
PEDAGOGY OF EMPATHY
CAS TEACHING ACADEMY



What is a pedagogy of empathy?



What problem are we trying to solve

- Observing a number of problematic student 
behaviors (lack of engagement, absenteeism, late 
work)

- Recognizing the need to reframe "problematic" 
as "symptomatic" (related to allostatic load)

- Looking for a pedagogical framework to 
understand and respond appropriately, know when 
to refer out to other experts



LIMITS OF EMPATHETIC PEDAGOGY



Establishing limits and boundaries

• In order to be useful to practitioners, clearly defined 
limits and boundaries are necessary

• It does not and cannot mean “anything goes”

• Relies on articulating a sustainable balance between 
flexibility and rigor

• Application and limits will look different depending on 
the size of the class, the learning objectives, etc.



Boundaries = expectations

• Safeguards to overextending yourself

• Define roles in relationship

• Communicate acceptable and unacceptable behaviors

• Parameters for knowing what to expect

• Create clarity

• Create feelings of safety



How to set boundaries
1. Communicate the boundary

• Explicitly state the boundary in writing in 
the syllabus.

• If you want, consider initially explaining why 
you are setting the boundary.

2. Uphold the boundary

• It is possible to validate the 
student's experience, show genuine care for 
them, and uphold a boundary at the same 
time. (See handout for scripts.)



An empathetic approach to pedagogy does the following:

• Affirms and normalizes student struggle

• Articulates clear expectations and reduces the "invisible 
curriculum"

• Provides support for individual learners

• Defines and explains the limits of support offered 
within the course.



What does it mean to enact a pedagogy of empathy?

• When appropriate: reframe “problematic” behavior as 
“symptomatic” behavior.

• Centers and prioritizes learning objectives and pathways to mastery rather 
than grade achievement alone (objective-centered not instructor-centered).

• Aims to lower unproductive student anxiety (e.g. untimely feedback, high 
stakes text anxiety).

• Looks for ways to open additional, parallel avenues of engagement and 
reduces bias toward assertive and articulate student engagement.

• Establishes learning as a partnership between instructor and student.



Empathetic Pedagogy Example 1: Discussion Preparation Notes



Empathetic Pedagogy Example 2: Equitable Flexibility Guidance



Perspective-taking exercise:

• Imagine yourself as a student juggling five different courses, work, 
extracurriculars, family commitments/needs, mental health 
concerns. How might this context affect your experience of:

• Attendance policies

• Late work policies

• Canvas Design

• Now, think about how you might be able to address those issues as 
the instructor. Is there a way to respond that allows students to 
meet the learning objectives of the course according to the 
principles of an empathetic pedagogy? 



QUESTIONS?




