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As they develop the ability to be empathetic we see children react with calming 
embraces and soft comforting touches when they notice others are sad or hurt 
without adult encouragement.

 s I watched a group of children playing a game of 
 ‘chase’ in the playground I noticed Spencer run 
through the sandbox as he was trying to escape getting 
caught. Unknowingly, he stepped on the creation of a 
child who was playing there. As we often do, the educator 
stopped Spencer, asked him to apologize, which he quickly 
did, then ran off to rejoin his chasing game.

As I thought about this interaction I wondered whether 
Spencer even knew why he was apologizing. Asking 
children to say sorry is something that we do almost 
habitually and we do it because we want our children to 
grow up to be caring and thoughtful. We believe in the old 
adage, treat others the way you want to be treated. But 
to show empathy requires us to understand what it might 
feel like if we were in that situation. We know that children 
are born with a capacity for empathy but developing it is 
a gradual process and it is the experiences we have when 
we are young which nurture our beliefs about empathy. 
Throughout life we all experience different emotions; 
happy, sad, angry, confused. Being able to recognize and 

label them is key to understanding what each emotion 
might feel like for others. One way we can do this is to 
describe what we see happening. For example we might 
have responded to Spencer by saying, “You were running 
so fast that you didn’t see what Jason was building, you 
accidently stepped on it and now I can see that he is very 
sad.” This builds awareness of what others may be feeling.

At London Bridge we want to encourage children to be 
both empathetic and sincere, to apologize because they 
are aware of the feelings of others, not because we told 
them to. As parents and educators, when we can help 
children understand and label the emotions that they are 
experiencing, they will be more likely to recognize those 
emotions in others. Embracing opportunities to show 
children what empathy looks like is the best way to nurture 
empathy in children. As they develop the ability to be 
empathetic we see children react with calming embraces 
and soft comforting touches when they notice others are 
sad or hurt without adult encouragement.
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Learning happens best when children are engaged in something that is of interest to 
them and when they are with people that they love and trust. Close relationships are 
an integral part of learning. Children need to feel safe before they can experiment with 
ideas and engage in complex play. When children form strong emotional attachments to 
others they can develop the footing they need to confront challenges and they can be 
free to discover more about themselves and those around them.
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