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The Art of Kindness
Being kind or acting kindly toward others is a trait held in high
regard by parents and teachers alike as the educational landscape
shifts from a singular focus on academics to the inclusion of
instruction in social and emotional competencies (Jennings &

assess perceptions of kindness, students were asked to draw
something kind done recently at school. Findings indicated
relationships, the recipients of kindness were familiar to
them, and kind acts were typically situated outdoors; helping
physically, maintaining friendships, including others, and
helping emotionally were prevalent themes within drawings.
Boys drew acts of kindness as helping physically more
frequently than did girls, whose drawings indicated kindness as
maintaining family relationships. Findings are discussed within

lack the requisite intra- and interpersonal skills needed for social
is much discussion around how to promote social and emotional
competencies among students, including prosocial behaviour,
yet remarkably little is known about students’ perceptions of
what constitutes prosocial behaviour, especially kindness. In
effect, kindness is a psychological construct garnering much lay
attention yet little empirical attention because the focus in schools
has been on the prevention of bullying (Pryce & Fredrickson,

behaviour.
Keywords: curriculum; hermeneutics; play (spiel); teacher
education; transcultural

of this lack of attention, kindness remains an important and
how kindness is ranked vis-à-vis other character strengths, with

behaviours in schools, researchers have posited that “a lack of caring and sharing the values and feelings of others was most related
empathy plays a key role in children’s interactions, lays the foundation for both prosocial behaviour and social relationships, and
concluded: “Taken together, studies to date generally support the notion that children who bully, especially boys, report lower levels
programs aimed at fostering empathy and perspective taking in students is often an attempt to reduce the frequency of bullying-related
behaviours. The understanding here is that children who display high levels of kind behaviour are likely to engage in less aggressive
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Bullying as a Pathway to Understanding Kindness
A search of the most widely used databases in education (i.e., ERIC, Education Source, and International ERIC), in psychology (i.e.,
PsycInfo and Web of Science), and in searching general academic topics (i.e., Academic Search Complete and Google Scholar) for peerreviewed publications containing either the word kindness or the word bullying in the title reveals a marked discrepancy in the number

Table 1
Number of Kindness and Bullying Articles Published, By Database (2004–2014)
Database
Education
ERIC
International ERIC
Education Source
Psychology
PsycInfo
Web of Science
General
Google Scholar
Academic Search
Complete
Mean

Kindness

Bullying

Ratio

14
1
53

821
94
1,503

1:58
1:47
1:28

64
218

2,011
2,522

1:31
1:11

1,120*
172

13,200*
1,966

1:11*
1:11
1:28

kindness?

kindness is situated within several, if not all, of the cognitive, affective, and behavioural competencies comprising SEL (i.e., relationship
skills, social awareness, self-management, self-awareness, and responsible decision making; Collaborative for Academic and Social
and positive attributes of the learners I teach?”
prosocial behaviour
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and elementary school. At preschool, prosocial behaviour takes the form of sharing, helping, and offering comfort. At the elementary
Although kindness has not yet been well researched as a distinct construct, the underlying dimensions impacting kindness have been

abilities. These authors view kindness as developmental in nature, with young children emphasizing the concrete dimensions of actions
from an egocentric viewpoint. As children mature, their understanding of kindness becomes increasingly differentiated, with increased
awareness of the intentions underlying actions.

remarked that “a review of theoretical and empirical literature suggests there has not been much research on kindness as a cognitive

Although terms such as prosocial behaviour, altruism, and compassion are well-referenced in educational and psychological literature,
few studies have empirically investigated kindness from students’ perspectives. Even publications with the term kindness in their title

Long, kindness manifests in the form of an action driven by an underlying feeling. This underlying feeling, or empathic response,
emotional reaction in response to another’s emotional state and posited that an individual’s empathic reaction lays the foundation for

cyber civility and cyber kindness
are adult interpretations and fail to consider the understandings and perspectives of the child. How do children conceptualize kindness?
Accessing Conceptualizations of Kindness
There has been a call to involve children in research and to elicit children’s understandings and perspectives as a means to better
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gather information from young children using a nonthreatening and developmentally appropriate approach (Weber, Duncan, Dyehouse,
The use of drawings has proven to be an effective means of eliciting young students’ conceptualizations of various social and psychological
dimensions of concepts being studied from the child’s perspective, the interpretation of children’s drawings by adults must be undertaken
with caution because adult perspectives and interpretations can be markedly different from those of children (Bosacki, Harwood, &

The term drawing-telling
This combined task is often one that is naturally undertaken by children as they discuss their picture in words while simultaneously

than relying solely on verbal language. However, the drawing method is strengthened when it is used in conjunction with a verbal
Current research using drawings to capture students’ perspectives and understandings of social and psychological constructs appears
students’ perspectives, and an absence of research using drawing as a means of accessing students’ views of kindness. Analyses of
students’ drawings provide researchers with rich insight into children’s views and perceptions of social and educational phenomena.

two elements of a child’s drawing requires thoughtful consideration in the coding process. A child’s drawing is not just merely concrete
objects or people in isolation, but can contain subtle, or even overt, messages about perceptions illustrated through the interaction of the
objects, people, or objects and people together.
There is currently a lack of research investigating how school-age children understand kindness. The aims of the present study were

Method
Participants

Measures
Demographic information.
Because many of the students had emergent reading and writing skills, students were asked aloud by a researcher to provide demographic
information regarding their grade, family composition (e.g., “Who lives in your house with you?”), and ethnicity / family background.
teacher.
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Kindness drawings.
To assess students’ conceptualizations of kindness, a scale was developed that asked students to illustrate what kindness looked like to

“Draw a picture of
what kindness looks like. What does kindness look like to you?” and for Drawing No. 2, the prompt was “Draw a picture of something
you have done kind at school recently. What have you done to show kindness at school?”

Figure 1: Drawing no. 1, grade 2 boy, theme including.

Figure 2: Drawing no. 1, grade 2 girl, theme friendship.

Figure 3: Drawing no. 2, grade 2 boy, theme physical helping.

Figure 4: Drawing no. 2, grade 2 girl, theme emotional helping.
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Figure 6: Drawing no. 2, kindergarten girl, theme showing respect.

Procedure
hallway and without their classroom teacher present) and asked to complete their two drawings. After each drawing was completed,
students were asked by one of the researchers “Who is in your drawing?” and “What is happening in this drawing?” This information
was documented in situ and verbatim underneath each drawing.
Coding.
The participants’ drawings were analyzed for both pictorial depictions and subject matter or thematic content (Bosacki, Harwood, &
the drawing. The subject matter content of each drawing was analyzed using content analysis to identify the prevalent theme contained
within each drawing.
Qualitative conventional content analysis was used to understand and make sense of participants’ drawings and involved a “systematic
is best suited to capturing prevalent themes found within participant-generated data. Given the dearth of empirical work on children’s
perceptions of kindness, this approach offers advantages over other content analysis approaches (e.g., directed content analysis where
predetermined thematic categories derived from prior research are used).

including in play activity; see Table 2). All drawings were independently coded by both raters to identify a primary or dominant theme.
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Table 2
Prevalent Themes and Coding Descriptions
Theme

FAMILY
FRIENDSHIP
CARING
HELPING, PHYSICAL
HELPING, EMOTIONAL
GIVING
SHOWING RESPECT
SHARING
INCLUDING
OTHER
NO THEME EVIDENT

Description

Spending time with family members, activities with family
(e.g., walking, playing)
Maintaining a friendship, wanting to keep a friend or a
friendship
Showing affection (e.g., giving a hug)
Helping someone who is physically hurt (e.g., offering a
hand to someone who has fallen or tripped)
Helping someone who is sad, has hurt feelings, saying
“sorry”
Giving an object, giving back a toy
Taking turns, listening, putting hand up in class, saying
“thank you”
Sharing an object such as a toy or book
Inviting/asking/including someone in play, including in a
game
The drawing and corresponding in-situ description contained
no evident theme

Results
Drawing No. 1: Depictions of Kindness Done at School
Pictorial content.

individuals.
Chi-square analyses of “who” was in drawings (i.e., self with friend, self with classmate, self with parent, self with sibling, alone)

Thematic content and in-situ descriptions.
After drawings were completed, participants were asked to describe their drawings and these descriptions were written verbatim. When
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Analysis by gender.
Chi-square analyses were conducted between drawings by boys and girls across the primary themes found within participants’ illustrations

Pictorial content.

acts done at school, participants predominantly illustrated acts involving themselves and a friend over acts done in conjunction with
a teacher or done alone.

their school.
Thematic content and in-situ descriptions.

Analysis by gender.
Chi-square analyses were conducted between drawings by boys and girls across the primary themes for Drawing No. 2. The analysis

FALL/AUTOMNE 2015

34

Vol. 40 No. 3

CANADIAN CHILDREN

CHILD STUDY

Table 3
Percentage of Primary Themes and Chi-Square for Drawing 1 and Drawing 2 for Girls and Boys
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
Total (N = 112)
Girls (n = 57)
Boys (n = 55)
______________
______________
______________
Drawing
No. 1
No. 2
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
Boys
% (n)

2 (1)

(1)
8.33, p < .01

Girls
% (n)
22 (13)

0 (0)

16 (9)

9 (5)

1.14, p < .28

11 (6)

15 (8)

0.29
p =0.59

Giving
Helping (emotional)
Helping (physical)
Including
Caring

14 (8)
12 (7)
11 (6)
9 (5)
7 (4)

11 (6)
12 (7)
35 (19)
12 (7)
0 (0)

7 (4)
11 (6)
13 (7)
9 (5)
7 (4)

2 (1)
9 (5)
36 (20)
18 (10)
0 (0)

Showing respect
Sharing
Other
No theme

5 (3)
3 (2)
2 (1)
2 (1)

10 (6)
5 (3)
2 (1)
2 (1)

.28, p = .59
.00, p = 1.00
6.76, p < .01
.33, p = .56
1.80
p = 0.18
1.00, p = .32
.20, p = .65
.00, p = 1.00
.00, p = 1.00

3 (2)
13 (7)
2 (1)
2 (1)

5 (3)
11 (6)
2 (1)
2 (1)

1.80, p = .18
.09, p = .76
6.26, p = .01
1.67, p = .20
1.80
p = 0.18
.20, p = .65
.08, p = .78
00, p = 1.00
.00, p = 1.00

Girls
% (n)

Boys
% (n)

Family

19 (11)

Friendship

(1)
10.29
p = 0.001

Discussion
drawings of what kindness looks like and draw a picture of something kind you have done at school recently
salient features of kindness not previously reported in educational or psychological literature.
been previously recognized. Just as bullies tend to know their victims, so too it appears do the initiators of kindness, who tend to
depicted by participants in this study, also occurs most frequently within dyadic relationships. Just as bullying is intentional in nature,
so too is kindness. Through the eyes of young students, kindness appears to be an intentional act aimed at providing physical help to
others, acts that include others, acts that maintain friendships, and acts that provide emotional assistance to others. Whereas the intent
of bullying is to cause harm (physical or psychological), the intent of kindness is often understood to be an act that provides assistance
may be similarly categorized as overt kindness (e.g., physically helping someone who has fallen) or relational kindness (e.g., inviting or
including another in a play activity, gestures to strengthen or maintain relationships). This distinction is in alignment with Noddings’s

however, across drawings in how kindness was perceived by boys and girls for the themes of “family” and “physical helping.” Girls’
emphasized kindness as physically helping someone else (e.g., helping someone up who had fallen or was injured).
gestures and many of these gestures are likely undetected by school agents whose intention is often to reinforce prosocial behaviour such
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when adults ask or encourage students to “be kind,” students may believe they are already being kind at school. Moreover, students’ acts
of kindness may not be encouraged because their acts go undetected by school agents seeking to reinforce kindness. In-situ descriptions
of participants’ acts of kindness illustrate how kindness is enacted in school through small gestures or actions (see below).
Drawing No. 2: Examples of Kindness Done at School

of kindness that are inspired by or thematically linked to units or lessons taught in class (e.g., themes of friendship, helping, sharing,
family) or that are found within the school’s mission statement (e.g., themes of respect for one another and community). In contrast, and
kindness (see below).
Drawing No. 1: Depictions of Kindness

on students’ subjective well-being. Additionally, further investigation is warranted to clarify the link between both curricular content

Limitations and Future Directions
Despite best intentions, this study was not without limitations. Certainly, for very young participants (e.g., kindergarten students),
leaving their classroom to work with strangers from the university proved, at times, an intimidating task. Due to time restrictions (i.e.,
rich illustrative depictions. For future studies employing this methodology, a pre-study class visit and the scheduling of additional
drawing time would enhance participants’ abilities to comfortably and comprehensively illustrate their perceptions of kindness. Last,
“Draw a picture of what kindness looks like. What does kindness look like to you?”
it may have skewed how participants illustrated kindness, emphasizing the physical manifestations of kindness that participants could
capture in a drawing. Further prompts to investigate how young students conceptualize kindness might use more neutral language, such
as “Draw kindness” or “Draw what kindness is to you.”
Conclusion
The aim of this study was to better understand young students’ understanding of kindness and, in doing so, contribute to the scant
work using drawing as a vehicle through which to capture young participants’ understandings and perceptions of psychological constructs.

to emerge. Kindness, from the perspective of young children, is an act of emotional or physical support that helps build or maintain
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relationships with others. It is hoped that this research will contribute to countering the imbalance of empirical work done on the topic of
bullying versus kindness and play a role in continuing the shift toward strength- or asset-driven school-based interventions characteristic
of the positive education movement.
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