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Purpose: The rapid shift to full online synchronous and asynchronous learning in response to the 
global pandemic has led to experimenting innovative online learning practices at school level. The 
present research study summarises the experience gained from the implementation of the Online 
School of the Regional Directorate of Education of Attica during the academic year 2020-2021. It 
investigates the impact of mutual empathy on the students’ academic performance and well-being 
through the Online school operation in Covid-19 period.

Methods: In the present research, fifteen (15) vulnerable teachers and six (6) students participating 
in the Online School were questioned through open interviews after the implementation of Online 
School during the Covid-19 pandemic in Greece.  

Results: Vulnerable students and teachers shared empathy to a sufficient degree through the 
Online School operation which provided a safe and convenient learning environment. Empathy was 
positively correlated to academic performance of students through their participation in the Online 
School. 

Conclusion: It appears that the Online School has provided a solution to the existing risk of isolation 
and marginalization of vulnerable students while reducing family anxiety for their cognitive and 
socio-emotional development. Finally, it has provided opportunities for teachers to work on their 
own pace according to individual needs and be able to cope with students’ needs through 
implementing alternative teaching practices with the use of digital tools.

Key Words: Online School, synchronous and asynchronous learning, vulnerable students 
and teachers, empathy, academic performance, well-being.
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The amount of combination of the two parts varies 
according to the type of activities involved [13]. 
According to research findings, the integration of peer-

to-peer discussions in an asynchronous lesson course 
leads to a significant improvement in students' 
performance and positively affects their perceptions and 
attitudes [14, 15].Mixing live interaction sessions with 
asynchronous online study provides students with 
flexibility and makes lessons attractive and effective [16]. 
It aims to interact, collaborate and engage teachers and 
students in digital environments by enhancing their 
involvement in authentic learning situations [13, 14].

     Empathy is understood as "emotional" that refers to 
the existence of emotional response consistent with the 
other person's emotional state, and "cognitive" who 
refers to the understanding of someone's thinking [17, 
18, 19]. Recent studies have found that the teacher's 
empathy is an integral part of her/ his role [20] and a 
component of her/his professional development [21]. It 
is associated with the effort to feel the positive and 
negative emotions of her/his students and empathize 
with them.

 The teacher's empathy is mainly related to 
interpersonal and social empathy. Interpersonal empathy 
refers to the knowledge of the student's internal 
situation, his / her possible difficulties in the lessons and 
the teacher's response with sensitivity [22]. Social 
empathy is the teacher's ability to understand the family 
and social conditions of students [23] and is closely linked 
to students' academic success. Teachers with high 
empathy take the time to get to know their students' 
particular problems (e.g. students with serious health 
problems, low family socioeconomic status, or cultural 
diversity feel the fear of failure); they apply "active 
listening", show flexibility in the delivery of homework 
and help students develop their true potential, 
encouraging and supporting them to reach the highest 
possible level.

       During the 2020-2021 academic year, the «Vulnerable 
Students and Teachers Online School of the Regional 
Directorate for Primary and Secondary Education of 
Attica» was organized and implemented. Vulnerable 
students, according to the relevant Greek legislation, are 
students who due to serious health problems belong to 
groups of increased risk (Joint Ministerial Decision, 
Government Gazette 3780/Β/8-9-2020). Vulnerable 
teachers also belong to groups of increased risk, provided 
they have obtained a special leave of absence following a    
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Introduction

  The Covid-19 pandemic has affected all areas of 
personal and community life in Greece, leaving an imprint 
on education and training. The temporary school closure 
and the restrictive measures taken have resulted, within 
a short period of time, in a remarkable shift from face-to-
face education to distance online education. Thus, the 
online educational approach, a combination of 
asynchronous and synchronous learning has revealed a 
great number of opportunities as well as challenges due 
to internet dysfunction among adolescents [1].

  In addition, the integration of digital tools in school 
practice is gradually expanding, thus further supporting 
teaching and learning and allowing online access to a 
variety of school subjects from anywhere and at any time 
[2, 3].Students and teachers interact either at the same 
time or at different times and / or different places [4].

  Studies on asynchronous online learning stress that 
students experience meaningful learning when engaged 
in participatory learning environments [5]. Learners have 
opportunities to actively participate in their own learning 
in a heterogeneous learning environment, to 
spontaneously interact with their classmates and to 
demonstrate their learning achievements [6]. 
Asynchronous online learning promotes interaction and 
collaboration among students through blogs, email, chat, 
discussion forums, quizzes, self-assessment tests with 
feedback, etc. [7]. Synchronous learning, on the other, is 
an educational communication mode where the student 
and the teacher, at the same time, co-exist in the same or 
in a different place, in order for the learning to take place 
[6, 7]. The students and the teacher are physically 
separated only in terms of place and not in terms of time, 
while teaching and communication are provided through 
technological tools [8]. Synchronous digital tools can 
enrich the essential interaction between student and 
teacher and among students and they allow multimodal 
communication [9]. In addition, synchronous learning 
provides a variety of multimedia tools and accessible 
online learning resources that help students develop 
interactive communication [8]. Mixed learning also helps 
to evaluate individualized tasks.

   Blended learning is a flexible process that focuses on 
students' needs, develops social interactions by 
improving critical thinking skills, and makes learning and 
teaching meaningful and engaging [10, 11]. Student sati-
sfaction attracts, motivates and engages them 
emotionally in online instruction influencing their 
achievement and the success of blended learning [3, 12].
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reasoned medical opinion (Joint Ministerial Decision, 
Government Gazette 1856/B/ 15-5-2020, circular no. 
136503/Ε3/ 8-10-2020). Because in both cases there is a 
risk for their health, they are unable to participate in face-
to-face learning. Thus, in the Online School, vulnerable 
teachers deliver lessons and vulnerable students attend 
them. Based on the review of the literature, the present 
research investigates whether the Online School 
implementation had an impact on mutual empathy 
between students and teachers, as well as on students' 
academic performance.

Methods

  During the academic year 2020-2021, the Online 
School enrolled 1096 students from schools in Attica 
and other parts of Greece and 560 teachers, 
offered distance learning. The sample consisted of 
fifteen (15) vulnerable teachers and six (6) vulnerable 
students through open interviews. The sample 
concerned students (female and male) and teachers 
from schools of all educational levels under the authority 
of the Regional Directorate for Primary and Secondary 
Education of Attica. All teachers and students were 
considered vulnerable due to health issues. There were 
no cultural landmark restrictions and any vulnerable 
student was free to attend the Online School. Vulnerable 
teachers were also selected according to the number 
of students that were enrolled in the Online School.  

Regarding interviews, the basic research questions were: 

•What was the effect of mutual empathy on students' 
personal well-being?

•What was the effect of mutual empathy on students' 
academic performance? 

Indicative evidence reflecting perceptions, thoughts and 
feelings of teachers and students is reported as follows: 

Teachers:

•T1: "[…] I liked the flexibility in the planning of the courses 
[…] we had degrees of freedom, we could make our choices, 
to combine the synchronous and asynchronous teaching [..]"

•T2: "[…] there must be continuity in order to support these 
vulnerable groups, the people who do not experience 
democratic equality in education because of remote or 
inaccessible areas [...]"

•T3:«[…]the combination of synchronous and asynchronous 
learning was excellent. Students learned inboth ways. 
However, I believe that synchronous learning  was more 

beneficial to students mainly due to the immediacy 
of the interaction […] " 

•T4: "[...] there was emotional contact with my students. 
"Our warm relationship has had a positive effect on 
students' learning and performance."

•T5: «[...] I applied the method of flipped classroom. The 
students studied the content at home on their own. They 
could watch an interactive video and be prepared for the 
lesson. They were pre-informed before participating. I 
answered their questions and they could perform 
demanding exercises. Sometimes they could collaborate in 
groups […] ".

•T6: "[...] We managed to make the children feel like in 
ordinary class. […]. Synchronous daily communication was 
effective, perhaps better than non- synchronous 
communication, as some forgot to upload the exercises and 
communication was more limited. All the students could 
study and most of them will succeed in the Panhellenic 
Examinations and will enter the university […] 

•T7: «Personally, I hope that there will be no need in the 
future for the operation of such a school. […] It was indeed a 
titanic work that in my opinion was crowned with great 
success. "

•T8: "[…] The power of empathy between us triggered the 
children to greater effort and success"

•T9: “For me…. I felt I had one thing in common with the 
students … we all shared health issues …that’s why we 
should “connect” in a different way” 

Students: 

•Maria (high school student): “[…] The Online School of the 
Regional Directorate of Attica supported me to graduate 
high school and attend all the subjects of the last grade […] 
I had perfect relationships with all the teachers, they 
understood my personal issues and the improvement in my 
performance during the year is due to them alone. 
Although our communication was done through digital 
tools, I felt that they were always by my side [...] The digital 
school gave me the strength to complete my preparation 
for the Panhellenic Examinations and to achieve my dream 
[…] “ (the student showed remarkable success and was 
admitted to the university a little later).

•George (upper secondary student): "I'm excited about the 
digital school. I got a lot of knowledge. I did homework 
digitally and sent it to my teachers. Two of our teachers 
were preparing activities at home. They made us watch 
video lessons and answer questions. We learned the theory 
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at home and the teachers answered our questions. We 
solved more difficult exercises in the classroom […] 
“ (the student entered to university).

•Dimitris (High school student): "[…] In this different school 
I met new classmates who became online friends 
and we communicate. I also met new teachers who 
helped me with online learning. Our teachers and I used 
Webex and e-class. It was a wonderful combination [...]. ".

•Eleni (High school student): "[…] There was something 
in common with our teachers, there was compassion 
[…] We were motivated with love and that helped 
me greatly increase my performance […]".

•Electra (primary school student): "This year I had a unique 
school experience. At first my feelings 
were strange, because we were all strangers to each 
other both the students and teachers. But very quickly I 
made friends with the children and we all became a 
very nice group […] ".

•Costas (primary school student): "I really liked the Online 
School. […] Many times, we learned by playing. 
This gave me great joy. My teacher was kind. She 
helped me with my personal health problem. I saw 
that other classmates have similar problems […] We 
all became friends and we continue to talk to each other 
[…] ".

Analysis of Results

  Teachers commented on the use of synchronous versus 
asynchronous teaching and learning. They pointed out that 
the flipped classroom model proved a valuable tool under 
the COVID restrictions circumstances. Emphasis was placed 
on the importance of understanding the students’ 
emotional status which underlies the benefits of building 
positive relationships. Additionally, the teachers pointed 
out that empathy has been associated with compassionate 
actions allowing for experiencing moral emotions. 
Regarding students, the majority stressed the importance 
of high-quality interpersonal relationships. They 
commented on the beneficial mutual empathy both with 
teachers as well as their classmates. Empathy triggered 
their motivation for learning, thus contributing to improved 
learning outcomes. Moreover, students pointed out the 
effectiveness of flipped classroom model, thus implying the 
impact of cooperation and collaboration.

   Synchronous online learning seems to be more effective 
than asynchronous online learning in terms of 
performance, emotional exchanges and timing. The  tea-

-chers used the e-classroom to send regular 
announcements, which served to keep the students 
committed. In addition, some used email platforms, instant 
messaging (e.g. Whatsapp) or social media platforms (e.g. 
Instagram). The existence of different communication 
channels seemed necessary to maintain communication 
among students and teachers. Webex "breakout rooms" 
highly contributed towards this direction. Teachers also 
used a variety of tools. They experimented with automatic 
grading quizzes for quick and frequent formative 
assessment. Some teachers applied the flipped classroom 
model and used synchronous distance learning for 
collaborative problem solving, practice, explaining 
concepts, and answering questions.

  Both synchronous and asynchronous learning contributed 
to the cognitive development of students. In peer-to-peer 
discussions, students participated in more socio-emotional 
exchanges, while in asynchronous learning focused more 
on learning tasks with limited exchanges. Synchronous 
communication has had a positive effect on students' 
"sense of belonging", emotions and online collaboration, 
creating a balanced community of practice. 

Discussion

 The world pandemic called for a sharper focus on 
providing quality distance education to ensure quality 
learning outcomes and successful school attendance. The 
rationale behind the Online School of the Regional 
Directorate of Attica was satisfying the individual needs of 
both students and teachers. Thus, the initiative of the 
Online School highlights the humanistic perspective in 
education. Apart from being student-centred, the Online 
School similarly proved to be person-centred, with 
teachers at the core of the process. Empathy is the key 
quality in teachers’ and students’ relationships. It is the 
basis of interaction during the learning process and the 
factor affecting the students’ motivation for learning. 
Empathy had had a positive effect on students' 
engagement and academic performance.

 Τhe Online School managed to create a safe and 
convenient learning environment for all engaged. Empathy 
and compassion were truly appreciated due to similar 
health issues and experiences among teachers and 
students. Confidentiality was a key factor by ensuring the 
students’ personalized access protected privacy and 
personal data. Individualized learning was also achieved 
since priority was provided to the educational, 
psychological and social needs. Flexibility was also 
accomplished through working at the students’ and  
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teachers own pace, on a schedule that worked best for all. 
Equally important was the accessibility potential of 
material through attending and reviewing content with no 
space and time constrains. Skills’ enhancement and 
academic performance were achieved through students’ 
time management, and teachers’ feedback provision. 
Finally, the participatory approach was exploited through 
individual learning and group learning.

  The Online School has had multiple benefits for 
vulnerable student groups and teachers. It has 
contributed to maintaining the students’ emotional 
balance and interest in the learning process, considering 
the health, habits and lifestyle and empowering the 
resilience of students during the Covid-19 pandemic [24, 
25].It has provided a solution to the existing risk of 
isolation of vulnerable students while reducing their 
family anxiety with regard to the cognitive and socio-
emotional development of their children. Finally, it has 
provided opportunities for teachers to work on their own 
pace, be able to empathize with students’ needs and 
implement alternative practices with the use of digital 
tools.

Conclusion

  The findings of the present research study aim to 
stimulate discussion regarding the positive impact of the 
Online School practice for vulnerable students and 
teachers. It appears that the Online School has provided a 
solution to the existing risk of exclusion of vulnerable 
students from the educational process. It has provided 
opportunities for teachers to work on their own pace 
according to individual needs and be able to cope with 
students’ needs and implement alternative teaching 
practices with the use of digital tools. The concerns and 
needs of vulnerable students do not differentiate 
fundamentally from those of the general student 
population; still, there is an additional need for the school 
to provide a normal school education process, which can 
respond to their individual needs. This is also an 
opportunity for teachers to enrich their distance learning 
practices through digital tools, thus enhancing their digital 
skills. 
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