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CAN THE SCHOOL CONTEXT FOSTER AL-
TRUISM? PRELIMINARY EVIDENCE FROM 
CHILDREN PLAYING THE DICTATOR 
GAME IN “SCUOLA SENZA ZAINO” 
METHOD 
Ilaria Castelli 
Nicole Zanga  
University of Bergamo, Italy 

The tendency to give and to share goods with others is a topic of study with 
a long tradition in developmental psychology, that involves both the do-
mains of moral reasoning and of social decision-making. Studies with the 
well-known Dictator Game showed that children act altruistically already 
from the preschool period, and that the socio-economic status of their 
family plays a role indeed. But the receiver plays a role too: children tend 
to offer more to people belonging to their own social group, and less to 
people of another group. To better explore this aspect, 10 years old chil-
dren were involved in a series of rounds with the DG under different con-
ditions. The two groups belonged to two different Primary school contexts 
in Northern Italy: one group attended a school with a special method, the 
so-called “Scuola Senza Zaino” (Orsi, 2014; 2016) and the other group at-
tended a classical primary school. Preliminary results showed the ten-
dency of both groups to act altruistically and to be influenced by the “pa-
rochialism” phenomenon. More interesting elements emerged from the 
discussion, carried on after the three DG rounds. Implications for the ed-
ucation to citizenship at school are discussed. 

Decision-making; altruism; Dictator Game; children; “Scuola Senza 
Zaino” 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In a systemic view of human development and of educational processes rooted 
in a complex socio-cultural context, schools pay growing attention to the socio-
relational dimension of children with teachers, with peers and with the 
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surrounding environment. School, therefore, plays a central role in the 
education for pro-sociality and altruism, and aims to form responsible and 
caring citizens in everyday life. The Italian guidelines for the school place the 
Constitution of the Italian Republic and other European and ONU documents 
that call citizens to ethical and solidarity-based behaviour at the basis of the 
teaching action. In this regard, it is necessary to allow children to actively 
participate and co-construct their learning process together with teachers. An 
alternative school model, attentive to these aspects, is the so-called “Scuola 
Senza Zaino” method, which allows children to learn what it really means to live 
in a democratic society, where learning is co-constructed by teachers and 
pupils and rules are agreed and shared, just like in a community. 

1. “SCUOLA SENZA ZAINO” METHOD: A SCHOOL THAT BECOMES A COMMU-

NITY 

The idea of the “Scuola Senza Zaino” method was born in Lucca (Tuscany) in the 
late 1990s. The creator of the model, Marco Orsi, felt the need to rethink the 
school in a radical way, taking up the ideas of classical authors such as 
Montessori, Freinet, Dewey, Pestalozzi, Don Milani and Steiner. The basic idea 
was to build a more active school, one that would lead pupils to achieve skills, 
stable learning, and a truly useful education outside the school walls. Today, the 
“Scuola Senza Zaino” movement has 294 institutions and 634 schools 
throughout Italy, which apply the model from pre-school to secondary school. 
Marco Orsi (2014, 2015, 2016) points out how the schoolbag hints at a 
transmissive and individualistic school model, based on formalism, in which 
there is no connection between the various knowledge acquired and in which 
there is a strong dualism between the teacher and the learner. Removing the 
schoolbag, according to Orsi, would therefore mean a change in the educational 
process, where knowledge is co-constructed by teachers and students mainly 
from experience, and where teachers take care to work collectively to offer an 
environment rich in stimuli. 
There are three core values of the “Scuola Senza Zaino” method (Orsi et al., 
2013):  

• Community, understood both as a community of practice and as a 
research community. Knowledge, methodologies and competences are 
shared among teachers at the plexus level. The pupils also operate in a 
context that enables them to learn through a research process.  
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• Hospitality, understood in a dimension of caring for both the 
environment and the relationships established in it. It is also a push 
towards autonomy, as the conditions are created for the pupils to 
experiment and learn to do things on their own.  

• Responsibility, according to which learning must first and foremost be 
based on the free adherence of the subject and on the understanding of 
the meaning of what is being proposed. It is also understood as 
responsibility towards others, in that pupils are called upon to cooperate 
and help the fellow pupils, so that learning is effective. 

In the “Scuola Senza Zaino” context there are tables arranged in groups, where 
the pupils work in small groups, but also in pairs or individually as required. 
Particularly significant is the Agorà space, used by the whole group of pupils for 
listening, for dialogue or guided discussion, and also to take decisions that 
affect the life of the community. The material is shared within each table and 
usually managed by a pupil in charge, who must make sure that everyone takes 
care of it and puts each item in the right place. The design of teaching paths is 
based on the Global Approach to the Curriculum, which means that the 
curriculum has a situational and contextual perspective and involves all the 
systems of school life which inevitably intersect with each other. The 
differentiation of teaching has strategic importance, as it enables teachers to 
identify potentialities and limitations of individuals, and to make them 
participate in the school community. Assessment is also referred to as ‘mild 
assessment’, as it should be friendly, give confidence to students and should be 
sustainable for teachers; it is also oriented towards a formative and 
metacognitive dimension. There is therefore a move towards an authentic 
assessment based on reality tasks, which allow the child to act in real or 
simulated contexts, applying knowledge and skills acquired at school to realize 
projects or solve problems related to a concrete need. 
The pupils are involved in deciding the various procedures that govern the 
school day, such as the choice of places, assignments or organization of 
materials. All the collectively elaborated procedures and contents for the 
functioning of the class are included in the Class Manual, a notebook that can 
be consulted at the moment of need and possibly revised and modified: the 
written and agreed instructions are defined as IpU (Instructions for Use) and 
contain both a description of how a particular task is to be carried out, its 
contents and the reason and when they are to be used. The authentic tasks 
promote of openness towards the community and society: pupils, through 
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activities such as the one described above, can be confronted with real 
problems or needs that require a creative response, for which they are called 
upon to bring their skills into play and to collaborate with their peers. The model 
also involves pupils’ parents, as this is a fundamental requirement for a 
meaningful learning condition for their personal and social growth. 

2. EDUCATING IN PRO-SOCIALITY AND ALTRUISM 

Generally speaking, prosociality can be defined as the set of all those behaviors 
directed towards the benefit of others, without expecting external rewards 
(Eisenberg et al., 2006; Castelli & Marchetti, 2012). Although the term ‘altruism’ 
has sometimes been used as a synonym for ‘prosociality’, it can be considered 
as a specific form of prosocial behavior, centered mainly on the possibility of 
incurring personal costs, such as making a sacrifice. The rich debate about the 
roots of prosociality and of altruism – the well-known question “Nature or 
Nurture?” – has shown, on one hand, that infants between 14 and 18 months 
spontaneously act prosocially and altruistically (Warneken et al., 2007; 
Warneken, Tomasello, 2008), but on the other hand, the development of the 
variables influencing prosocial behaviour are closely linked to the child’s socio-
affective and cognitive-moral development, as well as to the social context. One 
of the variables that most influences the development of prosociality from early 
childhood is the quality of the educational relationship established with the 
child’s main caregivers, i.e. parents and, later, teachers (De Beni, 1998). 
Children of parents who adopt an authoritative parenting style behave in a more 
responsible and affectionate manner in contrast to children of parents who treat 
them coldly and tend to be over-controlling: this points out that it is crucial to 
establish the right level of authority, which allows the children to feel 
encouraged and stimulated to develop their autonomy. Other studies have 
highlighted the importance of adopting a democratic education based on the 
freedom of the individual, so as to stimulate children above all to solve conflicts 
in a civilized manner.  
When entering the school world, the child experiences another relationship that 
is fundamental to his/her growth, namely that with teachers (Pianta, 2001). 
The teacher is called upon to establish personal contact with each child, and 
should aim to stimulate a sense of security, but also to foster dialogue and 
interpersonal collaboration. It is essential that the teacher listens to pupils, 
makes them feel welcome and places trust in their abilities. The teacher should 
also act as a role model, explicitly disapproving aggressive and violent behavior, 
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and valorizing the behavior of sharing, of cooperation and support for others. 
Even before implementing educational projects aimed at acquiring pro-social 
skills, it is essential to build a learning environment in which the relationship is 
at the center, where the teacher reflects on the communication methods 
adopted and on the quality of the teaching activities proposed. Curricular 
contents can also become vehicle to sensitize children to the implementation 
of pro-social behavior: for example, it can be interesting to introduce children to 
personalities from recent history who are famous for having acted in the name 
of solidarity values. Finally, it becomes increasingly necessary to have a critical 
mindset and structure systematic paths of socio-affective education. 

3. A PRELIMINARY RESEARCH COMPARING CHILDREN IN “SCUOLA SENZA 

ZAINO” METHOD AND IN A CLASSICAL SCHOOL 

The starting hypothesis of this research project was that children who had 
followed the five years of “Scuola Senza Zaino” Method tended to implement 
more prosocial behavior than the others, who attend a classical school. This is 
because this model, as explained above, is strongly focused on the community 
dimension, and provides strategies and methodologies that focus on the 
relationship with the teacher and among pupils, to foster collaboration and 
sharing. 
The experimental class consisted of 20 pupils (11 boys and 9 girls, 5 pupils had 
Special Educational Needs) from the Fifth grade of a “Scuola Senza Zaino” 
method in Northern Italy. The class in the control group, on the other hand, 
consisted of 23 pupils (12 boys and 11 girls, 5 pupils had Special Educational 
Needs) and followed a traditional school model.  
Despite the different approach of the two school models, there were many 
similarities in the positive atmosphere in the classrooms, which showed how 
both groups, in the course of the five school years spent together, managed to 
build solid relationships and a learning atmosphere, both in terms of peer 
relations and relations with teachers. The analysis began, in both classes, with 
the administration of a variant of the Dictator Game to each pupil. The Dictator 
Game (Kahneman et al, 1986) is one of the most widely used interactive games 
in the developmental age to investigate decision-making skills in children and is 
one of the games used to assess the propensity for prosociality and altruism (for 
an overview, see Castelli & Marchetti, 2012). In this game, two individuals are 
called upon to share a given good within a single interaction, with no possibility 
of bargaining. The recipient has no power to decide whether or not to accept the 
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offer of the proposer, who can act in effect as a ‘dictator’. Depending on the age 
of the participants, different goods may be used, e.g. money, cards or candy: in 
any case, it is essential to guarantee anonymity from the outset, so as to avoid 
distortions caused by the phenomenon of social desirability.  
In this research project the variant of the Dictator Game involved the use of 
cards as a good to be shared, and served to analyze also the in-group and out-
group dynamics and the presence of the phenomenon of parochialism (Fehr et 
al., 2008), through the following three questions:  

1. You have 10 cards; you have to decide how to share them with one of your 
classmates. How many would you give to him/her and how many would you 
keep? Take into account that he/she cannot refuse your offer.  
2. Now imagine that you have to share them with a child from another class 
in your school. What would you do?  
3. Now let’s play another game, you still have 10 cards, you always decide 
how to divide them up: now you play with a child from another school that 
you do not know. How would you act? 

During the administration, gender homogeneity was maintained, i.e. boys were 
told that they were playing with boys, and the girls that they were playing with 
girls. Furthermore, the three rounds were counterbalanced, changing the order 
from time to time, so as to avoid any possible influence of the order on the 
decisions. Following each answer given, the pupils were asked to give a reason 
to understand the decision made. 
There were some slight differences between the two groups, although the 
numerical responses and motivations were overall very similar. Six children 
from the experimental group and ten from the control group stated that they 
would split the number of cards equally, keeping five for themselves and giving 
five to the recipient, in all three variants of the game. There was the tendency of 
many children to motivate their choices based on moral reference to fairness, 
e.g.: It would be fair if we had the same amount. The phenomenon of 
parochialism also emerged quite well, as 12 children in the experimental group 
and 5 in the control group chose to keep more cards for themselves when the 
playing partner was not a classmate, with motivations such as Since he is not in 
my class, I don’t know him well, so we are not very good friends. It may be also 
worth noting that one pupil in the experimental group and two in the control 
group chose to give more cards to children who were strangers or knew little 
about them, with this motivation: I don’t know him, so maybe we can become 
friends. For the answer to the second question, since they were all fifth graders, 
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and there was only one section for each school, many of them took it for granted 
that the partner with whom they would share the asset would be from a lower 
class. This, however, has led to different attitudes in the two groups. In the 
experimental group, three stated that they would like to give fewer figurines to 
their smaller companion (example of motivation: Since she is a bit smaller and I 
like the cards, I can decide. They would be mine, so I keep 6), while in the control 
group two children would have given a few more (example of motivation: I am 
already grown up, he needs more education and has to go all the way, he needs 
it more than I do). There was also the tendency – on the part of a few boys – to 
donate figurines in the hope that, in the future, that their gesture would be 
reciprocated: Since she is a classmate of mine, we see each other often and in 
the future she might find some more in the packets and give them to me.  

CONCLUSION 

This research, though based on a small sample, seems to show that the 
educational model adopted by a particular school is only one of many 
components that contribute to the development of prosocial and altruistic 
tendencies in children. The fact that there were no strong differences between 
the responses of the two groups may be related to the presence of a serene and 
welcoming atmosphere in both classes. Moreover, the Fifth grade of the “Senza 
Zaino Method” school was the first class in the institute to follow that model, 
and wo school years were experienced with the string limitations of the Covid-
19 pandemic, so all the pivotal elements described by Marco Orsi were not yet 
fully present at the time of the research. For the future, it would be interesting to 
extend the project to a larger sample, and it would be also meaningful to analyze 
the differences at an inter-temporal level, monitoring the prosocial tendencies 
of pupils from the First grade to the Fifth grade, so that more evidence could be 
obtained regarding the influence of the school context on the development of 
prosociality and altruism. 
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