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PRAISE FOR MICHELE BORBA AND UnSelfie


“Parenting expert Borba (Building Moral Intelligence) traveled the world and researched for decades before writing this fresh and powerful primer on raising caring kids. Her thought-provoking and practical book may very well tip over the parenting priority applecart—and rightly so.”—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“Borba builds an excellent case for empathy, and parents concerned with the trend toward self-absorption and bullying among young people will find useful tips to counteract the negative messages children are hearing.”—Booklist (starred review)


“Michele Borba makes a strong case for empathy as a tool that can be taught to kids, positioning them for success. . . .When you have empathy, it’s like cutting through the mess and getting straight to what drives 99.9 percent of most people: a need to be understood, valued, and loved.”—New York Post


“UnSelfie is an engaging and thoughtfully argued book, and its topic—teaching children to be more mindful of other people, and more in control of themselves and their own emotions—is as timely as ever. . . . Borba’s book makes the case that our efforts can and will be repaid in a more empathetic world moving forward.”—NYMag.com


“Empathy helps us develop true friendships and have a happy life, and Michele Borba’s practical insights and advice are a huge help for parents who want to nurture this essential skill in their children.”—Harvey Karp, M.D., author of The Happiest Baby on the Block and The Happiest Toddler on the Block


“Empathy is a gateway to success for kids across every area of life—and Dr. Michele Borba leads parents on a practical, step-by-step journey to get there. Passionately written and impeccably researched, UnSelfie has practical strategies on every page that you can use right away.”—Rachel Simmons, author of Odd Girl Out and cofounder of Girls Leadership


“UnSelfie contains everything parents and educators need to know to give children the ‘empathy advantage’ and raise a new generation of caring, happy, successful kids. Nobody on the planet is better than Michele Borba at showing you how to put empathy into action. Read this book. It will change your kids’ lives!”—Jack Canfield, coauthor of Chicken Soup for the Parent’s Soul and The Success Principles™


“This beautiful gem of a book is a must-read for all parents who care about the quality of life of their children and the world they inhabit. I can think of no better guide than Dr. Michele Borba to teach parents exactly how to cultivate and nurture the missing ingredient in their children’s success and happiness: empathy.”—Tamar Chansky, Ph.D., author of Freeing Your Child from Anxiety and Freeing Your Child from Negative Thinking


“Michele Borba has written a game-changing guide showing why nurturing empathy in our children isn’t optional—it’s essential. This groundbreaking book is an invaluable tool for parents and educators in their quest to raise compassionate, kind, and courageous children in a culture whose only success metrics are grades, trophies, and résumés. For our children’s sake, I hope parents heed her sound advice to raise UnSelfies.”—Philip Zimbardo, professor emeritus of psychology, Stanford University, and author of The Lucifer Effect


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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




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


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


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


—HENRY DAVID THOREAU


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  •  •  •  


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


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


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


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


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


THE RISE OF THE SELFIE SYNDROME AND THE FALL OF EMPATHY


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


CULTIVATING EMPATHY


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Part 3 provides ways to help your child live empathetically.


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


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


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


EMPATHY STARTS WITH HUMAN CONNECTION


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


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


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


Your new friend from the United States, Jacob


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


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


DEVELOPING EMPATHY


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


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


Empathetic Children Can Recognize Feelings





Teaching Emotional Literacy


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Maybe he’s worried,” said another.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“How so?” I asked.


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


LEARNING TO TUNE IN TO FEELINGS


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


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


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


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


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



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



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


We Live in a “Plugged-In” Culture


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


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


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


We Have Different Expectations of Boys and Girls


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


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


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


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


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


We Live in a Hurried, Harried, Distracted World


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


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


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


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


WHAT SCIENCE SAYS: HOW WE RECOGNIZE EMOTIONS IN OTHERS


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


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


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


Babies Are Natural-Born Empathizers


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


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


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


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


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


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


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