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This study explores the effectiveness of an educational intervention designed to enhance 
empathy in secondary school teachers in three Vietnamese cities. A total of 412 
secondary school teachers participated in a survey assessing their general level of 
empathy by completing three empathy scales: The Basic Empathy Scale (BES), the 
Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI), and Teacher Empathy (TE). Thirty-four teachers 
with low and moderate levels of empathy were invited to participate in a 10-week 
educational experiment focusing on a psychoeducational program about the role of 
empathy in pedagogical activities and the practice of perspective-taking skills and active 
listening through role-playing and emotion recognition. The results showed that 
secondary school teachers in the research sample exhibited better affective empathy than 
cognitive empathy. The educational intervention for teachers was effective in enhancing 
their empathy. Discussions on the results, directions for future research, and limitations 
of this study are also presented.  

 
Introduction  
 
The connection between teachers and students is considered as one of the key factors 
influencing teaching quality and the psychological atmosphere in schools (Aldrup, 
Carstensen & Klusmann, 2022). Teacher-student interaction not only fosters students’ 
cognitive development and social growth but also supports teachers’ professional 
development. The quality of teacher-student interactions depends on their ability to 
understand each other’s intentions and emotions (Sun, Wang, Ye & Pan, 2023). 
Therefore, many authors believe that the quality of teacher-student interaction is also a 
reflection of teachers’ social-emotional competence (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Djigic 
& Stojiljković, 2011). One of the core components of teachers' social-emotional 
competence is empathy.  
 
Empathy is a topic that has garnered the attention of researchers in various fields, from 
psychology and pedagogy to politics, arts, and healthcare. Though empathy is understood 
in various ways, it can generally be divided into two main approaches. The first approach 
emphasises the emotional aspect of empathy, defining it as an emotional response that 
mirrors another person’s feelings (Eisenberg & Miller, 1987; Hatfield et al., 1993). The 
second approach highlights the cognitive aspect of empathy, viewing it as the ability to 
understand another person’s feelings by putting oneself in their position, understanding 
their perspective, and interpreting their nonverbal cues (Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 
2004). Mayer and Salovey (1997) emphasised that cognitive empathy should be 
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understood as the ability to accurately recognise emotions on another person’s face and to 
comprehend those emotions. This involves knowing when specific emotions are likely to 
occur. In 2006, Albrecht proposed a model of social intelligence, in which "empathy" is 
identified as one of the five core components. He defined it as the ability to connect with 
and show compassion toward others, based on understanding and sharing their 
perspectives, thoughts, emotions, and experiences (Albrecht, 2006). Similarly, Mayer and 
Salovey (1997) also regarded empathy as one of the four components developing their 
emotional intelligence model. They defined it as the ability to accurately assess, motivate, 
inspire, encourage, and comfort others. 
 
Emotional intelligence is defined as a set of abilities that enable the adaptive use of 
emotional information and is highly relevant to communication, as emotional factors 
influence personal well-being, interpersonal relationships, motivation, learning processes 
(Pellitteri, 2022). Empathy involves recognising and responding to others’ emotional 
needs (Jennings & Min, 2023) or relating to a person’s capacity in understanding and 
connecting with others’ emotions (Wang & Kang, 2023). Thus, there is a close 
relationship between emotional intelligence and empathy. Empathy in education extends 
beyond an individual characteristic to function as a vital pedagogical approach that 
substantially influences students’ psychological well-being. Empirical evidence consistently 
indicates that higher perceived teacher empathy is associated with improved emotional 
regulation, which in turn supports better mental health outcomes (Zhang et al., 2022). 
Similarly, Aldrup et al. (2022) stated that in the teaching context, empathy constitutes a 
core component of teachers’ social-emotional competence and directly enhance students’ 
psychosocial competencies, including confidence, self-concept, interpersonal 
relationships, learning motivation (Wagner et al., 2016) and serves as a protective factor 
for students’ mental health (Ampofo et al., 2025). There have been some studies on the 
role of emotional intelligence in teaching in general. However, empathy in education, an 
element directly related to the teacher-student relationship, which is the two central agents 
of the teaching process, has received limited research attention. 
 
Currently, the prevailing view considers empathy as a multidimensional concept that 
encompasses both cognitive and affective components (Hoffman, 2000). Many scholars 
define empathy as the ability to perceive another person's affective state and then quickly 
generate an appropriate emotional response that aligns with that person's feelings 
(Vossen, Piotrowski, & Valkenburg, 2015). Also, empathy was described as “the art of 
stepping imaginatively into the shoes of another person, understanding their feelings and 
perspectives, and using that understanding to guide your actions” (Krznaric, 2015, p.10). 
Empathy should also consist of feelings and/or concerns for others to improve another’s 
welfare (Decety & Howard, 2014).  
 
Accordingly, teacher’s empathy was conceptualised as “the ability to express concern and 
adopt the perspective of the student involving cognitive and affective domains of 
empathy” (Tettegah & Anderson, 2007, p. 50). Teacher’s empathy should refer to the 
ability of a teacher to understand and share the feelings and perspectives of their students 
(Sun et al., 2010). This includes the teacher’s capability to recognise and address their 
students’ emotional needs, and adjust their teaching and guidance accordingly (Sun et al., 
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2023). Teacher empathy is not the empathy that individuals who happen to be teachers 
experience, but it is an integral part of the teaching role. More specifically, teacher 
empathy is the extent to which teachers strive to deeply understand the personal and 
social circumstances of their students, feel care and concern in response to students' 
positive and negative emotions, and communicate their understanding and care to 
students through their behaviour (Meyers et al., 2019). Rather than being a trait that 
teachers either possess or lack, teacher empathy exists on a continuum. 
 
Empathy, in general, plays an important role in life and interpersonal communication, and 
also considered a core principle for those in helping professions, including teachers 
(Furman, 2005). The experience of empathy is closely linked with helping and comforting 
others. Empathy is a complex interpersonal psychological phenomenon that involves a 
combination of observation, memory, understanding, and reasoning to gain insight into 
the thoughts and emotions of others (Euler, Steinlin, & Stadler, 2017). Empathy is, 
however, much more than illusion. Empathy is more than knowing what we see, it is the 
emotion generated by the image (Spiro, 1992). Empathy was proved to reduce aggressive 
behaviour among students (Batanova & Loukas, 2014), which should be positively 
correlated with prosocial behaviour (Lockwood, Seara-Cardoso & Viding, 2014; Preston 
& de Waal, 2002). The research team of Torstveit, Sütterlin, and Lugo (2016) conducted a 
multinational study and concluded that empathy can predict 50% of prosocial behaviour 
in females and 12.6% of prosocial behaviour in males. 
 
Traditionally, the role of teachers has been emphasised in two main groups: the first role 
relates to the personal development of students, while the second is associated with 
knowledge acquisition (Stojiljković et al., 2012). Beltrán (2011) distinguished the social 
side of teaching (creating learning conditions) and the task-oriented side, identifying six 
teaching roles: (1) information provider, (2) model, (3) facilitator, (4) assessor, (5) planner, 
and (6) resource material creator. Meanwhile, Ivi and colleagues (Ivi et al., 2001 cited by 
Stojiliković et al., 2012) differentiated six distinct teacher roles from a broader perspective: 
(1) Teaching role in the narrowest sense - teachers as organisers of activities and experts in 
their subject areas; (2) Motivational role - stimulating and encouraging students’ passion 
and abilities, acting as role models for career guidance; (3) Role as evaluator- assessing 
students’ academic achievement, behaviour, and character; (4) Cognitive-diagnostic role; 
(5) Regulator of social relations in the classroom as a group; and (6) Partner in students’ 
emotional interaction. To fulfill these roles, teachers are not only instructors; this 
professional responsibility also requires teachers to possess additional competencies 
demonstrated through abilities, knowledge, skills, and unique personality traits. Teachers' 
emotional characteristics are often considered crucial in creating the overall classroom 
atmosphere, among which emotional stability and empathic sensitivity are the most 
important. (Djigić & Stojiljković, 2011). 
 
Studies have revealed that empathy plays a significant role in the development of teachers 
and learners in terms of ethical, communal, and educational issues (Arghode et al., 2013; 
Zhang, 2022). Empathic teachers are considered to possess high moral standards, strong 
positive communication skills, and the ability to understand students both emotionally and 
mentally. In addition, empathic teachers demonstrate their ability to create a safe and 
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supportive learning environment, which in turn fosters positive teacher-student 
relationships in the school setting (Cooper, 2010; Cooper, 2004), as well as supporting 
students in developing social skills (Bouton, 2016). In 1950, Piaget maintained that “the 
ability to empathize increases with the cognitive development of the child and with 
increased social interaction" which results "in reduced egocentrism and heightened social 
sensitivity” (Bouton, 2016, citing Carlozzi, Gaa & Liberman, 1983, p. 113). Empathic 
teachers also help students develop their morality. This was clearly demonstrated in 
Kohlberg’s theory of moral development (Kohlberg, 1969). In his theory, Kohlberg 
proposed that empathy and morality were interconnected. At the same time, many 
researchers emphasised on this relationship to highlight the importance of empathy in 
personal moral development. 
 
Additionally, empathic teachers also help students improve creativity, academic 
achievement, and strengthen the teacher-student connection (Gates & Curwood, 2023; 
Cooper, 2004). These teachers serve as moral role models for students by engaging them 
in positive interactions. Such personal interactions enhance the quality of teaching and 
learning, contribute to improved behaviour, and promote sharing among students 
(Tettegah & Anderson, 2007). Empathic teachers are also shown to reinforce students’ 
sense of belonging to school and their relationships with teachers and peers (Cooper, 
2010). The research by Wink, Larusso and Smith (2021) indicated that teachers with 
cognitive empathy (i.e. the ability to understand students’ sadness and loss) would tend to 
have an open mindset and effectively address students’ behavioural issues. These teachers 
would be more likely to use appropriate problem-solving strategies and build strong 
connections with their students, which helps reduce stress and lower levels of 
occupational burnout. Empathy is an important component of teachers’ social-emotional 
characteristics. Unlike other social-emotional traits such as emotional awareness or 
regulation, empathy clearly focuses more on others than on oneself, specifically referring 
to the ability to recognise and understand students’ emotions and needs (Zins et al., 2004). 
 
Aldrup and colleagues (2022) summarised the role of empathy in teaching practice as 
follows: (1) Emotional support - caring for students and establishing positive teacher-
student relationships should be a core part of the teacher’s professional role. Providing 
emotional support is demonstrated through sensitive responses to students’ emotional, 
social, and academic needs. (2) Secondly, empathy would help teachers manage 
classrooms more effectively. Finally, (3) teachers’ empathy can also play a role in 
instructional support. Instructional support includes clear and engaging guidance that 
promotes content understanding and presents cognitive challenges. Based on this 
description, the authors affirmed that empathy should be a positive predictor of teacher-
student interaction in educational activities. Empathy skills are also valued as fundamental, 
core skills for selecting teachers before they enter the profession in some countries, such 
as Australia and the United Kingdom (Swan, 2021). Some universities are incorporating 
assessments of non-cognitive characteristics into their teacher selection processes. 
Policymakers are also seeking to apply a holistic approach to teacher selection that could 
enhance social responsibility and reduce student dropout rates by up to 23 percent after 
the first year in Australia (Weldon, 2015).  
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Although empathy is subjective, it can be improved through appropriate training 
programs and interventions. A meta-analysis of 23 studies from 11 countries conducted 
between 2004 and 2018 (Levett-Jones, Cant & Lapkin, 2019) showed that empathy 
education programs would have a positive effect in enhancing empathy among nursing 
students. In particular, the most effective intervention would be linked with immersive 
and experiential simulation based interventions such as manikin-based scenarios, 3D e-
simulations, and simulations where students wore hemiparesis suits; and point-of-view 
simulations in which learners experienced the world ‘through the eyes’ of another person 
and learnt to ‘walk in the patient’s shoes (Levett-Jones et al., 2019). Similarly, studies on 
adolescents also confirmed that effective interventions to enhance empathy among 
students include role-play activities, class discussions, and visual representations. These 
studies applied a skills-based approach that focused on taking perspectives and 
recognising emotions. Scholars agree that each of these approaches should be used 
harmoniously within the educational context to achieve comprehensive educational 
effectiveness in fostering empathy and encouraging strong relationships, self-awareness, 
and social action (Cooper, 2010). Enhancing empathy in teachers is a necessary 
requirement because a high level of empathy in a relationship can be the most powerful 
factor in bringing about change and learning. When teachers are able to understand the 
emotional responses of students and have a sensitive awareness of students' educational 
and learning processes, it significantly helps to increase students' learning abilities (Rogers, 
1969). 
 
Empathy requires living and understanding because empathy helps to know who we are 
and what we feel (Spiro, 1992). Thus, empathy is one of the essential competencies for 
teachers, a significant factor that helps teachers fulfill their professional roles. Although 
empathy of psychoanalysts and physicians has been well studied, few investigations have 
highlighted teacher empathy (Sehgal, Sarabjit & Sran, 2022). Therefore our study aims to 
answer two main questions: First, what is the level of empathy among secondary school 
teachers? Second, can secondary school teachers enhance their empathy through 
educational interventions? Some implications for teacher training program are also 
suggested.  
 
Method 
 
Participants 
 
Our study investigated current situation among secondary school teachers (both lower 
secondary and upper secondary). The first author applied a convenience random sampling 
method to select the research sample group from three provinces in Vietnam. Thus, the 
language used for data collecting and the intervention was Vietnamese. The total number 
of surveyed teachers was 412 (Table 1), with more females (310, 75.2%) than males (102, 
24.8%), which reflects the situation in the teaching profession in Vietnam. The 
participants’ work experience ranged from 1 to more than 15 years. Most of them had 
more than 15 years working in education (50.5%), while teachers who had working 
experience from 10-15 years accounted for 30.3%. For the experimental phase, we 
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selected 34 teachers with low to average levels of empathy, including 9 male teachers and 
25 female teachers, to participate in the educational intervention program over a period of 
10 weeks.  
 

Table 1: Demographic features of research participants (N=412) 
 

Criteria Number % 
Number of 
teaching years 

Fewer than 5 years 40 9.7 
From 5-10 years 40 9.7 
From 10-15 years 125 30.3 
More than 15 years 207 50.5 

Position Homeroom teacher 206 50.0 
Subject teacher 165 40.0 
Youth Union officer 6 1.5 
Manager 20 4.9 
School psychologist 7 1.7 
Others  8 1,9 

Gender Male 102 24.8 
Female 310 75.2 

 
Instruments and reliability of measures 
 
Three measurement scales were used. 
 
The Basic Empathy Scale - BES (Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006) 
This comprised 20 items with 11 concerning affective empathy (e.g. “My friend’s emotion 
do not affect me much”) and 9 items for cognitive empathy (e.g. “I can understand my 
friend’s happiness when she/he does well at something”). All statements were based on a 
5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (extremely disagree) to 5 (extremely agree). The 
empathy of teachers can be calculated by 2 ways: a total BES score (potential range 20 to 
100) or scores for affective empathy and cognitive empathy. The score on the scale would 
vary from 20-100, Cronbach alpha 0.70. A permission to use a Vietnamese translation of 
the scale was sought. 
 
Interpersonal Reactivity Index - IRI (Davis, n.d.; Davis, 1980; Davis, 1983) 
This scale measures the structure of empathy. It was based on empathy being viewed as a 
collection of different but related components. This tool included four sub-scales for each 
specific aspects of empathy. Each subscale was developed with 7 items. The subscale 
“Perspective taking” measured the tendency of applying psychological viewpoints from 
other people in daily life (e.g.: “Sometimes, I try to understand my friends by imagining 
what everything would be like from their perspective”). The subscale “Empathic concern” 
reflected the tendency of experiencing empathy and compassion with unhappy people (“I 
usually have gentle care for those with bad luck”). The subscale “Personal distress” 
considered the tendency of overcoming troubles and discomfort to understand others’ 
pain (“Being in a tense situation makes me terrified”). The subscale “Fantasy scale” 
measured the tendency of putting oneself in fictional situations (“When I read an 
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interesting story, I usually imagine how I would feel if similar cases happen to me”). In 
our study, we excluded the subscale evaluating imagination. Therefore, only three 
subscales, including Perspective taking, Empathic concern and Personal distress, were 
used. Each of those subscales comprised 7 items with a 5-point Likert scale: 0 
(Completely untrue for me); 1 (Partially untrue for me); 2 (Neutral); 3 (Partially true for 
me); 4 (Completely true for me). The potential total score could range from 0 to 84, with 
Cronbach alpha 0.75.  
 
Teacher Empathy (TE) 
This scale was developed by the research team based on the two-component structure of 
empathy, including cognitive empathy and affective empathy. However, it was placed 
within the context of communication and teaching between teachers and students. The 
scale comprised 20 items based on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Strongly 
disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree) (see Appendix). In this study, the scale demonstrated good 
reliability with a Cronbach alpha 0.81.  
 
Procedure 
 
The procedures were in accordance with the ethical standards of Hanoi University of 
Education (University Code of Practice on Ethical Standards for Research Involving 
Human Participants) and were approved by the Board of Studies for Research Degrees. 
The samples were selected with the consent of the school principal and teachers. 
Participants were told that the data will be used solely for research purposes and that their 
anonymity will be guaranteed. Data are analysed through descriptive statistics, analysis of 
variance and correlation measures. Data collection was undertaken in 2024. All 
translations prepared for publication purposes were undertaken by the authors, with 
primary responsibility assumed by corresponding author, who is fluent in English.  
 
Research design 
 
The study adopted an intervention design which was divided into two stages. In the first 
stage (screening stage), the research team connected with school administrators of 
expected survey destinations and sent them a research description with details about 
research objectives. After receiving their approval, the teachers in those schools were 
informed about the study through a letter prepared by the research team. Once the written 
consent form was approved, teachers subsequently received information about the study’s 
goals and procedures on the day of data collection. This made clear to them that 
participation was completely voluntary, questionnaires would be anonymised at the 
source, and the questionnaire data would be stored. Teachers gathered in each school's 
conference room to receive instructions on how to answer the questionnaire package by 
the research team. 
 
In the second stage (intervention stage), teachers identified with low and average levels of 
empathy (in the first stage) were invited to take in the educational intervention program. 
Once they agreed to join the intervention, a consent form was provided and signed by 
agreed teachers. All teachers were informed of the content and the benefits of being a part 
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of the intervention. Participants, who took part in the educational intervention, were also 
informed of their right to receive feedback about their improvement during the training 
(by answering the BES, IRI and TE).  
 
The intervention 
 
A pre-and post-intervention was undertaken for 10 weeks with 34 teachers who displayed 
a low and moderate level of empathy. Secondary school teachers taking part in the 
intervention were asked to respond to the measurements including the BES, IRI and TE 
at baseline and post-intervention. The outcomes after 10 weeks were then compared with 
those at baseline to evaluate the effectiveness of the educational intervention, as outlined 
below. 
 
The educational intervention was run weekly for 10 weeks in 2024. Each section lasted 90 
minutes. The principal investigator, who is a PhD in psychology, mainly delivered the 
training. An assistant, with a Masters degree in school psychology, helped the investigator 
run the training. The investigator was not involved in the rating process, in order to 
ensure experiment teachers answered the questionnaire objectively. The intervention 
consisted of two main parts: (1) the first part lasted for 3 sessions (psycho-education 
about empathy, the role of empathy in teaching); (2) the second part accounted for a 
longer time with 7 sessions concentrating on the introduction to practising various skills 
to enhance their empathy, such as perspective-taking, active listening through different 
methods such as role play, and emotion recognising. The study process is described in 
Figure 1. 
 

 
Figure 1: Study process 

(use web or PDF reader 'zoom in' function to read) 
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Results 
 
Reality of empathy level of secondary school teachers 
 
The results in Table 2 show that overall, teachers’ empathy is at a fairly good level based 
on the average score of overall empathy ability (Mean(IRI)=38.92, SD=6.76; 
Mean(BES)=67.52, SD=5.75; Mean(TE)=80.37, SD=7.60).  
 

Table 2: Average score of empathy level (BES, IRI, TE) (N=412) 
 

  No. of 
items 

High school teachers   Range  Skewness 
(SE) 

Kurtosis 
(SE) Mean  Std dev. Min  Max 

Empathy (IRI) 
(14 items) 

Cognitive 7 18.39  3.39 2 28   
Affective  7 20.53  4.70 6 43   
Total IRI  38.92  6.76 14 61 -.58 (.12) .74 (.24) 

Empathy (BES)  
(20 items) 

Cognitive  9 31.70  3.04 22 41   
Affective  11 35.82  4.04 23 48   
Total BES  67.52  5.75 53 86 .19 (.12) .20 (.24) 

Empathy (TE) 
(20 items) 

Cognitive  9 35.66 3.94 18 45   
Affective  11 44.71 4.43 29 55   
Total TE  80.37 7.60 47 100 -.36 (.12) 2.52 (.24) 

 
Gender and empathy 
 
The t-test results for the IRI and BES scales showed a statistically significant difference in 
empathy between male and female teachers, with t(410)=3.78, p=0.00 on the IRI scale; 
and t(410)=5.61, p=0.00 on the BES scale. Female teachers demonstrated higher levels of 
empathy than male teachers (M=68.36, SD=5.53 compared with M=64.81, SD=5.47 and 
M=53.03, SD=7.82 compared with M=49.43, SD=9.63 respectively). However, regarding 
TE, there was not a statistically significant difference in the empathy scores with 
t(410)=.02, p=0.30.  
 
Investigating into the two components of empathy (cognitive empathy and affective 
empathy), it was found that among all three scales, IRI, BES and TE, secondary school 
teachers demonstrated better affective empathy with Mean(IRI)=20.53, SD=4.70; 
Mean(BES)=35.82, SD=4.40; Mean(TE)=44.71, SD=4.43 respectively) compared to 
cognitive empathy with Mean(IRI)=18.39, SD=3.39; Mean(BES)=31.70, SD=3.04; 
Mean(TE)=35.66, SD=3.94 respectively). 
 
Correlation between components of teachers’ empathy 
 
To explore the relationship between the cognitive and affective components of empathy 
in secondary school teachers, the researchers conducted Pearson correlation tests for 
these two components across all three empathy measurement scales (Table 3). The results 
showed that on the BES scale, there was a positive correlation between the cognitive and 
affective components of empathy, with r = .16**, p = 0.00. Additionally, the total BES 
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empathy scale had a strong positive correlation with the cognitive component (r = .65**, 
p = 0.00) and the affective component with r = .85**, p = 0.00. Similar results were also 
found on the IRI scale, where the cognitive empathy component showed a positive 
correlation with the affective component, r=.37**, p=0.00.  
 
Regarding the scale TE, the cognitive component has a very strong positive correlation 
with the affective component with r=. 64**, p=0.00; TE has a strong positive correlation 
with the two components of cognitive (r=.80**) and emotion (r=.78**). 
 

Table 3: Correlation between components of empathy 
 

 (1) (2) (3) 
Cognitive empathy (1) - .16** .65** 
Affective empathy (2) .16** - .85** 
Total BES (3) .65** .85** - 
p 0.000 0.000 0.000 
Cognitive empathy (1) - .37**  .58** 
Affective empathy (2) .37** - .78 
Total IRI (3) .58** .37** - 
p 0.00 0.00 0.00 
Cognitive empathy (1) - .64** .80** 
Affective empathy (2) .64** - .78** 
Total TE (3) .80** .78** - 
p 0.000 0.000 0.000 

 
Additionally, all three empathy measurement scales, including two standardised scales 
(BES and IRI) and the TE scale developed by the research team all showed a strong 
positive correlation with one another. Specifically, the BES and IRI scales have a 
correlation of r = .46**, p = 0.00; the BES and TE scales have r = .46**, p = 0.00; and 
the IRI and TE scales have r = .37**, p = 0.00. These results indicate that all three 
empathy scales, which are based on a two-component structure (cognitive and affective), 
demonstrate reliable structural validity.  
 
The intervention 
 
After the 10 week-intervention, no dropouts were reported based on the weekly 
attendance register throughout the course of the group training. A paired sample t-test 
was employed to explore the impact of the educational intervention that focused on 
empathy of teachers identified with low and average empathy level (males = 9, females 
=25) on the IRI, BES and TE.  
 
For BES scores the results indicated a significant increase in empathy from time 1 (pre-
intervention) to time 2 (post-intervention) with t(33)=13.68, p=.00 (two-tailed). The mean 
increase in BES scores was 2.38 with a 95% confidence interval of the difference ranging 
from 2.73 to 2.02. The eta squared statistic calculated using Pallant’s formula and the 
guidelines proposed by Cohen indicated a large effect size (Pallant, 2016; Cohen, 1988).  
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The same was found with the IRI and TE scales: there was an increase in empathy score 
between two intervals with t(33)=17.10, p=00 (two-tailed) and t(33)=14.37, p=00 (two-
tailed) respectively. The mean increase in IRI scores was 3.05 with a 95% confidence 
interval of the difference ranging from 3.42 to 2.69 and the mean increase in TE scores 
was 2.73 with a 95% confidence interval of the difference ranging from 3.12 to 2.34.  
 
A two-way 2x2 (gender [male, female] Time [time 1, time 2]) mixed between within 
subject’s analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to find out if empathy scores 
differed with gender between pre-intervention and post-intervention. The results revealed 
that there were no statistically significant differences in empathy scores for gender at two 
intervals (Table 4). 
 

Table 4: ANOVA results for gender in IRI BES and TE 
 

  Pre-intervention 
F p 

Post-intervention 
F p M 

(SD) 
Sum of 
squares 

M 
(SD) 

Sum of 
squares 

IRI Males 
    (n=9) 

46.66 
(5.14) 

25.76 .38 .54 49.88 (5.96) 20.29 .27 .60 

Females 
    (n=25)  

48.64 
(9.01) 

51.64 (9.34) 

BES Males 
    (n=9)  

64.22 
(5.97) 

46.74 1.01 .32 66.44 (5.81) 54.72 1.27 .26 

Females 
    (n=25)  

66.17 
(6.77) 

69.32 (6.77) 

TE Males 
    (n=9)  

77.08 
(12.50) 

2.27 .16 .90 79.92 
(11.39) 

2.24 .02 .96 

Females 
    (n=25)  

77.66 
(11.34) 

80.11 
(13.60) 

 
Discussion and implications 
 
Results of this current study were broadly consistent with previous investigations 
regarding the level of empathy in teachers, particularly the differences between cognitive 
and affective empathy. As measured by the instrument we have used, affective empathy is 
typically higher than cognitive empathy. In our study, the two components of empathy 
(cognitive and affective) showed a strong positive correlation. From this correlation, it can 
be inferred that when secondary school teachers are aware of students’ sadness or 
suffering, they tend to express emotional sharing with them. Notably, the strong positive 
correlation between the affective component and the overall basic empathy scale indicates 
that when teachers can share/empathise with students' sadness, they are more likely to 
understand that sadness, which would result in expressing their empathy more clearly. 
This result suggests that teachers' empathy can be enhanced by targeting both the 
cognitive and affective components of empathy. Focusing on only one component in 
isolation may lead to negative outcomes. 
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For example, exhibiting expressions of empathy without cognitive understanding may be 
perceived by others as insincere and could lead to undesirable reactions (Clark, Robertson 
& Young, 2019). Empathy is not only essential in teaching for educators, but its 
integration into the curriculum is also an important issue that deserves attention. 
Numerous studies have shown that empathy in learning plays a significant role in 
enhancing creativity, academic achievement, communication and collaboration skills, as 
well as emotional intelligence. This, in turn, contributes to the development of healthy 
relationships among learners (Cooper, 2010). Empathy is also considered a core value of 
purposeful teaching, inspiring students to care about themselves and those around them 
(Boyer, 2013). Increasing the practice of empathy helps teachers learn and develop. 
Teachers who are open minded can generate multiple perspectives and are receptive to 
different viewpoints, and they experience a range of mental states at deeper levels of 
thought, emotion, and engagement (Swan, 2021). 
 
Many researchers agree that empathy can be developed and taught (Clark, Robertson & 
Young, 2019; Spiro, 1992; Lam, Kolomitro & Alamparambil, 2011; Goroshit & Hen, 
2014). Moreover, empathy is believed to possess numerous educational-therapeutic 
qualities and should be nurtured and cultivated through relationships among the various 
stakeholders within the school setting (Sehgal et al., 2022). Previous studies have identified 
several methods for building up and enhancing empathy in adolescents, such as role-
playing activities, group discussions, visual presentations, and focus-based skills related to 
perspective taking and recognising emotions (Gates & Curwood, 2023). A meta-analysis 
of nursing students across 11 countries, covering 23 studies, also confirmed that 
educational interventions are among the most effective approaches, alongside simulation 
interventions and perspective-taking simulations (Levett-Jones et al., 2019). As Weisz et al. 
(2022) argued “Empathy, after all, is more than just the ability to connect with others - it 
also requires the desire to do so” (p. 2). Experimental and theoretical work on empathy 
suggests that exposure to an empathy-relevant situation is a proximal predictor of state 
empathy (Clark, Robertson & Young, 2019).  
 
The positive changes in scores across all three teacher empathy measurement scales after 
the intervention demonstrate that the experimental program effectively targeted both 
components of empathy through a psycho-educational program and skills practice. These 
skills included perspective taking (aimed at enhancing cognitive empathy), active listening, 
identifying and expressing emotions (aimed at developing affective empathy) using 
methods such as role-playing, watching videos depicting students’ positive and negative 
emotions, and writing reflections/taking a confederate's perspective to feel the full impact 
of what the other person is going through. This approach proved effective for secondary 
school teachers in the study sample. The research results with Vietnamese teachers are 
also consistent with other experimental studies conducted on student samples (Lindsey et 
al., 2015; Patient & Skarlicki, 2010). Additionally, the experimental design without a 
control group used in this study showed effectiveness with secondary school teachers. 
These results are also in line with the majority of other studies on nursing students 
synthesised by Levett-Jones et al., 2019). These findings supported the conclusion by 
Clark, Robertson and Young (2019) that to answer the question of whether empathy can 
be changed, experimental studies are needed. 
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In the context of limited experimental research on empathy training programs, a summary 
by researchers found that only 9 out of 29 studies were conducted within a 10-year period 
(Lam, Kolomitro & Alamparambil, 2011). Specifically, in the field of nursing student 
education, from 2004 to 2018, only 23 studies on empathy intervention programs were 
carried out. Therefore, educators have a responsibility to ensure that empathy is an 
indispensable component of the curriculum and that the outcomes of interventions 
designed to enhance learners’ empathy levels are rigorously evaluated (Levett-Jones et al., 
2019). The positive results from our study contribute additional evidence supporting the 
necessity for developing teachers’ empathy in teaching. Empathy is even considered as an 
essential teaching skill for educators, as teachers need to demonstrate empathy anywhere 
and with anyone within the school environment (Goroshit & Hen, 2014). Understanding 
and sharing with students is one aspect of pedagogical activity; therefore, when teachers 
recognise the role of empathy, they change their interactions, communication, and 
mindset toward students, which in turn helps improve teachers’ empathy (Gates & 
Curwood, 2023).  
 
Furthermore, emotional competence is essential for successfully performing the various 
professional roles of teachers, and empathy is a core component of emotional 
competence. Empathy helps teachers fulfil their professional roles effectively (Stojiljković 
et al., 2012). Our research findings also support the view which takes into consideration 
the consensus that empathy can be learned (Cuzzo et al., 2017). As such, schools have an 
important role in teaching with, for, and about empathy since they are distinct sites of 
social, emotional, and whole-person development. Therefore, teaching with, for, and 
about empathy hold value for student learning and teachers’ instructional activities. 
Hence, cultivating and enhancing empathy should be implemented and encouraged at a 
macro level such as placing greater emphasis on teacher training, ongoing professional 
development, government policies, as well as relevant curriculum materials and design 
(Gates & Curwood, 2023).  
 
Conclusion 
 
The article illustrates the current state of empathy among secondary school teachers in 
three cities in Vietnam, showing both similarities and differences compared to studies 
conducted in different cultures and populations. Empathy is essential in educational 
activities that requires greater attention to empathy within the educational environment 
and the development of empathetic behaviours in practice (Aldrup et al., 2022). Carl 
Rogers (1959) argued that empathy is necessary to understand others’ circumstances (to 
take their role) and to influence their behaviour. Therefore, when teachers possess strong 
empathy, they can bring about changes in students’ cognition, emotions, attitudes, ethics, 
and behaviour. Empathy is also considered a central skill for establishing good healthy 
relationships (Furman, 2005), and increasing the practice of empathy helps teachers learn 
and develop. Teachers who are open to others’ viewpoints generate multiple perspectives 
and are receptive to different viewpoints, and they experience a range of mental states at 
deeper levels of thought, emotion, and engagement (Swan, 2021). 
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The educational intervention program for teachers, which focused on enhancing their 
understanding of empathy, the role of empathy in pedagogical activities, and practising 
several empathy skills such as perspective-taking, active listening and emotion recognition, 
has a promising effect in improving teachers’ empathy. Therefore, future research should 
expand to explore empathy among teachers at different educational levels and identify 
factors influencing empathy ability. This would help develop appropriate policies and 
interventions to ensure empathy is expressed in all activities and relationships within the 
school environment. 
 
Despite its achievements, this study has several limitations. First, it relied solely on 
teachers’ self-report measures, which may sometimes compromise the honesty of 
responses. Additionally, the intervention’s effect, based on a single group pre- and post-
test design, may not fully reflect the efficacy of the intervention, highlighting the need for 
studies with control groups. Furthermore, this study evaluated changes in empathy over a 
short period, immediately after the intervention. To determine the long-term effectiveness 
of experimental interventions, further research assessing changes over longer periods, 
such as follow-up studies, is necessary.  
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Appendix: The research team's teacher empathy scale 
 
The following are characteristics that may or may not apply to you. Please tick one response for 
each statement to indicate how much you agree or disagree with each statement. Please answer as 
honestly as you can. 
 

Statement 
Strongly 
disagree 

(1) 

Disagree 
(2) 

Neither 
agree nor 

disagree (3) 

Agree 
(4) 

Strongly 
agree (5) 

1. I demonstrate attentive 
listening when conversing 
with students 
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2. I am not influenced by 
students’ emotions during 
interactions with them (R) 

     

3. I understand students’ 
wishes when 
communicating with them 

     

4. I use gestures, body langu-
age, and verbal express-
ions that help students 
feel safe during 
communication 

     

5. I understand the reasons 
why students make mist-
akes or display 
inappropriate behaviour in 
class 

     

6. I put myself in students’ 
positions to understand 
their thoughts and feelings 

     

7. I am willing to create 
opportunities for students 
to correct mistakes and 
acknowledges their efforts 

     

8. I keep calm when students 
make mistakes 

     

9. I understand students’ 
happiness when they feel 
cared for by the teacher 

     

10. I provide encouragement 
when students encounter 
difficulties in learning and 
in life 

     

11. I am able to identify 
emotions or issues 
students are experiencing 

     

12. I understand students’ 
hesitation or shyness 
when communicating with 
me 

     

13. I proactively engage with 
students to ensure they do 
not feel intimidated 

     

14.  can accurately name the 
emotions that students are 
experiencing 

     

15. I feel emotionally affected 
(e.g., sad, disappointed) 
when my students 
experience negative events 
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16. I become angry when 
students do not comply 
with expectations (R) 

     

17. Students’ suffering or 
happiness does not elicit 
any emotion from me (R) 

     

18. It is difficult for me to 
understand the true 
emotions students are 
experiencing (R) 

     

19. I can quickly recognise 
changes in students’ 
emotional states 

     

20. I feel happy when 
observing students’ 
enthusiasm or happiness 
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