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ABSTRACT

This contribution presents the results of an experimental study aimed
at increasing the socio-emotional skills of teachers and educators
through a mindful-based protocol. Teachers' social-emotional
competence is important for mastering their profession's social and
emotional challenges, preventing stress and burnout, and building
positive teacher/student relationships. Psychometric questionnaires
and an open-ended questionnaire were administered. The study's
results highlight a positive influence on perceived stress and
emotions management.

Questo contributo presenta i risultati di uno studio sperimentale
volto ad aumentare le competenze socio-emotive di insegnanti ed
educatori attraverso un protocollo basato sulla mindfulness. La
competenza socio-emotiva degli insegnanti & importante per
affrontare le sfide sociali ed emotive inerenti alla loro professione,
prevenire lo stress e il burnout e costruire relazioni positive con gli
studenti. Sono stati somministrati questionari psicometrici e un
questionario a risposta aperta. | risultati dello studio evidenziano
un'influenza positiva sullo stress percepito e sulla gestione delle
emozioni.
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Introduction?

Over the past two decades, there has been a significant focus on developing so-
called 21st-century skills in education, particularly socio-emotional skills. They are
central to human development due to their high predictive value for educational
outcomes (OECD, 2015; Abrahams et al., 2019) and crucial for academic success
and preparing students for future personal and professional challenges (OECD,
2015). Modern educational policies increasingly view socio-emotional skills as both
essential outcomes and means of education, alongside traditional academic results
like performance in mathematics, language, or science (Ayeni et al., 2024;
Abrahams et al., 2019). International organisations such as the European Union and
the World Health Organization have been working to emphasize the intentional
development of these competencies. Research shows that socio-emotional skills
can be developed at school through tailored programs or incorporated into regular
classroom activities, enhancing the student's overall experience at school (Shriver
& Weissberg, 2020; Abrahams et al.,, 2019). On the other hand, the teaching
profession is considered one of the most emotionally demanding, which can affect
teachers' mental health and well-being, often leading to stress and burnout
(Ornaghi et al.,, 2023) and programs designed to improve teachers’ stress
management significantly reduce psychological distress and enhance emotion
regulation (Valente, 2022; Conroy et al, 2019; Aspelin, 2019). Furthermore, it is
important to consider that teachers are the ones who execute social-emotional
learning programs for students (Schonert-Reichl, 2017; Lozano-Pefia, 2021) and to
be effective they need to be emotionally intelligent. In summary, socio-emotional
competencies are critical not only for student development but also for teachers'
well-being, helping them manage stress and prevent burnout. Therefore,
integrating these skills into educational programs and teacher training is essential.
The purpose of this paper is to explore the efficacy of a mindful-based educational
program for teachers on socio-emotional competencies, particularly emotion
regulation, decreasing stress levels and increasing the capacity for self-compassion
and perception of self-efficacy.

1 The manuscript is the result of a collective work by the authors whose specific contributions are as
follows: Anna Maria Mariani Introduction & paragraphs 1, 2, 3; Silvia Ceccacci paragraph 4; Catia
Giaconi Discussion & Conclusions.



1. The Socio-Emotional Competencies in Education

In the scientific literature, social and emotional competencies have been defined in
various ways. Initially, they were described as the skills, motivations, knowledge, or
abilities that a person needs to effectively and efficiently handle social and
emotional situations (Bisquerra-Alzina et al., 2007; Elias et al., 1997). More recent
definitions expand on this to include the ability to manage both personal and
interpersonal social and emotional experiences effectively, promoting personal and
collective well-being and prosperity (Collie, 2019). The prerequisites that allow
people to succeed in social and emotional situations are awareness of one’s own
emotions and emotion regulation skills on the one hand and the awareness of other
people’s emotions and relationship management skills on the other hand (Boyatzis
et al., 2000; Mayer et al., 2008; Nangle et al., 2010). As stated by Scheirlinckx et al.
(2022), when defining teachers' socio-emotional skills (SEMS), it is important to
consider the social role and requirements for teachers that are requested to
facilitate and stimulate social learning skills in students and, given the multifaceted
nature of teaching, to interact with various education stakeholders beyond
students, such as colleagues and parents (Thompson et al., 2018). Jennings and
Greenberg's (2009) Prosocial Classroom Model has social and emotional skills as its
central concept. They use the definition developed by CASEL (2020) which involves
five main emotional, cognitive, and behavioural skills: self-awareness, social
awareness, responsible decision-making, self-management, and relationship
management. The model suggests that teachers' social-emotional competence and
well-being influence their classroom management strategies, relationships with
students, and ability to implement socio-emotional learning (SEL) programs and
practices.

2. Mindfulness for the growth of socio-emotional competence in teachers

Mindfulness-based interventions (MBIs) are growing rapidly in school
environments as research has shown that they have positive implications for
teachers (Lomas et al., 2017; Klingbeil and Renshaw, 2018; Zarate et al., 2019) and
students (Dark-Freudeman et al., 2022; Gallo et al., 2023).

Mindfulness consists of being aware and attentive to the present moment, to one's
thoughts, perceptions, actions, and emotions (Kabat-Zinn, 1990). In mindfulness
meditation, attention is directed to the experience of the present moment with an
attitude of curiosity, openness, acceptance, non-reactivity, and non-judgment
(Bishop et al., 2004; Baer, 2003). It is a two-component construct that includes “the



self-regulation of attention so that it is maintained on immediate experience,”
accompanied by “a particular orientation toward one’s experiences in the present
moment, an orientation that is characterized by -curiosity, openness, and
acceptance” (Bishop et al., 2004).

Within the protocol validated by Kabat-Zinn, Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction
(MBSR), there are some meditations of Buddhist origin, other contemplative
practices like yoga, and elements of cognitive therapies for stress management.

Some studies show the benefits of the MBIs with exercises on mindful attention,
no-judgement and self-compassion on the socio-emotional competencies of
teachers (Mariani, 2022; Hidajat et al., 2023). De Carvalho et al. (2021) reported a
significant increase in teachers’ emotional regulation competence, self-efficacy,
and well-being as well as in teachers’ classroom behaviours and students’
engagement.

Scientific evidence indicates that these emotional changes are based on neural
modifications. The reported effects highlight multiple brain areas involved in these
changes, including the cerebral cortex, and grey and white matter, suggesting that
meditation's effects may involve extensive brain connections (Tang et al., 2015). A
meta-analysis by Fox et al. (2014) mentioned the effects of meditation on eight
brain regions, such as the frontopolar cortex (related to increased awareness after
meditation practice), sensory cortices and the insula (related to body awareness),
the hippocampus (related to memory processes), the anterior cingulate cortex, the
median cingulate cortex, and the orbitofrontal cortex (related to self and emotion
regulation). Additionally, other studies have reported that mindfulness meditation
affects the activation level of the amygdala with both positive and negative
emotional stimuli (Allen et al., 2012; Desbordes et al., 2012; Kral et al., 2018).

3. The study

The study took place in a comprehensive institute situated in Macerata. The overall
number of registered students in the school was 370. Teachers and educators of
the institute were involved. Recruitment for teachers involves several steps.
Expressions of interest were sought from school principals, teachers and educators.
Those interested in participating signed informed consents. All participants were
allowed to withdraw from the study at any stage. The intervention ran for the
course of three months, from October to December 2023.



3.1. Research aim

This research focused on understanding the impact of a mindful-based protocol on
teachers’ social-emotional skills. Accordingly, the research hypothesis is stated as
follows:

e A mindful-based protocol leads to an increase in the participants' capacity for
emotional regulation, decreasing the level of stress and increasing the capacity
for self-compassion and perception of self-efficacy.

3.2 Sample

A total of 12 people (11 women, 1 man) have been involved, aged between 41 and
65 years (M =48.91; SD=6.417). Among them, 10 are professors in lower secondary
school, while 1 is an elementary school teacher and 1 is an educator in a lower
secondary school. Only the educator has a bachelor's degree, while the others have
master's degrees. Regarding marital status, 4 are married, 2 have a partner, 2 are
divorced or separated, and 4 are unmarried.

3.3. Intervention

The mindful-based training program consisted of eight 2-hour sessions and one 4-
hour session, held two weeks apart. They were all facilitated by one of the
components of the research group, a psychologist and facilitator of mindfulness
protocol.

All sessions had a part dedicated to emotional and body awareness through the
practice of paying attention to one's breathing, body, and sensations and
suspending judgment.  According to Melnychuck et al. (2018), attention to
breathing is particularly effective for regulating the production of norepinephrine,
through the small area of the brain stem called the locus coeruleus, directly
involved in the stress mechanism.

Then, each session focused on a specific topic related to the teacher’s profession
to raise awareness and reflect on own’s teaching practice and potential
improvements (Fig.1). In particular, the last three sessions were dedicated to
learning and practising some tools and exercises for students to work on their socio-
emotional competencies.
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emotional and bodily awareness through the practice of paying attention to one's breathing, body,
sensations and suspending judgment

Figure 1 — Mindful-based program

The ninth session was dedicated to mindful-based practice with students at school.

Between one session and another, the researcher assigned mindfulness exercises
to train attention and awareness during daily life. They were asked to write a diary
of the activities and sensations perceived in the experience.

3.4 Measures

Four questionnaires have been administered to participants before the beginning
of the protocol (T1) and at the end of it (T2):

- The Perceived Stress Scale - PSS (Cohen et al., 1983; trad. Fossati A. 2010)
measures the degree to which situations in a person's life are appraised as
stressful. The items were constructed to tap the degree to which people who
take the test find their lives unpredictable, uncontrollable, or overloaded.

- Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale - TSES (Tschannen-Moran et al., 2001): This
scale measures people’s evaluations of their likely success in teaching. It has
been shown to represent three latent factors associated with three areas of
teaching: efficacy for Classroom Management (CM), Efficacy to promote
Student Engagement (SE), and Efficacy in using Instructional Strategies (1S).

- Self-Compassion Scale - SCS (Veneziani et al., 2017): composed of 26 items and
6 sub-scales (Self-Kindness, Self-Judgement, Common Humanity, Isolation,
Mindfulness, and Over-ldentification). Self-compassion is a useful emotional
regulation strategy, in which painful or distressing feelings are not avoided but
are instead held in awareness with kindness, understanding, and a sense of
shared humanity.

- Emotion Regulation Skills Questionnaire - ERSQ (Berking, 2014). It measures a
broad range of emotion regulation skills as described in the Adaptive Coping



with Emotions (ACE) model. It has 9 subscales: Attention toward feelings, Body
perception of feelings, Clarity of feelings, Understanding of feelings,
Acceptance of feelings, Resilience: Tolerate and endure feelings, Readiness to
confront undesired emotions, Self-support and Modification.

Furthermore, at the end of the protocol and after the collection of quantitative
data, a questionnaire was administered with open-ended questions, aimed at
obtaining an evaluation of the experience by teachers to support the analysis of
guantitative measures. Teachers were asked to reply to 3 questions as follows:

- How would you define the experience you had participating in the path?

- What benefits have you found in following the path?

- What suggestions for improvement would you give to the teacher for
organizing a new edition?

4. Data Analysis

Paired Samples T-Test was performed on the data to test for the main effects of
the intervention on the levels of stress, auto-efficacy (AE), emotion regulation (ER)
and self-compassion (SC) reported by the participants, using SPSS Statistics v20.

Internal consistency of all the scores was high (Cronbach’s on the pooled values:
AE, a=.99; ER, a =.89; SC, a = .81, PS=.77) (Fig. 2). Consequently, the score related
to stress, auto-efficacy, emotion regulation and self-compassion before and after
the intervention, have been calculated by averaging the respective item values per
participant.

Cronbach’s on the pooled values
Teacher's Auto Efficacy (AE)

Emotion Regulation Skill (ER)

Self Compassion Scale (SC)
Stress Perception (SP)

Figure 2 — Cronbach’s on the pooled values

The results indicated that there was a significant difference between the levels of
stress reported by the participant before and after the intervention, t(11) = 2.195,
p = 0.039 (Fig. 3). The level of stress perceived before the intervention (M = 15.17;
SD = 4.39) was significantly higher than the level participants reported after (M =
13.08; SD = 3.78).



Stress Perception (SP) r(11)=2.195
p=0.039

Figure 3 — Stress Perception results

There were no significant differences between the levels of self-efficacy, emotion
regulation and self-compassion reported by the participants before and after the
intervention.

We also conducted a correlation matrix (Fig. 4) to determine whether relationships
between the variables were considered. Pearson’s correlation coefficients have
been computed on the whole pool of data, using SPSS Statistics v20.

Emotion Self- Self-

Regulation  Efficacy Compassion
Stress Perception r --465 -311 -511
P 022 140 011
Emotion Regulation r -065 486
P 761 016
Self-Efficacy ; ;g;

Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)

Figure 4 — Correlation matrix

Results revealed a moderate and negative correlation between the stress level and
the emotion regulation capability, r(24) = -.465, and a strong and negative
correlation between the stress level and the self-compassion capability reported by
the participants, r(24) = -.511. Both the relationships were statistically significant, p
< 0.05 (see Table X). Stress and auto-efficacy were moderately and negatively
correlated, although the relationship was not statistically significant, r(24) = -.311,
p > .05.

There was also a moderate correlation between emotion regulation and self-
compassion. The relationship was statistically significant, r(24) = -.486, p < .05.

As regards the analysis of the open-ended questionnaire, 9 participants gave their
answers to the questions. We grouped the answers to the first two questions in a
table and used them as support in reading the quantitative data (Fig. 5).



What benefits have you found in following the path?

Innovative, intimate, relaxing, stimulating, "smiling" Self-awareness, ability to carve out time for me, tools and
methodologies to instil calm both in myself and in the students,
giving importance to time in its moments and emotions, sharing
the course with teachers and educators of the school

Edifving Greater awareness during my work as a teacher. In addition to
the useful material for working in class after having experienced
it.

Different and interesting I became more aware of what I do and of time
The experience was definitely positive, it allowed me to have a  |Reflection on some daily experiences through other points of
first approach to a practice that I did not know view; sharing the course with colleagues and living the various

moments with them, with the possibility of comparing.

Useful and interesting. Trying to improve myself, paying greater attention to myself and
to the world around me.

Very formative Greater awareness. Knowledge of other techniques and
deepening of known ones

Relaxation, tranquility. Ability to recognize and manage
A sensational adventure within myself to know myself better emotions

It was a new experience that made me reflect on stopping to Greater reflection and awareness

think and concentrate even in daily actions

A splendid experience that helped me to rediscover myself Being able to relax and concentrate more easily

Figure 5 — Answers to an open-ended questionnaire

The last question regarding suggestions to improve the training path highlighted
the requirement for more time in terms of the length and duration of the sessions.

Discussion and Conclusions

In this paper, we investigated the effectiveness of a 9-session mindfulness-based
program on socio-emotional competencies of a sample of teachers and educators
of a comprehensive institute situated in Macerata. Consistent with the hypothesis,
the MB program showed promising effectiveness in Perceived Stress Levels, but any
significant effects in levels of other variables considered (TSES, SCS, ERSQ). The
decrease in stress levels is in line with what has been highlighted by some studies
reporting that an 8-week MBSR program can lower stress levels in adults (Tirkoglu
& Kavuran, 2024; Mas-Cuesta et al., 2024) also bringing about changes in brain
structure. The lack of influence on other variables leads us to think that more time
is needed to acquire effective adaptive behaviours on emotion regulation and the
sense of self-efficacy (Gharetepeh et al., 2015; Rastegar & Memarpour, 2009).

The comments given by the participants in the open-ended questionnaire provide
us with elements to hypothesize that a longer period of training can support the



acquisition of adaptive responses to the challenging situations of the teaching
profession by influencing personal self-efficacy and emotion regulation. Several
limitations of this study and suggestions for future research should be
acknowledged. Firstly, the study was constrained by the small, randomly composed
sample of students who participated voluntarily. Additionally, there was no control
group for comparing the observed effects.

The research group intends to continue this research line, bridging the limitations
highlighted. The hope is that training on socio-emotional skills will be considered
part of the training program for teachers and educators.
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