
Heliyon 6 (2020) e04021
Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Heliyon

journal homepage: www.cell.com/heliyon
Research article
Developing empathy among first-year university undergraduates through
English language course: A phenomenological study

Imam Zafar Numanee a, Nazneen Zafar a, Abdul Karim a,b,*, Shaik Abdul Malik Mohamed Ismail b

a Brac Institute of Languages (BIL), Brac University, Dhaka, Bangladesh
b School of Educational Studies, Universiti Sains Malaysia, Penang, Malaysia
A R T I C L E I N F O

Keywords:
Psychology
Education
Empathy
Classroom instruction
Language classroom
University
Cultivation of empathy
* Corresponding author.
E-mail address: abdul.karim@bracu.ac.bd (A. Ka

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2020.e04021
Received 2 April 2020; Received in revised form 5
2405-8440/© 2020 The Authors. Published by Else
nc-nd/4.0/).
A B S T R A C T

Empathy, as an essential personality trait of human beings, has been studied rigorously in the field of nursing and
medical sciences. Nowadays, universities are also endeavoring to develop empathy with particular courses or
tailored content among the students. The English language classroom acts as a dynamic platform to impart ed-
ucation for empathy. Yet there is a paucity of research related to the outcomes of such initiatives. The current
study revolved around an English language course that is primarily designed to improve students' proficiency in
English required for them to be empowered with the compatibility of tertiary education. The secondary focus of
the course concerned the cultivation of empathy that is inevitable not only for the academic journey but also for
social wellbeing. The present study was designed to investigate the contents, based on theoretical grounds, of the
English language classroom and to trace the outcomes of such an empathy-teaching. A phenomenological
approach was adopted to conduct the study, in which document analysis and semi-structured interviews with 10
participants shaped the instrumentation of data collection. The current study adopted thematic analysis to analyze
the semi-structured interview data. The findings projected that the contents harnessed to cultivate empathy
corresponded to the theoretical aspects of empathy development. The semi-structured interview data was a tes-
timony of the nature of empathy practice inculcated among undergraduate students.
1. Introduction

The essence of an individual's identity as a human being is empathy.
Empathy is an indispensable human quality that shapes the interpersonal
actions of human beings. Irrespective of personal, professional,
communal, and social settings, the exhibition of empathy is an undeni-
able priority. Therefore, empathy is a compulsory human trait that oc-
cupies a significant place in the field of research. To illustrate, the past
few decades have been the years of exerting eloquent focus on empathy
and its practice in the spirit of diffusing the essence of empathy globally
(e.g., Cruz and Patterson, 2005; Marx and Pray, 2011; Stebletsova and
Torubarova, 2017; Franzese, 2016). Most of the studies explored the
extent of empathy possessed by people involved in health or medical
sciences. Precisely, Marx and Pray (2011) reported that empathy has
been eloquently discussed in the fields including psychology, moral ed-
ucation, business, law, feminism, and more, “with each perspective
adopting different definitions and aspects of the concept”. To put
empathy into practice, researchers suggested diverse institutional inputs
that induce an individual to inculcate empathy. The attempts of training
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or teaching empathy and the outcomes of such efforts have been docu-
mented in the relevant literature.

Since 1960', developing empathy through training has been being
discussed as a crucial topic of research, and especially it has always been
a matter of debate and discussion whether the skill of empathy can be
learned or it is completely intrinsic in human nature (Şahin, 2012).
However, several studies looked at empathy as a learnable skill and
affirmed that it can be strengthened through education and practice
(Ançel, 2006; Cunico et al., 2012). Furthermore, Tarida�g (1992, as cited
in Şahin, 2012) mentioned that although the ability of empathy cannot
be taught directly, the inherent potentialities of empathy can be nurtured
through training. Apart from that, regarding the development of
empathy, multiple research works have also pointed out four major
categories of empathy training thus empathy development i.e. (1)
modeling, (2) didactic, (3) role-playing and (4) experiential (Dalton et
al., 1973; Fine and Therrien, 1977; Gladstein and Feldstein, 1983;
Greenberg and Goldman, 1988). To illustrate, Dalton et al. (1973) have
clarified in their research that one of the categories named modeling had
left a crucial impact upon the training of empathy and counseling
0
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behavior through its behavior modification and modeled learning
experience. Moreover, referring to Eisenberg and Delaney (1970) they
had strengthened their point of supporting the practicality of
modeled-learning in behavior modification. Afterward, Fine and Ther-
rien (1977) had also conducted a study on the effects of a systematically
designed training program on empathy building. The result of the study
indicated that this didactic training of empathy successfully and signifi-
cantly increased the empathic judgment among the trainees.

Furthermore, focusing on the Asian socio-cultural background,
improving the ability to nurture empathy has a large significance
regarding the contribution to the establishment of an effective intercul-
tural communication because one of the major characteristics of empathy
is to develop the perspective of another human being, regardless of
having diverse socio-cultural differences (See Chen et al., 2007 for
detail). A subsequent study showed that educating the students about
cultural empathy had resulted in decreasing the cultural stereotypes
during an international Chinese Language program since cultural ste-
reotypes can function as an impediment to language learning by creating
refusal and inclination against the culture of the target language (He,
2017). Furthermore, another succeeding research, conducted on 60
Chinese undergraduate students of Zhejiang Ocean University, has found
out that the ability of cultural empathy is positively correlated with the
ability of cross-cultural communication to enhance the quality of lan-
guage learning (Jiang and Wang, 2018).

Apart from these, different studies have been conducted globally to
evaluate the incorporation and functionality of empathy in tertiary ed-
ucation (e.g. Marx and Pray, 2011; Zembylas, 2012; Chen et al., 2007;
Jiang and Wang, 2018). For example, the qualitative research on the
abroad-studying English language learners, conducted in Cuernavaca,
Mexico suggested that empathetic understanding had helped the students
to channel their frustrations regarding differences of culture, language,
and race (Marx and Pray, 2011). It was predicted that empathy is going to
be one of the key factors in the increased percentage of English Language
Learners (ELL) in the US and the concept of empathy will have a firm
contribution to the development of the upcoming teaching strategies
(Washburn, 2008) since the prediction made by the US Census Bureau
suggests that the number of students learning the English language is
going to rise to 40% of the entire student population of the US by 2030
(Herrera and Murry, 2005). However, not only in language learning but
the concept of empathy has also been researched globally in medical
studies (e.g. Spencer, 2004; Pedersen, 2010; Sulzer et al., 2016; Yuen
et al., 2019).

Seemingly evident is it that the culture of teaching empathy in the
language classroom is not a new phenomenon. The past few decades
have been the years of exerting subtle attention to the studies con-
cerning the cultivation of empathy among students through teaching
and training. Empathy is one of the personality traits that is much
needed in the era of science and technology. On a pragmatic level, with
the widespread growth of modern technology and the multifaceted
exposure of artificial intelligence, although the doctors, nurses, and
educators enjoy tremendous support, artificial intelligence or even the
most recently developed robots lack the presence of empathy thus
cannot yet replace a properly trained professional (Inkster et al., 2018).
Therefore, the intensity of empathy becomes an undeniable priority.
Taking such reality into account, universities have designed courses to
enable students to learn and practice empathy. Of particular medium to
impart empathy is the English language course, as aforesaid, that har-
nesses materials essential to teach empathy. Building on such an English
language course at the focal university, the current study attempted to
shed light on the classroom inputs to teach empathy, the way of
incorporating these to the classroom, and the outcomes of such initia-
tive. In the following sections, we highlighted the concepts associated
with empathy and its development. After that, we designed the method
of the study in which we defined the context and rationale of the study.
Next, we presented our findings. Finally, we drew the conclusion fol-
lowed by the discussion part.
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1.1. The concept of empathy

The discussion of empathy came into prominence in the English
language when British Psychologist Edward Ttichener used it for the first
time in 1909 as a translation of German term Einfuhlung which means
‘feeling into’ or ‘in feeling’. Due to the passage of time, empathy is an
inevitable part of human life. Initially, empathy is identified as a
complicated concept. Bell (2018) acknowledged it by stating that the
concept of empathy continues to be fine-tuned as new sections of ideas
emerge, with the increase of studies that advance the definitions, un-
derstanding, and subtypes of empathy. For instance, Barrett-Lennard
(1962) conceptualized empathy as an active process that grows the in-
stinct in human beings to see, feel, or internalize another's perspective of
the world. Rogers, building on the professional ground, defined empathy
as “to sense the client's anger, fear, or confusion as if it were your own,
yet without your anger, fear, or confusion getting bound up in it” (1957,
p.99). This is particularly for the counselors, who need to understand the
clients' experiences of suffering. Later on, it was summarized as “empathy
truly appears to be a mutual process of shared communicative attune-
ment” (Elliott et al., 2011, p.47). On this ground, empathy acts as a
bridge to connect counselors and clients to feel safe and understood.
Meshcheryakov and Zinchenko (2004) in their dictionary on psychology
defined empathy as an instrument that generates one's attention towards
other people. Stebletsova and Torubarova (2017) associated empathy
with emotional generosity, sensitivity, and attention towards other
people to address their problems, troubles, and joys. According to them,
empathy enables them to perceive other people's feelings in an emotional
ground. Empathy has been shaped in fundamental literature on second
language learning and teaching as “putting yourself into someone else's
shoes” (Brown, 2000, p.153).

Considering mental health, practitioners shed light on two aspects of
empathy: affective empathy and cognitive empathy (Bodenhorn and
Starkey, 2005). Cognitive empathy is attained by logically embracing
another's situation. Precisely, cognitive empathy skills can be learned
through reasoning and connecting with others through thoughtful
reflection. Affective empathy, on the other hand, is embedded in the
emotional response to another person's feelings or predicaments. It is
inherent, which allows a person to experience another's emotions. Batson
(2009) conceptualized more than eight conditions or experiences where
the term empathy can be functional. These three conditions entail
knowing other's internal state, including thoughts and feelings, adopting
the posture or matching the neural responses of an observed other,
attempting to embrace how one would think and feel in the other's place,
and internalizing the distress another person is undergoing. Furthermore,
Goleman (2006) shed light on three types of empathy, which are
cognitive, emotional, and compassionate. For a start, cognitive empathy
is attached to knowing what others feel, and what they might be
thinking, which is similar to Batson's (2009) illustration. Laird (2015)
referred it to perspectivation. Next, emotional empathy is enacted to feel
something along with others in a way that appears as something conta-
gious. The third type, compassionate empathy, is more operational in the
sense that it leads a person to understand others' feel with them and offer
help if it is necessitated.

Factors influencing empathy include perceived similarity to other
people, nurturance, culture, and neurological functions (Laird, 2015).
The perceived similarity is set with the idea that people feel a person's
situations to the extent that they perceive these to be similar to them-
selves. Next, nurturance is seen as a human instinct that drives people to
practice empathy through caring and protecting one's young. Finally,
cultural differences have been identified as a driving force that yields a
varying degree of empathy. Empathy, a mechanism that drives people to
step out of the selfhood (De Vignemont and Singer, 2006), functions with
the assistance of mirror neurons that is situated in the premotor cortex of
the brain (Gallese et al., 2007) and creates an instinct that influences
human beings to feel the actions of other people in a given situation as
the same as they would react in a similar situation (Bell, 2018). Alford
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(2016) furthered it by stating, “mirror neurons work by assuming that
you intend what I would intend in a similar situation” (p. 8). Another
school of thought suggested that empathy is the result of “an
emotion-regulation process used to soothe personal distress at the other's
pain or discomfort, making it possible to mobilize compassion and
helping behavior for the other Decety and Lamm (2006, as cited in Bell,
2018, p. 109).

1.2. Development of empathy

Bell (2018) conceptualized the employment of creative activities that
encompass both cognitive and affective empathy. Although the activities
purportedly increase overall empathy, they are selected for the individual
categories based on the ability of the activity to stimulate learning that
tailors the development of the particular type of empathy. For instance,
Bell (2018) propounded that activities for increasing the extent of
cognitive empathy results in thoughtful reflection, cognitive
perspective-taking, and challenging one's perspective and beliefs through
a greater understanding of another's experience. On the other hand, af-
fective empathy activities are distinct. Generally, these are specific to
creative approaches that bypass cognition and speak directly to the
development of felt reactions to other situations.

Furthermore, Gladstein and Feldstein (1983) believe that role-taking
can be another effective way of building empathy and they also came up
with a detailed analysis of the development of empathy that objectifies
the idea of the three stages of empathy-building i.e. (1) emotional reac-
tion, (2) role-taking (3) cognitive suspension. With a particular focus they
mentioned here that emotional reaction is an ‘unobservable state’ thus
also immeasurable; role-taking, however, involves the understanding of
others' perception of the world through situational imagination; finally,
cognitive suspension refers to the process of getting rid of different
socio-cultural beliefs so that people can nurture empathy
non-judgmentally.

Moreover, as a tool for empathy-building, experiential therapy
emerged in the ‘40s and ‘50s and it refers to therapies based on a hu-
manistic and phenomenological approach, however, by the ‘60s several
research works had started to be conducted specifically on the instructive
training programs on the experiential theory and those research works
contributed vastly in the development of empathy through multifaceted
experiential therapy (Greenberg and Goldman, 1988).

Finally, different social promotions and positive initiations, increased
support from the socio-cultural environment, developing various ethical
perceptions, etc. can be expected to have a significant positive outcome
in building empathy among university students since these social re-
inforcements have notable contributions in developing the sense of
empathy among children (Eisenberg & Strayer, 1990). Another method
of developing empathy can be the contextual simulation through
role-playing activities (Brunero et al., 2010; Bosse et al., 2012). Some
researchers have also evaluated the effectiveness of reflective writing as a
training tool for building empathy and have found out that reflective
writing is capable of enriching the quality of empathetic judgment among
the trainees (Shapiro et al., 2004; Ozcan et al., 2011). In a nutshell, it is
possible to come to this resolution that various researchers have shown
this very explicitly that empathy training is significantly effective for the
improvement of the sense of empathy among the students regardless of
having the difference in levels and ages (Şahin, 2012; Bas-Sarmiento et
al., 2017).

1.3. The study

The current study was based on the English language course that is
usually offered to the first-year undergraduates from all disciplines at the
focal university in Bangladesh. This fundamental English course was
devised to enrich their compatibility in terms of the English language,
which was necessitated to continue their university education for the
next four years. At the same time, considering the social reality and the
3

nationwide violence, university authority felt the need to cultivate
empathy among students with the hope of eradicating the crisis. With
such aim and objectives ahead, we incorporated empathy as content for
the English language classroom. Stebletsova and Torubarova (2017)
postulated that a foreign language (FL) can shuttle and develop empathy
among students. Therefore, as they put forward, the FL classroom acts as
an effective setting to develop empathy. Most relevantly, educational
inputs are useful in maintaining and developing empathy in undergrad-
uate students (Batt-Rawden et al., 2013). Now the pressing question is, to
what extent our content for building empathy in the language classroom
is in line with the theoretical ground on building empathy and what is the
outcome of such empathy-training imparted in the language classroom.
Pertinently, the current study was guided by the following research
questions:

1. How were the contents used for developing empathy in the English
classroom in line with the theoretical ground?

2. How was the perception of the undergraduate students regarding the
nature of the practice of empathy developed by the integration of
empathy-training in an English language course?

Although in Bangladesh, the study related to empathy-teaching and -
development, and its outcomes, in primary, secondary and tertiary ed-
ucation, has not been directly institutionalized so far, the significance of
the studies on training and outcome related to empathy cannot be
overlooked considering the nationwide degradation of moral values and
the increasing rate of hatred-crimes.

2. Method of the study

In this section, we shed light on the context, setting, and design of the
study.

2.1. Context of the study

According to one crime-statistics provided by Bangladesh Police, 351
cases of murders, 1139 cases of woman and child repression, and 46 cases
of kidnapping have been filed in 2019 (see https://www.police.gov.bd/
en/crime_statistic/year/2019). Furthermore, another national news-
paper named New Age reported a more recent statistic which estimated
that in 2019, 1538 rape cases have been filed within the first four months
alone which also indicates that almost 13 (12.81 more precisely) in-
cidents of rape have occurred every day within these four months (seeh
ttp://www.newagebd.net/article/72764/bangladesh-sees-nearly-13-ra
pes-every-day). Several incidents of extreme hatred-crimes occurred in
2019; one of the recent incidents is when a 40-year-old woman named
Taslima Begum Renu was beaten to death by a mob based on a mere
suspicion from rumors (see https://www.thedailystar.net/city/news/be
ating-woman-dead-badda-prime-accused-arrested-1776199). Another
incident that had shaken the entire nation when a girl of 19 named
Nusrat Jahan Rafi was burned to death because of filing a complaint
against her school headmaster for sexual harassment (see https
://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-47947117). In late June 2019, a
video went viral on social media when a man, aged 25, was publicly
murdered by two men with sharp machetes and this sort of a hatred-
crime was a nationwide shock for the country (see https://www.thed
ailystar.net/frontpage/news/man-killed-front-wife-1763131). Of partic-
ular pathetic news is that the criminal activities or violations are also
being observed in the reputed higher education institutes of the country.
For instance, the last incident that shocked the entire nation was the
killing of an undergraduate student, who was brutally beaten to death by
fellow students after criticizing the government online (see https
://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-49986893). As regards the aca-
demic setting, Ferdous and Karim (2019) reported on the classroom
scenario that delineated that personalities and attitudes of the students
often lower the productivity of pair and group works. For this to happen,
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the little acceleration of empathy can be held responsible that results in
limited coordination among students.

If we look at the major research works on the correspondence be-
tween low-empathy and criminal behavior, it becomes evidential that the
amount of empathy in criminals was significantly lesser than the amount
of empathy in noncriminals (e.g., Burke, 2001; Bush et al., 2000; Marcus
and Gray, 1998; Hogan, 1969). In line with such a claim, we can place an
illustration that low-empathy leads our countrymen to commit heinous
acts, which can be uprooted only through the cultivation and practice of
empathy. Therefore, we can hold a strong consideration that empathy
can function as a ‘protective factor’ that can play a very crucial role in
suppressing certain sets of offensive behaviors (Jolliffe and Farrington,
2004).

2.2. Design of the study

Generally, the research question acts as a decisive factor in selecting
the research design (Nunan, 1992). The nature of the research question is
exploratory, interpretative, and phenomenological; hence, we
approached them qualitatively. Gay et al. (2011) suggested that the
qualitative research method is suitable for the study that is aiming at
understanding the participants' opinions. Our study intended to under-
stand the perception of the undergraduate students regarding the nature
of the practice of empathy developed through an empathy-training in an
English language course. The interview questions designed in this study
were considered as effective for understanding the perception of un-
dergraduates regarding the nature of the practice of empathy. Their re-
sponses defined their perceptions about how empathy can be put into
practice in different situations emerged in our daily lives. The current
study undertook a phenomenological approach by building on Gay et
al.’s (2011) view that suggested that this approach has been effective for
exploring the experience, outcome, or learning of activity from the par-
ticipants' perspectives. Besides, a phenomenological study was adopted,
since it guided the researchers to explore how the students perceived the
phenomenon (e.g., the perception developed through empathy-training
regarding the real-life practice of empathy) in their life (Creswell and
Poth, 2017). The fundamental concern of the second research question
was to understand the perception of the undergraduates, immersed in the
English language course, regarding the nature of the practice of empathy.
Eventually, the current study was an attempt to document the individual
account that notified the impact of empathy-training from the perspec-
tive of the enrollees. In the current study, the population was un-
dergraduates who enrolled in an English language course in the first
semester of the ‘X’ university (Pseudonym). Numbering around 1000,
students immerse in this English language course every semester at the
focal university. We selected the participants based on purposiveness.
Cohen et al. (2013) defined that the deliberate intervention in the sam-
pling process is known as “purposive sampling” (p. 115). The selection of
the samples for the study was accomplished based on what Creswell and
Poth (2017) called accessibility and purposiveness. We chose the par-
ticipants who were in the second year of the undergraduate programs.
We selected them because they had completed two more semesters after
the completion of that particular English language course since this
course is usually offered in the first semester. As such, they had the op-
portunity to face different academic and social sites, which might require
the implications of empathy. Based on these purposes, we selected ten
subjects depending on Creswell (2013) that recommended phenome-
nology with three to ten cases and Van Manen (2002) that estimated the
sample size with the range of six to twelve, with the belief that such
sample size is adequate to explain the phenomenon under study. Our
participants belonged to diverse disciplines like the Department of
Computer Science and Engineering (2), Department of Mathematics and
Natural sciences (2), Department of Pharmacy (2), Business School (2),
and School of Law (2). Subject to the ethical considerations, the current
study espoused the amendments indicated by Creswell and Poth (2017).
Eventually, we clearly articulated the purpose of the study in front of the
4

participants. Additionally, they were informed about how the findings of
the study will be disseminated, what their rights were, their scope to
withdraw from the study, how the study will benefit themselves along
with other university students and the society, the guarantee of main-
taining anonymity and the confidentiality of the study. With all these
being shared and understood, our participants expressed their consent to
take part in the study. Furthermore, we obtained verbal consent the se-
nior director of the institute at the focal university. Typically, this is the
process practiced in Bangladesh for Social science research.

To answer our first research question, we carried out a document
review. Punch (2005) advocated the use of documentary data in addition
to other forms of data collection tools like an interview. According to
Bryman (2012), some of the documents of the organizations remain
stored in the public domain especially on the WorldWideWeb. However,
the documents reviewed for the current study were unavailable in such
public domains, as these were authentic materials prepared by English
language teachers of the focal university to harness in the English lan-
guage course. We reviewed the materials and only presented the key
parts in our ‘finding of the study’ section. Furthermore, to answer our
second research question, we undertook a semi-structured interviewwith
the participants. We designed semi-structured interview questions by
conceptualizing the ‘empathy quotient’ incorporated in Baron-Cohen and
Wheelwright's (2004) study. We developed questions that enabled us to
understand the perception of the university undergraduates regarding
the nature of the practice of empathy. Given below are the research
matrix that contained semi-structured interview questions of the current
study and the themes and codes that shaped the findings of the study (see
Tables 1 and 2):

The collection and analysis of data were driven by the research
question. Initially, the data collected through the semi-structured inter-
view was transcribed. After that, the transcriptions were coded to create
themes. Eventually, the transcripts were scanned repeatedly for recurring
themes (Creswell and Poth, 2017). The table given below contains
detailed information on the codes and themes of the study, in relation to
the research question.

2.3. Findings of the study

Two types of data formulated the findings of the current study. One
type of data contained the information extracted by conducting a docu-
ment analysis. The semi-structured interview shaped another form of
data for the current study. Firstly, we presented the data gathered from
the document analysis. Followed by this, we presented the data
comprised of the responses of the semi-structured interview.

2.4. Findings of the document analysis

We reviewed the lesson plans and materials used in the English lan-
guage course to empower students in an empathetic manner. In the
following section, we highlighted the information extracted from the
document analysis.

2.4.1. Data yielded from class 1
In the classroom, we attempted to teach empathy, as part of the

language-teaching contents, so that students can learn to be tolerant,
patient, and compassionate in both their academic and social life.
Accordingly, we distributed chits that contained quotes (for example,
Figure 1), which were highly related to the paradigm of empathy. To
illustrate, the first class of empathy included different proverbs that
cultivated the notion of empathy in students' minds. Such as, ‘I believe
empathy is the most essential quality of civilization - Roger Ebert’,
created an initial impression in students' minds about the impact of
empathy in human life. That is how the first class on empathy shaped the
‘figure of empathy’ in students' minds. Concerning the classroom activity,
we asked students to read the quotes in pairs and discuss what was their
understanding of empathy. After that, we called some pairs in front of the



Table 1. Research matrix.

Aim Interview Questions Source of Data The technique of Data collection The technique of Data Analysis

Understanding the impact of
empathy-training on
university undergraduates
undergone this English
language course

➢ Why is it important to get emotionally involved with a friend's
problem?

Students Semi-structured interview Thematic Analysis

➢ Do you think it is necessary to be on time when meeting a
friend? Explain why?

➢ Why do you think that listening to others is important in a
conversation?

➢ Do you think that sometimes lying to someone is okay to
practice empathy? Why?

➢ What is the importance of good manners in a person's
personal growth?

➢ How does seeing other people cry influence you?

➢ How good are you at understanding and handling any social
situation?
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class to share understanding with their peers. They read the assigned
quotes first and then explained their understanding by yielding more
focus on the implications of the quotes in both academic and social life.

2.4.2. Data yielded from class 2
We also carried out a follow-up class named as ‘Nurturing Empathy’.

In this class, we exerted a subtle focus on five cases that potentially
delved into the empathetic stance of our students. As part of the activ-
ities, students listen to the ‘audio clip’ on the empathy subject to the
lifestyles of a flower girl, a father/parent, a friend, a maid, and a liftman
(see Figure 2).

After the students finished listening to the audio clip, we entrusted
them with the task that required students to complete an empathy map
(see Figure 3). The following activity concerned presenting the empathy
maps standing in front of the class.

2.4.3. Data yielded from class 3
The next class has been named as ‘Eulogy’ and designed as the

reminiscent of the three individuals who left the signature of their
empathy by sacrificing their lives to glorify friendship at the event of a
heinous terrorist attack on ‘Holey Artisan Restaurant, Dhaka’ (seehttps
://www.thedailystar.net/frontpage/dhaka-attack/blood-shock-horro
r-1249471). We shed light on their stories of sacrificing lives to portray
the extent of empathy that they contained to upheaval friendship. We
expected to broaden the affective empathy of our students through the
retrospection of the night that was characterized by blood, shock, and
horror. Being in the groups, students reflected on the reading articles that
subsumed the stories of the three individuals who sacrificed their lives
that night. After that, students shared their understanding, words of
empathy exhibited by the deceased souls, and their learning out of this
Table 2. Themes and codes of the data analysis.

Research Question Themes

How was the perception of the undergraduate students
regarding the nature of the practice of empathy
developed by the integration of empathy-training in an
English language course?

Understanding the importance
to a friend's problem

Feeling the necessity of valuin
empathy

Realizing the importance of lis

Perceiving lying as an act of e

Understanding the importance

The intensity of emotion

Dexterity in dealing with socia
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event. The following activity (see Figure 4) concerned writing a eulogy
on Abinta Kabir, Tarashi, and Faraz Hossain who were just killed because
they did not fly away by making their foreign friends endangered.

2.5. Interview data

The findings of the semi-structured interviews were presented under
the themes generated by the interview questions. Besides, we also
created sub-themes to present our data with more specifications and
clarity.

Understanding the Importance of Emotional Attachment to a
Friend's Problem: In response to our first question, the participants
admitted the importance of emotional attachment to a friend's problem,
with different aspects being considered. Through their verbatim, these
following sub-themes had been derived.

Logic as a Determiner: With emphasis, the participants focused on the
logical analysis of any situation or problem instead of handling them
based on mere emotional judgment. As P1 articulated,

To comprehend any sort of issues or problems faced by a friend, being
too emotional can be considered as a drawback. If I truly want to help
someone I must look at the situation with a more logical approach.

Some of the participants were of a similar view. For instance, P3
maintained,

…it is logical to apprehend a problem by being emotionally stable and
patient.

From the aforesaid verbatim, it became obvious that the participants
of the study preferred to behave with proper resonance. They have been
logical when dealing with problems faced by their peers and friends.
Codes

of emotional attachment Using logic; maintaining emotional connectivity;
embracing others' perception

g others' time as an act of Maintaining a social balance; development of
interpersonal communication skills; development of
time management skills

tening to others Building teamwork skills; securing effective
communication

mpathy Maintaining interpersonal relationship; delivering
motivation

of empathetic manners Spreading harmony in the society; projecting a positive
self-image

Fluctuations of emotion based on gender; controlling
emotion because of the social reality and self-security

l issues Exposure to diverse communities; non-judgmental
perception

https://www.thedailystar.net/frontpage/dhaka-attack/blood-shock-horror-1249471
https://www.thedailystar.net/frontpage/dhaka-attack/blood-shock-horror-1249471
https://www.thedailystar.net/frontpage/dhaka-attack/blood-shock-horror-1249471
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Importance of Emotional Connection: However, the respondents also
focused on the importance of a certain level of emotional attachment
with friends to help them effectively and efficiently. For example, P2
added,

… being emotionally connected with a friend's problem is equally
important as being logical to understand their problem.

Another participant P4 also made a corresponding statement,

… stronger emotional connection will eventually result in a higher
effort to help.

The above-mentioned statements of the participants suggested that
they strongly acknowledge the importance of the establishment of an
emotional connection to respond to the problems of their friends. In other
words, higher emotional connection results in a higher amount of effort
to struggle against a certain problem.

Understanding Others' Perception: The participants also emphasized the
importance of emotional attachment as a tool for developing the quality
6

of understanding the perception of others non-judgmentally. P6 on this
ground stated,

… emotional attachment is important to understand the person in
suffering, from his or her perspective … In short, this is like putting
myself at his or her place as precisely as possible.

The foregoing statement of the participants made it transparent that
they emphasized the skill of understanding others' perceptions through
an emotional connection. To conclude, we observed the mixed responses
from the participants subject to the importance of emotional attachment.
Therefore, we can finalize that although they initially focused on the
logical approach of addressing a friend's problem, they did not deny the
existence of the emotional attachment.

Feeling the necessity of Valuing Others' Time as an Act of
Empathy: The second question was about why it is necessary to reach
somewhere on time and to value the time of others as an act of empathy.
The collective responses of the participants notified their attention to
value others' time. They highlighted a few aspects that necessitated the



Figure 2. Lesson plan for nurturing empathy.
Source: Authors
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importance of valuing others' time by being presented somewhere on
time.

Sustaining Social Balance: According to the responders, not only as an
act of empathy, rather sustain the social balance, reaching at social
gatherings on time is very important. P7 articulated,

… if we fail to reach on time, it not only shows disrespect towards
others but also disrupts any social event.

Development of Social Communication: Responders also thought that
valuing others' time can also result in the development of certain inter-
personal communication skills. As P5 responded,

… timing should be fixed among friends from the very beginning… If
I have any problems, I must let my friend know beforehand that I'll be
late or I can't come…

Development of Time Management Skills: As a result of valuing others'
time, significant examples of time management skills were also found
from the responses of the participants. For example, participant P8
responded,

… even in a jam-packed city like Dhaka, we must keep some extra
time to reach a place on time.

If we shed some light on the above-exemplified statements of the
participants it becomes comprehensive that the participants need to
maintain the social balance and social communication through effective
time management and by reaching social events on time.

Realizing the Importance of Listening to Others: The participants,
in response to the question regarding why it is important to listen to
others as an act of empathy, yielded diverse premises that suggested their
eloquent admission to the fact.

Teamwork Skills: Along with the empathic value of listening to others,
the respondents have also focused on the importance of listening to
others as a tool for building teamwork skills. To exemplify, participant P6
responded,
7

Undoubtedly it is important not just as an act of empathy but to un-
derstand the true perspective of that person as well… For example, we
must also keep in mind that particularly in a team if one member
keeps talking without listening to others, it will be extremely unfair to
the other team members.

From the aforementioned statement of the participant, it became
quite suggestive that the participants not only consider the act of
listening to others as an act of empathy but they also consider this sub-
skill of communication as a tool for achieving advanced team-work skills.

Effectiveness of Communication: The participants also pointed out the
increased-effectiveness of communication as a result of listening to
others. For example, P8 articulated,

… also if I don't listen to a person during a conversation properly, it
will result in ineffective communication because responding without
listening would be completely meaningless.

From the statement presented above, another point has become quite
transparent that this listening to others as an act of empathy leaves an
important contribution to effective communication. During the activities
of an empathy class, the participants were specially instructed to come up
with the possible negative outcomes of not listening to each other
properly. Therefore, listening to others with proper attention as an act of
empathy with its by-product of enhanced communication projects strong
guidance of the classroom activity.

Perceiving Lying as an act of Empathy: The participants accorded
the fact that one can be inclined to telling a lie as an act of empathy.
Highlighting the maintenance of interpersonal communication and some
other factors, they expressed their stance in favor of telling lies to
maintain social harmony.

Maintaining Interpersonal Relationship: For the participants, maintain-
ing the balance of relationships with friends and family, which is also a
key component of social balance, is the strongest driving force for telling
lies. P10 elaborated,



Figure 3. Empathy map worksheet.
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… sometimes it is okay to tell lies for the sake of my loved ones
because they are irreplaceable… Sometimes we have some small
problems among family members that can grow bigger and bigger if
we let it… so in situations like those, to stop any smaller, changing the
truth slightly should not only be permitted but should also be praised.

The statement suggested that the participants wholeheartedly value
their family relationships and friendships. To sustain the present and
future wellbeing of these ‘irreplaceable’ relationships, they even consider
the act of telling lies as a permissible one.

Motivation through Harmless Lying: The respondents considered the act
of telling harmless lies as a tool for motivating a depressed friend. P9
explicated,

If a friend of mine is depressed and a lie as hope or as inspiration can
make him or her feel better than it is harmless …
8

Here, the participants affirmed that they would consider sacrificing
their morality of truthfulness for the sake of sustaining the balance of
social relationships and motivating a depressed friend. A closer look
furthered the idea that when the participants tried to justify the
permissibility of telling lies, they only focused on the fact of emotional
attachment with their friends and family members.

Understanding the Importance of Empathetic Manners: We
administered the next question about the importance of empathetic
manners for the growth of a better personality. As a practice of main-
taining social affinity and a way of representing a positive self-image in
front of society, the participants affirmed the importance of empathetic
manners.

Maintaining Social Affinity: The participants expressed their consid-
eration of empathetic manners as a mode of maintaining social affinity
and enhancing social bonding. For example, P8 articulated,



Figure 4. Lesson plan for Eulogy classroom.
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… empathetic manner means making others feel good through your
behavior and attaining a certain level of self-satisfaction… if a friend
of mine fails in the final exam, I cannot instantly do anything to
change the situation, but I can talk to him and console him. For me,
this empathetic consolation enhances social bonding.

We can see that the participant strongly believes that empathetic
manners and behaviors can also be considered as a tool for maintaining
social affinity.

Positive Self-image: Having an empathetic manner of behavior projects
a person more positively and beautifully in front of society. A person with
noticeable empathetic manners is usually considered as a better human
being thus respected by all. P4 illustrated,

… empathetic behaviors not only build a great character but also
transform our image positively in front of society.

The participants strongly believed that empathetic manners play a
strong role to develop a person's character and make a person appear
more positively in front of society.

The intensity of Emotion: Our participants pointed out different
catalysts become dominant when they see someone crying. They spon-
taneously become a part of that situation, with the intensity of emotion.

Influence of Gender: Based on gender, they experience different
emotional fluctuations. Most of them affirmed that they experience a
higher level of emotional influence on women. P7 expounded,

I feel very sad when I see a girl crying because women are more
vulnerable to different forms of harassment in our society.

In the same token, P5 articulated.
I feel more concerned for a woman than a man, who is crying because

the increasing violence against women affects me more intensely.
The responses delved that a crying woman or a woman in suffering

mounts drastic pressure on them. These two respondents were males.
Regardless of the difference in gender, they admitted the existence of a
9

social violation that jeopardizes women. Being in line with their state-
ments, other participants also voiced the suffering of the women in our
society, which creates tensions for them. As such, it was evident that
females accounted for the largest part of the emotional concern of our
respondents.

Social Insecurity and Emotional Exposure: The participants have also
raised the issue that in the current socio-political situation of Bangladesh,
actions influenced by emotional intensity can lead to different risks of
self-security and safety. For example, P4 articulated,

If I see somebody (unknown) crying I shall feel bad and I want to help
but if I get myself or my family into trouble because of that then I can't
do it… the person may have political rivals or criminal involvement.

It becomes very transparent that the participants were willing to help
a person in distress, however, they also would calculate the risk of their
intended action. To evaluate the approach of the participants logically,
we can say that due to the compromised social security of Bangladesh and
the increasing rate of crime, the participants expressed their clear
disinterest regarding helping an unknown person out of emotion because
they do not want to involve with any complex situation that may grow
beyond their control eventually.

Building Dexterity in Dealing with Social Issues: The next ques-
tion was intended to apprehend the participants' skills to handle any
situations emerged in our daily worldly affairs. It was noted by the re-
spondents that due to the exposure to diverse communities through
traveling and living in different parts of the country, they have developed
a non-judgmental perception which increased their level of under-
standing and handling different social situations with increased dexter-
ity. As P1 expounded,

… because of my father's job I had a chance to live in different places
in Bangladesh. I also experienced different types of social situations…
If you mix with different types of people, you will become less
judgmental and more skilled at handling several social situations.
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The respondent considers having exposure to different cultures and
people as a major tool for developing social skills. Moreover, the
participant thinks that it also develops a non-judgmental perception
among people.

The study was an attempt to explore the perception of the under-
graduate students regarding the practice of empathy developed by the
integration of empathy-training in an English language course. Through
the interview data, it wasmanifestly realized that the practice of empathy
had been inculcated in undergraduates' minds concerning the under-
standing of the importance of emotional attachment to a friend's problem
and the importance of empathetic manners. Additionally, they concurred
that feeling the necessity of valuing others' time, realizing the importance
of listening to others, and lying to empathize are essential in daily affairs
to show empathy in social sites. They also claimed their expertise, being
developed through empathy training, in dealing with social issues. As
such, it can be blatantly realized that this empathy-training training
created a positive perceptibility among the undergraduates regarding the
practice of empathy through various acts.

3. Discussion

The current study yielded data from document analysis and semi-
structured interviews. Firstly, the discussion was accomplished based
on the document analysis, concerning the theoretical perspectives. After
that, the semi-structured interview data was discussed against the theo-
retical grounds and contextual reality.

3.1. Discussion on the document analysis

We intended to engage students in the discussion on empathy by
using different proverbs (Figure 1) that were believed to cultivate the
notion of empathy in students' minds. This is the creative activity that we
incorporated in the spirit of growing cognitive empathy among students.
Bell (2018) talked about ‘logically embracing others’ situations, which is
acclaimed as the significant feature of an empathetic person. We put this
activity into practice in the spirit of enhancing the students' ability to
understand others' situations. Cognitive empathy can be learned through
reasoning and connecting with others through thoughtful reflections.
Through such classroom exercise, we enabled our students to reflect on
the quotes through reasoning and connecting, leading them to imbibe
this empathy in mind. Jolliffe and Farrington (2004) claimed a correla-
tion between low cognitive-empathy and offending behavior. We
included classroom activity (Figure 1) to assure the cultivation of effec-
tive empathetic-behavior in mind. In conjunction with this activity, we
called students in front of the class in pairs and asked them to share
experiences where they either received or exhibited empathy in different
situations. Batson (2009) shed light on internalizing other's internal state
- attempting to understand how one would think and feel in the other's
place - when he conceptualized eight conditions in which empathy re-
mains in operation. Bell (2018) claimed that the construction of affective
empathy is accomplished by attuning to the felt sense that is experienced
by others. Our students share their experience of receiving or sharing
empathy, which notified their ability to internalize others' thoughts and
feelings (internal state). This also indicated the extent to which students
attempted to understand how one would think. They shared different
experiences of exhibiting empathy, which we call affective empathy since
it is inherent and it grows through the emotional responses that one feels.
Having someone in suffering, they extended their support by any means,
which is the result of the affective empathy they have had inside
themselves.

Furthermore, we designed another class on ‘nurturing empathy’,
which involves the lifestyles – in the form of an audio clip - of five pro-
fessionals, and after listening to the audio clips students were asked to
complete an ‘empathy map’ and present it in front of the class (see
Figure 2 and Figure 3). We intended to nurture affective empathy by
deploying these tasks along with engaging the students in English
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listening and speaking practices. Moreover, we selected this activity since
theoretical underpinning suggested that an individual can thrive with
affective empathy through an emotional response that is produced by
feeling someone in struggle or suffering. To illustrate, Gladstein and
Feldstein (1983) suggested that role-taking can be an effective way of
emotional empathy development. They have also emphasized the three
levels of empathy development i.e. (1) emotional reaction (2) role-taking
and (3) cognitive suspension. Therefore, in this particular empathy class,
the students had exposure to the situations through the audio clips where
they can demonstrate the emotional reaction. Afterward, they were
guided to express their emotional reactions towards the assigned char-
acters through the empathy map. At the second level of role-taking, the
students came in front of the class and presented the characters both by
explaining their empathy maps and portraying those characters through
role-playing activities through a brief presentation of an act. Finally, at
the end of the class, a debrief session takes place when the students go
through a process of “cognitive suspension” through self-reflection. To
illustrate, cognitive suspension refers to the suspension of the stereo-
typical beliefs and judgmental perceptions that create an impediment to
practicing empathy for an individual. As such, it can be realized that how
we incorporated listening and speaking activities in the language class-
room where the objectives were practicing oral and aural versions of the
language, and develop a strong ground on empathy.

Subject to the ‘Eulogy’ class (Figure 4), our purpose was to excel
students' affective empathy through the stories in conjunction with their
speaking- and reading skills development. That is how we collectively
brought cognitive and affective empathy into prominence in the lan-
guage classroom. To explain, Greenberg and Goldman (1988) have pre-
sented the experiential theory of empathy development which refers to
the process of integrating the experience and expression of empathy.
Moreover, referring to Elliott et al. (2004), Vanaerschot (2007) illus-
trated that the experiential therapy of empathy development is a “proc-
ess-directive” approach and it develops empathy through an exploration
of the experiences. Now, in the ‘Eulogy’ class of empathy, we practiced a
similar method of experiential therapy. First of all, the students go
through certain articles which are contextually sensitive. Afterward,
through the written form of eulogy, the students experience a primary
expression of empathy through writing. We achieved two things from
this class. Firstly, we circulated an orientation and practice of empathy
among students, which is the fundamental concern of this class. Sec-
ondly, we involved our students in eloquently practicing the language in
the classroom.

The aforementioned discussion suggested that the materials har-
nessed in the language classroom to continue empathy-training have
been in line with the theoretical perspectives of empathy-development.

3.2. Discussion on the interview data

As regards the interview data, the importance of emotional attach-
ment to a friend's problem has been voiced through participants' elici-
tations. They have admitted this importance based on three grounds
namely logic, emotion, and understanding. Stebletsova and Torubarova
(2017) claimed that empathy is embedded in emotional generosity,
sensitivity, and attention to other people undergoing stressful and joyful
life. Our participants were of the view that they search for both logical
and emotional premises to embrace friends' problems since the activation
of empathy in their minds drives them to act like this. Fundamentally,
empathy enables us to perceive other people's feelings on emotional
ground. In this capacity, our participants cited the need for under-
standing, in other words perceiving, others' problems emotionally. Af-
fective empathy of the participants perpetuates their responses to
another person's feelings (Bell, 2018). Yet such an approach is identified
as the inherent quality that allows a person to experience another's
emotions. Batson (2009), pertinently, featured this as compassionate
empathy that leads a person to understand others' feelings with them and
adequately offer help for them. Finally, the mirror neuron plays a vital
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role to place the participants in others' situations. However, our partici-
pants cited ‘logic’ as a ‘determiner’ to apprehend their friends' problems.
Barrett-Lennard (1962) dubbed empathy as a human instinct that com-
pels individuals to internalize another's perspective of the world. Our
participants apply logic to carefully embrace the problem since empathy
acts as a bridge to connect the person in assistance and the person in
suffering to feel safe and understood. To explain, issues like a break-up in
a love-relationship, a common phenomenon in our context has to be
carefully addressed with the application of logic to understand the extent
to which one is compatible with his or her partner. A case like this re-
quires logic to offer psychological hugs or counsel, given that fueling the
emotion instead of logical explanation might be more devastating, in
other words suicidal, for the person in problem.

Furthermore, we administered a question in the light of participants'
empathetic stance subject to expediting their social point of view on the
necessity of valuing others' time as an act of empathy. The study docu-
mented that to sustain social balance and communication, time man-
agement is an excessively intrusive tool in one's mind. In that capacity,
the empathy that students developed through classroom input plays a
pivotal role in embracing the need for valuing others' time. The context of
our study remains featured in the hectic lives of the citizens. Ranging
from lower class to higher class, people experience severely busy
schedules that typically lower the patience of them. Given the prevalence
of such reality, a significant sign of being empathetic is to be a good
manager of time that not only satisfies self but also acts as a symbol of
respect for others. After that, our participants also shed light on the
importance of listening to others as an act of empathy. Taking the
effectiveness of communication and teamwork into account, and
intending to understand others' perspectives, they highlighted the
strength of listening to others. Gentry et al. (2007) advocated such a view
with the additional comment that paying attention is highly required to
address not only the verbal cues but also the nonverbal cues to read the
emotion expressed through every word. That is how it becomes easier to
apprehend others' perspective that is mandatory in building teamwork
skills and effective communication. Cunico et al. (2012) also claimed that
effective communication has been inclusive to empathy, which is also
commensurate with our participants reporting that these two are corre-
lated. Therefore, the empathy training infused in the classroom has been
perceived as instrumental to the successful orientation of the students to
empathy and its application.

Added to these, the participants of the study admitted that telling lies
is sometimes important to maintain interpersonal relationships. They
also accepted it as a tool for motivating a depressed friend in conjunction
with identifying it as an act of practicing empathy. In our context, people
are not ready to listen to the truth that is not linear to their favors.
Typically, they have not been characterized by the mindset to accept any
kind of constructive feedback or criticism. Even in the professional field
or workplace, colleagues have not been cognitively ready to accept any
kind of constructive feedback that might open new avenues concerning
their career or promote themselves. As such, the culture of prescription
has been inapplicable to our context. Being sufficiently cognizant about
such mental constructs, our participants legitimized telling lies to
maintain social bonding. Most importantly, participants were the pro-
ponent of articulating supportive words to boost a person suffering from
depression, although the words were not real or true at all. Empathy,
which empowers someone to embrace others' anger or confusion (Rogers,
1957), created the mental constructs of our participants in the way that
prohibit themselves to utter any word that might aggravate someone's
mood, and eventually the interpersonal relationships. Taking theoretical
ground into account, cognitive empathy – that equips people with
thoughtful approach and reasoning (Bodenhorn and Starkey, 2005) –

underpinned our participants' action to embark on telling lies sometimes
to avoid any disaster in terms of social relationships. Empathy for them
remains a protective factor that drove them to behave technically when
dealing with a person undergoing depression (Jolliffe and Farrington,
2004).
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4. Conclusion

Empathy shapes the humanitarian values in students. It is not only
essential to ensure an acute interpersonal relationship in academia, but
also it entails meaningful implications in social life. We drew a vignette of
our context that has been suffering from murder, assault, kidnapping,
abuse, and rape, severely deteriorating the habitats for living. In a
country like this, empathy-training must be institutionalized to appease
violations. The purpose of this article has not been associated with
advertising what we do in our language classrooms but to inform the
world as to how we have been approaching to deal with the national
crisis within our capacity. We continued speaking and listening practices
in the language classroom to infuse empathy among first-year students of
the university. Teaching and cultivating empathy in the listening class-
room have been observed in Russia (e.g., Stebletsova and Torubarova,
2017). We firmly believe that if we start incorporating the activities
related to empathy, our students would tend to be humanitarian in the
process. We chose the very first semester to put empathy into mind and
practice since the students have the major part of life left to show
empathy in various stages like academic journey, professional and social
life. Therefore, we took the chance to fulfill their fresh and void minds
with empathy.
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