
Instructor Guide
Unit 3: Lesson 3 Developing Empathy

Lesson Objective: 
• Child will be able to define the terms “empathy” and “empathetic language.” 
• Child will be able to identify at least three empathetic responses to use when a peer is in distress.  

Fundamental Skill(s) or Competencies: Empathy, Social awareness, Compassion, Relationship 
skills, Communication, Active listening

Time Needed: It is flexible. You can choose to do everything in this guide, or you might select just a 
few parts to do with the kids each day.

Materials, depending on which activities you choose:

• 3-3-5 Character Cards Worksheet (1- 2 copies total, depending on class size)
• Scissors to cut out character cards
• 3-3-6 Perspective Activity handout (1 per student)
• 3-3-7 Info Sheet on Developing Empathy (optional to send home to parents)
• 3-3-8 List of Emotions (for theater activity)
• 3-3-10 Assessment for Empathy handout (1 per student)
• Blank index cards for Kindness Notes activity
• Whiteboard or screen on which to project videos
• Paper, markers, pens, crayons
• For visual art activities: 

- Provide 3-3-9 Emotions Wheel Template handout, markers, and crayons
- For tree-making activity, provide paints, brushes, heavyweight paper, pencils

• A copy of the following picture books to read aloud:
- Be a Friend by Salina Yoon
- The Invisible Boy by Trudy Ludwig
- The Name Jar by Yangsook Choi
- The Thing Lou Couldn't Do by Ashley Spires

• A copy of 3-3-4 Sharing Circle Script for Developing Empathy

Part One: Watch Video on Developing Empathy

Start by watching the Empathy Video for Kids. If kids have trouble focusing, invite them to do 25 
jumping jacks or another burst of intense physical activity for one minute before you start the video. 
After watching the video, you can move into Part Two below.
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https://www.amazon.com/Be-Friend-Salina-Yoon/dp/16196
https://www.amazon.com/Invisible-Boy-Trudy-Ludwig/dp/1582464502/ref=sr_1_1?crid=3O1W12EB7PSLI&dchild=1&keywords=the+invisible+boy&qid=1608155914&sprefix=the+invisibl%2Caps%2C205&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0440417996/ref=cm_gf_aavm_iaac_d_p0_qd0_4e0M8ekmMzm5ZEs9Qcck
https://www.amazon.com/Thing-Lou-Couldnt-Do/dp/1771387270/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1Y5HS9C4RZ553&dchild=1&keywords=the+t


Part Two: Discussions on Developing Empathy

Lesson Essential Questions: How can students empathize with a peer who is struggling? How does 
empathy empower us to become more socially responsible? 

Introductory Hook/Question to Engage Students
When was a time in a story or show that you felt sad about something that happened to a character? 
What happened to the character? How would you have helped them if you could?

Discussion of Key Teaching Concepts About Developing Empathy: 

Key Concept One: Empathy is the ability to place yourself in someone else’s situation. You 
genuinely try to think how it would feel to walk in their shoes and experience life from their point of 
view, not yours.

• One way to show empathy is to imagine you are actually the other person. If a friend is telling 
you that they are upset about something, let your friend be the focus of the conversation. 

• When someone is upset, don’t interrupt them when they are talking. Listen to their story, even if 
their version of the truth is different from yours. This can be very difficult, because you might feel 
the need to defend your own perspective. 

• Practice listening with your whole heart. If it’s comfortable for you, make eye contact with your 
friend while they talk. 

Key Concept Two: Avoid judging others for how they feel and what they do.

• You can do this by avoiding statements that include the words “you should have” or “you 
shouldn’t have.” The word “should” makes people feel like you are judging them and telling them 
what to do instead of listening to how they feel. 

• If a friend is upset, you can offer empathy by saying things such as “I’m thinking about you,” or 
“I’m sorry that happened to you,” or “What can I do to help you feel better?” Sometimes, all a 
friend wants is for you to be present. 

• You might ask, “Do you want me to just listen, or do you want me to help you come up with a 
solution?” Sometimes people don’t want advice; they just want you to listen.

Key Concept Three: People who don’t have empathy are more likely to do unkind things to other 
people and creatures.

• In the Star Wars movies, we see how the Empire – and later the First Order -- are willing to wipe 
out entire planets because they view all the other creatures and people as less important. If you 
cannot empathize with someone, it prevents you from feeling your conscience when you mistreat 
them. 
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Part Three: Activity Options
*For a one-page brief summary of quick activity options, please see 3-3-3 Quick Guide to Breakout 
Activity Options for Developing Empathy. 

Activity Option One: Practicing Empathy Using Character Cards 

The instructor will cut up the sheet(s) of character cards along the dotted lines. The teacher will pair up 
the students and hand one character card to each pair. (For primary students, the instructor can read 
aloud each card to the group as a whole and invite children to answer the questions).

Instruct the older students, “One person in each pair will read the card aloud. The person reading is 
now the person described in the scenario. Have a conversation where you tell your partner how you 
are feeling. Your partner will practice being an empathetic listener. Do not rush. Take your time asking 
questions and allowing your partner to speak. Then, switch roles: you practice being empathetic as 
your partner, playing the character, tells you how they are feeling.”

Activity Option 2: Kindness Cards Activity 

Hand out blank notecards and pens to the students. Put each student’s name in a hat. Have the students 
choose a name (not their own). Each student will write a short note of kindness to the person whose 
name they chose. 

Activity Option 3: Perspective Taking: How Do Other People Feel? 

Using handout 3-3-6 Perspective Activity, pair children with a partner. Read aloud each question on the 
worksheet. Ask each child to give their answer. Children may write down their responses or do the 
activity verbally. 

• Afterwards, invite children to share their answers with the group. Note that different people have 
different perspectives and feelings on the same question!

• To make it even more active, you could invite children to jump up and stand when they hear an 
answer that they like or agree with.

Activity Option 4: Hold a full group Sharing Circle to discuss Developing Empathy

Please use the complete guided script for facilitators labeled 3-3-4 Sharing Circle Script on 
Developing Empathy. Allow 20-35 minutes for this activity, depending on how many rounds you 
complete and how large the circle is.

Activity Option 5: Reading aloud activity: 

We recommend the following books that embody the themes of this lesson plan. After reading each 
book aloud, ask the children how it relates to the importance of developing empathy. Children may 
draw pictures of the story as they listen.

• Be a Friend by Salina Yoon
• The Invisible Boy by Trudy Ludwig
• The Name Jar by Yangsook Choi
• The Thing Lou Couldn't Do by Ashley Spires
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https://www.amazon.com/Be-Friend-Salina-Yoon/dp/1619639513/ref=as_li_ss_tl?tag=childrensli00-20&ie=UTF8&qid=1530095293&sr=8-1&keywords=be%20a%20friend&linkId=09733656fcbf4f4c2ce308f766746c08
https://www.amazon.com/Invisible-Boy-Trudy-Ludwig/dp/1582464502/ref=sr_1_1?crid=3O1W12EB7PSLI&dchild=1&keywords=the+invisible+boy&qid=1608155914&sprefix=the+invisibl%2Caps%2C205&sr=8-1
https://w
https://www.amazon.com/Thing-Lou-Couldnt-Do/dp/1771387270/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1Y5HS9C4RZ553&dchild=1&keywords=the+thing+lou+couldn't+d


Activity Option 6: Physical activity: Children will play active games that help them express emotions 
and empathy.

1. Walk Like an Emotion. Instructor will tell kids to spread out around the room. At one-minute 
intervals, ask kids to walk as if they are an emotion. “Walk like you are angry. Walk like you are 
lonely. Walk like you are disgusted, etc.” Ideas for how to walk: dizzy, furious, cold, exhausted, 
excited, grumpy, jealous, proud, triumphant, embarrassed, curious, frightened, sick, ashamed.

2. Hard-for-Me Ball Dribbling Activities: Hand out basketballs to the kids. Have them practice 
different dribbling activities: left-hand bounce only, right-hand bounce only, two-handed bounce 
only, repetitive bouncing. Note that different kids have different skills. Put kids in pairs and have 
them work on a dribbling routine together.

3. Ball Pass: Children stand in a circle. One child has the ball and passes it to the person on their left, 
and that child passes it to the next child, etc. The first child tries to run around the circle and back 
to their place before the ball is passed around the circle. Offer support as they run!

Activity Option 7: Drama/Theater activity: The children will create skits about this week’s theme, 
which is Developing Empathy. Below are prompts.

• Guessing Emotions Activity: Provide a copy of 3-3-8 List of Emotions. Tell children: “When it is 
your turn, you can show us an emotion from this list, or you can show us a completely different 
emotion. We’re going to guess, so don’t tell us the emotion right away. After we’ve had a few 
tries, tell us a make-believe reason why you are feeling that emotion.”

• Create a skit where a new family moves into your neighborhood or apartment building. Some of 
your friends do not want to invite the new children to play because the new kids scream and cry 
when they don’t win games. How can you find a way to include them and also make it fun for 
everyone? 

Activity Option 8: Visual Art activity: Engage in art activities to promote empathy for different 
feelings 

• Create a feelings wheel: Using 3-3-9 Emotions Wheel Template, 
invite kids to draw their own representations of different emotions. 
Younger kids may choose to use the option with basic emotions 
already provided. Older kids may use a blank template that offers 
them more flexibility in choosing up to ten different emotions.

• Create tree with hand and fingerprints: First, trace around the 
child’s hand and arm to make the ‘trunk’ and ‘branches’ of their tree. 
Have the child paint the trunk and branches, perhaps with a shade of 
brown paint. Now dip fingers into different-colored paints to make 
leaves. Encourage kids to choose colors that reflect their feelings.

Social Support for triggered students in your classroom: This lesson plan may trigger some 
students that have been victim-blamed by others. If students feel distressed, allow them to talk with 
you privately, or refer them to the school’s social worker.  
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Part Four: Assessment 
If you want to do a formal assessment at the end, hand out one printed copy to each child of 3-3-10 
Assessment: Developing Empathy. Read aloud the instructions on the top of the page and ask the 
children to do the written exercise. For primary students, you can talk through this assessment as a 
discussion or have them do it as a drawing.

Additional Activity: Story Analogies

As an extension of the lesson (or as a follow-up activity), the teacher can ask students to get into small 
groups to create their own fictional example of a story where someone is mistreated, and the other 
characters find ways to display empathy. How does that change the climate for the character that was 
mistreated? Students may express their stories in different ways. They may perform their stories as 
skits, write their stories as graphic novels, draw their stories on poster board, or sing their stories as a 
rap or a song.

Common Core Standards
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.1 Engage effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, 
in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse partners on topics, texts, and issues, building on others’ ideas 
and expressing their own clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.1 Cite the textual evidence that most strongly supports an analysis of what 
the text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.10
Write routinely over extended time frames (time for research, reflection, and revision) and shorter time 
frames (a single sitting or a day or two) for a range of discipline-specific tasks, purposes, and 
audiences.

Notes:
a.M. Gonchar, “25 Mini-Films for Exploring Race, Bias and Identity with Students,” The New York 

Times, March 15, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/15/learning/lesson-plans/25-mini-films-
for-exploring-race-bias-and-identity-with-students.html.
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https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/15/l
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/15/l
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/15/l

