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Abstract 
This study examined a professional development program designed to support Civics teachers in 
their efforts to promote empathy among Israeli Jewish students towards Israeli Arabs. The design 
rationale for the program is that teachers should experience empathic processes themselves before 
supporting their students in such an endeavor and that meaningful empathic processes can occur 
online if activities are properly designed. All phases of the program were designed to support 
teachers to participate as part of an online community of practice. Sixty Jewish teachers partici-
pated in two iterations of the design study. Refinements were made in the second iteration to pro-
vide teachers with explicit definitions of empathy and specific instructions for reflection. Find-
ings indicate that these changes were reflected in higher degrees of empathic responses among 
teachers. Teachers also indicated that being a part of an online learning community contributed to 
the learning process they experienced during the program. We interpret this as a first step in ena-
bling teachers to assist their students to develop a more empathetic approach toward the minority 
group and conclude with a discussion of recommended design principles for promoting such an 
approach.  

Keywords: empathy, minority group, teacher professional development, teachers as 
designers, online learning community 

Introduction 
The current study examined a teacher professional 
development (TPD) program, aimed at supporting 
teachers who seek to address some of the educa-
tional challenges related to the complex relations 
between the Arab minority and Jewish majority in 
Israel. These relations are characterized by mistrust 
and separation between the groups. The division 
between Arabs and Jews in Israel is widespread 
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throughout society: in schools, government institutions, and places of residence (Smooha, 2010). 
The conflict between the groups is over issues central to both societies such as territories, self-
determination, statehood, religious dogmas, and core values (Bar-Tal. 2007). As a result, deeply 
rooted collective narratives determine each side’s point of view (Bruner, 1990, Coleman, 2003, 
Salomon, 2004). For example, Israeli Jews and Arabs disagree on whether the country can simul-
taneously be a Jewish state and democracy. About three-quarters (76%) of Israeli Jews believe 
this to be possible, but relatively few (27%) Israeli Arabs agree (Pew Research Center, 2016). 
These differences and disagreements, in the context of the wider Israeli-Palestinian conflict 
(Maoz, 2011; Steinberg & Bar-On, 2002), affect the relations between the groups, which are often 
characterized by mutual negative attitudes, de-legitimization, dehumanization, and prejudice to-
wards the minority group (Bar-On, 2008; Bar-Tal, 2000, 2001). In a survey of more than 5,000 
Israelis (Pew Research Center, 2016), nearly half (48%) of Israeli Jews supported statements say-
ing that Arabs should be transferred or expelled from Israel; most (79%) Israeli Arabs indicated 
that discrimination in Israeli society against Arabs is widespread, while 74% of the Jewish major-
ity did not acknowledge much discrimination.  
The implications of the continuous conflict are reflected in everyday life in Israel in general, and 
in schools in particular. The culture of conflict encompasses everyday conversations, such as the 
news and political speeches, and teachers find it hard to effectively manage the dissonance in the 
socio-political environment that surrounds and affects students (Rosen & Perkins, 2013). In gen-
eral, discussions about racism, diversity, privilege, and social justice are often sources of discom-
fort (Watt, 2007). Furthermore, peace education, conflict resolution, shared life, and coexistence 
programs in Israel face the challenge of collective narratives, histories, and beliefs (Kupermintz 
& Salomon, 2005). As a result, Civics education in Israel is a particularly difficult task, where 
little consensus exists on what should be the fundamental nature of society and what binds citi-
zens together (Byrne, 1997; Ichilov, 2003).  

The destructive effects of prolonged intergroup conflict underscore the urgent need for interven-
tions that promote tolerance and cooperation (Stathi & Crisp, 2008). Teachers should be commit-
ted to fostering not only the academic development of students but also their social and emotional 
development (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011), especially in a divid-
ed society. To address this challenge, the educational approach we describe is based on the prem-
ise that empathy is an important social and emotional skill, necessary to improve relations be-
tween groups and to reduce prejudice and discrimination toward minority groups (Batson & Ah-
mad, 2009, Eisenberg, Eggum, & Di Giunta, 2010, Stephan & Finlay, 1999). In order to help 
teachers promote empathy and reduce negative attitudes towards the Arab minority group, the 
current study developed and examined an online teacher professional development (TPD) pro-
gram that uses clips from a popular television series – Arab Labor. The series was one of the first 
Arabic-language television shows in Israel that combined Arab and Jewish actors, and was broad-
cast in prime time. The series presented the complexities of Arab minority life in Israel with hu-
mor and compassion and adopted a critical view towards both groups in Israeli society. Clips 
from the series were embedded in an educational website developed at the Center for Educational 
Technology (CET) and served as resources for the online TPD environment entitled “Fostering 
Empathy through E-Learning” (FEEL). The goal of the FEEL program is to support teachers in 
developing the skills and knowledge required to teach Civics to junior and high school students.  

The FEEL program was designed as an online community endeavor, including 30 hours of inter-
action between teachers, spanning one school year (October-June), with three phases: teachers as 
learners, teachers as designers, and teachers as implementers (see detailed description in the De-
sign section). Except for two face-to-face meetings at the beginning and the end of the school 
year, the entire FEEL TPD program was conducted online using the Moodle platform and facili-
tated by the first author of this paper. The collaborative activities were designed to support teach-
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ers in an online community of practice in sharing their ideas, practices, and experiences with their 
peers, and in providing ongoing feedback to each other throughout the program, using specific 
prompts in the online forum. The decision to design the activities in the program so that interac-
tion between participants would take place in an online community was based on our assumption 
that this would enable teachers to support each other in coping with a topic that entails emotional 
and well as cognitive challenges (Bar-Tal & Rosen, 2009; Kupermintz & Salomon, 2005). 

The main goal of the current study was to examine the principles that guided our design in terms 
of enhancing empathic processes among teachers. In this paper, we report and discuss findings 
from the first phase of the project (teachers as learners), in which teachers watched selected clips 
from the series, reflected on their thoughts and feelings, and shared their experiences with their 
fellow teachers in the online forum.  

Two major questions guided our research: 

(a) What empathic processes occur among teachers during the first phase of the FEEL TPD pro-
gram? 

(b) How does the design of the program affect teacher learning in terms of developing empathic 
processes? 

Theoretical Background 
Social and Emotional Learning in Schools 
Civics is one of the core subjects in schools, along with math, science, foreign language, and 
reading. While schools focus mostly on academic skills, social and emotional learning (SEL) has 
become an increased priority for schools in the past two decades (Durlak et al., 2011; Elias et al., 
1997; Goleman, 1998). These interpersonal processes are part of a broad range of 21st century 
skills, such as communication, collaboration, teamwork, and empathy (Pellegrino & Hilton, 
2012). In the context of intergroup conflict, such skills gain further importance when teachers 
address explosive socio-political issues.  

Unfortunately, many students seem to lack social-emotional competencies (Blum, Libbey, Bish-
op, & Bishop, 2004). A large survey in the United States found that only 29%–45% of the stu-
dents reported that they had social competencies such as empathy, decision-making, and conflict 
resolution (Benson, 2006). This phenomenon is potentially exacerbated in situations of intergroup 
conflict. Students experience a culture of aggression through everyday interactions with their 
family members, mass media, and the educational system (Abu-Nimer, 2004; Rosen & Perkins, 
2013). Furthermore, as reported by Elias, Bruene-Butler, Blum, & Schuyler (2000), teachers tend 
to resist incorporating SEL programs, which usually require much time at the expense of more 
valued “academic” content. They often think that fostering SEL skills is beyond their expertise 
and should be the domain of school psychologists, counselors, therapists, or parents. Teachers 
also tend to fear that these programs would have no effect due to the increasing numbers of stu-
dents with aggression and other troublesome behavior patterns (Elias et al., 2000).  

Empathy – A Social and Emotional Skill 
The FEEL program underscores empathy as a key SEL skill. Empathy is the inclination to share 
emotions and to understand the thoughts of others (M.H. Davis, 1994; Decety & Meyer, 2008). In 
previous years, empathy was defined either as an essentially emotional phenomenon (Batson 
2014; Strayer & Eisenberg 1987) or as the ability to cognitively understand the other’s point of 
view without necessarily experiencing an emotional process (Wispé, 1986). Contemporary con-
ceptual frameworks underscore the multidimensional nature of empathy and include cognitive, 
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emotional, and behavioral components (M.H. Davis, 1983; Zaki & Ochsner, 2012). The current 
study is based on the 3R (Resonance, Reasoning, Response) model of empathy (Zisman, 2009), 
as described below. 

Empathic resonance: The first phase is a spontaneous, automatic, and involuntary affective res-
onance with the emotional state of the other person (Hodges & Wegner, 1997), sometimes re-
ferred to as parallel empathy or emotional contagion (Batson & Ahmad, 2009; M.H, Davis, 1994; 
Decety & Jackson, 2004; Stephan & Finlay, 1999). It involves feeling as another person feels, 
thus sharing their subjective states (Batson & Ahmad, 2009; Decety & Meyer, 2008; M.H. Davis, 
1994). From a developmental perspective, this process provides the foundation for understanding 
that the others are “like me” (Meltzoff & Decety, 2003). 

Empathic reasoning: Spontaneous resonance is followed by a more elaborate, contextualized, 
and controlled cognitive appraisal and reasoning process (Hodges & Wegner, 1997). The cogni-
tive or perceptual component includes considering understanding the other’s mental states (Zaki 
& Ochsner, 2012). This process entails perspective taking, by explicitly imagining the other’s 
perspective and how one would think and feel if they were “in their shoes” (Batson & Ahmad, 
2009; M.H. Davis, 1994; Stephan & Finlay, 1999).  

Empathic response: Finally, resonance and reasoning lead to an internal response to the other’s 
situation. This response may consist of compassion-related emotions, usually labeled empathic 
concern, feeling sympathy, compassion, or concern for the target’s well-being (Batson & Ahmad, 
2009; M.H. Davis, 1994). These responses are often associated with altruistic motivations and 
behaviors, such as pro-social concern and expressing motivation to improve the target’s experi-
ences, or behaviors like offering help or attempting to reduce suffering (M.H. Davis, 1994; Zaki 
& Ochsner, 2012). In other situations, the response may evoke negative feelings and personal dis-
tress in the face of the suffering of the other (M.H. Davis, 1994).  

Intergroup Empathy  
Empathy plays a crucial role in moral development, motivating prosocial behavior and inhibiting 
aggression toward others (Hoffman, 2001; P. A. Miller & Eisenberg, 1988) and is often consid-
ered at the interpersonal level. In recent years, there is a growing understanding of empathy at the 
intergroup level, especially when two groups are in conflict (Batson & Ahmad, 2009). Empathy-
related processes might reduce antisocial behavior that could harm individuals from stigmatized 
groups. Bullying and similar offenses are related to low levels of empathy, but if empathy is fos-
tered toward a member of another group or a stigmatized person, we would expect less prejudice 
and discrimination toward them (Eisenberg et al., 2010).  

People differentiate groups to which they belong (in-groups) from groups to which they do not 
belong (out-groups) (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, &Wetherell, 1987). 
Such social categorization processes influence intergroup empathy. Favoring one’s own group 
results in more empathy for an in-group member than for an out-group member (Eisenberg et al., 
2010; Tarrant, Dazeley, & Cottom, 2009). Intergroup conflict is especially associated with dimin-
ished levels of empathy (Batson & Ahmad, 2009). Strong negative emotions interfere with the 
ability to imagine or legitimize the other side’s perspective (Kupermintz & Salomon, 2005). 
Groups involved in long-lasting and violent conflicts develop psychological conditions that help 
them cope with the continuous threat and violence that include a positive view of one’s own col-
lective, while the other is perceived as the immoral aggressor (Bar-Tal, 1995, as cited in Stein-
berg & Bar-On, 2002). Numerous examples demonstrate the destructive effects of low-level in-
tergroup empathy: Apartheid in South Africa, racial discrimination in the United States, and reli-
gious and ethnic hostility in the Middle East and Northern Ireland (Batson & Ahmad, 2009).  
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It is therefore important to understand and learn to improve empathic processes, or at least pre-
vent their erosion, in situations of intergroup conflict. The gradual development of empathic in-
terpersonal relations may be key to improving intergroup relations through educational interven-
tions (Kupermintz & Salomon, 2005), and a technology-enhanced environment can play an im-
portant part in this endeavor (García-Pérez, Santos-Delgado, & Buzón-García, 2016). 

Fostering Intergroup Empathy  
Studies conducted in recent years suggest several ways to improve intergroup relations by foster-
ing empathic skills. 

Contact between groups 
Intergroup contact, under the appropriate conditions, may increase positive intergroup emotions 
and enhanced empathy, as well as reduce negative emotions such as anxiety (Pettigrew & Tropp, 
2006, 2008; Tam et al., 2008). Contact improves intergroup relations by enhancing knowledge 
about the out-group and reducing perceived threat and apprehension regarding meeting members 
of the other group. The contact enables one to take the perspective of out-group members and 
may contribute to improved intergroup attitudes (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). Already in the 
1950’s, four conditions were specified for optimal intergroup contact: equal group status within 
the situation, common goals, intergroup cooperation, and support from authorities (Allport, 
1954). These optimal conditions are hard to achieve in a context of conflict, separation between 
groups, and strong negative emotions. In such circumstances, it is possible to resort to indirect 
contact as the first stage before an actual meeting between the groups (Batson & Ahmad, 2009; 
Stathi & Crisp, 2008).  

Imagining contact  
Imaginary contact can elicit positive intergroup attitudes. This may have practical implications 
especially in the context of intergroup conflict where direct contact is difficult to attain, such as in 
schools in conflicting societies. Schools in such contexts can develop and apply teaching tech-
niques that would encourage imaginary contact in order to bring groups closer together and pro-
mote tolerance (Stathi & Crisp, 2008). Books, plays, movies, television, and radio can present the 
out-group members in a way that draws the reader into their lives, plight, and struggles. A skilled 
writer can lead the audience to imagine how the out-group member is thinking and feeling (Bat-
son & Ahmad, 2009). Using the power of new media and technology (Umaschi Bers, 2006), me-
dia programs and storytelling methods can foster empathy using both real and fictional characters 
(Steinberg & Bar-On, 2002; Zillman, 2006) that may generalize to the out-group as a whole (An-
dersen, Downey, & Tyler, 2005; Pettigrew, 1998). A year-long field experiment in Rwanda tested 
the impact of a radio soap opera on reducing intergroup prejudice, violence, and trauma in two 
fictional Rwandan communities. Listeners’ emotional reactions to the soap opera were visible, 
audible, and frequent, and fostered more trust, empathy, and cooperation (Paluck, 2009).  

Empathy in a technology-enhanced environment  
Research indicates that it is possible to experience empathy online: Users can feel empathy in 
online communities towards other members (Preece & Ghozati, 2001; F. Miller & Wallis, 2011). 
In fact, “virtual empathy” is described as a key competence in “education 3.0” environments 
(García-Pérez et al., 2016). Bos, Olson, Gergle, Olson, & Wright (2002) found video and audio 
conferencing groups were nearly as good as face-to-face communication in developing trust and 
supportive interpersonal relationships. A study of 301 Northern California high school students 
examined the effects of playing a simulation game, Real Lives, that allows teenagers to simulate 
the lives of people in other countries. Students who played the simulation game expressed more 
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global empathy and identification with culturally and geographically distal characters when com-
pared to a control group (Bachen, Hernandez-Ramos, & Raphael, 2012). Manney (2008) provided 
several examples: presenting complex questions and real-life issues within an online game has a 
positive effect on empathy; internet sites, such as blogs written in a war zone, encourage empathy 
and global understanding; and virtual reality can be used to create empathetic scenarios by repro-
ducing the differing perceptions of other people.  

While imaginary contact through popular media in a technology-enhanced environment can pro-
mote empathy processes, it is not enough to passively experience the lives of the out-group. An 
important principle is to invite participants to identify with members of the other group as they 
read about them, listen to them, or watch a video that presents them. It is recommended to add 
questions such as; “What emotions are the members of the other group feeling, what are they 
thinking, how are they viewing the world, and how do you feel about their responses to the situa-
tion?” (Stephan & Finlay, 1999) Perspective-taking and role-playing (e.g., speaking from the oth-
er’s point of view) can help build and sustain empathy (Rosen & Perkins, 2013, Stephan & Fin-
lay, 1999). 

In accordance with the above insights, the current study used clips from a popular television pro-
gram that presented the life of a low-status minority group, following tailored instructions and 
specific guidance, to foster empathy processes among teachers and their students. 

Teachers in a Community of Practice 
The social-constructivist view of learning is that people learn best not by assimilating knowledge, 
but rather by a knowledge-construction process that involves doing, becoming, and belonging to a 
learning community (Bielaczyc, Kapur, & Collins, 2013). “Communities of practice rely on situ-
ated theories of knowledge, i.e., the idea that knowledge is a property enacted by groups of peo-
ple over time in shared practices, rather than the idea that knowledge is a cognitive residue in the 
head of an individual learner” (Hoadley, 2012, p. 229). However, schoolteachers rarely have the 
opportunity to participate in discussions and to collaborate about their practice (Barab, Makinster, 
Moore, & Cunningham, 2001; Darling-Hammond, 1997). Both novice teachers (Herrington, Her-
rington, Kervin, & Ferry, 2006) and experienced teachers (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2007) re-
port experiencing isolation and a lack of support in schools. The sense of isolation, in addition to 
the need for shared practice and participatory processes, may be exacerbated if teachers try to find 
ways to foster empathy towards a minority group in a context of continuous conflict and an envi-
ronment hostile to coexistence. 

With this in mind, we adopted a pedagogical approach using a community of practice for support-
ing teacher learning in the FEEL TPD program, with the aim of decreasing the sense of isolation 
teachers might experience in their workplace and providing opportunities for shared practices 
(Bielaczyc et al., 2013, Barab et al., 2001; Hoadley, 2012). Technological supports and especially 
infrastructure that enables teachers to participate in online learning communities can address 
these challenges by fostering collaborative peer learning in various manners (Bielaczyc et al., 
2013; Kali & Linn, 2007; Linn, Davis, & Bell, 2004). Technology can directly support communi-
cation, provide tools for discussion with others, and provide a shared repository of information 
and other resources (Hoadley, 2012). Research shows that even when minimal face-to-face com-
ponents are involved, online learning can provide learners with the benefits of belonging to a 
learning community (e.g., Barab et al., 2001; Kidron & Kali, 2015). Online communities of 
teachers or communities of practice have become known for their potential to promote profes-
sional development by providing continuous support, promoting ongoing interaction, and sharing 
common practices (Barab & Duffy, 2000; Barab et al., 2001; Barab, MaKinster, & Scheckler, 
2003; Hur & Brush, 2009).  
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There are many reasons for teachers to share the knowledge and emotions related to their practice 
with their colleagues in online communities, for instance, (a) feeling a sense of support, belong-
ing, and combating isolation (Ellis, Oldridge, & Vasconcelos, 2004; Hur & Brush, 2009); (b) the 
will to improve the welfare of community members; (c) fostering affinity between colleagues; (d) 
and altruism in supporting other teachers (Hew & Hara, 2007). Teachers can feel empowered by 
being part of a collective enterprise that works together toward shared goals, impacting motiva-
tion and engagement (Bielaczyc et al., 2013). Research also shows that fostering a group norm of 
in-group empathy can promote more positive attitudes towards people from another group (Tar-
rant et al., 2009). Consequently, in the context of conflict between groups, teachers who struggle 
with negative attitudes and racism in their classrooms can find that online communities provide a 
source of mutual learning, support, and even empathy. 

The design of the FEEL program is also based on similarities that we identified between methods 
regarding ways to promote empathy between groups, as described in the first section of the theo-
retical background, and ways to promote learning in a community as described above. Table 1 
illustrates these similarities. 

 

Table 1: Similarities between the ways to foster online learning communities and ways to 
foster empathy through inter-group contact 

1BWays to foster an online learning community  
(Bielaczyc et al., 2013) 

Ways to foster empathy between groups (Bat-
son & Ahmad, 2009; Stephan & Finlay, 1999) 

Mutual respect is sought between people from di-
verse backgrounds, perspectives, and minority views.  

Mutual respect is sought between groups. 

Participants are encouraged to find a shared objective 
for their learning, and to be part of a collective enter-
prise that works together toward shared goals.  

An effort is made to reach a common goal through 
intergroup contact. 

By setting up collaborative groups and jointly pro-
duced consequential tasks, learning communities 
foster interdependence based on diverse expertise, 
which encourages participants to rely on and value 
the work of others and to contribute in a variety of 
ways to help advance the work of the collective. 

Cooperative learning is used to improve intergroup 
relations (e.g., using Jigsaw activities). 

 

We postulated that by implementing design principles, that foster the development of an online 
community of practice among teachers (Kali, 2006; 2008; Kali & Linn, 2007), the FEEL TPD 
program would assist teachers in a number of ways, including combating isolation, developing a 
sense of belonging to a broader group, benefitting from mutual learning and support from col-
leagues, and most importantly, promote empathy towards the Arab minority in Israel.  

The Design of the FEEL TPD Program  
The FEEL TPD program was designed to promote intergroup empathy by means of three main 
design principles derived from the theoretical background described above. We consider these 
principles as ‘pragmatic design principles’ in the design principles framework (Kali, 2006; Kali & 
Linn, 2007), which served as a conceptual basis for developing the Design Principles Database 
(DPD) (Kali, 2008). The DPD was developed as an infrastructure for designers to publish, con-
nect, discuss, and review design ideas. The DPD includes 1) Specific Principles that connect di-
rectly to a single feature or single research investigation and that provide the specific rationale 
behind the design of that feature; 2) Pragmatic Principles that connect several Specific Princi-
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ples; and 3) Meta-Principles that capture abstract ideas represented in a cluster of Pragmatic 
Principles. For example, a specific design principle can describe a specific feature in a learning 
environment that supports interaction between teachers. This specific principle can be connected 
to several pragmatic design principles, one of which is “Enable multiple ways to participate in 
online discussions”, which is connected to the higher level meta-principle of “Help learners learn 
from each other” (Kali, 2006; 2008; Kali & Linn, 2007).   

Based on the literature review presented above, we suggest the following pragmatic design prin-
ciples for promoting intergroup empathy in online environments (Figure 1). These three princi-
ples can be viewed as employing the Meta-Principle ‘help learners learn from each other’.  

 
Figure 1: Design principles we suggest for promoting intergroup empathy  

in online environments 

The decision to study empathic processes only within the Jewish population was based on find-
ings that show that the Jewish population in Israel is less empathetic towards the Arab population 
than Arabs are towards Jews (Zisman, 2009), as well as on the growing understanding of the im-
portance of uni-national educational programs in situations of intractable conflicts (Bar-Tal & 
Rosen, 2009). As mentioned above, when positive contact is difficult to obtain, encouraging im-
agery or indirect contact is a desirable first stage before bringing groups closer together (Stathi & 
Crisp, 2008). 

Components of the Program  
Based on the pragmatic design principles for promoting intergroup empathy in online environ-
ments (Figure 1), the FEEL TPD program includes the following components, which are embed-
ded into each other, as illustrated in Figure 2: 

1. The online TPD FEEL environment. This interactive environment was designed and 
developed in the current study to enable teachers to work as a distributed community of 
practice mentored by the first author, and to guide them through all phases of the pro-
gram, the details of which are described below (Moodle was used as the platform).  

2. CET’s educational website. This educational website, designed by CET for open use by 
the public, includes dozens of television episodes as well as some guiding questions to re-
flect on the episodes (Figure 3). No interactivity is designed in the website. Therefore, it 
was used as a resource for further interactivity in the FEEL program. 

3. Clips from the television series Arab Labor, selected for use as: 

a. Resources (e.g., lesson plans and collaborative activities) embedded in the education-
al website developed at CET  

b. Reflection catalysts embedded in the FEEL environment. 

Design principle 1:  Use popular media as a preliminary phase in promoting 
empathic processes through and “Imaginary contact”. 

Design principle 2:  Provide explicit prompts for empathic reflection. 

Design principle 3:  Foster the development of learning-community that em-
braces empathy as a shared value.  
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Figure 2: The Design of the FEEL TPD Program 

 
 Figure 3: Educational website (CET) 

Stages of the Program 
The FEEL TPD program includes three phases: Teachers as learners (designed to be enacted dur-
ing the first trimester of the school year); Teachers as designers (second trimester); and Teachers 
as implementers (third trimester). We describe the three phases to provide a wider context for the 
current study, which focused on the first phase – teachers as learners. 

(1) Teachers as learners:  

Teachers often provide role models for their students (Eccles & Roeser, 1999). In the 
context of the current study, this means that teachers need to develop their own emotional 
skills, such as self-awareness, and use of emotions in instructional situations (Jennings & 
Greenberg, 2009). Personal experience is key in this development (Zins, Bloodworth, 
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Weissberg, & Walberg, 2004); therefore, we sought to provide teachers with a meaning-
ful learning experience about empathy as a social and emotional skill, in order to help 
them foster, as role models, the development of similar processes among their students.  
During the first two months of the program, teachers were required to watch selected 
clips from the series’ episodes in their free time and were asked to choose three clips 
from the educational website to reflect upon, using the prompts for reflection. The first 
design principle (suggesting using popular media) was implemented in both iterations of 
the study in this phase. However, the second design principle was added only in the sec-
ond iteration, in which teachers followed explicit prompts for empathic reflection. They 
wrote down in the online forum all the emotional and cognitive processes they experi-
enced. As part of employing the second design principle (suggesting providing explicit 
prompts for reflection), they were also asked to imagine how the characters in the clip felt 
and wrote about that in the online forum (see details about the differences between the it-
erations below). The third design principle (suggesting fostering empathy as a shared 
value in the community) was reflected in both iterations: The teachers shared their expe-
riences and practices with their fellow teachers and responded to each other as part of a 
community of practice. 

For example, one clip presented a meeting between Amjad, an Israeli-Arab (the main 
character), and his Jewish neighbor Yehuda who offended him. The prompt asked the 
teachers to reflect on their thoughts and feelings during and after watching each clip. An 
example from one of the teachers’ reflection (showing an empathetic response) is, “Am-
jad’s response evokes sadness about how he chooses to ’give himself up’ for the sake of 
integration [within Jewish society].” 

(2) Teachers as designers:  

Based on their experiences during the previous phase of the FEEL TPD program, teach-
ers at this phase were required to interpret the technology-enhanced resources that appear 
in the educational website and adapt them for the use of their students and classroom set-
tings (E.A. Davis & Varma, 2008; Matuk, Linn, & Eylon, 2015). The teachers used 
Bielaczyc’s (2013) Social Infrastructure Framework to guide them in their design pro-
cess. This framework explicates the various elements of classroom social structures that 
might influence the design. We assumed that involving teachers in the design of a learn-
ing environment for their students might help them adapt the program to their specific 
classrooms with particular learners; to increase ownership and commitment for imple-
mentation; and motivate them to engage in this practice (Kali, McKenney & Sagy, 2015). 
We also assumed that the engagement of teachers in designing their own learning materi-
als would assist them in coping with instructions of new and complex content such as 
empathy between groups in conflict. Throughout the design process, teachers shared their 
designed learning environments with their colleagues and gave each other feedback in the 
online forum. 

(3) Teachers as implementers:  

Teachers implemented the learning environment they designed in their classrooms. They 
shared their experiences with their fellow teachers and responded to each other in the 
online forum. Records of practice enabled teachers to examine one another’s instructional 
strategies and student learning and to discuss ideas for improvement (Borko, 2004; Little, 
Gearhart, Curry, & Kafka, 2003). 
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The Role of the Facilitator 
Except for two face-to-face meetings at the beginning and the end of the school year, the entire 
FEEL TPD program was conducted online. During the first face-to-face meeting, the facilitator 
demonstrated and explained the 3R model of empathy and the role of empathy in intergroup rela-
tions (in the second iteration), the FEEL TPD phases, the role of the teachers as designers of their 
students’ learning environments, and the rationale for learning as part of an online community of 
practice. In the second face-to-face meeting, the facilitator invited one of the actors from the TV 
series to discuss the issue of shared lives in Israel and his experience as an actor on the show. Fi-
nally, the facilitator encouraged the teachers to reflect upon the process they underwent through-
out the FEEL TPD program.  

Throughout the school year, the facilitator intervened in the online forum in order to foster a 
sense of belonging among the teachers and engagement in the online community: 

a. Teachers received ongoing messages about new responses in the online forum with a link 
to the specific thread, such as “Look, Ronny tried to reduce prejudice in her classroom; 
how did her students respond?”  

b. In order to encourage mutual sharing, teachers received personal messages if someone re-
sponded to them.  

c. At the end of the first and third phase, the teachers received a summary of all the re-
sponses of their fellow teachers, in order to help them get a sense of the main topics, 
challenges, ideas, and methods of coping with potential problems raised by their col-
leagues. 

Method 
This study employed a Design Based Research (DBR) methodology, in which elements of learn-
ing environments are systematically explored in terms of their effects on learning, thus contrib-
uting to the development of theory and design practice (Cobb, Confrey, Lehrer & Schauble, 2003; 
Design-Based Research Collective, 2003). DBR systematically explores iterative refinements of 
learning environments, enacted in naturalistic and local contexts (Kali, 2008; Sandoval 2014). 
Changes in desired outcomes as a result of these iterations are used as evidence for the viability 
of the theory underlying the design principles and serve to further fundamental knowledge about 
learning or teaching in general (Kali, 2008; Sandoval 2014).  

In the current study, two groups of teachers participated in two consecutive iterations of the FEEL 
program. The analysis focused on the first phase of the TPD program, where teachers watched 
and then reflected upon selected clips and shared their experiences with other participants in the 
learning community. Teacher reflections from the first iteration, which were general and did not 
involve enough personal expressions, underscored the need for more direct and explicit prompts 
to elicit empathic processes. In response to this insight, two major changes were introduced in the 
second iteration: (a) more explicit prompts for reflection while watching the clips (Table 2), and 
(b) an explicit, formal introduction of the 3R model of empathy, and the concept of empathy as an 
interpersonal skill in the context of intergroup relations is Israel. The empathic model and the im-
portance of empathy in intergroup relations was introduced in the first face-to-face meeting and 
the explanation of the 3R model was presented in the online forum. The facilitator summarized in 
the online forum and noted the empathic 3R model as it appeared in the teachers’ reflections in 
order to help them get a sense of the empathic processes they and their colleagues experienced.  
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Table 2. Prompts for reflection and sharing in each of the iterations 
General prompts in iteration 1 More explicit prompts in iteration 2 

1. What did you feel like during the activity and 
while watching the video clip? Share your ideas 
and thoughts with the community. 

2. Have you changed your point of view of the 
Jewish-Arab relation in Israel (understanding the 
situation, willing to change the situation, identifi-
cation with the situation) following the activity 
and the video clips? Share this with the communi-
ty. 

1. While watching the video clip, write down on a 
piece of paper all the emotions you experience.  

2. After watching the video clip, share with the 
community the emotional and cognitive process 
you went through during and after watching the 
video clip. 

3. Try to imagine what the characters in the clips 
felt like, and share your ideas with the community. 

Participants.  The participants in both iterations, 31 in the first iteration and 28 in the second it-
eration, were Jewish Civics teachers who were from a variety of schools and socio-political back-
grounds: secular schools, religious schools, schools in the periphery, and central cities. They also 
varied in their prior experience of dealing with Jewish-Arab relations in their classrooms. Some 
have attempted to do so in the past, and for some this was their first experience. Teachers’ moti-
vation to join the program was also diverse. Some participants joined because they wanted to 
promote coexistence in Israel while others were curious to use the popular television show.  
Intergroup empathy questionnaire: This questionnaire included 20 items and was developed to 
measure the 3R empathy process towards out-group members (Zisman, 2009), in this case, Israe-
li-Arabs.  The 3R, or empathic dimensions, included Resonance – 5 items, Reasoning – 6 items 
and Response – 9 items. The questionnaire items used a 5-point Likert-type scale where respons-
es ranged from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”. An average score of the items comprising 
each dimension was calculated. 

Example items included: 

Resonance: “Usually it’s easy for me to guess what the other person wants to talk about.” 

Reasoning: “Usually, I can understand the other’s point of view, even when I do not agree with 
them.” 

Response: “When I see people crying, I feel bad.” 

The questionnaire was administered to teachers in the second iteration at the beginning (i.e., Pre) 
and the end (i.e., Post) of the program. 

“Arab Labor” empathy questionnaire: This questionnaire was developed for this study and 
was based on both teachers’ statements in the online forum that pertained to their empathy toward 
the various characters in the clips they watched, as well as on items from a questionnaire by M. 
H. Davis (2008) regarding empathy toward imaginary characters from movies or stories. Here 
too, respondents were required to choose the answer on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 
“agree strongly” to “disagree strongly.” 

For example: “I understand Amjad’s (the main character) desire to belong to Israeli society and 
the difficulties he encountered.” 

Teachers in both iterations responded to this questionnaire at the end of the program. 

Reflection sharing: Teachers’ reflections in the online forum, regarding their feelings while 
watching the clips, were coded in both iterations to capture the three empathic dimensions: reso-
nance, reasoning and response. These responses were coded as 1=present or 0=absent (Table 3). 

 



 Shapira, Kupermintz, & Kali 

 237 

Table 3: Examples of empathic processes in teachers’ reflections 

Resonance “I felt Amjad’s (the main character) anguish as he tries to integrate into Jew-
ish society.” 

Reasoning “I thought how hard it is to adjust yourself to the reality of the majority 
group.” 

Response “The neighbor’s behavior toward Amjad (the main character) infuriates me.” 

 
Interviews: 12 participants were interviewed, each interview lasting approximately 40 minutes, 
3 in the first iteration and 9 in the second. The goal of the interviews was to explore in a detailed 
manner which empathic processes occurred among the teachers, to what extent they acquired 
skills to appropriately teach the subject, how they perceived the effect of the learning environ-
ment’s design features on their own learning, and how they believed that the process they went 
through might impact their students’ learning. In order to identify major themes in the interviews, 
a content analysis was conducted according to the research questions. 

Questions, for example, included: 

How did the course change your feelings and thoughts about the TV show, if at all? 

How did watching video clips from the series lead you to better understand the perspective of the 
characters, if at all? 

Findings  
The analyses revealed two major sets of findings:  

(1) Changes in empathic processes between iterations (Research Question 1): 

a. Findings from “Arab labor” empathy questionnaire. Teachers in the second 
iteration (M=4.28, SD=0.35) scored significantly higher than teachers in the first 
iteration (M=3.86, SD=0.78) on the questionnaire ‘Empathy toward the charac-
ters in the television series’ (t(47)= 2.54, p<.01).  

b. Findings from reflections. In the second iteration teachers exhibited a signifi-
cantly higher degree of empathic responses in their reflections compared with 
teachers in the first iteration (χ2(1) = 6.42, p <.01) (Table 4). 

Table 4. Empathic responses from the reflections – Iterations 1 & 2 

 
                                                                                                                              * p < .01 
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(2) Changes in empathic processes within iteration 2:  

Findings from ‘Intergroup empathy questionnaire’. The analysis of the second it-
eration revealed an overall significant gain between the beginning (M=3.8, 
SD=0.4) and the end (M=4.0, SD=0.4) of the program (t(27)= -2.57, p<.05). This 
change was reflected mostly on the resonance and response scales (Table 5). 

Table 5: Pre and post ‘Intergroup empathy questionnaire’ scores – Iteration 2 

 
                                                                                                                         * p < .01 

Qualitative evidence from the interviews provided further support for the findings: 

The empathic processes that occur among teachers (supporting our answer for research ques-
tion 1):  

The excerpts below represent the ability of the teachers to understand the Arab perspec-
tive (i.e., empathic reasoning), and to react in accordance to that perspective (i.e., em-
pathic response). 

“I feel empathy towards Israeli Arabs; I understand their difficulty and the discrimina-
tion they suffer from”. 

“It bothers me they know our language but we don’t do anything to get to know their 
language”. 

Teachers’ use of clips from ‘Arab Labor’ as resources (supporting our answer for research 
question 2):  

The excerpts below represent that the emotional impact of the video clips on teachers was 
stronger than in their preliminary experience with the series before the FEEL TPD. 

“Looking at things … from the point of view of pain… even if you see that the actor (Am-
jad, the main character) … is a little afraid… to say (his opinion) … you can understand 
why. You actually feel like him”. 

“... I have a bit of each character in me ... I see myself in all of the characters... “ 

“Before (the FEEL TPD) I saw mostly the laughter. Now I see the pain”  

The effect of learning as an online community (supporting our answer for research question 2): 

Teachers greatly benefitted from the learning community, which provided them with op-
portunities for further development with regard to empathic processes.  

“Responses were really interesting for me, so I found myself coming back [to the online 
forum], checking and reading every response from the beginning and trying to under-
stand and learn from it”.  

“… Each one [of the teachers] has their perspective, and it has created mutual enrich-
ment”. 
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“... I tried to read responses of people who are different than me, and it was interesting ... 
to be exposed to more teachers ....” 

 
To summarize, the findings indicate a significant growth in empathic levels during the first phase 
of the FEEL TPD program. These findings, combined with information gleaned from the inter-
views pertain to the second question and suggest that the design of the program affected teachers’ 
learning. 

Discussion and Conclusions  
A main rationale for designing the FEEL program was that teachers should experience empathic 
processes themselves, and share their experiences with their colleges, before being able to support 
their students in a similar endeavor. The current study examined the first phase for this pedagogi-
cal model – teachers as learners. During this phase, we examined the specific design elements 
that increase the likelihood of eliciting empathic processes towards an ethnic minority group. Our 
findings provided support for the reasoning guiding the pedagogical model, and demonstrated 
how use of media in a teacher learning community can enhance intergroup empathy in an online 
environment.   
The first research question focused on the empathic processes that occurred during the first phase 
of the program. Findings showed that teachers did experience intergroup empathy processes dur-
ing this phase, as reflected in the significant gain in empathy between the beginning and the end 
of the program in the second iteration. Additionally, a significant increase in teachers’ empathic 
responses was found between the first to the second iteration. The changes were associated with 
teachers’ guided exposure to powerful media clips and reflective sharing in an online community. 
These findings demonstrate the importance of teacher personal experiences in developing social 
and emotional skills as documented in previous studies, which concluded that teachers should 
develop their own such skills in order to teach them effectively (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; 
Zins et al. 2004). The current study underscores the potential of an online learning environment to 
support such processes and the use of popular media following tailored prompts to promote em-
pathy. 

The second research question dealt with the design of the program and its effect on teachers’ 
learning. Our findings provide empirical support for the usefulness of the design principles that 
may promote intergroup empathy (Figure 1). The first design principle was inspired by research 
that showed the potential of positive effects of using suitable media on intergroup empathy, even 
in the absence of direct contact with members of the outgroup (M. H. Davis, 1980; Paluck, 2009; 
Stathi & Crisp, 2008; Steinberg & Bar-On, 2002; Zillman, 2006). The second design principle 
calls for providing tailored instructions and specific guidance to elicit meaningful empathy pro-
cesses. Studies indicated that media alone is not enough to foster empathy and understanding be-
tween groups (Stephan & Finlay, 1999) and concluded that direct, detailed prompts are required 
to help learners process information and engage more deeply in emphasizing with outgroup 
members. In addition to general prompts, our design was based on the 3R model of empathic res-
onance, reasoning and response. These empathy dimensions provided the conceptual underpin-
nings for focusing the guidance for teachers. Accordingly, the prompts in the second iteration 
addressed mostly the more conscious and controlled reasoning and response dimensions: “Share 
with the community the emotional and cognitive process you went through and try to imagine 
what the characters in the clips felt like”. The instructions did not address empathic resonance, 
which is an implicit, spontaneous process difficult to directly control. As was suggested by others 
(Stephan & Finlay, 1999), a future iteration will encourage teachers to take the perspective of the 
characters in the series more directly, thus shedding further light on the optimal guidance to sup-
port intergroup empathy. 
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Teachers are mostly trained to teach core academic topics. The current study demonstrates the 
need for further support in dealing with social and emotional issues, especially in the challenging 
context of intergroup conflict. Our findings emphasize that dedicating enough time and effort to 
help teachers discover their own positions and attitudes towards contested issues in a divided so-
ciety is necessary before implementing such programs in the classroom. Furthermore, teachers 
often report feeling isolated and a lack of support while dealing with issues such as prejudice and 
racism. The interview findings of this research suggest that an online community of practice with 
teachers from various backgrounds allows for constructive exposure to diverse opinions, while at 
the same time improving social and emotional skills.  

Regarding the third design principle, all phases of the program were designed to support teachers 
as an online community of practice. Teachers reported that they greatly benefitted from being part 
of a community. The benefits of such communities to support teacher learning is congruent with 
previous studies (e.g., Barab et al., 2001; Darling-Hammond, 1997). The current study under-
scores the effectiveness of the community even when teachers come from diverse backgrounds 
and struggle with conditions of racism and negative attitudes among their students.  

From a methodological perspective, our study shows that design-based research methodology, in 
which theoretical considerations are combined with practical implementation of design features, 
is useful for understanding the complexities of real-world practice within a challenging socio-
political context (Barab & Squire, 2004). We found that media can foster empathy and that mean-
ingful empathic processes can occur online if activities are properly designed and supported. An 
online teacher community can be effective even for a heterogenic group of teachers who deal 
with intergroup conflict.  

In addition to understanding how to foster intergroup empathy, we can offer some practical im-
plications for TPD programs designed to support teachers who wish to improve intergroup rela-
tions: 

• The first phase of the TPD program should encourage teachers to experience the targeted 
emotional and social skills. 

• We recommend beginning with imaginary contact through media that presents the out-
group’s narrative and point of view. 

• To develop a more balanced approach towards the out-group, the facilitators should add 
suitable instructions and questions for reflection. 

• It is important to encourage active participation by sending routine reminders, personal 
messages, and other such aids.  

A limitation of the research is that all teachers voluntarily chose to participate in the program, and 
it may be concluded that they were initially sympathetic toward the goal of promoting intergroup 
empathy. Future studies should include teachers who are more skeptical about the potential or 
even desirability of improving relations among rivaling groups. It is also important to investigate 
the program in cases where participation may become mandatory, such as when a school princi-
pal decides that teachers must undergo such a program.  

We view the change in the empathic processes – the increase in teachers’ empathic responses 
from the first to the second iteration and the significant gain in empathy between the beginning 
and the end of the second iteration – as an important first step that can enable teachers to adapt 
the FEEL program resources productively to their classrooms. We hypothesize that when imple-
mented in the classrooms, it will assist students to develop a more empathetic approach to the 
minority group and hold a more balanced view of the Jewish-Arab conflict. The effectiveness of 
the program for students will be examined in a third iteration. We will analyze the learning envi-
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ronments teachers have designed in all three iterations in order to study how the adaptations of 
the FEEL resources were related to teachers’ experiences and the usefulness for their students. 

In conclusion, we have shown how the first phase of the FEEL TPD program (i.e., teachers as 
learners) facilitated teachers’ learning in terms of developing emotional and social skills, as they 
pertain to empathic processes. Teachers’ empathic responses significantly increased during that 
phase. We have further demonstrated that the pragmatic design principles (i.e., using clips from a 
popular television series as resources, explicit prompts for empathic reflection, and learning as 
part of an online community of practice) had a measurable impact on teachers’ learning. These 
promising findings suggest the feasibility of using similar pedagogical models (i.e., teachers as 
learners) in TPD programs designed to help teachers deal with challenging intergroup relations in 
their classrooms. 
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