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Children’s Books for Building Character and Empathy
 Melissa A. Cain, The University of  Findlay

One focus of  Invitational Theory and Practice is creating positive environments that 
summon each individual to “develop intellectually, socially, physically, emotionally, and 
morally” (Purkey & Novak, 2008).  Children’s literature is a rich resource for teachers 
and parents to focus on emotional and moral development.  This article will provide 
background information on the nature of  literary response and the characteristics of  
literature that engender responses related to character and moral development.  Examples 
and related activities teachers can use to help children process the stories will be shared.    
To appreciate the power of  children’s literature to impact children’s character and 
empathy, it helps to examine the nature of  literary response.  In The Reader, the Text, and the 
Poem (1938), Louise Rosenblatt outlined her Literary Transaction Theory.  As illustrated 
in Figure 1, each of  us comes to the reading experience with our own set of  background 
experiences.  Those experiences will influence how we interpret the texts we read.  This is 
also true for authors, who draw upon their own pools of  experience in writing their books.  
The important thing to remember about this is that it is not static.  As our experiences 
change, we will interpret texts in new and different ways.  Authors may even come back to 
their own writings with new interpretations over time. 

Figure 1: Rosenblatt’s Literary Transaction Theory

 
Rosenblatt (1938) goes on to describe two different roles, or stances, of  reading: efferent 
and aesthetic.  The efferent stance involves determining the information that can be 
derived from the reading.  The aesthetic stance relates to the experience of  the reading, 
the feelings and images that flow with the words. Readers will switch back and forth 
between the two stances.  Kiefer, Tyson, & Huck (2014) point out that, in addition to past 
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experiences and stances, the developmental level of  a child will also determine how he or 
she responds to a particular book. Thus, it behooves teachers to take special care when 
selecting books for their students.

Kidd and Costano (2013) describe Theory of  Mind as the human ability to understand 
our mental states (i.e., beliefs, intents, desires, pretenses, knowledge, etc.), and to 
understand that others also have mental states that may be different from our own.  They 
go on to say that Theory of  Mind (ToM) is one of  the most amazing products of  human 
evolution because it allows successful navigation of  complex social relationships and helps 
support the empathic responses that maintain them.  Deficits or breakdowns in this set 
of  abilities are marked by interpersonal difficulties, including the breakdown of  positive 
interpersonal and intergroup relationships. 

Kidd and Costano’s experiments indicated that reading literary fiction temporarily 
enhances Theory of  Mind (Kidd & Costano, 2013). Literary fiction is a term principally 
used for certain fictional works that hold literary merit.  That is, they offer deliberate 
commentary on larger social issues, political issues, or focus on the individual to explore 
some part of  the human condition (“Literary Fiction,” n.d.). 

What is it about literary fiction that enhances empathy?  According to Kidd and Costano 
(2013), reading fiction increases self-reported empathy.  It expands our knowledge of  
others’ lives, helping us recognize our similarity to them.  It forces us to engage in mind 
reading and character construction, thus engendering empathy towards those characters.  
Although fiction may explicitly convey social values and reduce the strangeness of  others, 
the observed relationship between familiarity with fiction and Theory of  Mind may be 
due to more subtle characteristics of  the text  (i.e., fiction may change how, not just what, 
people think about others).  Miall and Kuiken (1994) contend that writers of  literary 
fiction use phonological, grammatical, and semantic stylistic devices like alliteration, 
metaphor, rhythm, and simile, to defamiliarize readers (i.e., unsettle their expectations 
and challenge their thinking).

Along the same lines, Barthes (1974 as cited by Kidd & Costano, 2013) distinguishes 
between writerly and readerly texts. Readerly texts—such as most popular genre fiction—
are intended to entertain readers, who remain mostly passive.  Writerly—or literary—
texts engage their readers as creatively as if  they were the writer him/herself. Bakhtin 
(1984 as cited by Kidd & Costano, 2013) described literary fiction as polyphonic, meaning 
the authors tend to convey a “cacophony of  voices.” (p. 378).  Thus, readers of  literary 
fiction must contribute their own voice and enter into a vibrant discourse with the author 
and his/her characters.
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This discourse forces readers to fill in gaps and search for meanings among a spectrum of  
possibilities.

How does this apply to books for children? While books for children are arguably less 
complex than adult literary fiction, they can evoke Theory of  Mind responses in young 
readers.  Those that are well-written and comply with criteria for excellence for their 
genre and literary elements are most likely to evoke Theory of  Mind responses.  For 
example, a complex character in a middle grade or YA novel will appeal to children or 
teens on different levels, especially if  that character is overcoming difficulties the reader 
can relate to.  Even a simple text in a picture storybook can contain alliteration, rhythm, 
metaphor, simile, imagery, and word play to capture the imaginations of  young readers. 

Piaget and Kohlberg studied the moral development of  children and concluded that 
as children grow in intellect and experience, they move away from the concept that 
morality is based upon adult authority and constraint and towards the idea that morality 
is influenced by group cooperation and independent thinking (Kiefer, Tyson, & Huck, 
2014).  This explains why books that fall out of  favor with children tend to be those that 
are the most didactic or preachy.  While good books have good messages and themes, 
children do not like to be hit over the head with them.  Like adults, they like to get the 
message through relating to the characters.

The idea that we should be exposing our children to literary fiction to develop their 
Theory of  Mind is difficult in a time when increasing emphasis is being placed on 
nonfiction reading.  Figure 2 is a chart of  the change in percentages of  emphasis between 
fiction and nonfiction in the Ohio English Language Arts Standards, which are based 
upon the national Common Core State Standards (CCSS).

Figure 2. Increasing Focus on Nonfiction Text from OH ELA CCSS.

Grade		  Literary	 Informational
4			   50%		  50%
8			   45%		  55%
12			   30%		  70%
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Literary Nonfiction
The new emphasis on nonfiction is giving rise to a new kind of  literary nonfiction that 
focuses on nonfiction topics but in writerly ways that inspire empathy.  Here are a few 
examples:

The Iridescence of  Birds: A Book about Henri Matisse by Patricia MacLachlan, illustrated by 
Hadley Hooper

This beautiful book only contains two sentences, one of  
which lasts for 16-page turns and describes the childhood 
of  Henri Matisse in a dreary northern French mill town; 
how his mother brought color to their lives through her 
painted plates and the fruits, flowers, rugs, and fabrics 
she brought into the house; and how young Matisse 
raised pigeons and was captivated by their iridescence.  
Hooper’s pictures, in slightly muted colors, look like 
woodcuts and show how Matisse’s childhood experiences 
influenced the designs of  his adult work as a fine artist. 

Mumbet’s Declaration of  Independence by Gretchen Woelfle, illustrated by Alix Delinois

Mumbet was a slave owned by Colonel John Ashley, the 
richest man in Berkshire County, Massachusetts.  She 
had no true name, but was called many by her abusive 
mistress.  Her desire for freedom was her everyday 
companion. When the Colonies declared their freedom, 
Mumbet heard the new constitution’s promise that “All 
men are born free and equal” at a public meeting. She 
convinced a young lawyer to sue Ashley for her freedom, 
arguing that the line meant everyone.  In 1781, she 
won. Soon after, slavery in Massachusetts was abolished, 
freeing all 5000 slaves in the state.  This book puts a face 
on the institution of  slavery, which textbooks may not do 
as well.
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Star Stuff: Carl Sagan and the Mysteries of  the Cosmos by Stephanie Roth Sisson

In the Milky Way galaxy, on the third planet 
from the sun, in a big city, in a small apartment, 
lived a curious boy who was fascinated with 
the stars, loved science fiction, and had a vivid 
imagination, all of  which lead him to research 
more about the universe.  Sagan and other 
scientists sent out mechanical probes, including 
Voyager I and II, and analyzed what they 
found.  He used television to share the resulting 
knowledge, sparking the public’s imagination.  
Charming illustrations include a foldout that 
gives a sense of  the vastness of  the night sky.  
This book provides children with an example of  
someone who turned his childhood dreams into 
a career.

Activity—Literary Nonfiction 
After reading the above three books and other literary nonfiction, children can list the 
basic truths of  the stories.  They can compare these books to straight nonfiction about 
the same topics and discuss how the authors use figurative language to make readers care 
about the main characters.  They may also be inspired to read more about their lives.   

Using Literature to Build Character
Teachers can directly address building empathy by helping children understand positive 
character traits through story.  Here are some books that address Invitational Education’s 
elements of  trust, respect, care, optimism, and intentionality.
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Trust and Respect
Mr. Peabody’s Apples by Madonna (Illustrated by Loren Long)

 
Inspired by a 300-year-old Ukrainian story, but set in 
1949 in a tiny American town, this is the story of  big-
hearted and much beloved Mr. Peabody, an elementary 
school teacher and Little League coach.  When Tommy 
Tittlebottom sees Mr. Peabody take an apple without 
paying for it, rumors of  Mr. Peabody’s apparent theft 
cause children to stay away from Little League practice.  
A simple explanation puts the rumors to rest, but as Mr. 
Peabody points out, small talk can lead to big trouble.

Activity—The Pillow Metaphor.  Discuss the feather pillow metaphor in Mr. Peabody’s 
Apples. The pillow represents Mr. Peabody’s integrity, truth, and reputation.  The feathers 
represent gossip.  When the pillow is torn, feathers fly out into the world.  The last 
illustration symbolizes the fact that a few feathers are still out, meaning not all people in 
Happville know Mr. Peabody is not a thief.  The pillow is together, but the stitching shows 
it is still damaged. 

Responsibility and Perseverance
The Most Magnificent Thing by Ashley Spires  
 

A little girl and her canine assistant set out to make the 
most magnificent thing.  But after much hard work, the 
end result is not what the girl had in mind.  Frustrated, she 
quits.  Her assistant suggests a long walk, and as they walk, it 
slowly becomes clear what the girl needs to do to succeed—
persevere!

Activity—Perseverance. Carol Dweck is the Stanford psychologist whose work 
around achievement and success has helped us understand the power of  having a growth 
mindset, rather than a fixed one (Glenn, 2010).  A growth mindset allows us to learn from 
trial and error, recognizing the value in failure, as well as in hard work and dedication.  
Ask students to write about or discuss a time when they had to persevere to accomplish a 
goal.



74      Journal of  Invitational Theory and Practice

Care 
Nettie’s Trip South by Ann Turner (illustrated by Ronald Himler)
 

In a letter to her friend, Nettie describes her trip to the 
pre-Civil War South.  She remembers the sweet cedar 
smell in the air and the sun pressing on her head.  But 
she cannot forget Tabitha, a slave at the hotel who has 
only that one name, or the heaps of  rags the slaves use for 
beds.  Most of  all, she remembers the slave auction where 
people were bought and sold like sacks of  flour.  These 
images haunt Nettie and she cannot help but wonder 
what life as a slave would be like.  Based upon the diary 
of  the author’s great-grandmother, this is a poignant and 
compelling look at slavery.

Activity—RAFT writing. Try RAFT writing to get students into the minds of  the 
characters. RAFT stands for:
R = Role
A = Audience
F = Focus
T = Topic

For example, pretend you are Nettie and write a letter to the editor of  your local 
newspaper describing the inhumane conditions of  slavery you witnessed and urging 
changes in the law.

Optimism
The Lotus Seed by Sherry Garland (illustrated by Tatsuro Kiuchi)
 

A young girl sees the last emperor of  Vietnam cry on the 
day of  his abdication.  She takes a lotus seed from the 
palace gardens as a remembrance and keeps it with her 
through the vicissitudes of  war, flight, and emigration.  
One summer, a grandson steals it and plants it in a mud 
pool near the family’s American home.  The following 
spring, a lotus grows.  The now elderly woman gives a 
seed to each of  her grandchildren, passing on a tradition 
and her memories. 
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Activity—What is optimism? Discuss the following questions related to optimism: 
1.	 How was the lotus seed in the story a symbol of  optimism?
2.	 When was optimism illustrated in the story?
3.	 Do immigrants come to America with a sense of  optimism?  In what ways?
4.	 How does optimism help people who are experiencing difficulty?
5.	 In what other situations is optimism helpful?
Then, create a word web graphic organizer for optimism.  Display the word in the 
middle.  Use the spokes to describe meanings, antonyms, synonyms, related phrases, 
examples, and a dictionary definition. Include personal connections to the word as well. 

Intentionality
The Keeping Quilt by Patricia Polacco
 

“We will make a quilt to help us always remember home,” 
Anna’s mother said. “It will be like having the family back 
home in Russia dance around us at night.  And so it was.” 
From a basket of  old clothes, Anna’s babushka, Uncle 
Vladimir’s shirt, Aunt Havalah’s nightdress and an apron of  
Aunt Natasha’s become The Keeping Quilt, passed along 
from mother to daughter for almost a century.  For four 
generations the quilt is a Sabbath tablecloth, a wedding 
canopy, and a blanket that welcomes babies warmly into the 
world.  The quilt remains a symbol of  their intentionality in 
preserving their family love.

Activity—Intentionality. Intentionality means, “done with purpose.” In The Keeping 
Quilt, a family uses the quilt to intentionally preserve their Russian past for future 
generations.  Give each student a quilt square in which to draw something that represents 
intentionality.  The squares could contain covers or pictures from books that illustrate 
intentionality.  Create a class quilt from the squares and display it.

 
This is Patricia Polacco’s actual keeping quilt, now on display 
at the Mazza Museum at The University of  Findlay.


