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Session Objectives

• Identify the difference between empathetic design and 
compassionate design

• Ability formulate strategies for how to get to know your 
students, and recognize how this connects to compassionate 
design

• Ability to coordinate activities, techniques, and design 
strategies that are reflective of compassionate design

• Identify how interactions can be designed to be 
compassionate



“Like many things in life, your compassion is a 
skill that can be exercised.” – Simeon 
Lindstrom



Sad and Lonely Man in Crowd by Jorn Sangsom



HOW ARE COLLEGE STUDENTS DOING?

• 40% of undergrads drop out of 
school

• 41% graduate in four years
• 3 in 10 drop out in the first year

(ThinkImpact, 2022)

• 1/3 of graduate students report 
symptoms of moderate levels of 
anxiety or depression

• 2/3 of graduate students report 
low well-being
(Ogilvie et al., 2020)

• Half of university students 
considered dropping out 
because of mental health and 
academic stress
(Ranstad, 2020)

• Academic stress may be the 
single most dominant factor 
that affects the mental well-
being of college students
(Barbayannis et al., 2022)



EMPATHY AND LEARNING

• Empathy is significantly related to students’ skill and performance 
(Bockmier-Sommers et al., 2017)

• Empathy in course design can be instrumental for student 

motivation and learning (Bockmier-Sommers et al., 2017)

• Emotional safety is one of the pillars of support needed to move to a 

deeper level of learning (Rogers et al., 2013)



YET…

• 60% of university-level students studied say they felt no empathy 

from their professors (Tausch & Huls, 2013)

• It is not uncommon for college students to complain that faculty 

are unapproachable (while faculty complain that students are not 

engaged) (Harnish & Bridges, 2011)



GALLUP-PURDUE 2014 STUDY

• If college students had just ONE professor who cared about 
them as a person, made them excited about learning, and 
encouraged them to pursue their dreams, they more than 
doubled their odds of being engaged at work and of thriving in 
all aspects of their wellbeing. 

• The type of school they attended (large/small/public/private) 
hardly mattered compared to the support and experiences they 
had there.

(Gallup, 2014)



WHAT INSTRUCTIONAL DESIGNERS SAY

• Empathy is an essential part of the design process (Vann, 

2015)

• Essential to know your audience (Vann, 2015)

• It is critical to see the design through the learner’s eyes 
(Parrish, 2006)



COMPASSION VS. EMPATHY

• “Compassion occurs when 
we take a step away from 
empathy and ask ourselves 
what we can do to support 
the person. Compassion is 
an intention versus an 
emotion.” (Hougaard et al., 2021)



WHY BE COMPASSIONATE? 
(AND WHAT DOES THAT MEAN ANYWAYS?)

“Compassion and tolerance are not a sign of weakness, but a sign of strength.” – Dalai 

Lama

Compassion is not about solving problems for people. It is about 
growing and developing people so they are empowered to solve 
their own problems. Avoid taking life-learning opportunities away 
from people by solving their issues. Instead, mentor them and 
show them a pathway to finding their own answers (Hougaard et al., 

2021).



FOUR DIMENSIONS OF COMPASSIONATE DESIGN

• The desire to increase the participation of learners

• A recognition of the importance of affect and how that 
impacts learning

• An understanding of power and history and how they 
influence our pedagogies

• A commitment to act, take responsibility, and move 
towards more socially and just learning design

“Care and compassion are not just individual practices, 
but collective responsibilities towards building a higher 
education system in which we can all flourish.”
(Pallitt et al., 2022)



KNOW YOUR STUDENTS

• It is a little myopic to judge learners in a group. When it 
comes to adult learners, the individual differences are vast 
(Vann, 2015)

• It is important to learn what motivates and frustrates 
students about their work and learning experiences (Parrish, 

2006)



POLL EVERYWHERE SURVEY

• Answers are completely anonymous…

So please be honest.

• Tip: Multiple-word answers need 
an_underscore to stay together…

• Make sure to hit “Submit” after you 
answer.













HOW TO “KNOW” YOUR STUDENTS

Polls and Surveys

• Personal Questions

• Academic-related Questions

• Course and Syllabus-related Questions



SOME SAMPLE POLL/SURVEY QUESTIONS

Which of the following describes you (check all that apply)

❑ This is my first semester of college

❑ I am the first in my family to attend college

❑ I work more than 15 hours per week

❑ This is my first time taking an online class

❑ I am a caretaker for at least one person.

(Pacansky-Brock et al., 2019)

In one word, describe how you are feeling about this class.Identify one thing that may interfere with your success in this 
course.
At this time, what is your academic goal?What is one characteristic of a great online course?

(Pacansky-Brock, n.d.)



LET THEM KNOW YOU TOO…

• Share things about yourself

• Participate in polls, surveys, and discussions

• You are a person beyond “professor for this course”



ANOTHER WAY

Observation

• What engages them?

• What motivates them?

• Body language



INTERACTIONS ARE PART OF THE DESIGN

Social presence should be initiated in the actual design of an 
online course (Aragon, 2003).

The absence of interaction with their professors makes 
students feel lost and confused because they need more 
guidance (Karkar Esperat, 2021). 



SMALL GESTURES

“The little things you do can be very significant to others.” – Wayne Gerard Trotman

• Use students’ names

• Engage in small talk

• Ask questions

• Open Zoom early

• One-on-one meetings

• Reach out



BUILD RELATIONSHIPS

• The instructor-student relationship is a major determinant for 
student engagement and achievement (Quin, 2017, as cited in Karkar Esperat, 

2021)

• Students are less likely to drop online classes if they feel a connection 
to or are close with the teacher (Aragon, 2003; Richardson et al., 2012)

• Forming a rapport with the student can instigate and accelerate

learning (Demetriou et al., 2009)

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09518398.2021.1982056


COMPASSION MEANS TAKING ACTION

• Actively respond

• Be available

• Design with clarity

• Regular Communication 

A syllabus written in a 
friendly tone has a 
significant impact on 
how students perceive 
an instructor (Harnish & 
Bridges, 2011) 

nova.mywconline.com
954-262-4644

https://nova.mywconline.com/?_aiid=12167


HOW TO BE COMPASSIONATE THROUGH YOUR COURSEWORK

• Low-stakes formative assessments

• Consider flexibility

• Grading and Feedback

Participants in a large study agreed that their experience in 
online classes depended mostly on the manner in which the 
instructor taught the course and the quality of the feedback 
they gave (Karkar Esperat, 2021). 



CONSIDER ALL LEARNERS

• Accessibility

• Universal Design for Learning (UDL)

• Open Educational Resources (OER)

• Inclusivity

What is Universal Design for Learning" by grabetzj is 
licensed under CC BY-SA 2.0

Chona Kasinger for Disabled and Here

https://www.flickr.com/photos/188776974@N06/50160021691
https://www.flickr.com/photos/188776974@N06
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/?ref=openverse
https://www.chonakasinger.com/
https://affecttheverb.com/disabledandhere


MAKE IT ENJOYABLE

• Fun

• Engaged

• Collaborative



Engagement

Motivation

Formative
Assessments

Relationships

Inclusivity

Social 
Presence

Constructive
Feedback

Accessibility

UDL

A course design centered 
on helping students 
applies wisdom to create 
experiences that optimize 
help to learners, increase 
engagement, and help the 
learner avoid or surmount 
obstacles (Inouye et al., 2005). 

If learners feel safe, 
welcomed, and 
comfortable they are 
more likely to engage 
in learning activities 
(Demetriou et al., 2009). 

Empathy (compassion) 
in course design is 
significantly related to 
performance (Bockmier-
Sommers et al., 2017). 



TRANSFER TO SOCIETY

These learning experiences 
that occur in our 
classrooms become 
invaluable in careers, 
relationships, and 
throughout students’ lives. 
(Bliss, 2007). 



ALL YOU NEED IS LOVE

Education is fundamentally 
an act of love. Love is an act 
of bravery, humility, respect, 
courage, and patience (Freire, 

1970; Freire, 1973, as cited in Karkar Esperat, 
2021). 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://www.flickr.com/photos/orsorama/2630954198/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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Thank You!


