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Abstract: In recent years, the discipline of political science has expressed interest in the concept of 
empathy and its role in politics. Some scholars argue that empathy is necessary to cultivate in a 
democratic society as it helps us to understand and identify with others; others argue that this is not 
necessary, or is even counterproductive to this goal, due to the negative aspects of empathy. This leads 
to the question of whether empathy can - or should - be cultivated in our political science classrooms? To 
begin to answer this question, one of the authors conducted a pilot study in an introductory course in Fall 
2023, followed by subsequent studies in general education courses during Summer and Fall 2024, in 
order to gauge students’ levels of global empathy and determine whether it was being successfully 
taught, or if we were inadvertently teaching the “dark sides” of empathy. Evidence from a survey of the 
students and review of their assignments demonstrates some evidence that their global empathy grew as 
a result of the course. As a result, we plan to continue to conduct the study in subsequent semesters as 
well as in other institutional settings in order to determine if this conclusion is broadly applicable in the 
discipline of political science.  
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Introduction 
Empathy is a concept used in at least four different ways in the discipline of political science. These 

include to understand political positions from other perspectives; to be able to identify with other members 

of one’s own group, and also to understand or even appreciate commonalities with identified out-group 

members;to engage in democratic deliberation; and to foster diversity, equity, and inclusion (Brown and 

Kaufman 2023). A review of the broader literature on the concept of empathy, however, suggests that 

teaching empathy may be detrimental, or even counterproductive, to achieving those goals under certain 

circumstances. Several scholars have found that empathy may actually fuel ideological or racial divisions 

or lead us to believe that we understand others and are helping them, when instead we are speaking for 

them or victimizing them to support our own moral superiority (Bandes 1996; Bloom, 2016; Breithaupt, 

2019; Krause 2011; Simas, Clifford, and Kirkland, 2019; van Boven, and Lowenstein 2005). 

In this study, we set out to examine whether empathy was being successfully taught in general 

education courses in an effective manner, without inadvertently teaching students the “dark side” of 

empathy rather than achieving the previously stated goals. We first conducted a pilot, in order to evaluate 

the initial results, before launching into what we hope will become a broader study of cultivating empathy 

in political sciences classrooms across multiple universities. We then collected two additional semesters 

of data from the initial university after making enhancements to the study based on the initial findings from 

the pilot.  In the pilot and subsequent semesters, we found that students recognized the importance of 

understanding the experiences of others, but also realized their own shortcomings in being able to relate 

to their circumstances. Furthermore, although students expressed some willingness to take action on 

others’ behalf, their general level of political engagement did not suggest that such action was likely. 

There was some limited evidence of “filtered empathy” - a need to see others as victims - which we will 

have to approach with caution in the future if we continue to pursue the goals of cultivating empathy in our 

political science classrooms.  
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Teaching Empathy? 
For the 2023 Teaching and Learning conference of the American Political Science Association, a 

co-author and I reviewed the ways in which the concept of empathy is employed in political science 

(Brown and Kaufman 2023). In recent years, the concept has received increased attention, such as Sirin, 

Valentino and Villalobos’ (2021) book on the topic winning Best Book Award from two organized sections 

of APSA in 2022. We initially set out to answer the question of how to effectively teach empathy in the 

classroom. We quickly realized, however, that this concept has been used in a multitude of ways across 

various academic disciplines (Batson 2009; Deutsch and Madle 1975). Before understanding how to 

effectively teach the concept, we needed to understand exactly what educators across the discipline 

might be trying to teach. Our review identified four common themes regarding the use of empathy across 

the discipline of political science specifically:  

1.​ To understand political positions from other perspectives (Caughell 2018; Crocco et al. 2018; 

McCartney 2020);  

2.​ To be able to identify with other members of one’s own group, and also to understand or even 

appreciate commonalities with identified out-group members (Cialdini et al 1997; Decety et al 

2012;Decety and Cowell 2014; Unger & Thumuluri 1997; Sirin, Valentino and Lobos 2021); 

3.​ To engage in democratic deliberation (Goodin 2003; Krause 2011);  

4.​ To foster diversity, equity, and inclusion (Givens 2022; Monroe and Martinez-Marti 2008).  

Furthermore, there is a debate about whether promotion of empathy is actually good for society 

or not. A few scholars argue that empathy not only achieves the goals listed above, but is in fact essential 

to a functioning democracy (Caughell 2018; Krause 2011; McCartney 2020; Morrell 2010). Others, 

however, argue that empathy may not lead to increased political tolerance or democratic deliberation, but 

may instead be counter to achieving these goals. Breithaupt (2019) and Simas, Clifford, and Kirkland 

(2019) argue that empathy can fuel divisions in society rather than helping us to understand the other 

side. For example, if one learns to consider the other side of the issue, one might instead learn that the 

issue has “sides” and begin to identify with one. There are also a few scholars that find empathy is 

associated specifically with having a liberal political ideology, which could lead to growing divisions when 

cultivated (Bloom 2016; Hasson et al. 2018; Morris 2018, 2020; Sirin, Valentino and Villalobos 2021). 
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Scudder (2020) argues that communication is far more important than empathy in democratic 

deliberation. Her concern is that empathy alone is insufficient when our differences are so vast that it 

becomes difficult to imagine the perspective of the other side. 

There are some who have concerns with the use of empathy in fostering diversity, equity, and 

inclusion. Even those who see positive aspects of empathy in terms of its necessity to democracy note 

that it can reinforce existing inequalities when used to identify with powerful groups in society rather than 

marginalized ones (Bandes 1996; Krause 2011). Another issue that may arise is that when we are 

learning about marginalized groups, we may identify more with the “helpers” than with the people who are 

suffering.  Breithaupt 2019 refers to this concept as “filtered empathy.” Instead of working towards 

advancement of diversity, equity, and inclusion, we may see people as victims, expect certain roles or 

behaviors from them, and fail to listen to them or allow them to speak for themselves (Breithaupt 2019; 

Scudder 2020). Furthermore, there is also evidence of an “empathy gap,” such that people do not actually 

do very well at estimating others’ perspectives (van Boven and Lowenstein 2005). Instead of 

understanding how others would feel in their own circumstances, people typically understand how they 

themselves would feel in those circumstances. As a result, one might not only try to speak for others 

instead of listening to them and helping them to speak for themselves, but also do so inaccurately. 

Given this debate, one might ask whether political science educators should attempt to teach 

empathy in our classrooms. Bloom (2016) argues against the concept in general, implying that it should 

not be taught; Prinz (2011) does not argue that it is harmful, but instead that we should work towards the 

specific goals we would like to achieve, rather than trying to do so indirectly through cultivation of 

empathy.  However, one must keep in mind that there are numerous other voices who argue that empathy 

is necessary for democracy. If that is the case, is it not our responsibility as civic educators to teach it? As 

educators, we may also want to ensure that we are teaching empathy in a way that leads to the 

aforementioned positive outcomes, and not its “dark sides,” as Breithaupt (2019) would say. Without 

teaching this concept intentionally, how would we avoid the numerous potential problems? In short, 

political science educators need to at least be cognizant of empathy’s role in their classroom, lest they fail 

to teach a concept that is crucial for our democracy or inadvertently teach it in such a way that they 

undermine democratic deliberation, political tolerance, and diversity, equity, and inclusion. 

https://doi.org/10.33774/apsa-2025-lj77s ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5129-2870 Content not peer-reviewed by APSA. License: CC BY-NC-SA 4.0

https://doi.org/10.33774/apsa-2025-lj77s
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5129-2870
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/


This conclusion finally leads us to the initial question: if one does want to teach empathy in their 

classroom, how would they go about doing this in an effective manner? First, keep in mind that one must 

consider what sort of empathy they are trying to teach among the various uses employed across social 

scientific disciplines. Then, one can attempt to create a rubric or similar measure in order to monitor their 

effectiveness in teaching it (Bennion 2017). We found that pedagogical approaches that allowed students 

to put themselves in others’ shoes (for example, through experiential learning or simulations), or at least 

witness and reflect the experiences of others who may differ from their own are most effective (Aguilar et 

al. 2022; Bachen, Hernandez-Ramos, and Raphael 2012; Caughell 2018; Crigler et al. 2017; Sirin, 

Valentino, and Villalobos2021; Suarez 2017). It may also help to further bridge the “empathy gap” if we 

not only put students in others’ shoes, but also ask them to imagine themselves in scenarios where they 

think they would have felt the same thing that the other person was feeling (Cohen 2022, pg. 204).  

Data and Methods 

Pilot Study 
The data for the pilot study portion of this analysis come from student surveys and reflection paper 

assignments completed during an Introduction to Racial and Ethnic Studies course that I taught in the Fall 

semester of 2023.1The course is an interdisciplinary course that fulfills social and behavioral science 

elective credit and is a requirement for students enrolled in the university’s racial and ethnic studies minor. 

Although the course is interdisciplinary (and was developed by faculty representing many departments), it 

has in all instances been taught by faculty from the Department of History and Political Science. Faculty 

have some latitude in how they teach it, but it includes several common fundamental topics (such as 

social construction of racial and ethnic identities, intersectionality, definitions of discrimination, racism, and 

prejudice, etc.). Students in this particular iteration of the course had multiple assignments that would 

allow them to consider others’ perspectives, such as in-class discussion prompts that allowed them to 

engage with content recently covered in class; short reflection papers on topics related to the course 

1 This studied was approved by the Wingate University Research Review Board on 8/31/23, Protocol #CK083123 
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content; and a final project that required them to create an infographic to teach their classmates about 

one of those topics.  

The survey questionnaire and reflection paper assignment prompts were developed based on 

Raymond, Zappile, and Beers’ (2016) study of global empathy and political and civic engagement in their 

classrooms (refer to results and appendix for exact question wording and prompt instructions). These 

questions were chosen because they capture elements of several of the uses of empathy previously 

noted and were relevant to the course content, which was global in nature. There were 13 students 

enrolled in the course, and two reflection papers were analyzed for each of these students (if they 

completed both assignments). Of these 13 enrolled, 6 students completed the survey for .5% extra credit. 

The course was primarily first-year students (8 of the 13), and all students who took the survey were 

between the ages of 18 and 22.  Of those who had completed the survey, there were 5 men and 1 

woman, and half of them had traveled outside of the United States before. While the sample is very small, 

this was intended to be a pilot study before conducting a larger study across multiple class sections at 

multiple universities.  

​ Global empathy was measured at multiple points throughout the semester, with reflection papers 

assigned during weeks 6 and 10 and the survey occurring near the end of the semester. In order to 

measure global empathy in the reflection papers, students were instructed to consider at least 3 questions 

concerning this topic in their essays. We (the author and the student research assistant) then 

independently reviewed these essays to identify common themes as well as demonstrative quotes that 

supported each of these themes. We also reviewed the student responses to the global empathy scale 

and the political engagement scale in the survey in order to see how many of them agreed (somewhat - 

strongly) with the statements or how often they engaged in various political and civic activities. Our goal 

was to find at least some evidence that students learned to identify with others in out groups; understood 

others’ political perspectives; and supported diversity, equity, and inclusion, but at the same time did not 

see those others as victims or as so far removed from the students’ own experiences that divisions 

between them became wider.  
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Subsequent Surveys 

As a result of feedback received on the pilot study at the North Carolina Political Science Association 

Annual Meeting in 2024, the survey was revised for future distribution. The key changes to the survey 

were to add scales intended to measure perspective taking, individual empathy, and empathetic concern 

generally. These were adapted from Sirin, Valentino, and Villalobos (2021)2. We also added additional 

demographic questions as well as additional questions as to where students were receiving political news 

and information (i.e. word of mouth, television, specific social media networks, etc.). The goals were to 

further contextualize who these students were, where else they might be receiving political news and 

information from outside the classroom, and to gauge their level of empathy in general, rather than only 

focusing on global empathy.  

​ The survey was distributed in two subsequent general education classes offered by the Political 

Science department: Introduction to Comparative Politics and Global Issues in Race, Ethnicity, and 

Gender. These fulfill either the social and behavioral science general elective or the university’s general 

education requirement for students to take four 3-credit courses with a “global perspective.” Political 

science majors are also required to take both courses, although in neither case were these courses 

predominantly populated with majors. The Introduction to Comparative Politics course was offered as a 

4-week course in summer 2024 to incoming first-year students in the university’s summer bridge program3 

and the Global Issues in Race, Ethnicity, and Gender course was offered as an Honors College seminar 

during the Fall 2024 semester (most, but not all, students were enrolled in the Honors College). In each 

case, the surveys were conducted near the end of the semester and the students were once again 

offered .5% credit for participation. Due to the short length of the comparative politics course and the 

nature of the assignments for the Honors College course seminar, the mid-semester reflection papers 

were not assigned to gauge global empathy at multiple points in time.  

​ Table 1 shows the respondent demographics for these subsequent surveys.  During the summer 

program, 8 of the 16 students enrolled completed the survey, and during the fall semester, 10 out of the 

15 students enrolled completed it. Each class represented a variety of majors due to these being general 

3 The author is also the Director of the Building and Supporting Excellence (BASE) Program. More 
information can be found at: https://www.wingate.edu/academics/student-support/base-program  

2 They adapted them from the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (Davis 1980).  
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education courses, and across the two courses, all class levels were represented. Most of the students 

who completed the surveys were women, and the racial and ethnic makeup of the courses was diverse, in 

line with the typical demographics of Wingate. A significant number of students in the Honors seminar 

were also international students, which may have influenced their views on global issues. Interestingly, 

although across the two courses there were Republicans, Democrats, and Independents, as well as 

moderates and independents, none of the students described their own political viewpoint as 

conservative. In fact, it was quite common for students on the political identity questions to answer with 

“not sure” or leave the question blank. This response was more common among the first-year students 

during the summer program.  

 
Table 1: Respondent demographics 
 
 Summer 2024 Fall 2024 
Class standing   
First year student 100.00% 0.00% 
Sophomore 0.00% 50.00% 
Junior 0.00% 10.00% 
Senior 0.00% 30.00% 
Gender, race, and ethnicity   
Female 75.00% 60.00% 
Male 25.00% 40.00% 
Black or African American 87.50% 20.00% 
White 25.00% 50.00% 
American Indian or Alaska Native 12.50% 0.00% 
Hispanic or Latino 12.50% 40.00% 
Asian 0.00% 10.00% 
Geographic background   
Suburban 50.00% 60.00% 
Urban 37.50% 40.00% 
Rural 12.50% 0.00% 
Has traveled outside of the United States 25.00% 70.00% 
Political identity   
Identifies as a Republican 0.00% 10.00% 
Identifies as an Independent 25.00% 40.00% 
Identifies as a Democrat 0.00% 20.00% 
Not sure of political identity 62.50% 20.00% 
Describes their political viewpoint as conservative 0.00% 0.00% 
Describes their political viewpoint as liberal 14.29% 40.00% 
Describes their political viewpoint as moderate 0.00% 20.00% 
Not sure of political viewpoint 62.50% 20.00% 
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Results 
Survey 
As previously mentioned, students in all three courses completed a survey on political interest and 

engagement and global empathy near the end of the course. Across the 3 courses, a total of 24 surveys 

were completed, with 18 of those being the revised survey after the completion of the pilot study. Overall, 

the results suggested that students had a high level of interest in political engagement, but were not 

necessarily likely to take action on the basis of those interests. Furthermore, while they demonstrated 

high levels of awareness about others’ perspectives and acknowledged the importance of empathy, they 

were less likely to say that they would take action themselves or that they felt it was their own 

responsibility to take such actions to address problems that others may face around the world.  

 
Table 2: Interest in Political Engagement 
 
 % Agree 

 Fall 2023 
Summer 

2024 Fall 2024 

I think it is important to understand history, politics and 
contemporary social issues 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 

I am interested in political issues 83.33% 66.67% 60.00% 

I would be willing to give up some free time to work for a political 
or social cause 83.33% 55.56% 50.00% 
 

In Table 2 we are able to see the students' levels of political interest. Most were interested in 

political issues generally and were willing to volunteer their time to work on a political or social cause, 

although willingness to give up their time was less common. All of the students that completed the survey 

agreed that analyzing and understanding history, politics,and social issues are important. These results 

do not provide direct evidence of empathetic attitudes, but do demonstrate the importance of at least 

being aware of political issues and engaging politically.  

Table 3: Choice of News Medium 

 % Used 
 Summer 

2024 
Fall 2024 

Social media 77.78% 100.00% 
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Friends/word of mouth 55.56% 50.00% 
Television 44.44% 20.00% 
Radio or podcast 33.33% 20.00% 
Newspaper (online or print) 22.22% 10.00% 
Other news websites 22.22% 60.00% 

 

Table 4: Usage of Social Media Platforms 

 % Used 
 Summer 

2024 
Fall 2024 

X (Twitter) 83.33% 40.00% 
TikTok 83.33% 70.00% 
Instagram 83.33% 100.00% 
YouTube 83.33% 90.00% 
Snapchat 33.33% 50.00% 
Reddit 33.33% 20.00% 
Facebook 16.67% 30.00% 
Whatsapp 0.00% 40.00% 
LinkedIn 0.00% 30.00% 
Discord 16.67% 0.00% 

 

​ Tables 3 and 4 show the media consumption patterns of the students who completed the survey. 

Social media was the most common choice of news medium among the students, with hearing news from 

friends or by word of mouth also being common among most of the students. Of the social media 

platforms used, the most popular were Instagram, YouTube, TikTok, Snapchat, and X.  

Table 5: Frequency of Political Engagement 

 
Thinking about the last 12 months how often have you 
engaged in the following: % Sometimes/Often 

 Fall 2023 Summer 2024 Fall 2024 

Read a newspaper or watched/listened to 
television/radio news 83.33% 37.50% 50.00% 

Talked about politics or government with family or 
friends 83.33% 50.00% 70.00% 

Attended a political meeting, rally, fundraiser or other 
political event 33.33% 0.00% 0.00% 

Volunteered to work without pay for a civic or 
community organization 16.67% 25.00% 0.00% 

Participated in a protest, march or public 
demonstration 0.00% 12.50% 0.00% 

Contacted a public official (including by email) to 0.00% 12.50% 0.00% 
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express your opinion 

Engaged with political content on social media N/A 25.00% 60.00% 
 

The results in Table 5, however, suggest that none of the students showed an interest in going 

the extra mile to demonstrate taking action on these views. Specifically, none reported contacting public 

officials or attending political events like protests or rallies in two of the courses. Only about a minority of 

the students reported volunteering in civic or community organizations. The highest level of engagement 

across the three courses was in engaging in media or discussing the issues, although in Summer 2024 

only a minority of students reported engaging in media.  

 
Table 6: Global Empathy 
 
 % Agree 

 Fall 2023 
Summer 

2024 Fall 2024 

I am aware of how the political and social rights (e.g., ethnic, racial, or 
gender) of people in other countries can be quite different from my own. 100.00% 75.00% 100.00% 

I am aware that people in other countries can have their freedoms or rights 
taken away. 

      
100.00% 75.00% 100.00% 

I feel supportive of those in other countries who may experience injustice 
because of their political or social (e.g., ethnic, racial, or gender) 
background. 100.00% 50.00% 100.00% 

I know a lot of information about social and political events that happen in 
countries other than my own. 100.00% 37.50% 40.00% 

I share the anger of those in other countries who face injustice because of 
their political or social (e.g., ethnic, racial, or gender) background. 100.00% 37.50% 100.00% 

I am aware of political, social, and economic barriers that lead to 
discrimination of people in other countries. 83.33% 75.00% 100.00% 

I feel motivated to help promote changes that improve people’s living 
conditions in different parts of the world. 83.33% 50.00% 100.00% 

I think it’s important to hear others’ ideas even if I find their ideas very 
different from mine. 83.33% 87.50% 100.00% 

I can see myself taking action (e.g., signing a petition or sending money) to 
help those in another country who are experiencing discrimination because 
of their political or social background. 66.67% 37.50% 90.00% 

I can relate to the frustration that some people of different countries feel 
about having fewer opportunities due to the economic, political, or social 
circumstances of their countries. 50.00% 62.50% 80.00% 

https://doi.org/10.33774/apsa-2025-lj77s ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5129-2870 Content not peer-reviewed by APSA. License: CC BY-NC-SA 4.0

https://doi.org/10.33774/apsa-2025-lj77s
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5129-2870
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/


I am likely to participate in events that promote equal rights for people in 
other countries. 50.00% 50.00% 70.00% 

It is difficult for me to relate to stories about the political or social 
discrimination people from different countries face in their day-to-day lives. 33.33% 12.50% 30.00% 

It is easy for me to understand what it would feel like to be a person living 
in a different country than my own. 33.33% 25.00% 100.00% 

I feel that being actively involved in global or international issues is my 
responsibility. 33.33% 37.50% 60.00% 

It is difficult for me to relate to people in other countries whose political 
rights or economic opportunities are quite different from my own. 33.33% 00.00% 20.00% 

I am interested in working in a country where injustice, discrimination, or 
poverty is common. 16.67% 25.00% 50.00% 
 
Table 7: Individual Empathy 

Indicate to what extent you agree with the following statement: % Agree 
 Summer 

2024 
Fall 2024 

I can usually figure out when my friends are scared 100.00% 90.00% 
I can usually realize quickly when a friend is angry 100.00% 90.00% 
When someone is feeling “down” I can usually understand how they feel 100.00% 80.00% 
Before criticizing somebody, I try to imagine how I would feel if I were in 
their place 

87.50% 100.00% 

I can usually figure out when people are cheerful 87.50% 80.00% 
I sometimes try to understand my friends better by imagining how things 
look from their perspective 

87.50% 100.00% 

I believe that there are two sides to every question and try to look at them 
both 

87.50% 100.00% 

When I see someone being taken advantage of, I feel kind of protective 
toward them 

87.50% 100.00% 

I try to look at everybody’s side of a disagreement before I make my 
decision 

87.50% 90.00% 

I would describe myself as a pretty soft-hearted person 75.00% 60.00% 
I am often quite touched by things that I see happen 75.00% 80.00% 
When I’m upset at someone, I usually try to “put myself in their shoes” for 
awhile 

62.50% 80.00% 

I can learn a lot from people with backgrounds and experiences that are 
different from mine 

62.50% 100.00% 

After being with a friend who is sad about something, I usually feel sad 50.00% 60.00% 
I often have tender, concerned feelings for people less fortunate than me 50.00% 90.00% 
Other people’s feelings don’t bother me at all 25.00% 0.00% 
I don't become sad when I see other people crying 25.00% 10.00% 
I sometimes find it difficult to see things from the “other guy’s” point of 
view 

12.50% 30.00% 

I am not usually aware of my friends feelings 12.50% 30.00% 
My friends' emotions don't affect me much 12.50% 0.00% 
My friends’ unhappiness doesn’t make me feel anything 12.50% 0.00% 
Sometimes I don't feel sorry for other people when they are having 
problems 

12.50% 10.00% 

Other peoples' misfortunes do not usually disturb me a great deal 12.50% 10.00% 
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If I’m sure I’m right about something, I don’t waste much time listening to 
other people’s arguments 

12.50% 10.00% 

When I see someone being treated unfairly, I sometimes don't feel very 
much pity for them 

00.00% 10.00% 

 

Tables 6 and 7 show the results for the questions concerning empathy. Keep in mind that for 

some of the items, a low level of agreement demonstrates a high level of empathy while for others a high 

level of agreement would correspond with high empathy. For example, agreeing that it is “difficult for me 

to relate” would demonstrate a low level of empathy while being “easy for me to understand” would 

demonstrate a high level of empathy. The individual empathy results in Table 7 demonstrate that the 

students were generally very empathetic people, with none of the questions showing less than half the 

respondents chose the less empathetic options. The results for global empathy in Table 6 are more 

complex. They show that most of the students showed a genuine understanding of the importance of 

being aware of political and social rights issues around the world and reported a sense of community 

support for other countries' injustice. For several of the questions, one can see that all of the respondents 

in at least two of the courses answered a few questions with this common theme in the same way. 

Furthermore, at least 50% displayed a relatively high level of empathy in terms of relating to people in 

other countries, with most acknowledging that they felt motivated to help. Similar to the results for political 

engagement, however, feelings of empathy were generally more common than a willingness to take 

action. Students did indicate willingness for some actions, such as signing a petition, but were a bit less 

likely to say they would take other actions, such as participate in related events or work in a country 

experiencing problems. In two of the courses, most did not feel personally responsible to take such 

actions, and in the third, only 60% said they felt this way. Overall, the results demonstrated that the 

students were quite empathetic, both at a personal and global level. The global empathy results 

specifically indicated a high level of understanding and awareness, and some motivation for action, but 

not necessarily a feeling that these are global problems that they personally need to address. 

Reflection papers 

Of the 13 students enrolled in the pilot study course, 11 completed at least one reflection paper. As 

previously mentioned, these reflections were assigned in weeks 6 and 10 of the course, in order to gauge 
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the students’ empathy throughout, and they were required to respond to at least 3 questions regarding 

this concept (see appendix for complete assignment instructions). A common theme that we identified in 

several of the quotes was that students learned new information about other cultures, were able to 

compare this information to their own experiences, and then connected their new understanding to 

relevant political activities or beliefs. The following quotes from several of the students’ reflections are 

demonstrative examples of evidence of this common theme throughout the class: 

 
●​ This made me compare the religious freedom in France versus the religious freedom in the 

United States. In the United States, there are no laws that would affect me from wearing a cross 

around my neck. At Wingate, there are multiple Muslim women wearing hijabs that walk around 

freely at our school. Unfortunately in France, Muslim women and religious groups in general are 

not afforded the same freedoms. This made me more aware of how political and social rights can 

differ in other countries from the United States. 

●​  I have learned to comprehend the complexity that breeds injustice, from racial prejudices to 

gender biases, economic inequalities to political corruption. Understanding these obstacles has 

increased my motivation to push for change and advance social justice. 

●​ After studying the psychology of race and ethnicity and how it affects others, I've learned  much 

more about how it can have a huge impact on people. I can definitely learn a lot from  people 

with different backgrounds and experiences than mine because I can better understand  what 

they go through and how I can help make a difference to end discrimination and bias. 

●​ I am more motivated to promote change in other parts of the world where people’s lives are 

improved.  

●​ Being an activist can cause you to face repercussions in the United States but it is arguably 

worse in China. I would not be as brave as them if I lived in China. I believe that this makes me 

more supportive of people in other countries working against injustices. By doing this they are 

risking their lives in order to better the lives of others in the same demographic. I believe that by 

understanding different peoples backgrounds and experiences you can learn a lot about people 

that are different from you. Taking race and ethnic studies classes and a lot of Asian culture 
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classes has allowed me to do this. I believe that it is important to try to understand the people 

around you.  

●​ Studying global injustices has greatly fueled my desire to be a proactive agent for change 

Overall, these quotes show at least limited evidence of the course teaching the sort of empathy that 

allows one to understand others political perspectives, to understand or even appreciate commonalities 

with identified out-group members, as well as the sort needed to foster diversity, equity, and inclusion. Not 

only did the students think about how the others’ experiences compared to their own, but many of them 

also recognized the need to take action to address the problems that others may be facing.  

​ Some of the reflections did demonstrate evidence that students could not completely empathize 

with others. That being said, most of the students were quite cognizant of this fact, suggesting that they 

were not learning the “dark sides” of empathy, such as filtered empathy, or that they were not attributing 

their own perspective to others in trying to relate to them. The following quotes provide examples of this 

sort of thinking: 

●​ Although I am unable to fully understand their experiences, the course has given me the skills I 

need to learn from, support, and listen to them. It has helped me see that the struggle for social 

justice is a shared endeavor. 

●​ It is personally difficult for me to relate to the stories about political or social discrimination people 

from different countries face in their day-to-day lives because of the fact that I have never left the 

country myself and I also have not actively faced those sort of discrimination in ways that would 

allow me to completely understand or relate to the people of other countries and what they may 

have had to deal with. All of these topics come back to my interest in intersectionality because of 

the fact that they show me that even though I am aware of the discrimination and prejudice that 

people from other counties might face, even if it is discrimination that comes from the US, 

because of the intersectionality I have for myself, which is a Mixed-American/Multiethnic male, I 

can not fully relate or understand the problems that others might face even if it does bother me or 

if I do think that they should not face the discrimination that they face. Since I am not able to 

relate to others as well as I would like to, it also makes me feel that it would not be easy for me to 
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help others because I would not know how to address their problems most efficiently and may 

indirectly make them worse. 

In short, not all students felt that they fully understood others, but, at the same time, they recognized this 

limitation in their learning, and still felt at least some level of empathy and understanding that action to 

address problems of others may be a shared responsibility.  

Conclusions and Discussion 
The pilot study along with the subsequent surveys lend initial evidence that students enrolled in these 

courses demonstrated several forms of empathetic thinking. These included understanding of others’ 

perspectives, relating to the perspectives of those in other groups in society, and the need to support 

diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts. Furthermore, many of them reported understanding of the 

importance of taking political action to address the problems in society that others may face. That being 

said, most of the students stopped at the level of understanding; they were more hesitant to take action 

themselves. This indicates some limits to their empathy, but at the same time does mean that the 

students were not for the most part learning filtered empathy. In fact, one student directly stated that the 

reason he was hesitant to take action was because he feared inadvertent harm to communities whose 

perspectives he may not yet fully understand. Evidence of these common themes was present throughout 

the surveys as well as the reflection papers.   

​ This evidence, however, comes from only a handful of students enrolled in a few courses. We 

plan to continue to build on the initial evidence from the pilot study in several future courses during 

multiple terms and across multiple institutions in order to provide more robust evidence. The introduction 

to comparative politics is typically taught each summer, and the race, ethnicity, and gender politics course 

is generally taught each fall and spring semester. One change that we plan to make based on the 

analysis thus far is to conduct the survey at the beginning of the semester as well (students in the spring 

course have already completed their pre-surveys). That way, in addition to seeing evidence of the 

students’ empathetic thinking mid-way through the semester and near the end, we will also be able to 

evaluate this as compared to a baseline established at the beginning of the semester.  
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Appendix: Reflection Paper Prompt 
Assignment Purpose: 

In order to make connections between our lives and the course content, you will be required to research 
and reflect on two topics of your interest that are relevant to the course. One of these two topics will be 
your focus for the final infographic.  

Skills gained by completing assignment: 

●​ Connecting real-life examples to concepts introduced in the course 
●​ Summarizing information from multiple sources to formulate a response 
●​ Comparison of differing viewpoints and philosophies  
●​ Building evidence-based arguments 

Instructions: 

For this reflection paper, identify a topic of interest to you and discuss how it relates to the content we 
have been learning in the course so far. Eventually, you will be researching either this topic or the topic 
from your 2nd reflection paper further for the final project. Make sure to support your points using 
readings from the class and/or other academic sources. The paper should be at minimum 2 pages double 
spaced.  

As part of the reflection, make sure to address at least 3 of the following questions: 

1.​ Are you more aware of how the political and social rights (e.g., ethnic, racial, or gender) of 
people in other countries can be quite different from your own? Why or why not? 

2.​ Are you more aware that people in other countries can have their freedoms or rights taken 
away? Why or why not? 

3.​ Are you more aware of political, social, and economic barriers that lead to discrimination of 
people in other countries? Why or why not? 

4.​ It is easier for you to understand what it would feel like to be a person living in a different 
country than your own? Why or why not? 

5.​ Can you relate more to the frustration that some people of different countries feel about 
having fewer opportunities due to the economic, political, or social circumstances of their 
countries? Why or why not? 

6.​ Do you feel more motivated now to help promote changes that improve people’s living 
conditions in different parts of the world? Why or why not? 

7.​ Are you more likely to participate in events that promote equal rights for people in other 
countries? Why or why not? 

8.​ Are you more supportive of those in other countries who may experience injustice because of 
their political or social (e.g., ethnic, racial, or gender) background? Why or why not? 

9.​ Can you see yourself taking action (e.g., signing a petition or sending money) to help those in 
another country who are experiencing discrimination because of their political or social 
background? Why or why not? 

10.​Do you share the anger of those in other countries who face injustice because of their 
political or social (e.g., ethnic, racial, or gender) background? Why or why not? 

11.​ Do you feel that being actively involved in global or international issues is your responsibility? 
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12.​ Is it difficult for you to relate to stories about the political or social discrimination people from 
different countries face in their day-to-day lives? Why or why not? 

13.​Do you know a lot of information about social and political events that happen in countries 
other than your own? 

14.​Can you learn a lot from people with backgrounds and experiences that are different from 
your own? 

15.​Do you think it’s important to hear others’ ideas even if you find their ideas very different from 
your own? Why or why not? 

16.​ Is it more or less difficult for you to relate to people in other countries whose political rights or 
economic opportunities are quite different from your own? Why or why not? 

17.​Are you any more interested in working in a country where injustice, discrimination, or 
poverty is common? 

You will be graded as follows: 

●​ Paper addresses a topic relevant to the course and addresses three of the specific questions 
listed above (60/90) 

●​ Paper has no grammar errors and is approximately 2-3 pages, double-spaced (10/90) 
●​ Supported by at least 3 academic sources and includes proper in-text citations and a works 

cited list (20/90) 
●​ Refer to the assignment rubric for additional information 
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