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ABSTRACT

The suspension of schools during the academic year 2020-2021 due to the coronavirus outbreak necessitated
establishing an "Online School" to meet the multifaceted needs of students with serious health problems. This
paper addresses the creation of an online environment of safety and care in which vulnerable teachers delivered
teaching applying the pedagogy of empathy, a holistic approach to develop the cognitive and emotional skills of
vulnerable students. This research is qualitative with fifty teachers and fifteen students getting interviewed using
open-ended interviews and the method of qualitative content analysis. The purpose of the study was to
investigate the impact of empathy pedagogy on students' learning outcomes and highlight the factors that
empowered students and teachers. According to the findings of the study, empathy pedagogy and particularly
the cognitive, affective, communicative and sociocultural pedagogical components had a motivational effect on
vulnerable students’ academic achievements contributing to quality and inclusive education.

Keywords: Empathy, components of empathy, Online School, online learning, social-emotional development,
vulnerable students and teachers, COVID-19 pandemic.

The Pedagogy of Empathy and its Impact at an Online School in Greece

1. Introduction

The contagious infection caused by the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus dramatically changed all aspects of life
causing serious repercussions worldwide, impacting economies, health sectors, and inexorably education
systems (UNESCO 2020c). Many schools were ill-prepared for this situation that had never happened before
(Eurydice Brief, 2022) and essentially did not have the knowledge which technologies and methodologies were
the most suitable for teaching under these circumstances, in terms of effectiveness, security and accessibility
(Cachia et al., 2021). The pandemic posed unparalleled challenges requiring teachers to adapt to online teaching
(Konig et al., 2020), disrupting traditional teaching practices in physical settings changing at the same time the
daily routines of students (Tzankova, et al., 2022) who participated in distance education (Buonsenso et al.,
2021). Many of them started falling behind academically with the most vulnerable experiencing major setbacks
paying inevitably the heaviest price (UNICEF, 2021). Schools implemented distance learning combining online
and classroom-based teaching (Eurydice Brief, 2022) ensuring the temporary continuation of the educational
process (Hodges et al., 2020). The ad hoc shift from face-to-face teaching to distance education enforced turning
to distance learning platforms with insufficient technological equipment and difficulties accessing the internet
(Bubb & Jones, 2020; Dimopoulos et al., 2021).

Greece, following the worldwide transition to emergency teaching (Hodges & Barbour, 2021), responded to the
educational crisis recurring to a number of digital resources formerly developed through the Digital School
Strategy, which focused on digital solutions for synchronous and asynchronous learning (OECD, 2020). Despite
underfunding, lack of infrastructure and accessibility to online learning environments, insufficient teachers’
training on the pedagogical utilization of computer technology (Anastasiades, 2022), teachers and students were
finally supported. The need for abruptly implementing distance education forced teachers to deal with radical
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changes in working, training as well as social and digital inequalities, which emergency distance education gave
rise to (Jimoyiannis et al., 2020). Emphasis was put on ensuring equal access to distance education
environments providing remote technological support to everyone involved in the educational process.

Under the specific educational, social and historical context, the Regional Directorate for Primary and
Secondary Education of Attica (R.D.P.S.E.A.) ran the "Online School", which was an emergency remote
teaching school (Hodges et al., 2020), in order to address the abrupt shift of delivering teaching to alternative
distance learning modes and distance learning was the only available option for maintaining the quality of
teaching and learning.. The idea emerged under the pandemic education crisis, which created the necessity to
think outside the box in order to meet the vulnerable students’ needs, who should continue attending school
without disruption throughout the academic year 2020-21. Five hundred and fifty one (551) vulnerable teachers
provided online instruction for one thousand ninety six (1096) vulnerable students, who belonged to groups of
increased risk due to serious health problems. The aforementioned groups needed special medical treatment or
regular hospital visits. Subsequently, their health condition was at serious risk through face-to-face teaching so
their involvement in distance learning was deemed imperative. Hence, teaching was organized exclusively
remotely through online classes for both Primary and Secondary Education students (Kosyvas, 2022a)
originating from various school units in the area of responsibility of the Regional Directorate of Attica.

While the pandemic had been tightening its grip, the social isolation of students and teachers had detrimental
effects on their mental health, the manifestation of negative emotions and change in their behavior (Brooks et
al., 2020). In order to mitigate the psychological impact, in addition to supporting the students' learning
progress, a holistic pedagogical approach was necessary with emotional empowerment and strengthening of
mental resilience due to serious health problems in order to maintain physical and mental well-being
(Hatzichristou et al., 2022; Masten & Motti-Stefanidi, 2020).

For the achievement of the aforementioned goals, various prevention and intervention programs have been
designed to promote the social-emotional development of children and adolescents in the school context
(Cojocaru, 2023; Malti et al., 2016; Mondi et al., 2021). One of the most appropriate educational programs has
been recognized empathy, which is a key component of social and emotional empowerment and balanced
development. It is a widely accepted view that empathy can be cultivated and enhanced through such
approaches (Batson, 2009; Jones et al., 2019).

Although there is a growing body of research on the benefits of developing social and emotional skills on
learning achievements (Carlson & Dobson, 2020; Preston & de Waal, 2002; Wilce & Fenigsen, 2016), research
on applying the pedagogy of empathy during synchronous and asynchronous distance learning is limited. In
particular, to the best of our knowledge, there is a complete absence of studies which focus on students with
severe medical conditions who were taught by vulnerable teachers during the pandemic in online environments,
which is the aim of this paper.

2. Empathy and its conceptualisation

Empathy researchers and theorists have pursued the essence of this concept for almost a century having
numerous and definitions (Batson, 2009; Cuff et al., 2016; Howe, 2013). The term is used haphazardly referring
to a kind of emotion sharing when something happens to someone else (Wondra & Ellsworth, 2015).
Accounting for a subjective experience, empathy involves understanding of other people emotional state feeling
similar feelings with them (Decety & Jackson, 2004), imagining how other people think and feel, sharing
experiences, needs, and desires between individuals (Riess, 2017). Therefore, empathy is related to emotional
identification, recognition of another person's thoughts, feelings, state and condition. Through these varied
definitions, it becomes obvious that there is not a consensus but a complexity of relevant definitions on behalf of
different scholars.

The ability, then, to put oneself in another person's shoes, to experience their situation, to understand as much as
possible the deeper motives of their behavior and to see the world through the eyes of other people can be
attributed in various ways, as an individual ability, a personal trait, a competence, a reaction to other people
experiences, and as interpersonal behavior (Luis et al., 2023) thus having a multidimensional nature (Baldner &
McGinley, 2014).

However, empathy should not be confused with sympathy. A person may empathize with another person's
suffering, but not understand the emotions causing it. With empathy we aim to understand others, whereas with
sympathy we participate in their emotional experience, such as when expressing pity for a misfortune (Clark,
2010).
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In order for true empathy to be manifested, the majority of clinical and counselling psychologists consent that
three distinct skills are required, i.e. (a) the ability to share the other person's feelings, (b) the ability to observe
what another person is feeling, and (c) the intention to respond compassionately to that person's suffering, which
is "socially beneficial" (Hatfield et al., 2009). With reference to the aforementioned skills, Decety & Svetlova,
(2012) claim that being able to perceive, share and recognize others’ affective condition fundamentally
facilitates surviving effectively in the social world. Essentially, this group of socioemotional competences
constitutes some of the most meaningful human interactions, e.g. bonding between mother and child (Batson,
2009). Empathy has attracted the research interest of many disciplines such as neurology, psychology,
philosophy and psychotherapy (Stephan & Finlay, 1999; Wang et al., 2022) and contributes to developing
successful interpersonal relationships (Coutinho, et al., 2014).

In addition, empathy is considered a basic dimension of Emotional Intelligence being one of its components
(Goleman, 1995), who supports that it comprises four main constructs - self-awareness, and social awareness
amongst them. Self-awareness has to do with someone’s ability to identify one’s emotions whereas social
awareness describes the ability to understand and appropriately respond to other people’s emotions (Fianko et
al., 2020) implying that by knowing yourself, you can understand the feelings of others.

Most definitions of empathy, which is a multidimensional concept, encompass different features and sides
(Kazmierczak et al., 2013). In the existing literature, the most prevalent fundamental dimensions identified by
researchers are four, i.e. cognitive, emotional, communicative and sociocultural.

Cognitive empathy is the ability to take another person's point of view, to recognize and understand their
feelings and the way they think and react to life events (Eslinger, 1998; Hogan, 1969; Rankin et al., 2005). It
refers to the understanding of one's thinking (Davis, 1983; Eisenberg & Strayer, 1987) and emphasizes the role
of cognitive processing in understanding another person's emotional state (Hogan, 1969; Eisenberg & Strayer,
1987) but without being in a similar situation (Decety & Jackson, 2004).

Emotional empathy refers to experiencing the emotional state of another person. This implies the existence of
emotional response, which is consistent with the other person's emotional state. The individual reproduces the
same emotions with other individuals, shares them, and feels similar experiences (Rankin et al., 2005).
Emotional empathy is fundamentally an affective phenomenon (Iacoboni, 2011; Mehrabian et al., 1972; Preston
& de Waal, 2002).

Communicative empathy refers to the ability of an individual to show another person that they understand their
emotional state and that they can communicate this to their interlocutor accurately and honestly (Xiao et al.,
2016). The communicative dimension of empathy focuses on its human-centered aspect contributing to a deeper
understanding of the other person.

Finally, there is sociocultural empathy. Social empathy is the ability to understand people and acquire
knowledge about their life conditions, situations and social inequalities (Segal, 2011; Segal et al., 2017; Segal &
Wagaman, 2017). Cultural empathy focuses on solidarity, respect for diversity and develops intercultural
communication skills (Dyche & Zayas, 2001; Shimizu, 2000).

According to Smith (2006), the aforementioned dimensions illustrate the fact that empathy refers to two
interrelated human abilities, i.e. the vicarious sharing of emotions (emotional empathy) and the mental
perspective (cognitive empathy). As regards mutual empathy, Jordan (1986) claims that it concerns the affective
and cognitive experience of understanding another person carrying with it some notion of motivation to
understand another’s meaning system from their frame of reference and ongoing interest in their inner world.
Hartling (2020) argues that “mutual empathy is a two-way dynamic process that involves joining in
relationships that allow people to know and respond to the feelings and thoughts of the other person; it is a
sophisticated skill that clears a critical pathway toward greater clarity and knowledge in relationships”.

The ability to empathize is an important factor of social and emotional development, affecting an individual’s
behavior toward others and the quality of relationships (McDonald & Messinger, 2011). Across development,
empathy contributes to promoting the development of children's and adolescents' social-emotional functioning
and hindering their aggression in school contexts (Malti et al., 2016). One’s ability to empathize develops
gradually during childhood and is presumably influenced by children’s social environment (Goldberg, 2021).
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For the aforementioned dimensions of empathy to be evoked in school contexts, research highlights the critical
contribution of teacher empathy in promoting student learning and maximising academic performance. When
students feel safe and welcome, they fully participate in the learning process implementing tasks and activities
efficiently and willingly.

2.1 Teacher empathy: role and importance

Teacher empathy is an integral part of their role and an essential element of their professional development
(Feshbach & Feshbach, 2009; Swan & Riley, 2015). It is associated with the effort to feel students’ positive and
negative emotions in order to recognize their needs and concerns and empathize with them (Tettegah &
Anderson, 2007). Psychologist Carl Rogers (1969) was the first to highlight teachers’ empathy pointing out its
crucial importance for increasing learning significantly whilst changing students’ perceptions of education.

In everyday teaching practices, empathy is closely related to teacher-student interpersonal interaction (Boyer,
2010; Rogers & Webb, 1991). Teachers construct students’ attitudes and values, creating an environment for
their holistic development. In fact, the ability to empathize with students is an essential part of effective teaching
and learning and building productive relationships (Narinasamy & Hasmah, 2013; Nieto, 2006).

In addition, empathetic communication between teachers and students contributes to creating a supportive
learning environment, in which teachers make their lessons engaging and improve learning outcomes (Bozkurt
& Ozden, 2010; Cooper, 2004). It has also been argued that teacher empathy has a positive impact on peer
relationships reducing violent behavior (Ikiz, 2009; Schutz & DeCuir, 2002). Teacher empathy is an important
skill that fosters supporting learning environments for all students (Arghode, et al., 2013) while it is a vital
factor for launching teacher-student rapport (Teich, 1992). It follows, then, that expressing a keen interest on
students’ emotional state establishing at the same time constructive teacher-student relationships constitutes an
essential factor in classroom.

By promoting high-quality teacher-student interactions, teachers’ empathy can be assumed to foster student
development (Aldrup et al., 2021). Research studies have revealed that empathy is of fundamental importance in
teachers and learners’ development as far as ethical, communal, and educational issues are concerned (Arghode
et al., 2013). Consequently, teacher’s empathy overwhelmingly contributes to students’ empowerment. When
teachers respond to students’ emotional, social and academic needs in a sensitive way, the quality of teacher-
student interactions is definitely enhanced (Pianta & Hamre, 2009). Hence, empathy also facilitates the
development of social competence fostering, additionally, high quality meaningful and deep relationships.

Teacher's empathy is mainly related to interpersonal, social and intercultural empathy. Interpersonal empathy
refers to knowing the inner state of the student, their possible difficulties in lessons and the teacher's response
with sensitivity (Batson, 2009). Teachers’ social empathy refers to the ability to recognize and understand the
needs and feelings of students in the social environment of classroom, to identify differences among students in
the way they interact with each other, and to adapt teaching to these differences by providing appropriate
support to students who need it. Social empathy is the teacher's ability to understand the family and social
conditions of his students (Segal, 2011) and is closely linked to students' academic success. It provides a
framework for more effective social policies that address disparities and support social and economic justice for
all people (Segal & Wagaman, 2017). Intercultural empathy focuses on understanding and respecting diversity
developing intercultural communication skills. It facilitates students to develop alternative perspectives, avert
cultural conflicts aiming at tackling prejudices, stereotypes and bias (Malikiosis-Loizou, 2008; McAllister &
Irvine, 2002).

Intercultural and social situations refer to additional pressure each student experiences, due to low
socioeconomic status, cultural identity, or regular hospitalization owing to chronic health problems. The better
teachers understand the various personal, social and cultural state of students, the more they empathize
cognitively and emotionally with them leading to compassion. This is also called compassionate empathy, and
involves realising that someone feels discomfort and proceed to alleviating actions (Dolan, et al., 2017).
Presumably, this type of empathy presupposes recognizing someone’s emotions and understanding them.

Teachers providing a positive learning environment through empathy can actually activate learner engagement
and studies have shown that empathy increases learner confidence in contexts where education takes place
(Zhang, 2022). Empathetic teachers facilitate learners to boost their motivation and self-efficacy (Cooper, 2004)
augmenting their self-confidence. Teachers with high empathy take the time to get to know their students'
specific problems, paying particular attention to students with medical issues as well as to refugee students
without a good command of the host country's language, who may feel the fear of failure.
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Empathic teachers practice 'active listening', show flexibility in the delivery of homework and help students
reach their highest potential by encouraging and supporting them. They also maintain high standards of
academic achievement for their students (Janusik, 2002) striving to remove potential barriers to learning by
implementing inclusive practices and providing differentiated instruction.

The cognitive component of empathy is associated with teachers' efforts to inhibit students' low performance
and undesirable student behaviors (Hamre & Pianta, 2005). Thus, positive teacher-learner rapport can trigger
learners to engage more in classroom activities (Wang et al., 2021). Empathy and teacher-student relationships
are associated with boosting learning and increasing student performance (Barile et al., 2012; Cornelius-White,
2007). When teachers devote time and energy to understand isolated or discouraged students supporting them to
fully develop their personalities, they benefit these students by enhancing their resilience (Bouton, 2016;
Kosyvas, 2022b; Roorda et al., 2017). In these cases, proper questioning and active listening will yield
significant benefits for learners (Fontana et al., 2015). Among others, the review strategy and the inclusion of
motivational interviews are recommended to enhance student participation in the educational process (Miller &
Rollnick, 2012; Reinke et al., 2011).

Nonetheless, Osler (2020) argues that “while empathy is discussed almost exclusively in the context of face-to-
face interaction, we can empathetically perceive other people and their experiences in certain online situations”.
Additionally, in their research, Hancock et al. (2008) noticed that “emotional contagion”, i.e. spread of emotions
amongst individuals is possible via computer mediated communication.

2.2 Teacher empathy in online learning

During the past two decades, there has been a significant increase in research into online learning environments,
the challenge of emerging 'digital empathy' as well as the social and emotional interactions as digital technology
is increasingly used in teaching and learning (Artino, 2012; Humphry & Hampden-Thompson, 2019). In
particular, researches carried out highlighted the impact that social interaction in online settings has on learning
outcomes (Mayer, 2005) as well as student satisfaction (Borup et al., 2012), which, definitely, constitute critical
factors that foster learners’ progress.

It is worth clarifying that according to Friesem (2016), digital empathy regards a set of cognitive, emotional,
social skills and processes, which enable individuals to analyze and evaluate other people’s internal state,
recognize, understand, and predict another’s thoughts and emotions (cognitive empathy), and feel what others
feel (affective empathy) through communication mediated with digital technology. Hence, digital empathy
refers to showing traditional empathic characteristics such as concern and care for others (Terry & Cain, 2016),
expressed through the medium of computers. Being compassionate and reflective, then, via digital media
intersects communication in societies nowadays. In educational contexts, the flourishing of digital technology
has fostered social interaction taking place online through computers. This constitutes digital empathy a crucial
literacy, which promotes teaching and learning in online environments thus, making it a state-of-the-art
approach in education.

For effective online teaching building empathy at the same time, a fundamental principle is developing a clear
understanding of the learners’ needs and expectations while adapting the instruction to learners’ skills and
viewpoints (Fuller, 2012). This way online empathy proves to be a useful tool for the creation of a community,
which facilitates a sense of belongingness for students. Intimate relationships lasting for a long time can occur in
online communities and people can find support when suffering from illnesses (Rheingold 1993). When people
interact constantly, the foundations for stronger communities can be established (Berardi et al., 2020). However,
a factor affecting online communities is the existence of trust amongst people facilitating communities not only
to survive but thrive as well (Feng et al., 2003). Hence, connecting online with others continuously promotes
empathetic practices. In online learning environments nowadays, the crucial role of showing empathy becomes
evident providing valuable insights for teachers as to how they can fruitfully demonstrate genuine empathy
online to empower learners. Conversely, the absence of empathic attitude on behalf of teachers would create a
significant gap in relationships constraining building deep interactions in this context.

Teaching in online classrooms establishes a specific form of communication between students and teachers. As
such, students' interpersonal and emotional experiences influence their engagement in learning and achievement
of cognitive outcomes (Hastie et al., 2007; Price et al., 2007). Many studies highlight the importance of teacher-
student interaction to support learning as well as caring, counselling and supporting students (Bryde, 2001;
Richardson, 2009). Moreover, research on emotions involved in online learning environments offers an insight
into relationships in academic achievements (Borup et al., 2012). Asynchronous modes of online
communication (e.g. e-mail, texting) are integrated into teaching and learning practices. Nevertheless, during the

www.tojdel.net Copyright © The Online Journal of Distance Education and e-Learning 150



T( J DEL The Online Journal of Distance Education and e-Learning, July 2024 Volume 12, Issue 3

The Online Journal of Distance
Education and e Learning

pandemic, synchronous modes of communication have been also used and researchers have studied their
specific benefits, potential and challenge (Humphry & Hampden-Thompson, 2019).

Empathy and a sense of belonging during distance education favorably affect the learning process promoting
students' learning motivation (Holmberg, 2003). Digital empathy can relieve students of mental pain and boost
their confidence (Howe, 2013). As teaching becomes online, stress levels of a number of students may increase
and empathetic teachers feel this anxiety and deal with it with specific reactions, e.g. expressing satisfaction
when students understand the lesson content. In fact, teachers can create a warm classroom environment by
affirming the successes of all students in addition to allocating time to know each student on an individual level
(Meyers et al., 2019), which is rewarding for the welfare and future of those students (Cartee, 2021).

Consequently, online instructors need to use strategies to humanize online courses identifying the most effective
strategies which engage learners in meaningful learning so that teachers can bridge the physical distance
between students and themselves (Singh, et al., 2021). It is the teachers’ task to make intensive efforts to reduce
the social distance developing trust and respect between learners and instructors in online educational settings.
Undoubtedly, achieving an in-depth understanding of engaging strategies will facilitate educators not only to
maximise learners’ academic achievements and social connections, but to build empathy, adapt learning to
students’ specific needs, and boost student motivation (Martin et al., 2020).

Empathetic practices within a distance education context influence the learning process positively especially
when students are addressed directly (Holmberg, 2003). Conversation and direct contact socialize students
fostering positive relationships. A key principle for effective online instruction is when educators develop a
realistic understanding of students’ needs tailoring Curricula to student abilities. In online learning
environments, students and teachers often co-determine the pace of learning. Hence, students tend to be
autonomous, taking control of their own learning and seeking advice and guidance from the instructor or peers
when concepts or instructions are unclear (Fuller, 2012).

Teacher empathy is an educational skill of vital importance and research has shown that social-emotional
competencies can be taught, and that schools play a significant role in nurturing empathy (Durlak et al., 2011).
With reference to the underlying rationale for empathy education, researchers and educators contend that
schools constitute major settings where socialisation can take place (Silke et al., 2021). Presumably, the Online
School of Attica can be considered as such as long as there were empathetic practices among vulnerable
teachers and students.

Nonetheless, this skill has not been explored implementing distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic in
online classrooms where vulnerable teachers delivered learning to vulnerable students. Additionally, little
research has been reported on the impact of online teaching and learning on empathy in Primary and Secondary
Education whereas fostering empathetic practices has been studied mainly in university online programmes
(Fuller, 2012). Therefore, the aim of this paper is to study teachers' digital empathy and its impact in an online
learning environment.

3. The Study

This research presents qualitative findings and aims to investigate the experience of social subjects (Fraenkel et
al., 2016; Kyriazi, 1998). The methodology is mixed and the qualitative methods used are: a) the semi-
structured interview and b) qualitative content analysis (Creswell & Poth, 2016; Cohen et al., 2017; Bryman,
2017).

3.1 Purpose of the research

This study aims to shed light on the perceptions of vulnerable teachers and students through the impact of the
pedagogy of empathy on the learning achievements and academic performance of vulnerable students as well as
identify the causal factors which contributed to empowering them in the context of synchronous and
asynchronous distance learning at the Online School of the R.D.P.S.E.A.

In addition, the ultimate goal was to describe the wide range of experiences through genuine empathy of the
appointed teachers, who made a conscious effort to sense their students’ emotional state. The latter coupled with
the ability to imagine and understand what and how someone else might be thinking or feeling constitutes a
strong argument for making the decision to appoint vulnerable teachers as teaching staff at the Online School.
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3.2 The research questions
This research paper aspires to investigate the perceptions of vulnerable teachers and students of the impact of
empathy pedagogy at the Online School while implementing distance education during the academic year 2020-
21. In this vein, the research questions of the study were articulated as follows:
* To what extent did the pedagogy of empathy contribute to students' learning achievements in the
synchronous and asynchronous distance learning environment?
» Which components of the pedagogy of empathy contributed to the empowerment of teachers and students in
online teaching and learning?

3.3 Participants — Sampling

For the purposes of this study, a total sample of fifty (50) randomly chosen vulnerable teachers out of 551
appointed at this school, and a number of fifteen (15) vulnerable students participated in the research (Cohen et
al., 2017). In order to document data and information two online meetings through Webex were implemented
purposefully with the participation of both teachers and learners.

The main selection criteria of the sample were belonging in a vulnerable group, experience with distance
learning, availability to participate when conducting the survey. Participants had been informed about the
process and had consented participating in the study, which was performed anonymously, using pseudonyms
owing to personal data privacy and protection.

3.4 Research tools and procedure

The semi-structured interview constitutes a widespread practice in qualitative research (Ruslin et al., 2022). It is
an open-ended and flexible form of interview, which allows immediacy and interaction, ensures control of the
process and guidance of the participants, encourages free expression of thoughts and leads to rich and authentic
data (Creswell & Poth, 2016). For the needs of the research, two protocols were developed for teachers (a) and
students (b) respectively with appropriately worded "open-ended" questions (Ruslin et al., 2022; Tasker &
Cisneroz, 2019) as follows:

a. How did you experience your involvement as a teacher in the Online School during the
pandemic? Can you describe the relationships with your students in the context of distance
education, both synchronous and asynchronous? How do you evaluate the learning outcomes and
academic achievements of your students?

b.  What is your opinion and feelings about the Online School? What were your emotions when
communicating with your teachers and peers through the digital platforms? Did you do well in
the lessons? Did you learn as much as you expected?

The semi-structured teachers’ interviews were conducted by the researchers on June 9, 2021 for Secondary
Education and on June 23, 2021 for Primary Education through teleconferences. The students’ interviews were
carried out by their teachers during June 2021 recording the content of the teleconferences and then the
researchers deciphered its content. The interviews were transcribed into texts forming the database of the study.

3.5 Analysis of the research findings
Qualitative content analysis is a basic method of coding, analyzing and interpreting spoken or written language
(Creswell & Poth, 2016; Elo & Kyngas, 2008) and contributes to the focused recording, analysis and
interpretation of participants' attitudes and perceptions (Kyriazi, 1998). A constant comparative method was
used in the analysis, which facilitated identifying common themes, organizing them into categories with key
concepts coded for each focus group, i.e. teachers and students, according to the research questions (Creswell &
Poth, 2016; Fraenkel et al., 2016). Going through the transcribed texts thoroughly, teachers’ and students’
responses were grouped into two categories providing answers to the study.
4. Research findings

a) Empathy and its impact on students’ learning achievements in the online distance learning

environment

The role of empathy as a critical contributing factor in promoting learning and educational achievements has
been identified in the existing literature (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Cooper, 2011; Fuller, 2012), a fact drawn
from the following teachers’ responds.
“Empathy means to be able to understand how our students think and feel. Without

T1 . o : .
empathy, we do not care about our students, their efforts to learn, their difficulties and their
progress.”

T2 “There was an emotional connection with students. Our warm relationship had a positive

”

effect on student learning and performance.
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T4 “The power of empathy that existed between us strengthened the students' desire for
learning and motivated them to put greater effort to succeed.”

“I felt frustrated when some students did not perform well. I gave them additional
TS5 opportunities to overcome difficulties. As students realised that I cared about them, they
responded more to the lesson content.”

The interest, support and empathy of the Online School teachers were important factors facilitating student
learning. The main concern of the teachers was to support students and closely monitor the learning process.
Educators believed that empathy can be used effectively to facilitate vulnerable students’ learning process
through the creation of a supportive digital environment. The frequent absence of some students from the Online
School due to hospitalization affected their academic performance. Empathetic teachers organized remedial
lessons for absent students or posted supplementary supporting activities paying special attention to enhance the
efficiency of their teaching. The relationship of teacher empathy with high student academic achievement is
recognized by students as well:
S1 “With her thoughtfulness and kindness, my teacher helped me learn the lesson content.”
S2 “Digital courses and our teachers supported us in every way, which made me improve and
raise my grades.”
“I had perfect relations with all the teachers. They greatly contributed to maximising my
S4 performance during the school year. The digital school gave me the strength to complete
preparation for the National Panhellenic Examinations.”

The students’ learning achievements were enhanced by the pedagogical dimensions of empathy. Their high
academic achievements are mainly attributed to the compassion and empathy of the teachers towards their
students. Many researchers argue that students with higher levels of empathy get outstanding grades (Mwangi et
al., 2015; Kumi-Yeboah, 2020; Hammermeister et al., 2020). Teachers had to support their students in order to
effectively promote autonomous learning and meet students’ academic goals regulating their own emotions,
however, setting personal and professional boundaries in order to avoid stress and burnout (Kosyvas, 2023).

b) Pedagogical dimensions of teacher empathy during online learning

The empathy observed in the synchronous and asynchronous online learning environment is

multifaceted involving numerous dimensions, which, in fact, are intertwined with each other. Based on the
research data we identify four components: i) cognitive, ii) emotional, iii) communicative, iv) sociocultural.

i)  Cognitive empathy and adaptation to students’ needs in distance learning

The Online School for vulnerable students contributed to avoiding the disruption of the teaching and learning
process owing to the pandemic outbreak. The teachers planned and managed the learning with empathy,
organized the digital environment, monitored the progress of the learning, gave feedback and assessed the
students (Kosyvas, 2023). The teachers’ main concern was to respond to each student’s diverse needs, cognitive
skills and abilities. During the online meetings, the teachers were engaged in in-depth discussions expressing
their opinions as follows:

T3 “Under the difficult conditions of the pandemic, I had to provide effective solutions dealing
with education inadequacies during the online courses.”
“We communicated effectively with the students and that's what helped them get the
Té6 : ; L . .
knowledge easier. Using digital tools I supported their learning process as much as [
could.”
T7 “I gave students striking teaching material with examples to arouse their interest designing

”

tasks and activities suitable to their abilities.

The Online School teachers were asked to cope with the responsibilities of a challenging and difficult role. They
managed to establish a climate conducive to mutual understanding, collaboration and acceptance in the online
classrooms. They also launched major teaching initiatives familiarizing students with the course content in a
stimulating way and making appropriate adjustments to Curricula based on students’ needs and abilities. In
addition, an important characteristic of the teachers was their good mood, the appreciation they had for their
students, their high expectations, support and encouragement. The students were aware of the fact that their
teachers were approachable, but demanding to a certain extent due to their health condition.

T8 “During distance education I tried to communicate with students constantly. I was giving

detailed and personalized feedback on students’ work. My aim was to motivate students to
work harder, improve and succeed.”
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“I had to additionally support vulnerable students, who had learning difficulties, designing
extra activities online.”

“I prepared the online courses according to the Curriculum but adapted it to students’ own
difficulties, way of learning and needs putting a "personal touch" for each student.”

T3

TY

Taking the aforementioned into consideration, it becomes obvious that the teachers showed high levels of
empathy adapting teaching to each student’s particular needs. They also identified their learning process and
characteristics and proceeded to organizing individualized teaching to achieve each student’s learning goals.
Teachers intended to address vulnerable students’ individual learning difficulties and meet their needs (Ramana,
2013). The interactions throughout the learning activities demonstrate teachers’ supportive attitude and digital
empathy to help vulnerable students with immediacy and efficiency.

“In physical classrooms checking new concepts comprehension was considered important.
T10 It was even more significant in distance learning especially when vulnerable students did
not understand specific concepts.”

Teachers regularly ensured students' understanding of concepts taught during the online courses by asking
relevant questions in the context of alternative formative assessment, which was conducted through synchronous
discussions. Teachers used alternative ways of assessing students in order to identify strengths and weaknesses
and target content areas that needed additional emphasis and remedial teaching. The Online School students
accepted the synchronous and asynchronous distance learning online classes with relief owing to their medical

condition.

S5 “When I was absent, my teacher devoted time putting effort into safely attending lessons and
get very good grades.”

S6 “In our digital classes, we got knowledge through problem-solving activities often while
playing. I will attend next class without having knowledge gaps.”

S8 “The lessons were organized on the digital platforms. I posted online work regularly and
when I had difficulties, the teachers always helped me.”

$9 “I completed the digital assignments and sent them to teachers. They knew what knowledge

we needed asking us to watch video lessons and answer questions. They answered our
questions during the online classes solving the most difficult exercises in class.”

The pedagogy of empathy had beneficial effects on the teaching and learning process (Cooper, 2011;
Damianidou & Phtiaka, 2016; Gribble & Oliver, 1973). Students were eager to learn and responded positively to
teachers' interest for communication and broadening their cognitive horizons. During distance education,
teachers faced daunting tasks assuming the role of pedagogical consultant of the educational process as well as
facilitator of the online learning experience. Empathetic teachers tried to understand the students’ cognitive state
interpreting their reactions in order to subsequently adapt the curriculum to the students’ needs and abilities
resulting in effective teaching practices, greater student engagement and success during the digital learning
process.

ii) Emotional empathy and resilience

Teachers’ emotional empathy and their ability to perceive the students’ mental state (Preston & de Waal, 2002)
created healthy emotional bonds being able to recognize and understand students’ positive and negative
emotions, expressing compassion for them thus responding appropriately to their needs.

The Online School ensured the continuation of education during the pandemic offering vulnerable students the
opportunity to meet friends and new teachers online. Educators did not just limit themselves to the achievement
of cognitive goals, but attempted to approach each student by observing their behavior particularities closely
(Hamre & Pianta, 2005). They obtained the necessary pedagogical information from School Principals students
and pupils attended before the pandemic. Accordingly, the parents informed teachers about the severity of their
child's health condition and its evolution, their emotional state and potential difficulties.

“We managed to feel as if we were in physical classrooms. Every digital online

T3 classroom embraced all students.”

T2 “We organized online meetings with psychologists for some children who needed to
overcome difficulties with parents participating as well.”

T13 “I listened to the emotions each student was experiencing and recognized their

>

different physical and mental state.’
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The majority of teachers showed high empathy towards their vulnerable students by offering support ensuring
the emotional well-being of those who were at risk due to serious illnesses. The teachers with the support of the
Educational Coordinators and psychologists placed a strong emphasis on a holistic understanding of the needs of
school communities. They laid the foundations for the development of a genuine pedagogical relationship by
establishing a pleasant and constructive collaboration with students acknowledging their fears and sharing their
concerns and worries. It proved that empathy training acted proactively and soothingly on negative mood and
anxiety disorders. Empathetic teachers encouraged the acceptance of diversity and the development of
solidarity, which became important virtues.

Teachers’ pedagogical actions reduced the competitive spirit thus strengthening resilience, which is the ability to
overcome and positively adapt to the adversities encountered in life (Sanderson & Brewer, 2017); this motivated
learning and contributed to increased student performance (Janusik, 2002; Fontana et al., 2015). The Online
School teachers and students showed remarkable resilience to personal problems and the threat of the novel
coronavirus disease (Kosyvas, 2022b; Papazis et al., 2022) with teachers' encouragement being constant.

T2 “The students empowered me to be healthy and stay alive. I was asking my students
not to give up”’

T14 “At the Online School I felt safe and this gave me strength to face difficulties during
the pandemic.”

TI15 “I think it's hard to empathize if you don't experience similar health issues to your
Students.”

Empathetic teachers were aware of their online students’ emotional state creating a climate of safety, acceptance
and trust. They believed that the impact of distance education was very significant on students; they commented
on their moral debt for applying a pedagogy contributing to students’ well-being. They were proud of their
students' learning outcomes and their participation in a great educational endeavor.
“I was absolutely satisfied with my pedagogical contribution, relationships with students
T7 and their emotional empowerment. It was a moral obligation and my own need to offer
students as much as I could.”
T3 “The children acted as the judges of the teaching process but that was the real
recognition of my ongoing efforts despite health problems.”
In their responds, the students emphasized the feeling of belonging to a group and strength of friendly bonds
amongst them. An online learning environment was created in which students felt safe and expressed their
feelings freely. Students and teachers strengthened their contact, developed relationships with each other
creating an online learning community. Students recognized teachers' valuable help and psychological support
in online lessons.

S9 “This year I had a unique experience at school. At first we were all strangers but very
quickly we became a nice strong group.”

S5 “My teacher was warm and patient. When I was in the hospital I looked forward to
meeting her and my classmates.”

S2 “There was compassion with our teachers We were motivated and supported by them

>

and that helped me greatly increase my performance.’

Teachers' and students' ability for emotional empathy improved through training and practice, and contributed to
the development of successful relationships amongst them as well as to the promotion of well-being.

The two-way pedagogical relationship which developed within an appropriate psychosocial framework
contributed to creating a positive pedagogical climate and good interpersonal relationships. The emotional state
students experienced during online classes was supportive and productive. There was support and empathy
between members of the school community, which led to the climate of safety allowing for a sense of calm in
the school in order to maximize students’ concentration and confidence.

Students experienced a range of emotions while interacting with their teachers, from joy and excitement to anger
and anxiety, which influenced their participation in lessons and their learning experiences. Often the acceptance
of failure, and avoiding stigmatizing mistakes led to positive emotions. Manifestation of emotional empathy
flourished as much in online learning environment as in face-to-face teaching. Both positive and negative
emotions were evoked in students such as willingness to participate in online dialogue or reluctance of emotion
sharing. The counselling role of the teacher was very important, as students were supported in every way to
develop as individuals and were progressively led to emotional 'literacy' understanding others’ emotions as well
as their own.
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In conclusion, teachers' and students' ability for emotional empathy was improved through training and practice
contributing to the development of successful relationships amongst them and their well-being.

iii) Communicative empathy and students' online engagement

The communicative dimension of empathy is closely related to the other dimensions and has a crucial
pedagogical importance for the development of students' potential, self-awareness and self-regulation.
Communication, information exchange, interpersonal interaction and dialogue between the teacher and the
student lead to mutual understanding. The use of social media and mobile phones in everyday life has changed
the ways of interacting and communicating affecting the expression of empathy. With digital technology the
ability to instantly share thoughts and feelings can take place within seconds. These changes are a challenge for
distance education and have brought to the fore 'digital empathy', i.e. the concern and care for others mediated

by digital media.
S10 “In this different school, I met new classmates and became online friends to communicate. 1
also had teachers who helped me not to fall behind in school.”
S3 “During the first online classes, communication was not easy. Sometimes we were slow to

connect to Webex and e-class but soon this improved.”

In fact, the need to familiarize students with e-learning, low internet speed and the lack of electronic equipment
are also confirmed by the literature review (Dimopoulos et al., 2021; Jimoyiannis et al., 2020). In cases of lack
of equipment laptops were borrowed from students' home schools.

The teachers and students were involved in the Online School digital environment, each having specific health
problems and having their own way of displaying empathy, (Humphry & Hampden-Thompson, 2019). The
ability to communicate was a dynamic relationship that led to knowledge production and the success of
synchronous online teaching. The pedagogical relationship was bidirectional and students co-constructed
knowledge with the teachers’ support. Digital technology contributed to the development of digital empathy
between teachers and students. From the first online lessons, teachers tried to set clear rules for everyone in
order to be able to collaborate onwards.

“During the first Webex courses, I gave instructions on how to use the e-class platform, how to
find the teaching material and how to post their assignments giving advice for the success of
T 16  the online courses. From the introductory lesson, I encouraged students to communicate both
with me and their peers. I planned weekly discussions on students’ concerns and an atmosphere
of trust and interpersonal communication quickly developed amongst us.”
“Students were satisfied with distance education and welcomed communication via Webex and
Té6 e-class. They liked working in small groups and the process of looking for the solution to
various questions on their own.”
T17 “With empathy and genuine communication I care about students’ needs. They know that I am
there for them regularly interacting with students.”

Basic skills characterizing a teacher while counselling and guiding are active listening, honesty, friendliness and
empathy (Hornby et al, 2003). The Online School empathetic teachers facilitated building trust with students
early on in the online learning environment. Autonomy, responsibility and collaboration were achieved by the
social presence of the shareholders and their reciprocal action (Durlak, 2015; Humphry & Hampden-Thompson,
2019).

Teachers reported that a vital component of empathy in promoting successful interpersonal interaction and
learning was the increased frequency of communication with students. Organizing real-time, synchronous
discussions enhanced empathy, deeper understanding of students' needs, and trust. This promoted learning
through a variety of interactions with the teacher and the online learning community. Feedback was both
individual and for the whole classroom. Providing feedback outside the classroom context proved of vital
importance using text messages on mobile phones or social media.

“I am in regular contact with students in online lessons and give personalized feedback, to each
T 18  student on their work. Using WhatsApp or Viber on my mobile phone allows me to increase the

speed of responding.”

“The Online School teachers are available even beyond school timetable. Students and parents
T19 . ) . »

communicated by email and by phone whenever they felt it was necessary.
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As students studied during asynchronous learning phase, teachers found a variety of ways to keep in touch with
them thus showing digital empathy. Teachers were eager to communicate with their students, using email and e-
class platforms responding directly with text messages or social media platforms, a fact which promoted a
deeper understanding of students' needs. The use of multiple channels of communication seemed essential to
maintain student and teacher interest and motivation.

The online learning model improved student engagement making learning meaningful and active participation
of all students in learning was a challenge for teachers. Despite the difficulties, the empathetic teachers aroused
the vulnerable students’ interest, created opportunities for action and managed to motivate them as much as
possible in a digital environment of creative online learning. Interactive, communicative, experiential,
exploratory and collaborative learning was a key concern for the majority of teachers.

“There were difficulties in achieving meaningful participation of all students in the synchronous

T7 online learning. [ tried to arouse the students’ interest in a playful way so that they focused on
the lesson. To prevent being passive, I posed questions or problems for collaborative
exploration in small groups or as a whole class.”

T8 “Often I called students by name at regular intervals to answer questions or confirm their
attendance, e.g. to make notes in the chat to ensure their active participation.”

“Distance education led to innovative teaching practices, student participation in decision
T20  making and the development of a meaningful relationship with online students, which is as
important as in face-to-face classroom teaching.”
T21 “While preparing the lesson I try to imagine how students will receive knowledge from either

posted written texts or videos.”

Our observations show that the online learning model, both synchronous and asynchronous, contributed to
students' cognitive development (Halverson & Graham, 2019). During synchronous discussions, students
engaged in two-way interactive communication, while asynchronous interactions focused mainly on students'
tasks, using mostly one-way communication with less interactive exchanges. In contrast to the first phase of
distance education implementation in which the technological dimension of digital media and tools was
prioritized, the online approaches adopted highlight the fundamental importance of their pedagogical utilization.

S6 “We all became friends and keep talking and communicating with each other. I realized that it
is nice to work with friends.”

S1 “The lesson was easy to participate in. I liked cooperating with classmates and try finding the
answer. The lessons had pictures, images and videos.”

S7 “We didn't have any arguments. There was respect and understanding. Teachers asked us to
express our own opinion and make decisions together.”

sS4 “Although communication took place through digital tools, teachers were always by my side

2

talking even after the end of the lesson.

As students were involved in decision making during the educational process, they had increased opportunities
for active participation in the learning process, collaboration and the cultivation of empathy. The teachers’
ability to reduce social distance by developing trust and respect between themselves and students was important
in the online learning environment. Videoconferencing provided the opportunity for high social presence that
benefited both the communicative and pedagogical experiences of students since participants could see each
other in real time and hear each other's voices during synchronous communication (Kear, 2010; Humphry &
Hampden-Thompson, 2019).

iv) Social and cultural empathy
Sociocultural empathy contributes to developing students’ multiple perspectives, mitigating cultural conflicts
and aims to break stereotypes and prejudices as well as enhance social cohesion (Garcia et al., 2012). The
Online School empathetic teachers collaborated on a common basis through the platform on which the
interactions with students took place. The learning activities were inclusive in nature and were based on factual
situations from students' social environment being tightly connected to their everyday life.
“I tried to understand each student and pay attention to their behavior, to know their chronic
T1 illnesses, to listen to their needs and support them in any way.”
“Both students and teachers understand that life is not only happy moments, that pain and
Té6 suffering is part of life. We were united by regular visits to hospitals, our health problems and
our common desire to overcome them.”
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“I had students with serious medical conditions. Since I also belong to high-risk groups, I felt
TS an urge to help them. We tried together and managed to stand up and stay safe during the
pandemic.”

The approval of the Online School from the majority of vulnerable teachers was heartfelt mainly because it
provided them with safety regarding their health under the pandemic conditions. The teachers regularly
informed parents, who motivated their child to participate in online classes since they knew the school
timetable. Teachers regularly communicated with vulnerable students’ parents discussing issues of pedagogical
support inasmuch as acquiring further Knowledge of students’ characteristics was a prerequisite for effective

teaching.
“I got useful information from parents and School Principals the students had enrolled in the
beginning of the school year. I also had the Educational Coordinator’s support regarding
T1 pedagogical and scientific matters always participating in in-service training seminars.”’

“Trying to better understand the students’ social background, I contacted their families
T 22  identifying family problems in order to give proper advice.”

Parents, on the other hand, supported their children using technology and played an important role in monitoring
learning at home based on the teacher's instructions. Above and beyond all, the parents’ constant support was
necessary for the majority of the children due to their serious health condition. The parents’ active involvement
in the online learning process changed family life and they were faced with new situations (Canning &
Robinson, 2021; Carlson et al., 2020). Some expressed a lack of expertise on digital platforms and were unable
to help their children. Others felt discouraged and frustrated at the misfortune of their child's vulnerability and
their long, hopeless efforts. For most, the hope for improvement of chronic health problems was alive. The
harmonious collaboration between teachers and parents was necessary for students’ school progress and proved
pivotal for their safety and mental health.

Students developed their own emotional and social empathy towards their peers for the health problems they
had to cope with acknowledging their feelings.

“I realised that there are other children as well having health problems. Communicating with

§6 them made me feel stronger.”

S10 “When I was in the hospital I missed my classmates. I was looking forward to meeting them
again on the platform.”

S8 “The teachers were aware of our needs and personal health problems. They knew our

2

weaknesses and gaps in lessons and helped us to cope with them.

The acceptance of diversity by the students participating in the study had a positive impact on promoting
intercultural understanding and inclusion in online classrooms. The lessons were enriched with the principles of
intercultural education supporting students who experienced marginalisation and learning difficulties. Teachers
adopted inclusive practices that helped students to express their cultural identity hence enabling culture
interaction.

“We continue to talk and communicate with new firiends teaching them some words from my

§2 mother tongue and they really liked it.”

S7 “I became close friends with one of my online classmates and I like to get knowledge about
customs and traditions of her country.”

“I have refugee friends and have learned a lot about their culture. Fortunately, our teachers do
not consider being different a problem treating everyone the same. Our classmates are kind and
show respect for everyone’s rights.”

S8

In an inclusive digital environment offering equal opportunities in teaching and learning, online students
developed cultural empathy and trust towards their culturally diverse peers. Students' existing knowledge and
experiences were a source of learning and a challenge for improvement. Teachers developed a variety of
pedagogical approaches, teaching methods and learning materials in order to successfully handle multicultural
online classes. As modern societies are characterised by the coexistence of different ethnic, racial, linguistic,
religious and other sociocultural groups, there is a strong need for mutual understanding and acceptance to
overcome barriers that prevent all students from participating in learning. The development of cultural empathy
may be the best hope for fulfilling these aspirations (Garcia et al., 2012; Malikiosi-Louizou, 2008; McAllister &
Irvine, 2002), which constitutes a great challenge for empathetic teachers.
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In conclusion, empathy of vulnerable teachers refers to their multidimensional ability to see the world from
students’ perspective, to understand and perceive their thoughts, feelings and experiences (Howe, 2013).
According to what was reported, the teachers’ degree of empathy regarding the four pedagogical components
was considerable. Empathy was an important teachers’ competence, which enabled fostering robust
relationships with their vulnerable students. Empathy facilitated establishing a climate of emotional safety,
concern, acceptance and trust in online classrooms, supporting learning, and developing student self-confidence.
Thus, students developed the skills necessary for success both in school and life.

5. Discussion

The Online School of the R.D.P.S.E.A. was a collaborative distance education venture that did not consider
vulnerable students marginalised leaving them on the sidelines of society. It was based on the combination of
technical, digital, administrative and pedagogical support embracing both teachers and students (Kosyvas,
2023).

The disruptive period of the coronavirus pandemic has posed significant challenges to mental state and well-
being of school communities, while the impact on vulnerable students has been more intense, overshadowing
many aspects of their personal lives (Hatzichristou et al., 2022). The imposed strict restrictive measures affected
people's lifestyles (Tran et al., 2020). In addition, school suspension and the lack of direct contact with friends
and classmates caused stress to many students changing their behavior.

Contrary to the adverse effects of the existing situation, however, the Online School accomplished the aim of
building strong connecting links and relationships amongst its educational community. The vulnerable teachers
focused on emotional, cognitive and behavioral aspects of empathy aiming at maximizing the students’ learning
outcomes and academic performance. The Online School vulnerable students and teachers were able to form
tight-knit, resilient online learning communities in which everyone was considered an equal member. The
synchronous mode of communication positively influenced the sense of belongingness, the feeling of safety and
self-protection, online collaboration, thus improving social skills. Although the serious illnesses of many
students prevented regular contact with their peers, they were able to connect to the Online School learning
communities and strengthen their skills of adaptation to difficulties. Consequently, resilient communities greatly
alleviated the pressure imposed on these vulnerable students.

As far as students are concerned, it is worth mentioning that the majority of them stressed the importance of
high-quality interpersonal relationships amongst the whole school community underlining the beneficial mutual
empathy both with their teachers and their classmates. Moreover, students pointed out the effectiveness of
distance learning and the subsequent impact of synchronous and asynchronous collaboration models. Last but
not least, they identified the advantageous creation of a human network during the pandemic, which triggered
their motivation resulting in improved learning outcomes.

Inevitably, the world pandemic era called for a sharper focus on providing quality distance education to ensure
learning outcomes and school attendance, thus, supporting students in every possible way to develop
cognitively. Online learning contributed to safeguarding the health of the vulnerable groups of teachers and
students. Teachers regularly contacted students' parents discussing various pedagogical issues to support
learners. Both vulnerable students and teachers had to deal with physical and psychological difficulties,
requiring further support. The aforementioned circumstances, inexorably, were the starting point for the Online
School adopting the pedagogy of empathy, which focuses on the compassion for social justice and humanistic
approach in education (Freire, 2021). The latter apart from being student-centred is also human-centred as long
as empathy was the main trait of the most effective teachers’ and learners’ relationships.

The students' emotional involvement was interrelated with the cognitive interactions (Hamre & Pianta, 2005)
that took place during the implementation of distance learning at the Online School and is inextricably
intertwined both with communicative and socio-emotional empathy. The teachers implemented their subject
teaching objectives, encouraging the emotional involvement of the learners, strengthening self-confidence
(Hatzichristou et al., 2022). Some activities were replaced with others that were better adapted to the social-
emotional conditions of each online classroom and vulnerable students’ particular needs.

One of the important findings of this research is that the degree of empathy of the Online School teachers
towards their students was multidimensional, i.e. cognitive, emotional, communicative, sociocultural,
contributing as key factors to teachers and students’ empowerment. Participants' empathy influenced the
effectiveness of online teaching and learning. The correlation between digital empathy and improved learning
outcomes and high academic performance has been highlighted in research findings both for vulnerable and
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non-vulnerable students as well (Artino & Jones, 2012; Fontana et al., 2015; Kumi-Yeboah, 2020; Zorza et al.,
2013).

Empathy promoted the flourishing of teachers’ close relationships with students due to health problems and
medical issues through constant communication. Empathic teachers recognized students’ emotional and mental
state and with appropriate pedagogical actions supported them accordingly. Active listening and teacher
encouragement were appreciated factors in supporting vulnerable students, digital interactions stimulating
online participation (Hastie et al., 2007; 2010; Roorda et al., 2017; Testa, 2022).

During the pandemic, students lost insouciance, joyfulness, genuine communication and were deprived of
dreams and hope. Online School educators placed particular emphasis on an all-inclusive understanding of
online communities needs, enhancing students' social-emotional skills such as emotional empowerment,
enhanced preparedness, self-esteem, self-awareness, and self-regulation rather than exclusively focusing on
cognitive goals. Comparable findings have been reported in similar pedagogical approaches to developing social
skills in children and adolescents from non-vulnerable groups (Carlson & Dobson, 2020; Hodges & Barbour,
2021; Scorgie, 2010; Wilce & Fenigsen, 2016).

In the context of empathy-based pedagogy, teachers really connected with students, sharing feelings and
experiences in dealing with their health problems, thus leading to student resilience. The benefits of developing
authentic relationships with students are also highlighted in the existing literature (Cranton, 2006; Stipek, 2006).
Teachers acted as counsellors encouraging students, promoting knowledge acquisition, ensuring their
psychological safety relieving them from personal fears and the worries of the coronavirus outbreak.

Empathy contributed to success of distance online learning at the Online School. It was the basis of interaction
among the teaching and learning process fundamentally facilitating the vulnerable students’ motivation for
further learning. Empathy was beneficial on students' involvement in online learning affecting their academic
performance. Empathetic teachers set not only cognitive but social-emotional goals as well, depending on
students’ grade, class and subject (Cojocaru, 2023; Hamre & Pianta, 2005; Jones et al., 2019), such as to
establish a safe environment in online classes so that students are able to recognize, express and manage their
emotions. Hence, empathy was attributed with creating a genuine empathic connection during the online
learning process enhancing motivation for further engagement and commitment to learning being responsible
for taking decisions. Definitely, it had a positive effect on students' engagement and success in digital learning
maximising academic performance (Kosyvas, 2022b). At the same time, the students' resilience led to an
increase in their commitment, which subsequently resulted in high academic achievements, since many students
were admitted to university. Some studies link student resilience to increased academic achievements (Cooper,
2011; Fuller, 2012; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Meyers et al., 2019; Mwangi et al., 2015; Sarwar et al., 2010).

6. Concluding remarks

The Online School was an innovative and collaborative project, which provided a protective environment of
mutual support ensuring the increase of equal opportunities and the full development of vulnerable students’
abilities, putting into practice the inclusive vision of a quality and inclusive education. It became a digital school
that was successfully crowned thanks to the hard work of all participants (Kosyvas, 2023). The research
questions of the study lead to the following conclusions:

The first conclusion of this research is that the degree of empathy of the Online School vulnerable teachers
towards their vulnerable students was high and the empathy pedagogy adopted had a positive impact on
students' academic performance. Empathetic teachers, noting the extensive atrophy of social relationships, the
deficit of genuine interpersonal relationships, and the internalization of fears and anxieties amplified during the
pandemic, have made dramatic efforts to holistically understand the needs of vulnerable students. While at first,
there was emotional distance amongst them, they were soon united through their shared participation in digital
learning communities, although they had never met before, thus having the chance to make new online friends.

These communities formed resilient social cells that empowered members to connect with other participants
fostering online collaboration, the sense of belonging and safety. They also acted as stable reference points for
the development of trusting relationships and a source of support for teachers and students. The Online School
had multiple and significant benefits for vulnerable students contributing to maintaining their emotional balance
and their interest in the learning process, but also to establishing relationships of mutual understanding and
respect to their classmates and especially with their teachers. The pedagogy of empathy implemented by
vulnerable teachers was a transformative force in education satisfying their psychological needs, and improving
their social and academic skills. It provided a solution to the existing risk of isolation and marginalization of
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vulnerable students while reducing, at the same time, their families stress on their cognitive and social-
emotional development. The teachers’ empathy and understanding of their students’ health problems maximised
their school progress. Empathy-based pedagogy boosted students' resilience and positive emotions enhancing
engagement in online learning increasing academic performance.

The second conclusion drawn from the discussion of the qualitative results of this study is that the holistic
educational approach to the pedagogy of empathy during synchronous and asynchronous distance education led
to multifaceted enhancement of empathy. Students improved their understanding of another’s thoughts and
feelings and developed collaborative attitudes.  The results of this research converge with the theoretical
framework of this paper thus confirming the four dimensions of empathy, which contributed to the
empowerment of teachers and students.

Another important finding that is consistent with the sphere of interests of this research is that distance
education gave students the opportunity to experience the pedagogical characteristic of empathy during school
suspension. Teachers’ genuine interest for their students and everyday interaction with them promoted personal
affirmation during online learning. Teachers recognized the potential of digital tools and redefined the value of
their pedagogical role in physical classrooms. The Online School managed to benefit students empowering them
to overcome fear, build trust, boost collaboration, and genuine relationships and communication, undoubtedly,
with the teachers’ continuous support. Based on this finding, ultimately, aiming at improving the quality of
classroom-based education, the issue of quality pedagogical relationships in traditional classrooms becomes of
paramount importance for both students’ academic success and their personal and social development. Hence,
the establishment of strong pedagogical relationships is a prerequisite for the "normality" of the post-pandemic
era.

7. Limitations of the research

This research reflects the views of a small sample of students, who enrolled at the Online School. Furthermore,
there are no quantitative results that fully indicate the positive impact of empathy pedagogy on students'
academic success. It is also essential to underline that the Online School was evaluated as a whole both in
Primary and Secondary Education whereas these two educational levels differ in terms of many educational
aspects. Based on these limitations, the results of this research are amenable to further scrutiny meaning that
they are not suitable for generalizations to the wider teacher and student population. However, the
aforementioned findings provide important indications and offer useful clues for future scientific research.

8. Suggestions

As far as students with serious illnesses are concerned, distance education highlighted the need to adopt
appropriate supportive online teaching approaches as a response to possible future crises as well as blended
learning programmes, i.e. a combination of face-to-face teaching and e-learning in conditions of "normality". In
this light, the initiative to promote empathy needs to be fostered in Curricula. In addition to vulnerable pupils
with health problems, 'home-schooled' pupils could be included in blended learning programmes. Similar cases
include children with special needs and pupils with a refugee or migrant background that society must accept
without any form of discrimination, while preserving social cohesion. Access to education to an ever wider
range of pupils should be accompanied by the existence of additional supporting structures. In this sense, further
research should be implemented to study the inclusive school of the future focusing on the quality of
pedagogical relationships through the eyes and experiences of students.
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