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Response to Bullying (SHB 1444):  Roots of 
Empathy and the Promise of Prevention
Diane Belleba and Kelli Heinrich

Twenty pairs of eyes are fixed on Jane as she 
samples two different kinds of pureed foods. Jane is 
only four months old and assumes the role of teach-
er, commanding the attention of her students.  Jane’s 
mom and dad are responsible for the first tasting 
experience. Jane smiles; the students smile along 
with her.  A student volunteer helps with the second 
tasting.  Jane makes a face which indicates her dis-
like and the classroom fills with laughter.  During 
these exchanges, a facilitator poses questions to the 
class about what Jane is experiencing and how she 
is feeling. Later, she invites them into conversations 
about safety, food and Jane’s development. Much 
to the students’ delight, they are eventually given 
wooden spoons to sample the baby food for them-
selves. Although Jane is the focal point of the inter-
action, and even though she is “just” a baby, these 
students are personally relating to her experiences 
and her perspective. 

These eager participants have developed a spe-
cial relationship with Jane and her parents over the 
course of the last seven months. They are fifth grad-
ers at Emerald Park Elementary School in Kent, 
Washington who are involved in Roots of Empathy 
(ROE), a school-based program designed in 1996 by 
Mary Gordon, to engage students in learning about 
caring for others. Developed in response to today’s 
challenges faced by students, parents and educators, 
ROE focuses on building relationships and learning 
how to experience the perspectives of others.

Washington State Takes Action

2002 Bill Generates New Anti-Bullying Policy

School personnel, families, and the students 
themselves recognize that lack of empathy is a 
major obstacle to successful school experience. 
Some students are making poor choices with harm-
ful behaviors and actions towards others leading 
to adverse consequences. Some are witnesses and 
feel either indifferent or afraid to seek help. This 
not only impinges on individuals’ well-being, it 

also affects the climate of the school learning en-
vironment. In the State of Washington, concern 
about bullying led to the passage of State House 
Bill 1444 in 2002 requiring all school districts to 
adopt a policy that “prohibits harassment, intimida-
tion, or bullying [commonly referred to as HIB] of 
any student” (http://apps.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.
aspx?cite=28A.300.285, Para. 1).  The objectives of 
this law currently in place are to “create a safe and 
civil learning environment and teach students how 
to keep themselves safe” (http://www.k12.wa.us/
safetycenter/harassmentbullying).  

Policy Leads to New Programs in Schools

The Office of the Superintendent of Public In-
struction (OSPI) provided districts with a model 
policy and proposed training materials for use by 
districts, schools, teachers and staff.  OSPI training 
materials include suggestions for choosing an HIB 
prevention program. While SHB 1444 emphasizes 
safety as the main concern, OSPI acknowledges the 
detrimental effects that HIB has on both victims and 
perpetrators. They advocate prevention, along with 
intervention. Critical to understanding prevention 
is the investigation and awareness of the causes of 
HIB. To meet policy objectives, some schools have 
introduced programs which recognize significant 
links between the social and emotional well being 
of children and their interactions within the school 
community. ROE is highly regarded as one of the 
newer, successful programs in the Seattle area, ef-
fective in preventing aggression and bullying as 
stated in the policy mandated by SHB 1444. Fur-
thermore, ROE efficacy studies have revealed in-
creased academic scores of participating students, 
a surprising result of the implementation of social 
and emotional learning (SEL).

Given what we know from research evidence of 
SEL, we will argue for the development of a supple-
mental bill focusing on prevention of HIB. School 
policy would be amended to include SEL in the 
scope of teaching through incorporation of an em-
pirically proven, classroom-based SEL program. 
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Literature Review
Research studies involving HIB have been abun-

dant since the early twenty-first century. Because of 
the vast offering of results, we have chosen to high-
light those findings which most closely pertain to 
the issues reflected in the formulation of SHB 1444, 
namely negative peer interactions within the school 
environment, the causes, and the means for preven-
tion. ROE serves as our model as we explore the 
benefits of progressing towards implementation of 
more effective policies. We will refer to ROE with-
in the literature review and then proceed to disclose 
the inner workings of this thriving venture.

Schools implement programs such as ROE to 
satisfy legislative mandates related to reduction of 
bullying and aggression. Pepler and Craig (1995) 
explored the importance of peer relations within 
the bullying framework, and note that 85% of the 
time peers are witness to bullying in the classroom 
or on the playground (p. 548). They prefaced their 
study by noting, “researchers have identified peer 
relations as an important mechanism in the devel-
opment of adaptive and maladaptive behaviors. In 
the case of aggressive children, peer interactions 
are presumed to exacerbate behavior problems and 
propel these children along the trajectory to an anti-
social lifestyle” (p. 548).

Elias, Zins, Weissberg, Greenberg, Hayes, and 
Kessler (1997) highlighted the significance of social 
and emotional learning (SEL) in addressing bullying 
and aggression. They suggested this learning format 
to help children succeed within their schools, their 
families, and their communities. Furthermore, SEL 
does not discriminate and aims to prevent solely 
one problem. Instead it focuses on possible causal 
factors in behaviors such as bullying and aggression 
(Elias et al., 1997).

In a 2002 Senate Bill Report, testimony received 
from citizens against Washington State SHB 1444 
on HIB expressed concern about the bill “dealing 
with the effects and not the cause of the problem.”  
As researchers uncover evidence relating to the so-
cial and emotional causes of bullying, among other 
anti-social behaviors and actions, their findings will 
allow educators to formulate means of prevention 
within the school environment. Greenberg, Weiss-
berg, Utne O’Brien, Zins, Fredericks, and Resnik 
(2003) argued that teaching social and emotional 
skills and competencies in prevention programs in 
schools is likely to produce successful outcomes.  
Changes that exemplify this kind of prevention 

program include: “teaching children to apply SEL 
skills and ethical values in daily life through inter-
active classroom instruction and providing frequent 
opportunities for student self-direction, participa-
tion, and school or community service; fostering re-
spectful, supportive relationships among students, 
school staff, and parents; and supporting and re-
warding positive social, health, and academic be-
havior through systematic school-family-communi-
ty approaches” (p. 471).

Goleman (1995) argued that SEL programs pre-
vent aggressive behavior as they develop what he 
calls emotional intelligence, the capacity to rec-
ognize and reflect about feelings in thoughtful as 
opposed to reactive ways. He found that children 
from these programs exhibit compassion and non-
aggressive behavioral patterns. Elias and Weissberg 
(2000) suggested that reflective social and emo-
tional capabilities contribute to students’ academic 
performance as well as their life-long learning.

Impact of Social Emotional Learning 
on Academic Achievement

At the same time schools are required to ad-
dress state mandates regarding such issues as HIB, 
they are also clearly engrossed with trying to meet 
newer school reforms such as the 2001 No Child 
Left Behind Act, in which educators’ efforts are 
focused largely on accountability in meeting aca-
demic performance requirements.  Not all educators 
are aware that social and emotional learning (SEL) 
has also been known to increase academic scores.  
When speaking about educational reform for the 
21st century, Michael Fullan (2007) identified ten 
essential “elements of successful change” (p. 44) 
including literacy, numeracy and well-being of stu-
dents. They are purposefully grouped as a set, to 
be considered and understood together as a priority. 
He defined well-being as “emotional intelligence, 
citizenship, character education and safe schools” 
(p. 46) and claimed that well-being serves several 
purposes because it supports literacy and numeracy.  
Fullan proposed that: “emotional health is strongly 
associated with cognitive achievement” (p. 46).  
Other studies have included similar assertions.

Feshbach and Feshbach (1989) examined the re-
lationship between the social, emotional, and aca-
demic spheres of students. The researchers argued 
that “affective response dispositions” influence the 
student’s present and future “cognitive develop-
ment” (p. 1335). Moreover, they established that 
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empathic interactions positively affect responses to 
academic work, whereas un-empathic relations or 
“depressive affectivity” adversely affect how stu-
dents respond (p. 1335). Zins, Weissberg, Wang, 
and Walberg (in press) promote the addition of an 
academic element to the social and emotional learn-
ing perspective: “SEAL.”   They consider the strong 
bonds between social, emotional, and academic ele-
ments to merit such a change (cited in Greenberg et 
al., 2003, p. 471).  Caprara, Barbaranelli, Pastorelli, 
Bandura, and Zimbardo (2000) also supported the 
relationships between the social, emotional, and ac-
ademic spheres of development.  Their findings ver-
ified that prosocial elements in the early years serve 
as predicating factors for later academic success (p. 
304).  Another researcher concluded, “research in-
dicates that 50% of academic success is based on 
traditional intelligence, the rest lies on social and 
emotional literacy” (Liff, 2003, p. 29).  

The research has led to advocacy movements 
for including emotional intelligence in school cur-
riculum. A non-profit initiative called the Emotional 
Literacy Campaign defines emotional literacy as 
“the ability to recognize, understand and appropri-
ately express our emotions” (http://feel.org).  When 
children are able to acquire emotional literacy, 
they subsequently develop emotional intelligence.  
Goleman (1995) explained how emotional intelli-
gence provides an array of “abilities such as being 
able to motivate oneself and persist in the face of 
frustrations; to control impulse and delay gratifica-
tion; to regulate one’s moods and keep distress from 
swamping the ability to think; to empathize and to 
hope” (p. 35).  If students had these resources from 
which to draw, schools would experience far fewer 
incidences of HIB, as described in the new State 
mandated policy. Additionally, each of these abili-
ties contribute to academic achievement, still a cen-
tral priority for schools.

Empathic Exchange
A child’s ability to empathize with peers plays 

a critical role in their social and emotional learn-
ing. Goleman (1995) informed us that the origin of 
the word empathy is “from the Greek empatheia, to 
perceive the subjective experience of another per-
son” (p. 98). Akos (2000) claimed “the most preva-
lent and most important developmental process for 
elementary school students is the movement from 
an egocentric self to the ability to possess an out-
ward focus on others” (p. 215). Additionally, Kohn 

(1990) asserted that when a child is able to per-
ceive another’s perspective as different from their 
own, possibilities emerge for that child to affec-
tively “make present” the feelings of the other (p. 
102). Henceforth, the potential for empathy exists.  
Eisenberg and Fabes (1998) aligned prosocialness 
with empathy and explain its many applications to 
include “being sociable and assertive, not shy, and 
socially competent or skilled; knowing and prac-
ticing socially appropriate behaviors; and having 
social problem-solving skills, close friends, status 
with peers, high self-esteem, perspective-taking 
skills, internalized moral values (especially altru-
ism), and dispositionally positive emotionality” (as 
cited in Caprara, 2000, p.304). 

The natural, social setting of schools challenges 
children in ways which will cognitively and affec-
tively connect them to each other. Stetson and Hur-
ley (2003) stated that “affective education is most 
valuable when it is reflected in the school climate” 
(p. 144). In the school environment, learning em-
pathy among other social and emotional skills can 
result in positive peer relationships. However, stu-
dents do not experience empathic interactions in the 
same ways.

 According to Davis’ (1996) model for empathic 
exchange, several factors must work together to pro-
duce positive, relational exchange. The individuals 
must have the capacity to comprehend a situation 
and realize the similarities in circumstances. This 
sometimes requires great effort. This understand-
ing determines how the individuals will process the 
exchange cognitively. An individual who is willing 
to be attuned to the other and able to suppress the 
focus on self will be much more inclined to experi-
ence an affective outcome. This may lead to a pro-
social, helping behavior, a desired result of provid-
ing social and emotional learning to children. The 
individual who is resistant to the perspective of the 
other or who is being affected by misunderstanding 
or stereotyping will not have the cognitive ability to 
process the interaction to the mutual benefit of all 
individuals. The outcome can result in a negative 
reaction or aggression towards the other. The inten-
tional acts of harassment, intimidation, and bullying 
are examples of this second type of interaction.

Struggles in empathic exchange ensue when 
the school environment does not actively promote 
guidance toward healthy relationships among stu-
dents. Children need the presence of caring in-
dividuals who will model this attribute and guide 
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them toward a better understanding of the feelings 
of others.  Upright (2002) stated, “when promoting 
moral values such as empathy in children, model-
ing is often more successful than direct teaching” 
(p. 15). While some argue that parents are primar-
ily responsible for modeling empathy in the home, 
these opportunities may not always be present. A 
more successful scenario would be for parents to 
partner with schools and teachers in sharing a com-
mon goal: to help children discover the value of 
others. If teachers are given the necessary tools for 
incorporating SEL into their curricula, they can ex-
perience a renewed commitment (with support from 
parents) to improving the behaviors and attitudes 
of their students. Johnson, Johnson, and Anderson 
(1983) praised the value of cooperative learning 
situations in the classroom. These were “positively 
related to perceptions of support, help, and friend-
ship from teachers and peers” (p. 135). The con-
cept is regarded as “positive goal interdependence” 
and operates on the belief that “everyone who tries 
has an equal chance to succeed in class” (p. 141).  
Modeling empathy in a cooperative setting not only 
shows students the school personnel’s commitment 
to fairness and equality, but it provides students 
with actual experiences of creating a healthy com-
munity.  

Changes in Educational Policies Yield 
Positive Outcomes for Students, Schools

Educators and policy makers are actively seek-
ing ways to transform education to allow SEL into 
the scope of teaching in elementary schools. Such 
educational policy change has already been brought 
about in several states and schools. Herbert (2006) 
brought attention to the “first of its kind in the na-
tion” as the State of Illinois passed the Child Mental 
Health Act in 2003; it requires that “all 879 school 
districts in Illinois establish standards for social and 
emotional learning […] New York State just passed 
the Children’s Mental Health Act of 2006, with sim-
ilar requirements” (p. 2). These ground-breaking 
alterations in educational policy resulted, in part, 
from the efforts of The Collaborative for Academic, 
Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL), based 
in Chicago at the University of Illinois. CASEL’s 
study of school-based programs leads the way in 
providing substantial evidence of efficacy, essential 
to raising awareness and instigating positive change 
in education.

CASEL (2007) conducted extensive research and 

generated a meta-analysis which examined more 
than 700 programs which promote the social and 
emotional development of learning for children.  
Greenberg et al. (2003) supported CASEL’s in-
novative strategy which “involved designing and 
evaluating new programs that simultaneously im-
prove students’ health, social-emotional behavior, 
and achievement” (p. 8). CASEL’s final report has 
not been published, but conclusions in their prelimi-
nary report (CASEL Update, December 2007) were 
convincing:

Universal school-based SEL programs 
yield benefits in three major areas: feelings 
and attitudes, indicators of behavioral ad-
justment, and school achievement […] The 
gains produced by school-based programs 
translates into: 23% improvement in social 
and emotional skills; 9% improvement in 
attitudes about self, others and school; 9% 
improvement in school and classroom be-
havior; 9% decrease in conduct problems 
such as classroom misbehavior and ag-
gression; 10% decrease in emotional dis-
tress such as anxiety and depression; and 
11 percentile point gain in achievement 
test scores (p. 1).    

It is clear that the results of CASEL’s meta-anal-
ysis will have great impact on the future of SEL as 
schools adopt programs to satisfy HIB policy re-
quirements. 

 Stetson and Hurley (2004) reported the results 
of a more recent study. Their examination of five 
curricula more deeply focused on the use of empa-
thy in school-based affective education programs. 
From over 200 programs, Stetson and Hurley chose 
five “well documented programs that provided 
a good representation of the programs currently 
available” (p. 131). Four of the five curricula (I Can 
Problem Solve; PATHS; Positive Action; Second 
Step) were included in both the CASEL report and 
CEP report.  An important note, Stetson and Hurley 
identified different components of empathy used in 
each of these programs. Unlike the other cases we 
have mentioned, the practicality of each program 
(e.g. time, effort, expense, materials) is addressed; 
we believe this to be a necessary element for con-
sideration of affective or SEL programs. The other 
crucial consideration is that of transferability and 
generalization which is also evaluated through this 
review.  Finally, the research and efficacy of each 
program is disclosed. The results are similarly con-
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clusive to the other reports in how their individual 
goals are met; “improved social emotional function-
ing was viewed as a critical outcome” (p. 132).   

Roots of Empathy Emerges as Successful 
Response to Bullying

Originating in Canada, ROE has emerged as one 
of the most exciting programs designed to enhance 
effective social and emotional behaviors in elemen-
tary schools. Researchers have found that the pro-
gram has decreased aggressiveness and bullying, 
improved academic achievement, and increased 
student motivation. For example, in a 2000-2001 
evaluation conducted by the University of British 
Columbia (UBC), 132 children in first, second, and 
third grade were involved in a pre-test/post-test ex-
periment. Through the use of teacher-rated behavior 
assessments and student interviews before and after 
the program, researchers compared ROE partici-
pants’ scores with those of non-ROE participants.  
The following behavioral factors were tested: “ag-
gressive with peers; pro-social with peers; asocial 
with peers/excluded by peers; anxious-fearful; 
hyperactive-distractible/ proactive aggression; re-
active aggression; relational aggression” (http://
rootsofempathy.org, “Research Summary,” p. 6).  
One of the most significant findings was that “88% 
of children in ROE classes showed a decrease in 
average rating of proactive aggression” (http://root-
sofempathy.org, “Research Summary,” Para. 2). In 
addition, ROE children showed “increased emo-
tion knowledge; increased social understanding; 
increased pro-social behavior with peers; decreased 
aggression with peers; decreased proactive aggres-
sion” (http://rootsofempathy.org, “Research and Ef-
fectiveness,” Para. 5). A multi-site evaluation a year 
later yielded similar results.

As a non-profit organization founded by Mary 
Gordon in 1996, ROE in the 2007-08 school year 
involved 55,000 children, 2,200 classrooms, and 
1,579 schools in the program.  Since 1996, ROE 
has expanded into New Zealand, Australia, and the 
United States.  ROE came to Seattle in the fall of 
2007 as a 3-year pilot program.  It was originally 
offered in ten classrooms (grades 1, 2, 4, 5, 6) in 
six schools.   In 2008 ROE was offered in 20 class-
rooms.  In 2009 they expanded to 30 classrooms 
(http://rootsofempathy.org).  As Fiona Scott, Re-
search Manager for ROE, stated, “The excitement 
about how children are participating is contagious 

as are the proven benefits. The program is also 
praised for its experiential foundation,” as opposed 
to lecture-style teaching (personal communication, 
December 4, 2007). 

According to the ROE website, the program’s 
mission “is to build caring, peaceful, and civil so-
cieties through the development of empathy in chil-
dren and adults” (http://rootsofempathy.org, “Our 
Mission,” Para. 1).  To accomplish this mission, 
ROE has constructed five core goals:  “To foster 
the development of empathy; develop emotional 
literacy; reduce levels of bullying, aggression and 
violence, and promote children’s pro-social behav-
iors; increase knowledge of human development, 
learning and infant safety; and prepare students for 
responsible citizenship and responsive parenting” 
(http://rootsofempathy.org, “Our Mission,” Para. 
1).  Furthermore, the program highlights several 
key values that guide curriculum and lesson plans. 
These include: “empathy, culture of caring, respect, 
power of parenting, participatory democracy, in-
clusion, diversity, infant safety, and non-violence/
anti-bullying” (http://rootsofempathy.org, “Our 
Values”).

The ROE program is designed for individual 
classrooms, kindergarten through grade 8.  The core 
of the program centers on an infant (2-4 months of 
age) and parent pair who are recruited from the 
community to visit the class once a month through-
out the school year. In addition to the classroom 
teacher, a trained and certified ROE facilitator is 
present and highlights both the infant’s classroom 
experience and interaction among students through 
observations and conversations. Using age-appro-
priate ROE curriculum lesson plans and activities 
centering on various themes, the facilitator focuses 
on emotional literacy through the use of reflection 
and identification of feelings. Countless opportuni-
ties arise to discuss the baby’s actions, the parent’s 
responses, and students’ responses. The parents act 
as models for healthy parenting. They also benefit 
from gaining new insight into parenting and the 
value of their love and care for their baby. 

An Extended Scope of Learning
At the heart of ROE is “the power of relationships 

as vehicles for learning” (rootsofempathy.org). An 
emphasis on caring and community building is ap-
parent within each classroom. During our visit to 
Emerald Park Elementary School, we observed 
how the program generates a “participatory democ-
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racy” (http://roots of empathy.org, “What Students 
Learn,” Para. 9) as children recognize that they are 
not being judged or evaluated to receive a grade 
or end result. ROE strives for this kind of learning 
environment so that students’ “level of trust rises” 
(http://rootsofempathy.org, “What Students Learn,” 
Para. 9). Additionally, their self-confidence and 
self-esteem improve through collaboration and in-
ternal motivation. During an ROE session, children 
in the class are able to gain a sense of how others 
feel; they learn about taking on another’s perspec-
tive (important for conflict resolution). The children 
also learn how babies develop, as well as important 
safety issues (e.g. SIDS, Shaken Baby Syndrome).  
The program’s lessons extend into the school’s 
scope of teaching as well, such as reading (e.g. sto-
rybooks about feelings), writing (e.g. expressions of 
emotional literacy through art), and even math (e.g. 
measuring baby’s size). Through the practice of em-
pathy in the classroom, children are better equipped 
to handle adverse situations as they arise and enjoy 
positive relationships with peers.  

When the classroom’s ROE program concludes, 
students will have knowledge of “emotional literacy, 
neuroscience, temperament, male nurturance, inclu-
sion, infant safety, perspective taking, prevention of 
teen pregnancy, attachment/attunement, participa-
tory democracy, infant development, and violence 
prevention” (http://roots of empathy.org, “What 
Students Learn”). The positive social and emotional 
effects of the children’s experience, in addition to 
the skills and learning tools they acquire, will reach 
beyond the classroom, into the culture of the school, 
their homes and communities.  

Conclusion and Recommendations

The Roots of Empathy program has received 
strong praise from researchers and educators and 
serves as just one model of a successful SEL pro-
gram. The organization’s growth and expansion 
across the globe is a timely indicator of the tremen-
dous potential SEL programs have in contribut-
ing to and encouraging the growth of a universal 
movement toward incorporation of social and emo-
tional learning into school curricula. Research has 
revealed to us that the consistent implementation of 
SEL programs from grade to grade yields long term 
results. Ongoing research concerning the effective-
ness of these programs will be critical as research-
ers further demonstrate the value of learning related 

to students’ well-being. The methods of measuring 
effectiveness should also be studied and continual 
improvements incorporated so that researchers may 
endeavor to divulge accurate accounts of positive 
outcomes. If time and resources were available, we 
believe researchers should look into considerations 
of feasibility and generalization, as was included in 
Stetson and Hurley’s study. Universal support from 
teachers and administrators is critical to ensure the 
success of SEL. While we have disclosed the value 
of SEL and its empathy component, we believe 
ongoing studies will be necessary to perpetuate in-
terest in this area of teaching. Therefore, we em-
phasize the need for careful implementation of SEL 
into classroom instruction.  

Our recommendations are as follows: we rec-
ommend the development of a collaborative effort 
between the State of Washington’s Office of the 
Superintendent of Public Instruction, researchers, 
and educators to disseminate these research study 
results to school districts, teachers and administra-
tors for the purpose of revealing the positive out-
comes of SEL. We recommend further studies of 
SEL programs already in place to determine their 
effectiveness, including those established in accor-
dance with the HIB policy mandate. We propose an 
inquiry into teacher training programs to discover if 
teachers are being prepared and provided with rel-
evant tools to integrate SEL into their teaching. We 
also recommend more in-depth analyses of research 
studies to reveal the various challenges faced by 
different socioeconomic communities. Finally, we 
ask for immediate support to fund additional anti-
bullying legislation, in the form of a supplemental 
bill, to instigate specific strategies for preventing 
HIB. As we have presented the strategy of incorpo-
rating SEL programs into classrooms, we advocate 
that success in learning begins with the well-being 
of our children.
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