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This article presents “The Nous Project,” a SEL program designed to promote and analyze the capacity for

SEL emotional self-understanding among children attending elementary schools in Italy. The project rests on the
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conceptual framework that authentic educational research should be not only explorative of a phenomenon but
also transformative of a context and, to achieve this, it should introduce into schools new meaningful experiences
and investigate them. The children involved in the project were invited to narrate the emotions they felt during

the day in a “diary of emotional life” and analyze them with the help of the metaphor “vegetable garden of
emotions.” These reflective exercises were qualitatively analyzed in order to understand what ways of emotional
self-understanding emerge from the realized educative experience. At the end of the program, children were
asked to write what they thought they had learned, and findings from the qualitative analysis of their answers
highlight their perceptions about the effectiveness of the educative experience in which they were involved.

1. Introduction

Research on Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) has grown expo-
nentially in recent decades alongside large-scale organizations’ interest
in it (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2015;
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2024; Singh
& Duraiappah, 2020; World Health Organization, 1994; World Health
Organization, 2003).

The most widely quoted definition of SEL is the one developed by the
Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL)
(Niemi, 2020), which defines it 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, 2020).

SEL programs have spread widely across all school levels, and there
has been growing recognition by school professionals of the importance
and need for such interventions (Atwell & Bridgeland, 2019; Hamilton
et al., 2019).

Considerable research effort has been invested in identifying SEL
programs that had been developed to be effective on an evidence-based
level (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning,
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2013; Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning,
2015) and in offering teachers and schools useful tools to orient them-
selves in the vastness of the developed interventions, in order to be able
to identify those most suited to specific contextual needs (Collaborative
for Academic, 2022; Jones et al., 2019).

Among the programs selected by CASEL as evidence-based, well
designed, and which offer quality training, some examples of the most
widespread are listened below. One of the best-known program is named
RULER, developed at the Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence and
aimed at promoting five main emotional skills: recognizing, under-
standing, labeling, expressing and regulating emotions. It should be
underlined that this program places particular importance on the pro-
fessional development of teachers by supporting them in the develop-
ment of their own socio-emotional skills (Hoffmann et al., 2020), an
aspect which is increasingly being paid attention to due to its impact
both on the well-being of teachers and on the effectiveness of SEL in-
terventions (D’Emidio-Caston, 2019; Oliveira et al., 2021;
Schonert-Reichl, 2017, 2019). Another program, which is widely
implemented in schools is called PATHS, which is based on the
Affective-Behavioral-Cognitive-Dynamic (ABCD) model (Greenberg &
Kusché, 1993). The program is focused on the dynamic integration of
affect, behavior and cognitive understanding, and boasts several proof of
evidence (e.g. Crean & Johnson, 2013; Domitrovich et al., 2007;
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Schonfeld et al., 2015); research on the program is continuing in order to
study its impact in several countries outside the USA, where it was
developed and has spread most, and consider the need for cultural ad-
aptations as well (Ferrer-Wreder et al., 2021; Humphrey et al., 2016;
Humphrey et al., 2018; Novak et al., 2017). Within the vast panorama of
existing programs, there is a growing interest in the contribution of
mindfulness to SEL practices: it has been observed that the approach of
mindfulness and the one of SEL practices have points in common and
differences, and that their adequate integration can prove particularly
profitable (Feuerborn & Gueldner, 2019). Of particular note is the Mind
Up program (Maloney et al., 2016), based on mindfulness and found to
be effective in different school levels (Crooks et al., 2020;
Schonert-Reichl & Lawlor, 2010; Schonert-Reichl et al., 2015; Thierry
et al., 2016).

Overall there is a growing body of research that shows how rigor-
ously founded and implemented SEL programs can significantly improve
not only the academic results and path of children and youth but also
various aspects of their socio-emotional well-being (Cipriano et al.,
2023; Durlak et al., 2011, 2022). Furthermore, research continues to
invest effort in reaching useful indications regarding the effectiveness of
interventions, for example by aiming to identify which outcomes are
associated with interventions and which factors act as moderators
(Cipriano et al., 2023).

However, many challenges remain for the improvement of SEL
research and practices, particularly the need for better clarification of
theoretical frameworks and rigorously based assessment processes
(Jones & Doolittle, 2017). Regarding the need for clarity of theoretical
frameworks, some critical issues have been highlighted: a) SEL is often
used as an umbrella term for a wide range of different disciplines and
types of interventions (Jones et al., 2021) with various theoretical
backgrounds; b) the plurality of terminologies regarding the definition
of skills and competences that are intended to be promoted (including, e.
g., “emotional intelligence,” “social and emotional skills,” and
“emotional literacy”) (Humphrey et al., 2011) and the phenomenon
called the “jingle-jangle effect,” which indicates the use of the same
terms to refer to different concepts or, conversely, the use of different
terms to refer to the same concepts (Reeves & Venator, 2014); c) the
problem of misalignment between theory, evaluation plan, and mea-
surement (Jones et al., 2017b).

While significant findings have shown the positive effects of SEL
programs, evidence on the effectiveness of such programs has proved to
be sometimes controversial. This may be due to the use of different
frameworks in research and evaluation, limited precision regarding key
SEL competencies and related measurement processes, or even a
misalignment between intervention goals and measured student out-
comes (Jones & Doolittle, 2017). With regard to primary school, it was
observed that different results with respect to the impact of SEL pro-
grams could be due to the fact that evaluations are often not aimed at the
precise skills promoted by those interventions, but at much broader
outcomes (Jones et al., 2017b). Furthermore, the importance of clari-
fying the reasons, objectives, and purposes of assessments is strongly
underlined (National Practitioner Advisory Group, 2019).

This contribution aims to present the SEL program “The Nous Proj-
ect,” that is provided by CRED, the Center of Educational and Didactic
Research of the University of Verona (Italy), which involves researchers
with philosophical, educational and psychological backgrounds at
different levels of their academic careers to design educative research
aimed at improving the quality of life and practices in school contexts.
The program was developed, implemented, and evaluated after careful
consideration of the outlined issues regarding theoretical frameworks
and the evaluation of effectiveness.

In terms of theoretical frameworks, “The Nous Project” was devel-
oped after careful reflection on the theoretical references on which it is
based. The program takes its name from the Greek term “nous,” which
means both “thought” and “heart.” This follows the project’s theoretical
assumption that the cognitive and emotional dimensions are strictly
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connected, as the cognitive conception of emotions, which is sustained
in the philosophical and psychological fields, highlights.

“The Nous Project” is aimed at children aged 9-10 years. It follows
recommendations to consider an alignment between the proposed ac-
tivities and the developmental stage of the children being addressed
(Jones et al., 2017b) and to offer useful indications for the improvement
of programs aimed at specific ages. This age group was chosen after a
careful analysis of the critical issues found in the literature, particularly
the great number of dedicated programs up to age 7-8 years, and the fact
that less attention has been given to the delicate phase that prepares for
the transition to middle school (Rimm-Kaufman & Hulleman, 2015).

The implementation of the program followed the four practices
recommended by the SAFE approach (sequenced, active, targeted and
explicit) (Durlak et al., 2010), and its effectiveness was evaluated
through a rigorous qualitative methodology.

2. “The Nous project” as SEL program

SEL is described as “the process through which children and adults
develop the skills, attitudes, and values necessary to acquire social and
emotional competence,” where social and emotional competence is
conceived as “the ability to understand, manage, and express the social
and emotional aspects of one’s life in ways that enable the successful
management of life tasks such as learning, forming relationships, solving
everyday problems, and adapting to the complex demands of growth
and development” (Elias et al., 1997, p. 2). The goals of SEL combine
behavioral, cognitive and emotional aspects, fostering competences that
are considered to be essential for all students (Zins & Elias, 2007).

The term SEL was introduced during a meeting hosted in 1994 by the
Fetzer Institute and attended by researchers, educators and child ad-
vocates involved in different efforts to enhance the children’s positive
development. CASEL is the organization which emerged from this
meeting with the aim to establish high-quality, evidence-based SEL as an
essential part of school education (Greenberg et al., 2003).

Referring to the CASEL framework, SEL programs foster the devel-
opment of five core-competences: self-awareness, which encompasses
“the abilities to understand one’s own emotions, thoughts, and values
and how they influence behavior across contexts;” self-management,
which encompasses “the abilities to manage one’s emotions, thoughts,
and behaviors effectively in different situations and to achieve goals and
aspirations;” social awareness, which encompasses “the abilities to un-
derstand the perspectives of and empathize with others, including those
from diverse backgrounds, cultures, and contexts;” relationship skills,
which encompasses “the abilities to establish and maintain healthy and
supportive relationships and to effectively navigate settings with diverse
individuals and groups;” responsible decision-making, which encom-
passes “the abilities to make caring and constructive choices about
personal behavior and social interactions across diverse situations”
(www.casel.org). Since the fundamental educational aim of “The Nous
Project” is to foster children’s emotional self-understanding, it addresses
the first core competence highlighted by CASEL: self-awareness. How-
ever, it is notable that encouraging the development of self-reflection
ability is based on the assumption that becoming aware of one’s own
emotions is crucial to constructing and maintaining positive relation-
ships with others.

This assumption is grounded in the Socratic idea that acquiring self-
awareness is a condition for learning how to care for oneself (Plato,
Alcibiades, 129 a) , and only after being able to care for oneself would
someone be able to care for others. When the Socratic practice of
knowing oneself is carried to a deep level, it has a transformative valence
because it leads to the transformation of one’s own way of being. This
transformation has important implications for the relationships in which
one is involved. Some moral philosophers place importance on emotions
because they recognize that the emotional dimension contains a
fundamental component of ethical thinking. That is, educating people at
the ethical level should also imply educating them to consider the
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feelings connected to their decisions and actions, and the practice of
emotional self-understanding is fundamental to achieving this purpose.
“The Nous Project’’s emphasis on the development of self-awareness,
which is done by involving children in activities that encourage reflec-
tion on their own emotions to understand them, is also grounded in the
assumption that developing this macrocompetence is a condition for not
only improving one’s social awareness and relationship skills but also
engaging in emotional management and responsible decision-making.

3. Conceptual framework and theoretical reference

To introduce “The Nous Project” in detail, we will present (a) its
pedagogical essence, by referring to the philosophy of care, (b) its
theoretical framework, by referring to the cognitive conception of
emotions, and (c) the way to implement it, by referring to the practice of
emotional self-understanding.

3.1. The philosophy of care

Every theory about education is based on a specific philosophy of
life. According to us, the theory of education should have as reference
the philosophy of care, because care is the essential structure of life,
since to be in the life means to be called to care and be cared for
(Mortari, 2022). Knowledge about the ontological necessity of care has
ancient roots (Foucault, 2005; Mortari, 2022). However, in the Western
culture, for a long time the work of care has been conceived as an
exclusive domain of female wisdom, without being adequately theorized
and investigated; only in the last few decades, we have witnessed a
renewed academic interest for this theme and, consequently, an inter-
national proliferation of theoretical and empirical studies about it
(Hamington, 2004; Held, 2006; Kittay, 1999; Mayeroff, 1990; Noddings,
1984, 1992; Slote, 2013; Tronto, 1993). The action of care is necessary
to conserve, repair and make the life flourish and the work of life is the
work of care. Therefore, if education must prepare to the work of life, it
must improve the art of caring. Hence, we start from the presupposition
that the aim of education consists in cultivating the art of caring and, in
particular, of caring for him/herself, for the others and for the world.

The human condition is material and immaterial at the same time,
because we are both embodied and thoughtful entities (Merleau-Ponty,
1968, 2002). Consequently, the action of care is not only directed to the
body but also to the life of the mind, as the ancient philosopher Plato
first suggested in his dialogue Alcibiades. Nevertheless, for a long time
the mind was considered only for its intellectual aspect and its emotional
substance was neglected; only, from the phenomenological turn, that
suggested the recognition of the ontological value of emotions (Scheler,
1973; Stein, 1964, 2002), it has been evident that to care for ourselves
also implies to care for our own emotional life. We are a set of existential
possibilities (Heidegger, 1996) and the action of education should
enhance our capability and passion to cultivate all these possibilities in
order to allow our life to flourish (Nussbaum, 1994, 1997, 2001), i.e. to
develop accordingly to our humanity and uniqueness. In order that the
human potentialities of the person can flourish and consequently allow
him/her to live in a good way with the others, it is important that he/she
does not only acquire intellectual expertise, but also emotional compe-
tence. For this reason, the consideration of education as a practice of
care for the whole person, in order to foster the flourishing of his/her
existential possibilities, implies to pay attention to the emotional
dimension, and therefore to recognize the central role of emotional
education.

3.2. The cognitive conception of emotions

If emotions were conceived as irrational, emotional education could
not be conceived as a cognitive process. Instead, emotional education
can be conceived as possible through the overcoming of the long-term
dichotomy according to which the Western culture has considered the
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emotional dimension to be separated from the cognitive one; on the
contrary, these dimensions of the life of the mind must be considered to
be strictly connected. Our thesis is that emotional education is
conceivable under the perspective of the cognitive theory of emotions
(Ellis, 1993; Harris, 1989; Nussbaum, 2001; Oatley, 1992), according to
which emotions imply cognitive contents that affect the processes of
elaboration of the meaning of experience. In particular, the emotions we
live are the consequences of the meaning that we attribute to our ex-
periences. This cognitive perspective of emotional life is rooted in
ancient Greek philosophy, in particular in the works of Aristotle, the
Stoic School, and Plutarch, because these philosophers considered
emotions to be the expression of a nucleus of thoughts. Famous are the
arguments that Aristotle develops in his Rhetoric (Book II,
1382b-1383a), where he analyses the beliefs that are at the basis of our
emotional experiences. The Stoicism suggests that emotions are defined
by their propositional content. That means that every emotion has its
essence in a judgment concerning the phenomena of which we have
experience (Graver, 2007). Plutarch, in his work Of the tranquility of the
mind, explains that if a person gets to enlighten the cognitive nucleus of
his/her emotional life, he/she can be able to intelligently deal with
his/her emotions and avoid to be passively subjected to them. If we
adopt the cognitive vision of emotions, the core of emotional compe-
tence consists in being able to analyze the emotional lived experience in
order to grasp its cognitive nucleus. This is necessary, but not sufficient:
indeed, following Heidegger (1996), in order to understand the
emotional life, we should also comprehend the events from which the
emotional flow arises and towards what kinds of externalizations
(bodily, gestural and conversational) it brings. On these premises, our
program of emotional education is designed to foster the children to
recognize which thoughts are at the basis of their emotions, the events
that give rise to them and the physical and facial externalizations (or
manifestations) they produce.

In the psychological field, the cognitive conception of emotions is
strongly supported. Among the most relevant perspectives there are: the
rational-emotional therapy (RET) (Ellis, 1993), according to which
emotional experiences are conditioned by the beliefs that people
develop regarding events; the perspective of discursive psychology
(Harré & Gillett, 1994), which interprets emotions as strictly connected
to judgments on the quality of experienced events; the componential
theory of emotion outlined by Scherer (2005), just to name a few. We
also recall Oatley’s valuable contribution on how emotions depend on
the evaluations that the subject develops on events in relation to his own
objectives and beliefs (1992, p. 19). Furthermore, the contribution of the
neuroscience of emotions, which has highlighted the connections be-
tween body, emotions and cognitive functions, thus leading to crucial
implications for educational and school contexts (Immordino-Yang &
Damasio, 2007), is increasingly relevant. It has been highlighted how
emotional and cognitive functions are closely interconnected, being
supported by interdependent neural processes: the body, brain and
mental dimensions generate cognitions and emotions which are closely
intertwined in building knowledge and making decisions in reference to
acting and thinking (Immordino-Yang, 2015).

3.3. The practice of emotional self-understanding

The theory of emotional education that inspires “The Nous Project”
sustains the fundamental thesis according to which emotional education
can be actualized from the earliest years of schooling through educative
experiences aimed at facilitating children’s emotional self-
understanding. This process can be described as the practice of self-
analysis applied to emotional lived experience. The method for self-
analysis is inspired by phenomenology (Husserl, 2012; Stein, 1964,
1970), according to which the life of the mind can be rigorously studied
through a methodic self-observation of the inner lived experience. The
practice of emotional self-understanding is carried out by reflecting on
one’s feelings (Mortari, 2015), and it is important because of the
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following reasons put forth by Socrates in Plato’s Alcibiades: knowing
oneself is the primary condition to be able to know how to care for
oneself (129 a) and only by learning how to care for oneself is it possible
to learn how to care for the others, even from a political perspective (118
b-124 c).

Emotional self-understanding is not aimed at the anesthetization of
feelings; rather, it aims for emotional clarification that enlightens our
ways of living and being. Furthermore, the practice of self-knowledge
cannot be interpreted as a technique for the complete management of
the life of the mind because it is not possible to acquire total control of
our inner experience. Instead, emotional self-understanding allows us to
acquire a reflective awareness about our emotional life. Understanding
positive emotions, which are emotions that lead us to experience a good
quality of inner and relational life, is important to discover the experi-
ences that make our life flourish. Understanding negative emotions,
which are emotions that lead us to experience a poor quality of inner and
relational life, is important to discover the experiences that consume our
living energy. Furthermore, understanding negative emotions is
important because it is the first step to manage these: indeed, in the
perspective of the cognitive conception of emotion, transforming emo-
tions is possible only by knowing and changing the thoughts that give
rise to these. A few examples of these are changing our perspective on a
situation that makes us suffer, rethinking an event that had left us
disappointed and considering the positive elements of that event, and
reconsidering a behavior that angered us by putting ourselves in the
other’s shoes.

4. The educative research

Since we developed an educative experience and designed a study to
understand its outcomes and effectiveness, our research can be consid-
ered as “educative” and not merely “educational.” Our aim was not only
to collect valid data and increase scientific knowledge on an educative
phenomenon but also to provide the study participants with positive and
significant possibilities of personal flourishing. For this reason, it cannot
be merely described as research with children but, more precisely, as
research for children (Mortari, 2009). Research with children considers
them as producers of meaning and holders of rights (Christensen &
James, 2008), as well as competent subjects who can provide valuable
contributions in research processes (Darbyshire et al., 2005a, 2005b;
Mauthner, 1997; Thomas & O’Kane, 1998, cit. in Kirk, 2007). The
epistemic actions that characterize a research with children are listening
to and involving them, and are aimed at achieving a “children centred
research,” (Barker & Weller, 2003, p. 38) that is, a research that assumes
children as the center of its interest. Educative research for children
involves them in an educative experience designed to promote their
development and enhance their wellbeing, and to listen to their voices in
evaluating the effectiveness of this experience.

In the field of human sciences, empirical research is either explor-
atory or transformative in nature (Mortari, 2009): the former is aimed at
understanding a phenomenon and increasing scientific knowledge about
it, while the latter additionally aims to produce a positive change in the
context in which the heuristic process is carried out. Research with
children is justified if it aims to enhance the quality of their experience
by offering them good and significant possibilities of development.
Explorative research involving children is aimed to collect their per-
spectives in order to increase scientific knowledge about them,; if the
findings that emerge are used to enhance the quality of the educative
institutions and policies, the research can respond to the ethical prin-
ciple of providing something good to children. Moreover, transformative
research involving children is not an alternative to exploratory research
but includes it with a broader goal: indeed, transformative research is
aimed to offer good experiences to children in order to contribute to
their flourishing and enhance their contexts. In fact, the investigation
concerns not only children’s perspectives about a phenomenon but also
the effectiveness of the educative activities designed for them.
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4.1. Purposes

As the project presented in this article implies the realization of ex-
periences aimed at 1) fostering children’s emotional flourishing and,
consequently, enhancing the emotional and relational climate in the
classroom and 2) providing teachers with instruments and activities
whose effectiveness has been evaluated by a rigorous heuristic process,
it can be considered as transformative research.

The objectives of the educative research project were the following:
1) to facilitate children’s engagement in the practice of emotional self-
understanding (the educative purpose); 2a) to understand what ways
of emotional self-understanding emerge from the realized educative
experience (first heuristic purpose); 2b) to explore what the children
thought they had learnt from the educational experience they were
involved in (second heuristic purpose).

4.2. Participants

In line with the epistemic assumptions of naturalistic inquiry
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985), we set the research in the scholastic context. In
particular, “The Nous Project,” in its first edition designed as a pilot
study, was conducted in four fourth grade elementary classes of three
public schools in northern Italy: two classes were located in two
inner-city schools, one of them with a high migration background, while
two classes were located in a suburban, rural school. The project was
integrated into the educational program of the schools for the current
academic year, becoming an essential part of the educational proposal
provided for their students, and for this reason it was carried out by the
researchers during the scholastic timetable. The study was designed as
an educative and heuristic response to a SEL need expressed by the
involved schools, which were part of a network of schools with which
the research team had collaborated in other projects in the past. The
children who participated in the project comprised a total of 57 students,
26 males and 31 females. All the children were in the age group of 9-10
years. The consent of the parents of the children to record the conver-
sations about emotions that were a part of data collection was taken by
the teachers; audio-recordings of the dialogical interactions between the
researcher and the children during the project activities was necessary to
ensure rigorous data collection. The children were informed of the
presence of the audio-recorder in the classroom as well as of the reasons
for its use, and their consent to the audio-recording was requested and
verbally obtained.

5. Instruments and activities

With reference to our educative purpose, an educative program
lasting four months was promoted. This program is the result of an
original design, based on the theory of emotional education presented
above, which, by referring to ancient philosophy, phenomenological
philosophy, contemporary philosophy of care and the cognitive
conception of the emotions, advocated in both the philosophical and
psychological spheres, is structured around the following theses: caring
for oneself also requires caring for one’s own emotions, in order to care
for one’s own emotions one must learn to understand them, and to un-
derstand one’s own emotions is fundamental to understand the thoughts
that underlie them.

The activities in the program were structured into nine meetings
between each class and the researcher in which group activities, such as
conversations on emotions and listening to stories, and individual ac-
tivities, such as inventing stories, were organized. The principal in-
strument used was the “diary of emotional life” (Mortari, 2015). Each
child was given a diary to write in, and this was a daily activity during
alternate weeks. This activity took place for a total of eight weeks during
the four months of the project. The time during which this activity was
to be carried out in the classroom was decided by the teachers and on the
basis of the indications given by the researcher. All the children wrote in
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their diary about an emotion they had felt during the day and analyzed
it. The analysis was facilitated by the metaphor “vegetable garden of
emotions,” which implies an association between emotional experiences
and the organic life of plants, based on the assumption that emotional
life can be “cultivated.” When children were asked to express their lived
emotional experiences, they could refer to the life of a plant. The use of
this metaphor was aimed to facilitate the children’s recognition of three
aspects: the fact that gave rise to the emotion, the physical and facial
externalizations (that in the project, to facilitate the children’s
comprehension, are named manifestations) through which the emotion
expressed itself, and the thoughts that nourished the emotions (see
Fig. 1). The last aspect is the one that makes this project coherent with
the cognitive conception of emotions.

Every time the children wrote about an emotion in their diary, they
were also required to draw a plant that they associated with that
emotion; they were encouraged to draw different plants to denote
different emotions. The drawing of the plant, which was added to the
narration of the emotion, represented a space to analyze the emotion
itself: indeed, starting from the second week of writing, children were
required to write within the ground of the drawn plant the fact from
which the emotion arose; the third week onward, they were also
required to write, within the fruits of the drawn plant, the manifesta-
tions of the emotion (in the event that their emotion did not express
itself at all, children could write “no manifestations”); from the fifth
week, they were required to write in addition, within the stem of the
drawn plant where the sap ideally flows, the thoughts that nourished the
emotion.

The researcher met the children every two weeks. The meetings were
structured as follows:

o First meeting: During conversations with the researcher, the children
verbally expressed the emotions they were familiar with and then
wrote the first narration in their respective diaries.

e Second meeting: The researcher narrated a story about an emotion
and analyzed with the children the fact in the story that gave rise to
the emotion.

The fact is the “ground” from

which the emotion arises.

The manifestations are the
“fruits” produced by the

emotion.

The rhoughts are “the sap

that nourishes” the emotion.

Fig. 1. Graphical explanation of the metaphor “vegetable garden of emotions.”
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Third meeting: The researcher narrated a story about an emotion and
analyzed with the children the fact in the story that gave rise to the
emotion and its manifestations.

e Fourth meeting: A “goose game of emotions” was played, which

served as a stimulus for each child to invent a story about an

emotion.

Fifth meeting: The researcher narrated a story about an emotion and

analyzed with the children the fact in the story that gave rise to the

emotion, the manifestations of the emotion, and the thoughts that
nourished the emotion.

Sixth meeting: The “goose game of emotions” was played again in

order to stimulate each child to invent a story on an emotion and to

analyze the fact, manifestations, and thoughts in the narrated
emotion.

e Seventh meeting: The researcher narrated a story about an emotion
and analyzed with the children the fact that gave rise to the emotion,
the manifestations of the emotion, and the thoughts that nourished
the emotion; then, the researcher dialogued with the children about
the possibility to change negative emotions by transforming the
thoughts at the basis of those.

o Eighth meeting: The researcher engaged the children in a conver-
sation about the distinction between similar emotions.

o Ninth meeting: All the children wrote in their diaries the definitions

of all the emotions they had written about previously; then, after

having summarized the educative pathway together with the
researcher, each child was required to write about their learnings
from the project.

During the second, third, fifth, and seventh meetings, the plant
metaphor was used to analyze the emotions on which the stories
focused. The reflection on stories was aimed at stimulating the recog-
nition and analysis of the emotions of others through the reflection on
the emotions felt by the characters presented in the stories.

The analysis of the thoughts that nourish emotions, introduced
during the fifth meeting, and the conversation about the transformation
of the thoughts at the basis of emotions, carried out during the seventh
meeting, were proposed in line with the cognitive conception of emo-
tions that inspires the project. Agreeing with the SAFE approach (Durlak
et al.,, 2010), the activities were proposed according to steps that
ensured that the simplest level of learning (identification of the facts
from which emotions arise) had been reached by the children before
proposing more complex activities (recognition of the manifestations of
the emotions and thoughts that nourish them). The proposals have al-
ways foreseen the active participation of pupils in terms of Socratic
conversations and personal writing in a diary. Adequate time was
dedicated to allowing children a relaxed space for writing and reflection
and to ensuring a sufficient number of meetings. Additionally, the
learning objectives and skills related to emotional self-awareness were
clear and explicit. The teachers were always in class during the meetings
carried out by the researcher, and they had an important role in assuring
the children the possibility to fill out the “diary of emotions” every day
during the weeks of writing.

6. Collected data and analysis methods

For the purposes of this article, we considered the collected diaries of
emotional life and the collected answers to the question about children’s
achievements. Both materials have been qualitatively analyzed.

6.1. The diaries of emotional life

For the analysis, we decided to consider only the diaries which, on
completion of data collection, appeared complete, i.e., contained at least
one exercise of emotional self-understanding done in each of the eight
weeks that were dedicated to the writing activity, and were decipherable
in language and handwriting. As a result, the total number of diaries that
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were analyzed was 45, which contained more than 1400 exercises of
emotional self-understanding carried out by the study participants. All
the diaries were anonymized to ensure the privacy of the children. With
reference to our first heuristic purpose, a qualitative analysis of the data
allowed us to answer our research question: “Which ways of emotional
self-understanding do emerge from the realized educative experience?”.
The analysis employed a phenomenological approach (Husserl, 2012;
Mortari, 2008; Moustakas, 1994; Giorgi, 1985), because it was guided
by the principle of faithfulness, according to which the “complete
clearness is the measure of all truth, and that statements which give
faithful expression to their data need to fear nothing from the finest
arguments” (Husserl, 2012, p. 155), and it was carried out by engaging
in the practice of “epoché ” (Husserl, 2012, p. 59), that recommends to
bracket any pre-knowledge, evaluation or expectation which could
affect the heuristic process. The analysis was aimed to understand the
essence, i.e. the fundamental characteristics, of the reflective experience
in which the children were involved through the discovery of what ways
of emotional self-understanding emerge from their diaries. Although, for
the explained reasons, the followed method refers to a phenomenolog-
ical approach, the technicalities of the analysis were constructed ad hoc
for the type of collected data, which include a narrative part and an
analysis part; since the type of collected data, due to its particularity, has
no equal correspondence in literature, there were no previously
formulated technicalities of analysis that we could apply to this
research, which therefore also presents a methodological originality.

After the data were collected, for the purpose of the analysis, the
project was divided into four phases based on the tasks given to the
children. The first phase corresponded to the first week of writing
(narration and drawing), the second phase corresponded to the second
week (narration, drawing, and identification of the fact); the third phase
corresponded to the third and four weeks (narration, drawing, and
identification of the fact and the manifestations), and the fourth phase
corresponded to the fifth, sixth, seventh, and eighth weeks (narration,
drawing, and identification of the fact, the manifestations, and the
thoughts).

Our analysis aimed to identify in each exercise of emotional self-
understanding the following typology of elements: “required ele-
ments,” that is, those elements that were explicitly required by the
researcher during the different weeks of writing; “unexpected ele-
ments,” that is, those elements that children spontaneously anticipated
during the weeks of writing but were not explicitly required by the
researcher. The identification of required and unexpected elements
enabled the researchers to understand the ways of emotional self-
understanding that emerged in children’s reflective exercises with
reference to different phases of the project and weeks of writing (see
Table 1).

We also analyzed if the facts presented by children were generic, i.e.
referring to a general and not clearly described situation, or precise, i.e.
referring to a particular and clearly described situation. Furthermore,
we identified the typology of the thoughts that were the basis for the
emotions. In addition to the required and unexpected elements, we
identified the “emerging elements,” i.e., those elements that emerged in
a few diaries and were not explicitly required in this project.

6.2. Children’s responses about their learning

At the end of the project, with reference to our second heuristic
purpose, we considered important to analyze the answers given by the
children to the question: “What have Ilearnt from this pathway?”. There
were a total of 41 responses to this question. The data were analyzed
through a methodological crossbreeding between the phenomenological
method (Husserl, 2012; Mortari, 2008; Moustakas, 1994; Giorgi, 1985)
and the grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). In order to approach
the phenomenon under study as faithfully as possible, it can be useful to
crossbreed different methods (Mortari & Silva, 2018), following the
principle of the “rigorous freedom” that implies the possibility to
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Table 1
Typology of elements for analysis.

Project Week/s of Required elements Unexpected elements
phase writing
1 First week Narration of the Fact that gave rise to the
emotion emotion
Drawing of the plant Manifestations through
associated with the which the emotion was
emotion expressed
Thoughts that
nourished the emotions
I Second week Narration of the Manifestations through
emotion which the emotion was
Drawing of the plant expressed
associated with the Thoughts that
emotion nourished the emotions
Fact that gave rise to the
emotion
111 Third and Narration of the Thoughts that
fourth weeks emotion nourished the emotions
Drawing of the plant
associated with the
emotion
Fact that gave rise to the
emotion
Manifestations through
which the emotion was
expressed
v Fifth, sixth, Narration of the
seventh, and emotion
eighth weeks Drawing of the plant
associated with the
emotion
Fact that gave rise to the
emotion

Manifestations through
which the emotion was
expressed

Thoughts that
nourished the emotions

crossbreed different methodological procedures (freedom) but pre-
scribes the necessity to clearly explicate the reasons at the basis of the
researcher’s decision (rigor). The phenomenological method and the
grounded theory can be blended because they share some fundamental
assumptions: the importance of adherence to data in order to construct a
faithful description or theory of the phenomenon; the importance of
bracketing all the pre-conceived assertions and theories in order to
better understand the specificity of the phenomenon under study; and
the importance to avoid deductive reasoning and construct knowledge
through inductive reasoning.

This method was aimed at understanding the essence of the chil-
dren’s achievements, and at reaching this purpose by a process of la-
beling and categorization of the children’s answers.

The main heuristic actions carried out in the analysis were the
following: we repeatedly read any text; we identified significant units in
the answers; we elaborated a descriptive label for each significant unit;
we elaborated a conceptual category to collect similar labels (i.e., labels
referring to the same general dimension of learning); we elaborated a
coding system, i.e. an overview table that shows the emerged results in a
glance, as it includes all the categories with the correspondent labels
grouped in them.

7. Results

Results from the qualitative analysis highlight the ways of emotional
self-understanding emerged from the emotional diaries and the learning
that children wrote to be achieved thanks to their participation to the
program. In order to provide evidence-based results, some data will be
included in their presentation.
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7.1. The ways of emotional self-understanding

An analysis of the diaries allowed for the identification of the ways of
emotional self-understanding that emerged from the educative experi-
ence of children in this project. In particular, our analysis confirms that
the recognition of the required elements - i.e., the fact, the manifesta-
tions and the thoughts — is a way of emotional self-understanding.

Below it is possible to see some examples of these elements emerged
in the diaries.

Example 1.

Narrative: “Today I feel sadness because my mom promised to buy me a
video game but she didn’t”.

Emotion: sadness.

Drawn plant: zucchini.

Fact written into the ground: “My mom didn’t keep her promise”.

Manifestations written into the fruits: “I cried for a while”.

Thoughts written into the stem: “I think she forgot it”.

Example 2.

Narrative: “Today at 7.30 am I awakened because I had to get dressed to
go to school. I got up from the bed and opened the wardrobe, I started looking
for something but before looking I had to say it to my mom (because if I had
worn something that she didn’t want, she would have made me change my
clothes). Then I went into my mum’s bedroom and asked her if I could wear a
skirt and she said yes. Then I ran in my bedroom, opened the wardrobe and
took a black skirt, grey tights and black shoes with a black bow with a small
heart in the centre. After having worn the jacket I went to school and
everybody said me that I was very beautiful”.

Emotion: happiness.

Plant: a flower.

Fact written into the ground: “My mom allowed me to wear a skirt”.

Manifestations written into the fruits: “A smile”.

Thoughts written into the stem: “How beautiful I am”.

Furthermore, through the individuation of the emerging elements in
a few diaries, we discovered the presence of additional ways of
emotional self-understanding, such as the following: the recognition of
the intensity of the emotion (e.g., “I feel a lot of happiness because, today,
we saw a documentary about animals; it was very interesting, amusing,
and sometimes unhappy. I like animals, except the spider.”); the
recognition of a desire or unwillingness connected to the emotion (e.g.,
“Today, I felt a moment of happiness when I went to school. It was the
first time that I wanted to go to school,” “Today, I had a moment of anger
when my mother awakened me early in the morning and I did not want to
go to school.”); the recognition of an additional emotion that can be felt
before, after, or concurrently with the main emotion (e.g., “Today,
during the Italian class, the teacher involved me in an oral history exam
and I felt a lot of anxiety. But at the end, I was happy as I got 8/9 as a
grade.”).

The majority of the facts that children recognized as being the basis
of their emotions are precise events. In other words, the narrated emo-
tions arose from particular situations, such as an activity carried out at
school, a sport activity, the victory of one’s heart team, a game, a test, or
a good grade. Children were able to individuate the manifestations that
were coherent with the narrated emotions, but we also found several
cases in which children wrote that their emotions did not express
themselves in any way (as mentioned earlier, in the indications for the
emotional analysis, we gave them the option of writing “no
manifestations”).

In the latter case, it is important to highlight that the awareness that
emotions can remain within the mind, without being externalized,
represents a result of the practice of emotional self-understanding.

The typologies of cognitive acts that emerged from our analysis of
the thoughts that nourished the children’s emotions can be described as
follows: evaluation, ironic evaluation, self-evaluation, foresight, sup-
position, 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.
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The category ‘no thoughts’ emerged when children expressed an
absence of thoughts. We did not provide them this option in the in-
dications for the emotional analysis. Probably, children followed for the
thoughts the same indication we had provided for the manifestations. An
interpretation of this data is challenging. According to cognitive theory,
emotions always imply a cognitive content and, even if children did not
clarify these, their narrations allow us to hypothesize some thoughts that
are at the basis of their emotions. Therefore, we suppose that in these
cases, children were not able to individuate the cognitive content
because they were less engaged in the exercise of emotional self-
understanding than in other cases. Indeed, it should be considered
that in educative research conducted in natural settings, several ele-
ments, such as children’s concentration or the available time, can in-
fluence the educative activities through which data collection is carried
out.

Despite these difficulties, our data allow to confirm the cognitive
theory of emotions (Ellis, 1993; Harris, 1989; Nussbaum, 2001; Oatley,
1992) on the empirical level, in an experience involving children,
because being helped with a metaphor, in several cases, the children
were able to individuate the cognitive acts that underlie their emotions.
An interesting point of reflection could be to interpret our results also in
the light of the study of Pons, Harris and de Rosnay (2004) who, on the
basis of a literature review and of an empirical research involving
children from 3 to 11 years, explored how the emotional comprehension
develops through the emerging of nine components, including the
comprehension of the role of the beliefs on the emotions.

According to our analysis, the “diary of emotional life” and the
“vegetable garden of emotions” metaphor proved to be effective in-
struments for facilitating children’s emotional self-understanding.
Several cases in this study illustrate that the act of emotional self-
analysis supported by the metaphor is more effective than the act of
narration in helping children recognize manifestations and thoughts.

Nevertheless, in some cases the children also demonstrated some
difficulties in doing the emotional analysis. The difficulties concerning
the emotional analysis are evident in those exercises of emotional self-
understanding in which, in the spaces of the plants dedicated to the
fact, manifestations and thoughts, emerge different elements from the
ones that were required.

7.2. The children’s achievements

The project promoted important educative achievements, as it is
summarized in the coding system emerged from the analysis process (see
Table 2).

The emerged categories give an overview of children’s achieve-
ments, according to their own evaluations about the effectiveness of the
project. In this paragraph, we will briefly present each of them, by
particularly focusing on those data which particularly highlight “The
Nous Project” effectiveness in enhancing emotional self-understanding.
This is because, according to our theoretical perspective, the
emotional self-understanding is conceived as a fundamental practice for
learning how to care for oneself.

The categories “To know the emotional life”, “The characteristics of
emotions,” and “To engage in self-analysis,” demonstrate that children
became more familiar with their emotional life, explored the specific
qualities which characterize the emotional phenomena, and learned to
analyze emotions by engaging in a reflective effort.

The category “To know the emotional life” reveals that some children
generically listed the learned emotions, but other children were able to
explain something more. The following children’s answers help under-
stand this:

o “We learned lots of emotions, for example, sadness, fear, glee, happiness,
anger, joy.”
e “From this path, I have learned to recognize my emotions.”



L. Mortari et al.

Table 2
Coding system of children’s achievements.
Labels Categories
Emotions To know the emotional life

What emotions mean

How emotions manifest/express themselves

Emotions help to understand how one feels

To recognize emotions

To know feelings and emotions

What an emotion is

To discover what emotions one feels during
the day

The difference between various emotions

The similarity in various emotions

The difference in similar emotions

The interiority of emotions

The spontaneity of emotions

Emotions can be positive or negative

The individuality of the emotional life

Emotions can be analyzed

To distinguish emotions

To describe emotions

To look inside oneself

To carry out the analysis of emotions (to

The characteristics of emotions

To engage in self-analysis

individuate facts, manifestations, and
thoughts)

To think more

To search for one’s own thoughts

To understand the origin of emotions

How emotions are used and understood

To listen to emotions

To express one’s own emotions

To express oneself with others

To share emotions

The names of the emotions

Several words

1t is difficult to write different meanings of
similar emotions

Expertise is needed in distinguishing
emotions

Emotions are important

Emotions are important because they help
one understand oneself

To write emotions

Writing emotions is important

How to write a narrative

The similarity between emotions and plants

Every emotion has a plant

Every plant has an emotion

Emotions are plants

Plants are emotions

Thought nourishes emotions

Emotions can be cultivated

To express oneself

The emotional lexicon

The difficult work of self-

understanding

The importance of emotions

To write

The metaphor of the plant

Children use the metaphor in an

active way in order to describe
emotions

“I have learned [...] that if I feel an emotion such as joy, I smile, instead
when I'm sad I cry.”

“From this path about emotions, I have learned how emotions manifest
themselves.”

“From this path, I have learned that emotions [...] help you, for example,
to answer to questions [such as]: how do you feel? Today I'm happy.”
“During this path, we have learned to know our feelings and emotions.”
e “To discover what emotions I feel during the day.”

The category “The characteristics of emotions” includes the data that
describe how the emotional phenomena are similar or different from one
another and highlight some fundamental qualities of emotions, such as
their spontaneity, their interiority (i.e. their being felt within us), their
polarization in positive and negative according to their effect on our
quality of life, their contribution to the constitution of our individuality,
and the possibility to be analyzed.

The category “To engage in self-analysis” reveals that children ac-
quired a method to explore their inner life. Some of the children’s an-
swers in this category are as follows:
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“I have learned to describe my emotions, by looking in depth inside me
[and] finding thoughts, manifestations and facts...”

“I have learned to think more and to search for what I want to say. I have
also learned to see more inside me.”

“I have learned how emotions can be used and understood.”

One of the children said that she had learned to understand “from
where emotions are born,” while some others said that they had learned to
distinguish emotions.

The educative experience we developed in the form of the Nous
program can also be considered an experience of emotional literacy,
specifically, with reference to the achievement categories “To express
oneself” and “The emotional lexicon.”

The category “To express oneself” reveals that some children learned
to express and share their emotions (for example, “I have learned to ex-
press my emotions,” “I have learned to write my emotions and to share them’)
as well as to express themselves to others (for example, “I have learned to
express myself better with another person. It was very beautiful.”).

The category “The emotional lexicon” suggests that some children
learned the words to name emotions (for example, “From this path, I have
learned [...] the name of the emotions,” “We have learned lots of words.”).

It is important to handle an emotions lexicon. For example, when we
experience emotions that make us feel particularly vulnerable, we need
to be cared for by others. And in order to describe our condition to
others, we need to know the right words.

The category “The difficult work of self-understanding” highlights
the children’s awareness that emotional self-understanding is not a
simple practice but one that requires a continuous reflective effort, as it
emerged in the following answers:

e “From this path, I have learned that some emotions are very similar and
that it is difficult to write all the different meanings.”

e “I have learned that you must be very good to distinguish the various
emotions because some of them are very similar, but once you have
learned, recognizing emotions is simple and amusing.”

As suggested in the second answer, despite difficulties, it is possible
to learn how to practice emotional self-understanding. The children who
participated in the project developed the ability to understand their
emotional life during the four months of the educative path; however,
this practice needs to be cultivated throughout one’s life.

The cultivation of emotional self-understanding is fundamental also
because, as it is highlighted in the category “The importance of emo-
tions”, emotions themselves are important, especially because they help
us to understand ourselves.

In practicing emotional self-understanding, writing seems to be an
effective support, and as it is suggested by the category “To write,”
thanks to the Nous program children enhanced their writing ability.

Finally, it is important to highlight that, in the answers collected at
the end of the project, it also emerged that children learned the meta-
phor of plants which was at the basis of the program, and in some cases
they were able to use it in an active way in order to describe emotions, as
it is clarified in the last two categories of the coding system.

8. Implications and discussion

Despite the fact that the reduced number of the participants and the
qualitative framework of the research do not allow a generalization of
the emerged findings, the collected data show the effectiveness of the
realized activities and encourage to experiment the Nous program in a
broader way, with reference to different contexts and geographic areas.

It should be underlined that the commitment to carry out a rigorous
qualitative research on the program responds to what has been sug-
gested with regard to the increasing efforts to undertake more evalua-
tions in the European context, which include qualitative studies (Cefai
et al., 2018).
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The program focuses on the promotion of a specific skill, the one of
emotional self-understanding, and it was shown how the research con-
ducted to evaluate its effectiveness was precisely aimed at this particular
skill. In this sense, an example is offered about the modalities to main-
tain coherence between program objectives and evaluation, in line with
what has been recommended in order to have a clearer understanding of
the results that emerge with respect to the impact of SEL interventions
(Jones et al., 2017b).

Moreover, teachers can be inspired by the program in order to realize
activities of emotional education in their classrooms, on the belief that
fostering the children’s reflection on emotions can be effective to pro-
mote the development of their emotional self-awareness. This indication
is also supported in the literature, which has highlighted the potential of
writing a social and emotional education journal as a precious
phenomenological tool for self-evaluation (Cefai & Cavioni, 2014).

Considering that among the wide range of methodologies used to
varying degrees in the different SEL programs there seems to be less
emphasis on the use of writing (Bouffard et al., 2009; Jones et al., 2021;
Jones et al., 2017a), "The Nous Project” proves not only innovative in
terms of design, using the daily writing of the diary of emotions com-
bined with the proposal of the metaphor of the vegetable garden of
emotions, but it also proves to be useful to expand the practices that
teachers can employ in response to the specific needs of their school
contexts, offering them tools that have proven fruitful.

Regarding the metaphor of the plant used in the program to analyze
emotions, the results obtained from the carried out research lead us to
reflect on how the structure of the adopted plant may not be sufficient to
gain a complete understanding of the complex phenomenon of
emotional life.

In fact, the emerged findings highlight that the involved children, in
describing their emotions, also refer to other elements such as intensity,
desires or unwillingness, and additional emotions. These elements, that
we define “emerging” elements, appear in the narratives as well as in the
plant of analysis, in the spaces dedicated to the required elements. In
particular, “intensity” emerges most frequently in the narrations, while
“desires” and “unwillingness” appear in the narrations as well as in the
spaces of the analysis dedicated to the fact, where the children explain
the origin of their emotions, and to the thoughts, where the children
clarify the emotion’s cognitive contents. The additional emotions appear
both in the narrations and in the spaces of analysis dedicated to facts,
manifestations and thoughts, in substitution or addition to the above-
mentioned elements. Considering the findings of our empirical
research, the plant metaphor should be restructured to include the
possibility to express the found emerging elements, i.e. intensity, desire
or unwillingness and additional emotions. Under the perspective of the
participatory research, the restructuring of the metaphor could be
realized by the children who will take part in future implementations of
the program.

Given the positive impact of the program on emotional self-
understanding, other developments could include the adaptation of
this educational proposal for middle schools, which is often neglected.
Youngsters in the pre-adolescent and adolescent phase can be particu-
larly vulnerable to various difficulties (Cappella et al., 2019; Steinberg,
2017), finding themselves facing numerous changes on multiple levels:
physical, emotional and social (Zhao et al., 2015). In fact, this is a
critical period for the onset of anxious, depressive and emotional distress
symptoms (Cohen et al., 2018). At the same time, typical changes in this
evolutionary phase make it a unique moment to invest in the develop-
ment of socio-emotional skills (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and
Emotional Learning, 2015; Steinberg, 2017). A metaphor that is more
suitable for preadolescents should be identified. Children’s reflexivity
on possible ways of reacting to emotional experiences could also be
stimulated, promoting the reflective and mentalizing skills that are
particularly valuable in this age group with a view to preventing risky
behavior.

Another important development concerns teacher training, which is
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increasingly recognized as a fundamental aspect of advancing SEL work
(Schonert-Reichl, 2019). The literature shows an ever-increasing
attention to promote the socio-emotional skills of the teachers them-
selves, as it is shown, for example, in the RULER program which attri-
butes a great importance to the fact that the tools provided for the
activities must first of all be understood and used by teachers themselves
in order to develop their professional and personal skills, before being
proposed in the classroom (Hoffmann et al., 2020). Another example is
the teacher training provided by the CARE program which, according to
a mindfulness-based approach, is based on the premise that, in order to
be empathetic and compassionate in relationships, it is essential to first
develop these qualities within oneself (Jennings et al., 2019), and which
encourages teachers to experiment with techniques related to self-care,
self-awareness and emotional regulation.

In comparison to other educational proposals, developed in the ho-
rizon of SEL conceptual frameworks, the Nous program seems to have
the limit of focusing too much on the emotional self-understanding and
not enough on the understanding of the emotions of the others. This is
due to the fact that the children were encouraged to write down in their
diaries the emotions they felt in first person, in order to learn how to
analyze them. As a matter of fact, our belief is that learning to analyze
one’s own emotion is essential to learn how to understand the other’s
emotions through a more intensive empathic posture. Furthermore, it
should be highlighted that self-care should not be interpreted as a so-
lipsistic practice because, even from a political point of view, if one must
learn to take care of others, it is important to learn to take care of oneself
(Alcibiades, 118 b-124 ¢); consequently, in order to learn to care for the
emotions of others, it is important to learn to care for your own emo-
tions. In the program, recognition and analysis of others’ emotions is
encouraged through the reflection on the emotions felt by the characters
of the presented stories; however, this educative research needs to be
developed with the introduction of additional instruments that foster the
children’s reflection on the other’s emotional dimension, in order to
better fit with the educational purposes of SEL frameworks.

In conclusion, the emerged findings encourage the introduction of
the emotional self-understanding activities in a broader program, able to
take into account, in a more social focused framework, the effectiveness
of fostering children’s reflection on emotions by using writings and
metaphors.

9. Conclusion

At the basis of our study, we propose an idea of emotional education
as a practice of care with its elements delineated as follows:

- Every person should learn to care for themselves in all their di-
mensions, and their emotional life is one of these.

In order to know how to care for oneself, it is important to engage in
the practice of self-knowledge (Alcibiades, 129 a). Similarly, in order
to understand how to care for one’s own emotions, it is important to
engage in the practice of emotional self-understanding.

Education should be understood as a practice of care, which helps
people learn how to care for themselves (Apology, 36 c), and
emotional education should be considered as a practice of care that
helps people learn how to care for their own emotions.

Even if the emotional competences are essential, our society does not
only neglect them but, in many cases, it is also characterized by
emotional illiteracy (Goleman, 1995; Steiner, 1984), a phenomenon that
indicates incapability or difficulty in understanding, expressing and
handling one’s own emotions as well as in recognizing, listening to and
being responsive to the emotions of the others. The categories of
achievement, which emerged from our study, allow us to conclude that
“The Nous Project” can be effective in reducing the risks of emotional
illiteracy by offering children the possibility to learn how to care for
their emotional lives.
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The “wisdom of the heart” (Mortari, 2023), which can be experi-
enced by a continuous engagement in the practice of emotional
self-understanding, gives one the ability to have a sort of sovereignty on
one’s life. This should not be interpreted as having complete control on
one’s inner dimension but as the capability to monitor how one’s
emotional experiences affect the quality of one’s life.

Based on the premise that authentic educational research in school
should be transformative, we conclude that the program presented in
this article has a transformative effectiveness in multiple ways. It fosters
children’s emotional flourishing by encouraging their learning of the
practice of emotional self-understanding. It makes possible the
enhancement of the emotional and, consequently, relational environ-
ment in the classroom by facilitating the development of children’s skills
related to emotions, such as emotional analysis, awareness, expression,
and verbalization. It also contributes to improving the educative prac-
tices in educational institutions by equipping teachers with instruments
and activities whose effectiveness has been established through rigorous
research.

Impact statement

“The Nous Project” is: grounded in a clear theoretical framework,
which is represented by the cognitive conception of emotions and the
ancient philosophy of care, accordingly to which the purposes of the
program are clarified; innovative in terms of design, in particular for the
original metaphor “vegetable garden of emotions”, designed to help
children to reflect about their emotions; evidence-based, because a
qualitative research has been conducted in order to rigorously evaluate
the effectiveness of the implemented educative activities; helpful for
practice, because it provides teachers with easily replicable activities,
whose effectiveness has been evaluated through a rigorous research
process.
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