
families, for when we are able to put 
ourselves in another’s shoes, we under-
stand them better and are more able to 
validate their emotions. 

A few weeks ago, I went to visit a new 
elementary school that opened in our 
area. As I walked through the building, 
I noticed three posters displayed promi-
nently on one of its walls explaining 
desirable characteristics for children 
to develop: Courage, Curiosity, and 
Compassion. The administrator 
who guided my tour explained these 
characteristics are connected to the 
social-emotional component of the 
curriculum and are part of the school’s 
vision for the children. Underneath 
each noun was a definition. Under the 
word compassion, the definition read: 
A feeling of sharing another’s suffering 
that leads to a desire to help.

I was excited to see that children 
were being helped to understand 
the concept of compassion. Another 
way of describing learning how to 

Over the course of the last 15 years, 
I have written three books for 
teachers of young children. In each 
of the books, whether they are about 
reflecting on how we developed our 
biases, the way we were disciplined, or 
how we sought attention as children, 
I conclude with a chapter on compas-
sion. Developing compassion is critical 
when working with children and 

          Self  
Compassion
                                           by Tamar Jacobson

share another’s suffering is empathy. 
Compassion and empathy go hand in 
hand. One of the key ingredients for 
cultivating authentic and meaningful 
relationships is having the capacity for 
empathy. Empathy allows us to put 
ourselves in another person’s shoes 
and imagine how they may be feeling 
(Jacobson, 2018, p. 95). A colleague 
writes that children are able to learn 
empathy if it is practiced frequently, 
noting, “The brain becomes what it 
does most frequently. If we do not 
practice empathy, we cannot become 
more empathetic” (Szalavitz and Perry, 
2010, p. 289).

During my visit to the school, I could 
not help but wonder how the faculty 
were being helped (if at all) to develop 
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Compassion (noun):  

A feeling of sharing another’s suffering 
that leads to a desire to help.
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compassion themselves. What if they 
had never had the opportunity to prac-
tice being empathetic when they were 
young children? Or, what if they had 
not experienced the significant adults 
in their lives being empathetic toward 
them growing up? In my work with 
teachers and in all three books I have 
written, I invite readers to conduct self-
research, which I call internal ethnog-
raphy (2008). Recently, I wrote about 
this specific type of self-reflection in 
“Everyone Needs Attention: Helping 
Young Children Thrive.”

I invite the reader… to get to know 
yourself better… to learn about how 
you became who you are, what and 
who influenced and affected you, but 
most of all, how the interactions with 
adults in your childhood made you 
feel... [I invite you again and again] 
into a space we often leave unexam-
ined, because we might have put aside 
emotions that were too uncomfortable 
to deal with when we were children. 
When I become more aware of how I 
tick emotionally, I am able to be more 
intentional, and have more options in 
choosing how to behave–not only with 
children, but, in fact, with everyone 
in my life… Children benefit greatly 
from authentic relationships with 
us… When we are humane to them, 
they learn to be humane to others. 
When we allow them to explore their 
emotions safely, they trust us more, 
and when they trust us, they open 
themselves up to learn more and 
more from us–and also to share some 
of their innermost feelings with us 
(Jacobson, 2018, p. 10-11).

Always delving into this type of self-
reflection personally, recently I have 
been asking myself, “Can I be more 
compassionate with myself? For if I 
am not, am I able to have compas-
sion for others?” These questions have 
been on my mind constantly since 
reading about self-compassion by 
Kristen Neff (2012). They have made 

me think about what critical voices 
from my childhood I developed in my 
brain when I was growing up. I realize 
that these early voices from signifi-
cant adults in my life have stayed with 
me until now. Our earliest emotional 
memories are un-erasable in our brains.

Becoming aware of how I talk to me 
about me in my head is half the battle 
toward becoming more compassionate 
with myself. This is different from 
narcissism and constant self-praise. 
This is about learning to accept 
my flaws as part of being human. 
Becoming aware of my humanity 
helps me become more compassionate 
toward me.  For example, I carry many 
plates from the table to the kitchen, 
and a voice in my head (probably from 
my step-father, when I was a child) 
harshly admonishes me, “Be careful, 
you are going to drop those!” In that 
moment I find myself walking with fear 
of my ability—probably causing me to 
drop a plate after all.

When I am compas-
sionate toward myself, 
instead, I become 
aware of why I want 
to carry so many all 
at once. Do I want to 
please everyone and 
show them how good 
I am at clearing the 
table? Am I tired and 
wanting to finish my 
chores quickly? Am 
I angry that I am left 
with doing this work 
all alone? In other words, why do I 
need to carry too many plates all at 
once? And, on the other hand, perhaps 
I am capable of doing that without 
dropping any if I feel secure in my 
abilities.

Self-compassion helps me become more 
aware of why I do what I do authenti-
cally and intentionally. If I find myself 
cautioning children who try to do 

something challenging, it probably has 
something to do with how I was not 
trusted to do things when I was a child. 
Therefore, I become more aware of 
how or why I blurt out things to chil-
dren, and I am able to choose responses 
that are more helpful or appropriate for 
children’s development.

These practices also help me accept and 
validate my feelings. After all, feelings 
are part of being human. Everyone 
has feelings whether we like them or 
not—whether they cause us discomfort 
or not. I might deny them or pretend 
I do not feel them, but nevertheless, 
consciously or unconsciously, I experi-
ence them simply because I am human. 
Feelings are complex. They arise when 
I least expect them. But if I am able 
to validate or acknowledge my own 
feelings, perhaps I will become more 
inclined to accept children’s compli-
cated feelings as well.

Lately, I am finding it a relief to experi-
ence an emotion cognitively, physi-

cally, viscerally and then 
choosing how, when, or 
even if to express it. As I 
become more conscious 
of the critical voices in 
my brain acquired since I 
was a child, I am able to 
develop self-compassion. 
For example, after having 
lost 30 pounds this past 
year, I still find myself 
standing by the mirror 
and seeing a larger me. A 
critical voice murmurs in 

my head “Tamar, you look terrible! 
You need to lose weight!” I steady my 
gaze and think, “Would I ever talk 
like that to a friend, or my child?” 
And then as I focus again, I see a more 
realistic version of me. Just the me of 
here and now. I realize that when I see 
the fat, ugly me, I am looking at myself 
through my mother’s critical eyes—not 
through mine.

“Becoming aware 
of how I talk to 

me about me in 
my head is half 

the battle toward 
becoming more 
compassionate.”
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As I learn acceptance and self-
compassion, I find it easier to transfer 
these feelings onto others. It helps me 
become even more compassionate with 
children, who struggle to understand 
their emotions. Adults who are hard 
on themselves seem to take out these 
critical self-expectations on young, 
sensitive children, who need their help 
and guidance. I see this when I am 
supervising student teachers, observing 
teachers of young children in class-
rooms all over the country, or noticing 
how parents interact with their chil-
dren in public spaces. Adults seem to 
be unconsciously repeating over and 
over again what was done to or for 
them when they were children. 

Lately, I feel an urgency to help adults 
who work with young children become 
more compassionate with themselves, 
in order to help them better accept 
children’s development and humanity. I 
guess I am feeling wistful since I turned 
70. And, as I am clearly entering the 
autumn of my life, I have become 
more than usually reflective, especially 
about self-compassion and validation 
of children’s feelings. In conclusion, I 
send out a call to all who live or work 
with young children and families: let 
us learn more about self-compassion, 
and understand how the way we were 
treated when we were young affects 
our interactions and relationships with 
children in our care. For, when we 
learn to validate our own feelings, we 
will be more inclined to accept others’ 
feelings, and when we learn that our 
flaws, trials and tribulations are what 
makes us human, we will be able to 
transfer this compassion and empathy 
toward others. And then those who 
are hard on themselves will not have to 
take out these critical self-expectations 
on young, sensitive children, who need 
our support and guidance. 
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