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Building Empathy
using Storybooks
Empathy is the ability to put yourself
in someone else's shoes and
understand what they are going
through; it’s the ability to feel what
they are feeling. Why is empathy so
important? With ongoing social
issues like bullying and youth mental
health concerns, teaching empathy to
children is more important than ever.
Empathetic people have the ability to
connect with others on a deeper level
and can lead to individuals being
helpful, involved and invested in
other people. In a community where
we have to rely on each other,
empathy is an increasingly important
tool to connect with the world.
Empathy is an important life skill to
help your child develop from an early
age and books can help guide the
way. Have you ever seen a toddler
share a toy or pat the hand of a friend
who is crying? These are examples of
very young children learning and
experiencing cooperation, empathy,
and respect.
Character development isn't something that can wait until the teen
years, or even the elementary years.
Young children surprise us in their
ability to care, and lovely children’s
books can support that journey.

Reading to Develop Empathy
Empathy is a lot easier to develop when children feel safe and secure.
Reading stories together is one way to create that sense of security that
children need. Just the act of snuggling and reading together activates
children’s empathy muscles.
But there’s more: picture books let children explore lives beyond their
own. Through the pages of a book, children can see characters showing
many different emotions, learning to cooperate, working out problems,
and more. Children’s books let children “try on” situations and feelings as
they see themselves in different characters and learn to see all people in
the ways they are similar and different from themselves as part of the
same community.
Think of reading as a game of role playing, where children can practice
seeing the world through someone else’s eyes which can, in turn, allow
them to develop an understanding, respect and care for the experiences
of others.
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Educational psychologist and author Michele Borba suggests three steps
for developing empathy skills for young children through reading:

Step 1: Ask "What if"
Encourage children to really step into the shoes of different characters by asking them, “What if that happened to
you? What would you do? What would you say?”

Step 2: Ask "How would you feel?"
Ask your child if they can relate to the character’s experience, “Has something like that ever happened to you?
How did it make you feel?” For young children, point out the faces or body language of the characters and ask how
they might guess that person is feeling.

Step 3: Ask them to think about “you” instead of “me.”
By encouraging children to think about someone else’s perspective, you are asking them to think about the “you”
and to ask themselves, “How do they feel? What do they need? How does this affect them?” You can encourage
this skill while reading by asking them to think about or guess what others are feeling in the book.

Other tips
Look for high-quality children’s books with characters that feel authentic and
real to help your children better connect with characters.
Read books together slowly and multiple times. Look at the pictures and make
comments to connect the book with your child’s experience, for example,
“This reminds me of the first time you took swimming lessons. Remember
how you felt scared, but then you met Sarah and she was scared, too? You
became friends and you were brave together.”
Build up a “feelings vocabulary” with your child so they can recognize feelings
that others are having – an early empathy skill. Take time to label the
emotions of book characters and the clues that led you to that observation.
For example, say things like, “I think they feel happy because they are
smiling.”

The Book Nook
A Kids Book About Epathy
by Daron K. Roberts
Empatía: una guia para padres e hijos
by Patricia Fernández Bieberach
Everyone…
by Christopher Silas Neal
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