
Reading Literature Builds Empathy  
 

Educators and researchers have been claiming that reading literature 
leads to more empathetic learners. Empathy refers to the ability to 
sense other people’s emotions and the ability to imagine what others 
are thinking and feeling.  
 
When people have a high degree of empathy they are more likely to 
help others in need, less likely to participate in bullying behaviors, and 
more likely to maintain strong relationships.  Empathy also reduces 
prejudices and racism and helps promote healthy work and social 
environments.   
 
One study from Scientific America interviewed approximately 40 
students about their feelings towards immigrants in a region known for 
its negative sentiments.  They recorded the students’ responses and 
noted that the majority of their answers fell in line with those negative 
ideas.  After reading excerpts from Harry Potter that pertained to 
moments of empathy - the students’ feelings towards immigrants 
significantly improved. These types of studies have been duplicated 
with students and adults of all ages with similar results.  
 
So often we talk about the benefits of reading - increasing stamina, 
comprehension, vocabulary, writing etc… but fail to mention how 
reading can help us understand each other. For example, a few years 
ago, our One School One Book story was about a hamster named 
Humphrey.   It was about a compassionate little hamster that listened 
and learned from the people he met. He began to understand and 
appreciate each unique character in a way that was unifying.  The 
students that read this book were learning acceptance, whether they 
verbally shared those connections or not.  Humphrey’s story is now a 
part of them. Last year we read Save Me a Seat, a beautiful story that 
shared Ravi’s journey to gaining a new perspective about how it feels to 



be different. Stories like these and so many others have the power to 
build empathy and unity.   
 
Please consider choosing books this summer that will foster growth in 
empathy and take time to engage in reflective conversations with your 
children.  Thank you! 


