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Kindness in the Classroom 

Background 

Social and Emotional Learning 

As children grow older and develop, they learn new social skills and experience different 

emotions.  This development is inevitable and impacts every human being throughout their lives. 

Teachers and educators play a vital role in this development, known as social and emotional 

learning (SEL).  This type of learning, is described as, “acquiring and effectively applying the 

knowledge, attitudes, and skills to understand and manage emotions, set and achieve positive 

goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive relationships, and make 

responsible decisions” (CASEL, 2013a, 2013b, as cited in Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013, p. 10). 

Development in SEL skills is constantly occurring for young students, and is seen largely at the 

elementary school level.  The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning 

(CASEL) is at the forefront of promoting SEL and has pinpointed the following core 

competencies that guide SEL instruction and learning. Self-awareness, defined as the ability to 

identify one's own emotions, thoughts, and values, and how they influence behavior. 

Self-management, which is the skill of successfully regulating one's emotions, thoughts, and 

behaviors in different situations, including stress management, impulse control, and motivation. 

Social awareness, when one takes the perspective and empathizes with an other, including 

individuals from diverse cultures and backgrounds.  Relationship skills, defined as the ability to 

create and sustain healthy, rewarding, and communicative relationships with diverse individuals 

and groups.  And lastly, responsible decision-making, which includes making constructive 
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choices regarding personal behavior and social interactions based on ethical standards, safety 

concerns, and social norms (CASEL, 2017).  

Educators are the leaders at helping children develop their SEL core competencies 

everyday in school.  Weissberg and Cascarino (2013) suggest that schools need to include SEL 

embedded into curriculum and instruction.  They recommend two sets of educational strategies 

for teachers to aid in this type of the development.  First, explicit, systematic teaching, modeling, 

and facilitating the competencies so that they will become habits for students and a part of their 

everyday behavior and norms.  Second, educators should establish a safe, caring, and engaging 

learning environment for their students that includes peer and family initiatives with schoolwide 

community-building activities (Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013).  Research shows that high quality 

and properly implemented SEL education can yield positive academic, social, and emotional 

benefits for students.  For example, in 2011, Durlak, Weissberg, Dyminicki, Taylor and 

Schellinger concluded that, “compared to controls, SEL participants demonstrated significantly 

improved social and emotional skills, attitudes, behavior, and academic performance that 

reflected an 11-percentile-point gain in achievement” (p. 405).  

Random Acts of Kindness Curriculum 

Kindness is defined as, “a natural quality of the heart, expressed through an act of 

goodwill and reflecting care for self and others” (Random Acts of Kindness Foundation, 2015, p. 

2).  Kindness in the Classroom, is an academic initiative created by the Random Acts of 

Kindness Foundation to improve school culture and support both social and emotional learning 

in addition to academic learning.  Their pedagogical model consists of curriculum, activities, 

lessons, and resources that teachers can implement in their classroom to help bring a change or 
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development in awareness, attitude, and behavior in their students over time.  It consists of 

explicit instruction of SEL concepts and strategies, and moves towards more complex 

interactions by the end of each lesson.  They have developed 12 Kindness Concepts that support 

the growth of a student’s social-emotional competency that include: assertiveness, caring, 

compassion, fairness, gratitude, integrity, helpfulness, perseverance, respect, responsibility, 

self-care, and self-discipline  (Random Acts of Kindness Foundation, 2015).  The model has free 

lesson plans and activities for educators specific to each of these concepts for Kindergarten to 

12th grade. 

To answer the question  “Is kindness teachable?”, we turn to Dr. Robert Roeser, 

Professor of Human Development and Psychology at Portland State University.  Dr. Roeser 

believes that there are many skills people develop over time to process and regulate emotions. 

Roeser states that being able to acknowledge our emotions is the same skill that builds kindness 

(Random Acts of Kindness Foundation, 2015). This skill can be practiced and taught day in and 

day out in a classroom setting so that students can learn how to be kind simply by entering 

school.  Teaching kindness can improve a child’s happiness, health, self-esteem, concentration, 

grades, sense of belonging, acceptance of their peers, and appreciation of their circumstance. It 

also helps to reduce their stress, depression, and likelihood to bully peers (Random Acts of 

Kindness Foundation, 2015), all of which no teacher would like to see their students suffer from. 

The Random Acts of Kindness Foundation (RAK) Foundation (2015) has compiled over 

four years of data, results, and feedback from teachers and students, which have shown an 

increased level of trust, a decrease in disciplinary action, improvement in classroom climate with 

pro-social behavior, improved self-awareness skills, and an increase in kind actions and empathy 
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as an outcome of the program.  They are currently conducting larger trials with diverse 

populations to provide more insight into what schools can expect when they apply the RAK 

“Kindness in the Classroom” model into their classrooms (Random Acts of Kindness 

Foundation, 2015).  Results are expected to align with existing findings.  A pilot study has been 

conducted by the RAK Foundation with a sample of students in K-8 and found that, “teachers 

rated students’ social emotional skills significantly higher, with the typical student’s total SEL 

skill score increasing from the 44th percentile to the 66th percentile” (Woodbridge, Rouspil, 

Thornton, Shectman, Goldweber, 2014, p. 4).  The study notes that the most progress in social 

skills was in early elementary students in kindergarten through third grade.  

 

The Present Study 

The present study integrates the RAK Foundation lesson plans and CASEL’s SEL core 

competencies to investigate the impact direct and explicit teaching has on a student’s level of 

empathy in a third grade classroom.  

Participants 

This study consists of a sample of 33 third-grade students (8 and 9 years old) at one 

suburban elementary school located in the northeastern United States.  The elementary school 

includes the following demographics: White (63.8%), Hispanic (14.8%), Asian (11.5%), and 

African American (6.4%).  Additionally, 24.6% of the school’s population is listed as 

“economically disadvantaged” by the Massachusetts Department of Education and 51.2% of the 

students at the school are male, while 48.8 % are female.  Individuals were included in the study 

based on comprehensive selection, as all of the students in two identified classrooms received an 
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invitation to participate.  The invitation was extended to a total of 48 students to take part.  A 

total of 42 students participated with signed parental consent and child assent.  Due to student 

absences, the control group had 16 students participate in the pre- and post-test, and the 

treatment group had 17 students participate in the pre-test, treatment, and post-test.  This created 

the total number of 33 students who participated in the entire study.  

Measures 

The survey used for the pre- and post-test were identical.  It was adapted from the 

Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) used in Litvak-Miller and McDougall’s 1997 study titled 

The Structure of Empathy During Middle Childhood and Its Relationship to Prosocial Behavior. 

The survey contained 11 items that were rated on a 5 point-Likert type scale ranging from “never 

like me” (1) to “always like me” (5).  To adapt the IRI at a third-grade reading level for this 

particular study, some items were reworded for the students without affecting the content.  A 

copy of the survey can be found in Appendix A. 

Procedure 

Students in two identified classrooms received an invitation to participate.  The 

classrooms were chosen by comprehensive selection as the primary researcher was the student 

teacher in the treatment classroom and it would allow for accessibility for the lessons to be 

taught.  The control classroom was chosen by the researcher due to scheduling and grade level 

convenience and similarity to the treatment classroom. The project information sheet and parent 

consent form was sent home with each student and they were asked to be returned as soon as 

possible.  The forms were translated into the native language for students whose primary 

language spoken at home was something other than English.   If a student or their parent or 
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guardian chose not to participate in the study, the student was given the choice to go to another 

classroom in the school and work on independent reading or classwork while the study was 

taking place.  There were no penalties for non-participation. 

A third party researcher randomly assigned each participant a unique numerical ID to 

anonymize the data for the primary researcher.  The third party researcher visited the school to 

collect data on the researcher’s behalf to eliminate any bias that the researcher might create while 

the students complete the pre- and post-test surveys.  Before the pre-test, the third party 

researcher read aloud the child assent forms to the students as they followed along and instructed 

them to sign the form if they chose to participate.  The third party researcher then proceeded to 

read aloud each question of the survey to students and answered any clarifying questions. 

Students had privacy partitions set up on their desks to ensure they were able to record answers 

in confidence.  There was a teaching aide in the classroom at the time to assist in the process. 

The same procedure was conducted in the control classroom afterwards for both pre- and 

post-tests.  The third party researcher conducted both surveys around the same time in the 

morning.  The post-test was give eighteen days after the pre-test and after the treatment was 

complete. 

The treatment classroom received instruction of four (4) lessons based on the Kindness in 

the Classroom curriculum. The lessons were taught equally spread out within the span of ten 

days.  The main researcher taught the lessons to the treatment group and followed the lesson 

plans closely.  Each lesson had a different type of instruction (see Appendix B for the procedures 

of each lesson).  All four lessons were taken from the Kindness in the Classroom Grade 3 Unit 
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titled “Communicating with Empathy”.  The objective of the unit is to build and create students’ 

ability to put empathy into action and offer kind things to say. 

 

Analysis 

Upon collection of the data, the researcher matched the pre- and post- test survey of each 

participant.  There were five English Language Learners (ELLs) in the sample.  Due to their 

limited knowledge of the English language, which may have affected their comprehension of the 

survey, their data were excluded from the analysis of this study.  If a student was absent for 

either day of data collection, they were also not included in the analysis.  

Three out of the eleven questions (questions 1, 5, and 6) were reverse coded as they were 

framed and worded differently than the rest of the assessment.  The data was coded by the 

researcher using the scale on the survey.  A  “5” was considered to be an empathetic score and a 

“1” was considered to be a nonempathetic score.  A mean “empathy score” was calculated for 

each participant based on all of the questions for the pre- and post-test data.  The researcher then 

calculated the difference in empathy scores for each participant in both the control and treatment 

groups.  A t-test was used to calculate whether there was a significant difference in empathy 

scores within the same participants in the pre- and post- conditions for each group.  An 

additional t-test was used to see if there was a significant difference between the average 

difference in empathy scores between the treatment and control groups. 
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Results 

A paired t-test was conducted to compare the pre- and post-test empathy scores for the 

treatment group.  There was no significant difference in the empathy score for the pre-test (M = 

3.69, SD = 0.82) and the post-test (M = 3.69, SD = 0.68; t (16) = 0, p = 1.0, two-tailed).  The null 

hypothesis was accepted, that there is no difference in empathy scores between the pre- and 

post-test for the treatment group.  The difference in scores is not significant enough to conclude 

that there is a change in the empathy scores after the treatment was given. 

A paired t-test was also conducted to compare the pre- and post-test empathy scores for 

the control group.  There was no significant difference in the score for the pre-test (M = 3.85, SD 

= 0.50) and the post-test (M = 3.66, SD = 0.40 t (15) = 2.0765, p = .0554, two-tailed).  The null 

hypothesis was again accepted, that there was no difference in empathy scores between the pre- 

and post-test.  The difference in scores between the tests for the control group is not significant 

enough to conclude that there is a difference. 

Lastly, an independent samples t-test was performed to assess the change in empathy 

scores from the pre- to the post-test, and for the treatment and control groups.  There was no 

significant difference in the change in scores for the treatment group (M = 0.01, SD = 0.69) and 

the control group (M = -0.19, SD = 0.36; t (31) = -1.05, p = .302, two-tailed).  The null 

hypothesis is accepted that there is no difference in change in scores between the two groups. 

On average, participants who underwent the Kindness in the Classroom intervention did not 

perform better on the empathy assessment compared to students who did not receive the 

intervention treatment. 
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Discussion  

This study took place in a third-grade classroom.  After removing the ELL students and 

the students who were not present for either of the data collection days, there was a sample of 16 

students in the control group and 17 students in the treatment group.  Statistical analyses reveal 

barely any change in the empathy scores for the students in the treatment group.  These students 

took part in four lessons centered around the topics of kindness and empathy.  However, there 

were no significant results in the data from their participation.  There was also no notable 

difference in the scores between the control and treatment groups from the post-test survey.  The 

lack of significant results of this study, however, does not undermine the importance and the 

impact of teaching SEL as seen in the literature and research.  There were several limitations to 

this preliminary study, which may have impacted the results. 

 

Limitations 

After analyzing the data and reconsidering the procedure of the present study, various 

limitations can be concluded.  First, the curriculum and lessons themselves were fairly short and 

brief.  There were only four lessons taught and they were isolated from the rest of learning going 

on throughout the student's day.  If more lessons had been taught for longer periods of time there 

may have been significant results.  Additionally, if the content discussed in the lessons was more 

relevant, students may have been more interested in the learning taking place.  For example, if 

the material pertained to a story they were reading in English/Language Arts, or was related to 

something going on in their lives, where the students were able to make a connection to the 

learning, it may have been more impactful.  Another instance of the content being unrelatable 
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was in lesson three of the curriculum where there were role play situations for the students to act 

out.  Some of the situations the students had not had experience with and had trouble connecting 

to the material.  For instance, dealing with a student who is violent towards others, which they 

have never encountered.  

Secondly, some students in the treatment classroom were absent on the days of the 

lessons.  Attendance was not taken note of by the researcher, but it could have made an impact 

on student learning.  The schedule of the project and the classroom did not have flexibility to 

teach the lessons only when all students were present, so some students missed out when they 

were absent from school on a day of the treatment.  

The most influential limitation was the pre- and post-test survey itself.  Even though the 

questions were modified for a third grade reading level and were reworded to ensure 

comprehension, there was still confusion among the participants during survey completion.  The 

survey was chosen, as it was noted, from previous studies as a measure of empathy.  However, 

the questions were too abstract for the third graders to understand, which could have contributed 

to the results not being significant.  Even though the some of the questions were revised by the 

researchers, the wording still confused some of the participants.  For example, there were two 

questions that were vague for the students, which read: “Things I see make me feel sad” and 

“Things I see make me feel happy”.  Additionally, the negative words in some of the questions 

confused students in regards to which answer they should choose, such as, “I don’t feel sorry for 

other people when they are having problems or feeling bad”.  

Another limitation that was difficult to control was the SEL that the students in the 

control group were receiving during the time period in between data collection.  It is possible 
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that the participants who did not receive the intervention of the kindness lessons were learning 

about empathy in their own classroom or from other teachers, faculty members, coaches, or 

parents and family members.  This is something that could have impacted the results of the 

study.  

 

Future Directions 

Limitations and nonsignificant results are common for pilot and preliminary research 

studies like this one.  However, there are various notes for future directions should this study be 

continued or redesigned.  For example, a larger sample size would be preferred to give a better 

representation of the population.  This also limits the chances of having outliers in the sample 

impact the data in a meaningful way.  

During the treatment of the kindness lessons, there were several instances of students 

completing written work about empathy.  Including other assessment measures in a future 

version of this study, instead of just a pre- and post-test survey, would create a more 

comprehensive outlook on progress. For example, qualitative measures could be included such as 

the writing and drawing the students competed or observations made by the researcher or 

teacher.  In this study, the researcher found that the assignments throughout the curriculum 

showed evidence of empathetic thinking and expressive language that increased in quality 

throughout the unit, which shows that even though there was no statistical significance of the 

intervention from the data, the lessons were educational and impactful.  

Lastly, the survey that was used should be modified significantly, as it was confusing and 

too abstract for the students to understand.  A more clearly worded survey could be successful in 
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finding more realistic results, or including questions that are based on real-life situations using 

empathy.  Creating or using a survey as a pre- and post-test that is more closely aligned with the 

curriculum being taught for intervention might show a clearer result to discover if it was 

impactful or not.  

Conclusion 

Statistically significant results were not found for this study.  However, that does not rule 

out the importance of teaching and learning social and emotional skills.  Previous studies have 

shown noteworthy results when implementing curriculum such as this one into the classroom 

over longer periods of time with larger sample sizes.  If the pool of participants for this study 

was larger, with a more comprehensive pre- and post-test survey, and all of the additional 

limitations had been taken into account there may have been significant results.  
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Appendix B 
Overview of “Communicating with Empathy” Unit and Lesson Descriptions 
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