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Abstract

Empathic practices highlight teachers’ emotional, social, and cognitive competence and 
play an important role in taking beneficial action in the classroom. The current manuscript 
explains the need and the significance of empathic proficiencies in meeting the present 
needs of promoting meaningful learning processes and dealing with the uncertainty and 
complexity of the educational field. The approaches, patterns of activity, and methods of 
qualitative researchers are proposed as a way to enrich the practices of educators in the 
context‐based reality in which they live and work. The implementation of these ideas is 
presented through the description of a “Museum Adventure” course in an undergradu-
ate education program for pre‐service preschool teachers. The course aims to promote 
students’ social understanding, sensitivity, and involvement.

Keywords: complexity, empathic listening, empathic proficiencies, empathic 
understanding, empathy, teacher education, uncertainty, meaningful learning

1. Introduction

Teachers’ empathic practices emphasize their emotional, social, and cognitive competence 
and play a vital role in taking constructive action in the classroom. The aim of the current 
paper is to explain the need for and the significance of the empathic culture in meeting the 
present needs of promoting meaningful learning processes and dealing with the uncertainty 
and complexity of the educational field. I first present the characteristics of meaningful 
learning and then explain why it necessitates students to undergo a profound experience 
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of change. Following this, I describe how a variety of emotions are involved in this change 
and the challenges that these experiences reveal. Then, I propose empathetic pedagogies for 
understanding students’ internal state and taking responsible action that benefits students’ 
well‐being and fosters their development. Finally, I demonstrate the implementation of these 
ideas in an art course in an education program for preschool teachers, which aims to promote 
students’ social understanding, sensitivity, and involvement.

2. Meaningful learning

A deep educational experience is a complicated personal phenomenon, involving social, 
personal, and cultural aspects, and is based on dynamic and unpredictable processes [1]. 
As educators, one of our central aspirations is to bring meaningful learning experiences to 
our students that are relevant to their own realities, and which will make a difference in their 
overall cognition, emotions, and behaviors.

From the cognitive perspective, learning is a process of gaining new understandings of the 
world or exposure to new points of view, relating to one’s existing knowledge. Understanding 
a new idea or term is “elusive to define,” in the words of Anna Sfard [2] and involves internal 

processes and interpersonal interactions that the learner experiences. According to construc-

tivist learning approaches, knowledge is actively constructed through a process of dialogue 
with others [3] and based on the learner’s previous knowledge and experience [4]. Building 
subjective knowledge and creating meaningful new understandings involves intellectual 
activity and the activation of cognitive functioning. At times, this requires low‐level think-

ing skills such as identifying the main idea in a text or organizing knowledge in a coherent 
fashion. At other times, this requires higher order thinking skills such as drawing conclu-

sions from facts or creatively solving a problem. As such, learning is always a self‐regulation 
process, which can often be a struggle, such as when there are gaps between previous beliefs 
and conceptions and new ones that may be different or may contradict those already known 
[5]. This learning takes place in ways that facilitates socio‐cultural interactions between learn-

ers and their environment, including peers and teachers, in a range of experiential processes 
[6]. High levels of involvement are crucial for meaningful interactions during learning, since 
meaningful cognitive activity alters the physiology of the nervous system, raising our aware-

ness and guiding us to act in line with the goals we have set for ourselves [7]. It follows that 
the process of deep learning, which creates new meaning for the learner, rests on two central 
aspects: the change that is inevitably initiated within the learner’s consciousness and the active 
involvement of the learner in the process.

Following meaningful learning, change is expressed by one’s construction of a new representa-

tion of reality, which sometimes incorporates previous perceptions. For instance, following an 
introduction to chlorophyll and the process of photosynthesis, the green foliage not only has an 
esthetic meaning as unique scenery but also gains a physiological meaning as a chemical mate-

rial with unique properties that transforms the sun’s chemical energy, which sustains the whole 
universe. Involvement in the learning may require more than just cognitive activity and can 

Empathy - An Evidence-based Interdisciplinary Perspective130



include behavioral expression among learners in their actions, habits, and tendencies. For exam-

ple, environmental values education raises the expectation of adapting environmental behav-

iors; scientific education in anatomy and physiology of the human body lends itself to a desire 
for a long, healthy life in terms of nutrition and physical activity; and exposure to the signifi-

cance of empathy strengthens the hope for more humane and more interpersonal interactions.

These two characteristics, change and involvement, sharpen the distinction between meaning-

ful learning and other educational experiences that learners experience in the classroom. 
Meaningful learning, by necessity, involves the creation of authentic explanations in the con-

struction of new perspectives and their practical implementation. It is important to note that 
in the educational realm, there is room for and value to activities that do not create long‐term 
cognitive and behavior changes among learners. Experiences of this sort can help expand 
students’ human and personal horizons and serve as an important foundation for the accu-

mulation of one’s “life experience.” At the same time, for the purpose of the remainder of this 
chapter, it is important to distinguish between these learning experiences and meaningful 
learning experiences—those that create new insights, which generate a change that alters the 
learners’ consciousness and inner world and that recruits them to active involvement.

3. Learning and emotions

Meaningful learning, by definition, obligates the learner to go through a process of change. 
Every change, whether conceptual, emotional, or behavioral, invites the learner to leave their 
comfort zone and embark on an adventure. Nussbaim [8] terms this “leaving the cave,” that 
is, leaving the egocentric perception of the things and experiences with which the learner is 
acquainted. Thus, for example, Shur and Galili [9] demonstrate a teaching practice called the 

“Thinking Journey,” that is based on teacher‐mediated discourse with the students. The aim 
is to connect what is being learned with the students’ world and alter their understanding of 
the topic and to describe the emotional twists and turns that the students go through in its 
process [10].

Despite the traditional separation between cognition and emotions in learning, neurosci-
ence studies demonstrate that cognitive and emotional processes are intertwined such that 
emotions influence our understanding during the learning process [11, 12] and the learning 

processes influence the emotional state of the learner. Expressions such as “cognitive emo-

tions” [13] and “academic emotions” [14] highlight these close ties. Studies from the field of 
neuroscience provide evidence for the mutual support that emotions and cognition provide 
to each other in neurological processes. These studies show that the act of learning becomes 
a multisensory experience that leads to feelings in the learner’s mind, is mapped on the brain 
as an emotional memory, and helps create a renewed sense of self [7]. Profound interac-

tion stimulates both body and mind, cognition, as well as emotion. This facilitates deeper 
levels of understanding and consciousness, which are critical for meaningful learning [15]. 
Deep learning in academic subjects that traditionally are not thought of as emotional—such 
as math, physics, and engineering—has been empirically related to the creation of emotional 
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connections between concepts. For example, when mathematicians judge an elegant proof, 
the same parts of the brain are stimulated as when they experience an esthetic art experience 
such as amazement in front of a painting [16]. For this reason, fear can impede learners’ func-

tioning and interest can create long‐term commitment to a particular topic.

Our intelligent and flexible brain can develop a variety of emotions that color and direct our 
intellectual and social efforts. Curiosity, for example, propels us to investigate and motivates 
us toward new discoveries. Adoration can lead us to emulate the best qualities of others, 
while anger regarding an injustice directs us to help those in need. One of the insights of 
neuropsychology is that emotions direct our intellectual and social lives by way of neuro-

logical systems that are responsible for our survival [17]. Some of the emotions are positive 
and are the types that uplift and inspire such as the enjoyment in validation, the pleasure 
of an elegant proof, the thrill of something surprising, or the astonishment from a beauti-
ful image. Alongside these growth‐inducing emotions, learning that enacts change in the 
learner’s world floods the learner with negative emotions. These can include: fear in a testing 
situation, confusion from lack of knowledge, frustration from a lack of success, contending 
with surprising or disappointing results, or the difficulty in the practical implementation of 
new understandings that were learned. When the gaps are large and learners have to contend 
with dissonance between what is known and what is new, or between the ideal versus reality, 
and have to contain this dissonance, they can experience perceptual and emotional confusion. 
Piaget [18] termed this the equilibration of cognitive structures to emphasize the emotional 
upheaval that accompanies the lack of agreement between the existing approaches with the 
new ones that are being learned. This occurs when learners experience dissatisfaction from 
their existing approaches and the alternative seems logical and appropriate to a variety of 
situations that they experience. They then feel a need for a conceptual change and adopt the 
new concepts they are learning. Meaningful learning contains hidden potential to enrich the 
learner and facilitate growth. At the same time, contending with the cognitive changes and the 
emotional involvement that meaningful learning necessitates, upsets one’s mental balance, 
invites uncertainty, and demands significant energy resources.

My main contention is that this is the nature and essence of deep learning that creates new 
meaning which is central in education. Students’ optimal development as a whole person, in 
the various aspects of their existence, requires a learning process with built‐in uncertainty. 
This approach highlights the pivotal role of teachers to accommodate students’ upheaval, to 
be prepared to contend with the uncertainty that follows in its wake, and to mediate the situ-

ation in a way that can enable them to grow [19].

It can be said that teachers’ ethical commitment to the development and growth of their stu-

dents obligates them to relate pedagogically to the emotional, cognitive, and behavioral aspects 

that meaningful learning invites in the complex learning environment of their classes. From 
this perspective, teacher qualifications relate to the ability to deeply understand the learner’s 
perspective, motivation, and difficulties, with the intention of mediating in the best possible 
way the uncertainty processes that accompany the change that transpires during meaningful 
learning. This implies that teacher education programs need to include an additional impor-

tant ingredient—the topic of uncertainty as a characteristic of educational interactions, and 
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the cultivation of tools to contend with it in class [20]. This approach can promote positive 
attitudes toward uncertainty in education among future teachers, who can see it as an integral 
part of learning processes that are dynamic, experiential, and unexpected, as opposed to a 
threat to their professional competence. In addition, the experience of preservice teachers in 
understanding unfamiliar educational situations, and contending with them productively, can 
promote the realization that despite the complicated and nonlinear process of education, edu-

cational practices are also characterized by a certain degree of regularity [21].

4. Complexity and uncertainty in education

As with most dynamic and varied activities that occur in human and cultural contexts and are 
based on interactions, education is an endeavor that, at its root, is complex [1, 22]. Consequently, 
it raises a feeling of uncertainty among its participants. Uncertainty is defined as a person’s sub-

jective cognitive experience, where the person is aware of a lack of knowledge or understand-

ing in specific situations, a contradiction between thoughts and comprehension and behavior 
[23] or an inability to predict what will happen in the future. Uncertainty in the field of educa-

tion is not only the providence of learners, as described previously; pre‐service teachers and 
new teachers, as well as experienced teachers, report feelings of uncertainty that they experi-
ence in their classes. They report stresses, challenges, and gaps that contending with the field 
of education raises for them in their work. The most common stress is between the theoretical 
and the practical in education—between the humanistic philosophy that is taught during train-

ing [24] and the hierarchical and authoritative reality that teachers encounter in schools [25]. 
On the practical level, implementing empathic approaches in teacher‐student interactions is a 
challenge when facing the reality of classrooms packed with students and educational policies 
that emphasize student achievements [26].

The scope of activity of an educator varies from one meeting to the next and is characterized 
by unavoidable uncertainty [27]. The definition of educational professionalism in this kind 
of environment is the ability to make informed judgments, quick decisions between alter-

natives, and to learn from one’s personal experience [28]. Likewise, suspending judgment 
and freedom from preconceptions and prejudices alongside empathic competence has a deci-
sive impact on teachers’ abilities to understand the educational context in which they work. 
Ambiguity and uncertainty are built into the educational reality based on the assumption that 
every educational act involves a human interaction to which the participants bring their own 
experiences and motives. This is the dynamic nature of the interaction that develops between 
them. Consequently, the aspiration to advance educational processes and meaningful learn-

ing obligates us, the teacher educators, to reconsider teachers’ training. One way of accom-

plishing this is to adopt complexity as an educational discourse dealing with complicated 
educational phenomena, characterized by a lack of consistency and predictability [29].

The advantage of a discourse of complexity lies in the concept of order in the field of education, 
not as a necessary ingredient, but as a possible ingredient, together with relating positively to 
the complexity and to nonlinear characteristics of educational activity [21]. Complex discourse 
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highlights the centrality of relationships and connects between people in educational interac-

tions, in cognitive aspects, and the effectiveness of each one [1]. This is what makes it appro-

priate for the characterization of educational phenomena and for educational practices, which 
teachers need to conceive and implement in order to promote proper education [30]. Since my 
underlying assumption is that education and effective teaching are founded on productive 
human interactions and the establishment of good relations between the participants, teacher 
education programs should relate to the knowledge and relevant skills to contend with the 
complex challenges and uncertainty in the educational field. Not only is the ingredient of com-

plexity not dealt with openly and thoroughly enough in traditional teacher training programs 
but also gaps, ambiguity, and uncertainty are almost never presented as an integral part of 
the teacher’s activity. The traditional approach does not invest enough in the internal exami-
nation of patterns of activity, beliefs, and value systems of future teachers. Consequently, I 
suggest adding a pillar to training in both the theoretical approach—familiarity with empathic 
approaches and practices in education, as well as in the practical approach—experience with 
varied qualitative methods. The approaches, patterns of activity, and methods of qualitative 
researchers embody great potential to enrich the practices of educators. Qualitative research 
utilizes an applicable language that enables the expression of people’s subjective experience, 
and thus actualizes the multifaceted and context‐based reality in which they live and work. 
The experiences of student teachers with practices of this sort can advance their training in the 
spirit of empathic practices and foster discourse that emphasizes the complexity of the field of 
education and their future work with students.

5. Empathic proficiency and qualitative methods

Despite various meanings and uses of the term empathy [31], there seems to be a consensus 
that empathy involves seeing the world from another’s perspective [32] as well as identifying 
and understanding another’s state and emotions [33]. That is, empathy is a way of being with 
another person in order to enter his/her world without prejudice [34]. Empathy is a multi-
dimensional concept that encompasses both affective and cognitive elements [31], together 

with awareness and behavioral dispositions. The affective dimension stresses the emotional 
response of the individuals when they identify an emotional experience in the other person, 
while the cognitive dimension focuses on their understanding of the other person’s, affective, 
cognitive, or behavioral internal state [35–37]. Another important element of the empathic act 
is awareness; in this case, the ability to experience another’s reality while maintaining one’s 
own without losing sight of the boundaries between them [38]. Finally, behavioral disposi-
tion refers to a set of manners and habits such as active listening, suspending judgment, 
and, if needed, readiness to take actions compatible with the other person’s state. These four 
dimensions (affective, cognitive, awareness, and behavioral dispositions) point to the com-

plexity of the empathic act in terms of the vast array of skills required, while explaining 
empathy’s potential to empower both the person who expresses it toward another as well 
as the person receiving it. Reflecting this, Nussbaum [39] refers to empathy as an expansion 
of the empathic person’s humanity. That is, by employing empathic imagination, one can 
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feel and understand the thoughts and actions of others—not by using one’s own “internal 
grammar,” but by trying to perceive and experience what the other person experiences in the 
context of their culture.

Based on these understandings of the great potential of empathy in the field of education, 
together with my colleague Iris Bakshy, I developed an educational conceptual framework—
“Complete Empathic Act” (CEA)—which supports teachers in the development of empathic 
proficiencies (for further details, see [40]). The CEA begins with ethical intention based on 
the teacher’s concern for the students, continues with the teacher’s aim to understand the 
student’s internal state, simultaneously maintains the duality between the two points of 
view (teacher and student), and concludes with taking a responsible action. The CEA is 
based on the proficiency of the empathic teacher to be with another person [34] in order to 

enter his world without prejudice to be sensitive to meanings felt by him and gain an under-

standing of his state. As such, empathic teachers function as skilled human instruments that 
carefully and attentively collect verbal and nonverbal information about the student, using 
the skills of open and careful observation with an intention to understand the student’s state. 
In this way, they act as qualitative researchers, according to the phenomenological approach.

The information that empathic teachers gather is rich and extensive. It can be divided into 
two types: verbal information—the content that is passed from the student to the teacher 
through a verbal interaction, and nonverbal information—the nonverbal ways in which 
the content is conveyed during this interaction (volume and tone of voice, body language, 
and facial expression). The teacher receives the information through a discerning eye and 
an attentive ear, while holding an open and deep observation of herself and the student. 
Additionally, the teacher engages in active listening and an open conversation with the clear 
aim of understanding the situation. Eye contact, physical closeness, and awareness of the 
teacher’s and students’ nonverbal language are also needed at this stage of information gath-

ering. The teacher serves as a researcher in phenomenological study, while employing active 
listening, sensitive observation, and comprehension. The process of information gathering is 
interwoven in the explanatory process that attempts to understand the gathered information 
in a nonjudgmental fashion, with the teacher suspending expectations, knowledge, previous 
opinions, and at times stereotypes. Phenomenological researchers emphasize that one who 
tries to understand a phenomenon from the perspective of the person experiencing it needs 
to “put oneself in parentheses.” As the information, explanation, and evaluation accumulate, 
the teacher’s understanding of the student’s situation in a particular area of an interaction 
(as the student experiences and understands it) becomes more integrated. The student’s per-

spective can be a means of thinking and understanding in any particular area, as can the 
students’ emotions, motives, needs, opinions, and the like. The more mutual understanding 
that exists—when the teacher understands the student’s perspective and the student rec-

ognizes the teacher’s understanding—the more the system of meaningful relationships and 
good communication between the two is strengthened. This can increase the chance that 
student will see the teacher’s action or response toward him as beneficial, reinforcing his 
self‐esteem or constructive criticism, even if it is not consistent with the student’s opinion 
regarding the desired action of the teacher toward him. This understanding is the basis for 
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activity that the teacher will take after comprehending the student’s internal situation, after 
“being in his shoes.”

Another important message, which is anchored in the use of qualitative methods in teaching, 
is that professional teachers are not satisfied with the use of existing knowledge, but rather 
create new and unique knowledge for the context in which they operate. Familiarity with 
qualitative tools during training can help teachers develop insights, accept decisions, and 
cultivate educational practices in line with their values, motives, and educational purposes. 
Fostering empathic skills along with flexible thinking will help teachers contend with com-

plex and uncertain realities and even promote a mindset that is useful for contending with 
complexity [22].

As previously discussed, the uncertainty that is built into meaningful learning processes 
necessitates the empathic teacher to engage in balancing acts and foster good relations in 
the class. Empathic practices can serve as a safety net that promotes a feeling of security 
and belonging in all who come to the class. Teachers weave and spread this net through the 
formal and informal meetings that they conduct, and it can support and carry the feelings of 
uncertainty and upheaval that meaningful learning can elicit in the teacher and the students.

6. Empathic practices

Empathic practices serve an important role not only in the implementation of a beneficial 
activity with the students that will help them grow and advance their learning practices in the 
class but also in the establishment of the teacher’s feelings of social and emotional competence 
in handling the uncertainty that accompanies meaningful learning experiences in the class. 
Empathic understanding allows the teacher to “be in the student’s shoes,” to understand 
the cognitive processes that they experience, to identify the mistakes in their thinking, their 
naïve, or misguided perceptions, or other barriers to applying their learning and translating 
it to a way of life. An empathic teacher is aware of the students’ emotions and understands 
how these emotions relate to their cognitive conceptions and how these might influence their 
motivation for learning and behavior. Therefore, it would also be beneficial for the teacher to 
understand the upheaval and uncertainty in which the students find themselves when engag-
ing in meaningful learning, which involves change.

Based on the ideas that have been presented in this chapter, it is possible to explain the bal-
ancing role that empathy plays in advancing meaningful learning in the complex reality in 
the field of education in which we live and educate our children. It is possible to visualize the 
expertise of an empathic teacher as the art of holding a stick at both ends simultaneously—one 
end is unbalanced while the other balances. On the one hand, the teacher exposes the students 
to educational experiences that promote a paradigm shift with the purpose of advancing mean-
ingful learning, and on the other hand, the teacher helps the students contain the upheaval and 
uncertainty, mediates the gaps and difficulties, and thereby supports the learning process. In 
a previous publication, I illustrated how empathic practices can aid in advancing meaningful 
learning and handling controversial and emotionally charged issues in class [19]. In this chap-
ter, I illustrate activity within a course that operates within the framework of the Center for 

Empathy - An Evidence-based Interdisciplinary Perspective136



Empathy in Education and Society, which I founded at the Seminar Hakibbutzim College. The 
Center considers good relations between people as the educational and social core and sees 
in their nurturing a value and a condition for learning and growth. The Center’s aims are to 
promote meaningful relationships based on listening, granting value to the other person’s per-
spective, and building trust, which then forms the basis of living together, both at the school 
and in public spaces. The activities at the Center aim to develop new empathic practices, pool 
knowledge, and promote research in the field of empathy.

7. “Museum Adventure”

The purpose of the “Museum Adventure” course is to experience the “museum” as a space 
that invites learning and discovery and as a place for an adventure for personal and collective 
creation. The course is a part of the preschool teacher education program (B.Ed.) and led by 
a lecturer on the faculty of education at the College. The description here is based on written 
documentation (e.g., syllabus, correspondence, and reflective work), an in‐depth interview, 
and observations of the course.

During the course, students are exposed to cultures, international social‐artistic initiatives, 
and new worlds through the diversity and experience suggested by the term “museum.” 
Participation in the course motivates a social enterprise through collaborative art. At the end 
of each year, the students erect a “Pop‐Up Museum” at the College, in which they display 
exhibits and conduct interactive workshops and performances. The students thus include 
those at the college and the broader community in their artistic, social, and educational ideas 
and manifestations. Earnings from these initiatives are donated toward the production of 
illustrated children’s books for the blind.

The course encourages students to “break down barriers,” by engaging in a variety of inter-
personal meetings, which are accompanied by learning processes and in‐depth research that 
occur in a variety of time and places: in class, at the college, at public and virtual museums, in 
galleries, and in individual spaces. During these meetings, students attempt to express their 
personal ideas and lessons using a variety of artistic tools. The students practice their empathic 
skills by listening closely to themselves and to the stories of the public. They are partners in 
the production of insights from these experiences, which serve as a basis for the integration of 
their educational perceptions and formulation of their ethical ideas as humans and teachers.

In 2016, the “Empathy Museum1” was inaugurated and serves as a dynamic space that cre-
ates opportunities to “wear someone else’s shoes,” by encountering that person’s story. The 
museum now serves as the home for the Pop‐Up Museum, and the first project that was pre-
sented was “Toms’ Shoes2.” This project was planned and implemented based on the inspira-
tion of a similar initiative that took place in Dubai and Jordan. It begins as a meeting between 

1Located at the Center for Empathy in Education and Society at the College.
2Following our online exposure to the impressive social action by Tom’s shoe company (www.Toms.com), we contacted 
their distributor in Israel, presented our social‐artistic cooperation project, and suggested cooperating on a project that 
invites unique interpersonal meetings at the College. The company identified the connection between their social agenda 
and that of the College and agreed to our request and donated their canvas shoes.
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two mothers, one Palestinian and one Jewish, who experience how much motherhood brings 
them closer to each other. The students in the course selected 21 participants from a variety of 
communities within the college for the project—administrative workers, lecturers, students, 
and maintenance workers. Two students tutored each participant, who designed one shoe in a 
personal way, relating to three authentic ideas from his/her life: happiness, pain, and a dream. 
The students’ guidance began with in‐depth research in relation to these three ideas, followed 
by further discussion, and concluded with the expression of these ideas in the design of the 
shoe. The students experienced each phase of the process for themselves in their classroom 
learning. The project culminated with a festive meeting between all the participants and the 
pairs of shoes, which were incorporated into a permanent exhibition space at the “Center for 
Empathy in Education and Society” (see Figures 1–3).

The pictures from the creations were sent to the artist who initiated the original project in 
Dubai and Jordan and the dream to form social and artistic connections in areas near and far 
came to fruition. The course instructor received an email from the Palestinian artist, under 
whose inspiration Project Thomas’ Shoes was born:

Dear,

It brings me great hope that, at times so brutal for our two people, that you and I can reach out and com-

municate…. But THIS, here, and my connection to my Israeli friends, no matter how we may or may 

Figure 1. To dance life.
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not disagree on policy, brings me hope only because it is REAL…. As real as the violence that is so pre-

dominant everywhere…Thank you for taking the Soles & Stories initiative on, and with such beauty….

my dream is to bring these initiatives to Israel/Palestine, one day. The fact that you started one initiative 

inspired by us, already tells me that the universe is collaborating on making this happen one day….

In the words of the course instructor, “the connection that was created brings with it the hope 
and craving for honest and close cooperation. We will continue to dream, to dare, to realize, 
and to influence.”

8. Uncertainty, meaningful learning, and empathy during the course

The “Museum Adventure” course is revised each year. According to the lecturer, it is designed 
“in line with the desire, curiosity, and ideas that are stimulated by unexpected meetings 
between the students and social art phenomena.” Uncertainty is built into the processes of 

Figure 3. The hope for peace.

Figure 2. If music be the food of love, sing on.
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the course. The instructor notes, “The students start down the long road in unfamiliar spaces. 
This is the same journey that I went through myself. While I am there for them, I insist on 
suspending the uncertainty until they find the road themselves. They know that they power 
it anew.” As to how the students experience the uncertainty, the lecturer notes, “The students 
explain uncertainty incorrectly. They wonder why they need it? How is it important and help-
ful?” It seems that these feelings run counter to their earlier expectations from the process of 
teacher preparation. The instructor also relates to the sense of discovery that is experienced by 
the students on their uncertain journey in the course. For example, one of the students wrote, 
“I never in my life felt like this when I found something, I felt that I was solving a huge riddle. 
Even the enormous effort and large number of hours until I got to this point.” In relating to 
this, the instructor mentions, “I recognize the joy of discovery, how could I take that from the 
students?” One important purpose that she considers for herself is, “teaching them not to be 
afraid of uncertainty, to learn to deal with it.”

At the same time, the lecturer also reveals her own challenges in containing the uncertainty 
in the class and the feelings that accompany it: “I don’t always have the strength for these 
journeys and to carry the students’ uncertainty and their need to get answers from me. Some 
of the students need tremendous support in these kinds of situations. It’s a burden. As teach-
ers, we may unconsciously avoid this.” It seems that contending with uncertainty is complex 
and may raise controversial attitudes from the lecturer’s perspective as well. Regarding the 
course’s rationale, the instructor defends uncertainty using pedagogical arguments of promot-
ing meaningful learning based on ethical and moral grounds: “If I want to really teach them, 
the only way to do so is to raise uncertainty … to allow them to experience an actual process of 
research and discovery and all that entails, difficulties, problems. If I reveal what I know, the 
answers, I’m not really teaching them—this is cheating. They won’t learn this way. Honesty and 
ethics in teaching go hand in hand with uncertainty.” An additional benefit to the uncertainty 
in the instructor’s eyes is that, “with uncertainty, there is also freedom to move with the art, 
freedom that is related to learning and creation. I want the students to recognize this feeling of 
freedom. It comes from within, you are on a journey, and when this happens, everyone feels 
great happiness. I’m happy and the students are happy.” These comments by the instructor 
highlight the inherent connection between the meaningful learning processes that take place 
during the course and experiencing a variety of emotions: feelings of freedom, happiness, and 
deep meaning.

The instructor’s position on the topic is very clear. She is convinced that uncertainty is needed 
for authentic, deep, and meaningful learning, despite the difficulties that go along with it, 
and she is not giving up this ingredient from her teaching. She demonstrates that she has the 
necessary self‐confidence to operate in the environment of uncertainty that goes hand in hand 
with trying to contain the students’ experience of uncertainty. Regarding the resources that 
she draws upon to promote teaching and learning that are involved in uncertainty, she relates 
to the parallel processes of support and backing from the College: “From my perspective, it 
is possible since I know that I work in a framework that lets me, that backs me.” According 
to the instructor, the administration’s policy of supporting the advancement of complex pro-
cesses in the students’ training and varying learning experiences allows her to enter into the 
complex and uncertain journey in the classroom. The lecturer even notes that she has reached 
new heights in her professional development as an instructor: “Once you experience the taste 
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and strength of teaching in the context of uncertainty, there is no going back. I also want to 
‘rest’ from time to time, and teach from the safe and certain spaces that are based on exper-

tise in the knowledge area and multiple years of teaching experience, yet each time I choose 
the ‘non‐automatic’ way anew and with love. I think that the choice stems primarily from a 
feeling that the students trust me and I have to address this honestly.” From the instructor’s 
perspective, it is not simply a professional choice but also a way of life: “I want to motivate 
social processes that will do good. I am teaching my life.” These statements demonstrate 
the emotional perspectives that elicit inspiration and reward alongside the painful that the 
processes of change and uncertainty invite deep learning that creates meaning. This is also a 
source of her strength: “The course steals a lot of energy, but I wouldn’t give it up.”

In relating to the empathic atmosphere that emerges during the course, the instructor notes: 
“The students’ individual work process on the topics relevant to their lives, to their choice, to 
the meticulous listening process that accompanies the production of insight, over the course 
of the year creates a sense of security in the class that allows them to develop, and at times 
even to be exposed to the feeling that their friends and the instructor are there for them.”

9. Summary

The “Museum Adventure” course is one example of how empathic skills and phenomeno-

logical approach can be practiced within the framework of teacher training, in a course whose 
aim was to promote sensitivity and social engagement through an artistic journey. The teach-

ing process and learning in the course, as presented from the lecturer’s perspective, reveal the 
instructor’s ambivalence to the experience of ambiguity and uncertainty in the course. Despite 
the many challenges and resources required to execute such a course, the instructor helps 
spread a coherent educational values worldview, which she is able to practically implement 
in her teaching. Her belief in her ideas, the strengths that she draws upon from her feelings of 
competence, and the support of the institution’s administration for her path are the sources 
of her ability to persevere with these kinds of practices. The empathic competencies that are 
practiced in this course, beyond the contribution to processes of deep and meaningful learn-

ing for the students training to be teachers, serve as a model for their future role as teachers.

In conclusion, my main recommendation for teacher education programs is to assert the idea 
of complexity and uncertainty as inevitable components of the educational endeavor and 
stress the importance of these emotions to meaningful learning and educational interactions. 
Recognizing the importance of the variety of emotions expressed when relating to the learn-

ing process is crucial to teachers’ ability to mediate properly what is being learned. This has 
a decisive impact on the cognitive functioning of the students [41] and their ability to achieve 

deep meanings [10]. It is thus very important to equip both current and future teachers with 
tools and proficiencies to contend with these challenges in their classes. Involving future 
teachers in qualitative educational research can not only lay the foundations for shaping their 
professional identities as reflective practitioners but also cultivate their empathic practices 
and pedagogies. This can better prepare them to cope with the complexity and the uncertainty 
of the educational field in their future work with students.
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