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Planting Roots of Empathy:

Planting Roots of Empathy

How Neighbourhoods Influence 
Prosocial Behavior
Anthony Smith – May 21st 2009

Soil for Success...

PART ONE:

Introduction to the HELP and theIntroduction to the HELP and the 
Provincial ECD Mapping Unit

Why is Early Child 
DevelopmentDevelopment
Important?

A Determining Influence on Subsequent 
Life Chances and Health

High

Peer social skills

Numbers

Pre‐school years School years

A Critical Window for Development

Vision

0 1 2 3 7654
Low

Age

Habitual Ways of Responding

Emotional control

Symbols

Hearing

Graph developed by Council for Early Child Development (ref: Nash, 1997; Early Years Study, 1999; Shonkoff, 2000.) 

Language
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What Influences 
E l Child D l t?Early Child Development?

Environments Where 
Children Grow:Children Grow:

family
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Socio‐Economic Status:
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Demographic Changes 
iOver Time:

How can we Measure
E l Child D l t?Early Child Development? The Early DevelopmentThe Early Development 

Instrument

A Population Based MeasureA Population Based Measure All BC Kindergarten ChildrenAll BC Kindergarten Children
Included
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Introduced in 2000Introduced in 2000 Collected AnnuallyCollected Annually

What Does the EDI Measure?
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PART TWO:

The ‘Prosocial and Helping Behavior’The  Prosocial and Helping Behavior
Subscale of the EDI

Applied Development:

The Theory and Practice Behind The Theory and Practice Behind 
Caring Children and Caring Schools

Research Goals:

1. Explore how EDI Subscale results can be used at the 
neighborhood level to evaluate spatial patterns.
Relevant scales include:

o Overall Social Competence
o Responsibility and Respect
o Prosocial and Helping Behavior

2.  Compare Subscale findings with the ‘Roots of Empathy’      
program implementation:

o Does ROE program result in higher subscale scores?
o What other factors explain early development of

prosocial behavior?

Kohlberg studied the 
d l t f l th ht f d

Hoffman studied the 
development of empathy; found 
id f fi l l f thdevelopment of moral thought; found 

evidence for six stages of reasoning

Modern Period – Enlightenment
(HUME & KANT)

“Meeting ones duty”

evidence for five levels of empathy
(linked to perspective‐taking)

Classical Period
(ARISTOTLE  & AQUINAS)

“Human Flourishing”
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Growing Empathy

‘Social and Emotional Learning’ (SEL) is sometimes called “the missing piece” 
because it represents a part of education that is inextricably linked to school success…

Kimberly A Schonert-Reichl and Shelly Hymell - Canadian Education Association

"Which children are most likely to assist, 
share, and comfort others?”

Eisenberg N and Mussen PH. 
The Roots of Prosocial Behavior in Children. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989.

She characterized a group of ‘Prosocial’ 
children as:

• Relatively Active 
• Sociable 

• Competent 
• Assertive 

• Advanced in role taking and 
Moral judgment
• Sympathetic

1. Will try to help someone who has been hurt

2. Volunteers to help Clear up a mess someone else has made

3. If there is a quarrel or dispute will try to stop it.

The ‘Prosocial and Helping Behaviour’ Subscale:

4. Offers to help other children who have difficulty with a task

5. Comforts a child who is crying or upset

6. Spontaneously helps to pick up objects which another child dropped.

7. Will invite bystanders to join in a game.

8. Helps other children who are feeling sick.
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PART THREE:

Evaluating the Spatial Impact ofEvaluating the Spatial Impact of 
ROE Programs

1.000Prosoc. %Pearson Correlation
Prosoc. %

ROE = Prosocial Behaviour?

-.191

.

.058

ROE

Prosoc. %

ROE

Sig. (1-tailed)

• Targeted implementation in ‘at risk’ areas?

• Scale of Analysis?

WHY?

• ROE Program completed after EDI reporting?

• SEL programs have greatest impact later in life?

PART FOUR:

Spatial‐Statistics
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Explaining Empathy?
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DEMOGRAPHICS

ECONOMY

LANDUSE

CULTURE
ECONOMY
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“The neighborhood context is like soil 
quality, more fertile places will have 

better outcomes while areas with morebetter outcomes, while areas with more 
risk factors require special cultivation.”  Questions?

THANK YOU


