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Dear Educator,

At TeachKind, we focus on helping teachers capitalize on children’s natural affinity 
for animals in order to foster empathy for all living, feeling beings. If we raise the next 
generation with compassion for animals, we will be taking a significant step toward 
reducing violence of all kinds and creating a kinder world. Sadly, the opposite is also 
true—when children become desensitized to the suffering of animals, the outcome can 
be dangerous for both animals and humans. 

Since TeachKind sees reports of cruelty to animals perpetrated by young people 
around the United States on a regular basis, we have created “Empathy Now” to assist 
schools in addressing these incidents within their communities and in implementing 
humane education to help prevent future tragedies. This tool can guide your school 
district’s response to an incident of cruelty to animals as well as helping you proactively 
implement humane education across the board. 

In order to help schools see the bigger picture and understand the urgency of the 
situation, “Empathy Now” cites research showing how common it is for young people 
to witness or perpetrate animal abuse. It also features a list of free resources available 
to schools as well as testimonials from teachers who use TeachKind materials. Just as 
more people are beginning to recognize the 
kinds of trauma that children experience in their 
daily life, such as racial inequality and family 
violence, we must also acknowledge animal 
abuse as a form of trauma. 

By incorporating humane education, schools 
have an opportunity to reach kids before they 
start to engage in violent behavior. TeachKind is 
here to help you ensure that all students benefit 
from a trauma-informed approach to education 
that includes compassion for animals. 

Thank you for your concern about this 
important issue. 

Sincerely,

TeachKind Staff
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INTRODUCTION

When it comes to the deadly violence that has shaken schools in recent years, there’s often 
a common thread in the history of the assailants: cruelty to animals.1,2 Most educators have 
heard of incidents in their own community in which children or teens have hurt animals, but 
some may think that these are isolated events and that the effects are insignificant. Youth 
violence against animals is occurring with alarming frequency across the nation 
(visit TeachKind.org/Epidemic), and it’s imperative that educators recognize that the 
consequences are destructive and far-reaching.

Nikolas Cruz has been charged with murdering 17 people in a school massacre in 
Parkland, Florida. It came as no surprise to PETA that he reportedly began shooting 
squirrels and chickens while in elementary school and then, as a teenager, allegedly 
killed frogs, attempted to maim a neighbor’s baby potbellied pigs, and tried to crush 

animals trapped in rabbit holes. He reportedly boasted on Instagram about killing 
animals and posted images of dead ones.3

PETA regularly hears 
disturbing reports of 
animal abuse by young 
people—and it’s highly 
likely that countless 
incidents go unreported.

The Animal Abuse–
Human Abuse 
Connection

Experts in law 
enforcement and 
psychology have reliably 
determined that cruelty to 
animals by young people 
is an early indicator of a 
tendency toward violence 
against humans. In other 

Visit KidsHurtingAnimals.peta.org for more information.
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“Exposure to animal cruelty can have a significant impact on the developing 
child, including promoting desensitization and decreasing empathy … and 
leading to the imitation of abusive behaviors.”

—Dr. Barbara Boat, Director of the Program on Childhood Trauma and Maltreatment at
the University of Cincinnati and Executive Director of the Childhood Trust at Cincinnati 

Children’s Hospital Medical Center

words, children and teens who commit acts of cruelty to animals don’t always stop there—
many move on to harming humans. Research into the early lives of violent criminal offenders 
shows what the future could look like if young people don’t develop the necessary empathy 
skills. Studies have shown that violent and aggressive criminals are more likely to have 
abused animals as children than those who are considered nonaggressive.4,5,6,7 In fact, many 
serial murderers began their violent behavior by abusing animals.8 

The FBI uses reports of animal 
abuse when gauging the 
threat potential of suspected 
and known criminals and 
classifies cruelty to animals 
alongside felony crimes like 
arson, burglary, assault, and 
homicide.9 The American 
Psychiatric Association 
identifies it as one of the 
diagnostic criteria for conduct 
disorders.10

Unfortunately, children’s 
violence toward animals often 
goes unexamined—until that 
aggression is directed toward 
humans. According to StopBullying.gov, research shows that when adults respond quickly 
and consistently to bullying, they can stop this type of behavior over time. Bullying doesn’t 
apply only to hurting humans—the act of intentionally harming any living, feeling being stems 

“There is a common theme to all of the 
shootings of recent years. You have a child 

who has symptoms of aggression toward 
his peers, an interest in fire, cruelty 

to animals, social isolation, and many 
warning signs that the school has ignored.” 

—Dr. Harold S. Koplewicz, 
Director of the Child Study Center 

at New York University



5Empathy Now

Studies show that children who witness animal abuse by someone they know are 
more likely to commit acts of cruelty themselves.12,13,14,15 And research indicates that a 

large proportion of young people have witnessed animal abuse.16,17,18,19

A report by the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child recommends eliminating 
practices and policies that are not “in the best interests of the child, including societal 
violence against animals.”20 While many educators are aware that serial killers21 and school 
shooters22,23 tend to have a history of cruelty to animals, they must also recognize that it is 
common for young people to have witnessed animal abuse,24,25,26,27 that doing so is a form 
of trauma,28 and that children who have observed acts of cruelty to animals are more likely 
to abuse animals themselves.29,30,31,32 The most egregious cases of cruelty to animals make 
headlines, but many children encounter animal abuse that goes unreported. This is why 
schools must urgently implement preventive measures such as incorporating humane 
education for all students, rather than merely 
reacting to reported incidents of cruelty 
committed by students. 

It’s important for schools to enhance their anti-
bullying efforts by incorporating lessons on 
showing empathy, compassion, and kindness 
to all sentient beings—humane education has 
the potential to save both human and animal 
lives.

WHY HUMANE EDUCATION?

How Incorporating Compassion for Animals 
Into the Curriculum Helps Children, Too

Incorporating compassion for animals into 
classroom curricula fosters prosocial behavior 
in children33,34 and can motivate and engage 

from the same dynamics: “[A]nimal abuse and bullying both involve an intention and desire to 
inflict physical, emotional or psychological harm on the victim and a power imbalance where 
the perpetrator is more powerful than the victim.”11
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students academically.35 Humane 
education has also been shown to 
boost reading comprehension.36 
Children’s natural affinity for 
animals can inspire them to extend 
their own learning. You may see 
reluctant readers seeking out 
books about animals after learning 
about their suffering or apathetic 
learners conducting their own 
research because they’ve become 
inspired to help animals.

Some states, including California, 
Florida, and New York, have 
specific provisions in their 
education laws that require 
schools to teach kids to be kind 
to animals. In addition, many 
states legally mandate character 
education, and the rest support 
character education efforts without 
legislation. Find a list of these 
types of laws by state at 
TeachKind.org/CharacterEd.

Character education involves 
teaching children to understand, care about, and act on core ethical values such as respect 
for others, justice, and responsibility for self and others. So fostering kindness to animals 
should be a natural component of these efforts. We can capitalize on children’s natural 
interest in animals as a vehicle for character development.

A Tiered Approach to Humane Education

Humane education is best designed as a multitiered approach. The first tier is delivering 
empathy training to the whole student population as an opportunity to reach children before 
they engage in abusive behavior. The inclusion of structured questioning within a humane 
education program enables children to disclose animal abuse occurring in their homes and 
communities.37 The second tier is supporting students who have witnessed animal abuse and 
involves mental health professionals (e.g., guidance counselors, psychologists, and social 
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workers). At the third tier, 
a team of teachers and 
mental health support staff 
conduct interventions and 
monitor students who have 
documented histories of 
violent or otherwise abusive 
behavior toward animals or 
their peers (i.e., those who 
have engaged in verbal, 
social, or physical bullying 
behavior).

A STEP-BY-STEP 
STRATEGY FOR 
ADDRESSING 
CRUELTY TO 
ANIMALS IN 
A SCHOOL 
COMMUNITY

Use TeachKind’s straightforward three-step process to respond to youth violence against 
animals in your community in a healthy and constructive way by implementing humane 
education across the board. In doing so, you can help prevent future acts of violence, thus 
enhancing the safety of all individuals in your school and community.

Step 1: Recognize That a Reported Case of Cruelty May Be Just the Tip of the Iceberg

Animal abuse as it occurs in families and communities often is overlooked as a 
form of trauma. Because of its strong association with other forms of family and 
community violence, understanding the occurrence and effect of animal abuse 
can lead to earlier and more effective identification of children and families at 

risk and improve the interventions they receive.38

—Trauma, Violence & Abuse, 2019

When a child commits a violent act toward an animal and it gets media attention, most 
educators are horrified and understand that this individual’s behavior could get worse without 
intervention. But because research suggests that young people witness and/or perpetrate 
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animal abuse far more frequently than is reported,39,40,41,42 it is incumbent upon schools to 
address this major concern year-round. 

Students need the trusted adults in their lives to help them navigate troubling events such 
as animal abuse by a family member or friend. Educators can provide students with the 
necessary support: By choosing to discuss an incident of cruelty to animals in your 
community with students in an age-appropriate way, you’re signaling to them that what 
happened matters. Furthermore, focusing on the abuse may deter students from committing 
a similar act in the future. This can be a part of your trauma-informed practices.

You can’t change the fact that animal abuse has occurred in your community—but you can 
help make sure the future is different. Use this as an opportunity to start integrating humane 
education into your curriculum. Don’t simply wait to react to the next violent incident—
implement an empathy training program now. TeachKind can help you.

Step 2: Talk About It

Students of all ages may hear about the incident 
on the news, online, or by word of mouth. A 
reported case of cruelty to animals in your 
community should be treated like any other 
tragedy—seriously, rapidly, and with sensitivity.

It doesn’t matter where in your 
district the offender lives or attends 

school or how old the person is. 
All that matters is that this tragedy 
took place in your community, so 
schools should use the incident to 
engage all students in a discussion 

about what to do if they witness 
animal abuse—because there’s 
a good chance that they have.

TeachKind can send you free copies of our “Every 
Living Being Matters: Report Abuse if You See It!” 
poster (or visit TeachKind.org/AntiBullyPoster to 
download a copy) to help start the discussion.
Taking the time to discuss the event with your students should be a districtwide priority.  
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This will communicate to them that cruelty to animals is a serious issue that requires our 
attention and that it’s important to talk about distressing events that take place in the 
community. It will also go a long way toward encouraging them to report cruelty when they 
see it and, hopefully, in preventing violence against animals or humans in the future. Some 
students may have many questions, whereas others may not want to talk about the event at 
all. Others may wish to speak privately, in which case arrangements should be made promptly 
for them to talk with a guidance counselor or school psychologist. In all cases, it should be 
made clear to all students that you and other staff are available to talk—even long after the 
event has passed, as it may take some students a while to process their emotions.

Discussing Cruelty to Animals With Elementary School Students

Elementary school teachers can address a case of cruelty to animals with their students 
during a time when they would normally talk to the whole class—circle time, morning meeting 
time, or morning calendar time, for example.

• Begin by making a general statement such as “You may have heard that someone in our
community has hurt an animal on purpose, and that’s never OK.” For older elementary 
school students, it may be helpful to define the intentional harming of animals as cruelty 
to animals. Make clear that this is a serious problem and that it’s against the law to abuse 
animals.

• Assure students that they are safe and that teachers and other school staff are available if
they ever need help with or want to talk about something scary that has happened in their 
lives. If the offender has been identified, it may be comforting for students to know that the 
person has been apprehended. Depending on the situation, it may also be appropriate to 
assure students that the offender will be punished.

• Ask children what they’ve heard about the incident. Be prepared to answer questions
on matters such as why and how the person hurt the animal. You can say, “I don’t know why 
anyone would hurt an animal, but the police are doing their best to make sure that this never 
happens again.” While we encourage teachers to provide accurate information and not to 
avoid discussing the issue of cruelty to animals altogether, we advise using professional 
judgment and taking into consideration students’ age and development when choosing 
which details to share. Some students may make connections to cruelty to animals that 
they’ve witnessed and reveal this during the discussion, so it may be necessary to contact 
humane authorities. (If they’re unresponsive, please contact PETA at CIDInfo@peta.org.) 
It’s also important to recognize that animal abuse may be an indication of other violence in 
the home—if you suspect that to be the case, contact a child abuse hotline to report the 
incident. Subsequently, follow up with your school’s guidance counselor and/or social worker 
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and the hotline to confirm that the incident is being investigated.

• Share your emotions with students, and invite them to share theirs. You can say, “It’s normal
to feel sad or angry when someone is unkind to someone else—it means that you care.” 
Inform them that talking about their emotions with a trusted adult can be helpful.

• Tell students that they can help prevent future harm to others by reporting animal abuse
to an adult, like a teacher or a parent, whenever they see it. Use TeachKind’s anti-bullying 
poster to encourage them to be brave and speak up for those in danger (visit TeachKind.org/
AntiBullyPoster to download a copy).

Discussing Cruelty to Animals With Middle and High School Students

Middle and high school teachers can use the time at the beginning of class when they would 
normally make announcements to address a case of cruelty to animals with their students.

• Begin by acknowledging that students may have already heard about the incident, given
their access to online news sources, including social media. Make a general statement such as 
“Some of you may have heard that a student from our school district hurt an animal recently.” 
If necessary, provide additional details and clear up any misunderstandings that may have 
occurred because of hearsay. 

• Without naming the offender(s), invite students to discuss their feelings about the incident
and the animal abuse–human abuse connection (visit TeachKind.org/AbuseConnection). You 
can pose questions like “How do you think cruelty to animals should be addressed in our 
society?” and “What can we as a community do to prevent future acts of violence?” If students 
are reluctant to talk, have them take 10 minutes to write a journal entry detailing their thoughts. 
If you suspect that any students are reluctant to talk or write because of having witnessed or 
perpetrated cruelty to animals, let them know that a guidance counselor or social worker is 
available to speak with them. Follow up to obtain details about any animal who might be in 
danger so that you can ensure that humane authorities have been alerted.

	
• Encourage students to report animal abuse to local law-enforcement officials or school staff

whenever they see it. Assure them that they can do so anonymously. Use TeachKind’s 
anti-bullying poster to encourage them to be brave and speak up for those in danger (visit 
TeachKind.org/AntiBullyPoster to download a copy). 

What to Do if You Suspect a Student Has Hurt an Animal

If you suspect that a student might be involved in a case of cruelty to animals, get more 
details about the incident from the child and report it to school officials. Also report your 
concerns regarding the animal to humane authorities (and if they’re unresponsive, e-mail PETA 
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at CIDInfo@peta.org). If you suspect that the child is experiencing violence at home, contact 
a child abuse hotline to report the incident, then later, follow up with your school’s guidance 
counselor and/or social worker and the hotline to confirm that they’re investigating it.

The National Link Coalition provides a directory of telephone numbers for reporting  
suspected animal, child, elder, or domestic abuse, which can be accessed at  
TeachKind.org/ReportAbuseByState.  

Step 3: Implement Humane Education

In addition to taking the above steps to address specific incidents of cruelty to animals, 
schools can implement humane education across the curriculum as part of a violence-
prevention program that students can benefit from not just psychologically but also 
academically.

As an educator, you have a significant impact on students’ lives. When young children 
learn kindness to animals, they take a key step toward rejecting all forms of violence, 
bullying, and hatred in their adolescence and beyond. The most effective way to 
implement humane education is to integrate it into the curriculum daily.

Resources for K–12 Teachers

Teachers don’t have to try to fit a lesson on kindness into 
an already jam-packed day. 
As former classroom teachers, we know that teachers 
don’t have much spare time. It’s possible to teach 
compassion and meet other educational objectives 
simultaneously. You can address many Common Core 
learning standards while incorporating animal issues into 
lessons in most subjects, including math, science, reading, 
writing, and art. Even those states that haven’t adopted 
Common Core standards have learning standards with 
similar academic expectations. 

TeachKind offers a variety of free lessons, activities, and 
resources aligned with Common Core standards that 
promote compassion, empathy, and kindness toward all sentient beings. Our materials cover 
a wide variety of issues with age-appropriate language and images.
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You can use these humane resources in a variety of ways for academic purposes while also 
fostering empathy in students—these two goals are by no means mutually exclusive. You can 
also download and copy dozens of free worksheets, graphic organizers, and other classroom 
materials at TeachKind.org. 

It’s easy to create lessons that merge academic skills with humane education. View 
TeachKind’s free “Key Element of a Humane Lesson: Help Animals” webinar at TeachKind.org/
HumaneLessonWebinar for a step-by-step guide to creating humane lessons and to see how 
discussing animal rights issues and meeting academic requirements can go hand in hand. It’s 
only about 30 minutes long, so it can easily be incorporated into your next staff-development 
training. While the examples in this webinar focus on elementary content, the simple steps for 
creating a humane lesson apply to all grade levels and content areas.

Resources for Elementary School Teachers

• Share the World Curriculum Kit
(ShareTheWorld.org)
Because schools around the country are facing 
an epidemic of violence and bullying, it’s never 
been more important to teach students the 
importance of having compassion and empathy 
when interacting with each other and animals. 
TeachKind’s Share the World curriculum kit 
is free to all teachers—but the lessons are 
invaluable. Using fun analogies, easy-to-
understand ethics, cute and inspiring animal 
videos, and true stories of animals who overcame 
adversity, Share the World teaches students how 
similar we are to all the animals, large and small, 
with whom we share the world. The activities 
encourage children to consider how animals are 
treated and how they would feel in an animal’s 
place. This type of perspective-taking helps build 
empathy. The kit contains everything that a teacher needs in order to implement lessons on 
empathy, kindness, and compassion in an accessible and fun way and can be used to meet 
Common Core standards.

• Our primary school kit for kindergarten through 5th-grade educators includes A Cow’s Life,
A Chicken’s Life, A Dog’s Life, and A Rat’s Life comic books; circus activity booklets; copies 
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of the magazine The Kids’ Guide to Helping Animals; and PETA Kids sticker sheets. All kits 
also come with TeachKind’s signature elementary program Share the World (see above). 
Many of these resources are available in Spanish as well.

• Professional Development Workshop
TeachKind will even come to you to deliver a districtwide training! (We’re also available to do 
virtual training sessions.) Our interactive teacher trainings demonstrate how to use lessons 
that simultaneously teach academic skills and encourage empathy toward others, including 
animals. We share compelling examples of ways in which humane education can foster 
prosocial behavior and help students grow academically.

While these workshops are focused on English language arts, they include interdisciplinary 
connections to science and social studies concepts. All participants receive a free Share the 
World kit geared toward the elementary level. These materials can help schools adhere to 
their state’s policy on character education. 

You could also incorporate TeachKind’s “A Guide to Promoting Empathy and Motivating 
Students” video series into your next staff-development session (visit TeachKind.org/
EmpathyVideoSeries).

Resources for Middle and High School Teachers

• Challenging Assumptions: A Social Justice Unit (ChallengingAssumptions.org)
These lessons are designed to help students move beyond the assumptions that they 
might make about animals and become more perceptive, thoughtful, and analytical about 
the reasons why people engage in certain kinds of behavior. It can serve as a preliminary 
step in helping them determine what actions are in line with their belief system and how 
society can challenge speciesism—the misguided belief that all other animal species are 
inferior to humans.
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• Animalkind Student-Led Book Club (TeachKind.org/Animalkind)
Having students lead and participate in a discussion about the book Animalkind is an 
excellent way to get them thinking critically about the concept of social justice as it relates 
to humans and other animals. TeachKind’s Student-Led Book Club is a thought-provoking 
activity that promotes interest in the findings that have emerged about who animals are—
intelligent, aware, and empathetic beings. The book includes a guide to exciting new tools 
that provide alternatives to using and abusing animals. It can inspire rich and meaningful 
dialog in the classroom. 

• Debate Kits (TeachKind.org/DebateKits)
We know that many middle and high schools assign debates 
on topical issues in order to help their students learn to 
speak and write persuasively, develop research skills, and 
recognize multiple sides of a controversial or multifaceted 
issue. TeachKind’s debate kit series lists a variety of 
resources that can be shared with students to support 
the argument that animals are not ours to use in any way. 
Our debate kits cover a wide range of animal rights issues, 
from the effects of animal agriculture on the environment to 
the cruelty inherent in marine-mammal captivity. These lessons 
build students’ research, argumentative writing, and presentational 
skills while simultaneously promoting empathy for all sentient beings. 
Resources included in each kit walk students through the process of forming an opinion, 
supporting it with well-documented evidence, anticipating a counterargument, and preparing 
a rebuttal—all necessary steps for healthy conflict resolution and the exchange of ideas.

HUMANE EDUCATION IN ACTION

Real-Life Examples

Humane education will look different in every school, but the reward will be the same—
students who demonstrate empathy for all living, feeling beings and a school climate rooted in 
compassion. Here are just a few ways real-life educators have incorporated kindness toward 
animals into their teaching:

• TeachKind has been working with the School Climate & Discipline division of Broward 
County Public Schools—the fourth-largest public school district in the country, where the 
deadly shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida, occurred— 

© iStock.com/AshleighW
ellsPhotography
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to provide all elementary schools with free materials to foster compassion for all sentient 
beings. These resources have been well received by educators and students alike. 

• TeachKind has also been working with the Louisville Municipal School District in Mississippi
to implement humane education. We’ve provided all elementary and some middle school 
teachers in the district with free Share the World kits, conducted a teacher workshop, 
participated in professional learning community meetings, and raised the funds to supply 
one school with humane education books for each teacher’s classroom library.

• In spring 2016, a group of boys in Norfolk, Virginia, harmed a turtle. After court proceedings,
one of them participated in the Virginia Beach SPCA’s Animals Cultivating Empathy 
(ACE) intervention program, developed in part by a former classroom teacher. He spent 
the summer doing various shelter tasks; received daily character education lessons in 
compassion, respect, and responsibility; and spent a considerable amount of time grooming 
and socializing shelter animals (under direct and constant supervision), including a turtle 
named Woodstock. There was a significant improvement in his attitude toward animals 
by the end of the program. “I truly felt [he] came to understand that animals are capable 
of feeling, physically and emotionally,” says Kathleen Shambo, former director of humane 
education at the Virginia Beach SPCA. “He made the connection between his caring 
interactions with Woodstock [and] the turtle that had been abused—a lesson we hope he will 
carry on throughout his lifetime.”

©
 iS

to
ck

.c
om

/jo
ec

ica
k



16 Empathy Now

“TeachKind is the single resource in my class that brings humane education and animal issues
into perspective for my students and leads them through the thought process to develop empathy and 

compassion. The information provides important lessons for the students and provides inspiration for them to 
be better global citizens. TeachKind provides engaging and thought-provoking materials and has given them 
opportunity to self-reflect on how they might develop solutions to animal and environmental issues and start 

putting them into action. TeachKind grants them the ability to evaluate their own lives and how they fit into the 
global picture. I love using TeachKind resources.” 

—Gail Frydkowski, High School English Teacher, New York

“I was able to integrate Share the World 
during a science … unit [in which] students 
were learning about animals. The kids were 
super-excited to see the video with animals, 

and it led to awesome discussions in our 
classroom. I would highly recommend 

sharing this video and the lessons—not only 
to supplement science lessons and have 

valuable discussions but [also] to help teach 
students about kindness and the Golden Rule. 

Great resources!”
—Melissa Phillips, Elementary 

School Teacher, Virginia 

“Share the World is an amazing curriculum 
that supports educators through valuable 

humane education activities and resources 
that inspire tolerance, empathy, responsibility, 
and reverence toward all animals and provides 

springboards for classroom discussions 
about compassionate behavior. Through 

this curriculum, educators are able to create 
a classroom environment that teaches 

compassion and builds kinder communities.” 
—Magaly Madrid, Elementary 

School Teacher, Florida

 “As a middle school–based Speech Language 
Pathologist, I have been using many TeachKind 

lessons over the past year and a half. 
Integrating vocabulary, narrative retell, and 

debate and opinion into these lessons is easy 
and practical. More importantly, seeing the 

kids connect the dots with how animals think, 
feel, and deserve compassion and freedom 
is priceless. Thank you so much for these 

invaluable lessons in compassion and 
empathy for all living beings.” 

—Ron McGill, Middle School Speech 
Pathologist, California

 “I just wanted to thank you for the Share 
the World unit and for the lesson resources 
available for teachers. I am an elementary 
school teacher, and my students loved the 
Share the World unit. I am going to do the 
“Woody: A Survivor’s Story” lesson next. It 

is so important for us educators to teach our 
students how important it is to protect animals 

and be a voice for them. Please continue to 
send me lessons like these. I believe they truly 

do make a difference.” 
—Natasha Vangor, Elementary School 

Teacher, New York

PRAISE FOR HUMANE EDUCATION
Testimonials About TeachKind Resources
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