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Introduction

Thank you for agreeing to participate in the Edu4Ilmpact Focus Group. The Edu4Impact
project aims to help sports coaches, trainers, and educators who work with adults,
particularly those who may be going through difficult times or who are at risk of exclusion.
Our goal is to understand how sport can be used not only for physical well-being, but also to
help people feel more confident, learn to manage their emotions, build better relationships,
and feel included.

Even if you have never heard of "SEL - Social and Emotional Learning" before, you have
probably already worked on these types of skills under a different name. In the focus group,
we would like to hear about your real-life experiences, challenges, and ideas, including in
relation to the results of the survey conducted during the first part of the Edu4Impact
project. Your input will help us design a practical training program to support professionals
like you in using sport as a tool for inclusion and personal growth. There are no right or
wrong answers: what matters is your experience.

Definition of SEL

SEL - Social-emotional learning helps individuals recognize and manage emotions, build
positive relationships, and make responsible decisions. It improves learning, well-being,
and personal development by connecting emotions and cognition. In education, SEL
promotes social skills, reduces stress, improves performance, and supports mental health.

SEL helps develop the following five key skills:
1. Self-awareness: Recognizing and understanding one's emotions and their impact.

2. Social awareness: Empathizing with others, respecting diversity, and appreciating
social differences.

3. Responsible decision-making: Identifying problems, analyzing situations, and
making ethical and constructive decisions.

4. Self-regulation: Regulate emotions and motivations to achieve goals.

5. Interpersonal skills: Communicate effectively, build healthy relationships,
negotiate conflicts, seek and provide help.
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The results of the research in Italy in brief
The survey conducted in Italy was completed by a total of 211 people.

These belong to a variety of professional categories, as shown in the graph:

Job title

Trainer / Sport
professional

Social worker

45,54%

Fisiotherapist / o
sports physician 297%

PE teacher

Adult Educator

Other: Excursion
guide

Other: Yoga
instructor

Third sector
professional

Other: Psychologist /
psycotherapist

Other: PE student

17,82%

0,00% 10,00% 20,00% 30,00% 40,00%

Job title

Most of them are sports professionals, and almost all of them deal with vulnerable
individuals (both adults and young people).
Here is a summary of the research results:

Poor knowledge of SEL:

@® 62.4% of respondents had never heard of SEL before the survey.

® Only 5% were familiar with the concept of SEL.

@ Despite this lack of knowledge, 90% of participants regularly work with adults who
struggle to regulate their emotions.

General confidence but little training:

® Although most professionals feel somewhat confident in managing emotional or
social problems, this confidence is often not supported by adequate training.

® 91% cited lack of training as a reason for not using SEL techniques.

High interest but unclear training needs:
e Respondents expressed interest in all training activities offered, without expressing
any particular preferences.
e This suggests a willingness to learn, but also reflects a difficulty in identifying specific
training needs, probably due to unfamiliarity with SEL.
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The importance of individual professional backgrounds:

Preferences for sport-based SEL activities varied depending on job role (e.g., yoga
instructors preferred mindfulness; outdoor educators preferred nature-based methods).

The results highlight the need to tailor training programs to different professional profiles,
as shown in the table below:

Other: Other:

Professional Outdoor Team Individual  martial Other:  Yoga /
profile activities Fitness sports Boxing Meditation

Coach / sports
professional 10.58 9.6 13.46 9.62 0.48 0.48 0.48

Social worker 0.96 0.48 1.44 0 0 0.00 0.48

Physiotherapist /
sports doctor 0.96 1.44 0.96 0 0 0.00 0.00

Physical
education teacher | O 0 0.48 0 0 0.00 0

Adult educator 5.77 1.92 4.33 1.44 0 0.00 0.48

Other: hiking
guide 1.44 0 0 0 0 0.00 0

Other: Yoga
instructor 0 3.37 0 0 0 0.00 3.37

Third sector
professional 1.92 0.48 2.88 1.44 0 0.00 0.00

Other:
psychologist/psyc
hotherapist 2.40 0.48 3.37 1.44 0 0.00 0

Other: student of
Sports Science 3.85 1.44 3.37 1.92 0 0.00 0.00

| @ Hiking guides prefer outdoor activities;

@ Yoga instructors prefer activities related to meditation or fitness techniques;

@ Physiotherapists and doctors place greater value on fitness, as the vulnerable
groups they work with most are often elderly people or people with physical
disabilities.

® The most represented category (sports professionals) tend to give almost equal
importance to team sports, individual sports, outdoor activities, and fitness,
probably based on the sport they practice.
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FOCUS GROUP

The focus group took place on June 19, 2024, and was led by Fabrizio Mascali (researcher).
Six educators and sports professionals with experience working with vulnerable individuals
participated.

Before the focus group, participants were shown this document and given an overview of
the topics and questions that would be asked during the focus group:

First, please introduce yourselves: name, age, job, and tell us something about your work
experience, especially with vulnerable people.

1. Based on the survey results, the respondents found almost all of the proposed
training activities equally useful, perhaps due to their limited experience with SEL-
based methods. Do you agree with this result? Would concrete examples or case
studies help you better understand the type of training you might need?

2. Based on your professional experience and areas of expertise, what type of training
would you prefer to receive in order to be able to integrate SEL and sports activities
for the inclusion of vulnerable adults? How would you address each of the SEL skills?
Would you prefer individual or group activities? Do you think that training courses
should be adapted to the different professional profiles they are aimed at?

3. What challenges do you typically face when trying to integrate SEL (consciously or
unconsciously) into your work? Have you ever had to manage emotions or group
dynamics while conducting a sports activity? Can you tell us more about what
happened and how you handled it?

4. What types of support, guidance, or tools would you find useful to help people
participating in your activities grow not only physically, but also socially and
emotionally through sport? How could such tools help you feel confident in offering
SEL-focused training in your sports practice?

Thank you for participating!
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Transcript of the Focus Group of June 19, 2025
Moderator: Fabrizio Mascali
Participants:
e Valeria Ferranti — social and educational educator
e Francesca Carpitella — psychologist and psychotherapist
e Silvia Lo Bello — recent graduate in sports science and qualified as a multidisciplinary
assistant
e Marta Naselli — sports psychologist and rowing coach
e Linda Glorioso — horse riding instructor
e Giovanni Basile — graduate in sports science and currently studying for a degree in
nutrition science. Coach.

Fabrizio Mascali (Moderator):

Good evening everyone and thank you again for agreeing to participate in this focus group.

To begin, | would like to ask you to briefly introduce yourselves: name, age, profession, and a brief
description of your experience, especially with vulnerable people.

Valeria Ferranti:

Good evening. My name is Valeria Ferranti, | am 46 years old, | am a social and educational worker
and | work in the social sector. | work with Dr. Carpitella, who is also here today, who is the
psychologist on our team.

We work in a day center for children with disabilities and are also involved in Paralympic sports.

Over the last year, thanks to the 'Play District' initiative promoted by Sport e Salute, we have
carried out several projects, applying the SEL method through life skills, with vulnerable young
people and in schools.

Francesca Carpitella:

| would like to add to what Valeria said. My name is Francesca Carpitella, | am 31 years old, and |
am a psychologist and psychotherapist in training.

| work with Valeria at the day center, where we mainly deal with disabilities. In addition, | work
with young people and adolescents in my private practice.

Last year, we carried out a project on life skills in schools, and we are continuing it this year. So far,
it has only been aimed at students, but we believe it is essential to extend it to families and
teachers as well.

Many teachers unknowingly use some SEL techniques, but they are not familiar with the
theoretical basis. Structured training could be very useful for them.

Marta Naselli:

My name is Marta Naselli, | am 26 years old. | studied psychology and have a master's degree in
sports psychology.

| am particularly interested in the application of mental aspects to sports and recreational
activities.

| coached a youth rowing team for about five years and currently teach Flying Yoga Dance, a
discipline that combines aerial acrobatics, yoga, and ballet.

During my internship, | worked at a tennis school, applying sports psychology skills to the mental
preparation of athletes.
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Silvia Lo Bello:

My name is Silvia Lo Bello, | am 22 years old and | have a degree in Sports Science. | also took a
course as a multidisciplinary assistant to be able to work with people with disabilities.

For about two years, | have been collaborating with a Yellow School project aimed at children
with Down syndrome, autism, and other disabilities.

| do physical activities with them, but it often ends up being a time for listening and discussion,
similar to a psychological support session.

At the same time, | also collaborate with another project aimed at children with
neurodevelopmental disorders, including a girl with ADHD.

Linda Glorioso:

Good afternoon, I'm Linda Glorioso. | work for ENDAS in the office, but | also follow various
projects, including this one with Silvia and the schools, where there are definitely children with
disabilities. I'm a horse riding instructor and have worked with many children, but also some
adults with autism.

Fabrizio Mascali (Moderator):

Okay, that's fine.

Based on the results gathered through the research—an excerpt of which you have read—the
survey participants felt that almost all of the training activities proposed were equally useful.
There were no specific requests to focus on one aspect over another, perhaps because there is
still little knowledge of SEL.

In your case, you said that you already apply some elements, perhaps unconsciously.

Do you recognize yourselves in this result?

Do you think more concrete examples or real-life cases would be useful to help you understand
better?

Do you need training to help you further develop these skills in your target groups?

And, if so, what kind of training or concrete cases would you find most useful?

Linda Glorioso:

Look, I'll start so | can lead the way.

Together with Silvia, | participated in a project with Giovanni Giacobbe, a dog trainer.

It was his project, aimed at children and parents from vulnerable groups, with activities assisted
by dogs for therapeutic purposes.

Giovanni applies SEL consciously and has a range of techniques for communicating with both
children and mothers.

You can see the difference between someone who has a naturally empathetic approach and
someone who has been trained to do so.

For this reason, in my opinion, training is definitely necessary.

Valeria Ferranti:

Me? Yes.

| also took part in the survey.

In my opinion, training is always useful.

Of course, I'm an educator: continuous training is at the heart of our profession.
So yes, concrete cases and working with examples are always necessary.
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Silvia Lo Bello:

Yes, | agree.

Training is important.

| consider myself an empathetic person, but | realize that empathy isn't enough, especially with
children.

More specific training is needed to work with children who have difficulties.

| found myself improvising, doing the best | could with the skills | had.

Fabrizio Mascali (Moderator):
Can you give us some specific examples? A particular case that you have encountered?

Silvia Lo Bello:

Yes.

For example, there is a child—Matteo—with whom we work. We don't know for sure what his
condition is: we suspect a mild autism spectrum disorder, but there is no official diagnosis
because his parents have never mentioned it.

This is a critical issue: parents often don't openly say if a child has difficulties, perhaps out of fear
or because they don't want to admit it.

| have had a lot of difficulty relating to him. He is a very sensitive child.

During group games, if he loses or is eliminated, even for a small thing, he completely withdraws
into himself.

No matter how hard | try, | don't have the tools to help him open up.

I'm very sorry, because | want him to feel comfortable, to be more sociable and to get along well
with the group.

But | find it difficult, | can see that there are real difficulties.

Fabrizio Mascali (Moderator):

I'll ask the same question to the others: do you have any specific examples to share?

Episodes in which you had to deal with complex emotional situations during an activity?

That was a question | had planned for later, but let's go with it. It's more useful this way, let's just
go with the flow.

Valeria Ferranti:

I'd like to pick up on that question, also because we experienced it together with Francesca.

We also work in Paralympic sports, and this winter we participated in a regional championship,
taking our team around Sicily, where various competitions were scheduled.

During training, the kids are pretty balanced, but during the competition we realized that the
atmosphere was not peaceful.

They felt a high level of competition with their peers, and this frustrated them.

When they lost a game, some of them struggled to regain the positive attitude that usually
accompanies them in training.

During the competition, they became confused, and we then worked on stress management.
The competitive factor destabilized them, even in their relationships with each other.

They usually have a lot of fun and are a great group: they are kids who attend the same day center
and know each other well.
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We had even slept away together and had a nice dinner after the game. But the defeat triggered a
strong reaction.

| was convinced it would be a pleasant, enjoyable experience, but it was difficult for them to cope
with.

Fabrizio Mascali (Moderator):
And how did you handle it?

Valeria Ferranti:

When we got back from the league game, Francesca and | worked with the boys.

We started by talking about the importance of competition, which doesn't necessarily mean
winning.

We worked a lot on stress management, particularly with one boy, Fiorino, who had started out
with high expectations of winning.

The medal, which was given to everyone, wasn't enough to console him.

It's a work in progress, because with our boys, the journey is always evolving.

Francesca Carpitella:

Yes, that match was a significant episode, but there have been others.

Young people like Enzo, for example, have great difficulty tolerating frustration and defeat.

It's a continuous process.

Even though that experience was very stressful for the whole team, | think it was still enriching.
It put them in a different situation from their everyday lives and helped them see themselves in a
new light.

Conflictual dynamics resurfaced, of course, but that's also normal.

We try to work on these weaknesses continuously.

Sometimes, even the smallest situations can become critical, and we don't always manage them
well.

Even for us adults, it's difficult to tolerate moments of high stress.

We are vulnerable, just like them.

In particular, for children with obvious disabilities, defeat can have a direct impact on their
identity: "l lost because | am disabled," "l am different from others."

So the work is mainly about acceptance: of oneself, of one's abilities, of what one can and cannot
do.

We try to work on this constantly.

Valeria Ferranti:

Fabrizio, it's also true that they started out in a safe environment, our center, and then found
themselves in a completely different context.

They didn't find the serenity they were used to, the serenity we create in our setting.

Perhaps we should have prepared them better for this change.

We slept outside and had a wonderful experience. It was also very positive for me.

But the fact that we lost had a big impact.

Next time we'll be stronger, for sure.

Fabrizio Mascali (Moderator):
Here, the importance of working on the trainer's own skills also emerges clearly.
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You just told me that you also felt caught off guard.

The fact that the young people stepped out of their comfort zone means that you also need to be
prepared to deal with less secure contexts.

And then there is the issue of self-awareness and self-acceptance.

Linda Glorioso:

Fabri, to tie in with what Silvia said, | had a similar experience with two girls who have ADHD.
The difference is that with one of them, the mother talked to me and explained her difficulties, for
example with rules.

This allowed me to pay more attention to how | made requests or involved her in activities.
With the other girl, however, the mother didn't give me any guidance.

One day, for example, she didn't want to be with the other children, she clung to a pole and
wouldn't move.

| had twenty children to look after and didn't know what to do.

In the end, | had to call her mother and ask her to stay with me while | looked after the rest of the
group.

In my opinion, parents should also be prepared to deal with certain situations.

I'm not saying they should 'study’, but they should have the basic tools to deal with educational
contexts and to collaborate with those who work with their children, both at school and in sports.
They need to know how to behave and how to help other adults involved: teachers, educators,
coaches.

Giovanni Basile:
Good afternoon, sorry I'm late, but | couldn't get away from work earlier.

Fabrizio Mascali (Moderator):

So Giovanni, I'd like to ask you to introduce yourself: your first name, last name, age, what you do,
and whether you work with vulnerable people.

Have you experienced situations where you had to deal with challenges in managing complex
emotions? How did you deal with them?

Giovanni Basile:

My name is Giovanni Basile, | have a degree in Sports Science and | am about to graduate in
Nutrition Science.

| have been working with Oxygen for almost two years. Thanks to this experience, | have often
found myself working with vulnerable individuals, both with physical and psychological and
psychiatric disabilities—such as a young man | just worked with here at the office.

When working with these people, managing emotions is a daily challenge.

| often deal with personal issues, such as low self-esteem or conflictual family relationships, which
often emerge when they are away from home.

It takes sensitivity to recognize certain dynamics.

There are also many difficulties in group relationships.

When | notice a relationship problem, | try not to isolate the young person, but to understand
what triggered the conflict. We tackle the problem together, seeking mediation.

In my experience, this strategy works best: young people are often fixed on who is right or wrong,
and the conflict tends to escalate.
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Instead, when you bring them face to face, they understand that something trivial to one person
can be a serious problem for another. This helps them to put themselves in the other person's
shoes.

Many times, they end up apologizing and acknowledging their mistakes.

It's not something that can be resolved in a day, but if you work at it consistently, it can lead to
good results.

Sport is a very useful tool, especially team sports.

Individual activities are useful for working on self-awareness and spatial awareness, especially for
those with sensory or motor difficulties.

But the group teaches a lot: respect, sharing, self-acceptance, working towards a common goal.

With the kids at the Yellow School—and previously at the Collegiative School, which will resume
in September—I often propose group exercises: small competitions, team games, ball passing
drills where mistakes are not judged by teammates.

| see that these activities greatly improve the relationships between the kids.

Yes, absolutely.

Fabrizio Mascali (Moderator):
What sport do you specifically work with?

Giovanni Basile:

Actually, a bit of everything and nothing. | don't focus on one sport in particular, but | choose
based on the group and the person.

| always try to create dynamic situations that are both educational and fun, because it's important
to integrate both aspects.

Fabrizio Mascali (Moderator):
And what do you teach at the gym?

Giovanni Basile:

| teach functional training, | work in the equipment room—so bodybuilding—and | mainly work
with women with specific issues such as lipedema, obesity, and post-menopause.

| specialize in that area.

Every now and then, | also do more "holistic" activities, such as Pilates and postural gymnastics.

Fabrizio Mascali (Moderator):
So you do both group and individual activities?

Giovanni Basile:
That's right. | work with groups and offer one-to-one personal training. For example, | had two
individual appointments today.

Fabrizio Mascali (Moderator):

Okay, that's great. | have to say that I've gathered quite a bit of material, so | won't keep you much
longer. It seems like a really satisfying discussion.

Marta, would you like to add anything? | noticed you didn't participate as much.
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Marta Naselli:

I've never had any direct experience of training with people with disabilities, so | don't have much
experience in this area.

The only contact I've had was with a teammate of mine, a girl with high-functioning autism.

The main difficulty was communication.

As peers, we had to learn to communicate even the simplest things, such as changes to training.
As long as the workouts were always the same, everything was fine. But when they changed—for
example, with the transition from winter to summer—it became very difficult for her to accept
the change.

We had to learn how to explain things, knowing that she had difficulty perceiving changes.

I don't know how our coach handled it. But we, as teammates, learned to relate to her, especially
during times of change.

Fabrizio Mascali (Moderator):
Would anyone like to add anything? Any comments, thoughts, suggestions?

Linda Glorioso:

Yes, | wanted to pick up on a concept you expressed earlier.

Everyone expresses what they know based on their own experience, and that's natural.

It's difficult to talk about situations you don't know firsthand, which is why everyone refers to
their own field.

Fabrizio Mascali (Moderator):

Of course, it's normal that in the questionnaire responses or even in our discussion, everyone
refers to their own professional context.

Those who work in a gym or teach yoga or Pilates will feel closer to individual and meditative
activities.

A basketball coach will favor team sports.

A hiking guide will more easily think of outdoor activities than indoor ones.

Linda Glorioso:

Yes, | understand.

For example, | think activities with animals—horses, dogs, etc.—are also very important, beyond
sports in the strict sense.

When working with children or vulnerable adults, contact with animals has a strong
communicative value.

It's not just about horse riding, but about establishing a relationship.

The same goes for dogs: I've seen parents who were afraid of dogs at first, and then, after the
program, they participated in activities with free-roaming dogs, together with their children.

It is a transformative experience.

And | could say the same for art: many children | work with prefer to communicate through
drawing or images.

Not everyone expresses themselves through sports.

Of course, there are cases where individual attention is needed, but in my opinion, the group has
enormous value.

Collaboration and teamwork, in most cases, yield more lasting and meaningful results.
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Fabrizio Mascali (Moderator):

Okay, agreed, everyone.

Thank you very much for your time.

Now let's take a photo: I'll take a screenshot.

When you're ready, let me know and I'll take it.

Thanks again to everyone for your time and participation!

Everyone:
Thank you! Thank you very much!
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