
mary gordon roots of empathy

mary gordon roots of empathy represents a transformative approach to
emotional and social learning that has gained widespread attention and
implementation in educational settings worldwide. Founded by Mary Gordon,
this program focuses on nurturing empathy, emotional intelligence, and
compassion among children through structured, research-based curricula. The
roots of empathy methodology integrates parent-infant interactions, classroom
discussions, and experiential learning to foster kindness and reduce
aggression. This article explores the origins, philosophy, and impact of Mary
Gordon Roots of Empathy, highlighting its benefits and practical application
in schools. Understanding these elements provides insight into how empathy
education can shape future generations. The following sections delve into the
background of Mary Gordon, the development of the Roots of Empathy program,
its core components, and the evidence supporting its effectiveness.
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Background of Mary Gordon

Mary Gordon is a Canadian social entrepreneur and educator renowned for her
pioneering work in emotional literacy and empathy development. With a
background in education and child development, Gordon recognized the critical
role that empathy plays in fostering social harmony and individual well-
being. Her work is grounded in the belief that empathy is a skill that can be
taught and cultivated from an early age, rather than an innate trait. Over
the years, she has committed herself to creating programs that empower
children to understand and manage their emotions while developing respect for
others.

Early Career and Inspirations

Mary Gordon’s career began in education, where she observed firsthand the
challenges children faced in social interactions and emotional regulation.
Inspired by developmental psychology and attachment theory, she sought to
create an intervention that would address these challenges systematically.
Her interest in parent-child relationships and early childhood development
informed her innovative approach to empathy education. This foundation laid
the groundwork for what would become the Roots of Empathy program.



Philosophy and Vision

At the core of Mary Gordon’s philosophy is the conviction that empathy is
essential for peaceful communities and positive human relationships. She
advocates for education systems that do not solely emphasize academic
achievement but also prioritize emotional and social development. This vision
has influenced educational policy and practice, encouraging schools to adopt
programs that foster emotional intelligence and kindness among students.

Development of the Roots of Empathy Program

The Roots of Empathy program was developed in the late 1990s as a response to
increasing concerns about bullying, aggression, and emotional disconnection
among children. Mary Gordon designed the program to be delivered in
classrooms, using a unique model that centers on the presence of an infant
and parent visiting the classroom regularly. This innovative approach allows
children to observe real-life emotional interactions and develop empathy
through direct experience.

Program Structure and Framework

Roots of Empathy is structured around scheduled classroom visits by a parent
and their infant, typically nine to twelve months old. Over the course of the
school year, students observe the baby’s development, emotions, and
interactions, guided by a trained instructor. This experiential learning is
complemented by lessons that encourage reflection on feelings, perspective-
taking, and respectful communication.

Goals and Objectives

The primary objectives of Roots of Empathy include reducing aggression and
bullying, increasing prosocial behaviors, and enhancing emotional literacy
among children. The program aims to help students:

Recognize and understand their own emotions

Identify feelings in others through observation and discussion

Develop compassion and caring attitudes

Improve social skills and conflict resolution abilities

Create a more inclusive and empathetic classroom environment

Core Components of Roots of Empathy

The success of Roots of Empathy lies in its carefully designed components
that integrate emotional education into everyday learning. These components
work synergistically to promote empathy development effectively.



Parent-Infant Classroom Visits

Central to the program is the involvement of a parent and infant who visit
the classroom approximately every three weeks. This interaction allows
children to witness authentic emotional exchanges, such as the baby’s
reactions to stimuli and the parent’s responses. This real-life context makes
abstract concepts like feelings and needs more tangible and relatable.

Facilitated Discussions and Reflection

After each visit, the program instructor leads discussions aimed at helping
students articulate their observations and feelings. These conversations
encourage children to develop perspective-taking skills and deepen their
understanding of emotional cues. Reflection activities support the
internalization of empathy concepts by linking them to students' own
experiences.

Emotional Literacy Curriculum

Complementing the experiential visits and discussions is a curriculum focused
on emotional literacy. This curriculum includes lessons on identifying
emotions, managing feelings, and practicing kindness. Activities are designed
to be developmentally appropriate and engaging, ensuring that children remain
motivated and involved throughout the year.

Impact and Benefits of the Program

Roots of Empathy has demonstrated significant positive outcomes for children,
schools, and communities. The program’s evidence-based approach effectively
fosters empathy and prosocial behavior, contributing to safer and more
supportive learning environments.

Reduction in Aggression and Bullying

One of the most notable benefits of the program is its impact on reducing
aggressive behavior and bullying incidents. By cultivating empathy, children
become more aware of the consequences of their actions on others and are less
likely to engage in harmful behaviors. Schools that implement Roots of
Empathy report decreases in disciplinary issues and improved peer
relationships.

Enhanced Emotional and Social Skills

Participants in Roots of Empathy exhibit improved emotional regulation,
communication skills, and conflict resolution abilities. These skills are
critical for academic success and lifelong interpersonal relationships. The
program equips children with tools to navigate complex social situations with
confidence and compassion.



Promotion of Inclusive and Caring Communities

Beyond individual benefits, Roots of Empathy contributes to cultivating
inclusive school cultures where diversity is respected and kindness is the
norm. This shift positively affects the overall atmosphere, making schools
more welcoming and supportive for all students.

Implementation in Educational Settings

Roots of Empathy is designed to be adaptable and accessible for diverse
educational contexts. The program has been implemented in thousands of
schools across multiple countries, demonstrating versatility and scalability.

Training and Support for Educators

Effective implementation requires trained instructors who facilitate the
program’s components with fidelity. Mary Gordon’s organization provides
comprehensive training, resources, and ongoing support to educators to ensure
successful delivery. This professional development is a crucial element of
the program’s quality and impact.

Integration with Existing Curricula

The program is designed to complement existing school curricula without
creating additional burdens. Roots of Empathy aligns with social-emotional
learning standards and can be incorporated into subjects such as health
education, social studies, and language arts. This integration enhances its
relevance and sustainability within schools.

Community and Parental Engagement

Roots of Empathy fosters collaboration between schools, families, and
communities. The involvement of parents and infants in the classroom serves
as a bridge connecting home and school environments. This partnership
reinforces the program’s messages and encourages broader community support
for empathy development.

Scientific Research and Validation

Roots of Empathy is supported by extensive research validating its
effectiveness in promoting empathy and reducing negative behaviors. Numerous
studies conducted by independent researchers have examined the program’s
outcomes and mechanisms.

Evidence from Controlled Studies

Randomized controlled trials and longitudinal studies have demonstrated
significant improvements in children’s social-emotional competencies
following participation in Roots of Empathy. Findings include increased



empathy scores, enhanced prosocial behavior, and decreased aggression
compared to control groups.

Neuroscientific Insights

Emerging neuroscience research supports the program’s emphasis on early
emotional experiences and mirror neuron activation in empathy development.
Observing infant emotions and parent-child interactions engages brain areas
responsible for understanding others’ feelings, reinforcing the scientific
rationale behind the program’s design.

Global Recognition and Awards

Mary Gordon’s Roots of Empathy has received international acclaim, including
numerous awards recognizing its innovation and social impact. Its evidence-
based framework serves as a model for empathy education worldwide,
influencing policy and practice in diverse cultural contexts.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Mary Gordon in relation to Roots of Empathy?

Mary Gordon is the founder of Roots of Empathy, a program designed to foster
empathy and emotional literacy in children.

What is the main goal of Mary Gordon's Roots of
Empathy program?

The main goal of Roots of Empathy is to reduce aggression among
schoolchildren by increasing their empathy through guided interactions with a
baby and parent in the classroom.

How does Roots of Empathy work in schools?

Roots of Empathy works by having a trained instructor bring a baby and parent
into the classroom for regular visits, helping children observe and
understand the baby's feelings and development, thereby fostering empathy.

What age group is Roots of Empathy designed for?

Roots of Empathy is typically designed for elementary school children,
generally between ages 5 and 12.

What inspired Mary Gordon to create Roots of Empathy?

Mary Gordon was inspired by her work in social work and early childhood
education, recognizing the importance of empathy in preventing violence and
promoting social-emotional learning.



Is Roots of Empathy a scientifically supported
program?

Yes, Roots of Empathy has been the subject of multiple studies that
demonstrate its effectiveness in increasing empathy and reducing bullying and
aggression in children.

In which countries is Roots of Empathy implemented?

Roots of Empathy is implemented in multiple countries including Canada, the
United States, Ireland, the United Kingdom, New Zealand, and others.

How does Mary Gordon's Roots of Empathy benefit
children's mental health?

By fostering emotional understanding and empathy, Roots of Empathy helps
children develop better social skills, self-regulation, and reduces feelings
of anxiety and aggression.

Can Roots of Empathy be integrated into existing
school curricula?

Yes, Roots of Empathy is designed to complement existing school curricula by
providing social-emotional learning components that enhance students'
interpersonal skills.

How can educators get involved with Roots of Empathy?

Educators can get involved by contacting the Roots of Empathy organization to
receive training and resources to implement the program in their classrooms.

Additional Resources
1. Roots of Empathy: Changing the World Child by Child
This book, written by Mary Gordon herself, explores the innovative Roots of
Empathy program that teaches children empathy and emotional literacy. It
details how the program brings babies into classrooms to help children
understand and connect with others' feelings. The book outlines the program’s
impact on reducing bullying and aggression while fostering kindness and
social-emotional learning. It is both a compelling narrative and a practical
guide for educators and parents.

2. The Empathy Effect: Seven Neuroscience-Based Keys for Transforming the Way
We Live, Love, Work, and Connect Across Differences by Helen Riess
Helen Riess, a psychiatrist and empathy researcher, explains how empathy can
be cultivated and strengthened in everyday life. The book blends science with
practical strategies to improve emotional connections and understanding. It
complements the themes of Roots of Empathy by emphasizing the neurological
foundations of empathetic behavior and its broad social benefits.

3. Empathy: Why It Matters, and How to Get It by Roman Krznaric
Krznaric explores the power of empathy to transform relationships,
communities, and societies. He offers historical examples and practical
advice on developing empathy skills in personal and professional contexts.



The book aligns well with the Roots of Empathy philosophy by highlighting
empathy as a crucial human capacity that can be learned and nurtured.

4. Social and Emotional Learning: A Guide to Systemic Whole-School
Implementation by Maurice J. Elias
This guidebook provides educators with strategies to integrate social and
emotional learning (SEL) into school curricula. It supports programs like
Roots of Empathy by emphasizing the importance of empathy and emotional
intelligence in student development. The book offers tools for building
supportive school environments that foster empathy, self-awareness, and
relationship skills.

5. The Whole-Brain Child: 12 Revolutionary Strategies to Nurture Your Child’s
Developing Mind by Daniel J. Siegel and Tina Payne Bryson
Siegel and Bryson offer insights into child brain development and how parents
and educators can nurture emotional and social growth. Their strategies
promote empathy by helping children understand their own feelings and those
of others. The practical approaches complement the empathy-building goals of
the Roots of Empathy program.

6. Teaching Empathy: A Blueprint for Caring, Compassion, and Community by
David A. Levine
This book provides educators with actionable methods to cultivate empathy in
the classroom. Levine argues that empathy is critical for building
compassionate communities and improving student behavior. The book’s focus on
structured empathy training supports initiatives like Roots of Empathy and
SEL programs.

7. Building Emotional Intelligence: Techniques to Cultivate Inner Strength in
Children by Linda Lantieri
Lantieri offers practical tools for parents and teachers to help children
develop emotional intelligence and empathy. The book includes activities and
exercises designed to enhance self-awareness, emotional regulation, and
interpersonal skills. It aligns with the Roots of Empathy mission by
fostering emotional growth and understanding in young learners.

8. Empathy and Education: Teaching Beyond the Self by Michael L. Metz
This academic text explores the role of empathy in educational theory and
practice. Metz discusses how empathy can transform teaching and learning
experiences to create more inclusive and supportive classrooms. The book
provides a theoretical framework that supports programs like Roots of Empathy
focused on emotional learning.

9. Raising Compassionate Children in a Challenging World by Diana L. Eck
Eck’s book addresses the challenges parents face in nurturing empathy and
compassion in their children amid societal pressures. She offers practical
advice and reflective exercises to help children develop empathy and social
responsibility. The book complements the Roots of Empathy program by
emphasizing compassion as a foundational value for children’s development.
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