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ABSTRACT

The development of social and emotional competences is a crucial aspect of human flourishing. These competences, including self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, interpersonal skills and responsible decision-making, have been found to demonstrate effective improvements through social and emotional learning (SEL) programs. An analysis of the recent literature on emerging SEL approaches was conducted to provide an overview of current educational proposals, highlighting their strong and critical areas and outlining the lingering challenges, particularly in terms of the necessity to define the theoretical foundations of the programs with utmost clarity and conduct rigorous research on their effectiveness. In light of the aforementioned considerations, this article presents an innovative SEL program entitled The Nous Project that responds to the recommendations highlighted in the literature. Developed for primary school children, The Nous Project is based on a philosophically-grounded theory of socio-emotional education, which primarily focuses on the role of emotional self-understanding. Consequently, the primary objective of The Nous Project is to foster students’ knowledge of their own emotional dimensions and their ability to understand their own emotions. This is achieved by involving them in keeping a reflective diary, where they write down their emotions and analyse them on the basis of a metaphor. The effectiveness of this activity will be discussed starting from the presentation of the findings emerged from the qualitative analysis of the diaries collected during the pilot implementation of the program.
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RESUMEN

El desarrollo de las competencias sociales y emocionales es un aspecto crucial del florecimiento humano. Se ha demostrado que estas competencias, que incluyen la autoconciencia, la autogestión, la conciencia social, las habilidades interpersonales y la toma de decisiones responsables, se promueven eficazmente mediante programas de aprendizaje social y emocional (SEL). Se ha llevado a cabo un análisis de la literatura reciente sobre los enfoques emergentes del SEL con el fin de proporcionar una visión general de las propuestas educativas actuales, destacando sus puntos fuertes y críticos, y esbozando los retos pendientes, en particular la necesidad de definir más claramente los fundamentos teóricos de los programas y de llevar a cabo una investigación rigurosa sobre su eficacia. A la luz de las consideraciones anteriores, el artículo presenta un innovador programa SEL titulado El Proyecto Nous, que responde a las recomendaciones destacadas en la literatura. Creado para niños de primaria, el Proyecto Nous se basa en una teoría filosófica de la educación socioemocional, que se centra principalmente en el papel de la autocomprensión emocional. En consecuencia, el objetivo principal del Proyecto Nous es fomentar el conocimiento, en el alumnado, de su propia dimensión emocional y de su capacidad para comprender sus propias emociones. Esto se consigue implicándoles en la elaboración de un diario reflexivo, en el que escriben sus emociones y las analizan a partir de una metáfora. La eficacia de esta actividad se debatirá a partir de la presentación de los resultados del análisis cualitativo de los diarios recogidos durante la experiencia piloto de dicho programa.

Palabras clave: fenomenología; aprendizaje socioemocional; Proyecto Nous; autocomprensión emocional; educación; investigación cualitativa; escuela primaria.

1. INTRODUCTION

The development of socio-emotional competences is a fundamental dimension of human flourishing. On the topic in question, the most widespread construct in the literature is that of social and emotional learning (SEL), which is defined by the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) as

the process through which all young people and adults acquire and apply the knowledge, skills and attitudes to develop healthy identities, manage emotions and achieve personal and collective goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain supportive relationships, and make responsible and caring decisions (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, 2020).

In recent decades, extensive research has been conducted on school programs inspired by SEL, which was initially conducted only in the United States, but later, it was conducted progressively and more widely in Europe and other countries as well. Many efforts have been made to effectively integrate SEL into academic instruction, with an increasing inclination towards promoting equality and equity (Schwartz et al., 2023). Research has been strongly oriented towards the effectiveness of SEL programs, highlighting their positive effects both on students’ socio-emotional well-being and academic performance (Durlak et al., 2022), and demonstrating their long-term impact (Taylor et al., 2017). The increasing interest in this topic is linked to the current challenges affecting education and schools, such as the connection between emotional distress and illiteracy (Goleman, 1995; Mitchell et al., 2019), mental health problems in children and adolescents (UNICEF, 2024), and phenomena of violence and bullying (Holt et al., 2015).

An analysis of the literature brings out the need to increase the commitment to theoretical reflection and rigorous research in this field (Jones & Doolittle, 2017; Jones et al., 2017). In fact, theoretical reflection enables the outlining of horizons of thought in light of which educational objectives can be clearly identified, while research provides evidence to support the effectiveness of the tools adopted and activities implemented.

Beginning with these considerations, this article presents The Nous Project, a SEL program specifically aimed to improve emotional self-understanding in primary school children. The theory that underpins the program is philosophically grounded: in fact, on the one hand it refers to phenomenological philosophy, which highlights the ontological significance of emotional dimension and suggests a reflective method for the analysis of emotional experiences; on the other hand it refers to the cognitive conception of emotions, advocated in ancient times by Aristotle (1999, 2019) and Epictetus (1766), and in more recent times by Nussbaum, according to which feeling and thinking are closely interconnected, because emotions have a cognitive content1.

2. AN OVERVIEW OF EMERGING SEL APPROACHES

Over the past two decades, a multitude of SEL programs have flourished, and the academic literature has been increasingly focusing on identifying their positive outcomes and critical issues to evaluate their effectiveness and promote continuous improvement of educational and teaching practices (Durlak et al., 2022; Jones & Doolittle, 2017). Significant efforts are currently being made in order to establish a coherent and systematic understanding of educational knowledge and practice in the field of SEL, including the development of tools to support schools and professionals in navigating this complex area (Jones et al., 2019). Overall, research continues with the aim to respond to the new socio-emotional challenges emerging in contemporary society.

Beginning with these considerations, an analysis of the recent literature was conducted to offer a brief overview of some of the main emerging approaches aimed at promoting SEL, highlighting their strengths and critical points.

An increasingly expanding approach is that of mindfulness, which has commonalities and differences with respect to traditional SEL programs (Feuerborn & Gueldner, 2019). The main similarities are concerned with the objectives that aim to promote socio-emotional skills, particular attention to promoting awareness, similar principles of educational design, and the possibility of implementation according to a multilevel system of prevention and support (Feuerborn & Gueldner, 2019). In terms of differences, SEL programs are based on a broader set of theories (Feuerborn & Gueldner, 2019) and may also use different instruction and teaching strategies. In SEL programs, cognitive behavioral strategies can be utilized to identify cognitive errors and modify them as well as to change behavioral responses; in contrast, mindfulness practices give less attention to this aspect of active modification of thoughts and behaviors, leaning more toward the cultivation of awareness (Feuerborn & Gueldner, 2019). Overall, mindfulness represents a promising approach to promoting socio-emotional skills, particularly those related to self-awareness and emotion regulation. In particular, one way is proving to be promising. The way involves integrating some mindfulness practices into existing structured SEL programs and paying attention to work not by merely adding content to the content of such programs but by applying a transformative approach aimed at instilling mindfulness aspects within lessons, thus improving content and delivery (Gueldner & Feuerborn, 2016).

Another approach of growing interest concerns educational proposals specifically aimed at the development of resilience (Beltman & Mansfield, 2018). On the one hand, it has been observed that it is possible to highlight the potential of manualized SEL programs according to a resilience perspective (LaBelle, 2023). On the other hand, specific approaches to resilience have been developed, which partially differ from traditional SEL practices as they work on a broader range of skills, such as ‘positive schooling programs’. These proposals have characteristics that overlap with SEL programs, but which present a few differences with respect to the approach and skills addressed: Kumar and Mohideen (2021) highlighted that SEL programs are based on a developmental perspective, paying attention to age-aligned tasks (Denham, 2018) aimed at promoting the development of certain socio-emotional competences, while positive school programs aim at cultivating a broader set of skills inspired by positive psychology, such as hope (Snyder et al., 2003) and gratitude (Froh et al., 2008). A particular declination of this kind of programs concerns a focus on character strengths: in a recent review of studies related to this particular proposal, a variety of theories that inform the related educational interventions and the difficulty in reaching a consensus on the underlying theoretical foundations were observed (Kumar & Mohideen, 2021). Further research should validate a solid theoretical framework and identify the mechanisms at play that favour the processes of change in students, integrating a qualitative component and developing longitudinal studies, which should, in particular, take into account the critical issues that have emerged with respect to the effectiveness of these programs in maintaining high levels of change and positive outcomes (Kumar & Mohideen, 2021).

An approach strongly linked to the resilience-oriented one, as it emphasizes strengths and resources (Snyder & Flay, 2012), is that of ‘positive youth development’ (PYD). PYD can be considered as a multidisciplinary construct that, in numerous respects, overlaps and informs SEL and character development approaches (Snyder & Flay, 2012) and focuses on promoting positive and caring environments, paying attention to the complexity of the levels at play in the educational field—such as family, peer, school, and community environments (Mas-Expósito et al., 2022). An example of a PYD-oriented approach concerns restorative justice practices, which have their roots in restorative justice, whose main objective is promoting shared solutions to conflict situations, bringing together the parties involved in it in order to identify forms of reparation in accordance with the damage that has been caused (Frias-Armentia et al., 2018). ‘Whole school restorative approaches’ (WSRA) have been found to be particularly significant, encompassing active and participatory methodologies designed to foster social and emotional competences and prevent conflicts. These approaches operate at the level of school culture, facilitating positive relationships among all members of the school community (Mas-Exposito et al., 2022). The evidence on the effectiveness of these approaches is promising, but research in this field is particularly complex due both to the varying conceptual and methodological principles of the programs and to the need to adapt them to specific school settings and cultures (Mas-Expósito et al., 2022; McCluskey, 2008).

The interest in pedagogical approaches that integrate artistic tools to promote socio-emotional skills has also increased considerably. For example, the employment of the arts of theatre in SEL programming has been emphasised to facilitate the identification of any adversities that children have experienced or are experiencing and the provision of opportunities to promote their coping strategies (Schnyder et al., 2021). This is particularly useful in the early childhood age group in which language is still developing, and the expressive arts often represent an effective means of expression (Schnyder et al., 2021). The limited number of peer-reviewed studies investigating the issue has been highlighted; therefore, further research in this direction is warranted (Schnyder et al., 2021).

Another approach of growing interest concerns body-oriented interventions (BOI), which begin from the assumption that bodily and emotional experiences are closely associated at both biological and experiential levels (Dias Rodrigues et al., 2022), and employ activities such as psychomotricity, play, dance, and relaxation to promote the development of socio-emotional skills. A growing body of evidence supports the positive impact of BOI on various aspects of socio-emotional skills; however, more studies are hoped to be conducted on the effectiveness of such programs, carefully considering the optimal frequency, dosage and intensity of the interventions (Dias Rodrigues et al., 2022).

In conclusion to this brief overview of educative approaches in the SEL field, it is important to report how there is an increasing interest in the development of proposals that integrate the utilization of technologies to promote the development of socio-emotional skills among students. It has been observed that studies in the field of Human Computer Interaction (HCI) have often focused more on specific disadvantaged populations, particularly in support of people with autism (Slovák & Fitzpatrick, 2015). However, an emerging area of research concerns the potential that HCI has in promoting universal SEL curricula, in particular with respect to the support that technological methods can offer in responding to certain open challenges in traditional SEL programming, such as “embedding skills into everyday settings, promoting reflection, and providing mixed spaces for practice” (Slovák & Fitzpatrick, 2015, p. 11).

Overall, it can be observed that each illustrated educational approach has some strengths related to its specificity. The development of a plurality of approaches allows to respond to diversified contextual needs and offers the opportunity to evaluate integrated perspectives: for example, the combination of approaches focused on mindfulness, resilience and PYD allows to characterize educational action according to a holistic perspective, synergistically promoting emotional regulation, resilience and conflict resolution. Similarly, having more innovative tools such as technology, art and body-oriented interventions allows a better adaptation to different learning styles and cultural contexts.

Furthermore, teachers have an opportunity to evaluate the approach that is not only best suited to their classroom context but also most congenial to their own inclinations – a crucial aspect for effective implementation of the programs.

Among the critical issues highlighted, we frequently find the need for more solid theoretical bases for programs and a greater development of rigorous studies on effectiveness.

3. “THE NOUS PROJECT” TO IMPROVE EMOTIONAL SELF-AWARENESS

The development of SEL competences contributes to the achievement of human flourishing. To flourish means “to fulfil one’s potential as human individual” (Kristjánsson, 2015, p. 13) and it is widely accepted as the “goal of life” (Kristjánsson, 2015, p. 13). Human potential includes several dimensions of a human being, whose personality is an interconnection of physical, cognitive, relational, emotional, ethical, political, aesthetic, spiritual, and religious aspects (Mortari & Ubbiali, 2021), which education is called upon to develop. From this perspective, SEL can be defined as the educational effort specifically addressed to the flourishing of the socio-emotional human potentialities, which encompass self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relational skills, and responsible decision-making (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning- CASEL, 2021). These core SEL competences are interrelated, but self-awareness appears to be fundamental for the development of the others; specifically, it can be suggested that to effectively manage emotions one should be aware of feeling them, of the thoughts underlying them, and of his/her ways to display them to others; the awareness of one’s own ways of emotionally reacting to different situations can help to better understand another’s emotions and empathically and positively relate to them; moreover, the ability to take caring and constructive decisions requires the awareness of how one feels about the courses of action to that these choices will lead to. This consideration allows an argument to be made in favor of a SEL program that focuses on the development of self-awareness as its primary educational objective.

Therefore, we propose The Nous Project, which is an educational program aimed at supporting the development of self-awareness through emotional self-understanding in children of primary school. In the following paragraph we will present the program by clarifying its theoretical framework, which is philosophically grounded, and describing its structure; a specific focus on the “diary of emotional life” will be provided, namely, an instrument which translates into practice the phenomenologically-inspired method to reflect on one’s own emotions.

3.1. The theoretical framework

The theory of socio-emotional education underlying The Nous Project argues that: socio-emotional education is important because emotional dimension has ontological significance, since it is constitutive of our being; socio-emotional education is possible if it is conceived in the light of a cognitive conception of emotions, according to which emotions are nourished by thoughts, such as beliefs and evaluations; emotional self-understanding is an important goal of socio-emotional education, and a method for promoting it is the phenomenological one, which suggests the possibility to analyze one’s own emotions by reflecting on them.2

3.1.1. The ontological significance of the emotional dimension

In the past century, it has mainly been phenomenological philosophy that has highlighted how emotional experience is constitutive of our being. According to Scheler (1973), the “heart deserves to be called the core of man as a spiritual being much more than knowing and willing do” (p. 100) and “man, before he is an ens cogitans or an ens volens, is an ens amans” (pp. 110-111). Stein (2002) states that in the human being, “his heart is the actual living center of his being” and adds that “it is evidently the heart that has the greatest share in the inner processes of the soul” (p. 437). Pfänder (1913) reflects on the pervasiveness of emotions in human life: indeed, using a metaphor, he suggests that sentiments are the invisible threads that move the entire mechanism of life. The contemporaneous philosopher De Monticelli (2008), who is a fine scholar of Scheler, highlights that the emotional dimension is the nucleus of essential personal identity, as she states that all emotional experiences are also experiences of the self and that the emotional dimension is precisely the dimension of experience of the interiority of one’s own person.

In the emotional experiences humans become aware of the quality of their experience; thus, the emotional dimension fosters an ontological revelation about one’s own way of being in the world.

Given the ontological significance of the emotional dimension, knowing how to cultivate the capacity for understanding the quality of one’s own emotional life can help in the search for the art of living; therefore, it can be conceived as an important purpose of socio-emotional education.

3.1.2. The cognitive conception of emotions

Socio-emotional education is possible only if emotions are not conceived as irrational phenomena but linked to the cognitive dimension and therefore being able to be transformatively understood and managed.

The theory of interdependence between emotional and cognitive dimensions has been strongly advocated in recent decades in the field of psychology and neuroscience (Bandura, 1999; Oatley, 1992; Ellis, 1993; Harré & Gillett, 1994; Scherer, 2005; Immordino-Yang & Damasio, 2007), but the cognitive conception of emotional experiences has ancient origins and was first proposed by Aristotle and Stoics, who are the fundamental references for the contemporaneous philosopher Nussbaum’s reflections on emotions. Beginning from the analysis of the Aristotelian and Stoic conception of emotions, Nussbaum states that emotions are not irrational experiences, as they disclose cognitive contents. According to her, an emotion is the expression of an evaluation of an event (Nussbaum, 1994). For example, when faced with a situation which the mind valuates as threatening, a person will be filled with fear. According to this conception, emotional phenomena “may be ‘irrational’ in the sense that the beliefs on which they rest may be false or unjustified, or both. They are not irrational in the sense of having nothing to do with argument and reasoning” (Nussbaum, 1994, p. 38).

In analyzing the Aristotelian perspective, Nussbaum (1994) states that “for we can see by looking at Aristotle’s accounts that the beliefs must be regarded as constituent parts of what the emotion is” (p. 88); indeed, emotions happen “at the thought of” (p. 88) something. At this regard, in The Art of Rhetoric, the analysis of emotions is conducted following such an argumentative structure: “If they think X, then they will experience emotion Y” (Nussbaum, 1994, pp. 88-89).

In line with the Aristotelian theory, the Stoic theory also assigns a cognitive structure to emotional experiences, so that “the evaluative content of the emotional person’s judgment is salient” (Nussbaum, 1994, p. 88). In his Enchiridion (or Manual), Epictetus goes so far as to claim, “Remember, that not he who gives ill language, or a blow, affronts; but the principle, which represents these things as affronting”; and adds, “When therefore, anyone provokes you, be assured, that it is your own opinion that provokes you” (Epictetus,1766, XX). Immediately afterwards, he indicates a method for self-awareness and self-management: “Try, therefore, in the first place, not to be hurried away with the appearance. For, if you once gain time and respite, you will more easily command yourself” (XX). The possibility of finding an important insight for outlining a cognitive conception of emotions in Epictetus is that, according to him, what causes pain is not what happens but the judgment of what happens (XVI). However, in recalling the Stoic theory of emotions, it should be emphasized that we agree with Nussbaum (2001) when she clarifies that, while sharing with the Stoics the idea that emotions have a cognitive content, she rejects the notion that all emotions should be extirpated because all evaluations involved in them would be false. Since human life is constituted of relationships with others, because humans are constitutively relational, it cannot but be affectively connoted.

Based on the theoretical assumption of a close correlation between feeling and thinking, it can be hypothesized that if one wishes to modify emotions s/he can work on their cognitive content (Nussbaum, 1994). Accordingly, from the perspective of socio-emotional education, it is important to elaborate a method that enables people to understand their own emotions by clarifying the thoughts underlying them. Moreover, precisely because being aware of the thoughts underlying an emotion is a necessary condition for working on them in order to modify the emotion itself, a method of emotional self-understanding elaborated on the basis of a cognitive conception of emotional experiences cannot help but present an evident transformative potential.

3.1.3. The phenomenological method of emotional self-understanding

An important reference for developing a method for the knowledge of the emotional life is the phenomenological one, because it provides indications for the analysis of the life of the mind. In its Husserlian formulation, the phenomenological method requires the description of the lived experiences of the consciousness (Husserl, 2012); thus, when this method has at its focus the emotional dimension, it requires a description of the emotional lived experiences which, with their cognitive nucleus, are the expression of the life of the mind. Husserl conceives phenomenology as an eidetic science, aimed at searching for the general essence of a phenomenon; in contrast, when the phenomenological method is assumed as the method for self-understanding, it is conceived as an experiential practice to gain self-knowledge. Accordingly, while the eidetic phenomenology is aimed at describing the general essence of an emotional phenomenon, the phenomenological method as a method for self-understanding requires the person to describe a precise emotional experience lived by him/her—that is, a personal emotional phenomenon. For this reason, the phenomenology of emotional self-understanding proposed by the theory of socio-emotional education as the basis of The Nous Project does not aspire to the construction of general knowledge but to the construction of personal knowledge (Mortari, 2023).

Self-understanding is the behavior of the mind when, having ceased involvement in worldly activities, observes what happens within itself (Stein, 1970). Phenomenological self-understanding occurs when the inner gaze of the mind is activated, and the subject finds him/herself reflecting upon him/herself. Emotional experiences are aspects that are most alive, but also for this reason, the most elusive (Zambrano, 1949); therefore, they evade any definition that seeks to pin them down. However, despite its limits, emotional self-analysis is possible because emotional acts have their own ways to appear to the gaze of the mind and, as such, they can become the objects of thought.

3.2. The structure of the program and the diary of emotional life

The program (see Table 1) is structured in nine meetings between the researcher and the classes involved, one meeting every two weeks. During the meetings, the researcher promoted some activities aimed at encouraging children’s reflection on the emotional dimension, such as conversations, games and stories. These activities are aimed to introduce and support the proposal of the central instrument of the program, namely, the diary of emotional life, which translates into practice the phenomenological method of emotional self-understanding presented above. In their reflective journals, children are invited both to narrate an emotion they felt during their day and to analyze it on the basis of a metaphor.


TABLE 1
THE STRUCTURE OF THE PROGRAM




	Weeks of the project

	Meetings and activities






	I week

	I meeting

	- The class is involved in a brainstorming starting with the question, “Do you know emotions? What emotions do you know?”.

- The researcher presents the metaphor ‘the vegetable garden of emotions’, inviting the class to associate four emotions (joy, sadness, anger and fear3) with four plants.

- The researcher requires children to choose one of the plants and narrate an experience about the associated emotion.




	Instruction for the diary for the first week of writing

	“Draw a plant and narrate the associated emotion”. For this week of writing, as for the further ones, children could also choose different emotions and plants than those presented during the first meeting.




	II week

	The researcher collects the diaries to read it.




	III week

	II meeting

	- The researcher presents a story about an emotion.

- During a conversation, children are invited to tell what emotion they have recognized in the story and analyze it by clarifying the fact from which it arose.




	Instruction for the diary for the second week of writing

	“Draw a plant and narrate the associated emotion. In the ground of the drawn plant, please write the fact from which your emotions arose”.




	IV week

	The researcher collects the diaries to read them.




	V week

	III meeting

	- The researcher presents a story about an emotion.

- During a conversation, children are invited to tell what emotion they have recognized in the story and analyze it by clarifying the fact from which it arose and the facial/bodily manifestations through which it was expressed.




	Instruction for the diary for the third week of writing

	“Draw a plant and narrate the associated emotion. In the ground of the drawn plant, please write the fact from which your emotions arose; in the fruits of the plant, please write the manifestations through which your emotion expressed itself (if your emotion did not express itself in anyway, please write “no manifestations”).




	VI week

	The researcher collects the diaries to read them.




	VII week

	IV meeting

	Children are involved in a game: “The goose game of emotions”, structured with the name of the different emotions narrated by children in their diaries so far; each child is invited to roll the dice twice and write down the emotions on which the pawn stops. Then they are invited to choose one of the two emotions emerged by the game and invent a story about it.




	Instruction for the diary for the fourth week of writing

	The same of the third week.




	VIII week

	The researcher collects the diaries to read them.




	IX week

	V meeting

	- The researcher presents a story about an emotion.

- During a conversation, children are invited to tell what emotion they have recognized in the story and analyze it by clarifying the fact from which it arose, the facial/bodily manifestations through which it was expressed, and the thoughts which nourished it.




	Instruction for the diary for the fifth week of writing

	“Draw a plant and narrate the associated emotion. In the ground of the drawn plant, please write the fact from which your emotions arose; in the fruits of the plant, please write the manifestations through which your emotion expressed itself (if your emotion did not express itself in anyway, please write “no manifestations”); in the stem of the plant please write the thoughts which nourished your emotion.




	X week

	The researcher collects the diaries to read them.




	XI week

	VI meeting

	Children are involved again in a game: “The goose game of emotions”, but this time, in addition to inventing a story, they also analyze the emotion inside it, clarifying the fact, manifestations and thoughts.




	Instruction for the diary for the sixth week of writing

	The same of the fifth week.




	XII week

	The researcher collects the diaries to read them.




	XIII week

	VII meeting

	- The researcher presents a story about anger.

- During a conversation, children are invited to tell what emotion they have recognized in the story and analyze it by clarifying the fact from which it arose, the facial/bodily manifestations through which it was expressed, and the thoughts which nourished it.

- Then children are involved in another conversation on how to manage anger, starting from the cognitive theory’s assumption that it is possible to transform an emotion by changing the thought that nourishes it.




	Instruction for the diary for the seventh week of writing

	The same of the fifth and sixth weeks.




	XIV week

	The researcher collects the diaries to read them.




	XV week

	VIII meeting

	During a conversation, children are invited to clarify the differences between similar emotions (for example, happiness and joy, sadness and melancholy, anxiety and agitation, etc.).




	Indication for the diary for the eighth week of writing

	The same of the fifth, sixth and seventh weeks.




	XVI week

	The researcher collects the diaries to read them.




	XVII week

	IX meeting

	- Each child is invited to write a definition of all the emotions s/he has narrated over the course of the program in his/her diary.

- Each child is invited to answer in written form to the question: “What have I learnt from this pathway?”.






Source: author’s own elaboration



Even if the cognitive act recommended by phenomenology is description, and not narration, research has revealed that people find easier to narrate than to describe: in fact, since the life of the mind has a temporal structure, the cognitive act that best renders the passage of time is precisely that of narration; moreover, the most detailed narratives normally also include in-depth descriptions (Mortari, 2017).

To deepen the reflective work, The Nous Project proposes the addition of the analysis of emotions through the use of a metaphor to the diary writing. The metaphor used—that is, ‘the vegetable garden of emotions’—invites one to think of one’s personal emotional life by associating it with organic plant life. The metaphorical assumption underlying ‘the vegetable garden of emotions’ is that the emotional dimension, just like plants in a vegetable garden, can be ‘cultivated’,—that is, it is possible to care for this dimension. The children are told that while caring for a plant requires, for example, exposing it to light and giving it water, caring for one’s emotional life requires reflecting on it. In both cases, it takes time to see a plant flourish and to see emotional self-awareness flourish; in fact, an exercise of emotional self-understanding does not develop a reflective habit if it is performed only once but only if it is performed continuously over time. Furthermore, the association among the structure of vegetal life and the structure of the emotional life is developed in the following manner: just as a plant sinks its roots into ground that is fertile enough to give birth to it, an emotion ‘sinks its roots’ into a fact—that is, an event or situation that triggers it; just as a plant makes itself recognizable to a lay observer mainly by the fruits it produces, an emotion makes itself recognizable to others by facial or bodily manifestations or displays, through which it expresses or externalizes itself; just as a plant is nourished by its sap, an emotion is ‘nourished’ by the thoughts linked to it—positive thoughts nourish positive emotions, while negative thoughts nourish negative emotions. On the one hand, the expression ‘positive emotions’ refers to emotions that make one feel good about oneself and others; on the other hand, the expression ‘negative emotions’ refers to emotions that do not make one feel good about oneself and in relationships.

Within the educational program, the metaphor is conceived of as a space for emotional analysis, which accompanies diaristic writing. In fact, when children narrate an emotion in their diary, they are also invited to associate a plant with it. It can be a vegetable, in keeping with the metaphor of the ‘vegetable garden’, but also a fruit plant, a flower, or a tree. The metaphorical association is a first step in the emotional analysis, because by attempting to identify which plant is best suited to represent the emotion felt, the children are already deepening the quality of the emotional experience they have lived. After individuating an association, they are invited to draw the plant that represents their emotion. Then, progressively over the course of the program, the children are invited to write down the fact from which the emotion arose in the ground from which the drawn plant takes root, the facial or physical manifestations with which the emotion was expressed in the fruits of the drawn plant, and the thoughts that nourished the emotion in the stem of the drawn plant, where the sap ideally flows. In the event that the children realize, during the analysis of the emotion, that it has remained within them—that is, that it has not externalized itself through any manifestation—they have the option of writing ‘no manifestation’ in the fruits. Since to make emotional awareness flourish it is necessary to cultivate a habit of reflecting on one’s own emotions, it is important for children to make a regular commitment to write and analyze their emotions: for this reason, during the project, the cooperation of teachers is requested so that they invite children to compile the diary daily, every other week. In this way, the researcher, at least fortnightly, can collect children’s diaries in order to check whether the various elements of self-understanding, which have been progressively introduced, have been understood or whether further explanations of the metaphor are needed.

4. A QUALITATIVE RESEARCH ON CHILDREN’S EMOTIONAL DIARIES

The pilot edition of The Nous Project involved 57 9-and 10-year-old students (26 males and 31 females) attending 4 classes of Italian primary schools. A qualitative research has been carried out in order to evaluate the educational effectiveness of the program (Valbusa & Mortari, 2017; Mortari, et al., 2024). Since the activity which responds to its main educational aim, namely, to foster children’s reflection on their own’s emotions, was the diary of emotional life, the collected diaries have been analyzed in order to discover what elements of emotional self-understanding emerged in them.

4.1. Collected data and analysis method

At the end of the program, it was possible to qualitatively analyze 45 participants’ diaries of emotional life, which contained a total of more than 1,400 exercises of emotional self-understanding. The diaries taken into account for research purposes were those with at least one emotional self-understanding exercise in each of the eight weeks of diary activity and were decipherable in language and writing. All diaries were faithfully transcribed and anonymized.

The collected data were analyzed following a phenomenological approach. Proposals about how to conceive and apply the phenomenological method in empirical sciences have been provided in the last decades by several authors (see, for example, Giorgi, 1985; Van Manen, 1990; Moustakas, 1994; de Feijoo & Goto, 2016; Lima & de Castro Crusoé, 2021); however, the main issue to be discussed – i.e. how it is possible that the phenomenological method, developed by Husserl for philosophy as an eidetic science, can be applied to the field of empirical sciences – is scarcely addressed in literature and needs more attention. At this regard, the main assumption of the phenomenological approach embraced by the research presented in this article points out that the essence that can be sought in the empirical field is not the eidetic essence, consisting of the general and persistent properties of a phenomenon, but the concrete essence, consisting of the phenomenon’s contextual and accidental qualities (Mortari et al., 2023). Consistently with this assumption, which characterizes empirical phenomenology, the aim of diaries’ analysis was to describe the concrete essence of the practice of emotional self-understanding carried out by the involved children and, on the base of the results, evaluate the effectiveness of the narration and metaphor in encouraging it.

To achieve this purpose, specific heuristic procedures, suitable to be applied to the collected material, which is unique in literature, were developed. Specifically, elements of emotional experiences included in the diaries with reference to different weeks of writing were considered. In particular, diaries were examined with reference to the instructions given to children by the researcher during each one of the four different phases of the diary activity. With reference to each phase, the presence in the diaries of the “required elements” and the “unexpected elements” were taken into account. The required elements are those explicitly required by the instructions given to children by the researcher in a certain phase; the unexpected elements are those that children anticipated at an earlier phase prior of being explicitly requested. Each phase is associated with a writing and analysis task: phase one covers the first week of the diary activity (required elements: story and drawing; unexpected elements: fact, manifestations and thoughts); phase two covers the second week of the diary activity (required elements: story, drawing and fact; unexpected elements: manifestations and thoughts); phase three covers the third and fourth weeks of the diary activity (required elements: narrative, drawing, fact, manifestations; unexpected element: thoughts); the third phase covers the fifth, sixth, seventh and eighth weeks of the diary activity (required elements: narrative, drawing, fact, manifestations and thoughts; unexpected elements: none, because all the elements of emotional experiences covered by the project at this point had already been required). In addition, it was checked whether or not the diary narration contained the name of the emotion, whether the manifestations were explicit or denied (this is the case when children wrote “no manifestations”), whether the fact that had given rise to the emotion was precise or general. The different types of thoughts that children identified as underlying their emotions were also labelled.

An example of the analysis carried out according to this procedure is presented in the Figure 1.


FIGURE 1
AN EXAMPLE OF DATA ANALYSIS

[image: ]

Source: author’s own elaboration


Consistent with the principle of faithfulness to data, which is one of the pillars of empirical phenomenology (Mortari et al., 2023), in addition to the required and unexpected elements, possible “emerging elements” were searched for, i.e. elements of the emotional experience that children had autonomously brought to light during the self-understanding practice, without ever being explicitly invited by the researcher to focus on them.

4.2. Findings

In summary, the research findings reveal that, already in the earliest diary entries, when the children were not yet asked to analyze their emotions using the plant but only to make the metaphorical association, the fact from which the emotion arises emerges: in narrating their emotional experience, in fact, the children almost always refer to a precise event or situation that gave rise to the emotion. The children’s ability to identify, without difficulty, the fact from which their emotion arose is also confirmed in the exercises of analysis using the drawn plant in all the phases of the educational experience. Indeed, in most cases, children mention the same fact in the ground from which the drawn plant originates as the one that they refer to in the emotional narration.

In contrast, the cases in which the children made the manifestations of emotions explicit in the narratives were rather rare; instead, for them the most effective tool for identifying manifestations was the emotional analysis through the vegetal metaphor. Often, in the space of the analysis dedicated to manifestations—that is, in the fruits of the drawn plant, the children wrote ‘no manifestation’; however, this is a result of the commitment to emotional self-understanding, because it implies that in these cases, in reflecting on their emotional experience, the children realized that their emotion remained ‘within them’ as it did not make itself visible to other people.

Moreover, with regard to the element of thoughts, it can be said that the facilitation represented by the metaphor was decisive: the presence of thoughts in the children’s exercises of emotional self-understanding, in fact, increased from the moment they were invited to write down their thoughts in the stem of the drawn plant. Therefore, as in the case of manifestations, the tool of analysis—aided by a metaphor—proves more effective than the tool of free narration in stimulating the identification of thoughts. Several typologies of thoughts underlying the emotions emerged from the analysis, i.e., valuation, ironic evaluation, self-evaluation, foresight, supposition, question, doubt, intention, belief, hypothesis, interpretation of others’ emotions, foresight that includes an evaluation, foresight that includes a self- evaluation, foresight of other’s emotion.

Furthermore, the analysis of the children’s diary entries reveals the presence in some of them of other elements of emotional experience (“emerging elements”), i.e. the intensity of the emotion felt, a desire or unwillingness connected with the emotion, and an emotion added to the main one narrated.

4.3. Implications and limitations of the study

The research findings enable researchers to conclude that the self-understanding exercise provided by the SEL program of The Nous Project was effective in promoting emotional self-awareness. Specifically, the metaphor tool was particularly effective in encouraging the identification of manifestations and thoughts, which were less present in the narration of emotion.

However, the research findings make it evident that the structure of the plant metaphor could be evaluated as reductive: therefore, it would be important to rethink and develop the plant metaphor including also the elements of intensity, desire or unwillingness, and additional emotions, which emerged from the qualitative analysis of the collected data.

Useful implications are drawn to improve educational and teaching practices. In particular, the metaphor proposed by the program is particularly flexible and can be effectively integrated into curricular activities. For example, it could be proposed to analyze the emotional experience of the protagonists of literature and historical events, or to analyze students’ own emotional experience aroused by topics taught in multiple disciplines or even by events that affect today’s society.

Furthermore, the program should be improved by also integrating the more relational components of the SEL framework. This could be achieved through the use of the metaphorical tool in specific moments of sharing and discussion. For example, the association of the exercise of emotional self-understanding with moments of sharing and discussion with the teacher and classmates can help understanding the socio-emotional dynamics that involve the entire group, with positive effects on the climate and well-being of the class.

The research has the limitation of having been implemented in a single cultural context, involving a limited number of participants. A broader implementation is needed, including a longitudinal analysis, in order to identify elements of improvement and confirm the effectiveness of the program.

5. CONCLUSION

The Nous Project, with its proposal to associate diary writing with the use of a metaphorical tool for the analysis of one’s own emotional experiences, offers an innovative and effective strategy in enhancing students’ emotional self-understanding. This contribution is particularly relevant in light of the centrality that has been recognized to the cultivation of emotional self-awareness for the harmonious development of children and youth (OECD, 2024), and also in light of the essential role that emotional self-awareness has been argued to play in human flourishing.

Furthermore, the proposed educational tools are easy to be integrated into curricular activities, in line with the need for approaches that effectively integrate SEL into academic instruction (Schwartz et al., 2023).

Finally, The Nous Project, being founded on a rigorous theoretical basis and a careful qualitative analysis of its effectiveness, responds to some critical issues that have emerged in literature with regard to the need for clear theoretical foundations and rigorous evaluation processes for SEL programs (Jones & Doolittle, 2017; Jones et al., 2017).
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