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“I Trust You”. Fostering Social-Emotional Skills 
of Pre-Service Teachers Through Cooperative 
Games
Giovanna Malusà – Free University of Bozen-Bolzano, IT

Abstract
Transformative education requires the participation of teachers with social-emo-

tional skills. Examining the central role of Social Emotional Learning (SEL) and the 

educational value of cooperative games (following the holistic approach of the Find-

horn Foundation), the present contribution explores the emotions experienced and 

described by 157 second-year students from the Primary Education Master’s pro-

gramme at the Free University of Bozen (Italy). The students engaged in one or more 

sessions of cooperative games, involving body and non-verbal communication. The 

main categories relating to SEL which emerged from the Grounded Theory (GT ) data 

analysis will be presented, namely: “experiencing relational well-being”, “discover-

ing self-other”, “opening up to diversity”, and “growing professionally”. Finally, the 

educational relevance of cooperative games within a holistic approach to promoting 

social-emotional skills in initial teacher training will be discussed.

1.	 Introduction

The Italian education system is today being pulled − hard − in opposite di-
rections. On the one hand, it is in the ever-tightening grip of learnification, 
a culture of performativity and a false sense of meritocracy (Tarozzi, 2023). 
On the other, it is more and more frequently called upon to see difference as 
offering all concerned opportunities for growth (Delors, 1996) and a way to 
confront a climate of increasing prejudice, hatred and aggression (Santerini, 
2021, Malusà, 2020a). 
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Looking abroad, it is evident that serious attempts are being made to promote 
the values of peace and solidarity in education systems globally.

Almost ten years ago, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development [OECD] revised its previous tripartite attitudes-skills-knowl-
edge model, DeSeCo (2005). The new conceptual frame, Learning Compass 
2030 (OECD, 2015), includes a fourth area, values. This document contains 
indispensable insights into dealing with current changes, creating environ-
ments that foster wellbeing and, crucially, actively shape the future. It makes 
social-emotional skills a priority. These skills are considered vital if someone 
is to be open to new experiences in an aware way, concerned about others, 
able to collaborate, develop a good level of self-sufficiency, manage their emo-
tional states in challenging circumstances and know how to cope in situa-
tions of vulnerability (Kankaraš & Suarez-Alvarez, 2019).

The butterfly model of Competences for Democratic Culture (Council of Eu-
rope, 2016) lists the values, attitudes, skills, knowledge and critical under-
standing needed to educate students to become citizens of a democracy. The 
aim is to foster competences for democratic culture and to educate people to 
live peacefully in diverse societies, through the interweaving of intercultural 
dialogue and a culture of democracy. 

Moreover, the recent report of United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization [UNESCO] (2021) Reimagining our futures together: a new 
social contract for education proposes a transformative (non-neutral) education, 
future-oriented towards an ethics of the possible − already defined by others 
as the pedagogy of hope (Freire, 2002) − grounded in the principles of cooper-
ation, collaboration, and solidarity. 

The domains of learning of this transformative education (UNESCO, 2019) 
include three dimensions: cognitive, socio-emotional and behavioural. In-
spired by Korthagen (2004) and his model of concentric circles, the socio-emo-
tional dimension, understood as 

the ability to act effectively and responsibly at local, national and global levels 

for a more peaceful and sustainable world (UNESCO, 2024, p. 6)

is not only the trait-d’union between the cognitive and behavioural dimen-
sions, but pervades them (Tarozzi, 2024) and constitutes their very essence. 
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In other words, to promote transformative education − or rather, global education 
− would enable people 

to open their eyes, hearts and minds … to bring about a world of social and 

climate justice, peace, solidarity, equity and equality, planetary sustainability, 

and international understanding. (Global Education Network Europe, 2022, 

p. 3)

But what instruments can teachers use to urgently promote SEL, which is 
emancipatory and open to the future (Biesta, 2022)? And what professional 
skills do they need to do so?

In the first part of this paper, we focus on the central role of SEL and the 
pedagogical value of play, in particular cooperative play grounded in a ho-
listic vision. The second part presents a case study from the Free Universi-
ty of Bozen-Bolzano, to share the students’(future kindergarten and primary 
teachers) accounts of the emotions that they experienced during one or more 
sessions of cooperative games and the possible effects of these sessions at 
the personal and professional level. Lastly, we demonstrate how necessary 
teacher training in social-emotional skills is to promote truly transformative 
education.

2.	 Cooperative Games  
as a Tool for Socio-Emotional Growth

2.1	 Shall We Start With a Game?

Ready, steady, go!

Play is one of the fundamental fields of experience in education (Bertolini, 
1982). For some time, psycho-pedagogical research has been providing am-
ple evidence of the efficacy of play from a didactic perspective and regard-
ing learning processes. Play develops emotional intelligence and self-esteem, 
encourages cooperation and problem solving, fosters creativity and cogni-
tive development. In particular, it offers experience beyond conformism, al-
lowing children (and adults) to experiment with risk, error, and adventure 
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(Farné, 2016). Through these, play allows us to know ourselves and others 
better in an atmosphere of joyful discovery, often missing in an educational 
system which has involved a predominantly transmissive approach since the 
17th century. To create inclusive learning spaces where children can “take a 
risk” and experience error as being something helpful is essential if we are 
to build schools which educate children to be independent and therefore free 
(Montessori, 1909/2015). Indeed, through play we can − without preconcep-
tions − gain awareness of self and others, opening ourselves to the possible 
(Bertolini, 2021). 

When educators adopt this perspective of “pedagogical trust in the value 
of play” (Staccioli, 2012, p. 21), the school of play becomes not just a school 
where you play (Rovatti & Zoletto, 2005), but a stable learning environment 
− or, even better, a playful space (Berti, 2022) − that gives every child the op-
portunity for personal and social growth. 

Through a variety of (cooperative) games it is possible to foster attitudes 
of solidarity, tolerance, openness, respect, collaboration and the welcoming 
of diversity in all its forms.

2.2	 The Inclusive Values of Cooperative Play

Cooperative games have been played by different peoples for millennia. Re-
discovered in 1960s California by alternative groups inspired by ideals of 
non-violence, they were then called “new games”. These groups contemplat-
ed noncompetitive games as part of their quest for harmony, cooperation and 
community. They were conceived as a way to counteract the dangers inherent 
in competition, whether between individuals or peoples. The various collec-
tions of games that were then created in the 1970s consisted of progressive se-
quences: from introduction and getting to know one another games to those 
fostering trust, empathy, non-verbal communication, relaxation. There were 
games for (big or small) groups, suitable for big or small spaces.

Orlick (1979), one of the first people to research the subject, identified four 
key characteristics of the cooperative game: cooperation, acceptance, partici-
pation, and creativity with creativity as being necessary for inventing group 
strategies. A fifth characteristic, slowness, can be added to the list (Staccioli, 
2009): to play cooperatively, participants have to be given enough time for lis-
tening and mediation; to apparently “waste time”, without having to worry 
about “coming first”. 
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Cooperative games are thus particularly suitable for encouraging the build-
ing of inclusive, empathetic and supportive class groups (Berti, 2022; Demo, 
2016; Loos, 1989). As evidenced by Staccioli (2009), there is a subtle but funda-
mental difference between collaborative and cooperative games:

in the first, one makes allies in order to defeat someone else; in the second alli-

ances are to support each other… without the need to destroy an enemy. (p. 71)

In a cultural climate of increasing hatred and fear of the other, to educate for 
cooperation thus means to choose to challenge neoliberal and individualistic 
education models (Malusà, 2019), supporting participation, not exclusion; dia-
logue, not silence; freedom of speech, not hate speech; equity, not discrimina-
tion; empathy, not indifference; enjoyment for all, not victory just for the few.

The close link between cooperative games and SEL has been studied ex-
tensively (Cusmai & Cresci, 2021; Guarini et al., 2018; Malusà, 2020b; Sáez de 
Ocáriz Granja et al., 2018). This research evidences the efficacy of cooperative 
play as a tool for nurturing social-emotional skills as part of an experiential 
learning model (Kolb, 1984) which includes spaces for working through ex-
periences, alone and with others. Allowing space for (cooperative) play, it is 
possible, at all ages, to nurture the emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1996) 
necessary for building inclusive relationships in a climate of freedom, mutual 
trust, and democratic participation. 

2.3	 The Need for Social-Emotional Learning

UNESCO defines Social Emotional Learning [SEL] as a 

process of acquiring the competencies to recognise and manage emo-

tions, develop care and concern for others, establish positive relationships, 

make responsible decisions, and handle challenging situations effectively.  

(UNESCO-MGIEP, 2022, p. 10)

To be in the world with others (Iori, 2002, p. 14), rather than simply being there for 
them, refers to the corporeal dimension, too, of educational care, in a relation 
of reciprocal listening. But taking care refers not so much to the things that 
are done as to the way in which they are done (Manini, 2007, p. 19): to the 
“how” rather than the “what”. This new focus calls for a body accustomed to 
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being present, trained through reflective practices that do not separate doing 
from thinking, feeling from acting (Zagatti, 2009, p. 54). Thus the metaphori-
cal aspect of play is included, allowing us to construct an intersubjectivity of 
meaning (Dallari, 2018).

Since at least the early 2000s, in fact, educational research has been demon-
strating the importance of promoting SEL, from kindergarden on (Denham 
& Burton, 2003). 

This process, however, poses certain challenges, one of which is the need 
to ensure that teachers receive proper training. It is essential to recognize that 
any adult involved in fostering children’s social-emotional skills must also 
possess strong social-emotional competencies themselves (Bombieri, 2021; 
Bruzzone, 2022; Denham et al., 2012). 

In fact, the subjective aspect of SEL requires a rethinking of teacher train-
ing, which should also consist of work on awareness of self and of one’s own 
emotional tools (Bombieri, 2021, p. 160). Without this aspect SEL programmes 
are often ineffective (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009) and teachers are unable to 
manage behavioural issues in classes labelled “difficult”, resulting in burnout.

Taking care of oneself, developing empathy, allowing time to get to know 
oneself and others, are only some of the skills needed to form authentic rela-
tionships that transcend individual differences and possible failures of com-
munication. But how is this done? Can these training courses effectively sup-
port greater emotional awareness and professional growth for (trainee and 
serving) teachers? 

More than just the transmission of techniques and prepackaged content, 
previous studies (Malusà, 2020b, 2023; Cusmai & Cresci, 2021) have focused 
on the educational value of the cooperative games suggested in the Findhorn 
Foundation’s “Experiential Learning Model” (Platts, 1996/2022). So, what is 
this all about?

2.4	 “Playful Self-Discovery”: An Experiential Holistic Vision

What is the sound of one hand clapping? 

For more than twenty years at Findhorn, the home of a holistic learning foun-
dation in Scotland, it has been possible to experience models of experiential 
or – as is intended – Transformative learning. David Earl Platts (1996/2022) creat-
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ed a kind of operating manual, “Playful self-discovery”, a series of proposals 
to develop self-awareness and gradually build trust and collaboration within 
a group, so that every difference can become a resource for all. Chiming with 
the principles of psychosynthesis (Assagioli, 1988), his ideas include coopera-
tive games (win-win or “without losers”) that encourage joyful participation 
and respect for others; facilitate the gradual development of self-awareness, 
relationships, and the capacity to work in a team; and take each person into 
account holistically. The objective is to facilitate an educational – and not thera-
peutic – process which encompasses diverse dimensions: cognitive, emotion-
al, mental and spiritual. For optimal balance, the suggested games are divid-
ed into three parts (Platts, 1996/2022, p. 32): presenting instructions for the 
game; playing the game, processing the game. And it is in this third phase 
that the originality of his experiential approach lies: through the (shared) 
recasting of bodily experience it is possible to help people to learn to under-
stand their experiences, avoiding the need for excessive analysis or rational-
izations. It is better to allow space for the deep sharing of one’s own feelings 
to facilitate their internalization and possible access to interior/spiritual di-
mensions of one’s own personal growth, as previous studies have highlight-
ed (Cusmai & Cresci, 2021; Malusà, 2020b).

But how can all this be realized? Not just anyone can facilitate coopera-
tive games. Platts (1996/2022) advises that group moderators should be giv-
en specific experiential training, when they have completed their theoretical 
studies. In fact, their role in the group should be to help to facilitate processes, 
and not to manipulate them, transcending dynamics of power and control. The 
facilitator needs to be empathetic, authentic, flexible and creative, indispen-
sable qualities for the creation of genuinely inclusive training environments. 
They need to be in tune with the energy of the group and to focus on the lat-
ter’s needs, knowing how to choose the most suitable games for each particu-
lar situation. 

The suggested progressions are usually gradual. First come the getting to 
know you games, then active, creative play and only afterwards trust-build-
ing games, involving close physical contact and “attunement”. The guidelines 
include careful planning of the proposed play sessions and of the setting, 
with materials and sometimes music to support the emotional experience, in 
a (protected) climate of mutual respect and non-judgement, with clear group 
agreements being made at the beginning of each session. And finally, for the 
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proactive planning of the learning experience, ideally facilitators will already 
have had direct experience of the activities that they are offering.
It thus becomes possible for each trainer to create new games, adapt them as 
needed, use age appropriate metaphors, imagine new variations, in the spirit 
of an embodied education which prioritizes modalities for supporting a “felt” 
body experience, or in other words, the “how” rather than the “what”. 

3.	 A Study on the Initial Training of Teachers

3.1	 Research Questions

On the basis of the above assumptions, the present study sets out to answer 
the following research questions: 
	- What awareness and social-emotional skills do trainee teachers develop 

during one or more sessions of cooperative games?
	- What effects are felt in relation to personal and professional development?

3.2	 Context of the Study

This case study monitors a training module focused on cooperative games 
within the indirect internship component of the Primary Education Master’s 
program. The indirect internship consisted of in person meetings at the uni-
versity and periods of self-learning in which to analyse, reflect, discuss and 
document the experience implemented in the school.

The cooperative games module has been offered annually (from 2021 to 
2023) in the Italian and Ladin section of the Free University of Bozen (Italy). 
It has, so far, involved a total of 157 second-year students (F=95%; median 
age=23.49; SD=4.47), divided into 8 workshops (min 13; max 28 participants).

3.3	 Training Experience

The training was led by a facilitator accredited by the Foundation. The uni-
versity tutors provided organisational support. An appropriated space was 
provided: a large classroom with a circle of chairs and a central space in 
which to play the games.
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According to the guidelines of the Experiential Learning Model and the ho-
listic vision of the Findhorn Foundation (Platts, 1996/2022), each of the 8 work-
shops (min 4; max 11 hours) included games designed to promote awareness, 
exploration, and trust (Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1 – Mirroring. Playing during one of the workshops. Foto by G. Malusà.

An illustration of the progressive sequence of two of the play sessions that 
were offered follows (Ayalon, 2005; Loos, 1989; Platts, 1996/2022; Zagatti, 
2021). Some of the games were created by the facilitator.
1.	 Example of a short play session (4 hours): welcome and overview; group 

agreement; awakening circle; energy shower; shoulder massage; freezing; 
icebreaker; people-to-people; elephants’ scratch; debriefing; break; line-
up; mirroring; the tired butterfly; final debriefing; questionnaire.
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2.	 Example of a long play session (11 hours):
	 2.1.	 First session: welcome and overview; group agreement; names 

games; all those who…; smile walking; awakening circle; energy shower; 
shoulder massage; debriefing; freezing; icebreaker; icebreaker (emotions); 
people-to-people; elephants’ scratch; the longest game in the world; hug 
tag; debriefing. 

	 2.2	 Second session: today’s weather; line-up; mirroring (5 phases); de-
briefing; the tired butterfly; blind sculptor; debriefing; group knot; rain 
game; feather dance; final debriefing; questionnaire.

The debriefing sessions were conducted through Circle Time, pair/small 
group debates, and an individual final questionnaire, with 3 open questions 
on the participants’ experiences:
	- “What did I appreciate about the workshop?”
	- “How did I feel during this experience?” 
	- “What have I learned about myself and others that I didn’t know before?”

Each module was documented with photos and videos, an opportunity for 
metacognitive reflection with the students.

3.4	 Data Collection and Analysis

This qualitative case study draws on empirical data collected during the 
training experience:
a.	 the photographic materials were transcribed into text form;
b.	 the replies to the final questionnaire were collected using Google-Forms; 

consent was asked for their use in education research.

Subsequently, all of the data collected were systematically coded in accord-
ance with Grounded Theory procedures (Charmaz, 2014). These involve an 
initial open coding phase (which entails defining preliminary descriptive la-
bels), followed by focused coding (which consists of grouping the most fre-
quent or most meaningful occurrences), and finally theoretical coding, which 
enabled the construction of interpretative categories and properties.

Data analysis  used QSRNVivo14, a qualitative software that helps re-
searchers to manage coding procedures.
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The author is situated within the training environment, where she is a famil-
iar presence in her dual role of trainer and (independent) researcher.

3.5	 Emerging Categories1 and Discussion

The photographic material shows that it only takes a few hours for the group 
atmosphere to transform: participants’ faces become more relaxed; interper-
sonal distances decrease; body language indicates greater openness to each 
other; laughter, joy, intense gazes, hugs, sometimes a few tears illustrate the 
experience of each group.
The transcripts reveal the extent to which people increasingly participated 
in sharing experiences and that what they shared was increasingly linked to 
more intimate emotional content. Four categories emerge inductively from an 
analysis of the narratives:
	- Experiencing relational well-being
	- Discovering self-other
	- Opening up to diversity
	- Growing professionally

Figures 2, 3, 4, and 5 summarise these categories and their properties and 
provides some relevant extracts of text, in the words of the students (in vivo), 
for each category and property. 

3.5.1	 Experiencing relational well-being

“At first, I felt embarrassed... then I started to feel like part of the group.”

This statement, written by a student, serves as a key to interpreting this first 
category (Figure 2): a journey made up of small steps, moving from fear to 
trust, from distance to connection. It is through play that the group is trans-
formed and the “we” emerges in an authentic and unforced way. In an edu-
cational context often marked by fragmentation and performance pressure, 
these words restore the possibility of an affective and relational education 
capable of fostering a sense of belonging.

1	 For the preliminary results of this study, see Malusà 2023, upon which the present 
contribution is based. 



134

Malusà

Figure 2 – Experiencing relational well-being. Properties and units in vivo.

Across the collected narratives, the strength of emotional connection be-
comes evident: participants listen to one another, laugh together, and build 
bonds that are gentle yet genuine. “We ended as a group,” one student writes, 
as if the games had traced new relational geographies. Here, well-being is not 
static or superficial − it is dynamic, shared, and generative. This category ech-
oes Staccioli’s (2009) assertion that cooperative play, freed from competitive 
logic, opens spaces for encounter, welcome, and reciprocal listening.

The experience also emerges as a space of care: a threshold where one can 
meet the other without fear, allow oneself to be met, and rediscover, through 
play, a dimension of educational warmth. Feeling part of something, having 
fun together, being seen and welcomed − “I felt heard, understood, known” 
− are core elements of the “Prosocial Classroom Model” proposed by Jen-
nings and Greenberg (2009), which foster deep educational processes. This 
is not merely about “feeling good together”, but about feeling in relation, in a 
fluid balance between self and other, where everyone can find both a place 
and a voice. According to the Council of Europe (2016), such experiences lay 
the foundation for developing democratic competences: empathy, coopera-
tion, and shared responsibility. It is, therefore, a relationship that educates, 
shapes, and transforms.

 

 

 

 

 

EXPERIENCING RELATIONAL WELL-BEING

•Initially, I felt embarrassed; progressively, I felt more part of the 
group, putting myself out there a little more. I felt relaxed, lighter, 
free.

Moving from discomfort to confidence

•...as time went by, I enjoyed myself more and more with my 
companions. 

Having fun together

•The atmosphere of the group improved through the various games, 
we started as individuals and finished as a group! 

Experiencing a sense of belonging

•I learned to pay attention to others... to empathize with my peers, to 
listen and understand others. I felt that others also took care of me…

Empathic listening/caring
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3.5.2	 Discovering self-other through the body

“I put myself out there, trying to feel my body, my emotions, and understand 

their meaning.”

It is through the body − often marginalized in educational processes − that 
one of the workshop’s most transformative experiences emerges (Figure 3).  

Figure 3 – Discovering self-other through the body. Properties and units in vivo.

The body is not merely a communicative vehicle; it becomes a space of contact 
and resonance. Nonverbal awareness, recognizing oneself in the experience 
of the other, and engaging one’s own creativity and interiority − all of these 

 

 

 

 

DISCOVERING SELF-OTHER THROUGH THE BODY

•I put myself out there, trying to feel my body, my emotions, and 
understand their meaning. I encountered a part of myself that I didn't know 
existed. 

Feeling, discovering oneself through the body

•These games allowed me to work on my ability to listen to others and my 
ability to communicate non-verbally. 

Being more aware of your own non-verbal communication

•I learned to pay attention to each other... to empathize with my peers, to 
listen to and understand myself. Getting to know each other through 
movements, smiles.

Knowing each other through the body

•This workshop has been a real breakthrough for me, as I didn't expect to 
learn so much about myself and my peers in such a short time. The games 
were extremely helpful in building empathy and getting to know others 
better. 

Recognizing oneself in the experiences of others

•I felt free to explore and express my inner world... I felt free to experiment -
unrestricted by rules - and I was able to tap into my creativity. 

Experiencing creativity 

•Taking the time to work on ourselves even in university... I sensed the more 
spiritual dimension of the group. I felt connected with others. I learned to 
listen to my intuitions...

Exploring inner dimensions



136

Malusà

restore an embodied dimension of learning, aligned with the phenomenolog-
ical pedagogy discussed by Francesconi and Tarozzi (2012). The experience 
of a body that communicates, listens, and creates thus becomes a crucial step 
toward a form of knowledge that engages the whole person.

Through physical play, previously unseen parts of the self are revealed. 
Participants explore creative and deeply personal dimensions: “I sensed the 
more spiritual dimension of the group,” one student reflected. In this way, 
discovering the other becomes a rediscovery of oneself − a repositioning 
within the educational space as embodied, sensitive, and creative subjects. 
This embodied trust, built through gestures, gazes, and shared silences, reso-
nates with the holistic approach of the Findhorn Foundation, where relation-
ship is experienced as a process that is simultaneously physical, emotional, 
and spiritual (Platts, 1996/2022).

3.5.3	 Opening up to diversity

“I felt relaxed and free to express myself without fear of being judged.”

This is where the space for authentic encounter with the other opens up − an 
“other” who is never neutral, but always carries a story, a sensitivity, and a 
perspective different from one’s own. Through cooperative games, the work-
shop fostered a climate of trust and suspended judgment, making it possible 
to engage meaningfully with alterity.

This is not merely about listening or accepting, but about actively inhab-
iting the experience of difference − entering into relationship with those who 
are different in a context of emotional safety. “I learned to see others with new 
eyes… by putting myself in their shoes,” writes one participant. These experienc-
es reflect a shift in perspective, a role reversal that, as Tarozzi (2025) suggests, 
opens up access to the unprecedented − an educational space yet to be explored, 
where stereotypes are deconstructed, meanings renegotiated, and new bodi-
ly and relational alliances can be formed.

It is in these spaces that global citizenship education takes shape in its 
most authentic form: not as a collection of intercultural content, but as an in-
ner disposition to be transformed by encounter. The workshop thus becomes 
a genuine training ground for coexistence − a space where one learns to live 
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together not merely through tolerance, but through curiosity, respect, trust, 
and openness (Figure 4). 

 

 

 

OPENING UP TO DIVERSITY

•From the very beginning, the trainer welcomed us without prejudice, 
allowing us to express ourselves freely. Leaving judgments at the 
door! An atmosphere of genuine acceptance.

Feeling not-judgment

•I felt curiosity, trust, loyalty, friendship. I felt listened to, understood, 
known. I listened and observed. 

Feeling trust

•The workshop [...] was truly wonderful for us students as well. It's a 
way to create synergy and cooperation within groups that are often 
taken for granted at university.

Finding solutions together, collaborating

•I felt relaxed and free to express myself without fear of being judged. 

Overcoming stereotypes and prejudices

•I learned to see things from others’ perspectives, to look at others 
with fresh eyes... Paying attention to the little things, putting myself 
in someone else's shoes.

Reversing roles

Figure 4 – Opening up to diversity. Properties and units in vivo.

3.5.4	 Growing professionally

“This is real training!” exclaimed a student at the end of the experience.

Within these simple yet powerful words lies an implicit but compelling de-
mand: for a kind of training that resonates, that leaves a lasting impression, 
that speaks to who one is – not only to what one knows. The workshop did not 
provide a technique to be replicated, but rather fostered a new educational 
stance, in which emotions, bodies, and relationships are deeply interwoven 
with one’s emerging professional identity (Figure 5).
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Figure 5 – Growing professionally. Properties and units in vivo.

Many students described the experience as providing not only practical tools 
for the future but also new insights into their role. “Respecting others’ time 
and space,” “building an inclusive climate,” “getting to know myself better 
in order to better support others” – these are not empty slogans, but seeds of 
professional awareness that may continue to grow over time.

Here, growth is twofold: both personal and professional, emotional and 
pedagogical. It is a form of development born from lived experienc ,m me and 
nurtured through reflection and shared meaning-making. As emphasized in 
the OECD Learning Compass 2030 (2018), a competent teacher is, above all, a 
self-aware individual – capable of emotional regulation, building authentic 
relationships, and creating safe and meaningful learning environments.

 

 

 

 

GROWING PROFESSIONALLY

•The workshop provided an opportunity to learn something new, 
astonishing, functional, and highly constructive for our future 
professional roles. We experienced firsthand how it feels and the 
emotions that arise within us during the process... The games engage 
people of all ages. 

Experimenting with new methodologies

•The workshop gave me the opportunity to learn a new methodology 
that I can implement in the classroom in the future, and in the near 
future, it could serve as an inspiration in other educational 
environments I may enter. I understood that respecting others’ 
timings and spaces is essential for creating an inclusive atmosphere.

Acquiring new emotional skills

•I would increase the hours because it is truly engaging and 
interesting. There should be more offers like these throughout the 
study program. This is real education!

Desiring further insights
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4.	 Towards Transformative Social Emotional Learning 

The results of this study show that the students participating in the train-
ing perceived themselves to have experienced socio-emotional personal and 
professional growth; most of them requested more time for further training. 
The workshop allowed them to develop greater awareness of the numerous 
(explicit and implicit) messages involved in both verbal and non-verbal com-
munication. It also enabled the nurturing of their emotional competence in a 
joyful learning atmosphere, including a wider vision of relational well-being, 
characterised by deep listening and looking after oneself.

Nevertheless, the processes of accepting oneself and others require care-
fully conceived and planned times and spaces in which to learn (Malusà, 2019). 
Ten hours of training is definitely not enough to acquire the social-emotional 
skills needed to manage complex dynamics in schools and to support truly 
transformative learning. Still, the results show that it did at least allow every 
participant to start to explore both the ways in which they themselves com-
municate verbally and non-verbally and those often forgotten spaces inhabit-
ed by our “inner child” (Assagioli, 1988) which unite each and every one of us.

The Findhorn games embrace the dimensions of body, relationship, met-
aphor (Gallagher & Lindgren, 2015) and also the meta-cognition that allows 
us to process the playful experience of the course, discovering self-other through 
the body to open up to diversity, and drawing upon ever deeper levels within 
our own internal worlds.

The “felt” integration of bodily experience, also definable as “embodied 
educational practice” (Francesconi & Tarozzi, 2012, p. 280) plays a crucial 
role in personal development thereby enabling greater awareness (Faggioli 
& Schenetti, 2023). 

Understood thus, cooperative games allow us to get to know ourselves and 
others and to overcome our stereotypes and prejudices through a transform-
ative journey on which the body is accorded a privileged position (Malusà, 
2023; Tarozzi & Moser, 2025). According to UNESCO (2024) guidelines,

Transformative Education is more than just the acquisition of knowledge; it is 

about fostering deep-rooted changes in an individual’s beliefs, values and at-

titudes, and assimilating these concepts via learning by doing. This process… 
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is often a deeply personal and emotional journey… [that] help[s] in building 

trust, allowing participants to open up, share their experiences, and feel em-

pathy. (p. 12)

The themes presented here open up interesting directions for longitudinal re-
search, not dealt with in the present contribution. It would be helpful to better 
understand, for example, to what extent emotional experiences remain a real 
socio-emotional resource as time passes. And at the level of didactic transfer-
ability, how much the students who take this workshop actually implement 
the tools of SEL in their classrooms, and with what results.
What clearly emerges in this paper, however, is that social-emotional skills 
are an essential part of every teacher’s expertise and that cooperative games 
– thus understood – are a precious tool for SEL. They allow

for self-discovery, group interaction, exploring different parts of oneself, devel-

oping interpersonal skills, deepening trust and creating community. 	  

(Inglis, 1996, p. 13)

It is therefore to be hoped that the teacher training paradigm can be revisit-
ed, providing suitable experiential spaces even within the university walls 
in which to start to “open the eyes, hearts and minds” of students. This would 
help to fine-tune the social-emotional skills that are crucial for supporting 
“an education of the heart” (Bruzzone, 2022) in the complex environments of 
today’s schools. 
In sum, as advocated several times by UNESCO, in order to ensure that learn-
ing in our schools includes social-emotional skills, teachers’ professional 
training will ideally 

encourage teacher self-awareness, knowledge, and skills by providing train-

ing and resources that encourage educators to build their own SE competen-

cies, examine and address implicit biases, and engage in culturally sustaining 

and equity-promoting practices. (UNESCO-MGIEP, 2022, p. 39)
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