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Roots of Empathy 
Created in 1996, the Roots of Empathy program is a unique, international award-winning social innovation 
which brings a neighbourhood baby and parent into a classroom along with a certified Roots of Empathy 
Instructor throughout the school year. With the Instructor as a guide, and our age-appropriate curriculum, the 
children learn to identify and understand the feelings of the baby, then themselves, and finally, the feelings of 
others: empathy. We help children develop their social emotional competence. They learn how to create 
connection and healthy relationships. It is experiential learning - the deepest learning there is. 
 
Roots of Empathy is delivered in every province in Canada and in 14 countries around the world. It has 
reached one million children globally. The program is an evidence-based, preventative intervention delivered 
in elementary school classrooms K to 8 that reduces aggression, including bullying, and promotes prosocial 
behaviours (caring, sharing, kindness and inclusion). When children learn to be empathic, they are less likely 
to be aggressive, to bully or to hurt others.  
 
Roots of Empathy in Alberta 

• Roots of Empathy programs were introduced to Alberta classrooms in 2002 during the tenure of 
Premier Ralph Klein 

• More than 130,000 Alberta children have been through our program since 2001 
• In 2019-2020 Roots of Empathy is delivering approximately 230 programs in 52 Alberta Schools 

Districts (Public, Separate, and Francophone)  
• We are reaching 5,725 children in urban, rural, and remote communities 
• The program is inclusive and culturally responsive. The program has been successful in urban, rural, 

immigrant, First Nations, Inuit and Métis communities in Alberta and across Canada 
 
Please watch this video on Roots of Empathy or the BBC World Hacks video which has had almost 24-
million views worldwide. 
 



 

 
 

 
Grade 4 students at Greentree Elementary School  

connect with Baby Charlie - Drumheller 
 
Globally considered a model of innovation in education, our long-term focus is to break intergenerational 
cycles of violence and to build capacity of the next generation for responsible citizenship. In the short term, 
Roots of Empathy develops empathy and the social and emotional competencies that are crucial to ensuring 
students develop healthy relationships and a sense of belonging and inclusion. Developing emotional literacy 
is the first essential step in learning self-regulation and in building resilience, and sets children up to have 
positive mental health and sustained well-being.  
 
Research 
Research since 2000 shows that Roots of Empathy significantly reduces aggression and bullying and increases 
prosocial behaviours (e.g., sharing, caring, kindness, helping, and including), and that the impacts last over 
time. Our research publications and summary are available at rootsofempathy.org/research 
 
This positive impact goes far beyond the children. Our community-based programs bring together the school 
or centre, social service agencies, local volunteer families (parents and babies) and Roots of Empathy  
Instructors. This offers children an opportunity to build positive relationships in their own communities with 
individuals outside of their peer group. Additionally, adults involved in the program take their learnings from 
Roots of Empathy to their homes and workplaces, impacting their families and extended communities.  
 
In the classroom 
Roots of Empathy awakens and strengthens empathy by observing and reflecting on the attachment 
relationship between a parent and baby. A trained instructor creates a safe environment in which 

• Students identify the baby’s feelings by observing actions and expressions 
• Students use those observations to identify and reflect upon their own feelings 
• Students listen to the thoughts and feelings of their classmates in order to develop empathy - 

understanding and caring about how others feel 
• Students develop empathy which helps them to connect more to themselves and others 

 
From the Alberta Annual Program Evaluation 2017-18: 

• 88% of teachers strongly agreed or agreed that as a result of Roots of Empathy, students are more 
inclusive or accepting of others who are different from themselves (including culture, race, special 
needs, gender) 



 

 
 

• 85% of teachers strongly agreed or agreed that as a result of Roots of Empathy, students are more 
able to understand other people’s points of view  

• 92% of students reported that if they saw a friend being bullied or treated meanly, they would help 
 

“My students were much better at interacting with one another. They were more comfortable interacting with 
adults respectfully. They also had a better control of their emotional regulation when they were feeling 
frustrated. They also were more supportive of each other and less negative towards each other.” 

- Grade 7 Teacher, Medicine Hat - Alberta Annual Program Evaluation Report 2017 
 
“My students displayed an increased awareness of their community. [They] were more understanding of 
others, they showed more compassion for each other and were kinder to one another. We were also able to 
discuss their feelings more comfortably.” 

- Grade 1 Teacher, St. Albert (2017) 
 
Qualifications 
Roots of Empathy is recognized globally for its innovation and best practice in education. 

• In May 2018, Founder President Mary Gordon and Roots of Empathy received the Governor 
General’s Innovation Award which recognizes that ‘building an inclusive, compassionate society will 
be the keys to Canada’s success as a caring, efficient and prosperous nation’.   

• For three years in a row (2017, 2018 and 2019) Roots of Empathy was selected by the Finnish 
organization HundrED as one of the 100 most innovative educational projects in the world.  

• Roots of Empathy was chosen as one of the world’s top best practice children’s organizations by the 
Klaus J Jacobs Foundation in Switzerland.    

• Roots of Empathy won an UpSocial global competition of evidence based programs that address the 
challenge of children at risk of social exclusion  - “Accelerating Change for Social Inclusion.”    
 

Founder President Mary Gordon is a leading expert on empathy education and parenting education. She 
speaks nationally and internationally at conferences and consults to governments, educational organizations 
and public institutions, which have included the World Health Organization, World Bank Foundation and the 
United Nations.  
 

   
A boy singing to his tiny teacher – Slave Lake 
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