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9. INNOVATING THE CURRICULUM: ANALYSING THE
TRANSFORMATION OF FIRST YEAR STUDENTS’
AGENCY IN THE “CULTIVATING KNOWLEDGE AND
CARE” COURSE

by Emiliane Rubat du Mérac*, Astrid Favella™

Abstract: This paper addresses the research problem of merging curricular
innovation and civic engagement, through the case study of the
“Cultivating knowledge and care” course, an elective course for first year
educational science students from Sapienza, University of Rome.
Curricular innovation stems from the course embodied approach to
learning. Civic engagement, instead, enters the picture as activities are
conducted from the 18 students together with their young adults
counterparts from a civic society association, uniting deaf-mute people.
How do students understand their agency to have developed through the
course? Reflexive thematic analysis on letters that students wrote to the
assigned tree, imagining to write them to themselves in a mimesis exercise.

Keywords: embodied learning; ecological agency; environmental
awareness; civic engagement; first year university students.
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Introduction

This paper addresses the research problem of merging
curricular innovation and civic engagement, through the case study
of the “Cultivating knowledge and care” course, an elective course
for first year (FY) university students held in the department of
Social & Developmental Psychology of Sapienza, University of Rome.
The rationale of having “research trainings” for FY students stems
from Visalberghi’s initiative for the purpose of students’ socialisation
(Biesta, 2009) and appreciation of some characteristics of the
research process. Curricular innovation traces back to the course
embodied approach to learning, combining: content knowledge on
plants (Mancuso, 2024), hands-on artifacts production via sensory
activities for the development of three senses- touch, sight, smell
(Jones & Worrall, 2024), through the guidance of a dedicated
atelierist and a professional photographer. Civic engagement,
instead, enters the pictures as activities are conducted by the
students together with their young adult counterparts from a civil
society association, ISPK “Io se posso comunico” uniting deaf-mute
people, with the dedicated assistance of a psychologist if needed,
and the constant presence of two Italian language sign interpreters.
Crucially, most activities were designed in advance and adapted to
engage all participants in performing them at the same time. This
short paper, part of a wider project, offers an answer to the following
research question: how do students understand their agency to have
transformed through the course? The question is answered through
performing reflexive thematic analysis on reflexive letters that
students wrote to the assigned tree, imagining to write them to
themselves in a mimesis exercise. This study is indeed part of a
broader research conducted on the effects of the course on students’
perceived sense of connectedness to nature and the Soft Skills Self-
evaluation (3SQ) (Lucisano & du Mérac, 2019; Scippo & du Mérac,
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2021) and the Multidimensional Self-Esteem Test (TMA)
questionnaire (Bracken, 1993). Moreover, on a formative perspective
the course aims are fostering their capacity to interact with human
diversity and inclusion.

1. Theoretical framework

The theoretical framework of this study integrates embodied
cognition and enactivist theories (Varela, Thompson & Rosch, 1991),
conceiving learning as a relational, affective, and sensorimotor
process embedded in the environment. Cognition is thus understood
not as internal representation but as the ongoing co-emergence of
meaning through lived experience and interaction. Building on Di
Paolo (2023), this perspective highlights the role of participatory
sense-making (De Jaegher & Di Paolo, 2007), where agency arises
within dialogic and embodied encounters. Students’ agency is
conceptualised as a dynamic process of becoming (Archer, 2000;
Marginson, 2023), evolving through reflexive engagement with self
and others. The course design foregrounds this by placing students
in reciprocal, inclusive relationships, both with peers with
communicative disabilities and with non-human entities such as
trees, activating ethical awareness and interdependence. The use of
natural metaphors and mimesis further anchors learning in
ecological pedagogies (Goleman, Bennett & Barlow, 2012),
promoting a sense of embodied responsibility and environmental
attunement. In this framework, agency is not only individual self-
monitoring, but emerges as a situated, affective, and ethically
grounded experience. This approach echoes Dewey’s (1938)
foundational insight that education must be rooted in lived
experience, where learning unfolds through meaningful interaction
with people, places, and materials.

127



Emiliane Rubat du Mérac, Astrid Favella

INNOVATING THE CURRICULUM: ANALYSING THE TRANSFORMATION OF FIRST YEAR
STUDENTS’ AGENCY IN THE “CULTIVATING KNOWLEDGE AND CARE” COURSE

2. Methodology

As to the methodological approach, the data collection for
this part of the study entailed asking the participants to write a letter
to the assigned tree, as an individual work.

The corpus consists of 18 letters written in the first person,
from the imaginary perspective of a tree, specifically, the chosen tree
in the university park (a sequoia, an oak, a pine, a platan and
laurus) for the usual group work activities but this time as an
individual and addressed to a fellow student. The software MAXQDA
was deployed for data analysis. This work draws on Buzzell &
Chalquist (2009), Goleman, Bennet & Barlow (2012) and Orr (2004)
using the idea of natural metaphors as avenues of emotional
reconnection with the environment and with the self. The task
specifically required to elaborate on the use of the tree and its
Jleaves“, 'bark® and ,sap“ as metaphors to talk about oneself’s
university experience while navigating the first year.

These texts, although fictitious, convey narratives deeply
related to identity, the educational context and the relationship with
nature.

The analysis of the letters was conducted following an
exploratory qualitative approach with a hermeneutic and
constructivist orientation (Punch & Oancea, 2014). The
methodological design aimed at bringing out the structures of
meaning underlyed by the texts produced, interpreting the symbolic,
affective and narrative content expressed in the imaginary writing.
The method of reflexive thematic analysis was adopted to analyse
the letters epistemologically, the reference adopted is that of
hermeneutic phenomenology (Van Manen, 1990), useful for
investigating the experiential and reflexive structure of the narrated
experiences
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3. Results

The three themes derived from reflexive thematic analysis
are summarised in table 1, and extensively reported in the
remainder of this section: students understand their agency to have
developed within the course through a first experienced sense of
anchoring in the self (theme 1); reframing ecological perception
(theme 2) and an emergent self through relational growth (theme 3).
Extracts reported are selected from the different letters (Cohen et al.,

2018).
Table 1: Thematic analysis illustration
Theme Codes Descriptions
T1) Embodied Students use the tree’s sap and bark to
Anchoring in | interiority as symbolise a self that is both vulnerable and
the self grounding and | protected. Stillness offers containment and
protection quiet resilience. The bark serves as a
membrane of strength and depth, modelling
how inner life is held, not hidden, through
time.
Ecological The tree is depicted as a co-constitutive
perception presence within a shared ecology. Through its
rooted stillness and atmospheric awareness, it
invites a form of perception grounded in
attentiveness rather than mastery. Students
describe a relational way of seeing: ecological
perception becomes a mutual attunement,
where presence and observation are reciprocal
and slow.
T2) Memory- Trees are constructed as intergenerational
Reframing mediated memory holders. Students attribute them the
ecological ecological ability to silently witness the unfolding of
perception witness human lives, anchoring them in long temporal
rhythms and shared place-memory.
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Longing for The tree is not a passive background but an
interspecies affective presence that desires attention, care,
reciprocity and connection. Students project onto it a

wish for recognition that mirrors their own
need for relational acknowledgment.

T3) Emergent Empathy is depicted not as a trait but as
Emergent empathy-in- something co-created in the relational
self through | relation encounter. The tree “feels” and “is felt” in turn,
relational generating an affective mirroring process with
growth students.
Transformative | Growth is not linear but cyclical, inspired by
becoming the seasonal life of trees. Students describe

through cycles | themselves as constantly evolving through
loss, renewal, and resilience in synchrony
with the natural world.

Source: own data analysis
3.1 Theme 1: anchoring in the self

Students’ letters reveal a foundational phase in which the
tree metaphor mediates a grounded form of self-recognition. The
sap, bark, and roots become symbolic resources through which
students articulate vulnerability and strength, stillness and
resilience. This anchoring does not signal passivity, but rather a
form of embodied containment that sustains reflection. As one
student writes, “My bark is my character, my patience, my wisdom
[...] my sap runs deep, as the thoughts I hold within myself”. Here,
inner life is not hidden but held, protected, and metabolized through
temporal rootedness.

This theme reflects a process of embodied self-inscription,
wherein stillness is not inertia but an active, lived tension. The
notion of agency emerging here resonates with enactive perspectives
(Di Paolo, 2023), where selfhood is not an internal given but a co-
constituted process within somatic, affective, and symbolic registers.
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Through the metaphor of the tree’s bodily components, students
begin to craft a personal language of agency grounded in quiet
endurance, symbolic coherence, and protection - conditions that
make subsequent relational openings possible.

3.2 Theme 2: re-framing ecological perception

A second thematic movement involves a shift from self-
enclosure to ecological attunement. Students begin to perceive the
tree as a subjective presence and ecological witness - one capable of
memory, temporality, and reciprocity. This decentering allows
students to situate their university experience within a broader
temporal and material ecology. “I am bark, and I carry the signs of
time,” one letter recounts, “every crack is a story, every knot a
memory”. Trees are no longer static backdrops but intergenerational
co-habitants that hold fragments of shared time.

This reframing aligns with the notion of relational
epistemologies (Bai et al., 2009), in which perception is not
objectifying but dialogical. Through ecological perception, the tree
invites a different mode of knowing: slow, reciprocal, and affectively
entangled. Some students project onto the tree a longing for
recognition that mirrors their own need for acknowledgment. As a
neurodivergent participant expressed: “I know you have my same
problem... of feeling too much, too deeply”. This projection becomes
a site of mutuality, grounding the perception of nature not in
extraction but in empathy and co-presence.

3.3 Theme 3: emergent self through relational growth
In the third theme, students’ agency emerges through

relational transformation. What begins as individual anchoring
evolves into dialogical growth — both with peers and with the more-
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than-human world. The tree becomes not only a mirror but a partner
in vulnerability: “Only with those close to you, with whom you have
learned to trust, you return to be true, real [...] and in that moment
of openness, you breathe”. Here, agency is not mastery but
exposure, the courage to be seen and changed in relation.

Empathy, in this sense, is not a fixed trait but a relational
achievement (De Jaegher, 2021), co-created through affective
resonance. This culminates in a narrative of transformative
becoming, where change is experienced in cyclical, rather than
linear, terms — mirroring the tree’s own rhythms. As one student
writes: “Every step you take is like a little branch reaching further
into the sky.” Agency is thus redefined as ecological, embodied, and
co-emergent: an outcome of intra-actions (Barad, 2007) rather than
individual intention.

Conclusion

This study explored how first-year students’ agency evolves
through the embodied, relational and ecologically situated
experience of the Cultivating Knowledge and Care course. Through
reflexive thematic analysis of mimesis letters written from the
imagined perspective of a tree, students articulated forms of self-
understanding grounded in stillness, ecological attunement and
intersubjective growth.

Crucially, the course framework - situated mainly in outdoor
settings and supported by inclusive, multisensory practices -
enabled students to experience learning not as the acquisition of
knowledge, but as a “transformation through place” (Payne &
Wattchow, 2008) and bodily resonance. The interplay between
natural environments and accessible, co-created tasks fostered
intra-relational awareness (Barad, 2007), where the self is not pre-
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given but emerges within entangled relations with others - human
and non-human, verbal and non-verbal.

These narratives suggest that embodied metaphor, inclusive
interaction and ecological imagination are not pedagogical
embellishments but essential devices for nurturing reflective
agency.

In times of ecological and relational uncertainty, such
experiential and inclusive forms of education offer fertile ground for
rethinking learning as living-with rather than mastering-over.

This exploratory study calls for further research into how
situated, embodied and ethically inclusive pedagogies can sustain
transformative learning in higher education.
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