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and parents. The program received the highest designation possible-a Collaborative 
for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) Select Program Award-in 
a comprehensive evaluation conducted by CASEL in 2002. Second Step is also 
a winner of the prestigious "exemplary" award from the U.S. Department of 
Education's 2001 Panel on Safe, Disciplined, and Drug-Free Schools and was granted 
the same top rating in a review by the U.S. Department of Justice, Office of 
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, in 2003. The White House (1998) 
Annual Report on School Safety, produced by the U.S. Departments of Education 
and Justice, featured the Second Step curriculum as "a model program" for school 
violence prevention. 

CURRICULUM CONTENT 

Empathy 

Goleman (1995) placed empathy at the core of social competence: 

Being able to put aside one's self-centered focus and impulses ... opens 
the way to empathy, to real listening, to taking another person's pers
pective. Empathy leads to caring, altruism, and compassion. Seeing things 
from another's perspective breaks down biased stereotypes, and so breeds 
tolerance and acceptance of differences. These capacities are ever-more called 
on in our increasingly pluralistic society, allowing people to live together in 
mutual respect ... these are the basic arts of democracy. (p. 285) 

Studies confirm that empathy is positively related to children's offers to help 
others (Strayer & Schroder, 1989) and to their acceptance by peers (Fabes et al., 1994). 
Because empathic people tend to understand others' points of view, they are less 
likely to misunderstand and become angry over others' behaviors and more likely to 
develop social expertise (Hastings, Zahn-Waxler, Robinson, Usher, & Bridges, 2000). 

The first unit in the Second Step program focuses on empathy and perspective 
taking because these skills provide the affective base for subsequent lessons in 
impulse control, social problem solving, and anger management. The empathy unit 
focuses on three skill areas (Feshbach, 1982): 

• Identifying feelings through facial cues, body language, and situational cues. 
• Taking the perspective of another person ("standing in another's shoes"). 
• Responding emotionally to another person. 

In beginning empathy lessons, students view photographs of children display
ing specific facial cues that provide clues to various emotional states (happy, sad, 
scared, and so on). The objective of these lessons is to help children identify physi
cal characteristics that convey emotion. Later, the children practice detecting and 
displaying emotions through role play. 

It is surprising how many young people have difficulty reading even the most 
basic emotional expressions. One Second Step teacher was amazed to see a usually 
disruptive and active boy sit spellbound as she displayed the emotion photographs. 
She later described him as someone who typically displayed little emotional expres
sion himself and had difficulty understanding his peers. In a study on social-emotional 
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competence, 5-year-olds with greater emotional understanding showed higher 
academic gains at age 9, even when compared with 5-year-olds with equal verbal 
abilities (Izard, Fine, Schultz, Mostow, & Ackerman, 2001). 

Teachers have been ingenious in their attempts to make the empathy unit come 
to life for their students. One teacher had her students individually pose in various 
states of facial expression as she photographed them. Each student then had a group 
of photos from which to choose as he or she came to the circle for the Second Step 
lesson. At the beginning of each lesson, the teacher asked the children to show the 
group which photo best described their feelings that day. Those who could find no 
photo expression to illustrate their present state of mind were asked to draw a pic
ture and show it to the class. Other teachers have used cartoonlike illustrations of 
facial expressions in the same way. 

Subsequent empathy lessons teach about the roles of body language and situa
tional cues in identifying and predicting feelings in others. The unit progresses to more 
sophisticated areas of empathy, covering such concepts as fairness, the possibility that 
feelings may change, and the fact that two people may feel differently about the same 
experience, such as riding on a roller coaster or encountering a large dog. Teachers 
often use the empathy lessons as springboards for rich discussion about children's cul
tural and family differences. This unit provides opportunities for spirited interaction 
with students, allowing them to link the classroom lessons with their lived experience. 

Activity 

Have you ever tried to talk with someone who obviously was not listening to you? 
A brief, 5-minute exercise presented during Second Step training for support staff 
illustrates how the lack of empathy skills (in particular, listening) leads to negative 
feelings and cognitive confusion on the part of the speaker. Adults as well as children 
are unable to think or communicate clearly when their listeners display inattention. 
Try this exercise with your class (recommended for third grade and older): 

1. Involve your students in creating a list of poor listening skills (not looking at 
the speaker, doing something else while the person is talking, interrupting or 
introducing a different topic when the speaker is in mid-sentence, and so on). 
Post the list in a visible place. You may want to model this behavior in a role 
play that the class watches. 

2. Ask each student to find a partner. 

3. One partner will talk for 30 seconds about something he or she likes (a book, 
movie, vacation spot) while his or her partner demonstrates poor listening 
skills. Stop the activity and ask the students how they felt when their partners 
were not listening. 

4. Create a list of active-listening skills (making eye contact with the speaker, 
nodding, showing empathic facial expression, asking questions pertinent 
to the speaker's topic). Again, you may need to conduct a model role play to 
demonstrate the behavior. 

5. Repeat the activity using a different topic. This time, the listeners will use 
active-listening skills. Stop the activity and ask the students how they felt 
when their partners demonstrated listening skills. 


