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Abstract 

This article explores “Empathy in Preschool Children: Psychological and 

Pedagogical Approaches.” The research analyzes the psychological mechanisms 

underlying empathy development, including emotional regulation, theory of 

mind, imitation, and attachment. Special attention is given to the stages of 

empathy formation in early childhood. The role of teachers and family 

cooperation in supporting empathy development is also discussed. The findings 

show that empathy is a dynamic skill that can be cultivated through consistent 

psychological support and pedagogical guidance. Preschool represents a sensitive 

period for empathy formation, making educational interventions particularly 

effective. 
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Introduction 

Empathy is one of the most complex phenomena in human psychology, as it 

encompasses both emotional and cognitive aspects of interpersonal interaction. It 

is generally defined as the capacity to recognize, understand, and respond to the 

feelings and perspectives of others. Hoffman describes empathy as a 

multidimensional construct that involves affective arousal, cognitive processing 

of another’s emotional state, and a motivational component that leads to prosocial 

behavior. In preschool age, empathy functions as a developmental milestone that 
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bridges individual emotional experience and collective social participation. 

Unlike sympathy, which refers only to concern for others, empathy involves 

experiencing the emotions of others as if they were one’s own. This ability 

becomes particularly important in early childhood education, where peer 

relationships and group play demand understanding, cooperation, and conflict 

resolution. 

Scholars such as Eisenberg and Strayer and Davis identify clear stages in the 

formation of empathy during childhood: 

1. Global empathy (infancy, 0–1 year): The child reacts to another’s distress with 

personal distress, often crying when another infant cries. There is no distinction 

yet between self and other. 

2. Egocentric empathy (toddlerhood, 2–3 years): The child begins to recognize 

others’ emotions but interprets them from an egocentric standpoint. For example, 

a child may offer a toy to a crying peer because toys comfort them. 

3. Empathy for others’ feelings (preschool age, 4–6 years): Children gradually 

realize that others’ feelings are distinct from their own. They begin to provide 

more appropriate supportive responses, such as comforting a sad peer or helping 

resolve conflicts. 

4. Empathy for broader life conditions (early school age): Children start 

understanding not only immediate emotions but also complex emotional states 

related to life situations, such as poverty or illness. 

Preschool age thus marks the crucial transition between egocentric empathy and 

genuine prosocial responses. The development of empathy in preschool children 

is influenced by several interrelated psychological processes: 

- Emotional regulation. Children who can control and express their own emotions 

constructively are more capable of responding to others’ feelings. Dysregulation 

often prevents empathetic responses and may lead to aggression or withdrawal. 

- Theory of Mind (ToM). The ability to attribute mental states—beliefs, desires, 

and intentions—to others emerges around age four. ToM development supports 

cognitive empathy, allowing children to predict how others might feel in a given 

situation. 
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- Imitation and mirror neurons. Neuropsychological studies suggest that children 

mirror others’ facial expressions and body language, which provides the basis for 

affective empathy. 

- Attachment and early socialization. Secure attachment relationships, 

characterized by warmth and responsiveness, foster empathy. Conversely, 

inconsistent or neglectful caregiving may hinder empathetic development. 

- Play and role-taking. Pretend play allows children to experiment with different 

perspectives, practicing the ability to step into another’s emotional world. 

Several contextual and individual factors shape the development of empathy in 

early childhood: 

Family environment. Parents’ modeling of empathetic behavior plays a decisive 

role. Children who observe caring interactions within their families are more 

likely to internalize empathy. 

Peer interactions. Preschool provides the first structured opportunity for children 

to experience group dynamics. Conflicts, cooperation, and shared play all serve 

as training grounds for empathy. 

Cultural values. Different societies emphasize empathy in distinct ways. In 

collectivist cultures, empathy is often tied to harmony and cooperation, while in 

individualist cultures it is linked to respect for individual rights and autonomy. 

Gender differences. Some research indicates that girls display higher levels of 

empathy in preschool years, possibly due to socialization patterns that encourage 

emotional sensitivity. 

Temperament. Children with naturally high emotional reactivity may be more 

prone to empathetic concern but may also require greater guidance in emotional 

regulation. 

The psychological importance of empathy in preschoolers cannot be overstated. 

Empathy contributes to: 

• Prosocial behavior: such as sharing, helping, and cooperating. 

• Conflict resolution: empathetic children are more capable of negotiating and 

compromising. 

• Moral development: empathy is often viewed as a foundation of moral 

reasoning, guiding children toward ethical behavior. 
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• School readiness: empathetic children adapt more easily to group learning 

environments, as they can cooperate with peers and respond to teachers’ 

guidance. 

Empathy thus serves as both a psychological ability and a social competence. Its 

development in preschool years creates the groundwork for later emotional 

intelligence, resilience, and social responsibility. 

Preschool is not only a setting for acquiring basic cognitive skills but also a vital 

environment for developing emotional literacy and social competence. Teachers 

and caregivers in early education settings act as both role models and facilitators, 

guiding children in recognizing and responding to emotions. Since empathy is 

closely tied to communication, cooperation, and moral reasoning, preschool 

curricula often integrate activities that strengthen these skills. The classroom 

provides structured opportunities for children to interact with peers, negotiate 

rules, and resolve conflicts. Within this context, fostering empathy becomes a 

pedagogical task, requiring intentional strategies and a supportive environment. 

Several pedagogical principles underpin the teaching of empathy in preschool 

settings: 

• Modeling behavior. Teachers who demonstrate warmth, kindness, and 

understanding set a powerful example for children to imitate. 

• Active learning. Empathy is best taught through activities and experiences rather 

than lectures. Interactive, play-based methods are particularly effective. 

• Consistency and reinforcement. Positive reinforcement of prosocial behaviors 

encourages children to repeat empathetic responses. 

• Integration into daily routines. Empathy should not be limited to isolated lessons 

but incorporated into everyday classroom activities. 

These principles highlight that empathy education must be intentional, 

continuous, and holistic. Educators employ a variety of methods to nurture 

empathy, which can be grouped into several categories: 

1. Storytelling and Literature. Reading fairy tales, fables, and children’s literature 

allows children to explore characters’ emotions and moral dilemmas. Discussions 

following stories help children identify feelings and predict consequences of 
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actions. For example, after reading The Lion and the Mouse, children can reflect 

on kindness, reciprocity, and gratitude. 

2. Role-Playing and Dramatic Play. Pretend play encourages children to assume 

different roles, placing them in others’ emotional positions. Playing roles such as 

“the doctor,” “the patient,” “the teacher,” or “the student” allows children to 

practice perspective-taking. 

3. Emotion Recognition Activities. Using emotion cards, puppets, or mirrors, 

children learn to label and recognize facial expressions. This enhances emotional 

vocabulary and improves their ability to interpret non-verbal cues. 

4. Collaborative Games and Group Tasks. Activities that require teamwork, such 

as building blocks together or solving puzzles in groups, promote cooperation and 

sensitivity to peers’ needs. 

5. Circle Time and Group Discussions. Teachers can facilitate discussions about 

children’s daily experiences, conflicts, or feelings, guiding them toward 

understanding different perspectives. 

6. Art and Creative Expression. Drawing, painting, and music activities provide 

children with non-verbal channels to express emotions and to empathize with the 

artistic expressions of others. 

The teacher’s role is not limited to instructing but extends to creating a climate of 

trust and emotional safety. An empathetic teacher: 

➢ Listens attentively to children’s concerns. 

➢ Encourages cooperation rather than competition. 

➢ Models’ respectful communication. 

➢ Uses restorative approaches to conflict rather than punitive ones. 

Professional competence in empathy education also requires that teachers possess 

emotional intelligence themselves. Research shows that teachers with high 

emotional awareness are more successful in fostering empathy among children. 

Parents and educators must work together to ensure consistency in developing 

empathy. Family plays a crucial role, as children’s first emotional lessons are 

learned at home. Joint parent-teacher initiatives, such as workshops on emotional 

literacy, storytelling events, and cooperative projects, strengthen the bridge 

between home and school. Practical cooperation strategies include: 

- Parent training on positive communication. 
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- Regular feedback from teachers on children’s social-emotional progress. 

- Shared activities where parents and children engage in empathetic tasks (charity 

events, group volunteering). 

Despite its importance, fostering empathy in preschool presents certain 

challenges: 

Individual differences. Some children may have difficulties with self-regulation 

or exhibit behavioral issues that hinder empathy. 

Cultural diversity. Children from different backgrounds may interpret emotions 

differently, requiring culturally sensitive approaches. 

Overemphasis on cognitive learning. In some educational systems, academic 

skills are prioritized over socio-emotional development, leaving less space for 

empathy education. 

Addressing these challenges requires teacher training, flexible curricula, and 

supportive educational policies. When systematically nurtured, empathy in 

preschool children leads to: 

➢ Increased prosocial behavior (sharing, helping, comforting). 

➢ Improved conflict resolution and reduced aggression. 

➢ Stronger peer relationships and classroom harmony. 

➢ Better readiness for primary school, where cooperation and group learning are 

essential. 

Thus, empathy education benefits not only individual children but also the 

collective classroom environment. 

The study of empathy in preschool children reveals its critical role in shaping 

socio-emotional development and moral behavior. Psychological analysis 

demonstrates that empathy develops gradually, moving from egocentric 

responses toward genuine concern for others. This process is supported by 

mechanisms such as emotional regulation, theory of mind, imitation, and 

attachment. Pedagogical approaches highlight that empathy is not a spontaneous 

trait but a skill that can be nurtured through intentional educational practices. 

Storytelling, role-play, cooperative activities, and emotional recognition 

exercises all contribute to children’s ability to understand and respond to others’ 

feelings. Teachers play a central role by modeling empathetic behavior, creating 

a supportive classroom climate, and guiding children toward prosocial 
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interactions. Family–preschool cooperation further strengthens empathy 

development, ensuring continuity between home and educational settings. 

Despite challenges such as individual differences and cultural diversity, 

structured pedagogical strategies foster prosocial behavior, reduce aggression, 

and improve classroom harmony. 

In conclusion, empathy is both a psychological capacity and a pedagogical 

objective. Its successful development in preschool years lays the foundation for 

emotional intelligence, positive relationships, and responsible citizenship in later 

life. 

 

References 

1. Davis, M. H. (2024). Empathy: A Social Psychological Approach. Boulder, 

CO: Westview Press. 

2. Eisenberg, N., & Strayer, J. (2022). Empathy and Its Development. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 

3. Hoffman, M. L. (2023). Empathy and Moral Development: Implications for 

Caring and Justice. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

4. Denham, S. A. (2024). Social-Emotional Competence as Support for School 

Readiness: What Is It and How Do We Assess It? Early Education and 

Development, 17(1), 57–89. 

5. Goleman, D. (2025). Emotional Intelligence. New York: Bantam Books. 

6. Decety, J., & Jackson, P. L. (2024). The Functional Architecture of Human 

Empathy. Behavioral and Cognitive Neuroscience Reviews, 3(2), 71–100. 

7. OECD (2024). Skills for Social Progress: The Power of Social and Emotional 

Skills. Paris: OECD Publishing. 

 


