation), geography and religious education.
Furthermore, it is evident that the titles of the topics themselves do not contain an
internationalist flavour.
The most obvious conclusion to draw is that Global Empathy is clearly not a priority
for SEAL: the importance of developing empathy ends at the borders of the local
community. That is, SEAL is currently restricted to a narrow approach to developing
empathy, focusing on empathy in pupils’ local environment, rather than broadening
their horizons to consider empathising with those in other countries, especially
people who may be suffering from some of the world’s most significant global
problems such as poverty, climate change and armed conflict. In this sense, SEAL is
consistent with Goleman’s approach to empathy.
While one might criticise the absence of Global Empathy in SEAL, it is worth
pointing out that within its original vision, SEAL was never designed to embrace a
global dimension: the intended focus was much more on the personal and
community level. The good news is that officials within the DCSF have come to
recognise that SEAL could be developed by expanding its materials to the global
level. 90 This would help bring it more closely in line with the National Curriculum
guidelines for Keystages 1 and 2, which state that:
‘Pupils’ social development involves pupils acquiring an understanding of the
responsibilities and rights of being members of families and communities (local,
national and global), and an ability to relate to others and to work with others for
the common good.’ 91 [emphasis added]
One way of remedying the global gap within SEAL materials has been offered by the
Department for International Development (DFID), which has been engaged in a
major push to introduce more ‘Global Dimensions’ to curriculum materials used in
English schools, and has a website containing teaching resources for this very
purpose. 92 DFID does indeed make a passing reference to empathy in a document on
the eight key concepts which constitute adding a global dimension to the curriculum:
one of the seven aims under ‘Values and Perceptions’ is ‘developing multiple
perspectives’ on issues and events; and one of the seven objectives under ‘Conflict
Resolution’ is ‘understanding the importance of dialogue, tolerance, respect and
empathy’. 93 Yet these are only two out of a total of 52 separate aims.
The problem is that no clear link has yet been made between the Global Dimensions
approach and the SEAL materials. This constitutes a lost opportunity for joined-up
thinking amongst different government departments. While SEAL has very little
material of a global nature amongst its resources, similarly Global Dimensions does
not specifically aim to encourage social and emotional learning through the resources
that it features. The two could bring a lot of synergy if combined well. 94

You Are Therefore I Am,
Oxfam GB Research Report, July 2008

37

Overall, within its own parameters SEAL offers high-quality social and emotional
learning. Globalising SEAL would help realise its full potential as an innovative
approach to social and emotional learning in general, and Empathy Education in
particular.
At this stage, it is worth summarising the results of the comparative survey of
Empathy Education. The variation between approaches is evident in Table 1 below.
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Table 1: Empathy education – an overview
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The future of empathy education
Where should Empathy Education go from here? What do the case studies discussed
above suggest about what it should, ideally, look like in practice?
Empathy Education has the potential not only to promote personal and emotional
development, but to make a major contribution to social change. In order to do so, I
believe all Empathy Education programmes should ensure that they address three
important areas of learning: Conversational Empathy, Experiential Empathy and
Global Empathy

Conversational Empathy
One of the major gaps in much Empathy Education is the lack of attention given to
the role of conversation. 95 As the discussion of the work of Theodore Zeldin
indicates, one of the best ways to create an empathetic bond is to get two people to
speak with each other and have a conversation that moves beyond superficial talk
and addresses the real issues of importance in their lives. Empathy programmes
could usefully draw on a range of conversation methods, such as those developed by
Zeldin’s foundation, The Oxford Muse, to provide opportunities for pupils to engage
in dialogues that develop their ability to empathise. 96 Empathy Conversations could
take place on three levels:
•

Pupils could have conversations with each other, both within their own year
group and with other year groups.

•

Pupils could have conversations with people in the local community,
especially those who they may rarely come across such as asylum seekers,
people of different religions, or the elderly.

•

Pupils could have global conversations with children at schools in other
countries. This could be done using technologies such as Skype, and through
existing school linking programmes.

On all three levels they can be stimulated to talk about topics such as aspirations,
fears, friendship, family, compassion and cultural practices. That is, the issues which
serve to unite people as human beings and which give insights into another’s
worldview.

Experiential Empathy
Too much Empathy Education is currently based on secondary sources such as
books. It is obvious that real-life experiences can have the biggest impact on
changing the way we see other people and ourselves. Empathy Education needs to
incorporate more experiential learning. This could be done in many ways. For
instance, it might be possible for programmes such as SEAL or the International
Baccalaureate’s Primary Years Programme to integrate the Roots of Empathy, a
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highly experiential programme in which pupils learn from having a live baby in the
classroom. 97 Students could also be given more opportunities to develop empathy
through travel. This might be very local travel, for instance to a Mosque or homeless
shelter, where empathetic understanding is the focus of the visit. Experiential
empathy learning can also take place through travel abroad and immersing oneself
in another culture. This model has a long history in language exchange programmes
at the secondary level and the Erasmus scheme at the tertiary level, as well as
through school travel projects supported by organisations such as the Holocaust
Educational Trust. 98 Activities including community service (as takes place at the
United World Colleges) and job shadowing (which is part of many careers
programmes at schools) could become part of an enhanced approach to Experiential
Empathy.
Both Experiential Empathy and Conversational Empathy should be used to
supplement regular learning techniques that have been developed in Empathy
Education, such as using photos, role-plays, stories, imaginative writing exercises
and thought experiments.

Global Empathy
Finally, Empathy Education needs to be developed not just at the community level and
the national level, but also at the global level.
It is certainly important for Empathy Education to address the community level, by
tackling subjects such bullying in the school playground, and relationships with
families and friends. It must also encapsulate the national level, helping to create
understanding of the lives of people who pupils may seldom meet but who are part
of the national social fabric, such as those who are homeless, people with mental
health problems, and those who are very rich or very poor. But it is also crucial that
Empathy Education be extended to the global level. Children need to be encouraged
to empathise with people who live in other countries, especially those in developing
countries whose lives are very different from their own, as a way of promoting the
idea of global citizenship. Why should a child at school in England, for instance, not
be taught to empathise with the plight of a flood victim in the Indian state of Orissa,
or with a child who has been injured in an earthquake in China when her school
collapsed? Not to do so is to ignore our common humanity and interconnectedness,
and misses an important opportunity for fostering social change.
Programmes such as SEAL could be extended to this global level, incorporating new
topics such as inequality, climate change, migration and intercultural understanding.
Governments, schools and organisations in civil society like Oxfam, could develop
new Global Empathy teaching resources to expand the horizons of the next
generation beyond the unnecessarily narrow confines of national borders.
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Conclusions
Empathy Education is at a turning point in its history. It can either stay localised, or
its potential for creating social change can be realised by expanding it to the global
level, so students develop mutual understanding across borders, with people whose
thoughts, emotions, values and beliefs might otherwise remain a mystery. At the
same time, Empathy Education must step outside the classroom, so that students are
given the opportunity to engage in real conversations and experiences that will shift
not only how they look at others, but how they look at themselves.
In the 1850s, Henry David Thoreau wrote, ‘Could a greater miracle take place than
for us to look through each other’s eyes for an instant?’
An instant of empathetic understanding need not be seen as a miracle. It is a real
possibility that education could provide to a whole generation of young people.
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Endnotes
1

Gordon 2005, 9.

2

These examples are from teaching resources discussed later in this paper. The first is from
the DCSF materials for the Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) programme
on the theme of Changes for Years 3 and 4 for schools in England. The second is from
Canada’s Roots of Empathy programme. The third is adapted from the Primary Years
Programme of the International Baccalaureate Organisation, as taught at the International
School of Amsterdam. The final example is from the Climate Chaos teaching resources
from Oxfam GB’s Education for Global Citizenship curriculum materials.

3

Throughout this paper I often refer to ‘the UK government’ and ‘UK education’ as general
terms, while recognising that education is organised separately in England, Wales, Scotland
and Northern Ireland. SEAL, for instance, is a programme designed for schools in England,
and is the responsibility of the Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF),
which emerged in 2008, together with the Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills
(DIUS), out of the former Department for Skills and Education (DFES).

4

This paper draws on, and develops, some of my thinking contained in an earlier report for
Oxfam on how social change happens (Krznaric 2007a). I have also discussed the subject
of empathy in Krznaric (2007b).

5

The following discussion draws on Cotton’s review of 58 articles about empathy (2001, 2, 3,
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