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The purpose of this study was to determine whether

curriculum designed to enhance the empathy skills of sixth

grades students could be effective in raising the students'

scores on an instrument designed to measure student

attitudes on four subscales of empathy. This study focused

on measuring the four components of empathy: perspective

taking, fantasy, empathic concern, and personal distress.

The research objectives of the study were designed to:

l)analyze the effect gender had on empathy skills, 2)



measure the extent to which age of students effected their

empathy skills, 3) analyze the effect family living

situation might have on a student's empathy skills, 4)

determine how ethnicity and school background might effect

empathy skills, 5) measure the effectiveness of curriculum

designed to improve empathy skills of sixth grade students.

The study was conducted using six sections of family

and consumer education classrooms at Menomonie Middle

School in Menomonie, Wisconsin. The research instrument

contained two parts. Part I gathered demographic

information used to make comparisons. The demographic

section gathered information on age, gender, ethnic

background, living situation, age, and previous school

attended. Part II measured attitudes of students on 22

statements using a Likert-type scale. These 22 items were

further analyzed by grouping them into 4 subscales:

perspective taking, fantasy, empathic concern, and personal

distress.

A pretest was administered to both experimental and

control groups. A treatment was provided to the

experimental group in the form of curriculum designed to

enhance empathy skills of these sixth grade students. The

control group received standard curriculum. A posttest

was given to both groups at the conclusion of the treatment

period - approximately one week after the pretest.



The data was collected and analyzed using frequency

counts and percentages for all items. Mean scores were

also used in both parts of the survey. F-tests and ANOVA

tests were used to determine differences between pretest

and posttest results.

The results indicated that females had significantly

higher scores on the empathy test than males did in two of

the subscale scores, various individual items and in the

total score. Living situation, number of siblings, age of

the student and ethnicity of the student had significance

in only selected items on the instrument and did not show

significant results on the subscales or total score.

The effect of the treatment on the experimental group

versus the control group as shown on the posttest was

minimal also. The total empathy score did show a slight

rise in the experimental group's posttest score.

This study illustrates the need for empathy education

in our schools. The researcher recommends a longer

treatment period with whole school involvement. Empathy

development is an important moral, social, and emotional

component of an individual's well-being.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

In the development of human beings, having high

intelligence is considered highly valuable and desirable.

Another highly desirable characteristic is the ability to be

emotionally intelligent. While being intelligent usually

implies that one is cognitively gifted and able to excel in the

areas of language and mathematics, emotional intelligence is the

ability to understand and relate to each other (Goleman, 1995).

Howard Gardner in his study of multiple intelligences

states the core of interpersonal intelligence includes the

capacity to interpret and respond appropriately to the moods,

temperaments, and desires of others (Gardner, 1993). In his

Project Spectrum, Gardner also found that the single most

important contribution education can make in a child's

development is to help the student toward a field where their

talents are best suited and will be satisfying and competent.

By encouraging children to develop a full range of the abilities

they will use to succeed [including emotional intelligence], or

use simply to be fulfilled in what they do, schooling becomes an

education in life skills (Gardner, 1993).

In his book on Emotional Intelligence, Daniel Goleman

(1995) explained a study involving over 1000 children who showed

an aptitude for reading feelings nonverbally. They were found

to be among the most popular in schools, most emotionally

stable, and did better in school, even though, on average, their

IQ's were not higher than those of children who were less



skilled at reading nonverbal messages (Goleman, 1995, p. 38).

One key component of emotional and interpersonal

intelligence is empathy - the ability to sympathize with

another. Empathy is has been defined as the affective

responsiveness -- an emotional response to the emotion of

another (Oswald, 1996). Empathy is an aspect of expressive

social competence associated with the quality of close personal

relationships, effective parenting, and the potential to assist

others in the broader community. Aspects of empathy are

important because they relate to a greater ability to establish

and maintain friendships, improved quality in family

relationships and an increased willingness to assist others

during crises (Henry & Sager, 1996). Empathy has been found to

be more prevalent in families where family cohesion is present

and provides a sense of stability for children and adolescents.

Girls are found to possess higher levels of empathy than boys.

Empathy is also considered to be a factor in moral

development of individuals. Psychologists have used a variety of

criteria as indicators of a person's morality, the arousal of

empathy is one of them (Perry, 1996). Berreth and Berman (1997)

postulated that if children and adolescents had developed

empathy and self-discipline, school would have fewer problems

with conflict and violence.

In various studies, (Henry & Sager, 1996; Batson & Early,

1997) empathy is divided into two domains. The cognitive domain

includes perspective taking and fantasy. The affective aspect

of empathy includes empathetic concern and personal distress.

2



includes perspective taking and fantasy. The affective aspect of

empathy includes empathetic concern and personal distress. While

all four components are integral parts of empathy, those who

score higher in the area of empathetic concern are more likely to

exhibit prosocial behavior.

Transescence is a term used to describe the period of time

between "childhood" and adolescence. It is a challenging time

for these students, who typically range in age from 11 to 14

years old. This period of early adolescence is a time where

change occurs within many domains of experience - physical,

emotional, social, cognitive, familial, and educational. During

this time, a person begins to form a consistent and coherent

philosophy of life. Moral development moves to a higher level as

adolescents can think more abstractly and as they strive to form

their own identity. Adolescence, as the transitional period

between childhood and adulthood, usually is characterized as the

time of identity formation (Erikson, 1968). The first year of

middle school, usually sixth or seventh grade, is considered to

be transitional and disrupts early adolescents' sense of self.

Peer pressure has the greatest influence over adolescent behavior

around the age of thirteen. This peer pressure and period of

transition for middle school students contributes to behavior

that is often unkind or inconsiderate of another's feelings. As

a student moves from elementary to middle school, they must deal

with a larger and more fluctuating peer network. The peer group

provides an important social context in adolescence, and
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researchers have demonstrated that peers play an important role

in the development of an adolescent's identity (England & Petro,

1998).

Middle school students tend to form groups based on similar

social characteristics and competencies and to categorize and

choose associations based on these peer categories. Adolescents

tend to use labels to differentiate one social group from

another; and in middle school, they tend to make comparisons

based on these social groups. Early adolescents dichotomize

personal characteristics into two extremes rather than treating

them as a matter of degree (England & Petro, 1998). This way of

viewing their peers may cause them to make inaccurate judgments

about each other.

The State of Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction has

prescribed standards for all Family and Consumer Education

instruction. The standards cover six areas and each area is

divided into three levels. Students in middle school courses are

subject to standards in Level A. The six standards include

continuing concerns of the family, practical reasoning, family

action, personal and social responsibility, work of the family,

and learning to learn (Nikolay, 1997). As part of the curriculum

that deals with the continuing concerns with the family,

competencies to be learned by the student include what should be

done to relate to others within and outside the family and to

maintain cooperative attitudes and ways of working within the

family. This includes cultivating feelings of respect about
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oneself and others. The Family Action standard states that the

Middle School student should use communication to practice

interpersonal and small-group skills in social settings. The

Work of Family standard emphasizes the creation of conditions

within the family and in society that support and challenge

cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development (Wisconsin

Department of Public Instruction, 1997).

The emphasis in the sixth grade Family and Consumer

Education curriculum at Menomonie Middle School in Menomonie,

Wisconsin is to use communication, reflection and technical

actions to accomplish goals related to the work of the family.

Students are encouraged to explore their roles in the family and

to take reasoned action to accomplish goals.

Given the goals of Family and Consumer Education curriculum at

the middle school level, and the social and emotional

characteristics of middle school students, it is important that

Family and Consumer educators address the need for students to

empathize with each other. The egocentric behaviors of early

adolescents often distort their view of their parents, their

peers, and their own abilities. The curriculum of middle school

Family and Consumer Education gives students the opportunity to

examine their own social and familial responsibilities, their

roles within their own families and within their school/peer

group.

Effective communications within families facilitate

interactions among family members through open communication and
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are associated with social competence in youth. Their social

competence or ability to function effectively in the family and

society can encompass both instrumental social competence and

expressive social competence. Instrumental social competence

refers to actions or qualities that enhance the ability to

perform life role functions including ambition, objectivity, and

self-discipline. Expressive social competence describes

affective traits or interpersonal skills such as caring and

empathy (Henry & Sager, 1996). Socially students must deal with

a larger and more fluctuating peer network at a time when

relationships with peers intensify and take on greater

significance in defining the self (Wenz-Gross & Siperstein,

1997).

In their research, Henry and Sager (1996) found that

communication skills training for adolescents have excellent

potential for improving empathy skills. Family and Consumer

Education is in an excellent position to educate these in-coming

middle school students in the areas of effective communication

and perspective taking, two skills which enhance the ability to

empathize. The ability to empathize is a highly desirable skill

for these young people who choose to categorize each other into

groups, which are labeled as "different" from themselves. Being

able to empathize will enhance the students' abilities to

communicate, reflect and contribute to their family lives.
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Statement of the Problem

The purpose of this study was to evaluate students on the

development of empathy skills in sixth grade at Menomonie Middle

School. This quasi experimental study was conducted during the

1999-2000 school year using a Pretest/Treatment/Posttest method.

Students were placed into an experimental group or a control

group based on the class hour they were enrolled in Family and

Consumer Education class.

Both groups of students were given a pretest to determine

the level of empathy skills they possessed in a questionnaire

that looked at four components of empathy - perspective taking,

fantasy, personal distress, and empathetic concern. The

experimental group received curriculum that used videos, role

playing, and discussions that were designed to improve empathy

skills. The control group received the established curriculum.

A posttest was then administered to measure the difference in

empathy scores.

The researcher presented the curriculum and administered

both the pretest and posttest at one week intervals to all

students involved in the study. The study also looked at

differences in subgroup scores dealing with the four components

of empathy identified in this paper.

7



Research Questions:

1. Can curriculum designed to improve empathy skills during

a sixth grade exploratory Family and Consumer Education

course increase a student's overall empathy skills?

2. Does the curriculum serve to cause improvement on any one

of the four components of empathy to a greater degree

than the others?

3. Does gender make a difference in the level of empathy

skills the students' possess?

4. Does family structure and size have an impact on existing

empathy skills of sixth grade students?

5. Does previous elementary school experience effect

existing empathy skills of sixth grade students?

Hypothesis

1. There is a positive correlation in pretest and posttest

scores measuring empathy for students in the experimental

group in the sixth grade family and consumer education

class at Menomonie Middle School.

2. Curriculum designed to enhance empathy skills of sixth

grade students will cause a significant increase in empathy

scores on a posttest.
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Chapter 2

Review of Literature

In the raising and education of children, parents and

teachers strive to help them develop intellectual, social, moral

and emotional skills. An important component of any individual's

moral and emotional skills is empathy - the ability to

anticipate, understand, and experience the point of view of other

people. This review of literature will first focus on the

emotional and moral development of an individual up to

adolescence. The concept of empathy and its importance to an

individual's moral and emotional development follows. Thirdly,

this review will discuss the characteristics of middle school

children. Finally, the need for moral/empathy education in our

schools and its applicability with Family and Consumer Education

curriculum will be reviewed.

Moral Development and Emotions

Morality concerns the concept of doing right and wrong.

The ability to distinguish between right and wrong depends on an

individual's ability to understand rules, the ability to

empathize with others, the ability to take another's perspective,

the need for approval and the level of a person's guilt (Berns,

1994). Morality involves following the rules - both one's

personal set of rules and the rules of society. Morality is an
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individual construct that enables a person to get along with

others.

Infants and toddlers are considered to be amoral because

they are not yet able to distinguish between right and wrong.

Preschool children often view morality as black and white;

something is either all right or all wrong. There are no shades

of gray (Berns, 1994).

Moral development can be looked at from three perspectives:

moral feeling, moral reasoning and moral behavior. Various

theorists have looked at the issue of moral development. Freud

believed that morality developed from a child's sense of wanting

their parent's love while avoiding punishment.

Hoffman theorized that moral development came from feelings

of empathy and guilt. He felt that empathy is often the motive

that impels us to do right even if some sacrifice is required and

to refrain from doing wrong because it may harm another. When a

person does something wrong and some one else is distressed or

harmed, that person is likely to experience guilt. (Hoffman,

1982)

Piaget believed that morality depended on a person's

cognitive development. Piaget (1965) proposed two stages of

morality - heteronomous morality and autonomous morality.

Heteronomous morality described the view that rules are absolute

and unquestionable. Children at this stage believe rules are

sacred and cannot be altered. Autonomous morality refers to the

understanding that rules may be questioned and changed with
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consensus. Children who are between seven and ten years old

begin to make the transition from one stage to the other.

A theorist named Kohlberg (Kohlberg, 1976) used Piaget's

work as a basis for his theory of moral development. He proposed

that there are six stages of moral development which are group

into three levels. The first level is called preconventional and

is used to described children up to about eight years old. In

stage one, children are motivated to exhibit morality by the

desire to avoid punishment and by the power of authority figures.

Stage two is based on the principle of doing what is fair in

exchange for someone else treating you fairly. An individual in

middle elementary grades through high school and late teen years

usually achieves the second or conventional level. In stage

three, an individual is motivated by "being good". Their

behavior is determined by their desire to please and be thought

of as a "good person". Stage four describes behavior that is

based on society's rules and social conscience. "At the

conventional level, the individual looks beyond personal

consequences and considers other's perspectives including the

law." (Berns, 1994, p. 451) The postconventional level, level

three, is mostly often achieved by young adults. At this level,

individuals use moral reasoning that is based on principles and

looks at society as a whole in basing moral decisions.

Kohlberg's theory (1976) has been analyzed and challenged

by various other researchers, including Carol Gilligan (1982) who

believed Kohlberg's theory to be skewed because his studies
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included only males. Gilligan proposed that females would not

score as highly on Kohlberg's levels of morality because they

tend to see moral problems as arising from conflicting

responsibilities. Males tend to see moral decisions based on

justice or rights, while females have been taught to equate

goodness with helping others. They view morality as care or

responsibility.

Others have criticized Kohlberg's theory because with his

sense of justice, it is believed by some to be culturally biased.

Some children are more likely to use moral reasoning based on

justice to solve moral dilemmas whereas others are more likely to

use the emotion of caring. Many children can use either one

(Perry, 1996).

Moral behavior can generally be expressed in terms of

prosocial and antisocial behavior. Prosocial behavior includes

respecting other's personal and property rights and being kind

and helpful. Antisocial behavior often includes disregard for

the rights of others and being mean and hurtful. Learning theory

states that these behaviors are learned even before children

understand the difference between right and wrong. They learn

not to hurt others or take things that don't belong to them

(Berns, 1994).

Altruism is an example of prosocial behavior. Altruism

includes comforting, helping, defending or sharing with others

(Berns, 1994). Altruism is a largely learned behavior. Parents
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play a big role in modeling and encouraging and shaping these

behaviors.

Moral development is influenced by family, peers, school,

culture and media. When parents discipline children they often

model behavior for a child. Parents who use physical force or

threats, model aggression and show children an effective way to

influence others. "On the other hand, a parent who reasons with

a child, pointing out the "rights" and "wrongs" of the child's

actions as well as the consequences, is likely to model

consideration for others and empathy." (Berns, 1994, p.462)

Youngiss (1980) studied how peers influence the moral

development of children ages 6 through 12. He found that

children recognize need among their peers sooner than they

recognize need in adults. They also are more likely to expect

reciprocal actions from their peers and not from adults.

Interaction with peers does not always have a positive influence

on a child's morality. Aggression, as well as cooperation and

altruism are reciprocated. Children also modify their behavior

to adjust to group norms. A child in a group who "hangs out"

with others who believe cheating or aggression are acceptable

will be more likely to do the same.

Both teachers and curriculum influence a child's moral

development at school. Teachers who model compassion, honesty,

altruism, and justice have a positive effect on their students.

Classroom activities such as role plays, group discussions on
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moral issues and cooperative learning activities can enhance a

student's morality.

Emotions can express a biased perspective. Emotions are

thought to help people to distinguish moral features, to motivate

moral behavior, and to discourage immoral behavior. Emotions can

also serve to communicate our moral values and concerns to

others. Higher order emotions such as guilt and empathy are

believed to motivate moral behavior (Eisenberg, 2000).

Shame and guilt have been found to be related to empathetic

responses. Guilt is positively related to empathy, while shame

is related negatively (Eisenberg, 2000). Girls who experience

guilt are prone to externalizing behavior. Eisenberg (2000, p.

671) defines empathy as "an affective response that stems from

the apprehension or comprehension of another's emotional state or

condition and similar to what the other person is feeling or

would be expected to feel."

Researchers have continued to demonstrate the relationship

between prosocial behavior and situationally induced and

dispositional empathy related responding. Generally a positive

relationship exists between empathy and prosocial behavior

(Eisenberg, 2000).

Empathy

"The ability to empathize is thought to underlie a number

of important capabilities and behaviors, including moral

development, aggression, and altruism." (Davis & Franzoi, 1991,
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p. 73). DeHaan and Handford (1997) define empathy as a

"heightened affective response to the perceived emotional

experience of another person. Such emotional role-taking

involves, for instance, the ability to take imaginatively the

role of other people in situations of moral conflict." (DeHaan &

Handford, 1997, p. 11).

The History of Empathy

Although, the concept of empathy was first mentioned,

briefly, in the writings of Aristotle, it was introduced in

modern times by German writers who discussed empathy as it

related to aesthetics. Friedrich Vischer and his son Robert

described empathy as a feeling one gets as one views a painting

and projects himself and his feelings into the work (Verducci,

2000). Theodor Lipps also wrote about aesthetic empathy as

"objectified enjoyment of self". Empathy's use in aesthetics was

brief and problematic because it does not easily conform to the

experience with modern art.

Later, empathy was discussed as "sympathy". Sympathy

necessitates other humans and is receptive in nature. Sympathy

can be both positive and negative. It can be emotionally

contagious. Both laughter and tears can be contagious. Facial

expressions can be affective influences on those who perceive

them. Sympathy explains why we may become anxious when we walk

into a room where two people have been fighting (Verducci, 2000).
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Another affective empathy is theory is compassion. The

distinguishing feature between sympathy and compassion is that

one need not feel what the object of compassion feels (Verducci,

2000). The three ideas discussed above have all been called

empathy and are affective forms.

Sigmund Freud briefly discussed empathy as a cognitive

function. Theordor Reik (1948) who studied with Freud called

empathy "listening with the third ear" and postulated that one

could understand the feelings of another without actually feeling

those emotions.

Empathy has also been studied as a moral phenomenon. In

1739, Philosopher David Hume defined it as a propensity... to

receive by communication other's inclinations and sentiment,

however different from, or even contrary, to our own. Harry Stack

Sullivan in studying empathy claims that empathy affects the

child's ability to socialize (Verducci, 2000).

The Development of Empathy in an Individual

The roots of empathy begin when a child is an infant. A

child as young as nine months old might cry and go for comfort to

his own mother on seeing another infant in distress. This action

is called motor mimicry and is the first stages of empathy

(Goleman, 1995).

Small children are able to experience personal distress

when they react by crying upon hearing another child cry. As the
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child develops, they are able to try to comfort another child in

distress. "Lacking the ability to take perspective, however, the

child may attempt to soothe the other as he or she would comfort

himself or herself" (Litvak-Miller & McDougall, 1997, p. 304) "By

late childhood, the child should be capable of empathizing with a

wide spectrum of emotions, even in the absence of victim, and of

recognizing that people can experience distress not only in

specific situations by also in the context of overall life

experience," (Litvak-Miller & McDougall, 1997, p. 304).

Davis and Franzoi found in their research published in 1991

on adolescents' change and stability in self-consciousness and

empathy that a "substantial degree of personality stability

exists", but that developmental change in personality also occurs

[in adolescence]", (Davis & Franzoi, 1991, p. 71).

Components of Empathy

Two components of empathy include the capability to

empathize and the tendency to do so. It is thought that the

capability to empathize is evident in nearly all normal children.

The tendency to empathize is not nearly as developed. "A

distinction often drawn in the research is between cognitive

empathy (or role-taking, or perspective taking), which involves

and understanding of the internal state of another, and emotional

(or affective) empathy, which involves an emotional reaction on

the part of an individual to the observed experiences of the

other", (Davis & Franzoi, 1991, p. 73).
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Davis (1980) developed an Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI)

which measures distinctions between different kinds of empathic

response. The IRI consists of four subscales which include:

Perspective Taking (PT) designed to measure the cognitive

tendency to see things from another's point of view, without

necessarily experiencing any kind of empathetic response.

Empathetic Concern (EC)subscale which measure the tendency to

experience the affective reaction of sympathy and compassion for

others. The Personal Distress (PD) subscale also taps emotional

response, but of a different type; it measures the tendency to

experience personal feeling of distress and uneasiness in

reaction to others' distress. The Fantasy (FS) subscale taps the

tendency to imaginatively transpose oneself in to the feeling so

fictitious characters in movies, books, and plays.

Litvak-Miller found that as with adulthood, middle childhood

empathy is composed of the four separate tendencies, which are

perspective taking, empathetic concern, fantasy, and personal

distress. Older children manifest greater empathic concern and

perspective taking and less personal distress than younger

children. Litvak-Miller & McDougall (1997) noted that adults'

dispositional empathy must be aroused by clear cues, and one of

the hallmarks of empathic persons is a strong responsiveness to

situational variables. (They hypothesized that persons exposed to

a perspective taking instructional set demonstrate greater pro-

social behavior than those exposed to a neutral instructional
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set.) Their study indicated that empathic concern was the best

predictor of prosocial behavior.

With increasing age, adolescents tend to increase their

potential to focus more on others in addition to self (Harter,

1990). In their study, Henry and Sager (1996) found that

adolescent reports of communicative responsiveness were

significantly positively related to empathic concern and to

perspective taking and fantasy. They also found that students

with low self-esteem scored lower on scales of empathic concern.

Davis and Franzoi (1991) found that the IRI does provide a

reliable measure that can be used to study empathic tendencies

among adolescents as well as adults. They also found in their

study on adolescent and empathy that perspective taking and

empathic concern increased over time and personal distress

declined over time. Davis and Franzoi also noted that their

research reinforced the predicted theory that females displayed a

higher level of empathy, especially in the areas of empathetic

concern, personal distress, and fantasy. The difference with

regard to perspective taking was not as significant.

Empathy Related Responding and Behavior

Empathy and altruistic behavior are frequently viewed as

stemming from perspective taking activities (Oswald, 1996).

Cognitive perspective taking has been conceptualized as the

ability to recognize and understand the thoughts of others.

"Empathy has often been defined as affective responsiveness - a
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vicarious emotional response to the emotion of another", (Oswald,

1996, p. 614).

"Empathy is an aspect of expressive social competence

associated with the quality of close personal relationships,

effective parenting, and the potential to assist others in the

broader community. Aspects of empathy are important because they

relate to a greater ability establish and maintain friendships",

(Henry & Sager, 1996, p. 284). Research on empathy during recent

time has explored cognitive and emotional aspects of empathy.

Eisenberg found that family cohesion was related to empathic

concern. Traditionally adolescence is viewed as a time when the

youth begins separation from the family, but evidence suggests

that family cohesion and the family's ability to change in

response to stress can help adolescents develop social competence

and empathy skills. When adolescents see their family as being

able to adapt to situational change, they feel they are more able

to be flexible and adaptive to situations they may encounter.

This study suggests that adolescents who report higher self-

esteem can be expected to feel more comfortable in dealing with

difficult interpersonal situations and show more empathic

concern.

Empathy has also recently been showed to be associated with

low levels of aggression and externalizing problems in

adolescence (Davis & Franzoi, 1991).

Willa Litvak-Miller and Daniel McDougall (1997) conducted a

study using the IRI developed by Davis in 1980 which uses four

20



subscales to measure empathy. They modified the study somewhat

to be used with children in grades two, four and six. Their

study determined that girls are more empathetic than boys and

than older children showed more empathy than younger ones. This

study also found that empathetic concern and perspective taking

were the only significant predictors of prosocial behavior. They

found in their research that considerable evidence exists that

shows that empathy is related to the altruistic behavior of

adults.

Eisenberg et al (1994) states that sympathy may be based on

cognitive perspective taking, while personal distress is an

affective reaction to the apprehension of another's emotion. A

positive relationship exists between sympathy and prosocial

behavior. Personal distress generally has a negative

relationship to prosocial behavior. Empathy has also been shown

to correspond with low levels of aggression and externalizing

problems in adolescence (Eisenberg et al, 1994).

Miller et al (1996) found an interaction between level of

moral judgment and situational sympathy was highest if children

were high in moral reasoning and in reported sympathy. Empathic

concern leads to altruistic efforts to reduce other's suffering,

whereas personal distress may lead to avoidance or withdrawal

(Batson & Early, 1997). Individuals who can regulate their

emotions and emotion-related behavior should be relatively likely

to experience sympathy rather than personal distress (Eisenberg

et al, 1994).
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Hoffner and Haefner (1997) conducted a study on children's

comforting a frightened co-viewer while watching a scary movie.

The study compared the comforting used by boys and girls in both

real and hypothetical situations. They found that comforting

messages increased with grade level when children responded to

the hypothetical situation but did not in a real situation. The

gender of the child was not a significant predictor of comforting

in either the real or hypothetic situation. This study concluded

that higher level comforting messages where provided by more

empathic and less emotionally distressed children.

Characteristics of Middle School Children

Middle school children are those children enrolled in sixth

through eighth grades and are generally between the ages of 11

and 14 years old. Child development experts generally see child-

hood as the period of time between ages six and twelve.

Adolescence then, theoretically begins at ages 12 or 13 and ends

at adulthood which is generally thought to begin when a person

reaches eighteen years of age.

Adolescence, the transitional time between childhood and

adulthood, is usually characterized as the time of identity

formation. This transition occurs in a social context where peer

groups are extremely important in the development of an

adolescent's personality. "Studies have shown that appearance,

social status, athleticism, peer acceptance, gender norms, and

attractiveness to the opposite sex play an important role in the
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interpersonal interaction among adolescents", (England & Petro,

1998, p. 349) When learning how to express those concerns

personally, adolescents must make complex choices.

For example, adolescents may choose to wear particular

clothing or wear a particular hairstyle or make-up to display

differences to or affiliation with a particular peer group. The

differences between adolescents makes social comparisons possible

and results in formation of social groups. As the groups are thus

formed, norms are established and reinforced and influence the

way group members act or exhibit effort in academic areas or

athletics. "That adolescents fuse emotion-laden mechanisms to

establish and maintain group identify indicates the importance of

the norms related to appearance, academics, and other social

concerns", (England & Petro, 1998, p. 350).

Middle schoolers use labels to identify certain peer

groups. These groups may be called Preps or Popular, or

Druggies, or Losers. These groups differ from each other in they

way they complete homework, participate in athletics, or in the

way they choose to dress. Middle school students are quick to

list the various groups in their school and can easily name

characteristics of each (England & Petro, 1998).

Transescence is a term used to refer to the stage of

development characteristic of middle school students; that is,

the time of life before the onset of puberty and into the early

stages of adolescence (Seifert and Hoffmung, 1985). Transescence

generally occurs in grade six or seven when children may display
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some characteristics of both "children" and adolescents. At this

stage, they are beginning to form a consistent and coherent

philosophy of life.

Although few transescents are capable of full formal

operational thinking (the ability to reason systematically about

abstract concepts, alternative course of events, and hypothetical

situations) (Steinberg, 1985), there is increasing evidence that

many transescents are beginning to acquire such abilities

(Keating, 1988).

At this age, some of students biggest fears include not

being able to open their locker and having peers make fun of

them. "It has been demonstrated that the first year in middle

school (sixth grade) is transitional and disrupts early

adolescents' sense of self" (England & Petro, 1998 p. 353).

"Early adolescence is a time in which change occurs within almost

every domain of experience - physical, affective, social,

cognitive, familial, and educational. Most adolescents handle

these changes without developing problems.

For some individuals, though, this period can represent a

time of significant adjustment difficulties", (Wenz-Gross &

Siperstein, 1997, p. 129). When students enter middle school it

is a time of changes for both the academic and social areas.

Socially, students must deal with a larger and more diverse peer

network. Pellegrini (1994) also cites the onset of puberty as a

disruptive force in the life of an early adolescent as he/she

make the transition to middle school. This study also mentions
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that physical attractiveness was a predictor of being well liked

by their peers.

Many changes occur as children enter the transitional

period of early adolescence. Notable changes include increased

self-consciousness, concern with physical appearance, and

perceptions of invincibility and personal uniqueness. The terms

imaginary audience (IA) and personal fable were introduced in the

1960s and defined the constructs of egocentrism characteristic of

early formal-operational thinkers (Varanian & Powlishta, 1996).

Instances of imaginary audience and personal fantasy peak when

adolescents are making the transition to formal operations or at

about 12 to 14 years of age - the middle school years. Cognitive

development has been used to explain the increase in personal

fable and imaginary audience of adolescents, however, this

researcher believes that social development should also be used

to explain this egocentric qualities. "Studies seemed to reveal

that IA sensitivity was heightened among those adolescents who

perceived or experienced some sort of interpersonal difficulty

with others", (Varanian & Powlishta, 1996, p. 159).

The Need for Empathy Education

"Trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, justice,

fairness, integrity, caring are all concepts at the heart of good

character", (Berreth & Berman, 1997, p. 24). Two underlying

skills that are prerequisites for character development are self-

discipline and empathy. In a time where schools and communities
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are concerned with safety and conflict resolution, metal

detectors and security guards have been installed in our schools.

Berreth and Berman (1997) feel that an essential element needed

to curb violence in schools is character development,

specifically self-discipline and the ability to empathize. "It

may be the lack of empathy is a very important correlate of a

range of behavioral adjustment problems occurring the school and

nonschool settings", (Walker & Stieber, 1991, p. 307).

There seems to be more acceptance in the field of education

to include moral education in our schools. This "ethics"

education should promote student's moral reasoning and moral

behavior. It also seems appropriate to present material aimed

at improving adolescents' moral behavior in a relevant manner,

using real life examples.

Character Counts is a program developed by the Josephson

Institute (2000) that began in 1992 as a way to promote moral,

character education in schools. This program focuses on six

pillars of character including: trustworthiness, responsibility,

respect, fairness, caring, and citizenship. Character Counts

aims to teach children right from wrong and to counteract

negative forces our children encounter in today's society.

Nationwide support for this type of education is evident in that,

forty states, 500 businesses, school districts and the President

of the United States have all expressed their support of this

program.
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In their study, DeHann and Handford (1997) proposed that the

most likely place to present this moral education material is in

a social studies class at the middle or high school level. They

further suggest that the most powerful interventions for

stimulating moral stage change are those that involve discussion

of real problems and situations, whether in the family or in the

classroom, in which all participants are empowered to have a say

in the discussion. Empathy and self-disciple evolve through

practice in real-life situations (Berreth and Berman, 1997).

The study done by DeHaan and Handford also proposes that

role models are powerful forces in this educational process.

High school students in an introductory ethics class showed

increases in total empathy scores from Time 1 to Time 2 where the

instructor modeled empathy related behaviors. Their study

concluded that through the use of moral education in an ethics

class setting, significant gains were achieved in sociomoral

reflection, moral reasoning and social-moral behavior. DeHaan

and Hanford (1997, p. 13) concluded that "we believe ... it is

preferable for all teachers to think of themselves as practical

ethicist, regardless of their primary field of training and to

integrate ethics instruction into their regular courses."

In these courses, students reported favorable on their

classes and believe they were beneficial, but the statistical

evidence did not support major increases in empathy scores. They

summarize their findings by stating that high school students

have the "most to gain when all teachers explicitly draw
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students' attention to the ethical issues inherent in their

respective courses and integrate the discussion of relevant moral

dilemmas into their current courses. The findings, finally,

underscore the need for ethics educators to give attention to

promoting the maturity of moral empathy as well as of reasoning

and behavior", (DeHann & Handford, 1997, p. 15).

Henry and Sager suggest that education aimed at improving

communicative responsiveness will improve an adolescent's empathy

skills. "Communicative responsiveness is an adolescent quality

typically examined within the field of communications rather than

family science, this variable holds potential for family life

educators to develop communication-based interventions to enhance

adolescent empathy", (Henry & Sager, 1996, p. 289).

Perry (1996) in her study found role-playing and the use of

literature where alternative solutions to conflicts were depicted

have positive effects on prosocial behavior. She suggests that

school aged children are capable of acting in morally appropriate

ways and that we must encourage their reasoning was well as their

emotions in moral/social situations.

To nurture empathy in our young people, schools need to

help students learn basic decision-making and perspective-taking

skills. Schools need to help students develop a consistent set

of positive values they can translate into action and help them

learn how to act responsibly (Berreth & Berman, 1997).

Frey, Hirschstein, and Guzzo (2000) examine the Second Step

program used in classrooms of preschool through ninth grade
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students. The curriculum in this program is designed to prevent

aggression and promote social competence. Young people at risk

for behavior problems usually lack social and emotional

competencies necessary for success in school. Their study

concludes that social and emotional skills can be taught and that

acquisition of these skills does reduce aggressive behavior.

Teachers who use the Second Step program have found that

role plays and opportunities to discuss and solve real problems

tend to be the most successful tools of the curriculum. Teacher

modeling has also been shown to be an effective component of this

program. The authors of this study also point out that the

support of the entire school is necessary for the success of this

program.

Empathy is a learned trait. If emotional intelligence and

management (including empathy) are not modeled or taught in the

home, it is the job of the teacher to model and teach those

skills to students (White, 1998). Students watch how parents and

teachers react to someone who is hurt, injured, or distressed and

copy what they observe. "If teachers fail to be concerned about

developing feelings and attitudes relating to empathy, they are

limiting the instruction of emotional development", (White, 1998,

p. 122). White feels that while teachers in Texas must pass a

competency exam to measure their teaching abilities, it falls

short. The test evaluates the teacher's abilities in the

cognitive domain only. White feels that teachers should also be

equipped to teach in the affective domain as well.
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Teaching Empathy Skills in the

Family and Consumer Education Classroom

At the middle school level, family and consumer education

can help students explore reasoning processes that may be useful

in considering complex questions related to self-formation and

quality of life in family and society.

The State of Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction

(Nikolay et al, 1997) has prescribed standards for all Family and

Consumer Education instruction. The standard cover six areas and

each area is divided into three levels. Students in middle

school courses are subject to standards in Level A.

The six standards include continuing concerns of the

family, practical reasoning, family action, personal and social

responsibility, work of the family, and learning to learn. As

part of the curriculum that deals with the continuing concerns of

the family, competencies to be learned by the student include

what should be done to relate to others within and outside the

family and to maintain cooperative attitudes and ways of working

with the family. This includes cultivating feelings of respect

about one self and others. The Family Action standard states

that the Middle School student should use communication to

practice interpersonal and small-group skills in social settings.

The Work of Family standard emphasizes the creation of conditions

within the family and in society that support and challenge
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cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development (Wisconsin

Department of Public Instruction, 1997).

Summary

Moral development is as important to an individual's well-

being as is physical, social, and cognitive development.

Morality in individuals is necessary for society to be well

ordered and humane. Children and adolescents undergo

developmental changes in their moral development that need to be

guided and nurtured to ensure that prosocial behavior is

encouraged.

Empathy is defined as heightened affective response to the

perceived emotional experience of another person (Davis &

Franzoi, 1991). It has both a cognitive and an affective

component. Researchers have found it useful to break down

empathy into four parts: perspective taking, fantasy, empathic

concern, and personal distress. Children can learn to be

empathetic. Parents often provide the necessary modeling and

guidance to encourage empathic behavior in their children.

Generally, with age and maturity, personal distress will decrease

and perspective taking, fantasy, and empathic concern will

increase. Adolescents who possess the ability to be empathetic

are less likely to be aggressive and have higher self-esteem.

Empathy is an aspect of social competence and aids in

developing close personal relationships, effective parenting

skills and in maintaining cohesive families.
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The transition from childhood to adolescence generally

happens in middle school, grades 6 through 8. Transescence is a

term used to refer to early adolescence where youth from 11 to 13

make this transition to adolescence. It is at this time when

young people experience a great deal of social, intellectual, and

emotional change. Group identification and individual identities

are formed during this time. Empathy skills will help the middle

school student adjust to the changes happening in their lives and

in the lives of their peers.

Empathy should be taught in schools, especially if it is

not learned at home. National movements such as Character Counts

promote the teaching of moral and character skills such a caring

and respect in schools. Role plays and real life situations are

among the most useful tools in teaching empathy skills.

Educators who neglect nurturing emotional intelligence skills,

such as empathy are not doing the "whole job" of educating their

students.

Family and Consumer Education (FCE) courses are in a

position to developing these skills in middle school children.

In most schools, family and consumer education courses are a

required exploratory class and teach family life skills. In

Wisconsin, the work of the family and family systems of action

are important components of the FCE curriculum. Teaching empathy

skills to middle school students in Family and Consumer Education

classes makes good sense.
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Chapter 3

Methodology

This section contains a description of the subjects,

instrumentation, limitations, assumptions, data collection and

methods of analysis.

Research Questions and Hypothesis

1. Can curriculum designed to improve empathy skills during

a sixth grade exploratory Family and Consumer Education

course increase a student's overall empathy skills?

2. Does the curriculum serve to cause improvement in any

one of the four components of empathy to a greater

degree than the other?

3. Does gender make a difference in the level of empathy

skills the students' possess?

4. Does family structure and size have an impact on

existing empathy skills for sixth grade students?

5. Does ethnic background have an impact on existing

empathy skills for sixth grade students?

Hypothesis One - There is a positive correlation in pretest

and posttest scores measuring empathy for students in the

experimental group in the Sixth Grade Family and Consumer

Education class at Menomonie Middle School.
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Hypothesis Two - Curriculum designed to enhance empathy

skills of sixth grade students will cause a significant increase

in empathy scores on a posttest.

Description of Subjects

The subjects in this study consisted of sixth grade

students enrolled in a required exploratory Family and Consumer

Education course at Menomonie Middle School in Menomonie,

Wisconsin. Menomonie is a city with a population of about

14,000. It is in a rural setting and it is also has a state

university. There is only one Middle School in Menomonie, which

draws its population from six public elementary schools and three

small parochial grade schools.

There were a total of 240 sixth grade students who were

randomly split into 12 groups of approximately 20 students each

by the principal. Each group participated in 45-minute class

periods that met five days per week for the six week term with

six terms in the school year. Two sections were held

concurrently, one during seventh period and one during eighth

period. Every six weeks, the groups rotated into other required

exploratory courses.

For the purposes of this study, the seventh hour group was

identified as the experimental group and the eighth hour group as

the control group. For the purposes of this study, students in

the fourth, fifth, and sixth terms were used as subjects and only
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their results were analyzed. There were a total of 40 students

in the experimental group and 49 students in the control group.

Instrumentation

The instruments used included a pretest and posttest

administered to the students by the teacher/researcher. The

design of the two instruments was the same except that the

pretest collected demographic data including gender, age, race,

family structure and size. For these items the student checked

an applicable response. Students also were asked to write the

name of the elementary school they attended during the previous

two grades. This information was used to determine if the

student attended a public or private school or was home-schooled.

The second section of the pretest (and the posttest)

surveyed attitudes of the students in the four areas of empathy -

- perspective taking, fantasy, empathetic concern, and personal

distress. These attitude statements were taken from a study done

by Litvak-Miller and McDougall (1997) which was designed to study

the structure of empathy during middle childhood, specifically

children in grades two, four and six and its relationship to

prosocial behavior. The instrument was developed by adapting the

Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI)(Davis, 1980).

The IRI was developed to measure empathy in adults; and

items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale. The items were

organized into four subscales that measured the four components
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of empathy. The internal reliabilities of this IRI ranged from

.70 to .78 and test-retest reliabilities ranged from .62 to .81.

The adapted instrument used by Litvak-Miller and McDougall

contained attitude statements that were reworded to a child's

level while trying to retain the original content. When given to

sixth graders, the test-retest reliabilities ranged from .53 to

.76. Items 1 through 8 measured Perspective Taking; items 9 - 11

measured Fantasy; items 12-14 measured empathetic concern; and

items 15 - 22 measured personal distress.

Henry and Sager (1996) also used this Index in a study

conducted with 13 to 18 year olds. The data in their study

yielded Cronbach's alphas for the subscales as follows:

perspective taking, .73; fantasy, .75; empathic concern, .74; and

personal distress,.73.

Students were instructed to circle the best response to

each affective statement using a five point Likert scale.

Procedures

The students in the sixth grade exploratory Family and

Consumer Education course studied using curriculum focused on the

Work of the Family. The students in both the seventh and eighth

period sections received two weeks of instruction on topics

related to the Work of the Family. At the beginning of the third

week, the pretest was given by the teacher/researcher to both the

seventh and eighth period sections. The pretest and subsequent

posttest had identification numbers unique to each of the

subjects.
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Students were instructed to complete the demographic

information by checking only one item per question for items one

through five and to write in the name of the school(s) they

attended in fourth and fifth grade. For the attitude section of

the pretest and the posttest, students were instructed to read

each of the twenty-two statements and circle the response that

most closely matched their feelings. They were further

instructed not to think too hard on any one question but to go

with their first thought or instinct. The five choices on the

Likert Scale included: Strongly Agree, Agree, Not Sure, Disagree,

Strongly Disagree. (See Appendix A for pretest.)

The researcher assured the students that their responses

were confidential and no attempts would be made to try to

determine who responded in any certain way on any question(s).

Students were also told that the survey was being done to help

their teacher with a research study for her continuing education.

Treatment

The experimental group received a treatment designed to

improve empathy skills while the control group received standard

curriculum dealing with continuing concerns of the family and

containing review items on the work of the family and family

systems of action. As the researcher and her principal did not

want to drastically depart from the prescribed curriculum, much

of the treatment was a modification of existing activities and

the addition of some new activities.
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Activities designed to enhance empathy skills included:

Role Play: "Role-Playing Compassion" from Character Counts (1998)
materials. (Appendix D) Students were instructed to form groups
of three and plan how to present a given role play situation.
The groups presented their role plays to their class and a
discussion followed that focused on Perspective Taking and
Empathic Concern. The students used "Fantasy" to take on the
roles of the characters in the role play.

Case Study: "Making a Move", from Families Today Workbook (Sasse,
1997). (Appendix E) The teacher/researcher read the case study
to the class while the students followed along on their own
copies. The students were then instructed to answer the four
follow up questions individually. A class discussion followed
where students shared they answers.

Worksheet: "What Would You Do?", from Families Today Workbook
(Sasse, 1997). (Appendix F) Students were instructed to use a
Think-Pair-Share strategy in completing this assignment. They
read the four questions individually, compared notes with a
partner, and then shared answers in a class discussion. Fantasy
and perspective taking skills were encouraged.

Video: Andre, Paramount Pictures (1994). Over the course of
three class periods, this family movie was viewed by the class.
Students were to look for examples of continuing concerns of the
family, work of the family, and were asked to complete questions
relating to Perspective Taking and Empathic Concern. The
experimental group had eleven questions on their worksheets
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(Appendix G), while the control group received only the first
eight questions.

Teacher Modeling: During the period of time following the

pretest, the teacher/researcher made special efforts to discuss
and model empathy related skills, focusing on how individuals

might be feeling.

Pilot Test

The attitude survey for these instruments was pilot tested
by administering the instrument to sixth grade students enrolled
in the exploratory Family and Consumer Education class during the
third term only of the 1999-2000 school year. This pilot testing
alerted the researcher to any potential questions the students
might have with regard to completion of the survey.

Data Collection

Data collection took place during the fourth, fifth, and
sixth terms of the 1999-2000 school year at Menomonie Middle
School. The principal of Menomonie Middle School, Mr. Robert
Klimpke was formally notified of the researchers request to
conduct this study by a letter of intent (Appendix C) in December
1999. Permission was obtained from the principal to conduct this
study.

Letters were sent home to parents informing them of the
survey to be completed in class and the reasons for it. Parents
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were given the option to exclude their child from the study by

signing and returning a slip attached to the letter.

Students completed the pretest as a group at the beginning

of a class period during the third week of the term. One week

later, the posttest was administered.

The seventh period classes were presented with specially

designed curriculum to address the components of empathy during

the time between the pretest and the posttest. The eighth period

class was presented with the standard curriculum.

Method of Analysis

The data received from the participating sixth grade

students was processed at the University of Wisconsin-Stout

computer center.

The data from the survey was analyzed to determine

numerical correlations between pretest and posttest mean scores

for the total scores of the 22 Likert scale items for both the

experimental and control groups.

Posttest scores were correlated to determine statistical

difference using the Pearson Correlation Coeffficient.

The age, gender, number of siblings, marital status of the

parents, race, and previous elementary school were all nominal

measurements and the number and percent of each variable was

calculated. These items were compared with pretest scores to

determine any significance of these demographics on the students'

empathy skills prior to the treatment for the experimental group.
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Test scores were compared with gender to determine

differences in male and female mean scores for empathy and were

analyzed for statistical significance using a F Test analysis.

A correlation matrix was also created to look at subscores

in relation to total empathy scores. The Pearson R was used to

determine statistical significance.

An analysis of co-variants (MANOVA) was performed to test

the research hypothesis that there would be a positive

correlation in empathy test scores for the pretest and posttest

in the experimental and control groups. This analysis looked for

differences in test scores after factoring out the differences in

pretest scores.

Unknowns and Limitations

The students were randomly placed in the classrooms by the

school administration. It is unknown whether gender, race or

other factors were used to place any of the students in a

particular section. It is uncertain if extraneous variables

would be controlled by the method used to assign students to a

particular group. These students are entering Menomonie Middle

School for the first time as sixth graders. Most have come from

the Menomonie Public Elementary School system. However, some

came from Christian Schools and some from a home-schooled

environment. There is a possibility that some groups may have

had a greater or lesser amount of empathy education in certain

environments. The results of this study would generally apply to

other sixth grade classes within the Menomonie School district.
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It may have limitations with respect to other sixth grade

populations in other environments (i.e. more urban areas, more

ethnically diverse areas, etc.).

It is also unknown whether students within the control

group and the experimental group may have shared information

about class period content with each other. The Pretest X

Treatment Interaction may also have had an effect on the study

results.
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Chapter 4

Results and Discussion

This chapter includes the findings of the pretests and

posttests concerning the attitudes regarding empathy that was

administered to 89 sixth graders at Menomonie Middle School in

Menomonie, Wisconsin. The pretest had two sections: demographic

information and attitude statements concerning the four

components of empathy. The posttest had only the attitude

section which was identical to the statements on the pretest.

This chapter concludes with a discussion of the findings.

Demographic Characteristics

Demographic information was collected for descriptive

purposes and to facilitate the comparison of specific groups.

Information regarding age, gender, number of siblings, living

situation, ethnicity, and type of elementary school attended was

collected. There were a total of 40 students in the experimental

group who were enrolled in the fourth, fifth, and sixth terms of

sixth grade family and consumer education class during the

seventh period at Menomonie Middle School. The control group had

49 participants and was comprised of students in the eighth

period family and consumer education classes held during the

fourth, fifth, and sixth terms at Menomonie Middle School.
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Age

The subjects in this study ranged in age from eleven to

thirteen years old. There were 28 eleven years olds or 31.5'.

Twelve year olds represented the largest number with 58 or 65.2%.

A small number of thirteen year olds participated in this study

(n=3, 3.4%). See Table 1.

Table 1 Description of Subjects - Age

AGE FREQUENCY VALID PERCENT

11 28 31.5

12 58 65.2

13 3 3.4

Gender

Of the 89 participants in this study, 49 were male and 40

were female. The percentage of males was 55.1%; and the

percentage of females was 44.9%. See Table 2.

Table 2 Description of Subjects - Gender

GENDER FREQUENCY VALID PERCENT

MALE 49 55.1

FEMALE 40 44.9
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Number of Children in the Family

The sixth graders in this study were surveyed to determine

the number of children in their families including themselves.

The category with the highest number was children who had two

children in their families (n=25). Nine participants indicated

they were the only child in the family or 10.1%. Twenty-five

participants reported that there were two children in their

family (28.1%). There were 23 sixth graders with three children

in their family for a percentage of 25.8 of the total. Thirteen

participants had four children in their families (14.6%).

Participants with five children in their families numbered 11 or

12.4%. Eight sixth graders belonged to families with 6 or more

children for a percentage of 9.0. See Table 3.

Table 3 Description of Subjects - Number of Siblings

NUMBER OF CHILDREN FREQUENCY VALID PERCENT

1 9 10.1

2 25 28.1

3 23 25.8

4 13 14.6

5 11 12.4

6 OR MORE 8 9.0
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Living Situation/Parents in the Home:

The sixth graders in this study were asked to respond

regarding the parents present in their homes. Students were

asked to report if both mother and father were present in the

home, if a parent and a step-parent lived with them, if they came

from a single parent family, or if they lived with other adults.

Sixty-six (74.2%) of the sixth graders reported that they lived

with their mother and father. Those that reported living with a

parent and a step-parent numbered 13 or 14.6%. The balance of

participants, ten students (11.4%) had other living situations

including living with only one parent and living with other

relatives. See Table 4.

Table 4 Description of Subjects - by Living Situation

LIVING SITUATION FREQUENCY VALID PERCENT

MOTHER AND FATHER 66 74.2

PARENT AND STEPPARENT 13 14.6

OTHER 10 11.4

Ethnic Background:

The majority of students in this study reported that they

were white (n=76 or 86.4 percent). Seven students were of Asian

background (7.9%). The remaining five (6.7%) students reported
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other backgrounds including Native American and Black. See Table

5.

Table 5 Description of Subjects - by Ethnicity

ETHNIC BACKGROUND FREQUENCY VALID PERCENT

...... .. ^ ^ ^__ _ ...... „. „.. ... __ .... _ 9_ .,._.. .. ... ... ._ _ _„.......„„... _ _ _ .- --.-. „... ...- _ ....... -. --...-------- --
WHITE 76 86.4

ASIAN 7 7.9

OTHER 5 6.7

Previous school attended:

Students in this study were asked to report the name of the

school they attended in fourth and fifth grades. This

information was collected so the researcher could determine if

the type of school - public, private, or home-school - might have

an effect on the attitude statements. An overwhelming percentage

of participants attended public schools during fourth and fifth

grades. The number of students coming from public schools was 84

or 94.4%. Those attending a private (parochial) school in fourth

and fifth grades was five or 5.6%. None of the students reported

having been home schooled. See Table 6.

Table 6 Description of Subjects - by Previous School

TYPE OF SCHOOL ATTENDED FREQUENCY VALID PERCENT

PUBLIC SCHOOL 84 94.4

PRIVATE SCHOOL 5 5.6
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RESULTS

Empathy Statements

Part two of the pretest and the posttest consisted of 22

statements designed to measure the participants feelings

regarding empathy. The sixth grade students were asked to

respond to statements by choosing either Strongly Agree, Agree,

Not Sure, Disagree or Strongly Disagree for each item.

Strongly Agree was assigned a numerical value of 5, while Agree

was given the numerical value of 4. Not sure was given 3 as a

value, Disagree was worth 2 points and Strongly Disagree was

worth one point.

The mean scores and standard deviations for each item and

the subscales on the pretest are listed in Table 7. The items

have been ranked in order from highest value response to the

least. The pretest items with the most significantly high

scores, ranging from 3.5 and up (maximum score is 5) were items

14, 2, 12, 13, 15, and 4. Items 14, 12, and 13 all fell in the

empathic concern subscale. Items 2 and 4 were components of

Perspective Taking. Item 15 was part of the personal distress

subscale.

The pretest items with the lowest scores, ranging from 2.5

and down (minimum score is 1), were items 20, 6, and 22. Items

20 and 22 were part of the personal distress subscale and item 6

was part of the perspective taking subscale.
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Table 8 shows the empathy subscale scores ranked from

highest to lowest. The empathic concern subscale had the highest

mean score and personal distress had the lowest mean score on the

pretest.

TABLE 7

PRETEST ITEMS - RANKED IN ORDER OF HIGHEST MEAN RESPONSE

ITEM RANK MEAN STANDARD
DEVIATION

14. When my friends or people in 1 4.05 1.02
my family have problems, it
does not bother me a lot.

2. When I see another kid being 2 3.90 1.02
picked on or teased, I feel
like I want to help them.

12. I don't feel very sorry for 3 3.78 1.13
other people when they are
having problems or feeling bad.

13. When I see someone get hurt I 4 3.67 1.06
feel bad.

15. I feel sorry for other kids 5 3.63 1.16
whose lives are not as good as
mine.

4. Things that I see make me feel 6 3.62 0.99
sad or happy.

5. It is easy for me to feel sorry 7 3.49 1.17
for other people.

3. I try to understand my friends 8 3.46 1.10
better by imagining what things
are like for them.

7. When I am reading an 9 3.40 1.15
interesting book or listening
to an interesting story, I
imagine how I would feel if the
things in the story were
happening to me.
It seems like I feel the 10 3.17 1.01
feeling of the people in the
stories I read or hear.

18. I feel bad and like I cannot 11 3.13 1.04
help when my friends or people
in my family are very upset.

16. When someone is hurt or in bad 12 3.05 1.19
trouble, I feel afraid and
uncomfortable.
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17. When my friends are having a 12 3.05 1.19
disagreement, I try to listen
to everybody before I decide
who is right.

11. When I watch a good movie or 14 2.96 1.36
video, it is easy for me to
pretend that I am one of the
characters.

9. When I watch a movie or TV 15 2.93 1.32
show, I don't imagine that I'm
in it.

8. Before telling someone that I 16 2.92 1.16
don't like something about the,
I try to imagine how I would
feel if someone told me that.

10. After seeing a TV show or 17 2.81 1.19
watching a movie I feel like I
am one of the people in the
story.

19. When I read a book or watch a 18 2.71 1.27
movie, I get so interested in
it that I don't notice anything
else.

21. When there is an emergency, 19 2.7 1.29
like when some one is badly
hurt, I get very excited.

20. When other people are feeling 20 2.48 1.06
bad or are very upset, I feel
scared.

6. When I'm mad at someone, I try 21 2.31 1.09
to imagine how they feel for a
while.

22. When someone needs help in an 22 2.05 1.10
emergency, like when they are
badly hurt, I get too upset to
do anything at all.

Table 8
Pretest Subscales - Ranked in Order of Highest Mean Response

Subscale Rank Mean Standard
Deviation

Empathic 1 3.8276 .8534
Concern

Perspective 2 3.2835 .6681
Taking
Total Empathy 3 3.1125 .4469
Score
Fantasy 4 2.8577 1.0223
Personal 5 2.7577 .4317
Distress
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The mean scores and standard deviation for each item and

the subscales on the posttest are listed in Table 9. The items

have been ranked in order from highest value response to the

least. The posttest items with the most significantly high

scores, ranging from 3.5 and up (maximum score is 5) were items

14, 12, 2, 13, and 15. Items 14, 12, and 13 all fell in the

empathic concern subscale. Item 2 was a component of Perspective

Taking. Item 15 was part of the personal distress subscale.

The posttest items with the most significantly low scores,

ranging from 2.5 and down (minimum score is 1), were items 6, 17,

and 22. Items 17 and 22 were part of the personal distress

subscale and item 6 was part of perspective taking.

Table 10 shows the rank order of the empathy subscale

scores. The empathic concern subscale had the highest mean score

and personal distress had the lowest mean score on the posttest.

There was very little difference in the rank order of items and

no change in the rank order of the subscales between the pretest

and the posttest.

TABLE 9
POSTTEST ITEMS - RANKED IN ORDER OF HIGHEST MEAN RESPONSE
ITEM RANK MEAN STANDARD

DEVIATION
14. When my friends or people 1 3.78 1.02

in my family have problems,
it does not bother me a lot.

12. I don't feel very sorry for 2 3.75 1.04
other people when they are
having problems or feeling
bad.
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Table 9 cont.

2. When I see another kid being 3 3.69 .96
picked on or teased, I feel
like I want to help them.

13. When I see someone get hurt 4 3.69 1.03
I feel bad.

15. I feel sorry for other kids 5 3.61 .97
whose lives are not as good
as mine.

4. Things that I see make me 6 3.49 1.08
feel sad or happy.

3. I try to understand my 7 3.4 1.03
friends better by imagining
what things are like for
them.

5. It is easy for me to feel 8 3.30 1.16
sorry for other people.

7. When I am reading an 9 3.20 1.10
interesting book or listening
to an interesting story, I
imagine how I would feel if
the things in the story were
happening to me.

8. Before telling someone that 10 3.02 1.08
I don't like something about
the, I try to imagine how I
would feel if someone told me
that.

9. When I watch a movie or TV 10 3.02 1.31
show, I don't imagine that
I'm in it.

16. When someone is hurt or in 10 3.02 1.04
bad trouble, I feel afraid
and uncomfortable.

1. It seems like I feel the 13 3.01 1.12
feeling of the people in the
stories I read or hear.

11. When I watch a good movie 14 2.92 1.25
or video, it is easy for me
to pretend that I am one of
the characters.

18. I feel bad and like I 15 2.88 1.08
cannot help when my friends
or people in my family are
very upset.

10. After seeing a TV show or 16 2.82 1.16
watching a movie I feel like
I am one of the people in the
story.
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Table 9 cont.

21. When there is an emergency, 17 2.72 1.34
like when some one is badly
hurt, I get very excited.

19. When I read a book or watch 18 2.64 1.17
a movie, I get so interested
in it that I don't notice
anything else.

20. When other people are 19 2.53 1.05
feeling bad or are very
upset, I feel scared.

6. When I'm mad at someone, I 20 2.48 1.08
try to imagine how they feel
for a while.

17. When my friends are having 21 2.21 .98
a disagreement, I try to
listen to everybody before I
decide who is right.

22. When someone needs help in 22 2.19 1.13
an emergency, like when they
are badly hurt, I get too
upset to do anything at all.

Table 10
Posttest Subscales - Ranked in Order of Highest Mean Response

Subscale Rank Mean Standard
Deviation

Empathic 1 3.7397 .7299
Concern
Perspective 2 3.2008 .6973
Taking
Total Empathy 3 3.0631 .4635
Score
Fantasy 4 2.9270 .9886

Personal 5 2.7255 .5316
Distress

Instrument Reliability

The reliability of the instrument was proven using

Cronbach's alpha reliability scale. Table 11 illustrates the

reliability of the total instrument as well as the reliability of

the four subscales.
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This instrument was also used by Henry and Sager (1996) in

a study on thirteen to eighteen year olds. The reliability of

the instrument for their study was very good. The data yielded

alphas of .73 to .75 for each of the subscales.

Table 11 - Alpha Reliabilities Table

Experimental Control Total Group
Group Group

Perspective Pretest .7521 .7895 .7727
Taking
Subscale Posttest .7910 .8176 .8045

Fantasy Pretest .7853 .5657 .6811
Subscale

Posttest .6819 .7186 .6981

Empathic Pretest .6178 .7671 .7109
Concern
Subscale Posttest .6828 .2854 .5102

Personal Pretest .2102 .0652 .1352
Distress
Subscale Posttest .4107 .5928 .5198

Total Pretest .7795 .6997 .7465
Empathy
Score Posttest .8048 .7795 .7896

Gender as a Factor in Empathy Skills of Sixth Graders

To test whether gender was a factor in empathy skills of

these sixth graders, a one way analysis variance was calculated.

There were nine out of 22 items were significant as detailed in

Table 12. In each case, females scored higher than males. These

items included numbers 1, 4, 5, 7, 12, 14, 15, 18, and 21.
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Statement number 7 had a significance at the .01 level. The

remaining items were significant to .05. See Table 10.

Gender was significant in two of the subscale scores and in

the total empathy score. Females (3.5098) scored significantly

higher on the perspective taking subscale than did males

(3.0988). The level of significance was very high at .004.

Perspective taking is a cognitive aspect of empathy which is a

primary indicator of total empathy.

The second subscale that showed females with a higher score

than males was empathic concern. Empathic concern is a more

affective aspect of empathy. Females scored 4.0833, while males

scored 3.6099 with a significance of .011. Therefore, from the

results comparing gender and empathy one can conclude that gender

made a difference on empathic concern subscale scores.

In the total empathy score, a high level of significance

(.022) was shown with females scoring a mean of 3.2330 and males

with a mean score of 3.0074. The total empathy score is composed

of the two subscales showing a high significance for females over

males, perspective taking and empathic concern, and subscales of

fantasy and personal distress.

The results of this study coincide with research results of

similar studies (Litvak-Miller, 1997; Henry & Sager, 1996) that

indicated that female adolescents had higher empathy skills than

males of the same age.
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Table 12
Gender as a Factor in Empathy Attitudes by Item and/or Subscale

Item - Number and Males Females Total F F
Statement N=49 N=40 Group Ratio Prob.
1. It seems like I Mean 2.96 3.43 3.17 4.600 .035*

feel the
feelings in SD 1.00 .98 1.01
stories I read
or hear.

4. Things that I Mean 3.43 3.85 3.62 4.031 .048*
see make me
feel sad or SD 1.08 .83 .99
happy.

5. It is easy for Mean 3.24 3.80 3.49 4.803 .031*
me to feel
sorry for other SD 1.16 1.11 1.17
people.

7. When I am Mean 3.12 3.75 3.40 7.168 .009**
reading an
interesting SD 1.17 1.03 1.15
book or
listening to an
interesting
story. I
imagine how I
would feel if
the things in
the story were
happening to
me.

12. I don't feel Mean 3.55 4.05 3.78 5.259 .041*
very sorry for
other people SD 1.12 1.08 1.13
when they are
having problems
or feeling bad.

14. When my Mean 3.83 4.30 4.05 4.450 .038*
friends or
people in my SD 1.15 .79 1.02
family have
problems, it
does not bother
me a lot.

15. I feel sorry Mean 3.36 3.95 3.63 5.782 .018*
for other kids
whose lives are SD 1.28 .93 1.16
not as good as
mine.
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Table 12 cont.

18. I feel bad and Mean 3.36 2.88 3.13 6.240 .015*
like I cannot
help when my SD 1.28 1.04 1.04
friends or
people in my
family are very
upset.

21. When someone Mean 2.96 2.41 2.70 4.222 .043*
needs help in
an emergency, SD 1.31 1.21 1.29
like when they
are badly hurt,
I get too upset
to do anything
at all.
Perspective Mean 3.0988 3.5098 3.2835 9.021 .004**
Taking
Subscale SD .6449 .5717 .6681

Empathic Mean 3.6099 4.0833 3.8276 6.814 .011*
Concern
Subscale SD .8379 .8086 .8534

Total Empathy Mean 3.0074 3.2330 3.1125 5.456 .022*
Score

SD .4714 .3865 .4469

* .05 level of significance
** .01 level of significance

Age as a Factor in Empathy Skills

An analysis was run to determine what effect age of these

sixth grade students had on empathy skills. Only one item, item

12 "I don't feel very sorry for other people when they are having

problems or feeling bad", showed a significant result. Eleven

year olds had a higher mean score on this item than 12 and 13

year olds. The level of significance on this item was at .008.

None of the other items or subscale scores found any significant

differences. See Table 13.
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Table 13
Age as a Factor in Empathy Attitudes by Item and/or Subscale

Item No. 11 year 12 & 13 Total F F
olds year Group Ratio Prob.
N=28 olds

N=61
12. I don't Mean 4.25 3.56 3.78 7.370 .008**

feel very
sorry for
other SD .65 1.23 1.13
people
when they
are having
problems
or feeling
bad. __

* .05 level of significance
** .01 level of significance

Living Situation as a Factor in Empathy Attitudes

Living situation was examined to determine if there was

significance in any item or subscale if the student lived with

both parents, a parent and step-parent or was in some other

living situation, including single parents, foster parents, or

living with another relative. One item, number 15 which stated

"I feel sorry for other kids whose lives are not as good as mine"

showed a trend based on the two way ANOVA analysis. See Table 14.
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Table 14
Living Situation (Parents in the home) as a Factor in EmpathyAttitudes by Item

Item No. Both Parent & ne Total F FParents Step- parent/ Group Ratio Prob.
parent Other

N=66 N=13 N=10 N=8915. Mean 3.56 4.31 3.20 3.63 3.085 .051I feel 
(close)sorry for

other kids SD 1.17 .63 1.40 1.16whose lives
are not as
good as
mine.

* .05 level of significance
** .01 level of significance

Ethnicity as a Factor on Empathy Attitude Statements

An F test was run to determine the effect ethnicity had in
empathy attitudes of this group of sixth graders. Three items
showed significance in the area of empathy and ethnicity. Item 5
"It is easy for me to feel sorry for other people" showed that
students of white race scored higher with a mean of 3.63. Other
ethnic groups had a mean score of 2.75 on this item. The
significance was at the .015 level. Another item (#6) which was
also part of the perspective taking subscale showed a very high
significance (.001) for other ethnic groups to score higher

(3.25) over white students (2.17) on a statement which said "When
I am mad at someone, I try to imagine how they feel for a while."
A third item which showed a significant difference was item 15,
part of the personal distress subscale, which stated "I feel
sorry for other kids whose lives are not as good as mine." On

59



Table 14
Living Situation (Parents in the home) as a Factor in EmpathyAttitudes by Item

Item No. Both Parent & One Total F F
Parents Step- parent/ Group Ratio Prob.

parent Other
N=66 N=13 N=10 N=89

15. Mean 3.56 4.31 3.20 363 3.085 .051I feel 
(close)

sorry for
other kids SD 1.17 .63 1.40 1.16
whose lives
are not as
good as
mine.

* .05 level of significance
* .01 level of significance

Ethnicity as a Factor on Empathy Attitude Statements

An F test was run to determine the effect ethnicity had in

empathy attitudes of this group of sixth graders. Three items

showed significance in the area of empathy and ethnicity. Item 5

"It is easy for me to feel sorry for other people" showed that

students of white race scored higher with a mean of 3.63. Other

ethnic groups had a mean score of 2.75 on this item. The

significance was at the .015 level. Another item (#6) which was

also part of the perspective taking subscale showed a very high

significance (.001) for other ethnic groups to score higher

(3.25) over white students (2.17) on a statement which said "When

I am mad at someone, I try to imagine how they feel for a while."

A third item which showed a significant difference was item 15,

part of the personal distress subscale, which stated "I feel

sorry for other kids whose lives are not as good as mine." On
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this item, white students scored higher (3.76 mean score) versus

a mean score of 2.83 for other ethnic groups (Level of

significance .011). See Table 15.

Table 15
Ethnicity as a Factor on Empathy Attitude Statements

Item - White Other Total F F
Number and Ethnic Group Ratio Prob.
Statement Groups

N=76 N=12 N=89
5. It is easy Mean 3.63 2.75 3.51 6.119 .015*

for me to feel
sorry for SD 1.14 1.06 1.16
other people.

6. When I am mad Mean 2.17 3.25 2.32 11.160 .001**
at someone, I
try to imagine 1.02 1.14 1.10
how they feel SD
for a while.

15. I feel sorry Mean 3.76 2.83 3.63 6.819 .011*
for other kids
whose lives SD 1.13 1.11 1.17
are not as
good as mine.

* .05 level of significance
** .01 level of significance

Number of Children in the Family as a Factor on Empathy Attitudes

The students were put into groups based on how many

children were in their families including themselves. The

categories were: one child, two children, three children, four

children, five children, and six or more children. To determine

what effect the number of children might have on these sixth

graders empathy skills a three way ANOVA analysis was done. One

item and one subscale showed significance. Item 13 "When I see
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someone get hurt, I feel bad" showed that children who had

siblings scored higher (mean range of 3.70 - 3.96) than students

who were only children (mean score - 2.78). The empathic concern

subscale showed a similar result. Again, only children scored

lower (mean score of 3.2963) on this subscale as opposed to

children with siblings who scored from a mean of 3.6000 to

4.1806. The level of significance for these items was .026 and

.015 respectively. See table 16.
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Effects of Pretest/Posttest on Experimental Group

A two way analysis of variance was performed to determine

the effects of the curriculum designed to enhance empathy skills

on sixth graders in this study. A MANOVA was used to compare the

empathy scores of both the experimental and control groups for

both the pretest and posttest. Statistical significance was

shown in item five on the instrument. This item stated "It is

easy for me to fell sorry for other people" and was part of the

perspective taking subscale. It showed a significant increase

(sig. Of F = .013) for the experimental group from 3.342 on the

pretest versus 3.447 on the posttest.

Two other individual items showed significance that was

close to the .05 significance. These items were numbers four and

twelve. Number 4 was "Things I see make me sad or happy". The

experimental group showed an increase in the mean score from

3.575 to 3.650 and had a significance of .094. Number 12, part

of the empathic concern subscale, was "I don't feel very sorry

for other people when they are having problems or feeling bad".

The experimental group showed an increase in mean score from

3.700 to 3.950 and had a significance of .083. See table 17.

64



Table 17
MANOVA -- Effects of Empathy Curriculum on Experimental
Group of Students - Analysis of Variance Pretest/Posttest
and Experimental versus Control Group on Individual Items

Item Number Pretest Posttest F Sig. Of
Ratio F

Item 4

Control 3.6353 3.367 2.87 .094

Experimental 3.575 3.650

Item 5

Control 3.583 3.188 6.48 .013*

Experimental 3.342 3.447

Item 12

Control 3.837 3.592 3.08 .083

Experimental 3.700 3.950

Table 18 shows the effects of empathy curriculum on the

four subscales and on the total empathy score. The total empathy

score show significant results (sig. =.035). The experimental

groups total empathy score increased from 3.057 to 3.096.

Although not statistically significant, three of the four

subscale scores for the experimental group increased from the

pretest to the posttest. The score for Fantasy was 2.742 at the

pretest and increase to 2.867 mean score for the posttest.

Empathic Concern had a mean score for the experimental group of

3.783 for the pretest. The posttest score for this subscale
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increased to 3.800. The Personal Distress subscale showed the

highest level of significance, a trend at .054. The pretest mean

score for the experimental group was 2.697 and the posttest mean

score increased to 2.786.

The Perspective Taking subscale showed a very slight

decrease from the mean score at the pretest for the experimental

group to the posttest score for this same group. The mean score

went from 3.261 to 3.232. See Table 18.

Table 18
MANOVA -- Effects of Empathy Curriculum on Experimental

Group of Students - Analysis of Variance Pretest/Posttest

and Experimental versus Control Group on Subscales and

Total Scores
Pretest Posttest F Sig. Of

Ratio F

Subscales
Perspective Taking

Control 3.302 3.176 .00 .958

Experimental 3.261 3.232

Fantasy
Control 2.952 2.976 .68 .412

Experimental 2.742 2.867

Empathic Concern
Control 3.865 3.706 .00 .967

Experimental 3.783 3.800

Personal Distress
Control 2.809 2.786 3.83 .054

Experimental 2.697 2.786

Total Empathy Score

Control 3.160 3.050 4.58 .035*

Experimental 3.057 3.096
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Correlations for the Pretest/Posttest and Experimental/Control

Scores

Pearsons Correlations were analyzed for the pretest and

posttest scores for the experimental and control groups. Table

19 shows the correlations for the pretest versus posttest

correlations for both the experimental and control groups for the

four subscales and the total empathy scores. The correlation

figures for the perspective taking, and total empathy scores

showed a high correlation for both the pretest and posttest

groups. Perspective Taking showed a correlation of .844 between

the pretest and posttest scores for the experimental group. The

control group had a Pearson correlation score of .744 for the

pretest/posttest analysis.

The experimental group had a high correlation coefficient

for the empathic concern score (.731). The control group had a

high correlation number for the Fantasy subscale (.704).
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Table 19

Pretest vs. Posttest Correlations on Empathy Subscales

for the Experimental and Control Groups

Perspective Fantasy Empathic Personal Total
Taking Concern Distress Empathy

Perspective
Taking .844

Experimental .744
Control

Fantasy
Experimental .556
Control .704

Empathic Concern
Experimental .731
Control .414

Personal Distress
Experimental .380
Control .629

Total Empathy
Score .790

Experimental .710
Control

Table 20 shows the correlations of the subscale and total

empathy scores for the total group on the pretest. These

correlations indicated the correlation of all the subjects in

this study for each of the subscale and total empathy score in

relation to each other.

The highest correlations were evident in the total empathy

score in relation to the perspective taking subscale score (.857)

and the empathic concern subscale with a correlation of .672.

These findings were similar in that perspective taking and

empathic concern were found by Litvak-Miller (1997) to be the

highest indicators of total empathy in their study as well.
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Table 20

Pretest Correlations Between Subscales and Total Empathy
Score for the Total Group

Perspective Fantasy Empathic Personal Total
Taking Concern Distress Empathy

Perspective 1.000
Taking
Fantasy .318 1.000

Empathic .582 .220 1.000
Concern
Personal .183 .133 .067 1.000
Distress

Total .857 .579 .672 .507 1.000
Empathy
Score

Discussion

This section is a discussion of the findings of the

research project of the effects of curriculum designed to enhance

empathy skills of sixth grade students. Empathy skills held by

these same sixth grade students is also reviewed. The discussion

includes the results of the research and how it relates to

previous research.

The analysis on the empathy skills of the sixth graders at

Menomonie Middle School prior to any treatment yielded some

significant results. Gender made a difference in the empathy

scores of these students. Females had significantly higher mean

scores than males in nine of the 22 attitude statements dealing

with empathy. Female mean scores were also significantly higher

in two of the subscale scores - perspective taking and empathic
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concern. Gender was also significant in the overall empathy mean

score with females scoring higher than males.

This data yielded similar results with a study done by

Livtak-Miller and McDougall (1997). Their study done with second,

fourth, and sixth grade children found that girls were more

empathetic than boys.

Livtak-Miller and McDougall (1997) also found that older

children were more empathetic than younger children. This study

did not produce any conclusive results that support their

research. The subjects in this study were very close in age and

in the same grade in school. The difference in their ages in

this same grade failed to produce significant results.

The living situation of the child influenced one attitude

item which showed statistical significance. The item (#15) had

to do with personal distress and feeling sorry for other kids

whose lives were not as good as theirs was. Interestingly, Henry

and Sager (1996) found that family cohesion was related to

empathy. Their data suggests that the family's ability to change

in response to stress can help adolescents develop empathy and

social competence. In the present study of sixth graders,

students who lived with a parent and step-parent, showed a

significantly higher score in item 15. Perhaps, their families'

ability to change to incorporate a new adult family member helped

in this empathy score.

The ethnicity variable also yielded some interesting

results. Three attitude items showed a statistical significance
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based on ethnicity. Items five, related to perspective taking

and fifteen, which showed sympathy for others, showed a higher

score for white students. Item six, which states "When I am mad

at someone, I try to imagine how they feel for a while",

conversely, had a higher mean score for students of other races.

The number of children in the family and its effect on

empathy was also researched as part of this study. Both the

empathic concern subscale and item 3 (part of the empathic

concern subscale) showed a significant result. Only children

appeared to be less concerned for others than their peers with at

least one sibling. One might suppose that only children are not

exposed to the scenario of having to show care or concern for

others as often, or at a younger, impressionable age.

Hypothesis one stated that is a positive correlation in

pretest and posttest scores measuring empathy for students in the

experimental group in the Sixth Grade Family and Consumer

Education class at Menomonie Middle School.

The perspective taking subscale score and the empathic

concern subscale score as well at the total empathy score for the

pretest and posttest for the experimental group did show a high

correlation with number of .844, .731. and .790 respectively.

The other two subscale scores for fantasy and personal distress

did not show correlation coefficient high enough to support this

hypothesis.
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Chapter 5

Summary, Conclusions and Recommendations

This final chapter contains a review of empathy attitude

scores for sixth grade students at Menomonie Middle School in

Menomonie, Wisconsin. It analyzes the effects of curriculum

designed to enhance empathy skills of these same sixth graders.

This chapter summarizes the purposes of the study, methods and

procedures followed in the study, data analysis used, and

limitations found in the study. Results of the study are further

reviewed and conclusions restated. Recommendations for further

research and educational implications conclude the chapter.

Summary of the Study

The purpose of this study was to describe the empathy

skills of sixth grade students using attitudes statements

regarding empathy and its four subscales. The study was also

designed to answer the following research questions:

1. Does age have an impact on empathy skills at the Middle

School level?

2. Does gender have an impact on empathy skills of sixth

grade students?

3. Does type of living situation involving parents have an

impact on empathy skills of sixth graders?

4. Does ethnicity have an impact on empathy skills of sixth

graders?
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5. Does number of children in the family have an impact on

the empathy skills of sixth graders?

6. Can curriculum designed to enhance empathy skills of

sixth graders be effective in a short period of time in

an exploratory family and consumer education course?

Hypothesis One - There is a positive correlation between

pretest and posttest scores measuring empathy for students in the

experimental group in the Sixth Grade Family and Consumer

Education class at Menomonie Middle School.

Hypothesis Two - There is a significant improvement of the

experimental group's posttest scores versus pretest scores when

compared with the control group.

The instrument for this research project included a

demographic section to gather information for comparison

purposes. The demographic form asked for information regarding:

age, gender, number of children in the family, living situation

(parents present) in the home, ethnicity, and type of school

previously attended. The type of school was later dropped from

the study as most students attended public school.

Attitudes about empathy were gathered on an instrument

containing 22 items that was used by Litvak-Miller and McDougall

(1997) to measure empathy of second, fourth, and sixth graders.

The attitude statements were grouped into four subscales for the

purpose of further study. The subscales were perspective taking,
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fantasy, empathic concern, and personal distress. A Likert type

scale was used with a scoring procedure from 1 - 5.

Parent consent forms were given to the students of both the

control and experimental groups prior to the pretest. A pretest

was administered to three sections of seventh hour students (the

experimental group) and three sections of eighth hour students

(the control group). The Experimental group received specially

designed curriculum aimed at improving these students' empathy

skills. The control group received regular family and consumer

education curriculum focusing on the work of the family and

family systems of action. After the treatment period, a posttest

was given to both groups.

The data was tabulated and analyzed at the University of

Wisconsin-Stout computer center in Menomonie, Wisconsin. The

attitudes section of the questionnaire used mean scores and

standard deviation in data analysis as well as F-test and MANOVA

analysis.

Conclusions:

Question 1: Can curriculum designed to improve empathy skills

during a sixth grade exploratory Family and Consumer Education

course increase a student's overall empathy skills? Students in

the Menomonie Middle School sixth grade Family and Consumer

Education classes did not show marked improvement in their

empathy skills over the course of the treatment period. Slight

improvements were shown in Items 4, 5, and 12 and in the overall
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empathy score. Items 4 and 5 dealt with the perspective taking

subscale, while item 12 was in the empathic concern subscale.

Question 2: Does the curriculum serve to cause improvement on

any one of the four components of empathy to a greater degree

than the others? The only subscale which showed a significant

was the Personal Distress Subscale. The other subscale scores

did not result in any significant change.

Question 3: Does gender make a difference in the level of empathy

skills the sixth grade students possess? Results of the data

showed that significant differences were found between females

and males with respect to individual, subscale and total empathy

scores. Items 1, 4, 5, and 7 as well as the perspective taking

subscale score all indicated females as significantly higher in

the perspective taking component of empathy. Items 12 and 14 as

well as the empathic concern subscale score again showed females

significantly higher in the empathic concern component of

empathy. Three items in the personal distress subscale area

showed significant differences. One item (15) showed females

higher, the other two (18 and 21) resulted in males with higher

scores. Generally it is thought that personal distress scores

should decrease as the individual gets older. Perhaps, the

females in this age group in this study reflected greater

maturity to account for their significantly lower score in this

area.
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The total empathy score was significantly higher for

females in the sixth grade at Menomonie Middle School.

These results support existing research that stated female

children and adolescents possess a higher level of empathy

skills.

Question 4: Does family structure and size have an impact on

existing empathy skills of sixth grade students? The number of

children in a family was significant for item 13 and for the

empathic concern subscale. Item 13 was part of this subscale.

The significance seemed to be evident between only children and

those students with at least one sibling for both item 13 and the

subscale score. The only child appeared to be less concerned for

others than those with siblings.

As far as living situation was concerned, that is, whether

the student has both parents living with them versus a parent and

a stepparent or other family structure, item 15 was the only item

showing significance. The items stated, "I feel sorry for other

kids whose lives are not as good as mine." The students who

lived with both parents had a significantly lower score. Perhaps

those sixth graders who went through family change or difficulty,

those with step-parents or single parents, scored higher in this

item because of their personal experience.

Question 5: Does ethnicity have an impact on the empathy skills

of sixth grade students? Three individual items showed
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significant differences between white students and those of other

ethnic backgrounds. Items 5 and 15 were significantly higher for

students who classified themselves as white. Item 6 was

significantly higher for students of other ethnic backgrounds.

Hypothesis one was supported. There was a positive

correlation in the pretest and posttest scores measuring empathy

for students in the experimental group in the sixth grade Family

and Consumer Education classes at Menomonie Middle School.

Hypothesis Two was supported. There was a significant

improvement of the experimental group's posttest scores versus

pretest scores when compared with the control group.

Research Recommendations

The data in this study provided a look at a very specific

age group. Sixth grade students are at the threshold of

adolescence - transescence. This study suggests that a one week

unit on empathy skill development is not long enough to effect

profound change. Further research should be done to study the

effects of a longer unit of curriculum on enhancing empathy

skills.

The experimental group of sixth graders might also be

followed as they progress through middle school to determine if

this unit of study has any lasting effect on their empathy skill

development.
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Educational Implications

Empathy is an important component of moral, social, and

emotional development. It has both cognitive and affective

aspects. In a time where school violence and conflict are of

concern to school across the nation, moral development of our

students is essential. Empathy, along with self-discipline, will

give students the tools necessary to get along well with others

and to resolve conflict in a respectful, reasoned manner.

Students who possess higher empathy skills are more likely to

exhibit prosocial behavior. Those with lower empathy skills are

more likely to use aggression and have lower self-esteem.

These skills should of course be nurtured in young children

at home and in elementary grades. However, the middle school

years, the time when students go through tremendous change in

social, emotional, physical and intellectual domains is an

important time to nurture empathy skills in early adolescents.

The middle school environment is one of definite social

groups and insecurities for many students. The use of empathy by

sixth grade and other middle school students should serve to

minimize conflict and promote social competence.

The components of empathy, especially perspective taking,

and empathic concern, can be taught and developed in students by

the use of role plays and real life situation scenarios. Empathy

can be presented to students in a variety of settings, including

guidance counseling sessions, homeroom activities and in
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classrooms. What better place than the Family and Consumer

Education classroom?

Wisconsin state standards in Family and Consumer Education

contain knowledge, skills and abilities to promote family action,

address continuing concerns of the family, and personal and

social responsibility. Empathy and moral development are a great

fit with these standards.
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ID Number

EMPATHY PRETEST

Demographics:

For each questions below, place an "X" next to the correct response.

1. What is your age? 10
11_
12
13
14_

2. Are you a: Male
Female

3. How many children are in your family? 1 4
2 5
3 6 or more

4. Do you live with your: Mother and Father
Mother
Father
Parent and Stepparent
Other

5. What is your race? Asian
Black
Hispanic
Native American
White
Other

6. Write the name of the school(s) you attended in fourth and fifth grade.



ID Number

Attitudes:

For each of the statements below, circle the response that best describes your feelings

about each statement. Answer the items quickly, using the first answer that comes to

you. SD= Strong Disagree, D=Disagree, N= Not sure, A=Agree, SA= Strongly Agree.

1. It seems like I feel the feelings of the people in SD D N A SA

the stories I read or hear.

2. When I see another kid being picked on or SD D N A SA

teased, I feel like I want to help them.

3. I try to understand my friends better by SD D N A SA

imagining what things are like for them.

4. Things that I see make me feel Sad or happy. SD D N A SA

5. It is easy for me to feel sorry for other people. SD D N A SA

6. When I'm mad at someone, I try to imagine SD D N A SA

how they feel for a while.

7. When I am reading an interesting book or SD D N A SA

listening to an interesting story. I imagine
how I would feel if the things in the
story were happening to me.

8. Before telling someone that I don't like some SD D N A SA

thing about them, I try to imagine how I would
feel if someone told me that.

9. When I watch a movie or TV show, I don't SD D N A SA

imagine that I'm in it.

10. After seeing a TV show or watching a movie SD D N A SA

I feel like I am one of the people in the
Story.

11. When I watch a good movie or video, it is SD D N A SA

easy for me to pretend that I am one of
the characters.

12. I don't feel very sorry for other people when SD D N A SA

they are having problems or feeling bad.



ID Number

13. When I see someone get hurt I feel bad. SD D N A SA

14. When my friends or people in my family SD D N A SA

have problems, it does not bother me
a lot.

15. I feel sorry for other kids whose lives are SD D N A SA

not as good as mine.

16. When someone is hurt or in bad trouble, I SD D N A SA

feel afraid and uncomfortable.

17. When my friends are having a disagreement, SD D N A SA

I try to listen to everybody before I decide
Who is right.

18. I feel bad and like I cannot help when my SD D N A SA
friends or people in my family are very upset.

19. When I read a book or watch a movie, I get SD D N A SA
so interested in it that I don't notice anything
else.

20. When other people are feeling bad or are very SD D N A SA
upset, I feel scared.

21. When there is an emergency, like when some SD D N A SA

one is badly hurt, I get very excited.

22. When someone needs help in an emergency, SD D N A SA
like when they are badly hurt, I get too
upset to do anything at all.



ID Number

EMPATHY POSTTEST

Attitudes:

For each of the statements below, circle the response that best describes your feelings
about each statement. Answer the items quickly, using the first answer that comes to
you. SD= Strong Disagree, D=Disagree, N= Not sure, A=Agree, SA= Strongly Agree.

1. It seems like I feel the feelings of the people in SD D N A SA
the stories I read or hear.

2. When I see another kid being picked on or SD D N A SA
teased, I feel like I want to help them.

3. I try to understand my friends better by SD D N A SA
imagining what things are like for them.

4. Things that I see make me feel Sad or happy. SD D N A SA

5. It is easy for me to feel sorry for other people. SD D N A SA

6. When I'm mad at someone, I try to imagine SD D N A SA
how they feel for a while.

7. When I am reading an interesting book or SD D N A SA
listening to an interesting story. I imagine
how I would feel if the things in the
story were happening to me.

8. Before telling someone that I don't like some SD D N A SA
thing about them, I try to imagine how I would
feel if someone told me that.

9. When I watch a movie or TV show, I don't SD D N A SA
imagine that I'm in it.

10. After seeing a TV show or watching a movie SD D N A SA
I feel like I am one of the people in the
Story.

11. When I watch a good movie or video, it is SD D N A SA
easy for me to pretend that I am one of
the characters.

12. I don't feel very sorry for other people when SD D N A SA
they are having problems or feeling bad.



ID Number

13. When I see someone get hurt I feel bad. SD D N A SA

14. When my friends or people in my family SD D N A SA

have problems, it does not bother me
a lot.

15. I feel sorry for other kids whose lives are SD D N A SA
not as good as mine.

16. When someone is hurt or in bad trouble, I SD D N A SA

feel afraid and uncomfortable.

17. When my friends are having a disagreement, SD D N A SA

I try to listen to everybody before I decide
Who is right.

18. I feel bad and like I cannot help when my SD D N A SA

friends or people in my family are very upset.

19. When I read a book or watch a movie, I get SD D N A SA

so interested in it that I don't notice anything
else.

20. When other people are feeling bad or are very SD D N A SA
upset, I feel scared.

21. When there is an emergency, like when some SD D N A SA
one is badly hurt, I get very excited.

22. When someone needs help in an emergency, SD D N A SA
like when they are badly hurt, I get too
upset to do anything at all.



Dear Parent/Guardian:

This letter is to request permission for your child's participation in competing a survey aspart of the requirement for my Master's Degree in Home Economics Education through
the University of Wisconsin-Stout.

The study will examine students' empathy skills as they relate to issues concerning
friends and family; and the effectiveness of curriculum designed to enhance these skills.

The students will participate by completing a ten minute survey conducted by myself inthe 6 Grade Family and Consumer Education classroom. The survey consists of twosections. Part One consists of demographic information (age, sex, previous school
attended, etc.). Part Two consists of 22 statements about empathy. Students will
complete the survey twice; once during the third week ofthis term and again during thefifth week. -

This study has the support of the building principal. There is no risk to your child infilling out the survey and their identity will remain anonymous and the responses
confidential.

Thank you for your cooperation in this research effort. You do NOT need to sign andreturn anything if you agree to let your child participate in this study. However, if youare opposed to his/her participation, you will need to indicate that on the form below andreturn it to me.

Sincerely, Sincerely, 

Sinw cve ly, ,
ChndyfintmRan Robert Klimpke, p6k Grade Family & Consumer Education Teacher Menomonie Middle School

My son/daughter DOES NOT have my permissionto complete the empathy survey in 6 grade Family and Consumer Education class.

Signature of Parent/Guardian Date



DEA #97

ROLE-PLAYING COMPASSION
"T T hen we quit

Overview: Through brief role-playing exercises, children show what compassion "looks ing prarily
like" in various situations.

about ourselves...
Preparation / Materials: none

Setting: classroom or other quiet location with few distractions we undergo a

Procedure: truly heroic

Tell the youngsters that you want them to demonstrate compassion in a few make-believe
transformation of

ituations. Call on individual students to role-play the scenarios below. When you feel it's
Lppropriate, you might participate by playing an opposing role or posing questions which get
hem thinking about the exercise. Ask: What would compassion look like if... consciousness.

• Your dog was caught up in his leash? - Joseph Campbell

• A friend was confused about what the teacher said?

• Someone was sad because her mother was sick and in the hospital?

• Your sister was crying because, afterpracticing every day for several weeks, she
didn't make the basketball team?

• A new student was feeling lonely and left out?

• Your mother seemed very tired after work?

* You saw a woman with some small children looking for food in a trash dumpster?

Idapted from "The Virtues Guide: A Family Workbook," by Linda Kavelin Popov, et al., (Virtues
Communications, Fountain Hills, AZ), 1995. Used with permission.



Name Date Class Period

The cnallenge of Change

Making a Move

Directions: Read the case study below. Answer the questions about the case study on the lines provided.

Kyla Marsh is a junior in high school. She is in a special home economics
program at school where she studies fashion, design, and clothing merchandis-
ing. She also works part-time at a dress shop. She plays on the school basket-
ball team and in a summer softball league.

At home, she lives with her mother, an insurance claims adjuster, and her
twoyounger brothers. She stays with herfather and stepmother, who live in the
same town, about one weekend a month.

One night at the end of April, Kyla came homefrom work to the news that
her mother had been promoted to head the claims office in a town about 150
miles away. Thefamily will be moving as soon as school is out.

i. How do you think Kyla reacted to her mother's news? Why?

2. Why will this move be harder for Kyla's family than a move to a new home in her current neighborhood
would be?

3. What special problem does changing schools cause for Kyla?

4. What can she do to solve the problem named in question 3?



Name

What Would You to?

Directions: Family members have responsibilities to help people successfully manage and
balance work and family life. Read the situations below. For each item, write one possible
solution to each problem and explain why your suggestion would help or solve the situation.

1. Imagine that you just got a part-time job after school. You are finding it hard to
manage your home responsibilities, schoolwork and new job.

2. Imagine that you have a younger sister. Because she can't drive, she is always
looking for a ride at the last minute. Someone always has to stop what he or she
is doing to provide transportation for your sister.

3. Imagine that you are an adult who works full-time and has a family to care for.
Your father has recently been diagnosed with Alzheimer's disease. You need to
find a supervised living situation for your father, sell his house, and handle his
personal business. You don't see how you can manage everything you need to
do.

4. Imagine that you are the manager of a business. Many of your workers are young
parents who have problems finding affordable child care. You know that about
60 percent of work absenteeism relates to child care issues. And employee
absences are becoming a problem in your business.



Name
Period

NURTURING CONDITIONS IN THE FAMILY
"ANDRE" VIDEO

Answer each question relating your answer to what was seen in the video.

1. How does each family member help out the other?

2. Who shows support to other family members? Why do they give support? Give
examples.

3. How was conflict handled or not handled in the different situations? Explain your
answer.

4. Identify 2 communicative situations that took place in the video.
A.

B.



5. Identify 2 reflective situations that took place in the video.

A.

B.

6. How did the community help out or not help out the family? Give examples.

7. What important work of the family is shown in the video? (Work that could not
be done or done as well outside the family.)

8. Name two continuing concerns of families show in the "Andre" video.



9. How do you think the girl Toni felt when she was squirted by the "fake
flower" by the other girls at school? How would you feel?

10. How would you feel if you had a pet like Andre and had to let him be
taken away to the Aquarium? What emotions would you feel?

11. What does Mrs. Whitney (the mother) in this video do to show love and
concern for her family?




