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Many schools view compassion as a core 

value and hope to nurture compassionate 

action within their students and faculty. We see 

evidence of this hope demonstrated in schools’ 

mission statements and operational plans; many 

schools have adopted programs to help situate 

social and emotional skill development as one of 

the key pillars of their institutions.1 Yet, if we don’t 

know how compassion develops as a skill, how 

many opportunities are we missing to cultivate 

compassion in everyday life? If we understand how 

students develop the key social-emotional skills 

needed to enact moral values such as compassion, 

we can construct learning environments that 

bolster those skills and values. 

Compassion is a sense of 

concern for the suffering of others 

and an aspiration to see that 

suffering relieved.2 The generation 

of compassion is dynamic and 

involves both cognitive and 

emotional factors,3 as well as an 

appraisal process.4 In this study, 

by asking students to reflect on 

compassion and describe their 

own experiences, we mapped out 

a common learning pathway that 

many of the students followed 

as they engaged in situations 

that offered an opportunity for 

compassionate action.5 Our 

goal was to understand the 

common processes through 

which young people learn to 

be compassionate,6 so that 

educators can intentionally 

support those learning 

pathways. In addition, we 
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aimed to identify obstacles that were commonly 

encountered when students were learning to be 

compassionate.7 The insights from these children 

are inspiring, and teachers, school leaders, and 

parents stand to benefit from the wisdom and 

guidance they shared.

Our partner school for this study 

was a bilingual English-Spanish 

school in Ecuador that includes a 

preschool, a primary school, and a 

secondary school. The school serves 

primarily native Ecuadorian students 

but also includes students from 

approximately twenty nationalities. 

Most students are from families 

with middle or high socioeconomic 

status. The school uses a program 

that strives to instill six pillars of 

character education: trustworthiness, respect, 

responsibility, fairness, caring, and citizenship.8 

In this study, we used the Biblical story “The 

Prodigal Son”—which focuses on compassion and 

is well known in Ecuadorian culture—as a prompt 

to help students think about different aspects of 

compassion and relate those aspects to their own 

experiences.9 The interview questions explored 

students’ thoughts about and experiences with 

compassion.10 For example: How did each student 

describe their understanding of compassion? 

What led to each student’s decision to take 

compassionate action or not?  How and why did 

each student decide who deserved compassion?11 

Our analysis (Supplement 1)  of the students’ 

responses revealed a map of the most common 

learning pathway in the development of 

compassion, which we have named the Compassion 

Learning Spiral (CLS). This learning pathway was 

shared among most participants, regardless of 
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“If we understand how students 
develop the key social-emotional 
skills needed to enact moral 

values such as compassion, 
we can construct learning 

environments that bolster 
those skills and values.”
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experiences at any 

of the transitional 

stages could stall 

the development 

of compassion as a 

skill and, in some 

cases, decrease 

students’ capacity 

or willingness 

to engage in 

compassionate 

action in the future. 

In this way, experiences at each stage of the CLS 

can either enhance or inhibit the development 

of compassion. 

First Stage: Recognition of Suffering 
The first stage of the CLS is the ability to recognize 

suffering. In our study, this was a prerequisite to 

the generation and expansion of compassion.13 

This stage was directly related to the attention or 

awareness aspect of compassion,14 as well as moral 

decision making, which encodes cues that include 

emotion recognition and attention.15 A 10th-grade 

student provided a thoughtful description of this 

stage in their definition of compassion: 

Always wondering what your friend is doing… 

maybe, watching [a friend], knowing when he 

needs your help, always knowing what to say 

to him. 

This student’s definition of compassion implicitly 

assumed that one must be able to recognize 

suffering to act compassionately by directing their 

attention towards others. Another student defined 

compassion as “when someone is in trouble, and 

you are willing to help.” Similarly, a different student 

described compassion as “when another person 

age and gender 

(Supplement 2). 

The CLS comprises 

four transitional 

stages—recognition 

of suffering, 

evaluation, action, 

and unfolding—

that students 

move through 

when developing 

compassion as 

a skill. The CLS is best viewed as a reiterative 

cycle that students go through continuously and 

expansively as they grow or wane in their capacity 

to enact compassion. 

Compassion Learning Spiral and Its 
Learning Pathway
The four transitional stages in the CLS are: 1) the 

recognition of suffering, 2) evaluation, 3) action, and 

4) unfolding. Each of these four stages displayed 

aspects of cognitive, affective, motivational, 

and attentive processes, which is consistent 

with a multidimensional conceptualization of 

compassion.12 For example, students described 

how they engaged in cognitive processes to 

determine if they needed to take compassionate 

action while simultaneously naming the emotions 

they associated with the individuals they were 

considering helping. 

For most students, the transitional stages 

operated in a self-perpetuating spiral through which 

positive experiences expanded students’ capacity 

for compassion. This growth occurred during all 

four transitional stages, with students experiences 

encouraging complex, empathetic, inclusive, and 

expansive skill development. Likewise, negative 

Figure 1. The Compassion Learning Spiral (CLS). 
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has problems, and you care for and help them.” In 

each of these statements, acting compassionately 

implicitly required recognizing “trouble” or 

“problems.” 

Further, when students were asked to describe 

an experience of giving or receiving compassion, 

many indicated there was recognition of physical 

and/or psychological suffering. For example, one 

student’s compassionate experience began when 

they witnessed a classmate crying because they 

had “fallen and hurt 

themselves” while another 

student’s compassionate 

experience started toward 

a classmate who “got in a 

fight with her parents and 

was lonely and sad.” 

We asked students 

to describe a time when 

they did not act compassionately toward another 

person. In many of these responses, students 

did not recognize the other’s suffering, leading 

them to decide that compassionate action was 

inappropriate for the situation. For example, one 

student said:

I would not have compassion for a criminal 

in jail that does not feel bad or repent for his 

actions… and that thinks that what he did 

was right. 

This student struggled to recognize suffering in the 

absence of remorse. Another student insightfully 

discussed how their own suffering could be a barrier 

to the recognition of suffering in others and could 

inhibit their ability to take compassionate action:

Obviously in some cases you feel more 

compassion than in others.... When I have a lot 

of my own problems, I’m just thinking of me. 

“… the ability to recognize suffering … 
was a prerequisite to the generation 
and expansion of compassion.”
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connecting with the other’s distress, and tolerating 

uncomfortable feelings in response to the suffering 

individual.17 While some evaluation processes can 

lead to compassionate action, others may 

lead to non-compassionate action.

I’m not able to think of showing compassion to 

others while I am suffering.

This highlights that a student’s ability to direct 

cognitive, affective, and motivational capacities 

toward the recognition 

of suffering is a 

prerequisite for 

the generation of 

compassionate action. 

In fact, in many of the 

examples of non-

compassionate action 

in our study, there was 

a lack of recognition 

of suffering.

It may be particularly important to cultivate the 

recognition of suffering in students from relatively 

higher socioeconomic status. Previous studies 

found that students from higher socioeconomic 

backgrounds underestimate distress and 

suffering more frequently and present lower 

levels of dispositional compassion than those 

from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.16 We 

need to explore how we can support all students 

to become more sensitive to suffering. 

Second Stage: Evaluation
The second stage of the CLS, Evaluation, describes 

the set of appraisal processes individuals undergo  

after they recognize suffering. In this stage, 

students analyzed the situation of the individual 

who was suffering and decided whether or 

not compassionate action was appropriate. 

This transitional stage relates to three 

elements of compassion: understanding 

the universality of suffering in human 

experience, feeling empathy for 

the individual who is suffering or 
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A compassionate experience is 
influenced by an individual’s 
appraisal of the costs and benefits  
to the self.

“
”
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person able to cope with the situation without 

considerable costs?19

In our interviews, several students described 

assessing whether or not it was safe to intervene 

in certain situations. This type of evaluation 

informed their choice of compassionate or non-

compassionate action. When asked to think of a 

situation when they would not have compassion for 

someone, a 10th-grade student responded:

If I’m walking on the street and I see someone 

that looks like a thief or something, I would not 

help them. I would just go, to protect myself.

We asked a 7th-grade student to recall a situation 

when someone they did not know was crying or 

was suffering. The student responded: 

I just felt sorry for them, but they could be 

dangerous. Someone could try to steal from 

you if you try to help them.

In these cases, the students evaluated the 

given situation and determined that the 

cost of compassionate action might be too 

high; they chose not to take compassionate 

action since these situations might pose 

a danger to themselves. Compassion 

increases when a person feels 

they have the material and 

psychological resources 

to cope with the given 

situation without 

significant costs to 

the self.20 

There 

were also 

A compassionate experience is influenced by 

an individual’s appraisal of the costs and benefits 

to the self.18 There are three considerations within 

the appraisal process: How relevant is 

the suffering person to us and 

our goals or ideals? Does 

the person deserve the 

negative outcome? 

And finally, is the 
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instances in which students evaluated the level of 

proximity or similarity that they perceived between 

themselves and others. For example, when a 

10th-grade student was asked if they would react 

differently if the person suffering was a friend 

or family member rather than a stranger, the 

student responded:

If it was a family member or someone close to 

me, then I would definitely go [help], no doubt.

Here, the student’s 

evaluation of 

closeness to the 

suffering person 

is a factor in their 

willingness to 

provide help.  

On the other 

hand, another 10th-

grade student was 

asked whether they 

would show more compassion toward someone 

who is from the same country than to someone who 

is from a different country. The student explained:

No, because they are the same —not the same 

people, but… they are people! You should 

help them. Not because they are from your 

country .… They’re still humans .… You’re 

helping society; you’re helping other people. 

You’re helping everyone that’s there, not 

discriminating against other people.

This student’s response illustrated an evaluation 

made by someone whose capacity for compassion 

has expanded to be more inclusive and universal. 

This expansion reflects a recognition of their shared 

humanity, which in turn allows this student to 

be compassionate.21 

…not knowing the person who 
is suffering can elicit non-
compassionate responses such as not 
reaching out, feeling sorrow without 
taking action, and admitting to not 
caring about the other.”

“
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Whether or not the sufferer was believed to 

have good character or to have deserved their 

situation also informed the compassionate action 

of the students in this study.22 For example, when a 

10th-grade student was asked why the father in the 

Biblical story showed compassion toward the son 

who returned home, the student suggested: 

Maybe because he [the son] came ashamed 

and he [the father] was happy to see him back 

and they could try again. 

This student believed that if the son felt ashamed, 

then he was deserving of compassion. 

A 4th-grade student was asked how they decided 

who deserved compassion and who did not. The 

student offered evidence that there was some type 

of appraisal mechanism at work, stating:

You see their character and see if they 

are ashamed. 

The same student was then asked if there was 

anything that someone could do to not deserve 

compassion. The student responded: 

For example a robber that doesn’t feel 

ashamed, doesn’t deserve compassion. 

This student’s response reflects how an evaluation 

of whether or not the suffering person seemed 

to deserve their situation can serve as a guiding 

variable in the consideration of whether or not to 

act compassionately. 

These examples also highlight an integral 

characteristic of the CLS: the transitional stages 

inform one another and are ultimately inseparable 

from one another. Accordingly, the evaluation 

stage has an effect on the next transitional phase, 

which is action. For example, when a 10th-grade 

student was asked what they did when they saw 

In the evaluation stage, students frequently 

cited unfamiliarity or not knowing the suffering 

individual as justification for non-compassionate 

action. For instance, a 10th-grader was asked, “Can 

you remember a situation when someone who 

you didn’t know was crying or was suffering?” The 

student responded:

Many times, I’ve seen people who were crying 

who I didn’t know or have never seen before. 

And obviously, something in me says “poor 

them.” And I will wish them the best, but it’s 

not like I will reach out to them or ask them if 

they need anything. 

In another interview, a 10th-grader was asked why 

they thought it was hard to be compassionate 

toward people they didn’t know, the student replied: 

Because you don’t feel as identified with 

them as someone you know or are related to. 

You just don’t feel that sorry for them. Maybe 

because you don’t talk to them that much, you 

maybe don’t know his or her situation. 

In another interview, a 7th-grader was asked why 

they would react differently to a stranger than to a 

friend or family member. The student stated: 

I am not sure, probably because when you 

don’t know him, you really don’t know the 

situation, so you really don’t care for him; as 

a person you try to know if this person needs 

anything, but you really don’t put effort [in] 

because he is not someone you know.  

These three responses suggest that not knowing 

the person who is suffering can elicit non-

compassionate responses such as not reaching out, 

feeling sorrow without taking action, and admitting 

to not caring about the other. 
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Third Stage: Action 
Action—the third stage of the CLS—occurs after 

individuals recognize suffering and evaluate the 

given situation. In this study, we categorized any 

action as compassionate if the students said the 

goal of the action was to comfort or relieve suffering 

within the self or others. This compassionate 

action involved delegating attentive, cognitive, 

affective, motivational processes to relieve 

suffering. Similarly, we categorized an action as 

non-compassionate if the goal was not to comfort 

or relieve the suffering within the self or others. 

Therefore, not taking any action in response to 

suffering was labeled as non-compassionate. 

A 7th-grade student described taking action 

to relieve suffering, providing an illustration of 

compassionate action:

I was on vacation, and I saw a little boy who 

was lost. He couldn’t find his parents. And 

I remember the first time I got lost, it was 

very frustrating, and the only thing I wanted 

was for someone to help me, to tell me that 

everything was all right. But no one came and 

helped. So when I saw the little boy crying, I 

saw myself. Maybe he was feeling the same 

way I felt, so why not help him? I grabbed 

his hand. He was maybe six or seven. I told 

him things would get better, there was hope, 

that everything was all right, and eventually 

we would be found. We sat down on 

the bench together.

This student identified with the experience 

of the little boy during their evaluation of 

the situation and connected it to their own 

experiences of suffering. 

Failure to connect with another person 

and understand their perspective can lead to 

someone they didn’t know who was suffering, the 

student answered:

I just saw him and didn’t know what to do … 

because he was like a random person in the 

street crying.… I didn’t know who he was. He 

was probably faking, so I didn’t do anything. I 

don’t know.…

In this example, the initial recognition of suffering 

was offset by an evaluation that the suffering lacked 

authenticity, resulting in a choice not to take a 

compassionate action.
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cognitive, or active orientation toward relieving the 

suffering of others among the students in our study. 

Fourth Stage: Unfolding
The immediate or long-term consequences that 

resulted from the first three stages of CLS lead to 

unfolding, the last of the four transitional stages. 

Unfolding refers to the impact of the compassionate 

action (or inaction, or non-compassionate action) 

on the students in the study.

The 7th-grader who acted compassionately in 

the above example demonstrated the unfolding 

transitional stage in 

their final comments. 

They stated:

After we sat down on 

the bench together, 

the boy stopped 

crying. We shared a little about ourselves. We 

laughed. It was very nice.

Unfolding includes all the perceived positive 

and negative impacts from the action on the self 

or others. It also includes the lessons that an 

individual takes away throughout the recognition, 

evaluation, and action stages of the CLS. Sometimes 

when people attempt to act compassionately, it 

doesn’t go well. How do they process that, and 

how does that present an obstacle to their future 

actions? Most students in our study described an 

unfolding of positive consequences after performing 

compassionate actions. 

For example, one student described a situation 

with a peer, recalling:

She was crying and I [asked]: What’s wrong 

with you? Then I helped [her]. She hugged me 

and now we are really close friends.

non-compassionate action. A 7th-grade student 

recognized a homeless man’s suffering, but during 

the evaluation process the student determined that 

man was not deserving of compassionate action. 

When asked, “Can you think of a situation where it is 

okay to be non-compassionate towards someone?,” 

the student replied:

Like maybe when people are not who you think 

they are. When I was in Europe there were 

many poor people, and I was sad for them. I 

saw this guy asking for money and everybody 

around me was 

like no, no don’t do 

it. But I was like, 

oh that is so sad, 

so I kept looking 

at him. But, when 

nobody was with 

him in the street, he took out a cigarette and 

started smoking. I was like whoa, that’s not 

what I thought he was like, he has money to 

buy cigarettes, it’s his own fault he is poor. So 

I didn’t have compassion for him or help him 

out, and I didn’t feel bad about it.

Many students offered very specific conditions in 

which they believed it was acceptable for them to 

not take compassionate action. This evaluation 

led the students to choose either inaction or non-

compassionate action in which they did not seek to 

comfort or relieve the other’s suffering. 

Inaction can stall or even halt progression 

through the CLS cycle, effectively narrowing 

the situations and circumstances in which an 

individual can develop compassion as a skill. 

Non-compassionate action rarely engendered a 

more expansive motivational, attentive, affective, 

Unfolding includes all the perceived 
positive and negative impacts of the 
action on the self or others. 
“

”
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When I fight with my brothers, I [will] talk to 

them, I say I’m sorry. To my parents also, I try 

to apologize. 

Finally, a 7th-grade student mentioned:

One time, I got in a big fight with all of my 

friends. I was mean to them. That’s why I felt 

bad. I decided to change. See my errors, learn 

how to change, how I need to be.

In this student’s experience, unfolding led to an 

increased motivation to be compassionate, even 

when the student had originally chosen non-

compassionate action.

Students in our study also mentioned how an 

undesirable unfolding can diminish the generation 

of compassion toward others in future situations. 

For example, one student said:

If I had previously helped or tried [to help 

someone], and that person wasn’t nice when 

I tried to help her, then I wouldn’t give it 

another try. 

When another student was asked, “How do you 

decide who deserves care and compassion and who 

does not?” they responded:

I think everybody does [deserve compassion] 

until they do something to prove they don’t. 

Some students suggested that negative unfoldings 

did not always impede future opportunities 

for compassionate action. For example, one 

student shared:

Parents, such close family, will always love 

you, no matter how evil or bad you’ve become. 

A mother or father would never like to see his 

son being judged in the wrong way, or not 

being shown compassion. 

In this case, the student described the unfolding 

by naming the physical sign of affection that was 

shared and the gain of a friendship. Another student 

shared an emotional consequence after helping 

a classmate:

I felt happy because I know the person 

appreciated what I did. 

Students also mentioned that they expected specific 

outcomes as a result of taking compassionate action. 

Highlighting how unfolding can impact the affective, 

motivational, action, and cognitive components of 

compassion, one student explained:

Everyone deserves love or compassion. If 

you do that, you feel good with yourself. It’s 

helping you; it’s helping the one who needs the 

care, and you feel good with yourself. 

Unpleasant unfoldings could also increase a 

student’s motivation to engage in compassionate 

action in the future. This was most prominent when 

students described situations in which they felt their 

behavior was not appropriate. For example, one 

student shared:

Many times I lied to my parents. I did 

something I didn’t tell them or told them 

something else. [Then] I felt ashamed, I felt 

bad for myself, and thought that I shouldn’t 

have done it. 

A 4th-grade student stated:

When I raise my voice to my parents, [or] when 

I fight with my brothers, [or] when I just do 

something that I wasn’t supposed to, [then] I 

feel badly and do not want to do that again.

The same student explained how this unfolding 

determined their actions afterwards:
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It is worth noting that students referenced 

this type of unconditional compassion only 

when referring to the parent-child relationship. 

Together, these statements illustrate how unfolding 

conditions can either compromise or promote the 

development of compassion.

Practical Applications
A better understanding of the different stages of 

the CLS enables us to draw a clearer picture of 

how compassion develops. The table 

on the following page includes a few 

concrete ways that educators and 

families can put the CLS to use in 

young people’s everyday 

experience to help them 

develop compassion.
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SHARED UNDERSTANDING 

Bring everyone on board. Introduce faculty, staff, and caregivers to the 

stages of the CLS and invite them to reflect together. When all members 

of a school community work together, using a common language and 

a shared understanding of compassion, there is a greater chance of 

initiatives succeeding.

PRACTICE AND REFLECTION

Look outside the classroom. Opportunities for students to practice and 

reflect on compassionate action can happen throughout the day in the 

halls, cafeteria, stairwells, at home, and in other public places.

CULTIVATING AWARENESS

Invite students to become better at recognizing suffering by engaging in 

daily journaling, with the goal of becoming more attuned to recognizing 

suffering. Encourage students to name the emotions involved—their 

own and others’—through direct feedback.

EXAMINING COMPLEXITY

Emphasize learning moments where choices to act are difficult to make. 

Use dilemmas and case studies to practice the evaluation stage of the 

CLS with students in a low-risk format.

GROUP EXPLORATION

Expose students to various fictional and nonfictional stories with 

characters who take compassionate actions or refrain from doing so. 

Engage students in examining how events in these stories unfolded and 

encourage them to reflect on how they might act in similar situations.   

MODELING

Model compassion directly. Seek out opportunities to practice 

compassion yourself and share the triumphs and failures that you 

yourself have experienced when engaging in the CLS. This can help 

normalize and cultivate the development of skills like compassion in 

students’ everyday lives and can underline the need for consistent 

practice and reflection.

D E V E L O P I N G  C O M P A S S I O N
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We explored the relationships among each 

code and mapped them to identify potential 

learning pathways. In this analysis, we looked 

for the stages and barriers that the students 

experienced as they reflected on compassionate 

action and related it to their own lives. The results 

of this step of the data analysis uncovered a 

progression through the codes, which resembled 

transitional stages that corresponded with the 

students’ recollections of their compassionate or 

non-compassionate experiences.25

Supplement 2
We conducted this study in a particular school 

setting within a specific cultural context. The 

findings may therefore have limited generalizability 

to other contexts. Furthermore, the prompt that 

was used for the interviews, “The Prodigal Son,” 

introduces certain Christian values and biases about 

the nature of compassion that could have influenced 

student responses. Still, since the CLS is informed by 

previous research,26 as well as by the results of this 

study, we hypothesize it may have relevance in other 

contexts as well. 

Further research is needed to explore the CLS in 

different contexts. Moreover, students often follow 

different learning pathways depending on various 

factors.27 While we did not find different learning 

pathways based on age or gender in this study, it is 

possible that the learning pathways of students in 

other contexts vary based on these or other 

characteristics.28 We encourage further research into 

how the learning pathways students follow in the 

development of compassion may vary based on 

various factors in different contexts.  

Supplement 1
We analyzed the students’ interviews using 

grounded theory with inductive, iterative, and 

comparative methods23 by using an emic (bottom-

up), and then etic (top-down, theory-based) coding 

process.24 In order to establish inter-rater agreement 

and reliability, each member of the coding team first 

independently listened to the audio recording while 

taking note of the trends and their impressions 

on a written transcript of the interviews. Next, we 

discussed each observation, identified common 

trends, and constructed several different ways to 

categorize the trends into codes. These discussions 

were audio-recorded. 

After reviewing all the interview recordings and 

transcripts, we arrived at an emic coding structure 

that best reflected the most common conceptual 

trends that emerged from each interview. Each 

conceptual trend within the coding structure that 

emerged from these discussions had aspects of 

attentive, cognitive, affective, and motivational 

processes, aligning with the multidimensional 

definition of compassion. In other words, one could 

not singularly define a theme as cognitive, affective, 

motivational, or attentive; the four processes 

appeared to be interwoven into each theme and 

dependent on one another. 

The results of each emic coding session were 

summarized in a memo. Each memo included 

a general overview of the student, descriptions 

and examples of the potential codes observed, 

and counterexamples. Once all the emic coding 

themes were identified, they were listed in a 

codebook. We then carried out etic analysis of 

the interviews to settle on a final list of codes. 
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5.	 In this study, we followed the Research Schools 
International model, in which researchers carry out school-
based research with direct practical relevance. Researchers 
from Harvard Graduate School of Education and 
Universidad San Francisco de Quito partnered with a school 
in Ecuador. To learn more about the Research Schools 
model, visit Research Schools International’s website at 
www.researchschoolsinternational.org. 

6.	 All participants were bilingual students (n=60) who had 
been at the school since three or four years of age. Among 
students who met those criteria, we randomly selected 
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