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analizzare discorsivamente il percorso, in una orizzontalità che coinvolge an-
che i performer. 

 
 

Linguaggi: la performance come evento eccedente 
 
È capitato più di una volta che alcuni spettatori esprimessero il desiderio 

di poter giocare a Eutopia come a un tradizionale gioco da tavolo. Su questo i 
Trickster-p hanno le idee chiare: “non viviamo una distinzione tra il contenuto 
e il contenitore che usiamo, la forma con cui andiamo a incontrare il pubblico: 
il nostro tentativo è sempre quello di farli andare insieme”. A partire dall’iso-
lamento pandemico, “Eutopia è nato proprio dal desiderio di tornare a riaffer-
mare questo essere qui e ora insieme, e di farlo in maniera sia formale sia 
tematica: quindi, l'essere insieme, il fare insieme”. 

La questione ecologica, nota Galbiati, è un tema molto sentito: ma c’è sem-
pre il rischio che il messaggio rimanga confinato a certi ambienti, non riesca 
ad uscire (ex ducere?) e raggiungere altri soggetti. E questo nodo “non è solo 
una questione di temi, ma è anche una questione di format e dispositivo”. È 
un problema di linguaggi (intendendo non solo, certamente, il codice verbale). 

 
Quando si adottano format alternativi, può sembrare lo si faccia per desiderio di fare 
le cose strane. Ma il nostro è un tentativo di trovare un linguaggio. Non ci rivolgiamo 
a spettatori e spettatrici dicendo loro “questo è il messaggio”, ma semmai chiedendo 
loro “come possiamo parlare insieme?”. Gli rivolgiamo un discorso in cui ci possiamo 
reciprocamente incontrare, e che lui o lei possa fare suo. Per me in questo c’è qualcosa 
di educativo, in senso ampio. È ciò che oggi dovrebbe fare il teatro e l’arte in generale. 

 
Emerge qui come Eutopia sia non solo gioco, ma anche performance. 

Certo, “si potrebbe fare un libretto di istruzioni con le regole, e il gioco sta-
rebbe in piedi lo stesso”, assecondando il desiderio di possesso da parte del 
pubblico, la brama di sentire che “il mondo è nelle mie mani”. È invece cru-
ciale proprio l’intenzione di voler andare “contro il controllo che vogliamo 
avere come esseri umani”. Scopo che viene perseguito attraverso un “gioco 
sulle atmosfere” che viene dalla radice teatrale, e tramite “questa idea di sco-
prire a poco a poco il mondo”, le sue regole e possibilità, e scoprendo un po’ 
anche qualcosa di noi stessi. Un alone di mistero, un invito dentro un habitat 
in cui, sperimentando ambiguità e incertezze, si costruisce tentativamente una 
collaborazione del vivente: sul piano immanente del dialogo tra partecipanti 
sconosciuti, e sul piano metaforico delle comunità biotiche sulla terra inco-
gnita della scacchiera. Tutto ciò è “un elemento veramente fondamentale, che 
ha un valore drammaturgico, ma anche concettuale”: una forma che non può 
essere scissa dal tema. 
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Solo all’interno di un evento che, producendo un’altra realtà dentro la 
realtà, eccede il nostro controllo, e che – come direbbe Ingold (2017) sulla 
scorta di Dewey (1934) – ci attraversa mentre lo attraversiamo, lasciandoci da 
ultimo la compagnia di un irriducibile, inesauribile rovello: solo qui accade 
che possiamo fare, davvero, esperienza. Ed è questo il terreno su cui si gioca 
il performativo. 

 
 

Un paradosso emancipante: per un insegnamento senza  
apprendimento 

 
In conclusione, cosa abbiamo imparato? Non usciamo da Eutopia con in 

mano una soluzione per la questione ambientale. Forse, però, è cambiato qual-
cosa nel nostro modo di “stare con il problema”, secondo la celebre espres-
sione di Haraway (2016). Se fosse un’azione pedagogico-didattica, potremmo 
chiederci: quale apprendimento è stato appreso? Probabilmente nessuno: per-
tanto dovremmo contestare l’ipotesi da cui ci siamo mossi. Ma ci giunge in 
soccorso la riflessione pedagogica di Biesta (2022), che – anche attraverso una 
puntualizzazione della lezione del maestro ignorante di Rancière (2008) – ar-
riva a reclamare la scissione della correlazione causale insegnamento-appren-
dimento; come vi può essere apprendimento senza insegnamento, così vi può 
(e deve) essere un insegnamento che non miri all’apprendimento. Per affron-
tare, semmai, un altro compito: la scoperta di sé (e dell’altro: umano e non) da 
parte delle soggettività, in un processo di emancipazione, individuale e collet-
tiva. 

In questo solco si dissemina la fertile offerta che le arti performative por-
gono al mondo dell’educazione: una fioritura di oggetti pedagogici non iden-
tificati, ma fatti di corpi e processi sensibili, su cui poter porre la mano. Una 
letterale manumissio che può emancipare non solo l’allievo, ma anche il pe-
dagogo, e aprire a futuri mondi (educativi e non) possibili e auspicabili. 
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From art to empathy. Investigating the influence of 
arts education on Social and Emotional Learning of 
adolescents 
Petra Iris Grabowski 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Abstract This paper investigates cultural literacy's role in social cohesion and 
presents a case study on how Arts Education in school contributes to Social 
and Emotional Learning (SEL). SEL skills are crucial for relationships, conflict 
resolution, and ethical decision-making, fostering a well-working Polis. Using 
a SEL competency framework, a qualitative analysis assessed SEL develop-
ment in teenagers' art lessons, revealing cultivation across diverse art prac-
tices and contexts. 
 

 
Introduction 

 
The entwined realms of arts education, Social and Emotional Learning 

(SEL), and the cultivation of social cohesion emerge as pivotal focal points, 
offering profound insights into the dynamics of a well-functioning Polis. This 
article unveils the empirical research undertaken as part of a doctoral thesis, 
an exploration that navigates the possibilities within art education for Social 
and Emotional Learning. 

Social cohesion can be summarized “as collective attributes and behav-
iours characterized by positive social relations, a sense of identification or be-
longing, and an orientation towards the common good” (Moustakas, 2023, p. 
1028). The positive impact of SEL, well-established in existing research, un-
derscores its significance in supporting students' cognitive, social, and emo-
tional development (Cefai et al., 2018). As essential components for building 
loving relationships, fostering empathy, and making ethical choices, social 
and emotional competencies, often summarized as emotional intelligence, lay 
the groundwork for social cohesion. Furthermore, SEL competencies are for-
tified by a shared cultural understanding promoted through arts education. 

The intersections between SEL and arts education have garnered attention, 
with arts education presenting concrete opportunities for social-emotional learn-
ing (Bowen & Kisida, 2019). However, a gap persists in research methodologies 
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providing actionable insights for implementation in practical settings. This arti-
cle embarks on a journey of exploring how art-making in schools can foster 
SEL, contributing to the creation of a well-functioning Polis. 

 
 
Theoretical background 

 
Before delving into the empirical study, we first sketch a definition of arts 

education, termed ‘Kulturelle Bildung’ in a German-speaking context. It is an 
expansive field encompassing personality development through cultural forms 
of expression, arts, and play, serving as a prerequisite for cultural participa-
tion. Arts education, as a form of general education, enables children and 
young people to relate to themselves and the world through play, art, and cul-
ture (Bundesvereinigung Kulturelle Kinder- und Jugendbildung BKJ e. V., 
2024). Crucially, arts education has been shown to foster social acceptance, 
reflective abilities, and empathy, essential for coexisting in a free and demo-
cratic system (Reinwand-Weiss, 2020). 

Addressing the calls for increased cultural projects and recognizing the in-
trinsic link between culture and humanity, this article emphasizes that culture 
and the human being are not coexisting entities; rather, culture is human-
made, and humans are defined by their culture (Recki, 2014). This intertwined 
relationship is based on humans actively shaping and constructing their sur-
roundings within given circumstances. 

Thus, cultural participation and production becomes a high-value oppor-
tunity for social participation. This exploration further probes into how arts 
education within the educational context of schools can promote personal 
growth and interpersonal competencies. As schools serve as the breeding 
grounds for the experiences derived from arts education, the crucial question 
becomes apparent: how should art be taught to facilitate engagement with so-
ciety and oneself through artistic experiences? Simultaneously, the challenge 
lies in developing scientifically valuable approaches, methods, and measuring 
instruments that capture the essence of arts education's fundamental role in 
shaping individuals and co-creating social structures, thereby enabling mean-
ingful participation in society. Despite the growing attention and acceptance 
of arts education in educational and political spheres, more research is imper-
ative to establish its entitlement as a fundamental pillar within schools - a force 
extending beyond the niche of artistic expression. Arts education, extending 
beyond traditional academic domains, can play a pivotal role in fostering so-
cial acceptance, reflection, and empathy. After mapping in brief this theoreti-
cal concept of relations, these connections will be evidenced and entangled in 
the practical example of a case study. 
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Description of the empirical study and current state of art 
 

To exemplify the theoretical entanglement, we turn to the case study “So-
cial and Emotional Learning in Art Education (SEA)”. This study, conducted 
over the academic year 2021/22 with a secondary class in Meran, South Tyrol, 
Italy, explores the effects of a specific domain of arts education on teenagers' 
social and emotional learning developments. Within art education we find a 
wide range of related practices. Often more traditional subdomains of the ap-
plied arts, such as drawing and painting are coming into mind when thinking 
about art lessons in school. Considering the variety of domains there is an 
often overlooked field containing the three-dimensional areas of construction 
and shaping (González-Zamar & Abad-Segura, 2021). The study investigates 
within this domain the influence of spatial imagination and particular three-
dimensional artistic practices (e.g. pottery, modeling, construction, and sculp-
turing) on SEL competencies during regular art classes (Figure 1).  

 
The particular shaping and constructing practices are bodily and spatial 

orientated and allow a specific analogical educational experience of material-
ity, corporeality, and spatiality which appear more and more significant in a 
digitalized world (Sowa, 2017). In this context, the question must also be 
asked whether art education might have fundamental educational responsibil-
ities in our digitalized world, referring to the physical involvement within this 
subject. And, if art education, in consequence might have a compensational 
role - in a more and more digitized school environment - where not all educa-
tional processes can be fulfilled in a digital realm because of their analogical 
and bodily nature (Krautz, 2021). 

There is also a research gap in an interdisciplinary understanding that anal-
yses in detail the interplay of poietic body-space conception and the formation 
of social and emotional skills (Farrington et al., 2019). The lack of systematic 
research which entitles practical measures in art education in school is also 
partly caused by the variety of theoretical concepts and practical approaches 
of art education which occasionally are even contradictory. This study was 
didactically elaborated with the defined principles of a systematic, anthropo-
logical founded and relational art pedagogy (Krautz, 2020). This approach is 
founded on an anthropological view of humans as individuals who are always 
in relation to themselves, their surroundings, and the outer world. One exam-
ple for the pedagogical approach employed was to (1) emphasize on the spatial 
design of the school garden, in order to connect the lifeworld references of the 
adolescents with the content-related and visual-linguistic potential inherent in 
works of art and images (Figure 1) (Uhlig et al., 2021). (2) Focusing on the 
bodily and sensorial aspects of space, particularly within the familiar school 
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environment, the intention was to facilitate authentic engagement by allowing 
students to reflect, imagine, and design their inhabited space (Figure 2). This 
approach also provided them with the opportunity to physically explore the 
subject of interest, contributing to a more hands-on and immersive learning 
experience (Figure 1 and 2). 

 

 
 

Figure 1. 2022, source own, location: in the school garden, Pupils use formations  
to test out a suitable spot for their own art installation. 
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Figure 2. 2022, source own, students organizing sculpted clay flowers according to 
the colour wheel in group work. 

 
 

Research method and approach 
 
Adopting an ethnographic approach, the researcher actively participated in 

the art lessons, collaborating as a kind of assistant to the art teacher who main-
tained the main leading role. In this mode the researcher could participate ac-
tively in the art making processes as tutor but also as co-creator which enabled 
the researcher to attend students’ conversations while creating. It showed that 
with this co-creating relationship with the pupils a more trustful relationship 
was established. This was fruitful for conversations and later interviews be-
cause the hierarchical dimension of the teacher-student or adult-teenager rela-
tion was enriched with a common art production goal. Furthermore, it should 
be underlined that most of the lessons were held in an art studio-like atmos-
phere where both teacher and researcher functioned as assistants to the stu-
dents by supporting them with their work while students had the freedom to 
work independently. This case study unfolded in two distinctive cycles: In the 
first cycle, small groups of students engaged in the elaboration of scale mod-
els, articulating their visions for the redesign of the school’s garden.  
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Figure 3. 2022, source own, final art installation in the school garden: cloud in the 
colours of the rainbow, assembled with glazed flowers of crete. 

 
This initial phase resulted in the creation of five detailed architectural mod-

els, autonomously produced by scholars in groups in a studio like working 
mode, a characteristic environment often employed in art classes where stu-
dents have the freedom to move, talk, and exchange ideas. The second cycle 
saw the entire class collaboratively involved in the creation of an art installa-
tion. This phase included numerous class discussions after which students em-
ployed pottery techniques to craft approximately 100 pottery flowers. The fi-
nal installation took the form of an artistic expression resembling a cloud, me-
ticulously composed by the students arranging the flowers to create a rainbow-
like colour arrangement (Figure 1 and 3). Beyond its visual artistic value, the 
artwork conveyed a meaningful message which was prominently displayed at 
the entrance of the garden. Data collection encompassed field notes, audio 
recordings, interviews with students in small groups, and photographic docu-
mentation. The aim was encapsule students' experiences and points of view. 
 

Qualitative content analysis served as the chosen analytical tool in this 
study, integrating the approach of hermeneutic interpretation within the prin-
ciples of Qualitative Content Analysis (Mayring, 2014). This approach com-
bines coding, categorization, systematization, interpretation, understanding, 
and reflection (Vieira & Queiroz, 2017). In the realm of modern childhood 
research, particularly when aligned with the qualitative research paradigm, the 
objective was to undertake research from the perspective of the children/ado-
lescents (Nentwig-Gesemann, 2013). “We would say that the hermeneutical 
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approach to text analysis is important. It reminds us that text understanding is 
not an automatic process of counting manifest text elements (like in Quantita-
tive Content Analysis)” (Mayring, 2014, p.28). The coding process was there-
fore a reconstructive process: the individual coded sequences not only in-
cluded the explicit statements of the students, but also implicit expressions 
were taken into account referring to “tacit knowledge” and here giving credit 
to Polanyi (2009) who stated ‘that we know more than we can tell’ (Polanyi, 
2009, p.4). For example sequences containing ‘silent knowledge’ or ‘collec-
tive knowledge’ were coded when capturing collective spaces of experience. 
These create a conjunctive context of experience, which does not necessarily 
have to be negotiated theoretically as Bitter and Budde mention (2017), but 
which is available in its functionality atheoretically as the context of being of 
a social group. Reconstruction took also into consideration the respective form 
in which the students expressed themselves and communicated with each 
other because the kind of manner also documented something about the frame-
work in which they dealt with a topic and the meaning they created (Nentwig-
Gesemann, 2013). In two analysing phases the text material was coded by 
segments belonging to the different categories whereby multiple coding of 
segments was possible and this also underlined the interwinding relations of 
the categories. The study adapted five deductive main categories from the CA-
SEL (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, 2019) 
framework namely: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, rela-
tionship skills, and responsible decision-making. Each category was subdi-
vided into at least five subcategories, considering the developmental stage of 
the students' age. The analysis process was facilitated using MaxQData, and 
the method employed was specifically defined as structuring content analysis 
(Kuckartz & Rädiker, 2022). In a second step, twelve context categories were 
identified such as group work, individual work, class discussions, in the class-
room, and in the garden and subcategories were created in order to also attrib-
ute the silent knowledge and collective knowledge of the students. These In-
ductive Categories which are used to structure the collected data (Kuckartz & 
Rädiker, 2019). Thus, two types of main categories provided a complex frame-
work within the code relation browser of MaxQData, that considered overlap-
ping coded sequences in the material, searching for connections and interrela-
tionships between the categories of SEL and context. The common coded seg-
ments provided insights into which specific SEL processes were enhanced and 
in addition in which context. Thus, it was possible to gain a more profound 
insight into the occurrence of SEL and the influence of learning settings and 
teaching modes. 
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Findings 
 
The empirical research conducted in this dissertation study, SEA, aimed to 

address lingering questions about the connection between art education and 
social-emotional learning, seeking to understand how SEL is fostered in art 
classes (Lashley & Halverson, 2021). The primary goal was to map empirical 
research results for instructional practice and establish aesthetic education as 
a key resource for individual educational processes and societal development. 

The first set of outcomes revealed strong evidence of SEL with key triggers 
closely tied to aesthetic education (Wulf, 2007). Notably, social awareness 
and social management were found to thrive in art education settings through 
collaborative group work, dialogues, and art reviews. Common targets, idea 
sharing in collaboration, and self-organization were identified as significant 
to elicit SEL-competencies, e.g. empathy. In all the aspects mentioned above, 
the authentic participation of students/ willingness to participate showed to be 
significantly increased by the given target to find a common and collaborative 
way of artistic expression. 

Moving on to Relationship Skills, the analysis within the context of SEL 
showcased efficient communication, positive relationships, and strengthened 
group cohesion resulting from group work and independent tasks. Self-organ-
ization within teams contributed to cooperative skills and constructive conflict 
resolution strategies. The freedom to choose topics allowed students to ex-
press political and cultural perspectives, particularly evident during group 
work and model construction. 

In particular the perception of others (social awareness) within the SEL 
framework revealed a heightened number of coded passages compared to 
other categories. Self-organized teamwork, group work, and class discussions 
emerged as contexts promoting competencies such as perspective-taking, em-
pathy, appreciation for others, and pro-social attitudes. The presentation of 
artworks served as a platform for pro-social positioning, showcasing students' 
differentiated perceptions of nature and the environment, especially after les-
sons in the garden. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
This study contributes to our understanding of interconnectedness of arts 

education, SEL, and social cohesion as not merely a theoretical construct but 
a lived reality. The transformative potential of arts education in enhancing so-
cial and emotional learning and contributing to social cohesion became tangi-
ble through practical examples. Findings of this study suggest a number of 
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