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Introduction: The current paper undertakes interdisciplinary research on
empathy in children by combining insights and methodological tools from the
fields of psychology, education and anthropology. The researchers aim to map
how children’s individual empathic abilities studied on a cognitive level do or do
not coincide with their empathic expressions as part of group dynamics in daily
life at the classroom level.

Method: We combined qualitative and quantitative methods within three different
classrooms at three different schools. In total, 77 children aged between 9 to
12 years participated.

Results: The results indicate how such an interdisciplinary approach can provide
unique insights. Through the integration of data from our different research tools
we could reveal the interplay between different levels. More specifically this meant
showing the possible influence of rule-based prosocial behaviors versus empathy
based prosocial behaviors, the interplay between community empathic abilities
and individual empathic abilities, and the role of peer culture and school culture.

Discussion: These insights can be seen as encouragement toward a research
approach that extends beyond the single disciplinary field in social science research.

children, empathy, context, mixed methods, interdisciplinary research, individual
abilities, classroom dynamics

Introduction

Since the advent of the social brain concept, brain scientists have become increasingly
interested in the social sciences, and this is an opportune time for interdisciplinary
collaboration (Whitehead, 2012: 64).

Research overview

Interdisciplinary collaboration is the starting point of the current study. We aim to integrate
theoretical perspectives and methodological approaches from the disciplines of psychology and
anthropology to study empathy in children. Human empathy refers to the capacity to understand
and/or feel what others feel, from within their frame of reference. It is essential for children’s
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social and emotional development and also for successfully starting
and maintaining social relationships (Eisenberg, 2000). Empathy is a
widely debated topic in studies of human interaction in multiple
scientific disciplines, including neurosciences, psychology and
anthropology. Interestingly, the differences in approaching the study
of empathy are considerable. While in neurosciences and psychology
empathy is seen as a trait and/or state that in all its varieties belongs
to the individual (Cuff et al., 2016; Coll et al., 2017), studies in
anthropology consider empathy a process that emerges between
interacting individuals. These distinct conceptual views lead to
different research aims and methods. Research traditions in
neuroscience and psychology aim to disentangle components of
empathy, their instantiation in the brain, the developmental
trajectories, genetic underpinnings, and the causes and consequences
of impairments in components of empathy (Davis, 1983; Eisenberg,
2000; Decety and Jackson, 2004; Singer, 2006; Lieberman, 2007; Blair,
2018; Warrier et al, 2018). In contrast, studies in anthropology
investigate the observable elements of expressive empathy between
empathizer and empathized in daily life situations and the influence
of social and cultural context on this empathic expressions (Astuti,
2007, 2015; Groark, 2008; Hollan and Throop, 2011; Roerig et al,,
2015). Both perspectives increase our understanding of different
aspects of empathy, yet by investigating them in isolation valuable
insights may be missed. Therefore, the current study aimed to offer an
exploration of how both perspectives can be integrated. In order to
obtain this, we have used methods from psychology and anthropology
in the study of empathy.

Contribution

Before we introduce our research questions, we will give some
context on the different perspectives within the topic of empathy that
we will integrate. With the integration of perspectives as mentioned
above we hope to contribute primarily to the broader study of empathy
by investigating empathy both as an intra-individual ability in an
experimental context, and as an observable inter-individual process
in a daily life context - in this case, children’s school lives. The idea of
combining insights from the psychological aspects of human
interaction and cultural and social real-life factors is not new
(Benedict, 1938; Batson, 2009; Zahavi 2010; Engelen and Roéttger-
Réssler, 2012; Hollan, 2012; Roepstorff and Frith, 2012; Gilin et al,,
2013; Roerig et al., 2015; Winczewski et al., 2016; Bethlehem et al,,
2017; Scheler, 2017). However, most of this (interdisciplinary) work
on empathy is based on experimental measurements and staged
behavioral settings as opposed to empathy as it is observed in people’s
daily lives (Hollan and Throop, 2008; Bethlehem et al., 2017) which,
resulted in overlooking empathy as an interpersonal, dynamic and
relational construct (Main et al., 2017). In our study we therefore want
to commiit to ‘find(ing) creative and ecologically valid ways to deepen
our understanding of this important topic’ (Main et al., 2017, p. 364).
We do this by employing both the unit of analysis that is common for
psychologists — the abilities of the individual child - and the unit of
analysis that is common for anthropologists — the community or
culture, in our case the children’s classroom (Haneda, 2006). The
classroom will be treated as a community of practice (Lave and
Wenger, 1991; Haneda, 2006) as related to the situated learning
perspective (see among others Lave and Wenger, 1991) in which
individual cognitive ability and social practice are said to co-create
each other. Understanding and expressing empathy then is not just an
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individual ability but part of a collective classroom ability. By
researching, analyzing and discussing both these abilities in one paper
we believe this is a unique chance for anthropologists, psychologists
and educators to unite.

In the current study, we investigate the inter-individual nature of
empathy with qualitative and quantitative approaches. We make use
of qualitative (observational field notes) and quantitative (social
cognition tests) measurements, but we also add the use of social
network analysis (SNA) to quantify the qualitative relationships
between children. SNA combines qualitative and quantitative starting
points since it focuses on both relationships and computed patterns
(Marin and Wellman, 2011). Whereas more one-dimensional
approaches focuses on for example characteristics of the relevant
actors within each organization (e.g., “this child is always very shy”),
SNA focuses on the diverse connections between the actors of the
various organizations leading to new insights. Social networks are
formed by nodes (network members) that are tied by relations
(Wasserman and Faust, 1994). The nodes are most commonly persons
or organizations, but can in principle be any other unit (articles,
countries, positions). Relations can be any possible connection
between the nodes, but Borgatti et al. (2009) distinguish a useful four
categories of relations: similarities (e.g., shared characteristics), social
relations (e.g., friends, liking or knowing), interactions (e.g., speaking,
helping) and flows (e.g., exchange of any sort). In our study
we investigate two categories of relations namely social relations and
interactions. The use of SNA can help us to further understand peer
interactions in relation to empathy (Meyer et al., 2013). In educational
research peer relationships are often indicated through peer
nominations (Martin-Antén et al., 2016) and sociograms (Sobieski
and Dell'Angelo, 2016) and the SNA approach ties in with this kind of
research. SNA embodies interdisciplinarity by combining nodes
(individual level information), links (relational information), and
graphs (group level information) (Fotopoulou et al., 2021b, p. 17,
p- 23). The rich information of social networks and especially
children’s peer relations within a classroom is often related to
interventional and educational use. For example, classroom climate
and children’s peer interactions are said to affect children’s school
learning (Leung and Silberling, 2006), a link that was already
researched decades ago by Moreno (1953). Also, social network
knowledge as examined through SNA can be directly linked to
empathy related aims, for example, to enhance social skills, increase
empathy or as a signal to educators for possible aggressive or bullying
behaviors (Fotopoulou et al., 2021b, p. 3, p. 5). And, the position of
children within an interactive social network - such as a classroom —
has been associated with cognitive and affective empathy (Wolfer
etal, 2012). In the current study we similarly link SNA to empathic
measures, but also relate this information to observational information
on children’s empathic behaviors to innovatively gain insight in the
link between intrapersonal and interpersonal empathy in the context
of a group. Together with Fotopoulou et al. (2019) and Fotopoulou
et al. (2021b) we believe the direct embedding of an individual
empathic profile of a child in the context of classroom dynamics can
add to the existing literature and scientific practice for psychologists,
but also for anthropologists and educators.

Finally, we investigate empathy in a relatively understudied
developmental population, namely children from 9 to 12 years old. In
this age range children are generally capable of understanding
complex social emotions, are aware of the needs of others, able to
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show empathic behavior, and capable of the basic reasoning associated
with prosocial behavior (Decety, 2010). At the same time they show
ongoing development of more advanced forms of social reasoning
such as perspective-taking (Harris, 1994). Moreover, children in this
age group have a certain social awareness and can reflect on the social
rules they implicitly or explicitly use, and relationships with peers are
paramount in their lives (Hay et al., 2004; Banerjee et al, 2011). For
example, Demetriou (2018), comparing 7, 8 year olds with 9, 10 year
olds, explains how in comparison to the younger children who do
recognize and understand emotions, the older children understand
more about the complexity of emotions and are more sensitive to
moral and social codes related to empathic behaviors (Demetriou,
2018:98). Furthermore, children of this age are capable to undertake
social cognition tests and questionnaires (Banerjee et al., 2011). This
allows using various psychological paradigms to assess empathy,
including self-report, in a reliable and valid way (Bajgar et al., 2005;
Castro et al., 2016; Van der Meulen et al., 2017).

In sum, the aim of this study was to investigate empathy as an
intra and inter individual construct in middle childhood, using ability
tests and questionnaires, observational methods and social network
analysis. Embedded within this background, which will be further
elaborated on in the theoretical framework section, two research
questions form the core of the study:

1. How is the child’s individual ability to empathize related to
their empathic expressions as observed in the socio-cultural
environment of their daily school lives?

2. How can the use of social network analysis help us to
understand the interplay between empathy as an individual
construct and empathy as part of a classroom community
of practice?

In the next paragraph we elaborate more on the theoretical
underpinnings of this study, discussing the different approaches to
empathy across fields. Next, we present the details of the
methodological approach, followed by the results and discussion
section and our concluding remarks.

Theoretical framework

Empathy as an individual ability: strengths and
weaknesses

Decety and Lamm (2006: 1146) describe empathy as an individual
ability ‘to experience and understand what others feel without
confusion between oneself and others. In the work of psychologists, a
key distinction is made between cognitive aspects of empathy (i.e.,
reflecting on the emotional state of others) and affective aspects of
empathy (sharing the emotional state of the other) (Ahn and Goh,
2010). Affective empathy is often further divided in personal distress
(see IRI, Davis, 1983) or a self-focused negative state in response to
the emotional state of the other, and empathic concern (see IRI, Davis,
1983; Jordan et al., 2016) an other-focused emotional response that is
distinct from the emotional state of the other. Neuroscientific research
has suggested that these different components have different neural
substrates (Zaki and Ochsner, 2012). Different components of
empathy may also be differentially related to prosocial behaviors
(Jordan et al., 2016). A key assumption in psychological work on
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empathy is that the various aspects of empathy can be considered as a
rather stable part of an individual (Ramaswamy and Bergin, 2009).
Convincing work on empathic abilities suggests that there are indeed
trait individual differences in empathy (Cuff et al, 2016). In
combination with insights into how this trait can develop over time,
we learn that there is a baseline basic ability (trait), which is a
precondition for the individual to be actually able to express empathy
in a particular situation (state). An important aim of this individual
ability approach is to obtain a good estimate of these abilities, which
can then be linked to other individual traits, states or behaviors
(Yang et al., 2009; Marsh et al., 2013; Van Doesum et al., 2013; Keysers
and Gazzola, 2014; Winczewski et al., 2016; Bethlehem et al., 2017;
Coll et al,, 2017). Usually the tools to obtain such a good estimate of
empathic abilities are standardized self-reports and/or experimental
tasks. Both take place in controlled settings that are either devoid of
contextual influences or controlled by manipulated situational
influences. Main strengths of the empathy as individual ability
approach are: (1) behavior can be linked to diverse empathic
components and abilities that can be studied using experimental
approaches and (2) the possibility to study individual differences for
example related to developmental phase and individual characteristics
such as sex or gender (Yang et al., 2009) and forms of psychopathology
(Marsh et al., 2013). It can be noted that within the discipline of
psychology itself there is not necessarily always clear consensus on the
construct and measurement of empathy (Blair, 2005; Prevost et al.,
2014). The most important weakness of the approach is the focus on
empathy within the individual, whereas empathy is said to be both an
intrapersonal and an interpersonal construct. The latter approach - in
which empathy is construed as a process - is much more highlighted
in anthropological work.

Empathy as an interactive process: strengths and
weaknesses

Hollan and Throop (2008) describe empathy as ‘an ongoing,
dialogical, inter-subjective accomplishment that depends very much
on what others are willing or able to let us understand about them’
(Hollan and Throop, 2008: 394). In other words: empathy is an
interpersonal process. The main focus in anthropological research is
to understand how these processes may then inhibit or enable
expression of empathy in a given situation (Hollan and Throop, 2011).
Hereby the empathizer and the person empathized with are equally
valued (Groark, 2008) and placed in a context of socio-cultural
processes. In the fieldwork of Throop (2010) on the island of Yap, the
author brings in his own grieving experiences to imply how empathy
is “a process that is temporally arrayed, intersubjectively constituted,
and culturally patterned” (Throop, 2010:771). He argues that one’s
lived realities influence one’s abilities to empathize at all times and
advocates the perspective that empathy can seldomly be seen as “an
all or nothing affair” (ibid). Anthropologist Briggs (2008) explains
how, among the Inuit, publicly expressing one’s emotions is seen as
something childish. An adult might thus be able and even willing to
express his or her feelings but might not be allowed to do so in a
particular public context involving particular people from his or her
social network. In their recent interdisciplinary work on the
socialization of emotions, Rottger-Raossler et al. (2015) describe the
process of ‘who may feel which emotions when, with which intensity,
and in front of whom they should be expressed’ as feeling rules’ It is
within the variation of these ‘rules’ that the anthropologist gains
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greater insights into people’s expressed empathy and the function of it
in their everyday community practices (Main et al., 2017). The
strength of the anthropological approach is that empathy is researched
within the context of daily life dynamics and everyday practices:
interactive processes are the core of investigation. While ‘daily life’
components of the individual in psychological studies are often
measured through experimental methods, questionnaires and/or
stories using fictive others or actors, anthropologists attempt to gain
access to the ‘daily life’ of real others, thereby investigating expressed
empathy. The weakness of this approach is that the individual ability
to empathize and the developmental trajectories of children’s empathy
are often not incorporated, so individual (dis)abilities, boundaries or
challenges can be overlooked or wrongly be interpreted as part of an
interpersonal process.

Empathy in the classroom: children are agents,
community of practice and empathy as a
function

In our research we want to capitalize on the strengths of both the
psychological and the anthropological approaches. The context of the
research is the classroom and we believe this is an ideal place
theoretically and practically to execute our research. First, the focus
on individual and interpersonal and their interaction fits naturally
within an educational context (c.f. Haneda, 2006). Expressing and
understanding/knowing empathy is not just an individual ability, but
a part of the community ability of a classroom. Second, the classroom
is the setting where children spend most of their social life and thus a
natural habitat for the study of expressing empathy and using a social
network approach. Third, the classroom can be seen as a community
of practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Haneda, 2006). In the context of
describing the cultural-historical approach toward the study of
learning, Guti¢rrez and Rogoff (2003, p. 23) explain how indeed the
link between community’s practices and everyday practices an
individual undertakes is paramount. Children learn how empathy can
best be used in the context of their classroom and thus the way
children express empathy can have a certain aim within the classroom
dynamics. Hereby, learning empathy and the way in which empathy
is appropriately expressed within the context of the particular
classroom becomes part of a social routine (Gutié¢rrez and Rogoff,
2003:23) and the community norms (Payne et al., 2020:36) of a
classroom. In our research toward children’s classroom beliefs,
positions and behaviors we want to emphasize that we see children as
citizens who are in general able to care for each other and their
communities in meaningful, non-adult led ways that children create
and execute (Payne et al., 2020:38).

Empathy in context: bringing together abilities,
processes, intra- and interpersonal empathy

Hollan (2012) already considered the call to combine the dynamic
inter-relationship between trait and expressed empathy within one
study to be highly relevant. Others followed (see among others
Winczewski et al., 2016; Bethlehem et al., 2017; Main et al., 2017).
Conceptualizing empathy as an individual ability or as a mutual effort
within an interactive process leads to fundamentally distinct
approaches. To capitalize on the strengths of both approaches, we will
investigate children’s empathy at their individual ability level while
embedded in the context of their classroom lives, where empathic
expressions are shaped in the interactive processes with their peers. In
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conjunction with Cuff et al. (2016, p. 150) we believe empathy to be a
result of the interaction between state capacities and trait influences
and hope to find how knowledge of individual children’s scores on
decontextualized, lab-based studies of their abilities to feel empathy
can add to our understanding of classroom dynamics and vice versa
how classroom dynamics can influence, match or mismatch with
individual ability empathy scores. Together with Lave and Wenger
(1999:33) we see how the interplay of our three levels of investigation
is crucial since “agent, activity, and the world mutually constitute each
other” In the following section, we will elaborate on the research
design we developed to pursue the exploration of our interdisciplinary
research quest.

Materials and methods
Design

Building on an interdisciplinary design, by which we aimed to
investigate empathy on different levels using research techniques from
different scientific fields, the use of a mixed methods approach
(Johnson et al., 2007) was most suitable for our study. Morse and
Niehaus (2009) define such an approach as a study wherein multiple
methods are used because the use of a mono-method does not suffice
or is not exhaustive (2009: 9). The type of mixed methods design
we use is a fully nested sample design, meaning that we have all types
of data for all our participants, in which the weight of quantitative and
qualitative components is equally valued (QUAN+QUAL) (see for
notation Creswell et al., 2003). The investigation of individual
empathic abilities or skills of children, as discussed above, is based on
existing psychological tasks which are mainly quantitative in nature.
The empathic interactions were assessed via non-structured
participant observation.

Sample

This research took place at three different schools in the
Netherlands. Part of the collected data — the LEAS(C), social network
analysis and observational data from one classroom - was included in
a short paper on the value of a mixed-methods approach in empathy
research (Roerig et al., 2015). In the 2015 paper the focus was on
individual children and the analysis was based on a within-classroom
comparison. The current data set encompasses three classrooms and
focuses on a between-classroom comparison. Due to this focus the
description of classroom dynamics and the presentation of qualitative
data play a far more important role in the current paper.
We purposefully included schools from different geographical areas.
The three classrooms we worked with were recruited via the first
author — who is also a middle school teacher. Within her network
we selected three schools with sufficient variation in location in terms
of population density, and social and economic neighborhood
characteristics. Further, it was important that principals, parents and
children wanted to participate. The first author explained the research
to the children in the classrooms before starting the research. Children
were able to ask questions about the participation (which they did)
and chose via a consent-paper if they wanted to participate themselves.
School 1, Classroom 1 (CL.1) (15 girls, 13 boys) was in a smaller village
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close to a big city. Income in the school area was between 33.500 and
35.800 which is above Dutch average (26.000) and citizens in
neighborhood were from 0.8% non-Western and 99.2% Western
background. School 2, Classroom 2 (Cl.2) (14 girls, 13 boys)was
situated in a more rural, not too small, town. Income in the school
area was between 30.200 and 30.500, which is lower than in Classroom
1, but still above Dutch average. In this neighborhood 2% of the
citizens had a non-Western background and 98% had a Western
background. School 3, Classroom 3 (CL.3) (16 girls, 6 boys) was in an
urban environment. Income in the school area was between 23.800
and 25.600 which is below Dutch average. In the neighborhood
28-44% had a non-Western background, whereas 56-72% had a
Western background. In total our sample of three classrooms consisted
of 77 children, which can be considered a sufficient relatively large
sample for qualitative research (Vasileiou et al., 2018). For the
quantitative part of our study, we adjusted our analysis approach to
the sample size as described below.

Materials
We used three measurement instruments:

1. Reading the Mind in the Eyes test for children (RME-C, Baron-
Cohen etal., 2001), investigating children’s ability to recognize
and define the mental and emotional states of others based on
facial cues (Van der Meulen et al., 2017). In the RME-version
we used, 14 pictures of eyes were shown to the participant.
Each picture depicts a certain mental state/emotion and each
of these picture is escorted by four words that represent a
possible mental state. Participants choose one of these four
mental stated that they think is most in line with what they see
in the picture. When the answer matches the depicted state, the
child scores 1 point, the range is 0-14 points. RME (Child) has
several reported Cronbach alpha’s (Van der Meulen et al,
2017), but not in the original paper (Baron-Cohen et al., 2001).
In the current sample Cronbach’s alpha of the RME (Child) was
0.383 (14 items, N = 77).

2. Level of Emotional Awareness Scale for children (LEAS-C,
Bajgar et al., 2005) to measure their ability to understand the
complexity of emotions, by distinguishing between feelings of
self and others (on the cognitive level). LEAS-C includes 12
scenarios on which children report their feelings about
themselves and the other person in the story. No response or a
description of cognitions equals 0 points, description of a
bodily sensation equals 1 point, description of a global hedonic
state equals 2 points, description of an unidimensional emotion
equals 3 points, description of differentiated emotions equals 4
points and description of more complex and differentiated
states equals 5 points (Bajgar et al., 2005:577). The range is
0-60 points. According to Bajgar et al. (2005), Cronbach’s alpha
was a 0.71 for self-scores, a 0.64 for other-scores, and 0.66 for
total scores (N =51) (Bajgar et al., 2005:579). In our sample,
Cronbach’s Alpha was 0.81 for self-scores, 0.80 for other-scores
and 0.83 for total scores (12 items, N =77).

3. How I Feel in Different Situations (HIFDS, Caravita et al.,
2009): a self-report scale on children’s affective (5 items) and
cognitive (6 items) empathic abilities. Participants get to see a
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statement such as ‘seeing a friend crying makes me feel as if
I am crying too (ibid.) and then decide how much this
statement would be applicable to them: from 1=never true to
4=always true. The range is 0-44 points. In Caravita et al.
(2009) which we derived the task from (from the appendix of
that paper) no Cronbach’s Alpha is reported. Based on the
current sample, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.784 (11 items, N =77).
To study children’s empathic expressions in their everyday
context, we used social network analysis (SNA) in combination
with classroom observations. By the use of SNA we investigated
the social context in the classroom in a quantitative way
(Fotopoulou et al., 2021a). All participants received a list of
names of children in their classroom and for every child
reported reported either a like, a dislike, or a neutral
relationship for each of their classmates. Moreover, they
recorded to whom of their classmates they would go to if they
needed help.

In addition to the SNA we used qualitative field notes that were
written during the classroom observations. In observing children’s
empathic expressions during their daily interactions, we focused on
their immediate context — what happens during the school day -
rather than the long-term context - the set of norms and values they
are taught by those who raise them. The observations were open and
unstructured in a way that the researcher noted all behavior that was
related to the above empathic and prosocial elements and the coding
only took place after the observations. Observation included all day
activities in and outside the classroom, such as lunch breaks, playing
in the school yard and physical education lessons. The observer sat in
the classroom on different places, sometimes participated in classroom
activities and had informal talks with the children on a regular basis.
Although the observer participated in some activities with the
children, the observations are not comparable to an ethnography in
which the researchers becomes part of the classroom life. The focus of
the observations was to record the children’s prosocial behaviors,
empathic expressions and classroom dynamics. In this research
prosocial behavior is understood as “(...) any behavior that benefits
others, such as sharing, cooperating, including others in play,
complimenting, and comforting others” (Ramaswamy and Bergin,
2009, p. 527). Moreover the focus was on mapping the classroom as a
community of practice including which empathic rules are important
in the classroom or which social interactive behavior belongs more or
less to the group identity. On the cognitive level we expect to see the
empathic expressions concern and comfort that are in this paper
considered to be related to perspective taking (Jordan et al.,, 2016). On
the affective level we count sharing emotions: crying with/for others,
laughing together, being angry with others, as empathic expressions.

Procedure

For all schools and classrooms, we required written informed
consent from both the children and their parents. We individually
asked every child and parent for consent (Cl.1/2 active, CL.3 passive)
and in CL1 and Cl.2 participation rate was 100%, in CL3 92%. The
parents of two children did not want their children to participate. The
study was approved by the Ethical Committee of the Faculty of
Behavioral and Movement Sciences of the Vrije Universiteit,
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Amsterdam. The three psychological tasks and the social network task
were carried out in a random order by each child individually, outside
the classroom, with only the researcher present and on the basis of
complete confidentiality. The quantitative measures were administered
by the first author together with a colleague (Msc.) who was also
trained in social science (psychology/pedagogy). Per classroom all
children completed these tasks on the same day and in total, it took
participants 30-45 min to complete the tasks. The observations were
conducted by the first author (who is trained in social science and
working with children) who was participating in the classroom for
1 day a week for a period of 3 months.

Data analytical approach

In our analysis, we established the individual high and low scorers
on the psychological tasks for the whole sample by computing z-scores
with the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), version 20.
Based on the means and sum scores of the three cognitive tests —
LEAS-C (Cronbach’s Alpha 0.81 Self, 0.80 Other, 0.83 Total), RME
(Cronbach’s Alpha 0.38 - this task is known for this problem see Van
der Meulen et al., 2017) and HIFDS (Cronbachs Alpha 0.78) —
children’s individual abilities were analysed and mapped by computing
z-scores for the three classrooms as a whole. For every ability task,
we listed the individuals whose standard deviations were above or
below 1. The children who scored above or below 1 on all three
psychological tasks (RME, LEAS-C and HIFDS) were labelled high or
low scorers, respectively. To perform the social network analysis,
we used UCINET (Borgatti et al., 2002) and NETDRAW (Borgatti,
2002). In the network analysis, we calculated indegree and outdegree
of likes, dislikes and help questions, where indegree equals the number
of children who like/dislike the participant or asks the participant for
help, and outdegree equals who the participant likes/dislikes or asks
for help. We used one-way ANOVAs to examine social network
differences between classrooms (1 =28, n =27, n =22). The qualitative
field notes collected through observation were thematically analysed
using open, axial and selective coding (Corbin and Strauss, 2008).
We worked with two coders (one with an anthropological background
and one with a psychology/methodology background) and made use
of so called researcher triangulation. To arrive at a specific code the
coders go through three steps. First, one reads the field notes on a
general level and links certain text-pieces to a code. For example in
Cl.1 there is a field note about girls who not let everyone in at their
play, the code is: ‘exclusion. Second, when a code like ‘exclusion’ (or
‘inclusion’) repeatedly comes up, the coders look at the notes to find
all the examples of in-and exclusion and look for anecdotes that match
this code. Third, the coders come up with a code name that covers all
observations and can be related to the broader theme of the study
toward empathy. In this case this overarching code name would be:
in- and out-group. Since the coders have an overview of how often this
happens in the three classrooms and of the anecdotes the code and its
meaning in the text can now be easily inserted.

Results

Below, we will first present the observational data, which is
subdivided into three sections: (1) Shared practices: classroom
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identity; (2) empathic practices: classroom processes; (3) individual
practices: classroom cases. Second, we present children’s individual
ability scores and third we present the social network analysis per
classroom. Both ability scores and social network outcomes will
earlier  described

be discussed in relation to the

observational findings.

Observations 1. Shared practices:
classroom identity

Guided by the work of Payne et al. (2020) in this subsection we try
to concretely describe which community norms (Payne et al., 2020:36
- the example of Ms. Luz and Angelica) and shared practices are most
important in each classroom. We explicate these norms in three
keywords per classroom. These words form an important analytical
tool in pinpointing the classroom identity in relationship to the
empathic processes and interactions per classroom.

Classroom 1

In Classroom 1 (Cl.1), it was important to give the right answer
— “I know, I know I know” —, whether it was a mathematics-related
question or a social behavior-related question. Children tended to
competitively discuss their answers with each other and the teacher.
One day during a change-over between two subjects — which requires
changing places, using other books, etc. — was taking too much time
and the teacher asked the class whether and how they could speed up
the process next time. Different ideas were brought up by the children
and eventually the ‘kudos system’ (Dutch: ‘pluimensysteem’) was
chosen: the first subgroup (the class was divided into 7 subgroups) to
be ready for the next subject would receive a ‘kudo. Once a group
collected five ‘kudos’ they would be rewarded, being allowed to choose
a 15-min activity that they like. During the first subsequent change-
over, the competitive drive of the children immediately guided their
behavior: everyone within the subgroup helped each other to prepare
as fast as possible and when the fastest group received a ‘kudo’ they
celebrated loudly: “Yeahhh we are the champions!!.” Interestingly, the
children came up with the kudos system’ themselves, which implies
that they knew how important being the best/fastest/highest was for
them. Three keywords for CL1: competition, punishment/reward,
performance.

Classroom 2

In Classroom 2 (Cl.2), the children invited the researcher to join
in their play, made compliments about the researcher’s clothes — “Miss,
I really like your shirt” — as they would do to their peers - “Wow I love
your new hair cut” -, and were quite open in sharing their thoughts
and feelings. The enthusiasm with which they approached the
researcher as an adult and the character of their games sometimes gave
the impression that they were younger than their peers in Classrooms
1 and 3 (which was not the case). Moreover, the tendency to give
compliments rather than to make a sarcastic joke about someone’s
clothes (Cl.3) or only give compliments to your friends (Cl.1 and Cl.3)
gave a different feel to the classroom dynamics. Additionally, the
teacher in Cl.2 had a different position in the classroom interaction
compared to the other teachers: he came across as not so much an
equal partner in dialog (Cl.1) or a potential power rival (CL.3), but a
good-hearted authority whom they respected, immediately listened to

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.952786
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Roerig et al.

and with whom they shared their weekend stories. Three keywords for
Cl.2: being nice, team spirit, enthusiasm/naivety.

Classroom 3
Classroom 3 (Cl.3) field note:

If T were to describe this classroom, I would say it is a snowy
landscape. Fickle - you can lose your way or be severely injured.
You can become buried in avalanches of words and jokes. But, if
the sun comes out, it is the most beautiful place.

In Cl.3 often the peer-to-peer and the child-teacher interactions
resembled avalanches: a child or the teacher would say something,
someone else would respond, and immediately someone else would
react to that response, and so on. During these interactions, power
dynamics played an important role: the children who joined in the
conversation often attempted to make the funniest, loudest or most
shocking remark. This resulted in a certain flow of negative, sarcastic
or harsh remarks at the cost of someone in the classroom. Below, is an
illustrative conversation between two boys:

« Yassin*": “You think you are a king, acting all tough’
» Marouan: ‘You are such a drama queen’
« Yassin: ‘Shut up you Moroccan.

However, the direct and outspoken responses could also be warm
and concerned, which occurs, for example, when Issrae did not come
back after school holidays, because her mother — without telling
anyone - had decided to stay permanently abroad. In the one-on-one
conversations between the researcher and both ‘the quiet’ and ‘the
loud; this warmth also predominated. Three keywords for CL.3: power
position/ status, competition, acting tough/two faces.

Observations 2. Empathic practices:
classroom processes

In the description of the classrooms there were three themes that
were of significant influence of the empathy-related processes in the
classroom: (1) ingroup versus outgroup, (2) adult rules versus child
rules, (3) the negative versus the positive. The differences between the
classrooms in relation to these three themes seemed crucial for the
different community empathic abilities that were observed when
we compare the classrooms on empathy-related processes.

Ingroup versus outgroup?

In CLI, there were continuous processes of inclusion and
exclusion in the ingroups, which affected empathic behaviors,
especially among the girls. This can be exemplified by two situations:

1 *All of the names of the children have been changed to protect the privacy
of our participants.

2 In the current paper, ‘ingroups’ means: the peers who are considered to
be friends; means:

‘outgroups’ the peers who are considered to

be everybody else.
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1. During physical education: Inge, who is not so popular, falls
and starts crying. She is clearly ignored by all children except
for Marianne (her best friend), who pats her on the back.

2. In the changing room (before physical education): Zoé asks
Bente: ‘Ts Julia still with the blondies?’ There are two groups,
the blondes and the brunettes — a subdivision within an
ingroup of girls. A short discussion between four girls who are
obviously in follows, and the answer is ‘Yes, Julia is “in”. A little
later, the same girls are playing football outside. The rule is that
only four people can join a team. It turns out that Julia has to
leave. She walks away, angry, disappointed and with outrage on
her face she shouts: T will never join you again’

The processes of inclusion and exclusion influenced the way the
girls treated each other in certain situations and whether they did or did
not express care, comfort or understanding. There were even envelopes
with notes about other classmates that circulated among several
ingroups, dividing subgroups within larger ingroups. For an outsider,
this may appear quite complex, but the girls themselves seemed to know
how to adapt their empathic expressions to who was ‘in’ or ‘out’ in that
particular context. Generally, boys and girls tended to be in each other’s
outgroup. In contrast to the strong and continuous ingroup- and
outgroup dynamics in CL1, Cl.2 generally operated as one group of
individuals. Although friendship ingroups- and outgroups, gender
divisions and social exclusion were present, configurations of children
who played together changed from day to day and just as often
depended on the type of game that was played as on who was playing
the game. Again two situations illustrate this finding.

1. In the classroom: All of the children listen attentively to the talk
that Yvonne gives on her favorite sport, judo. When Yvonne
shows some moves on the judo mat she brought along, she
needs a volunteer. Marc spontaneously pitches in to help her.
Some boys joke about the girl-boy situation that appears when
Marc puts on the judo kit that Yvonne brought along, but Marc
does not seem to care and takes his volunteer role very
seriously. The rest of the classroom ignores this possible
girl-boy ‘thing’ and remains interested and Yvonne is given a
high grade and generally receives positive responses from
the classroom.

2. At the playground: A mixed group of boys and girls are playing
the game ‘kiss for a bliss. Hiske quits the game because she does
not feel like playing anymore and feels some boys are acting
childish. She realizes, however, that Christiaan, who is apparently
in love with her, might think that she quit because of him. She
shares her concerns with me and tells me that she is not in love
with him but she also does not want to hurt him. Christiaan stops
playing the game as well and indeed looks a bit disappointed.
He sits near the sandpit for a while, and Tom comes over to him
with a serious face and asks: ... Whats the matter? ... Are
you heartbroken?” Christiaan denies this and says that he lost
something in the sandpit and was looking for it. Tom then leaves
it at that and asks Christiaan to join in another game.

In Cl.2 the existence and dynamics of the different in- and
out-groups did not constantly define their empathic expressions.
Hiske, a non-friend and a different gender, showed empathic concern
for Christiaan, as did Tom, a friend of the same gender, while Marc
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offers his help pro-socially to Yvonne, a non-friend and of a different
gender. Generally, creating groups seemed an organic process, in
which the children took responsibility not to show antipathy or
disappointment when put into the same group as someone who might
not belong to their ingroup. In CL3, there was some alternation
between exclusively showing empathy toward the ingroup -
resembling Cl.1 - and showing empathy toward children in the
classroom who are outside their particular ingroup - resembling Cl.2.
An additional outgroup that is apparent in Cl.3 is the group of teachers
and/or adults. CL3 does show struggles between children and
subgroups are part of the classroom structure, however there are
multiple moments during the observations in which the group acts as
a whole against the adult power or adult rules. In the following two
subsections this will be discusses.

Adult rules versus child rules

In Cl.2, the tendency was to stick with the social rules that the
teacher had set: to have respect for the teacher and your peers, be nice
to one another, encourage each other and help each other. Of course,
there were exceptions (e.g., when there was another teacher or an
individual child had a bad day), but generally the children agreed with
the set rules. A different pattern of incorporating the social rules was
seen in CL1. Although the social rule to ‘Consider other people’s
feelings and talk about it if necessary, even when you find this difficult’
was clearly articulated by the teacher and in word agreed upon by the
children, they were exhibited far less in acts by the children in the
teacher’s absence. The following conversation is illustrative:

« Nynke handed a list of ‘bullies’ to the teacher and the teacher
discussed the matter with the classroom.

o Coen: Yes, but it was only meant as a joke ... [he thinks before
finishing his sentence] but it didn’t feel like a joke to her’ (this
reflects a teacher ‘rule’: something can feel different for the
other person).

o Teacher: ‘But if you recognize this and notice that Nynke feels
bad about it, why don’t you quit and tell the others: “Guys let’s not
do this™?

« Steven: ‘T know why. They [classmates] will then attack or bully
Coen because he is protecting Nynke. Everyone responds to each
other all the time’

o Teacher: Yes, that is exactly the problem.

The excerpt shows how the children do seem to have an
understanding of how the dynamics work: people are hurt in their
constant reactions to each other, and it would be ideal to consider the
feelings of other classmates. The way in which Bente claims her
innocence by saying she was not on the ‘bully-list’ exemplifies how this
classroom struggles with the discrepancies between ideal behavior
according to the teacher’s (adult) empathic and social rules and the
children’s real behavior according to their own empathic and social
rules on the peer level. The discrepancy or struggle between knowing
and doing in social interactions is accurately summarized by the
teacher’s remark after a bully incident: ‘You either do not remember
our social rules or you refuse to behave accordingly’ In Cl.3, the
children demonstrated an understanding of what the teacher wanted
and regularly complied with the teacher’s ‘social wishes’; however, they
also followed their own rules. In some cases, the classroom and
teacher’s rules matched; for example, when someone was bullied or
yelled at, it was quite common for another child to intervene, with
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remarks such as: ‘Stop it, that is not funny, stop!” However, in other
cases, the classroom and teacher’s rules did not match; for example,
the peer-to-peer rule to Not cry’ was opposed to the teacher’s
encouragement to share sad feelings. The mismatch between teacher
and classroom rules and ideas about what was ‘normal’ seemed related
to either the difference in cultural background between the children
(mainly from Moroccan-Dutch and Turkish-Dutch descent, combined
with a Muslim background) and the teachers (both from a Dutch
background) and the difference in school-rules and street based peer-
rules (El Hadioui, 2011; El Hadioui et al., 2019).

The negative versus the positive

While in Cl.2, a common remark would be: ‘Nice jacket, new
one?’” (out in the open and positive), in Cl.3, a clearly sarcastic tone
was apparent, for example, ‘Niceee shoes, not’ (out in the open and
negative), while in Cl.1, a handwritten note about someone in the
outgroup who was wearing weird socks (covert and negative) would
be typical. The positive vs. negative norm influenced empathic
expressions and inferences toward the feelings of others. In Cl.1 it was
seldomly seen that one would overtly show vulnerability or respond
to a classmate that was in pain or sad for example, whereas in Cl.2 this
was much more ‘normal’ In Cl.3, numerous cases of less empathic
expressions were observed: from making a harsh remark followed by
a ‘do not cry’ to loudly laughing at someone who makes a mistake in
a calculation or a sentence in front of the class. However, this way of
openly being negative toward each other, without much consideration
for someone’s feelings, seemed ‘normal’ in Cl.3: the children were used
to this type of communication and often did not seem to be affected
by these types of remarks. The overt expressions to each other, which
could also be positive in certain situations, marked the way the class
interacted. In Cl.2, the pattern of positive encouragement (even when
the ‘other’ did not belong to the ingroup) seemed to stimulate
prosocial behaviors among the class.

Observations 3. Individual practices:
classroom cases

In every classroom there were individual children who stood out
in the observations in relation to empathic expressions, classroom
dynamics and/or prosocial behaviors. Here, we describe the children
who stood out for being isolated or acting prosocial. Later we will
relate these observed classroom positions to measured cognitive
abilities and social network scores.

Being isolated

In CL1, there were three girls and two boys who match this
description. One of the girls (Amy) did have a friend with whom she
occasionally shared her feelings, but otherwise it was hard to tell what
she was thinking. The other two (Inge and Marianne) were often
together and excluded by others. One day Inge was crying — which she
did quite regularly — because her friend Marianne was being bullied.
In her account of the situation, she blamed Bente and Lisanne, two
girls with leadership roles in the classroom. Concerning the boys in
this classroom, two of them, Dylan and Finn, found themselves
regularly excluded from interactive processes within the classroom.
Dylan did not always seem very aware of this, but Finn did. The two
boys cried relatively often and regularly called in sick. One day when
Dylan did not appear at school, it was suggested by the other children
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that ‘He is not really sick, but does not want to come to school In Cl.2,
a girl, Hanne, and a boy, Lars, were also excluded from social
classroom processes to some extent. Hanne often interacted with the
researcher rather than with other children and Lars often played alone
during school breaks. Both occasionally made remarks in classroom
discussions that showed a lack of sensitivity, either in being too loud,
not topic related or already mentioned by someone else. Additionally,
one of the girls, Maya, exhibited behavior that was slightly similar to
Amy from CL1 - she did not appear to express her feelings toward
others very often and only shared some observable thoughts and
feelings with one or two friends. In CL.3, two girls, Ozge and Nazmiye,
and one boy, Asaf, were often excluded - or excluded themselves —
from social processes. Another boy, Hamid, did not always appear to
understand the social interactions that were going on. Similar to
Hanne (CL.2) and Marianne (CL.1), Ozge showed a preference for
interacting with the researcher rather than interacting with her
classmates. This was not well received by the other children. Both
Ozge and Nazmiye decided to not participate in the class summer
camp, despite the teacher’s attempts to include them.

Acting prosocial

In two cases, the children who had an exemplary role in social
interactions also - in their own way - showed prosocial behavior.
Marouan, a boy in CL3, tended to support children who were not as
articulate or who were yelled at, while Lieke, one of the girls in Cl.2,
was often involved in helping other children, showing her own
emotions, verbally and non-verbally responding to other children’s
feelings and emotions, and reflecting on her own actions in terms of
whether these were nice to other children or not (and then
apologizing). Additionally, in Classrooms 1 and 3 there were two girls
(Zoé and Marieke in Cl.1, Alisa and Chaimae in Cl.3) and one boy
(Daniel in Cl.1, Marouan in Cl.3) who helped, comforted, mediated
and/or included other children despite the general tendency of the
classroom to, respectively, exclude (Cl.1) or overshadow (Cl.3) other
children on a regular basis. Zoé, for example, was observed helping a
classmate who was sad because a mathematics exercise was not going
well. Daniel mediated during a group reading exercise that almost
degenerated into a fight and told the other three boys to ‘Leave it’ and
‘Let the other person go, while he put the books back in their original
place. Interestingly, Lisanne and Bente (see above) did show sensitivity
toward exposed feelings from girls within their ingroup and also
actively helped and comforted their ingroup peers; however, outside
the ingroup, this prosocial behavior was observed far less often.

Individual abilities: numbers and
observations

Classroom distribution

Children’s individual abilities were analysed and mapped by
computing z-scores for the three classrooms as a whole (see Methods
- Data Analytical Approach). The distribution of these z-scores,
indicated a minority of high and low scoring’ children were identified

3 The low or high scorers were individuals whose standard deviations were

below or above 1 on multiple tasks, respectively. The tasks used were: RME,
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in every classroom. This means that generally the distribution of
ability scores is not strikingly different between the classrooms.

Individual high- and low-scorers

Based on the computed z-scores we subsequently computed and
found low and high scorers in our overall sample. To integrate the
ability scores and observational findings on an individual level,
we examined whether children who had relatively high and low
individual ability scores also stood out in the observational findings.
It became apparent that there were both matches and mismatches
between individual high and low scorers and their more or less
empathic behaviors as observed within the classroom.

From the children who were described as ‘being isolated’, the
majority had a relatively low score. However, there were also
children who were not observed as ‘being isolated’ but still had a
low score. Quirine (Cl.1), for example, was one of the low scorers
who was regularly mentioned in social interactions, she had
friends who stood up for her and she also exhibited empathic
insights in group situations; for example, she allowed another
child to tag her when she realized the child had been a catcher for
a long time. What characterized Quirine was her imperturbability:
she would go her own way and did not seem to be overly distracted
by what other’s thought about her, which might be partially
explained by her relatively weak empathic ability score.
Interestingly, there were also children who were observed and
described as ‘being isolated, but who did not have low ability
scores. The fact that Ozge (Cl.3) and Marianne (CL.1) did not
belong to the low scorers, while their ‘isolated partners, Nazmiye
(CL.3) and Inge (Cl.1) did, suggests that low ability does not always
co-occur with social isolation. Another intriguing finding is that
the observed reclusiveness of Amy in Cl.1 seemed unrelated to a
relatively low ability, while a similar observed reclusiveness of
Maya in Cl.2 did correspond with a relatively low ability score.
We found that 6 out of 10 high scorers were observed and
described as ‘being prosocial. Again, the integrated findings
revealed a nuanced picture about what it means to be a high scorer.
In Cl.1, for example, the four high scorers can clearly not all be put
into the same category. While Daniel’s and Zo€’s prosocial behavior
and Lisanne’s ambivalent mix of understanding and helping her
ingroup peers and manipulating and bullying her outgroup peers
was already evident in the observational findings (see above),
Floor’s behavior was much less apparent. Floor’s observed
behaviors could be characterized as friendly but calm, not that
expressive and going with the flow. In the rough data, there are
descriptions of her being ‘helpful” and ‘chatty’, but this was far less
noticeable than in the cases of Zoé and Daniel. A similar point can
be made about Benno in Cl.2, who was calm, friendly and helpful
when needed, but in no way remarkably present in empathic
interactions or prosocial actions. Interestingly, there were children
in Classrooms 1 and 2 whose prosocial/helping/expressive
empathy behavior was far more visible than Floor’s and Benno’s,
but whose ability scores were not as high. Clearly, there is not a
single type of ‘high scorer’ which was also found to apply to Cl.3.

LEAS-C, HIFDS.
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Individual abilities and community abilities

Interestingly, in CL1, some children with average to good ability
scores were excluded from the social interactions and empathic
processes in the classroom, while in Cl.2, only a few children who had
low ability scores were sometimes socially excluded. Moreover, in some
cases, an individual’s ability score was relatively high or low but this did
not directly relate to more or less empathic behaviors, respectively, as
observed in the classroom. This relation between being a low or high
scorer and standing out in the observations (or vice versa) was much
higher in Classrooms 1 and 3 compared to Cl.2. In Cl.1, 75% of low
scorers and 75% of high scorers were also observed as either ‘isolated’
or ‘prosocial’; in Cl.2, 60% of the low scorers and 0% of the high scorers
were mentioned as ‘isolated’” or ‘prosocial, respectively; and in Cl.3,
100% of the low scorers and 60% of the high scorers were mentioned.
A possible explanation for the unique position of Cl.2 can be that the
strong community ability to take care of each other and be positive
toward one another makes prosocial behavior the norm. Children who
act prosocial do not stand out, since it is a community ability. The
community ability overrules the individual ability except for the
‘outliers’ whose individual ability developmentally differ from their
peers in the same age group thus. In this type of classroom childrens
individual abilities matter less, since the driving force behind
expressions of empathy is the community ability.

Social network analysis: numbers and
observations

In the social network analysis (Table 1), we compared the
classrooms to each other and obtained some valuable information
about how to perceive the contexts of the various classrooms.

The significant differences between the classrooms were
striking particularly in the dislike- and the help-network Moreover,
the effect sizes turned out to be medium-large which confirms a
relevant (besides the already presented significance) difference in
social network composition between the classrooms. Cl.1 stands
out in comparison to the other two classrooms: there were relatively
more dislikes, and relatively fewer reported help requests, which
means that the frequency of asking and being asked for help is
relatively low in Cl.1. Moreover, the mean score for dislikes
(indegree and outdegree) in Cl.1 was more than twice as high as in
Classrooms 2 and 3. In Cl.1, this could be clearly linked to the
observed ingroup and outgroup dynamics, in combination with a
focus on the negative. Interestingly, the focus on the negative was

TABLE 1 Out=Outdegree (like/dislike/ask for help).
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also present in CL3; however, in this case, it did not seem to
be directly related to disliking others. A possible reason for this is
that the behavior of the children observed by the researcher was
experienced and understood differently by the children themselves.
Children in CL3 may have been used to blunt remarks such as:
‘Shut up you cow!, or perceived these as regular classroom
dynamics that did not directly imply deeper relational problems.
Interestingly, the importance of ingroup vs. outgroup processes in
ClL1 generated a context in which whom to ask was more important
than what to ask. Additionally, we see in Classrooms 1 and 2 that
children who were asked for help were all part of the ‘plusklas),
which means they participated in alternative lessons to remain
cognitively stimulated. Who the children would choose to go to for
help thus seemed related to two observable factors: a willingness to
ask another child based on the relationship; and the perceived
cognitive ability of the other child to help with school work.
Motivations relating to whom to go to and for what reason thus also
clearly differed in each classroom. In summary, part of the social
network results can be directly related to the shared empathic
practices and norms as observed in every classroom. However,
whereas in the observations Cl.2 stood out as compared to Cl.1 and
3, with ClL.2 showing much more overt and positive empathic
practices on group level, here it is CL.1 that stands out showing
significantly more dislikes and less willingness to help. CL3 thus,
seems to have indeed two different faces (see earlier) which we will
come back at in the Discussion section below.

Discussion

The main purpose of this research was to explore how the
combination of the theoretical frameworks and methodological tools
of two disciplines — anthropology and psychology - can provide new
insights on children’s empathy. The key findings of our study came
from the integration of the three levels of investigation - observational
data, psychological tasks and social network data. Main research
questions (RQ) were:

1. How is the child’s individual ability to empathize related to
their empathic expressions as observed in the socio-cultural
environment of their daily school lives?

2. How can the use of social network analysis help us to find
the interplay between empathy as an individual construct
and empathy as part of a classroom community of practice?

CL1 (N =28) CL2 (N =27) CL3 (N =22) ANOVA

Mean SD SD Range SD Range F (df1, df2) P
Likes Out 7.18%13 237 6.26-8.10 8.44 322 7.17-9.27 9.82%1-3 4.73 7.72-11.91 3.57(2,74) 0.03 0.09
Likes In 7.18%13 3.20 5.94-8.42 8.44 2.86 7.31-9.58 9.27%1-3 2.88 8.00-10.55 3.31(2,74) 0.05 0.08
Dislikes Out 6.79%:K1-21-3 4.19 5.16-8.41 2.89%:k1-2 3.02 1.70-4.08 2.05%%!1-3 2.61 0.89-3.02 14.48 (2,74) <0.01 0.28
Dislikes In 6.79%:K1-21-3 3.05 5.60-7.97 2.89%:k1-2 2.59 1.86-3.91 1.95%:%1-3 1.70 1.20-2.71 26.06 (2, 74) <0.01 0.41
Help Out 4.79%12 2.81 3.70-5.87 7.89%!1°2 5.87 5.57-10.21 9.45 5.26 7.12-11.79 6.31(2,74) 0.03 0.15
Help In 47912513 3.00 3.62-5.95 7.89%:k1-2 3.40 6.54-9.23 9.09%!-3 3.62 7.48-10.70 11.47 (2,74) <0.01 0.24

In=Indegree (being disliked/liked/asked for help) for Classroom 1 (CL1), Classroom 2 (Cl.2), and Classroom 3 (Cl.3) post hoc (Bonferroni). *p <0.05, **p <0.01. 1-2 pairwise comparison

Cl1-Cl2, 1-3 pairwise comparison CL1-Cl3.
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Below we answer these research questions in three detailed
subsections. It should be kept in mind that our primary aim at this
point is not to provide generalizable insights on the construct of
empathy in children, but to explore how our multidisciplinary
approach can be applied within this topic and what kind of new
insights this can potentially generate.

RQ 1: rule based prosocial behaviors or
empathy based prosocial behaviors

In our findings there was a discrepancy between the roughly similar
distribution of individual scores between the classrooms and the very
different empathic behaviors and classroom rules. Bethlehem et al.
(2017) pose that empathy is only one of the two possible motivators of
helping others and related prosocial behaviors. The other motivator is
arule based/system based morality (ibid: p 744). Could it be that in the
one classroom, or the one case, prosocial behavior is rule-induced (see
CL.1 and their willingness to follow the ‘rules, but only when the teacher
is there) and in the other it is more empathy-induced (Cl 2. in which
cooperation seemed an inbuilt behavior)? This might explain part of the
discrepancy between empathic ability scores and empathic expressions
and prosocial behaviors in our study. Especially in the age group of our
study (9-12) it is said that autonomy is still developing even far into
adolescence (Wray-Lake et al., 2010), which makes it plausible that
rules that belong to the authority of the teacher can play a substantial
role in behavior. Another possible explanation for the discrepancy may
be that children’s participation in empathic behaviors is based more on
community abilities than on individual abilities.

RQ 1: individual empathic abilities and
collective empathic abilities

In the integration of the observational findings and the individual
ability scores interesting overlap and discrepancy occurred. The general
overlap tells us that most children who had a relative low ability score
also stood out in the observations as ‘isolated’ in some sort of way and
children who were observed as strikingly prosocial had in general more
often a relative high ability score. This overlap shows us how individual
abilities do matter since they indicate a certain position or type of
behavior in the classroom. For social scientists this is important to
consider, it can help them to more relevantly direct their attention
during observational research and to interpret deviant empathic
behavior in terms of processes and abilities. At the same time, marked
differences in empathic behaviors between classrooms could not
be traced back to between classroom differences in average level of
individual abilities. This particular discrepancy that occurred between
classrooms (as opposed to the general overlap) tells us an exciting
additional story. In Cl.2 childrens relative individual ability score had a
markedly smaller effect on the possibility that this child would stand out
as either prosocial (high score) or isolated (low score) than in CL.3 and
1. This finding suggests that the shared practices and the accompanying
community norms (Payne et al., 2020) within the classroom - the
community of practice - can be highly influential on the empathic
expressions and prosocial behaviors that can be observed and even
overrule a certain individual ability score composition of a classroom.
The community ability partly overrules the individual ability. This means
that in each specific classroom children’s individual abilities can matter
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more or less, since a driving force behind expressions of empathy is the
community ability. It is, in the end, the interplay between individual and
community abilities that gives the most complete information.

RQ 2: SNA findings and peer cultures and
school culture

The social network analysis (SNA) showed that it was CL1 that
significantly differed from the other two classrooms in both the dislike-
and the help-network. At first sight this was unexpected. It was CL.2 that
was distinct from Cl.1 and C1.3 in how prosocial behaviors were showed
and how community abilities prevailed over individual abilities. It was
Cl3 that was distinct from CL1 and CL2 as related to SES: the
geographical area and its related income level which was below national
average in Cl3 and above average in Cl1 and Cl.2 and cultural
background was not so diverse and mainly Wester in Cl.1 and Cl.2 and
super diverse and partly non-Western in Cl.3. So how could it be that in
the SNA CL1 significantly differed from the other two Classrooms?. Two
lines of thought are possible to grasp the meaning of this finding. First,
we see in the extensive work of Kyratzis (2004) how she highlights
‘inclusion and power in the peergroup’ (Kyratzis, 2004: 627).
Interestingly, Cl 1 did stand out on these important peer culture
concerns: inclusion/exclusion processes were relatively dominant and
important, there was a lot of gossip talk, teasing and conflict in games
and so called ‘weak boys, and girls (...) were derided by the ringleaders’
(ibid p.635). In Cl 2 the need to power play did not play such a significant
role. In Cl 3 children were not at all short of direct confrontation (ibid
p-632), however the power play was often seen in relation to the teacher’s
role and did not result in a relative high amount of dislikes. This brings
us to an interesting second line of thought: the difference between peer
culture and school culture. It has been suggested that children either feel
motivated to participate in the school culture and climb on the school
ladder or they feel more motivated to participate in the peer culture -
which is related to street culture - and climb on the peer-ladder (EI
Hadioui, 2011; El Hadioui et al., 2019). In Cl 3 climbing on the peer-
culture/street-culture ladder seemed more important and therefore the
conflict was between the school-culture and the peer-culture and not
within the peer culture between various subgroups as in ClL.1. This
between/within-difference might be part of our understanding as to
why in CL3 the willingness to help each other within the peer to peer
interaction was much larger than this same willingness in CL.1.

Implications, limitations and conclusion

By answering the main research questions we hope to have made a
convincing case about the quality and contribution of this interdisciplinary
study to the field of children’s empathy and the context of the classroom.
However, this research also has limitations. First, there will always
be missing information in ‘real-life’ research: the researchers were not in
the classroom every day and there will always be events, discussions and
interactions that are not observed. Second, the psychological tasks tests in
the current research included mainly cognitive empathy tasks whilst the
mapped expressions and behaviors include cognitive empathy and
affective empathy, concern and emotional contagion. Third, in terms of
interpreting and using our quantitative data it would have been better to
have a larger group sample. Due to the setup of this research, in which
we combined our quantitative dataset with long-term observations which
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had an essential role in our exploration of the topic, this was not feasible.
Fourth, the internal consistency of the RME-Child turned out to be low
which has been reported earlier (Van der Meulen etal,, 2017: 2). However,
because we used a combination of measures to assess ability, we believe
this has not had too much impact on the findings. Fifth, we do believe that
gender can be an interesting element in future research on empathic
abilities - both on individual - and community level. In our study it was
beyond the scope of this article and unfortunately the group was too
small. Sixth, we did not include linguistic background of the children
which might have been of influence on both the test results and their
observed social behaviors. Seventh, our focus on the children and their
thoughts meant that we did not directly involve teachers. Interviews with
the teachers would form a rich additional source of information in further
research. Last, but not less important: in combining qualitative and
quantitative measures we had to do justice to the different purposes and
criteria these methodologies can have (Tracy, 2010). Because our primary
goal is exploring integrated insights in daily processes and including valid
and rich qualitative data is essential within this goal, we prioritized
sufficient depth and detail in our data over obtaining a large sample. The
latter would be more suited and feasible if the aim and set-up are primarily
quantitative. Besides limitations, this research also entails some valuable
implications. To begin with, this research demonstrates that combining
theoretical starting points from psychology, education and anthropology
has important added value. It was only in the integration of data, that the
main insights were revealed: the possible influence of rule-based prosocial
behaviors versus empathy based prosocial behaviors, the interplay
between community empathic abilities and individual empathic abilities,
and the role of peer culture and school culture. Future research might
focus on developing a greater understanding of the interplay of the
various factors mentioned. A further aim could be to enhance the
practical use of these insights into empathy to improve social skills
interventions at schools, (Joronen et al.,, 2011; Schonert-Reichl et al.,
2012). As Ramaswamy and Bergin (2009) already specified a decade ago:
‘interventions could be tailored to specific classrooms’ (...). The idea that
a specific classroom has a specific need that is related to a certain dynamic
of (pro)social behaviors is directly echoed in our findings. We conclude
by encouraging researchers to incorporate multiple research methods
within one study and not hesitate to work intensively with researchers in
other disciplines. It may not always be easy as Main et al. (2017) already
predicted, but it is only by combining the strengths of multiple research
fields that we can gain unique and valuable into the how, the when and
the why of complex processes such as children’s empathy.
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