Teacher education is a deeply pedagogical process rooted in values, ethics, and the
social purpose of schooling. Globally, it sits at the core of educational quality and
fairness, as research in comparative and international education demonstrates: the
training of teachers directly influences students’ learning chances, social inclusion,
and the democratic aims of schools. Teachers are not simply transmitters of
curricula, but active professionals whose convictions, reflective skills, and ability to
manage the complexities of classroom life give shape and substance to the
educational experience itself.

The pedagogical dimension of teacher education frames teaching as a relational,
context-aware, and ethically grounded profession rather than just a set of
procedural skills. From a research perspective, this demands robust research
methodologies that can critically examine the complex realities of schools and
inform evidence-based policies. Equally importantis the connection between theory
and practice, which helps to bridge the persistent gap between universities and
schools.

The contributions gathered in this volume reflect the richness and diversity of
experiences showcased during the ATEE Spring Conference 2024, held at the
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40 countries.

This broad spectrum of studies highlights promising directions that can inspire
renewed inquiry and concrete proposals aimed at improving contemporary
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The question of non-cognitive skills and the “cheetah’s
coat” perspective

Sara Nosari, Universita di Torino, sara.nosari@unito.it
Emanuela Guarcello, Universita di Torino, emanuela.guarcello@unito.it

Abstract

The most recent scientific debates on teaching and learning challenges grant much attention to
training non-cognitive skills, as they are considered more functional than cognitive ones for both
effective daily-life management and academic and professional success. However, current theories
about non-cognitive skills seem to have failed to recognize how the cognitive/non-cognitive
relationship is actually configured. A different configuration of the cognitive/non cognitive
relationship is thus needed, one that overcomes the conceptual limits and formative partiality of
previous models. This paper proposes a new way of representing this configuration, significantly
and effectively conveyed by the pattern of a cheetah’s coat, and a new training approach
consistent with this configuration.

Keywords: social challenges; teacher education; non-cognitive skills; educational practice; pretext.
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1. The current pedagogical framework

The most recent scientific debate on teaching and learning challenges has paid a great deal of
attention to training non-cognitive skills. This focus extends back to the idea that human beings
have a ‘dual’ character (lacono, 2004). The duality in question does not follow a binary logic and is
not simply an indication of flexibility (Sennett, 1998). Rather, it indicates the co-presence and
convergence of two functions, one cognitive and the other non-cognitive. Each function acts in a
specific way. The cognitive function ‘represents the functional aspect’ and ‘intervenes in subject-
world interaction’ by knowing, calculating, re-formulating, and planning (Albanese et al., 2003); the
non-cognitive function expresses an ‘embedded knowledge that arises not from calculation but
from the tuning-sharing of subjective experience’ (Damiano, 2009).

These distinct but not separable functions look at and question reality from two different positions
(Giammusso, 2005). The two positions differ in terms of the questions they ask and the type of
answers they seek (Authors, 2024a). For example, the cognitive position asks ‘how does it work?’
and responds by reconstructing the process of functioning, allowing people to intervene in a way
that adjusts, modifies or enhances. The non-cognitive position asks ‘what meaning does this
modification have?’ and responds by hypothesizing and deciding on the direction of meaning to be
given to the modification.

They result in approaches that specify human beings’ way of being in the world and which
condition (and facilitate) the possibility of intervening. The cognitive position is simultaneously
‘outside’ and ‘facing’ reality: as such, it is a position characterized by an impartial and emotionally
indifferent approach which opens up a field of attention which is interested and directed towards
investigating (Plessner, 2007). The non-cognitive position, on the other hand, operates from ‘inside’
reality and seeks a unitary vision ‘from above': it is a position marked by an immanent and critical
approach that entails the partial character of participation and subjectivity (Giammusso, 2005).

The duality bond not only indicates the co-presence and convergence of these cognitive and non-
cognitive functions (Authors, 2024a) but also and above implies the complementarity of the two
functions. It is this complementarity that forms the necessary foundation for the rational and
value-based sustainability of any change proposed by human beings, either as individuals or as
collectivities.

However, although the two functions of humans’ dual character are linked by a bond of duality,
they do not automatically operate together (Paoletti, 2004). The complementarity of these
functions is not a given: operating in a complementary way requires cooperation and must be
intentionally chosen, intentionally sought out, and intentionally maintained.

This cooperation has become increasingly difficult. The development of the cognitive function,
stimulated in part by the use of new technologies, and the ever-increasing recognition of its
important role in humankind’'s progress have severely compromised the balance and
complementarity of human duality, unbalancing research and putting the emphasis on training in
cognitive skills by virtue of their being productive and performance-oriented.

To pursue truly humanizing progress (Morin, 2020), however, requires going back to the non-
cognitive skills approach of human duality. Training in a non-cognitive skills approach thus
represents a strategic focus for educating the next generations.

2. Toward a different configuration

However, there is one outstanding issue this focus on training non-cognitive skills must address
before it can take the form of educational action: what does non-cognitive mean?

The issue is outstanding because the idea of non-cognitive has a broad semantic field. Considering
documents on non-cognitive competences or projects aimed at non-cognitive aspects, there are
multiple different meanings of cognitive at play. It is therefore necessary to take into account a
theoretical approximation that has an inevitable practical consequence: educational disorientation.
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The endeavour of resolving this theoretical approximation thus meets a practical need: if the non-
cognitive field is not focused and centred, the educational project to train such skills runs the risk of
being inadequate or, even worse, of acting on a false non-cognitive.

Current attention to non-cognitive aspects reflects both the recognition that a non-cognitive
approach to the world is important and the fact that teaching has need of educational components
that truly serve to inculcate such an approach.

This attention has led to the development of various theories proposing a definition of non-
cognitive skills and hypothesising how they might be developed early, among young people in
school. Theories such as life skills, soft skills, character skills, social-emotional skills, EntreComp,
LifeComp, GreenComp, DigComp, etc. all share this aim (Boffo & Palumbo, 2018; Patera, 2019;
Chiosso, Poggi & Vittadini, 2021).

Although this focus has made it possible to concentrate on the meanings and functions of non-
cognitive competences, the various theories do not seem to have fully grasped or faithfully
recognized the value of the specific skills that distinguish the non-cognitive domain from the
cognitive one. Non-cognitive competences are always considered secondary to cognitive ones, as
the cognitive arena continues to be pre-eminent and privileged (Authors, 2024a).

The assumption underpinning this paper is that this approximation derives from a problem of
conceptual configuration. That is, when we think of the qualities and properties of the skills needed
to exercise of humans’ dual character, we think of them in relation to cognitive skills. Since it is not
easy to demarcate and distinguish the qualities and properties of the skills needed to take a critical-
immanent stance (value-based, participative, and subjective), we use the "differences method "
(Mathieu, 1998) to define them and thus end up defining them by opposition as the set of skills that
are not cognitive.

Current configuration |

NON
skills skills

i i
1 1
COGNITIVE ! COGNITIVE i
1 1
i i
1 1
1 1

Figure 1: The current configuration for cognitive/non-cognitive skills.

On the basis of this difference, several theories have sought to define these skills as non-cognitive
in relation to cognitive skills. And yet none has been able to fully represent the meaning of non-
coghnitive skills; above all, none of these theories has been able to represent their specificity and the
relationship between the two kinds of skills.

| NON COGNITIVE THEORIES LIMITS |

___________________________

NON
COGNITIVE

Figure 2: The limits of non-cognitive theories.
This is not an error as such, but rather a matter of viewpoint bias. Reading human duality through

the “filter” of cognitive/non-cognitive offers an incomplete image of our duality. It is not simply a
matter of widening the view and involving non-cognitive skills more fully and completely, however.
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Nor is it a matter of interpreting complementarity by recognizing the two functions as equal.
Rather, the step we need to take is to rethink the order of complementarity and the consequent
bond of human duplicity.

The challenge, therefore, is to recognize the skills in question not only through a “negative” framing
(i.e. as non-cognitive) that identifies them in opposition to the positive framing of cognitive
competences but to instead identify the specific characteristics and qualities of these skills so as to
effectively foster the duality of humankind, the only quality that is capable of giving rise to
humanizing progress.

We have engaged this challenge by searching for an image that could best render the configuration
of the duality of human character, the diversity of its functions and the relationship between these
functions. Numerous images were considered, but discarded every time because they conveyed
dualism. This is key because duality does not consist in actual opposition between independent
elements, but rather in an original relationship between elements which exist solely in relation to
each other.

At a certain point, the research also tried out different animal skins.

| Toward a different configuration |

LI O A bt
ble= .;u-_:;._.: » .‘;..'.'
IXSCI 2T

\‘.'-"":" .'.'
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¢ ROk
o X
\ ‘l"‘ R

Figure 3: A different configuration for cognitive/non-cognitive skills.

The zebra pattern was discarded. It shows two kinds of skills, but gives no indication of the
relationship between them. Its stripes reproduce the fallacy of thinking of human beings’ dual
character as characterized by parallel functions that, while specific (black and white), do not enter
into any relationship with each other.

The research then turned to a cow coat pattern. This image suggests two types of skills related to
each other, but there is no order to the relationship; it is random. The dual character can be
represented by different-colored spots. Because of the irregular size of the spots, however, this
pattern cannot offer an adequate representation of the relationship between the two functions
comprising human duality.

Finally, we considered the pattern of a cheetah's coat (Authors, 2024a). Cheetahs have a spotted
coat made up of an underlying tone, usually light yellow-beige, long with small round, black, and
brown spots. It would not be a cheetah coat without the spots. And the spots are only perceptible
because they rest on a different-colored base. Acting as a background, the base encompasses the
individual spots in a way that allows them to stand out. By virtue of encompassing the spots, the
base is also what unites the spots and holds them together.

A cheetah coat pattern is the combination of base and spots. Their amalgamation is governed by a
relationship that specifies the parts: each part (the base and the spots) has a function. It would be
impossible to either reverse them or separate them from each other.
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| The cheetah’s coat solution
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Figure 4: The cheetah’s coat solution.

The “cheetah coat” configuration of the duality of human skills assigns each set of skills its own
unique and non-contingent position. Human duality does not act through the parallel - and distinct
- management of different functions. The configuration that represents the uniqueness of human
skills is not cognitive and non-cognitive positioned next to each other, but both dimensions shown
as rooted in a shared, sensitive background which grants them direction.

We will focus here on the skill-base.

3. “Cheetah coat"” skills

Framed in this "cheetah coat” perspective, the skill-base has three basic qualities: sensitivity,
reflexivity, and ethics. First, the skill-base is what allows human beings to come into contact with
experiences through their individual sensitivity (Arendt, 2003, 2017). We do not know and analyze
our experiences mainly or exclusively through logical-rational reasoning, that is, by describing
them, taking them apart and putting them back together to assess their costs, benefits, and
margins of effectiveness. Experience is instead understood first and foremost in terms of its
sentimental aspects, subjectively perceived through our perception of the degree to which we
genuinely agree or disagree with (or are even disgusted by) what is happening. Humans understand
an experience through the motivations or aspirations that make it valuable or indifferent to them,
the dreams and plans they deem to be indispensable and for which they feel it is absolutely worth
investing, far beyond any reason-based calculation of effectiveness.

Within this “sensitive” terrain, the skill-base also grants human beings the ability to “think” about
experience, that is, to investigate it and sound it out by means of their individual reflexivity (Arendt,
2009). Experience is thus sifted, called into doubt and questioned thanks to all those “heuristic”
guestions (Mortari, 2020) that do not explain reality or provide definitive solutions to its problems
but rather nourish it and broaden our reflection on the grand themes that make existence human:
justice, beauty, goodness, faith, trust, death, etc.

Through this reflection, people examine their own existence and life worlds to plumb their meaning:
is mine a just existence and a just world? Is it beautiful? Good? Does it generate bonds of trust and
hope? Etc. Clearly, such examination entails evaluating existence and the world itself in terms of
their value and the transformative effort necessary to expand and nurture them. It is precisely in
this sense that, finally, the skill-base gives human beings the ability to orient themselves and their
experiences in the direction of meaning, thanks to our ability to decide and act along the axes of
ethics-values. Indeed, thanks to ethics (Freire, 2018; Morin, 2021), approaching existence through
our individual sensitivity and examining it through our reflexivity leads, step by step, towards
horizons and goals capable of protecting and fostering the dignity and realization of the self, others,
and the world at large.

The skill-base expresses these three qualities (sensitivity, reflexivity, and ethics) in the form of
specific skills (action competences) through which the skill-base intervenes in a given experience
to understand, manage, and transform it. The current frameworks used to conceptualize non-
cognitive skills are so functionalistic, so dominated by concerns of efficiency and adaptiveness,
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that they completely overlook the set of skills that make up the skill-base (Authors, 2024a): the
Approaching Skill, Questioning Skill, Nuances-Creating Skill, and Re-enchanting Skill (Figure 5).

Figure 5: The skills comprising the skill-base.

The Approaching Skill is an action capable of reducing distances due to a “sentimental” approach,
being in touch with others in a deep and nourishing way and thus exploring the uniqueness of
people and situations with attention and interest (Stein, 2016; Weil, 2008; Bollnow, 2009). The
Questioning Skill is an allows people to ask unanswerable questions about complex aspects of
existence, about beauty, justice, the good, etc., and thereby expand the space of experience to be
examined and deepen the immediacy of the experience. This skill allows humans to be able to
approach the experience first by questioning, by reconstructing the hidden aspects of it and
searching for some probable but non-definitive answers (Dolci, 2018; Monti, 2019; Mortari, 2020).
Helped by the previous two skills, the Nuances Creating Skill allows people to differentiate among
the elements of reality (whether they are people, feelings, assignments, objects, places, animals,
etc.) to such an extent as to render them non-overlapping and non- interchangeable (Besnier,
2013; Heller, 2016; Mathieu, 1998). This is important in our hyper-accelerated world that tends to
reduce all details to a superficial overview. Thanks to the operation of these first three skills, the Re-
enchanting Skill relaunches people in a new action capable of re-enchanting the world, that is,
imagining and making the world in a renewed way, with its problematic aspects (environmental,
social, economic, and technological) transformed. This is a very important skill to train in new
generations because it gives them the ability to engage in demanding, long-term projects of
change, the ability to go beyond existing reality, transcend short-term objectives and work not only
for some immediately useful aim but especially for values that can improve the quality of human life
and, may be, identify a way to save the planet from ruin.

4. 3RPLAY. Reflective educational practice

Based on the “cheetah coat” perspective, we formulated a group training that is consistent with the
reconstructed theoretical perspective and effective in educating students in the skills making up
the skill-base. Named “3RPLAY", this training is a reflective-educational practice that leads
participants to exercise their reflection, understanding and judgment skills. Indeed, 3RPLAY
activities target the habit of asking questions, understanding the situation, and developing an
answer in relation to the educational problems presented during the training process.

It thus encompasses the three Rs (3R) of reflecting, researching, and replying. The first "R",
Reflecting, corresponds to the skill of asking questions about the educational problem being
presented (e.g. rule management, relationship with parents or within groups, success and failure in
sports, school, etc.). In 3RPLAY training, the group does not immediately work to solve the problem
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but rather examines the problem to broaden and deepen their understanding of it. The second "R",
researching, refers to specifically this skill of investigating the situation to clarify the known
elements (who is involved in the problem? What did he/she do? How old is he/she? What role does
he/she have? etc.) and focus on the elements that are not yet explicit or that the group needs to
discuss to identify possible ways of managing the problem (what could be the objectives? What are
the motivations justifying events or behaviors? etc.). Finally, the third "R", replying, is the
competence of formulating an answer with respect to the problem under consideration. The answer
is worked out collectively, as a group, with each person contributing their reflections and skills, and
it remains provisional and open to review.

The 3RPLAY training is addressed to groups of education and health professionals, teachers,
students, and citizens with the aim of increasing their skills in problematizing situations that
present educational problems, situations that might arise in either daily life or professional
contexts. To achieve this, the 3RPLAY training uses the methodological device of the pretext. The
pretexts in this case are open-ended, pending situations that are interesting for the people
involved. Requires unanswered questions and does not allow for linear and immediate answers.
Here we can see two different examples of pretexts. The first (Figure 2) is related to the topic of
rules in the experience of football coaches while the second (Figure 3) has to do with a wider topic
of human existence.

1775 MONDAY. MARTINA AND HER CLASSWATES ARE EXPECTING IN THE AFTERNOON, MARTINA EOES TO TRAINING. ON THE WAY HOME, MARTINA MEETS CLAUDIA ON THE BUS.
A REVIEW FROM THE MATH TEACHER. INSTEAD THE TEACHER THE YOUNGSTERS COMMENT ON CLAUDIA'S THE TWO GIRLS START TALKING.
STARTS TALKING ABOUT INCLUSION... LEAVING THE TEAM ... A PASSANGER LISTENS

HI MARTINA!
| HEAR THE TEAM
15 DOING GREAT

_——

LET'S FACE IT:
k| srE waswT
8} very cooo

S

>

L) -~

ON A BUILDING IN TURIN THIS WRITING APPEARED:
DO NOT WORK ... LEARN TO ROB
SOME PASSERS BY COMMENTED ...

COULD BE A
SOLUTION!!!

Figure 7: Pretext regarding a wider topic of human existence.

As you can see by looking at the images, the pretexts are presented in the form of a comic strip
(Girotti, 2016) and they stage a problem without describing all its details or suggesting solutions.
Indeed, the main aim behind the design of these pretexts is to raise questions about the situation
being presented and prompt a group discussion, allowing each participant to share his or her own
point of view on the problem. The pretexts thereby seek to lead participants in exercising all the
skill-base competences: the Approaching Skill, Questioning Skill, Nuances-Creating Skill, and Re-
enchanting Skill. They investigate the situation under examination by approaching the problem on
the basis of their own sensitivity, questioning it to understand its logic, characteristics, and
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motivations and thus recognize the different nuances involved. By reflecting together with others,
they can imagine possible ways to move toward a positive and constructive transformation.

In 3RPLAY training, of all the skills comprising the skill-base, the key one to be stimulated is
undoubtedly the Questioning Skill. While we cannot explore this skill in depth here, we can note that
it allows us to approach experience by posing a wide range of “reasonable questions to ask” (Thom,
2022). Such questions correspond to the different universal categories of the human spirit based
on the Aristotelian lesson and have been identified through a phenomenological-hermeneutic
analysis (Bagnasco, Ghirotto & Sasso, 2015; Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach & Zilber, 1998) of about 2,000
questions collected from previous 3RPLAY training courses (with sports and school professionals).
The types of questions can be divided into five macro types. We use the first and second question
macro type to try to understand the characteristics and meaning of the situation, for example who,
what, when, how, how much, etc. (descriptive and interpretive questions). Using the second macro
type, we try to understand how to act and manage the situation in question (operational questions).
The third macro type is used to understand the reasons underpinning the situations and the aims
that justify our actions (causal questions). Using the fourth macro type, we try to understand how
the situation might be changed, that is, the different hypotheses of transformation (hypothetical
guestions).

D Descriptive questions | 1\~~~ " "7 77" T Gausal "~ 777

Who? What? Where? When? How much? Why? To what end? ...

(L

1|

1|

| | Efficient questions (trigger reason)]
1|

I I Does Martina not play because the coach dislikes her
(L

I

I

I

- . - I

Why don't people mind their own business?] |
I

I

I

| WO R AR O
Interpretative questions 11 What Kind of message does the coach want to convey?
Whatdo Ithink? What'doilifeel? Is itrght? | e mr i il ) m i
E Operational
" How? ...

I it right to blindly trust your children regardless of the teachers'
1

I Hypothetical Questions about functioning (How it works)

R | How do i diffe Ids impact
| And if instead ...7 ... DRRITARIGIFAtGH?
|— How does the parent-child ip affect the ip b
L _.___.__ ________ | L children and school?

Figure 8: Types of questions.

The Questioning Skill is also central to 3RPLAY training because it is the main competence we assess to
gauge participants’ learning outcomes. Indeed, for 3RPLAY training evaluation plan course participants
are asked to write down, individually, the questions each pretext elicits for them. The individual
questions are then read in groups and discussed among participants to identify common points of
interest and strategies for resolving them.

For purposes of evaluation, individual questions are collected in a personal portfolio containing the
guestions pretexts, each person asked in relation to each pretext presented during the session
(sessions can vary from 3 to 6 or more). The portfolio is returned to each participant at the last session,
where they engage in a self-assessment of their problematizing competence (ability to ask questions in
the face of a problematic situation) and how it might have increased during the training. In view of the
evaluation of the training’s educational outcomes carried out so far, we can confidently state that all
those who regularly participated in the training activities increased their problematizing competence
(for example, broadening the types of questions used to understand the problematic situation).
Moreover, participants self-assessment indicates that this competence is fundamental to analyzing
and managing everyday and professional educational problems (Authors, 2024b).
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5. Conclusions

In the face of change that continually transcends what seemed to be limits and thus
creates new fields of action, paying attention to so-called non-cognitive skills is an act of
responsibility. Indeed, these are the only human skills capable of directing change by
maintaining and regenerating a direction of human meaning. This act of responsibility is,
first and foremost, an act of recognizing the uniquely human ability to rethink experience
according to an order of meaning: this recognition does not consist in merely recording
what is, but rather in proposing a perspective on which the very future of humanity as a
community of destiny depends. At the same time, it is an act by which we commit oneself
to developing this ability: any perspective that does not work to translate itself into an
action aimed at rendering that perspective a concrete reality would be meaningless.

As an expression of such attention to so-called non-cognitive skills, the cheetah coat
perspective and 3RPlay model are presented as an act of responsibility: they establish the
conditions for granting a direction of meaning and propose a methodology for carrying it
out.

Author contribution statement
Author 1 and Author 2 conceived the idea presented here. Author 1 developed sections 1 and 2.
Author 2 developed sections 3 and 4. Both authors wrote the conclusion.
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