
ABSTRACT 
Competences for a democratic citizenship have been a topic of debate in recent years (Council of 
Europe, 2018; Italian Law 92, 2019; Unesco, 2015) and the role of education in promoting them is 
considered crucial. This research aims to investigate whether and how a specific democratic compe-
tence – empathy – can be fostered in formal educational contexts, thanks to literary fiction reading 
experiences. Starting from the phenomenological interpretation of empathy (Boella, 2006, 2018; 
Stein 2014; Zahavi, 2011, 2014) and the scientific evidence – which highlights elements of literary 
fiction reading able to support the empathic process (Cohen, 2001; Hakemulder, 2000, 2004; Keen, 
2006; Kidd & Castano, 2013, 2017) – an empirical research was designed, to understand whether 
reading experiences in schools can be training grounds for empathy and whether there are factors fa-
cilitating (or hindering) this process. A qualitative phenomenological approach was employed. Written 
texts of students (N=356) – looking at the relationship they established with fictional characters – 
were collected in 3 different schools (lower and upper secondary schools) in North/Central Italy, dur-
ing the academic years 2020-21 and 2021-22, and were analysed with the use of a code-book. The 
data showed that literary fiction reading experiences can be opportunities for empathic competence 
training, but they also point out that this is not predictable, linear or automatic. “Narrative empathy” 
(Keen, 2006) requires effort, time, spaces for critical and reflective discussion (both intimate and 
with others) and texts capable of portraying the richness and complexity of human experiences. The 
mediation of the teacher is called into question repeatedly and the importance of specific disciplinary, 
pedagogical and reflexive competences – that are to be developed and unceasingly nurtured – emerges. 
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1. Introduction  
 

In recent years, reflections on the competences for democratic citizenship have been fuelled by indications 
of a political nature at an international and national level (Council of Europe, 2018; Italian Law 92/2019; 
Unesco, 2015). 

The role of education is considered crucial, and with specific reference to its formal contexts, it is im-
portant to ask ourselves what the directions of intervention are that might support schools in being sites 
of democracy. The conceivability of a “curriculum of civic and ethical-social education” (Baldacci, 2020; 
Bertin, 1968) is today the focus of numerous studies. The research presented here fits into this field of 
study, with the aim of empirically investigating whether and how a specific competence considered vital 
for democratic purposes – empathy – can be intentionally promoted by and in schools. In detail, we will 
analyse whether this can also happen via literary fiction reading experiences. 

 
 

2. Democracy, empathy, narrative empathy 
 

Two preliminary questions defined the research framework and guided it, defining the interpretative cat-
egories through which to read the observed phenomena: what is meant by the assertion that empathy is a 
democratic competence (what meaning of empathy is being referred to)? What elements of the literary 
fiction reading experience can help develop that type of competence? 

With regard to the first question, reflection on the meaning of democracy may help to clarify how, in 
the face of the multiplicity and breadth of meanings attributed to the term ‘empathy’ today, we can identify 
elements that make it relevant to the promotion of a democratic stance. 

If democracy is understood to be a mental attitude and a form of life (Dewey, 1916), it is conceived to 
be inhabited and nourished by subjects who – in a framework of openness, reciprocity and respect (Ber-
tolini, 2003) – are able to exercise critical and dialogical thinking and understand how others form their 
own opinions, beliefs and desires. This is indeed how collective decisions can be legitimized by everyone, 
not because they satisfy all the instances at stake (or because they cancel out the differences in identity 
and beliefs), but because they contemplate – in the journey leading to their formulation – the understand-
ing and analysis of the impacts they will have on others’ lives (Habermas, 1996; Morrell, 2010; Rawls, 
1982). 

When genuine democracy is “a matter of mutual respect” (Bertolini, 2003, p. 564) and in order for 
this to be achieved, the right – for everyone – to express their thoughts must be matched by the willingness 
– of others – to listen. 

We refer to a form of listening that promotes access to another individual’s field of experience, without 
presuming to know her/him through one’s own mental repertoire, values, cultural and personal references, 
and the lenses of one’s own experience. A listening that does not translate into thoughtless attitudes of 
emotional contagion, compassion or the loss of self-boundaries. A listening that corresponds only to one’s 
own reaction to the other’s experience, without understanding the original cause of that emotion. It does 
not simply mean taking note of the fact that there are opinions that differ from one’s own, either. Rather, 
it is a kind of listening that allows for a true and profound understanding that requires the “capacity for 
constantly expanding the range and accuracy of one’s perception of meanings, […] to [being able to get] 
a broader point of view and perceive things of which one would otherwise be ignorant” (Dewey, 1916, p. 
129). To broaden one’s view also means, to some extent, to transform it, accepting and contemplating 
more elements in the decision-making process. This means entering into others’ experiences, according to 
the principles of ethical reciprocity. 
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It is based on these considerations that the phenomenological interpretation of empathy (Stein, 2014; 
Zahavi, 2011; Zahavi et al., 2012, 2014) seems particularly relevant. Phenomenologically understood, it 
is a process – with different connotations for different subjects and influenced by context, as well as by 
personal contingencies (Boella, 2018) – that equate to being able to feel and understand – in a conscious 
and voluntary way, not automatically nor spontaneously – the thoughts and emotions that inform others’ 
opinions and intentions, experiencing them “as if I were” the other. It is an interweaving of movements 
that Stein (2014) describes as realizing the existence of an extraneous consciousness and being able to ex-
perience it from within, in a constant and never definitively resolved dialectic of belonging (“she/he is 
similar to me”) and extraneousness (“she/he is other than me”). It is a process that primarily requires the 
placing of well-established reference patterns and apparent certainties in parentheses, so that it becomes 
possible to recognize potential interpretations of reality beyond one’s own (Caronia, 2011). “Feeling the 
other” (Boella, 2006) may lead to an extension of the network of personal references (Boella, 2018) and 
may contribute – albeit contradictory opinions – to humanizing and respecting the other, not reducing 
her/him to a mere opponent to be removed or defeated. 

From a phenomenological and democratic perspective, empathy is subjective, procedural, context-spe-
cific, and cannot be considered a skill that can be acquired equally and definitively, but rather a competence 
that can be “trained” and practiced. 

In this sense – referring back to the second of the opening questions – literary fiction can represent a 
“form of cognitive-emotional apprenticeship” (Contini, 2011, p. 186), a potential “training ground”. 

There is extensive scientific literature that points out that stories have the ability to draw us closer to 
realities different from our own and lead to a deeper understanding of ourselves and others (Bruner, 1988, 
1991; Mar & Oatley, 2008; Wolf, 2009) and that literary fiction, in particular, can “expand the perceptions 
of who we are, of who we can be” (Nussbaum, 1999, p. 115), taking people who read into a “laboratory 
of human possibilities” (Hakemulder, 2000, p. 21). 

In the theoretical framework of a transactional approach to reading (Rosenblatt, 1978) – which sees 
the reader as a co-protagonist of the process of signification of the work – the evidence of empirical research 
highlights some elements of literary fiction reading experiences that can help to develop empathic com-
petences. Indeed, reading might deactivate automatic reasoning mode (defamiliarization: Shklovsky, 1965; 
foregrounding: Miall & Kuiken, 1994; Hakemulder, 2000, 2004, 2020, 2022; literariness: Keen, 2006; 
Kidd & Castano, 2013, 2017) hence open spaces for alternatives, activate processes of a “willing suspension 
of disbelief” (Rosenblatt, 1978), elicit perspective taking (identification: Cohen, 2001; Cohen et. al, 2019) 
and stimulate critical, reflective processing. This may allow the reader to experience “the literary other” 
and enrich her/his point of view with new sensibilities. With this in mind, Keen talks about “narrative 
empathy”, defining it as “the understanding of feeling and perspective-taking induced by reading, viewing, 
hearing or imagining narratives of another’s situation and condition” (Keen, 2014, p. 521). 

Some narratives – and, in particular, some types of texts – may be able to broaden our gaze and raise 
questions, bring up doubts, and question our positions. They may open us up to a wider spectrum of 
possibilities that are nuanced, complex, contradictory and ambivalent, in which we do not necessarily rec-
ognize ourselves, but which we perceive as possible, legitimate and human. 

But is it possible for narrative empathy to be achieved? This question led the empirical phase of this study. 
 
 

2. Method: design, participants, instruments, data collection and analysis procedures 
 
Based on the considerations above, an empirical research design was developed with the aim of under-

standing whether literary reading experiences in schools could be democratic “empathy training grounds” 
and whether there are factors that facilitate or hinder this process.  
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A qualitative phenomenological approach was employed, since the goal was to gather useful elements 
for the understanding of a process, the empathic one, which is complex, stratified, strongly dynamic and 
is unique to each individual. 

The narratives of students about their school reading experiences and, in particular, those related to 
their relationship with the characters were collected and analysed.  

The decision to focus on the age group 12-16 (i.e., the entire cycle of lower secondary school, and the 
first two years of upper secondary school) was driven by the peculiar – almost unique – characteristics of 
this phase of life, which is characterized by moving away from the self (from the infantile self ), multiple 
identification (experimenting with different identities thanks to the expansion of the field of experience 
beyond the family perimeter and the questioning of values, objectives and world visions), intra-subjective 
and inter-subjective negotiation, and integration of these different requests (Crone, 2012; Erikson, 1999). 
These relocation processes are also the basis of empathy. 

The data collection involved three schools over a period of two academic years (2020-21 and 2021-
22): two lower secondary schools (“Fassi” in Carpi, and “Alighieri” in Rimini) and one upper secondary 
school (“Cambi Serrani” in Falconara Marittima). Convenience criteria were used for the identification 
of the schools – starting with the availability expressed by schools that we had been in contact with in the 
past – so the respondent group cannot be considered representative. 

In view of the access restrictions to school sites imposed by the Covid-19 pandemic (which prevented 
direct observation and interviews), we chose to ask students to produce a written short text about a book 
they had read during the academic year, starting from the following outline: 

 
How would you describe the relationship you established with the character(s)? Was there anything 
that helped and/or hindered you in understanding her/his/their thoughts and emotions? What kind 
of emotions and/or reflections did getting to know the character/s elicit? If you wish, you can add 
your own comments about the book and your reading experience. 

 
The 356 texts produced (N=356) were collected from the participating students without any personal 

data and each of them was given a unique code1. To collect useful data about the reading experience con-
texts (objectives, text selection criteria, reading methods, reading instructions, reading/writing tasks, evalu-
ation criteria), the documentation made available by the schools was analysed and, where appropriate, the 
information was supplemented by written requests to teachers or short semi-structured interviews with 
them. 

In total, four reading experiences were analysed: the “Writing and Reading Workshop” (WRW) and 
the projects “Piccola Biblioteca per un Mondo Migliore/Small Library for a Better World” (PBMM), “Pro-
getto Scuole Il Castoro/Il Castoro School Project” (PSC) and “Letteratura ed empatia/Literature and Em-
pathy” (LE). All of the analysed experiences included reading at least one book in its entirety and a space 
dedicated to analysis of and reflection about the characters. In the WRW, these activities were structured 
(supported by the use of comprehension strategies and annotations); in the PBMM project, activities 
aimed at model-character analysis were proposed; in the PSC and LE projects, identification and deep lis-
tening processes were stimulated respectively. 

Tab. 1 provides a summary of the participants involved and the type of data collected. 
 
 
 

1 For example, “20_21M1-2M-5”: 20_21 is the information about the school year, M1 is the code assigned to the school, 
2M is the code assigned to the class, and 5 is the random sequence number assigned to the student.
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Table 1. Participants, type of reading experience, number of texts collected, number of interviews 

 
 

 
Text analysis was guided by the following questions: what are the acts of discovery and approach towards 

the others that students experienced during their school reading experiences? How did they “experience 
the literary other” (if they experienced it)? What factors supported or hindered their access to the other’s 
field of experience? 

The explicit meaning of the texts was analysed and coded with the support of a codebook. In the phe-
nomenological epistemological framework, the coding activity was understood as an act of interpretation 
and signification of data by researchers (Caronia, 2011). It did not set itself the goal of guaranteeing “truth” 
and objectivity to the results presented, but rather that of reporting on the research process in a timely 
manner and ensuring – via the explanation of the criteria used – the credibility and scientific rigor of the 
analysis, as well as promoting the exercise of reflection (Silverman, 2002; Sorzio, 2007). The multi-subject 
coding process allowed for the production – through a process of discursive agreement (Cornish et al., 
2013) – of a shared interpretation of the data and achievement of a more informed, nuanced, complex 
analysis of the data (Saldaña, 2009). 

Codes were identified both deductively – starting from the theoretical framework illustrated in the first 
section of this paper – and inductively, based on unique elements in the texts (Boyatzis, 1998; Crabtree 
& Miller, 1999; Saldaña, 2009). 

The use of Excel made it possible to count the frequency with which each code was detected (Huberman 
& Miles, 1994). The codes were then grouped into three categories:  

School Year School Class code Type of reading experience No. texts Teacher ID No. interviews

20-21

Fassi

1M

Writing & Reading Workshop 
(WRW)

23
DP 1

2M 22

3M 19 JPR 1

1K 15
FB 1

2K 20

1I 18 SL -

6 117 4 3

Alighieri

2M

Piccola Biblioteca per un 
Mondo Migliore (PBMM)

21 SC -

2N 21 CM -

2O 16 VL -

3J 15 FF -

4 73 4 -

TTL 20-21 10 190 8 3

21-22

Fassi

2M
Writing & Reading Workshop 

(WRW)

21
DP 1

3M 17

2 38 1 1

Alighieri

3M

Progetto Scuole Il Castoro 
(PSC)

22 SC 1

3K 18 OM -

3N 21 CM 1

3P 16 LR -

3O 15 VL -

5 92 5 2

Cambi Serrani

1M

Letteratura ed Empatia (LE)

20
SO 1

2J 16

2 36 1 1

TTL 21-22 9 166 7 4

TOTAL 19 356 11* 
(*undup) 7
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1. “Process” category. The codes included in this category are linked to the phenomenological and demo-
cratic interpretation of empathy, meant as a process involving the ability to suspend one’s beliefs and 
certainties and to doubt the meanings “automatically” attributed to the observed reality (DEP code, 
DEP- code when “lack of suspension of beliefs and certainties” was detected); to approach others con-
sciously and voluntarily by adopting their point of view (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2008) and to understand 
which are the interpretive categories, the thoughts and emotions informing their opinions and behav-
iours (Cohen, 2001; Cohen et al., 2019) (IDPT code, IDPT- in case of failed identification). This 
should not lead to the thought that one can fully understand otherness – irreducible in itself – but that 
it can help to broaden the range of possible meanings of experience (Boella, 2006) (POS code). Other 
types of cognitive and emotional processes have also been included in this category (mind reading: 
code ToM; inference by analogy: code IA), although conceptually distinct from empathy in the phe-
nomenological and democratic perspective; 

2. “Reader’s experience” category, which groups the codes providing information about how sharing similar 
experiences with the character has facilitated the reader’s identification process (RISP code) and how, 
on the other hand, the lack of common references with the protagonists may have facilitated (DIEXP+ 
code) or prevented (DIEXP− code) the empathic process; 

3. “Text and context” category, which includes the codes related to elements of the reading experience 
that have supported (or hindered) the empathic process: “text in favour of empathy” (TXT+ code), 
“text hindering empathy” (TXT− code), “reading aloud” (LAV code), “inner dialogues” in favour of or 
hindering empathy (DI and DI− codes, respectively), “external dialogues” in favour of or hindering 
empathy (DE and DE− codes, respectively), and “time” (TE code). 
 
 

3. Data analysis and discussion 
 

3.1 The other and I: signs of the empathic process 
 

The analysis of the texts allowed to identify some of the emotional and cognitive movements made by 
readers when meeting with the “literary other”. 

Table 2 shows the count and percentage (calculated on the number of total texts) of each code in the 
‘process’ category. 

 
Table 2. “Process” category: code occurrences 

 
 

 
As can be seen from the table, the identification process with the other was explicitly reported in 

multiple narratives (IDPT=342). 

2 The 7 occurrences of the POS code are a sub-set of the IDPT code occurrences.

Mind reading, 
Acknowledging 
the other’s men-

tal state

Inferring by 
analogy

De-familiariza-
tion/ epoché

Judgement

Identification/ 
cognitive & 

emotional per-
spective taking

Failed identifi-
cation

New perspec-
tives, increased 

awareness

Texts ToM IA DEP DEP- IDPT IDPT- POS

356 100 103 8 80 34 20 7

28,1% 28,9% 2,2% 22,5% 9,6% 5,6% 2,0%
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For example, in the text below the account of what happened during reading is articulated and goes 
through several stages. The writer recounts the experience of “feeling the thoughts and emotions of the 
character” and understanding how they drive her behaviour and the way she establishes relationships with 
others (IDPT). However, there is also a temporary loss of the boundaries between the self and the character, 
followed by a reprocessing of the experience that leads to a broadening of the reader’s perspective on the 
issue (in this case, of depression) (POS). There is also evidence of disagreement (DEP-): 

 
When Anna talks about how she feels, I was able “to hear” her thoughts and emotions... I enjoyed 
perceiving how she was and how her emotions influenced her behaviour and the way she communi-
cated with other people... Sometimes, I see and think like the character, as if for a few moments I 
forget who I am and because the character itself... With Anna, for example, even though I didn’t justify 
how she pushed Silvia away when she tried to connect with her, I was able to understand that she was 
still very hurt by the loss of her sister and therefore couldn’t let new people into her life. I changed my 
opinion on so many things... I thought that only people who are always alone could fall into depression, 
but I realized it’s not like that (20_21M1-2M-7). 

 
Judgment – combined with the process of inferring by analogy with one’s own experience (IA; “what 

I would have done”) and perspective taking – can also be found in this text: 
 

Jacob is strong and brave. He never gives up... I was transported into his thoughts, and I could “sense” 
his actions and emotions. Some of his choices were difficult to understand, though. While reading 
the book, I asked myself many times what I would have done, but I also tried to feel and see things 
from his point of view, especially when his choices seemed a bit strange to me, since it was something 
I would have never done (21_22M1-2M-16). 

 
The student here refers to an assessment of the situation based on her/his interpretive categories and 

values and tells us that she/he has tried to read the circumstances through her/his own experience. However, 
she/he also clearly states that – precisely when the character’s actions did not match her/his own references 
– she/he made an effort to immerse herself/himself into the character’s thoughts, actions and emotions. 

In these examples, the readers show – at the same time – their disagreement and their intention to go 
beyond simply realizing that there are people who think and feel differently from them. The desire to 
understand more closely what is going on and what the character’s motivations are (by entering into the 
protagonist’s thoughts) can be detected. This does not necessarily shift the readers’ opinions in the direction 
of agreement with the character, but they are able to put themselves “beside the characters”, to follow 
them, and listen to them. From a democratic perspective, this can help conceive the other as a subject 
with opinions worthy of space, dignity and respect, thus paving the way for non-violent management of 
dissent. 

What we can gather from the students’ texts is the intertwining of different movements, and this calls 
for the need to consider the interaction and reciprocity of the different emotional and cognitive responses. 
As Table 3 shows, the different processes may be present in non-isolated form and may contribute to the 
generation of empathic responses. 
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Table 3. “Process” category: code co-occurrences 

 
 

 
For example, shifting the focus of attention from oneself to others and understanding their mental 

state can be a first step in the empathic process. This is what Stein (2014) argues when she states that the 
initial condition for the empathic experience to be achieved is that one acknowledges the foreign con-
sciousness and that the experience of the other emerges. “The subject who discovers the other moves away 
from herself/himself, realizes that she/he is not at the centre of the world, and that her/his own perspective 
is only one of many perspectives”, Boella maintains (2018, p. 125). 

The passage below is an example of how students recognized a ‘different’ perspective from their own 
and were able to attribute thoughts and emotions to the characters: 

 
I understood that he is angry because he has a broken family...: his father suddenly abandoned both 
him and his mother; his mother is unable to communicate with him and to answer his questions 
(21_22S1-2J-2). 

 
From the words the students wrote, it is not always possible to understand whether finding out about 

the perspective, motivations, and intentions of the characters (ToM=100) was the starting point for ap-
proaching otherness or if it was merely an acknowledgment that the other exists. 

In some texts, such as the following one, it is clear that the fact that the reader was able to identify the 
character’s thoughts and emotions (that she/he recognizes as different from her/his own) was what allowed 
her/him to subsequently examine the motivations that led the character to behave in a certain way: 

 
While reading the book I tried to focus on the character’s thoughts and emotions. In those circum-
stances in which I would have acted differently, I thought both ‘why did she do that, what are the 
compelling reasons, how does this relate to her experience?’ and ‘what would I have changed?’ 
(20_21M1-3M-9). 

 
If readers do not stop at “cold mind reading”, additional processes may occur. In defining empathy in 

a democratic way, we ruled out that giving meaning to the experience of others through one’s own inter-
pretative categories and socio-cultural and value references (Inference by Analogy; IA) can be considered 
part of the empathic response: projecting oneself onto others does not mean entering their field of experi-
ence. 

Interestingly, what emerges from the students’ texts, however, is how this process may not be an obstacle 
to genuine knowledge of otherness, but can instead be a facilitator of the empathic process, which helps 
readers understand the character and also become aware of their own gaze, allowing them to get to know 
themselves better: 

 
I thought several times what I would have done in that situation: it helped me to understand better 
the characters’ point of view, but above all my own point of view (20_21M1-2M-1). 

ToM IA DEP DEP- IDPT IDPT- POS

ToM - 31 4 30 7 8 3

IA 31 - 2 41 16 7 3

DEP 4 2 - 5 3 - 3

DEP- 30 41 5 - 13 7 3

IDPT 7 16 3 13 - - 7

IDPT- 8 7 - 7 - - -

POS 3 3 3 3 7 - -
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Thus, inference by analogy can be a functional passage to entering the text and connecting with the 
characters, and it may be useful in stimulating it via targeted reading instructions3. 

But it can also be an element of rigidity and transform into a form of “reader vs. character” dialectic, 
as in the following example: 

 
I always thought about what I would have done in similar circumstances... I harshly judged the char-
acter, because the things he did were totally crazy in my opinion (20_21M1-2K-16). 

 
In this excerpt, as in the next one, inference by analogy becomes a precursor of judgment: in the face 

of unfamiliar situations, the reader may not be able to take a different perspective from her/his own, thus 
applying her/his own evaluation frameworks (DEP-): 

 
Many times... I imagined myself being in that place, at that time, and I found myself figuring out 
what I would have done. I often agreed with Cameron, but sometimes I didn’t... And when I did not 
agree, his behaviour irritated me a lot (20_21M1-2K-9). 

 
Judgements sometimes “have a silver lining”, though. Indeed, there are cases – such as the next one – 

where assessing through our own interpretive filters and applying our own categories helps to establish a 
distance between the character and ourselves and rethink the identifying experience (recognizing ourselves 
as “different from the other”): 

 
he book made me enter the lives of the main characters; I saw things from their perspective... Not 
judging them would have been too difficult, especially because we talk about very important matters 
[...] I didn’t justify them, but I...understood why they lived their lives like that (20_21M2-2O-12). 

 
The writer here refers to the possibility of identifying herself/himself with the characters (“I saw things 

from their perspective”), but also at the same time differentiating the self from the character (“I didn’t jus-
tify”). 

Other texts show that judging is sometimes the first step of a more complex process that requires time 
and effort: in the face of something that “floors us”, suspending our more natural and automatic beliefs 
and interpretations (DEP) may not happen immediately, as this student recounts: 

 
I did not identify with them immediately because I had to dig into their stories to really understand 
them. At the beginning, I judged the characters a lot, especially the main one. As I went on with the 
reading, I did that less and less frequently, until I got to understand the reason why they acted that 
way (20_21M1-3M-12). 

 
As highlighted also by cognitive psychology literature (Evans, 2008; Evans & Stanovich, 2013), reflexive 

responses at a more abstract level may take time and effort to be elaborated. For this reason, reading entire 
texts (and not just excerpts) – combined with the teacher’s guidance4 – could significantly support this 
process. 

3 See, for example, some of the WRW stimuli called “mirror questions”: “What would you have done/said if you were in the 
character’s shoes?”, “Do(n’t) you agree with the character? Why?”

4 To help readers enter the character’s field of experience while confirming the difference between themselves and the character, 
a number of guiding questions can be adopted, such as, for example: What is the character’s view of the world? What are 
her/his thoughts? What do you (not) have in common with the character? Other suggestions may be oriented toward 
reflection on the character’s evolution, changes, and/or the narrative structure of the text, and may support the reader in 
gaining awareness of the functions attributed to each portion of the story and how it evolves.
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The suspension of judgment – a necessary (though not sufficient) condition for moving toward the 
genuine discovery of otherness – is a conscious and voluntary act performed by the reader, who chooses 
to put her/his certainties and beliefs on hold. In certain circumstances it may be prompted by the ‘diversity’ 
of the characters and stories told (if they do not correspond to the reader’s experience or expectations), or 
by paradoxical and/or enigmatic situations. 

In the following examples, there are situations of discontinuity with regard to the (direct or indirect) 
experience of the reader and/or with regard to their consolidated references. Such fractures seem to stimu-
late readers to pause in the story, to question what they perceive as obvious: 

 
I must admit that I initially thought that the main character’s reaction was wrong and not in line with 
what we are taught, i.e., “refer to an adult when you’re in trouble”. However, if she had reacted in the 
most “natural” way, I would have never seriously questioned my ability to behave like that in such a 
situation (20_21M2-2N-18). 

 
The reference here is to the so-called “natural attitude”, which we do not usually question. In this case, 

the reader quotes the “good practice” of addressing an adult in the event of serious and potentially prejudi-
cial circumstances (the case she/he refers to is that of a person who is the victim of a stalker). If the pro-
tagonist had not violated this rule, the reader would not have seen “what we are taught” from a different 
perspective and would not have reflected on her/his own ability to adhere to this “style of responsibility”. 

She/he thus shifts from an attitude of judgment based on her/his own value references and beliefs to 
that of suspension of her/his certainties, thus creating a “space for alternatives” (Caronia, 2011). 

The next example also refers to a “situation of normality”, and the writer points out that the type of 
story narrated leads to questioning the concept of ‘normality’ (Shklovsky, 1965) and to consider the choices 
that subjects make as less obvious: 

 
I was touched by how his naivety is described. The concept of ‘normality’ is also tackled: what does 
‘normal’ mean? Normal compared to what? For example, it’s normal to turn the light on when you 
wake up, but that wasn’t normal to Zero, since the light turned on by itself in ‘his world’ (21_22M2-
3P-1). 

 
Finally, it is important to point out that in the student’s texts, narratives of not being able to connect 

with the characters also emerged explicitly (IDPT-=20). For example, the words a student uses to describe 
this (failed) process are: 

 
At the beginning, it was easy to perceive his feelings and thoughts since they were predictable, based 
on clear rules he had been taught; later on, once he settled, it was hard for me to understand him, be-
cause my thoughts were different from his, as our own ideas are influenced by our emotions. Although 
I tried to put myself in the character’s shoes, I could not understand what he was going through 
(21_22M2-3P-3). 

 
In this text, it is evident that the character initially acts according to linear, predictable patterns, so that 

it is more accessible and intelligible for the reader. However, as the story progresses, the protagonist’s be-
haviour changes and becomes more “human and complex” (the term ‘settled’ refers to the fact that the 
boy is accustomed to life in the “real world,” made up of relationships). The sphere of feelings comes into 
play and it is at this point that the reader – failing to distance herself/himself from her/his ‘filters’ and in-
terpretive categories (“our own ideas are influenced by our emotions”) – expresses difficulty in understand-
ing it. 
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Thus, if reading literary fiction makes it possible (but not to be taken for granted or automatic) to ex-
perience the world “as if ” we were the other, it becomes educationally crucial to understand what the el-
ements that favour (or hinder) that possibility might be. 

 
 

3.2 Facilitators and obstacles of the empathic process 
 

Some indications of the possible factors supporting the narrative empathy process have already emerged 
from the analysis carried out so far. In particular, it has been shown that the activity of teacher mediation 
can be important when it is aimed at: 
 

helping readers to evolve and advance in the knowledge of the other and of themselves: ensuring that –
acknowledging the other’s thoughts and emotions is only the first (and not the only) step of a wider 
process; so that inferring thoughts and emotions of the other by analogy with one’s own experience 
can facilitate understanding of the character; so that we can move from involuntary identification with 
the character to more conscious and reflective attitudes; so that judgment evolves, making it an oppor-
tunity to reflect on oneself and establish  distance between the self and the character, thus finding the 
boundaries separating from the literary other; 
identifying texts with characteristics that can open up to “new normalities” and deactivate processes of –
automatic understanding and signification, thus fostering authentic connection with the emotions and 
thoughts of the characters. It is also fundamental to ensure adequate reading time. 
 
Further elements emerged from the analysis of the students’ texts, where two macro-categories of fa-

cilitators/obstacles could be identified: those related to the personal experience of the reader and those 
more specifically related to the characteristics of the text and/or the context and the reading setting. 

Figure 1 shows the occurrences of each code, the “reader’s experience” category and the “text and con-
text” one: the bars on the left indicate the “positive occurrences” (facilitators), and those on the right in-
dicate the “negative” ones (obstacles). 

 

 
Figure 1: “Reader’s experience” and “Text and context” categories: code occurrences 
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As for the “reader’s experience” category, the analysis shows how the perception of feeling similar to a 
certain character apparently favoured, in some readers, the signification of the experience through the 
character’s eyes. The mirroring experience (RISP) was explicitly found in 30 texts, including, for example, 
the following one: 

 
I could understand her emotions and I felt very present in the story: since I’ve been through the same 
experience, I could ‘confirm’ and feel what was happening to her (21_22S1-1M-5). 

 
In the next example, the writer also states that when the character looks like her/him, the answers are 

more “easily accessible”, allowing scripts and/or patterns to be activated and reducing (or even cancelling) 
the effort to understand the otherness. At the same time, the text introduces another important topic: in 
the absence of similarity or familiarity, the effort to connect with the character could become a “mechanical 
exercise” and might lead to a cold and external position in relation to the text, potentially making the 
reader lose the pleasure of reading: 

 
A lot depends on the book: sometimes I find the answers by myself, because they are easily accessible, 
especially when the character is very similar to me. If the character does not resemble me, then it’s up 
to the author to give me more information and details, to help me understand … even if getting to 
know the character might then turn out to be a ‘mechanical exercise’ (20_21M1-2M-5). 

 
In addition to the risk of excessive intellectualization, some of the students’ texts explicitly point out 

that the lack of sharing of similar experiences (DIEXP-=18) may be an obstacle to the identification pro-
cess: 

 
I think I cannot fully understand the situations and identify with the character, since I’ve never ex-
perienced something like that (20_21M2-2N-17). 

 
What is the risk of a very close (if not overlapping) relationship between the experience of the reader 

and that of the fictional character, though? 
First, there might be no real understanding of otherness, but rather an automatic and unreflective pro-

jection of one’s own sense and thinking onto the other. 
Secondly – and perhaps even more important from a democratic perspective – it can be very reductive 

to limit ourselves to the knowledge and understanding of those who are similar to us. 
How, then, can readers not just sit back and read stories that are easy for them to understand and – at 

the same time – not feel too far away from stories that do not match their experiences? 
On one hand, the lack of shared or similar experiences can be addressed with a specific commitment 

of the reader, supported by the teacher and shared with other students, as this excerpt shows: 
 

Anna, the main character, is dealing with her sister’s death: at first, her thoughts are difficult to under-
stand, since not everyone has been through something like that, but we managed to get inside her 
mind and to listen to her thoughts by delving deeper into her story and every single detail (20_21M1-
1M-22). 

 
Having (and granting) time for “delving deeper into the story and every single detail” seems to help 

readers overcome the initial hurdle. 
Getting readers used to reflecting on stories that are distant from their own – progressively accompany-

ing them through narratives in which the contact points with one’s experience become increasingly distant 
and feeble – can help turn the lack of similarity into an opportunity, as the following example shows. The 
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reader explains that because she/he had not been through the character’s same kind of experience, she/he 
“was forced to understand the main character’s reaction” (DIEXP+):  

 
I could understand what they felt even though it had never happened to me [...] I understood their 
reactions. In ‘Pink Lady’, for example, where the story is about a bereavement, I was forced to under-
stand the main character’s tragic reaction: since I’ve never experienced the loss of a person, I have no 
idea how to deal with such overwhelming pain (20_21M1-1M-15). 

 
The teacher’s support may therefore be important in helping readers to form their own views and enable 

them to reach out to significant elements, even in texts deemed too distant from their own tastes and per-
sonal history. Distancing readers from their best-known reality and encouraging them to ask questions 
and reflect stimulates openness to differences. This may be a gradual approach to the objective, made up 
of small – but continuous – steps: the fact that empathy grows in difference does not exclude that similarity 
can be what hooks the reader and the starting point of a journey that can then expand into territories far 
from their own experience and what is already known. 

Within the “text and context” category, one of the elements most frequently mentioned as favouring 
the shift of attention from oneself to others and identification was the time factor (TE=37). In addition 
to what has already been said about the time taken to shift from judgmental attitudes (DEP-) to more 
open and welcoming dispositions towards the others’ point of view, students’ texts reveal other interesting 
points. Such as, for example, those on valuable (or necessary) time to understand characters that do not 
reveal themselves completely and/or immediately: it takes time to get to know them in depth, going beyond 
the first (sometimes superficial) impression and understanding their evolution, as this student explains: 

 
My opinion about the character changed during the reading, both because he changed and because 
the way I looked at him changed. Indeed, new information might be reported during the story, and 
this can make you better understand the way he is [...]. Together with the teacher and my classmates, 
we think of questions that can help us understand the characters more and more deeply, beyond the 
surface, even the most absurd ones (20_21M1-1M-5). 

 
The reference to the characteristics of characters – who are complex and not immediately understand-

able – introduces the text as another factor that the readers have identified as both a facilitator (TXT+=34) 
and an obstacle to the empathic process (TXT-=17). 

In some cases, readers made explicit reference to the unpredictability and presence of traits of ambiva-
lence of the characters as elements that – by requiring specific effort – led to the understanding of the 
thoughts and motivations of the protagonists, such as in this case: 

 
The book is really well written, and you get to see the world as the characters see it…There’s a character 
who is being a tough guy and then, all of a sudden, he feels alone and sad, and that is quite strange: 
this made me want to understand the reason behind his choices, to get to know his thoughts and what 
was going through his head (20_21M1-3M-14). 

 
In other cases, there are references to characteristics of the text, to choices or narrative devices (for 

example, a poem or the presence of a “secondary voice”) that, by emerging from the background and plac-
ing themselves in the foreground, arouse particular attention in the reader, enabling comprehension and 
re-elaboration strategies: 

 
A poem was included in the book and that made the reading more enjoyable for me. After the poem, the 
book took on a completely new flavour and I understood the characters’ actions (20_21M1-3M-12). 
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Thanks to the secondary voice, that of Zero’s ‘conscience’, I understood many of the emotions he felt 
(21_22M2-3M-2). 

 
Writing style is also an important element: detailed, accurate, meaningful and clear descriptions of 

thoughts and emotions promote the readers’ engagement and support their ability to connect in an in-
depth way with characters: 

 
The thing that helped me most was the way the author expressed the main character’s thoughts: such 
as in a sincere and frank way... At the beginning, the book is very descriptive... but then there are pas-
sages that – being more introspective – make you really understand what the protagonist is thinking 
and feeling (20_21M1-2M-22). 

 
In some texts, readers refer to the truth and authenticity of the writing. When these are missing, when 

there is no plausibility to the plot and/or characters, the text may become an obstacle to the identification 
process, as shown in the following example: 

 
The protagonist is not really described for what she is, but only for what she is in relation to her dis-
ability, as if her only important characteristic was her disability and how she behaves in relation to it. 
I could have identified more if they had described her personality (20_21M2-3J-7). 

 
Limiting the description of the characters to some aspects and making them look like the only important 

features might “distort” the characters, making them appear not credible and distant from the people who 
read about them. 

Thus, literariness emerges, meant as the ability to portray a complex and multidimensional view of 
reality, not simplified and with stereotypical traits (Keen, 2006; Kidd & Castano, 2013, 2017). However, 
there are other characteristics of the texts (for example, the use of complicated terms and metaphors, or – 
as in the example below – the excess of polyphony) that can result in difficulties in experiencing the char-
acter: 

 
It was very difficult to understand who was speaking and to follow the rhythm of the story: too many 
characters and too many points of view, there are many difficult passages... I could not identify with 
the character (21_22S1-1M-3). 

 
These aspects call for reflection on the Zone of Proximal Development (Vygotskij, 1980), that is, on 

the importance of meeting the reader in a space accessible to her/him and accompany her/him to increasing 
difficulty, reducing the risk of demotivation due to excessively frustrating readings. 

A further element that emerged in support of the empathic process was the possibility for readers to 
talk to each other, to seek meaning and to compare their experience with their peers, as well as with their 
teachers (DE=19).  

Students’ texts show how sharing one’s thoughts, feelings, and reflections with others has been an op-
portunity to reflect and gather significant elements about the characters, to suspend judgment and to take 
different perspectives, as in the following excerpt: 

 
My classmates and I reflected a lot [on the father’s actions], together with the teacher’s help ... We 
made different assumptions about the father’s behaviour, and that helped us to understand better his 
decisions (20_21M1-1M-9). 

 
For this to happen, it is important that the experience of sharing in the classroom does not turn into 

an excuse to convey specific interpretations of the text (either implicitly or explicitly identified by the 
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teacher, or imposed by a few students), but rather into a real opportunity to co-build knowledge in a 
democratic way, starting from genuine questions, which open up to multiple meanings, instead of pro-
viding only one possible direction. Otherwise, the potential of dialogue and discussion could be under-
mined (DE-), as the following passage seems to suggest: 

 
I believe that a book like this should be read calmly and alone, so as not to be too influenced by the 
ideas of others (20_21M2-3J-10). 

 
In students’ texts, the opportunity of sharing one’s points of view and co-creating meaning has often 

proved to be associated with the practice of reading aloud (LAV=6). However, beyond being a chance to 
stand and think together, there are additional elements underlining its usefulness in tuning into the story 
and its characters. For example, the following excerpt clearly refers to the possibility that reading aloud 
offers to experience reading in a “live”, active and involved way: 

 
The way the teacher read made us get into character (20_21M1-1M-20). 

 
In addition to the exchange of opinions and dialogues with fellow students and teachers, some students 

point out that even the “inner dialogues” (DI=9) – meant as circumstances when the reader listens to 
her/his own inner voice, creates connections between the text and the self, and reprocesses thoughts, emo-
tions and reflections prompted by the reading – may help to gain access to the other’s field of experience. 
These processes can be sometimes linked to writing activities requested by the teacher. In the following 
example, we can see how consciously getting in touch with personal propositions, emotions and reflections 
stimulated by the reading fostered the reader’s involvement and connection with the character: 

 
What helps me most to get into the character are the notes I write (particularly the ones about how I 
feel)... [While writing], I understood what situation my character was in and I also tried to understand 
my feelings (20_21M1-1M-18). 

 
However, it is important that this does not transform into (or be perceived solely as) a ‘task’ to be en-

dured. If so, the risk is to negatively affect the reader’s enjoyment and engagement and distance her/him 
from the story (DI-), as this reader reported: 

 
In my opinion, it is better to let yourself be carried away by the story instead of constantly asking 
yourself questions. Well, some reflections are ok, but reading a story by asking yourself so many ques-
tions kind of spoils the reading (20_21M1-1I-1). 

 
To sum up, the analysis so far highlighted some of the features of texts and the reading context that de-

serve to be carefully considered. Specifically: 
 
the relevance of “narrative time” (the time frame within which the story takes place) and “reading time” –
(the time available to read): these factors that may help the reader “gradually enter” into contact with 
the characters, and be touched by their stories; 
the importance of choosing texts that offer a complex (not stereotypical) perspective of the world. Lit-–
erary characteristics must always be considered in close relation to students’ reading skills and the adults’ 
willingness to support the reading experiences, so that it is not unfulfilling, but is instead stimulating; 
the enrichment that can result from bringing together and sharing the emotions and reflections of –
readers, thereby generating new meanings concerning otherness and the world. This should not, how-
ever, be interpreted automatically and a-critically: such opportunities arise in contexts where adult 
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mediation results in a guarantee of the respect and participation of all students, without leading them 
towards pre-defined meanings; 
the role that reading aloud can play in making reading experiences engaging and rewarding; –
the usefulness of stimulating “inner dialogue” in order to bring out – through suggestions and stimuli –
that do not seem like an exercise, but really prompt reflection – the reader’s inner voice and allow it to 
enter in relation to the text and in connection with the characters. 
 
 

4. Limitations 
 

The data collection phase was strongly impacted by the restrictions imposed by the Covid-19 pandemic 
emergency and students’ reading experiences could only be described through their written texts. The 
choices they freely made when writing their texts, their ability (as well as their habit) to put into words 
what they experienced as they read, the narrow focus of the question outline (not related to different ex-
periences and limited to one text, which sometimes – as in the case of projects involving the adoption of 
a single text for the whole class – was not freely chosen), or the limited awareness of some of the processes 
experienced may all have influenced (arguably reduced) the variety and complexity of the experiences de-
scribed in their texts, thus the study’s ability to grasp the widest possible range of elements and processes. 

The richness and breadth of the data was also influenced by the characteristics of the school contexts. 
Although diversified in terms of location and socio-economic-cultural profile, all participating schools are 
located in North/Central Italy, in areas that are not at risk of social marginalization and have a strong in-
terest in and commitment to the research topic.   

 
 

5. Conclusions 
 

The research sought to investigate whether experiences of literary fiction reading at school might foster 
democratic attitudes and foster empathy, providing opportunities to meet, discover, and listen to the other, 
while respecting her/him as well. 

The data collected showed that this is possible, but it also shows that it is by no means self-evident, nor 
linear or automatic. What emerges is the great variability and subjectivity of readers’ experiences: the col-
lected texts tell of different processes (and unpredictable outcomes) for each of them, linked to the context 
and unique relationship they establish with stories. The data also points out that narrative empathy requires 
openness, willingness and time. 

In order for this process to be encouraged and supported, the importance of teacher mediation has re-
peatedly emerged. Mediation at a disciplinary level, but also at a pedagogical one, which is necessary to 
understand and interpret students’ needs, to be able to stand beside each reader – supporting and accom-
panying him/her on the path of self-knowledge and of discovery of a complex, unpredictable, sometimes 
distant “literary other” – and to ensure space for authentic, critical and reflective dialogue about the texts. 

Last but not least, the commitment required by teachers to cultivate a reflective competence, called 
into question by any educational action that does not stop at planned and measurable objectives and aims 
to promote mental attitudes and habits (Baldacci, 2020). 

The significance of the study may therefore lie in the possibility of bringing to the attention of education 
professionals crucial factors for the training of empathic competences in schools and in establishing a 
working framework that is far from fixed, comprehensive, and definitive, which – indeed – always needs 
to return to school settings, and to be critically assessed and problematized. It also identifies some possible 
courses of action in the area of initial and ongoing teachers training. 
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