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The purpose of this study is to answer the question: Does incorporating SEL and historical 
empathy lead to a more meaningful understanding of history and why it is studied? 
Pedagogically, I am aiming to aid students in their retention of historical events, their 
understanding of complex influences and chronologies, and their perceptions of the relevance 
of ordinary and noted historical actors. My study occured over the course of the spring semester 
of two freshmen Patterns of World History classes in a suburban high school in the Midwest. 
The instruments used to measure this qualitative grounded theory study are surveys before and 
after the lessons, student reflections, and observations. The lessons included activities that 
involved introducing multiple perspectives, discussing current events, metacognitive thinking, 
journaling and reflection, discussion, check-ins, and problem-solving exercises. Before and after 
the lessons, students took a survey consisting of the same questions to gauge 
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is a way for human beings to avoid repeating it, some believe it is a key to understanding the 
present, and some believe it provides insight into other disciplines like sociology, anthropology, 
psychology, and many others. Students are often required to study history, and my research 
investigates how history is delivered to students and their perceptions of it. Thus, the purpose of 
my study is to understand whether socio-emotional learning (SEL) and historical empathy—the 
ability to perceive, emotionally experience, and contextualize a historical figure’s lived 
experience—lead to a more meaningful understanding of history and why it is studied. 
Pedagogically, I aim to aid students in their retention of historical events, understanding of 
complex influences and chronologies, and relevance of ordinary and noted historical actors. 
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There is an growing research interest on SEL, including in different cultures, age groups, 
and subjects, with mostly positive results . The widespread definition of SEL focuses on five main 
tenets: self-management, self- awareness, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible 
decision-making. These tenets represent the skills that educators are aiming to teach to students 
in their classrooms. What seems to be lacking in existing studies of SEL is connecting it to topics 
in history, specifically cultivating historical empathy. In many of the studies, historical empathy 
is viewed as distinct from SEL. The purpose of this study is to incorporate facets of SEL with 
historical empathy in order to cultivate a more meaningful understanding of history and why it 
is studied, as well as develop students’ ability to empathize across all areas of their lives. With the 
philosophical perspective of critical theory as a foundation, I hope to help students become 
culturally relevant, humanistic, and critical thinking citizens. 

This action research are informed by and extend three studies on historical empathy that 
have similar goals but vary in their definitions and measures of empathy. All three studies 
highlight the benefits of historical empathy: humanizing historical figures, aiding in the 
understanding of historical content, connections to present-day and students’ lives, deepening 
comprehension of complex or difficult topics, identifying change over time, student ability to face 
moral and ethical issues, and more (Endacott and Sturtz, 2015; Cunningham, 2009; and Rantala 
et al., 2016). They also discuss how historical empathy involves the element of imagination. The 
majority of studies featured qualitative work, usually a case study of one or a few teachers. Due to 
the nature of researching empathy, the studies required a lot of interpersonal data via interviews 
and observations, which is difficult to study in large numbers. Some articles say historical empathy 
is the end goal, some say it is the tool to reach an end goal, and others say it can be both. This 
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The third study was done with four secondary school teachers from southern England.They 
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and academic achievement (Taylor et al. 2017). Developing students’ emotional intelligence is an 
important part of IE, PYD, and SEL, and should be included in historical empathy; doing so 
creates a sort of interdisciplinary emotional education. 

Other 
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SEL and similar practices in tande
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responses said that history “can” repeat itself, or history “sometimes” repeats itself, but with 
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3 that when things started to derail, a few students who were usually a part of the side talking or 
interrupting would ask other students to bring their attention back to the class. Not only were 
these few students self-regulating—they were noticing their own heightened emotions and 
behaviors and calming themselves down—but they were regulating each other. This was a process 
that I encouraged and gave explicit positive reinforcement in response to it as I witnessed it in the 
classroom. 

A key part of SEL incorporation in the research was including a discussion of current events. 
When the invasion of Ukraine began, the following week I had decided to collect as much 
information as I could and as many school-appropriate clips surrounding the war as fitting and 
spent a week with the students informing them of the basics of the crisis; walking them through 
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Student 2: “Learning about the history of Mexico because it is important to learn about other 
countries outside of our own to gain a better and more broad perspective of our world. We are 
probably learning about Mexico because people often immigrate from Mexico to the U.S and it 
is important to understand where they are coming from. At first I believed that Mexico was in 
much worse living conditions than the U.S, after learning more I realized Mexico is a very diverse 
and developed country. I see a similarity between people creating single stories about Ukraine 
and Russias situations which are very relevant in our world today and the single stories created in 
Mexico. A difference is that the Russia and Ukraine war has more developed technology unlike 
Mexico where it was a long time ago and there were things like empires involved.” 

Student 3: “Because learning about Mexico and its history challenges our simple story of it 
and its people. I also see a connection in the history of Mexico and the history of Africa and Monsa 
Musa. They both had great empires that fell and are now portrayed by the media as poor and 
poverty struck land. The difference though is how they fell. Mexico's great empires fell to 
outsiders and African empires fell to the death of their emperor.” 

These responses are consistent with most of other student responses to this specific 
reflection. Many students pointed to the pandemic, immigration tensions in the United States, 
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I contracted COVID-19. Similarly, my teacher mentor/cooperating teacher for the Patterns of 
World History class starting week six due to a family emergency. This prompted my me to begin 
my total teaching three weeks early and to pick up an additional class period of Patterns of World 
History. With limited insight into subsequent weeks of the curriculum (one other Patterns teacher 
provided the topics being taught a week beforehand), instructional planning uncertainties further 
constrained data collection. It became difficult to plan out details for lessons that would explicitly 
incorporate historical empathy or SEL. Plans for administering the first survey at the start of total 
teaching was adjusted to the uncertainty of my cooperating teacher’s return, which would have 
abruptly disrupted my instruction and further weakened any connection one could make to 
student SEL or historical empathy. Similar disruptions to student attendance, including due to 
COVID-19-related health issues, affected response rates to surveys and students’ overall 
engagement and motivation, as evident in the responses with jokes. 
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