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Focus

W hen we honour children 
through loving, respectful, 
and nurturing relation-

ships, children will explore their 
capacities as friends, problem 
solvers, and critical thinkers, and 
they become kind, compassionate 
members of society.

At SFU Childcare Society one of our 
core values is relationships. In col-
laboration with each other and with 
families our educators are there to 
support children through their jour-
ney of building relationships, learning 
to manage feelings and emotions, and 
developing life skills. Flattner and 
Ross write, “Our natural capacity for 
empathy needs active encouragement 
from parents and caregivers so that it 
continues to develop.” (2014).

To explain what empathy is, Kuttner 
writes, “To empathize with someone 
is to understand what he is feeling 
or, more properly, to understand 
what you would feel like if you were 
in his situation. It requires an aware-
ness that others think of themselves 
in ways that are both similar to and 
different from the way you do, and 
that they also have emotions they 
associate with those thoughts and 
images “(2007).

children Support Each other

By the time a child is about four 
years old, he begins to associate his 
emotions with the feelings of others 
(Kuttner, 2007). I recently witnessed 
and documented a moment of one 
child at our centre who showed 
compassion and supported other 
children at our centre.

Using Documentation to Teach  
Empathy and Compassion

KRISTA DALTON

Sienna invited Maya and Yiqing, who were upset, to sit with her while they waited for their 
parents. She read them multiple stories and told them, “It’s okay, your mommy will be here 
soon.”
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Sienna usually likes to play with 
older children. Her older friends 
moved on to kindergarten in Sep-
tember and she has been struggling 
to re establish her place among her 
peers. Her parents have been talk-
ing with her about being a “helper 
for the teachers with the younger 
children” as a way to help her transi-
tion through the changes in group. 
When I came across this moment I 
was touched by Sienna’s compassion 
for these younger children who, like 
her, are struggling to find their place 
as they are all new.

Sienna invited Maya and Yiqing, 
who were both upset, to sit with her 
while they waited for their parents. 
She read them multiple stories and 
told them, “It’s okay, your mommy 
will be here soon.”

revisiting

I sat with Sienna and showed the 
documentation of her ordinary 
moment, and her response was, “I 
wanted to make these girls happy.”

The next day I was able to witness a 
similar moment.

Sienna asked Maya and Yiqing to sit 
on the couch with her. She pulled 
out a couple of books and read to 
the girls. One of the books was 
Five Little Monkeys and she sang 
the song to them as she turned the 
pages. More children started to join 
so she got a chair and sat in front 
of them. The story she picked was 
Rain, Rain Go Away. She sang it to 
the children and turned the pages. 
Every couple of pages she would 
ask the children to sing with her. 
“Rain, Rain, go away, come again 
on Saturday.”

Finding a way to connect and relate 
to these girls helped Sienna to build 
the relationship with them and, in 
turn, helped her to feel comfortable 

Sienna asked Maya and Yiqing to sit on the couch with her. She pulled out a couple of books 
and read to the girls. One of the books was Five Little Monkeys and she sang the song to them 
as she turned the pages. More children started to join so she got a chair and sat in front of 
them. The story she picked was Rain, Rain Go Away. She sang it to the children and turned 
the pages. Every couple of pages she would ask the children to sing with her. “Rain, Rain, go 
away, come again on Saturday.”
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Seeds of Empathy,  
continued from page 11

in engaging with more interactions 
following this experience. After 
being shown the initial ordinary 
moment, she sought out a time 
when she could revisit the initial 
moment by reading songs and sto-
ries with them and other children 
several times. Sienna has seen em-
pathy practiced in front of her and 
towards her by her parents, loved 
ones, peers, and caregivers. Because 
of the relationships she has with her 
primary caregivers she has, over 
time, grown to recognize certain 
behaviours from others that require 
empathetic responses. Sienna was 
able to recognize and empathize 
with the two girls and find a way to 
calm them by reading a story. 

By capturing this moment and 
documenting it, I was able to 
share it with Sienna’s family and 
the educators at University Child-
care. Recording and sharing these 
observations has allowed the edu-
cators insight into Sienna’s social 
emotional development. It is our 
goal to continue to look for oppor-
tunities to develop and encourage 
this behaviour.

connecting to the Bc Early 
learning framework

I thought it would be benefiticial 
to connect Sienna’s moment to the 
BC Early Learning Framework and 
have done so below.

Well Being and Belonging 

Goal: Feel valued for and explore 
their own strategies for learning. 

Sienna felt comfortable enough 
to step in and help by supporting 
the girls even though there was a 
teacher there who could have done 
it as well.

Goal: Build healthy relationships 
with both adults and children.

Sienna saw an opportunity to 
support these two girls and after 
revisiting the teacher’s documen-
tation, she sought out another 
opportunity to build the relation-
ship with the same girls and other 
children.

Languages and Literacies

Goal: Develop diverse language 
abilities and the capacity to com-
municate with others in many 
ways.

Sienna had the time and oppor-
tunity to spend supporting and 
showing empathy towards the two 
girls by reading them stories when 
they were feeling sad.

Social Responsibility and  
Diversity

Goal: Show responsibility for 
themselves and begin to show 
responsibility for others.

Sienna was able to support the 
two girls.

Goal: Express a positive regard for 
others and respect for self, others, 
and property.

Sienna was able to build and fur-
ther her relationship with these 
two girls by showing empathy and 
support to them.
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schools that they had been forced 
to attend. 

hope

The birth of each baby is the birth 
of hope and a bridge to the future. 
The Seeds of Empathy program 
legitimizes the discussion of feel-
ings and dreams. Around the 
Seeds of Empathy lavender blanket 
children are asked what they think, 
what they think other people 
think, and, more importantly, 
what they feel, and what they think 
other people feel. This is emotional 
literacy, the foundational literacy 
in life that allows children to take 
the perspective of the other, and to 
develop empathy so they can feel 
with the other, which is essential if 
we are to have the hope for a peace-
ful future where everyone belongs. 
One of the milestones of the last 
century was Neil Armstrong’s walk 
on the moon. He said “that’s one 
small step for [a] man, one giant 
leap for mankind.” It is our hope 
that in this century we will learn 
to walk in one another’s shoes—
empathy. 

The world has focused much of its 
search for energy sources in wind, 
water, and the sun. We have identi-
fied the most renewable resource 
of all, the power of empathy in 
our children. We use a baby as a 
catalyst and see children as levers 
of change, changing our world, 
child by child.

Mary Gordon is the founder and 
president of Roots of Empathy and 
Seeds of Empathy. For more infor-
mation about Seeds of Empathy, 
visit www.seedsofempathy.org.




