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Cultivating Emotion Differentiation in Children: 
The development of emotion differentiation resources for schools 

By Tracy Richardson 

 
 

Chapter 1 – Introduction 
 

“The lack of attention to the mental health of children and adolescents may lead to 

mental disorders with lifelong consequences, undermines compliance with health 

regimens, and reduces the capacity of societies to be safe and productive.” 

 (WHO, 2003). 

 
The prevalence of mental and emotional disorders in young people aged 5-15 has 

been consistently rising since 1999 ("Mental Health of Children and Young People in 

England, 2017 [PAS]," 2018). Current statistics in the UK show that 25% of children 

and young people experience symptoms of at least one mental health disorder (Public 

Health England, 2017). The financial implications of failing to reverse this upward trend 

are great. Mental ill health is estimated to have cost the UK economy approximately 

£94bn in 2015 according to a joint report from the Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD) and the European Commission ("Mental health 

problems costing Europe heavily," 2018).  

 

Whilst it is necessary to acknowledge the financial costs of these high rates of poor 

mental health and wellbeing, it is equally important to recognise the cost in terms of 

quality of life to the individual, their families and friends. One in six adults in England 

is likely to have experienced some form of mental health issue in the past week 

(Mental health and wellbeing in England: Adult Psychiatric Morbidity Survey 2014, 

2016). This report also highlighted a strong association between mental health issues 

and poor mental wellbeing as measured by the Warwick Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing 

Scale (WEMWBS).  

 

The impact of this upward trend in mental ill health in children seems to be reflected 

in the increased rates of self-harm (Harris, Beese, & Moore, 2019) and suicidality. In 
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2017 suicide was the most common cause of death in young people aged 5-19, 

accounting for 16.2% of all deaths of boys and 13.3% of all deaths of girls (Deaths 

registered in England and Wales (series DR): 2017, 2018).  

 

Kessler et al. (2010) undertook a large research project examining the associations 

between adversity in childhood and the onset of diagnosable mental health conditions. 

The study included 51,945 adults across 21 countries. The authors concluded that one 

in three mental health conditions in adults are directly related to adverse childhood 

experiences. This suggests that poor mental health, at least in part, may have 

environmental causal factors.   

 

Despite a range of medications and treatments being readily available to treat mental 

health conditions, they have provided little change at a population level and a greater 

focus should be given to preventative measures (Arango et al., 2018). The authors 

suggest that schools provide the natural environment for universal preventative 

interventions and that more funding should be made available for researching the most 

appropriate strategies. 

 

The government has addressed the lack of focus on wellbeing in education in recent 

initiatives, emphasising the responsibility that schools in England have to promote 

resilience, good mental health and wellbeing in all pupils (DfE, 2018b). However, no 

coherent strategy or extra funding has been provided to schools in order to adequately 

meet this responsibility. Additionally, the real term funding per pupil decrease of 8% 

since 2010 (Sibieta, 2018) coupled with teacher workloads that are often excessive 

(DfE, 2018a), suggests that schools have been tasked with a seemingly 

insurmountable challenge.   

 

The overarching aim of this project is to create a bank of affordable, accessible and 

effective resources for schools that develop wellbeing and good mental health. These 

resources will be added to Amazing Me, a mindfulness-based positive psychology 

programme for schools. Amazing Me was co-created by the author and was launched 

in primary schools in 2018.  It is intended that the materials created in this project will 

be available within the Amazing Me programme at the start of the 2019/20 academic 

year.  
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Emotion differentiation (ED) is the ability to finely distinguish between emotions. ED 

was chosen as the focus of the resource development due to its association with 

psychological wellbeing (Kashdan, Barrett, & McKnight, 2015b; Lennarz, Lichtwarck-

Aschoff, Timmerman, & Granic, 2018; Nook, Sasse, Lambert, McLaughlin, & 

Somerville, 2018) as well as its foundational role in emotion regulation (Barrett, Gross, 

Christensen, & Benvenuto, 2001; O’Toole, Jensen, Fentz, Zachariae, & Hougaard, 

2014). Emotion regulation is associated with academic success, good mental health, 

wellbeing, cognitive development and social development (Reyes, Brackett, Rivers, 

White, & Salovey, 2012). 

 

This paper will seek to achieve its aim by taking the following steps. Firstly, through 

reviewing the relevant literature, the concept of ED will be deconstructed in order to 

identify its components and the associations that those components have with 

wellbeing and mental health.  Discerning the separate components of ED provides a 

greater level of understanding of the nature of resources and activities likely to 

cultivate ED ability in children.  

 

With the financial and time costs acknowledged, the advantages to schools of 

developing the ED ability of their pupils will be explored. Given that schools are under 

increasing pressure to achieve highly in Ofsted gradings and league table rankings 

(Kibul, 2017), decisions of how to allocate limited budgets are often driven by this 

pressure. This can mean that aspects of the curriculum not deemed to have a direct 

impact on academic achievement are often overlooked (Cowburn & Blow, 2017). It will 

be important here to ensure that schools are provided with evidence that investing in 

wellbeing is also a means to improve attainment. 

 

The information collated from examining a synthesis of relevant research and 

available programmes will provide the basis for the design of ED resources in this 

project. The completed resources will be presented along with a suggested curriculum 

plan integrating them into the Amazing Me programme to form a complete scheme of 

work for key stage 1. 
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The real value of this project will come from any sustainable impact that the resulting 

resources have in developing mentally healthy young people who can deal effectively 

with the challenges that they will inevitably face in life. 

 
 
 

Chapter 2 – Literature Review 
 
2.1 Emotions 
 

The first step in examining the concept of emotion differentiation (ED) is to gain an 

understanding of what emotions are. The word ‘emotion’ is in common usage in 

Western culture and most people have an awareness of experiencing a variety of  

different emotions on a daily basis (Barrett, 2012). However, there is a general lack of 

consensus in relation to definitions and theories of emotion (Frijda, 2016; Mesquita & 

Barrett, 2017). The subsequent section provides a brief overview of the theories of 

emotion. 

 

2.1.1 Theories of emotion 

 

Definition challenges arise due to emotions being a “loose collection of phenomena” 

which have unclear boundaries (Frijda, 2016, p. 610). Frijda (2016) highlights a 

conundrum whereby ‘emotion’ is an abstract concept and therefore the interpretation 

of what constitutes an emotion will depend on how the individual makes sense of the 

concept. For some, ‘cautious’ and ‘courageous’ may be considered emotions whereas 

others may label them as traits or virtues. 

 

Using facial expression as a basis for conveying specific emotions, Tomkins and 

McCarter (1964) and Ekman, Levenson, and Friesen (1983) claim that there just six 

basic and universal emotions: anger, fear, disgust, happiness, surprise, and sadness. 

More recently, Sauter, Eisner, Ekman, and Scott (2010) found support for the idea of 

these basic emotions in their study using vocalisations to convey emotions. It is noted 

here that although different factors (facial expression and vocalisation) were used to 

support the idea of universal basic emotions, Ekman was involved in both studies, 

therefore the possibility of researcher bias should be considered.  
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The validity of facial expressions as a means to ascertain universal emotions has been 

questioned in two ways: researcher influence within the study methodology and the 

likelihood of learned behaviours influencing the results (Barrett, 2017b). A battle of 

proof and disproof around the universality of emotions continues to rage on, 

particularly between Eckman and Barrett (Barrett, 2017b; Barrett, Lindquist, & 

Gendron, 2007; Ekman, 2008; Gendron, Crivelli, & Barrett, 2018). Whilst awareness 

of these different standpoints is useful, it is emphasised in this paper that facial 

expression is just one factor of being able to discern emotion in the self and others. 

The current author also suggests that using facial expression as a major and reliable 

indicator of a particular emotion may lead to a false belief that everyone who is smiling 

is happy or everyone who is crying is sad. For this reason, facial expression will not 

be utilised as a major focus within the development of ED resources.  

 

The central tenet of most emotion theories is that emotions result from a combination 

of biological, cognitive and in some theories, social elements. Disparity occurs 

between theories in the identification of the blend of elements working together, 

causation and element occurrence order (Mesquita & Barrett, 2017).  

 

The basic or classical theory of emotion suggests that within the autonomic nervous 

system each emotion category has a unique and distinctly identifiable stamp (Siegel 

et al., 2018). With their root being biological and their evolutionary aim being survival 

of the species (Darwin, 1965, 1985), humans are equipped with the six 

aforementioned basic emotions (Ekman, 1992; Ekman et al., 1983; Tomkins & 

McCarter, 1964).  

 

Appraisal theories move away from the idea of a universality of basic emotions. 

Instead they posit that emotions arise through the subjective appraisal of external 

events and bodily sensations (Cornelius, 2006; Moors, 2017; Reisenzein, 2006; 

Scherer, 2012).   

 

Psychological constructionist theories of emotion date back to the 19th Century with 

Wilhelm Wundt and William James (Gendron & Barrett, 2009). Whilst acknowledging 
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the physiological and meaning-making elements, constructionists add the idea that 

emotions are socially constructed, influenced by our experience, culture, beliefs and 

communities (Averill, 1980). 

 

The Conceptual Act Model (Barrett, 2011) builds upon earlier constructionist theory 

ideas by asserting that emotions are not isolated or binary mental events that are 

activated and deactivated purely by stimuli. Instead, there exists a constant state of 

flux in the underlying psychological primitives of emotions: affect (a sense of 

pleasantness or unpleasantness), the emotional concept system (the understanding 

a person has about emotions) and the controlled attention network (a mechanism to 

allocate attention to conflicting or competing emotions). Mental states result from the 

unique combinations of psychological primitives which may then be interpreted by 

some people as affect and others as emotion. Barrett (2011) proposes that we need 

to have a conceptual understanding of a specific emotion in order to be able to 

experience it as an emotion rather than an experience of affect.  

 

Neuroscience is still in its infancy and has potential to provide us with greater 

knowledge in the field of affective science. In a recent meta-analytical review, it was 

suggested that the classic view of emotions with its neural fingerprints and basic 

emotions could still be useful if updated to acknowledge that structures within the brain 

are able to perform multiple functions in relation to different networks and co-

activations (Celeghin, Diano, Bagnis, Viola, & Tamietto, 2017). There appears to be 

some similarity here with what psychological constructionist Barrett (2017a) terms 

degeneracy, the brain achieving the same function using different neurons. In contrast 

to Celeghin et al. (2017), Barrett (2017b) perceives this multifunctionality as being 

incongruous with the classic view of emotions. At the present time there appears to 

be a blind spot on the part of researchers which has thus far prevented links between 

their own ideas and those of other researchers being made. The current author 

however believes this to be an obvious gap in the research worthy of further 

investigation.   

 

2.1.2 The Role of Emotions 
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It has been argued that emotions interact with our cognitions and behaviours and have 

an evolutionary role (Frijda, 2016; Moors, 2009). Negative emotions narrow our focus 

and elicit survival-based actions. Positive emotions widen focus of attention, opening 

up our capacity to learn, develop resources and form social connections (Fredrickson, 

1998; Fredrickson, 2001; Fredrickson, Cohn, Coffey, Pek, & Finkel, 2008; Waugh & 

Fredrickson, 2006). 

 

Cosmides and Tooby (2000) suggest an evolutionary-based superordinate role for 

emotions within the operationalisation of survival drives including eating, reproduction 

and sleeping. From this perspective emotions are fixed, have identifiable boundaries 

and serve purely to increase the likelihood of survival through limiting action choices 

and anchoring us to more specific responses and behaviours.  

 

The assertion that emotions have a survival-based, evolutionary role seems 

reasonable. However, the current author suggests that this fixed, functionally-specific 

approach is reductive especially when viewed through the contemporary lens of 

second wave positive psychology. Second wave positive psychology emphasises a 

fluid, interactional and nuanced relationship with our emotions (Ivtzan, Lomas, 

Hefferon, & Worth, 2016; Lomas, 2016a; Lomas, Hefferon, & Ivtzan, 2014; Wong, 

2011). This burgeoning branch of psychology would seem to provide a basis for the 

idea that new or more refined emotions evolve from multi-directional interactions 

between an individual’s existing emotions, and their biological and cognitive 

processes, and environmental stimuli (Barrett, 2017b).  

 

In their review of the relevant literature, Jablonka, Ginsburg, and Dor (2012) argue that 

language and emotions co-evolved through the emergence of societal  groups and 

alloparenting (the young are cared for by individuals other than their mother). This 

process gave rise to social emotions and language developed for information sharing. 

In contrast to the action-restrictive survival-based view on emotions of Cosmides and 

Tooby (2000), Jablonka et al. (2012) claim that the development of language enabled 

emotional regulation, gave rise to new emotions and increasingly separated humans 

from apes and that this bi-directional influence between emotions and language has 

continued. The apparent link between language and emotions will be further explored 

later in this paper. 
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2.2 Emotion Differentiation 
 
ED is the ability that humans have to finely distinguish between emotions. Lisa 

Feldman Barrett, a major researcher in the nascent field of ED research, terms the 

concept emotional granularity (Tugade, Fredrickson, & Barrett, 2004). ED ability has 

been linked to psychological wellbeing and varies between individuals. (Kashdan et 

al., 2015b; Lennarz et al., 2018; Nook et al., 2018). At one end of the ED ability range 

people are able to identify emotions with a high level of discernment; these are high 

differentiators. Towards the other end of the range, the low differentiators experience 

or describe feelings in much broader terms of feeling ‘good’ or ‘bad’ (Kashdan & 

Farmer, 2014). 

 

People who have a high level of ED ability are likely to experience better mental health 

and wellbeing compared to people who have low ED ability (Kashdan, Barrett, & 

McKnight, 2015a). Low differentiators are more likely to attempt emotion regulation 

through negative self-medicating behaviours such as drinking excess alcohol, self-

harming and aggression (Kashdan et al., 2015a). Finely differentiating between and 

labelling specific emotional states may act as a buffer from the negative behaviours 

and responses to stress (Kashdan & Farmer, 2014). 

 

Two separate factors within the experience of emotion are valence and arousal 

(Posner, Russell, & Peterson, 2005). Valence is defined as “a subjective feeling of 

pleasantness or unpleasantness” and arousal as “a subjective state of feeling 

activated or deactivated” (Barrett, 1998, p. 580). A third factor is appraisal, the 

cognitive contextual meaning-making process that gives definition to an affective 

experience resulting in a more distinct experience of emotion (Erbas, Ceulemans, 

Koval, & Kuppens, 2015). 

 

Erbas et al. (2015) conducted a two-part study to investigate the links between ED, 

valence focus and the overlap of appraisal patterns in different emotions. Study one 

used the experience sampling method (ESM) to record participants’ perceived 

emotional experience during their day-to-day lives. Study two used a combination of 

ESM and a lab-based task where the participants were required to report their 

emotional experience after watching various film clips. The authors concluded that 
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people with higher ED focus less on the valence of an emotional experience and have 

a higher level of definition in their appraisal of the experience. 

 

The degree to which people attend to the intensity of the physiological arousal of the 

emotional experience varies; some people have little or no awareness of it, whilst 

others are very sensitive to it (Jung et al., 2017). The degree of arousal focus is 

particularly important when distinguishing between like-valenced emotions, with high 

levels of arousal focus being associated with higher ED between similar emotions 

(Feldman, 1995).  

 

Wilson-Mendenhall, Barrett, and Barsalou (2015) highlight that it is a well-accepted 

standpoint that like-valenced emotions can be viewed as graduated instances of 

emotions that fall into a larger emotion category e.g. trepidation and terror would both 

fit into the category of ‘fear’. Emotions within the same category can have very different 

levels of arousal, e.g. in the category ‘sad’, depressed would be a low arousal emotion 

and devastated a high arousal emotion. Erbas, Ceulemans, Blanke, and Sels (2019) 

found that ED ability is greater in individuals when they are differentiating between 

emotions in different categories than it is when differentiated between emotions in the 

same category.  

 

If a primary role of emotions is to create a ‘call-to-action’ (Darwin, 1965; Ekman, 1992; 

Tomkins & McCarter, 1964), with different emotions corresponding to different types 

of action readiness (Frijda, 2016),  a greater focus on valence rather than discrete 

emotion is likely to limit the response repertoire (Barrett, 2001). At one end of the 

valence-discrete emotion scale this could result in having a single set of responses to 

feeling bad and a single set to feeling good. A high emotion differentiator may notice 

feeling frustrated by a task and solicit help or advice on how to successfully complete 

the task. In the same circumstances a low differentiator, focusing on the broader 

negative valence, may notice a growing feeling of discomfort. They then react in 

accordance with their habitual response to feeling bad, perhaps getting angry with 

themselves or others. 

 

Being able to distinguish an emotion allows the individual to select appropriate action 

(Starr, Hershenberg, Shaw, Li, & Santee, 2019). This makes successful task 
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completion more likely, resulting in a positive feedback loop and the occurrence of 

healthy adaptation (Pond et al., 2012). This phenomenon may be a contributory factor 

in the link identified by Erbas, Ceulemans, Lee Pe, Koval, and Kuppens (2014) 

between ED and levels of self-esteem.  

 

2.3 Emotion Concepts and the Role of Language in Emotion Differentiation 
 

Language is an essential aspect of ED providing the means to define an emotion and 

communicate it to others (Lindquist, Maccormack, & Shablack, 2015). To more deeply 

understand the foundation role of language in ED, it is first necessary to explore the 

idea of an emotion concept. Nook, Sasse, Lambert, McLaughlin, and Somerville 

(2017, p. 881) describe an emotion concept as “an individual’s internal representation 

of what defines any given emotion”.  

 

An emotion concept could also be described as the acquired mental model of the 

individual’s ‘knowledge’ of a particular emotion. An emotion concept is formed from 

the amassed cognitive, somatic, behavioural and contextual information relevant to a 

specific emotion. By its nature an emotion concept is subjective, abstract, culturally 

influenced and derived autobiographically and therefore unique to the individual 

(Wierzbicka, 1995). 

 

An emotion word defines the concept, creating a linguistic container which provides 

an identifiable structure of the experience of that emotion. This structure allows the 

emotion to be recognised as both unique and also relative to other emotions (Nook et 

al., 2017).  

 

The number of emotion concepts a person has, the level of specificity of those 

concepts, the selection and organisation of the information within the concept, and 

how the concepts are arranged in relation to each other, is unique to the individual. 

The process of comparing present somatic, behavioural and contextual experiences 

with existing emotion concepts in order to identify a current feeling, highlights the 

importance of an individual having a greater number of emotion concepts available. 

Fewer emotion concepts results in poorer comparison options and leads to a lower 
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level of ED ability. This idea forms the basis for the variances of emotion differentiation 

between people (Barrett et al., 2001; Kashdan et al., 2015a; Nook et al., 2018). 

 

Based on his study of wellbeing words from around the world that have no direct 

English translation, Lomas (2016b) proposes that an emotion can only be recognised 

as being distinct from more general, overarching and flowing affect when defined by a 

name. The author provides an example of the German word now in common usage in 

the English language, ‘schadenfreude’, a sense of pleasure at another person’s 

misfortune. Being familiar with the word schadenfreude offers the opportunity to 

recognise and communicate experiences of it as being distinct from a more general 

sense of pleasure. Furthermore, this example demonstrates how emotion concepts 

can link together to form new emotions. Schadenfreude could be experienced as a 

combination of pleasure accompanied by a feeling of guilt or mischief. A different kind 

of pleasure that may be experienced alongside a sense of pride may result from 

performing an act of kindness.  

 

The Conceptual Act Model proposes that words serve as a connector allowing an 

individual to link experiences of a single emotion category despite each experience 

being distinct (Barrett, 2011). Additionally within this model, each emotion word is 

viewed as an umbrella for closely related concepts that can be selected singularly or 

in combination as a contextual representation of the emotion. 

 

 

 

2.4 Interoception and Alexithymia 
 
2.4.1 Interoception 

 

Interoception is the sense of what is happening inside the body (Murphy, Catmur, & 

Bird, 2018) and is processed as distinct from external and environmental stimuli 

(Tsakiris & Critchley, 2016). Traditionally viewed as relating to physiological 

mechanisms such as awareness of heart rate, hunger signals and body temperature, 

there is an increasing volume of research suggesting that interoception is fundamental 
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in higher-order cognitive processes such as those associated with emotions, learning 

and decision-making (Murphy, Brewer, Catmur, & Bird, 2017).  

 

Murphy et al. (2017) argue that interoception should be categorised into three 

concepts: interoceptive sensitivity (the level of ability to precisely perceive one’s 

physiological sensations), interoceptive sensibility (a person’s beliefs about the 

accuracy of their interoceptive sensitivity), and interoceptive awareness (how well an 

individual’s interoceptive sensibility matches their interoceptive sensitivity). 

 

Interoceptive sensitivity (IS), impacts upon both the perception and the experience of 

emotion (Kever, Pollatos, Vermeulen, & Grynberg, 2015).  Based on the results of their 

study on the relationship between IS and emotional experience,  Barrett, Quigley, 

Bliss-Moreau, and Aronson (2004) suggest that a higher degree of arousal focus when 

reporting an emotional experience is linked to heightened IS. 

 

Barrett and Simmons (2015) also emphasise that IS plays an integral role in the 

experience and identification of emotion. In their Embodied Predictive Interoception 

Coding Model, the authors propose that interoceptive experience arises from 

predictions that the brain makes about the bodily sensations most likely to occur in a 

given situation. They argue that the brain is a prediction generator that takes all the 

current sensory and contextual information and compares it to data the brain already 

holds from past experiences to create a prediction of what will happen next. From this 

the brain predicts the likely body sensations which are then experienced. Predictions 

are continually generated in the light of new evidence and therefore the resulting 

sensations evolve. Barrett (2017b) acknowledges that there is much yet unknown 

about the workings of the brain but retains her belief that the innovative research 

happening in neuroscience will reveal further evidence for the predictive and 

constructive nature of emotions and their related bodily sensations. This naturally 

remains to be seen. 

 

Despite gaps in the literature due to sparse research on the development of 

interoception across the lifespan, Murphy et al. (2017) tentatively offer that 

interoceptive ability develops during childhood, dips during adolescence, raises in 
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adulthood only to lower again in late adulthood. However, the authors emphasise that 

much more research needs to be done on interoception across the lifespan.  

 

2.4.2 Alexithymia 

Alexithymia is a personality construct in which an individual has a lack of ability to 

identify and describe emotions (Zamariola, Vlemincx, Corneille, & Luminet, 2018). 

Studies have highlighted the link between low IS and alexithymia (Murphy et al., 2017; 

Murphy et al., 2018). Alexithymia has been characterised by “atypical interoceptive 

sensitivity” (Murphy et al., 2017, p. 46) and “general interoceptive impairment”  

(Sowden, Brewer, Catmur, & Bird, 2016, p. 1688).  

Atypical interoception presentations such as alexithymia have been associated with 

social cognition deficits (Sowden et al., 2016) as well as psychological and 

neurological disorders such as: anxiety, depression, addiction, eating disorders 

(Tsakiris & Critchley, 2016), self-harm (Norman & Borrill, 2015), PTSD (Frewen, 2008) 

autism spectrum disorder (Costa, Steffgen, & Samson, 2017), and borderline 

personality disorder (Berenson et al., 2018). Given the high co-occurrence of atypical 

interoception and psychopathology within the literature,  and the decrease in IS during 

adolescence, Murphy et al. (2017) propose that interoceptive impairment underlies the 

increase of risk-based behaviour and onset of psychopathology common in this age 

group.  

Alexithymia has a higher rate of occurrence within individuals who experienced 

childhood trauma (Elżbieta, Ewa, & Barbara, 2018; Franzoni et al., 2013; Teten, Miller, 

Bailey, Dunn, & Kent, 2008), and emotional neglect (Aust, Härtwig, Heuser, & Bajbouj, 

2013) and may serve as a mechanism for dissociation from trauma (Elżbieta et al., 

2018). In their review of the literature, Murphy et al. (2017) highlight that trauma, 

neglect and abuse in childhood is associated with an increased risk of 

psychopathology and that early maltreatment is linked with changes in the 

interoceptive areas of the brain such as the insula region.  
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2.4.3 Cultivating Interoceptive Sensitivity 

Ainley, Maister, Brokfield, Farmer, and Tsakris (2013) conducted a study to assess 

the impact of self-focus on interoceptive ability. The trial group looked at either a 

photograph of themselves or words relating to themselves whilst doing a heart rate 

perception task (a common test in assessing IS). The control group completed the 

same task with no self-focused stimuli. The authors concluded that IS can be 

enhanced through a focus on the narrative or bodily self. 

Although results vary, research indicates a possible link between mindfulness 

meditation interventions and increases in IS (Ainley et al., 2013; Ainley, Tajadura-

Jimenenz, Fotopoulou, & Tsakiris, 2012; Fischer, Messner, & Pollatos, 2017; Herbert 

& Pollatos, 2014). In an intervention designed to develop mindfulness in elite athletes, 

Haase et al. (2015) note that as well as improvements to mindfulness, the athletes 

also gained in IS and had lower levels of alexithymia. 

Fischer et al. (2017) conducted a two-part study to assess the impact of a body 

sensation-focussed form of mindfulness on IS. In both studies the trial group 

conducted a 20-minute body scan meditation using an audio recording of the practice. 

The control group listened to an audiobook for the same length of time (study 1) or 

were inactive (study 2). In both studies, the trial group but not the control group 

improved in IS. The authors posit that it may be the bodily focus integral to the body 

scan meditation that gives this form of mindfulness its potency in enhancing IS.  

In summary, the research indicates: interoception is integral within the experience of 

emotion and consequently emotion differentiation (Barrett et al., 2004; Barrett & 

Simmons, 2015; Kever et al., 2015; Murphy et al., 2018); there is a link between 

atypical interoception and mental health conditions (Berenson et al., 2018; Costa et 

al., 2017; Frewen, 2008; Norman & Borrill, 2015; Tsakiris & Critchley, 2016); atypical 

interoception has higher levels of occurrence in individuals who have experienced 

childhood trauma (Aust et al., 2013; Elżbieta et al., 2018; Franzoni et al., 2013; Teten 

et al., 2008); IS may be improved through body-focused interventions (Herbert & 

Pollatos, 2014).  
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A search of the literature failed to establish an indication of whether atypical 

interoception could predict later psychopathology or whether developing IS would 

reduce the likelihood of psychological ill health. Research in this area could be 

valuable in establishing whether IS could be used both predictively and preventatively 

in the bid to improve wellbeing.  

It is also noteworthy that the majority of studies focus on IS in relation to pathology. 

Ferentzi (2019) makes claim to undertaking the first study to examine how 

interoception relates to subjective wellbeing (SWB), concluding that it is interoceptive 

sensibility (ISen) rather than IS that is positively associated with SWB. 

2.5 How Emotion Differentiation Develops 
 

ED is a skill that develops innately from birth and continues into adulthood through 

day-to-day exposure to emotion words (Kashdan et al., 2015a). The quality of the 

interaction and ED ability of caregivers and significant others is likely to impact on this 

process (Lindquist et al., 2015). 

 

As already established in this report, key elements in ED are: interoception, emotion 

vocabulary and contextual appraisal ability. The development of emotion 

differentiation will then at least in part be reliant on the developmental capacity for 

these elements.  

 

When researching the trajectory of ED development, Nook et al. (2018) concluded that 

the rate of ED development grew in childhood, decreased during adolescence and 

increased again in adulthood. This trajectory of development mirrors that of emotion 

word comprehension development in 4-16 years olds as identified by Baron-Cohen, 

Golen, Wheelwright, and Granader (2010). The authors divided their 377 subjects 

aged 4-11 into six age bands and tested their comprehension of 336 emotion words. 

They found that emotion vocabulary doubled every two years up to the age of 11, but 

then levelled off between 12 and 16.   

 

It is possible that this non-linear developmental pathway arises due to a move away 

from a valence focus and basic emotion concepts in childhood, towards concurrent 
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and complex emotion concepts requiring a more sophisticated and time-consuming 

comprehension in adolescence (Barrett, 2006; Nook et al., 2017).  

 

It is of interest to note that the decreases in developmental rate of both ED (Nook et 

al., 2018) and emotion vocabulary (Baron-Cohen et al., 2010) coincide with the fall in 

the development of interoceptive ability (Murphy et al., 2017). A search of the literature 

failed to offer any research that examined this potential correlation. A focus on this 

area in future research could shed light on whether there are any common 

mechanisms at play within these abilities in adolescence. It would also be useful to 

ascertain whether a decrease in the growth rate of any or all of these abilities is 

coincidental or alternatively, serves a developmental purpose.  

 

2.6 The Impact of Emotion Differentiation on Wellbeing 
 

The capacity to differentiate between emotions is associated with wellbeing (Erbas et 

al., 2015; Nook et al., 2018). Tugade et al. (2004) undertook a two-part study using 

psychophysiological methods (study 1) and experience sampling methods (study 2) to 

examine two of the traits that they suggest impact on wellbeing: psychological 

resilience and positive emotional granularity. The authors concluded that:  

psychologically resilient individuals are more able to utilise positive emotions to 

navigate challenging situations; and that ED of positive emotions leads to more 

effective coping mechanisms therefore resulting in better physical and psychological 

wellbeing.  

 

The greatest impact on wellbeing from ED seems to arise from distinguishing between 

negative emotions (Erbas et al., 2014; Kashdan et al., 2015b; Lennarz et al., 2018). 

Poor differentiation of negative emotions has been linked to depression (Erbas et al., 

2014), aggression (Pond et al., 2012), social anxiety disorder, autism spectrum 

disorder and borderline personality disorder (Nook et al., 2018).  

 

In a recent study Starr et al. (2019) researched the association between the ability to 

differentiate between negative emotions (NED) and the later onset of depression in 

teenagers. Through the use of semi-structured interviews and self-report of mood and 

daily stressors over a 7-day period, the authors established the NED ability of 233 mid-
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adolescent young people. Follow up interviews designed to identify episodes of 

depression were conducted 18 months later. The study found that low NED ability 

significantly and consistently predicted increases in depression over time in 

adolescents who had also recently experienced high levels of stress.  The authors 

concluded that low NED ability is a risk factor for depression but only when combined 

with stressful environmental factors. This research would indicate the beneficial nature 

of designing interventions to develop NED in high-risk youth. It is posited here 

however, that a more blanket approach to developing ED ability in all children would 

benefit not only the high-risk youth but also those people who encounter high stress 

experiences later in life.  

 

A possible explanation for the link between NED and depression, and more generally 

between ED and wellbeing, is that the specific information elicited through finely 

distinguished emotions provides an individual with appropriate options for action in 

regulating the negative emotion or dealing with the cause (Kashdan et al., 2015a). 

When emotion is experienced in the realm of general negative affect there may not 

appear to be specific actions available which may lead to feelings of disempowerment 

and hopelessness (Kashdan et al., 2015a) and depression (Demiralp et al., 2012). 

 

Kashdan et al. (2014) combined a daily journaling task with neuroimaging to explore 

the relationship between self-esteem and ED when facing social rejection. They found 

higher rates of activation in brain regions linked to social rejection in people with low 

self-esteem compared to people who rated more highly in self-esteem. However, this 

was only true in participants low in ED ability. Self-esteem was not correlated with 

activation in these brain regions in participants with good ED skills. The authors 

concluded that the co-existence of low ED and low self-esteem has a pernicious effect 

on an individual. 

 

It is proposed here that the above studies by Starr et al. (2019) and Kashdan et al. 

(2014) when looked at in combination, offer the possibility that high ED ability is a 

protective factor when risk factors of poor wellbeing are evident. The current author 

posits that viewing high ED ability as a protective factor rather than looking at low ED 

ability as being a risk factor highlights the importance of a preventative approach that 

seeks to develop ED ability at a young age across the population.   
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Examining the intricacies of the relationship between ED and the factors that are 

identified as important within models of wellbeing (Huppert & So, 2013; Keyes, 2007; 

Ryff, 1989; Seligman, 2011) appears to be an as yet overlooked area of research. 

Understanding the finer mechanics of the link between ED and wellbeing is likely to 

provide knowledge of how, where and when to best target ED interventions for 

improved wellbeing. Although beyond the scope of this paper, it would be a worthy 

area for future research. 

 

In summary, emotions are driven by a combination of cognitive, physiological and 

social elements but there is no consensus on causation (Mesquita & Barrett, 2017). 

The ability to specifically identify and distinguish between emotions, particularly 

negative emotions, is associated with wellbeing (Erbas et al., 2014; Kashdan et al., 

2015b; Lennarz et al., 2018). An emotion concept, or the knowledge that a person has 

about an emotion, is constructed through interoceptive awareness of physiological 

sensations including those linked to the valence and arousal levels of that particular 

emotion (Barrett, 1998), contextual meaning-making (Barrett, 2011), and requires an 

emotion word in order to define and recognise the concept (Lindquist et al., 2015). An 

increase in the number of clearly defined emotion concepts that an individual has is 

likely to lead to a higher level of ED ability (Nook et al., 2017; Nook et al., 2018). 

 

From reviewing the relevant literature, the useful components of ED to cultivate 

through the proposed resources in this project seem to be interoceptive sensitivity 

including an awareness of valence and arousal, emotion vocabulary and contextual 

meaning-making and appraisal skills. With these components identified, the next 

chapter will seek to establish the worth to schools of investing in resources that 

develop ED and wellbeing.  

 
 

Chapter 3 – The Importance of Developing ED in Schools 
 
Schools in England have had their funding per pupil reduced in real terms by 8% since 

2010 (Sibieta, 2018). These budget reductions, along with increased teacher workload 

(DfE, 2018a), the pressure to be high up in league tables, and achieve a good or 
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outstanding Ofsted grading (Kibul, 2017) mean that schools often have difficult 

decisions to make when deciding how best to invest the limited time and money 

available to them. How much impact a specific focus or resource is likely to make is 

an important factor within that selection process with schools needing value for money 

("Assessing and Monitoring Pupil Progress,").  

 

With school league tables and Ofsted ratings being paramount to the perceived 

success of a school, subjects that overtly influence these measures, such as English, 

maths and science, unsurprisingly often take priority in budget spending. However, 

recent government initiatives signpost a move towards the development of wellbeing 

in educational settings (DfE, 2018b). Schools in England are now being deemed to 

have a responsibility to promote resilience, good mental health and wellbeing in all 

pupils. Ofsted is proposing changes to its assessment framework, increasing focus on 

the wellbeing and personal development of pupils as well as having a wider and richer 

curriculum (Ofsted, 2019). 

 

This chapter highlights the evidence-based benefits to schools of investing time and 

money in the development of ED skills. The mechanisms by which ED impacts upon 

academic achievement through its role in both emotion regulation and wellbeing are 

explored. The idea that schools shape the adults of the future and therefore our 

evolving society, is considered.  

 

 
3.1 Emotion Regulation 
 

Emotion regulation (ER) is the process of adjusting and managing the experience of 

an emotion (Bookhout, Hubbard, & Moore, 2018; Chervonsky, 2018). This process 

relates not only to the longevity and internal intensity of the emotion but also the 

resulting external behaviours and perceptual memory of the experience (Eisenberg & 

Spinrad, 2004). Studies have shown that ER ability is linked to wellbeing, mental 

health, cognitive development, social development and academic success (Brackett, 

Rivers, Reyes, & Salovey, 2012; Djambazova-Poprdanoska, 2016).  A child’s ER 

ability at the point of entry into the education system has been linked to their later 

academic outcomes (Kwon, Hanrahan, & Kupzyk, 2017).  
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ED is foundational to effective ER (Barrett, 2001; O’Toole et al., 2014; Wranik, Barrett, 

& Salovey, 2007; Zuddas, 2012). Individuals higher in the ability to differentiate 

between negative emotions are more likely to use appropriate ER strategies related 

to increased ability to regulate those emotions (Barrett, 2001; O’Toole et al., 2014). It 

is possible that the link between ED and ER is bi-directional; dysfunctional ER 

strategies, such as suppressing the emotion, may impact on the likelihood of the 

individual being able to effectively identify the emotion (O’Toole et al., 2014).  

 

ER ability begins to appear in young childhood (Carlson & Wang, 2007; Djambazova-

Popordanoska, 2016) and is cultivated by the quality of external regulation of their 

emotions by their caregivers (Eisenberg & Spinrad, 2004; Eisenberg, Spinrad, & 

Eggum, 2010). Between the ages of 5 and 7 there is a potential window for significant 

development of ER (Denham, Bassett, & Wyatt, 2007; Djambazova-Popordanoska, 

2016).  In their study examining the trajectory of ER growth in 8-18 year olds, Cracco, 

Goosens, and Braet (2017) identify a reduction in the use of adaptive ER strategies 

such as reappraisal and acceptance, and an increase in maladaptive ER strategies 

such as avoidance or suppression. In an interesting synthesis, this maladaptive 

dysfunctional shift in ER development coincides with reductions in the development of 

ED (Nook et al., 2018), emotion word comprehension (Baron-Cohen et al., 2010) and 

interoceptive ability (Murphy et al., 2017). Cracco et al. (2017) suggest that the 

turbulence arising from the physiological and biological changes in adolescence 

underlie, at least in part, the change in development and use of ER strategies at this 

developmental stage. However, given the link between poor ER and psychopathology, 

the authors call for a greater focus on interventions to be made available to develop 

appropriate ER skills from a young age, throughout childhood and into adolescence in 

order to buffer against later mental health issues. 

 

 

3.1.1 ER and Academic Achievement 

 

ER ability indirectly influences academic achievement through its interaction with 

various facets of the child’s cognitive, emotional, and social development 

(Djambazova-Popordanoska, 2016). Disruptive and aggressive behaviour within the 
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classroom is associated with poorer academic outcomes (Djambazova-

Popordanoska, 2016; Reyes et al., 2012). In their review of studies examining the link 

between emotion regulation and aggressive behaviour in childhood, Roll, Koglin, and 

Petermann (2012) identified that poor ER skills are a risk factor for later aggressive 

behaviours, mental health issues and peer rejection. The authors also highlight the 

lack of longitudinal studies in this area and suggest that these are needed to fully 

understand the wider implications of emotion dysregulation.  

 

A study exploring the associations between alexithymia, ED, ER and impulse 

aggressive behaviour in college students, found that the lower levels of emotion-

related information available to participants with poor ED and alexithymia disrupted 

their ability to effectively regulate their emotions (Edwards & Wupperman, 2017). This 

disruption to ER increased the risk of deviant behaviours. The authors suggest 

interventions designed to reduce aggressive and disruptive behaviours need to 

develop both ED and ER abilities.  

 

Well-regulated emotions promote positive peer-to-peer and student-teacher social 

interactions (Blair, 2004; Djambazova-Popordanoska, 2016). Warm, positive teacher-

child interaction further promotes peer acceptance (Djambazova-Popordanoska, 

2016; Kiuru et al., 2015; Ladd, Birch, & Buhs, 1999) and peer acceptance is associated 

with school engagement and academic achievement (Djambazova-Popordanoska, 

2016; Kiuru et al., 2015; Ladd et al., 1999; Rabiner, Godwin, & Dodge, 2016). 

 

3.1.2 Wellbeing and academic achievement 

 

ER ability has been linked with mental health and wellbeing in children (Djambazova-

Popordanoska, 2016; Eisenberg et al., 2010) and adolescents (Ahmed, Bittencourt-

Hewitt, & Sebastian, 2015; Chervonsky, 2018; Lennarz et al., 2018).  

 

Subjective wellbeing (SWB) and adolescent life satisfaction are associated with 

academic achievement (Brackett et al., 2012; Djambazova-Poprdanoska, 2016; 

Duckworth, 2016; Gilman & Huebner, 2006; Proctor, 2010; Quinn & Duckworth, 2007). 

Based on their meta-analysis of studies researching the link between happiness and 

success, Lyubomirsky, King, and Diener (2005) offer a model of reciprocation between 
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the two factors. They also suggest that positive emotions, which are more frequently 

experienced in individuals high in SWB, mediate this reciprocal relationship. In line 

with the broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 2001), the authors concluded that 

positive emotions both arise from success and facilitate it through an upward spiral of 

engagement in increased opportunities, resources, friendships and skill development.  

 

In their study of 1345 college students, Villavicencio and Bernardo (2013) found that 

two specific learning-related positive emotions, pride and enjoyment, needed to be 

present alongside ER in order to predict higher academic achievement.  

 

 
3.2 Schools shape the adults of tomorrow 
 

The majority of children in England attend state or independent schools between the 

ages of 4-18. Regardless of whether there should be a direct focus on shaping the 

future adult or not, the current author argues that it would be impossible for schools 

not to play a significant role in moulding the beliefs, values, skills and mindset that 

accompany the young people into their adult lives. It is further argued here that 

schools, academy trusts, local education authorities and the Department for Education 

therefore have a moral and social responsibility to ensure that the children within their 

care have access to an education that equips them with life skills. A greater focus on 

social and emotional learning (SEL) would be likely to increase the development of 

better wellbeing and the skills to successfully navigate the challenges of life (Bisquerra 

& Paniello, 2017).   

 

Whilst most schools have some form of SEL, the quality of provision is limited by 

funding and time pressures (Cowburn & Blow, 2017). Often the way that SEL is taught 

leans heavily on the idea of “well-doing”, acquiring the ability to relate and behave in 

a pro-social way, but ignores “well-being”, the development of positive self-identity 

beliefs (Lottman, Zawaly, & Niemiec, 2017, p. P84).  

 

In 2015, at the Education Reform Summit, the schools minister spoke of his view on 

the purpose of schools (Gibb, 2015). He emphasised the need to realise social justice, 

a fairer society with equal opportunities regardless of culture, gender or money, and 
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the foundational role that education has in achieving those outcomes. Whilst naturally 

a major purpose of education is to teach skills and knowledge and gain academic 

qualifications, Gibb (2015) spoke of his belief of the greater, overarching purpose of 

education: 

 

“Education is the engine of our economy, it is the foundation of our culture, and it’s an 

essential preparation for adult life. Delivering on our commitment to social justice 

requires us to place these 3 objectives at the heart of our education system.” 

 

Mental ill health was estimated to have cost the UK economy in the region of 4% of 

the total GDP or approximately £94bn in 2015 according to a joint OECD/European 

Commission report ("Mental health problems costing Europe heavily," 2018). The 

report also called for a focus on prevention, early intervention and treatment of mental 

health issues in a bid to improve quality of life whilst also boosting the economy.  

 

Current UK statistics suggest that 25% of children display symptoms of mental health 

issues and that 50% of people with mental health conditions first experienced them 

prior to the age of 14 (Public Health England, 2017). Over 15 years ago the World 

Health Organisation (WHO) warned of the perils to both individuals and societies of 

not adequately attending to the mental health of young people: 

“The lack of attention to the mental health of children and adolescents may lead to 

mental disorders with lifelong consequences, undermines compliance with health 

regimens, and reduces the capacity of societies to be safe and productive.” (WHO, 

2003). 

As outlined previously in this paper, ED ability is associated with psychological health 

(Kashdan et al., 2015a; Lennarz et al., 2018; Nook et al., 2018), self-esteem (Kashdan 

et al., 2014), the ability to appropriately regulate emotions (Barrett, 2001; O’Toole et 

al., 2014; Wranik et al., 2007) and through its foundational role in ER, academic 

success (Djambazova-Popordanoska, 2016). Each of these aspects is likely to impact 

upon the life outcomes of an individual, hence making ED a worthy recipient of focus 

and funding of any education system that holds at its core the objective of preparation 

for adult life. 
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It would be unfair to suggest that schools ignore this aforementioned objective, but 

rather it is likely that funding challenges and excessive teacher workload result in 

resources being channelled to meet the immediate demands of core curriculum 

delivery. Whilst the Department for Education and Ofsted wellbeing initiatives outlined 

at the start of this chapter are a move in the right direction, without an increase in 

funding and a reduction in teacher workload, it is possible that these initiatives may 

result in increased pressure on budgets and staff. It is proposed here that in order to 

minimise any increased pressure, a cohesive, comprehensive, structured, cost and 

time efficient, programme for wellbeing in schools is imperative.  

 

 
Chapter 4 

Amazing Me: A Positive Psychology Programme for Schools 
 

Amazing Me is a positive psychology programme for schools that was co-developed 

by the author whilst studying on the MAPP at Buckinghamshire New University. 

Delivered via an online digital learning platform, the programme comprises seven 

modules covering key elements of positive psychology important in developing well-

being: emotional awareness and emotional regulation (Bisquerra & Paniello, 2017), 

strengths (Gillham et al., 2011), resilience (Masten, 2001, 2014; O’Dougherty Wright, 

Masten, & Narayan, 2013), gratitude (Wood, Joseph, & Maltby, 2009), kindness 

(Layous, Nelson, Kurtz, & Lyubomirsky, 2016) and self-compassion (Bluth et al., 

2016). Each module contains a training video for the teacher, an overview, detailed 

lesson plans, animations providing all the background knowledge, mindfulness 

practice MP3s, key vocabulary lists and wider curriculum ideas. 

 

Amazing Me is currently available to primary schools with the main target group being 

aged 7-11 (key stage 2). However, the programme is also being used successfully 

with younger children and further development is intended to make the programme 

fully accessible at the point of entry into formal education.  

 

Mental health issues often first become apparent during adolescence, therefore 

cultivating wellbeing skills as early as possible and expanding upon them throughout 
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schooling is vital in reducing both the instances and severity of mental ill health 

(Bisquerra & Paniello, 2017). Arango et al. (2018) posit that the developmental periods 

during early childhood and adolescence where the risk and protective factors of mental 

illness have the greatest impact mirror the times of greatest neuroplasticity.  

 

Amazing Me is intended for use as a whole school programme in order to create a 

culture of wellbeing, compassion and mutual support. All children can potentially 

benefit from learning the skills known to contribute to positive wellbeing and having 

them in place in order to deal with the challenges that invariably occur in life 

(Richardson, 2018). Wellbeing programmes used solely as interventions for those 

children categorised as being at risk of mental health issues overlook children who 

present with mental ill health at a later date  (Kuyken et al., 2017). Group interventions 

further disregard the “camouflaged child”, a child that manages to disguise suffering 

and appears to be thriving  (Richardson, 2017, p. 7). Arango et al. (2018) also call for 

prophylactic mental health and wellbeing interventions to be in place in school in order 

to immunise all children against the long-term effects of adversity. 

 

 
4.1 Amazing Me Development to Date 
 
The development of Amazing Me began in January 2017 at the request of a primary 

school which was successfully using positive psychology coaching to improve teacher 

wellbeing, retention, and engagement. The school wanted to extend the use of positive 

psychology across the whole school and incorporate it into the curriculum. 

 

Two underpinning skills formed the basis of the programme: mindfulness and 

reflective thinking. Mindfulness was chosen due to its association with improvements 

in emotion regulation (Hill & Updegraff, 2012; Roemer, Williston, & Rollins, 2015; Van 

der Gucht, 2018), empathy and perspective taking (Davis, 2011; Schonert-Reichl et 

al., 2015), cognitive performance (Ho-Hoi, Malcolm, Tsung-Huang, & Chiu-Yuan, 

2015; Vickery & Dorjee, 2015; Zenner, Herrnleben-Kurz, & Walach, 2014), as well as 

its association with reductions in levels of stress (Baer, Carmody, & Hunsinger, 2012; 

Ciesla, Reilly, Dickson, Emanuel, & Updegraff, 2012; Zenner et al., 2014), anxiety 
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(Hofmann, Sawyer, Witt, & Oh, 2010; Hoge et al., 2013) and depression (Hofmann et 

al., 2010; Liehr & Diaz, 2010). 

 

Reflective thinking, in the form of a reflective journal, was selected due to its role in 

the development of meta-cognition (Joseph, 2009; McCrindle & Christensen, 1995; 

Tanner, 2017), ER (Krememitzer, 2005; Pennebaker & Evans, 2014),  interpersonal 

ability (Pennebaker & Evans, 2014), meaning-making and perspective taking (Fivush, 

Booker, & Graci, 2017; Francis, 1995; Shoffner, 2008) and its association with 

improvements in behaviour (Pennebaker & Evans, 2014) and academic performance 

(Ghanizadeh, 2017; Pennebaker & Evans, 2014). Fonagy, Steele, Steele, Moran, and 

Higgitt (1991) found that reflective thinking ability is a key element in breaking the 

negative generational cycle that can arise from insecure attachment relationships.  

 

Seven lessons were devised to introduce the children to the aspects of positive 

psychology outlined at the start of this chapter. These were delivered by the class 

teacher weekly in one class of 9-10 year old children. The lessons were accompanied 

by a daily pause technique, the SELFIE technique, a mindfulness practice based on 

the theme from the lesson and reflective journaling opportunities. The 7-week 

programme was also run in three classes of 8-9 year old children in a second primary 

school. Feedback was sought from the teachers who had implemented the 

programme in the schools. The teachers reported: 

 

• Calmer children  

• Calmer school (ripple effect) 

• Increased focus 

• Increased reflective ability 

• Increased emotional literacy 

• Recognition & acceptance of the transient nature of emotions 

• More thoughtful & caring towards others 

• Calmer teachers 

• Fits well into PSHE 
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The improvements the teachers requested: 

 

• A longer programme 

• Development of foundation & key stage 1 specific materials 

• All lesson plans available from the outset 

• More flexibility timewise on daily and weekly activities 

• More visual aids or the addition of a PowerPoint presentation 

 

Based on the feedback from the teachers, and the knowledge that time and money 

were important factors to consider, an exploration of ways in which to deliver a longer 

programme that was more flexible and visually engaging. The use of a digital platform 

that teachers could access in their classroom was decided upon as it gave the 

flexibility for growth, it was visually appealing and provided the facility to include 

animations, MP3’s, and a forum on which school staff could interact. The digital 

delivery, the absence of physical resources, and all necessary information and training 

being included in the programme, meant that there were no geographical restrictions 

for schools and that costs could be kept to a minimum. 

 

4.1.1 Rationale for the content and module development 

 

The original seven lessons were expanded to become seven themed modules each 

containing five lessons. Each module has an animated character presenting all the 

necessary background information in an age-appropriate way. 

 

The first two modules, SELFIE (fig.1) and Body Thinking (fig.2) were designed to 

develop mindfulness skills. Children are more susceptible to the negative effects of 

stress due to the large amount of novel information being processed by their still 

maturing brains (Nieminen & Sajaniemi, 2016). Mindful awareness can moderate 

stress, improve interpersonal relationships (Siegel, 2009), sustained attention,  

working memory, concentration, physical health (Nieminen & Sajaniemi, 2016), pro-

social behaviour, metacognition and academic achievement (Flook, Goldberg, Pinger, 

& Davidson, 2015). Short, fun activities and practices are key to effectively developing 

mindful awareness in children (Greenberg & Harris, 2012; Nieminen & Sajaniemi, 

2016). The SELFIE is a mindful pause technique lasting between 30-60 seconds, 
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designed to achieve the aim of giving children a short, simple technique that can be 

repeated regularly within the school day. The Body Thinking module (fig.2) is designed 

to build mindfulness skills and introduce a formal sitting practice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Module three, Weather Report (fig 3.), was designed to introduce children to the 

concept of emotions. In the original development of the programme the aim was for 

the children to begin to recognise different emotions in themselves and to have an 

awareness that all emotions are transient. This focus formed a foundation on which to 

build ER skills, the benefits of which have already been detailed in this paper.  

Activities were included that presented the second wave positive psychology theory 

Fig.2 

Fig.1 
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that all emotions, positive and negative, have a function and that there are no wrong 

emotions (Ivtzan et al., 2016; Lomas, 2016a; Lomas & Ivtzan, 2016).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tree Mind (fig.4), was designed to cultivate resilience and perseverance. These two 

factors form the basis of grit which is associated with academic and personal 

achievement, as well as the ability to not fear failure and to recognise its role in 

success (Duckworth, 2016). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Fig.3 

Fig.4 
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Module five, Relaxing Place (fig.5), was designed to encourage children to find their 

own ways of relaxing and to develop a greater awareness of their body sensations. 

Originally the module was developed on the research that interoception is associated 

with ER (Füstös, Gramann, Herbert, & Pollatos, 2013; Garland, Farb, R. Goldin, & 

Fredrickson, 2015; Kever et al., 2015), however, many of the materials in this module 

will also develop ED.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Character strengths and gratitude were focused upon in the design of the Inner 

Treasures module (fig.6). The use of character strengths in the classroom setting has 

been associated with subjective wellbeing and life satisfaction (Gillham et al., 2011; 

Proctor et al., 2011; Quinlan, Swain, & Vella-Brodrick, 2012; Quinlan, Swain, 

Cameron, & Vella-Brodrick, 2014). In a review of gratitude interventions with children, 

Layous and Lyubomirsky (2014) conclude that wellbeing and social relationships can 

be improved by the teaching of gratitude. The authors warn against forced gratitude 

expression however, as this can have a negative impact on wellbeing and prosocial 

behaviour. 

Fig. 5 
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The final module, Cloak of Kindness (fig.7) was based on kindness and self-

compassion research. Self-compassion appears to have a buffering effect on stress 

(Bluth et al., 2016) and is associated with wellbeing (Sun, Chan, & Chan, 2016). In 

their study on the impact of a 12-week kindness curriculum, Flook et al. (2015) found 

that children in the experimental group showed greater improvement in socio-

emotional development and cognitive flexibility than children in the control group. 

Moreover, the children who benefitted most from the intervention were those initially 

measured as being lower in social competence. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

Fig. 6 

Fig.7 
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4.1.2 Ethical considerations within the development of Amazing Me 

 

During development phase, Amazing Me, then known as Mindful Me, was the focus 

of a case study assignment in which the ethical and practical challenges of bringing 

the programme to market were explored (Richardson, 2018). The current resources 

will undergo the same rigorous process of ethical consideration as the original 

programme which is fully outlined in the aforementioned case study. This process is 

based on the four areas of ethical responsibility: integrity, competence, respect and 

responsibility as outlined in British Psychological Code of Ethics (BPS, 2018). 

 

4.1.3 The digital learning platform structure 

  

Built around a Moodle learning platform, the programme is designed to be easy to 

navigate and visually engaging. The front page (fig.8) gives access to the programme 

set up training video, each of the modules, the forum (the Staff Room), user manual 

and FAQ section. Once inside a module shell all the lesson plans, a module training 

video and interactive classroom icon are available to the user (fig.9). 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig.8 
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Fig.9 
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The interactive classroom is accessed through the module shell and is the aspect of 

the programme displayed on the class whiteboard (fig.10). It is split into three sections: 

lesson plans, animation and audio. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Clicking on the lesson plan icon takes the user through to an animation of lesson plan 

folders (fig.11) and clicking on the relevant folder opens the folder to reveal the 

detailed lesson plan (fig.12). 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig.10 

Fig.11 
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Clicking the animation icon reveals a book providing access to the animation video. 

This introduces the necessary information for the module (fig.13). Clicking on the title 

plays the animation. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig.12 

Fig.13 
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The audio icon takes the user through to an animated MP3 player containing audio 

recordings of the mindfulness practices (fig.14). 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We really hope that you found this abridged master’s dissertation paper useful in 
understanding both the science that underpins Amazing Me and the rationale for 
developing it. If you have any questions please don’t hesitate to get in touch. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig.14 
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