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ABSTRACT 

EVALUATION OF AN EMOTIONAL AWARENESS PROGRAMME FOR CHILDREN IN 

MIDDLE CHILDHOOD IN A CHILD AND YOUTH CARE CENTRE IN THE NORTH-WEST 

PROVINCE 

by 

Aletta de Waal 

Supervisor:  Dr MP le Roux 

Department of Social Work and Criminology 

Degree:  MSW in Play Therapy 

The focus of this study was to evaluate an emotional awareness programme for children in 

middle childhood in a school setting developed by Dr JS Knoetze.  This research measured 

the effectiveness of the emotional awareness programme (EA Programme) in a different 

context, a child and youth care centre.  The goal of the EA Programme is to cultivate 

children‟s emotional awareness. The Gestalt theoretical approach rendered itself pragmatic 

to this study as various key concepts of this theory was integrated into the academic 

underpinnings. 

Emotional awareness benefits children in the sense that they are more equipped to handle 

stressful events.  Children with emotional awareness demonstrate introspective skills and 

have a better understanding of emotions in their social contexts.  They are better able to 

apply functional emotional regulation strategies which in turn nurture personal goal 

attainment and positive relationships with others.   

The advances in terms or their cognitive skills of children in middle childhood allow a better 

understanding of emotions and create an ideal platform for socio-emotional learning.  

Children in this phase of development have mastered the skills of reading, writing and 

reasoning, which are necessary to understand and participate in the EA Programme.   

Emotional awareness is specifically important for children who reside in a child and youth 

care centre.  These children were exposed to some degree of trauma and experience the 

placement in alternative care in itself as disruptive.  The literature describes the challenges 

children in a child and youth care centre face, which supports the assumption that 

interventions are needed to assist these children to develop effective emotional regulation 

strategies.  The EA Programme is regarded as such an intervention. 
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This investigation was executed from a quantitative research approach as the relationship 

between two variables was measured.  The data was collected by using a standardised 

measuring instrument, the Levels of Emotional Awareness Scale for Children (LEAS-C).  

The researched is catagorised as applied research as it focused an issue in practice, namely 

emotional awareness of children in alternative care.     

The quasi-experimental design that was followed was the comparison group pre-test, post-

test design.  This entailed that both groups completed the pre-test after which the 

experimental group was exposed to the EA Programme, then both groups completed the 

post-test.  The availability sampling method was applied to select the respondents who were 

children in middle childhood residing in a child and youth care centre in the North-West 

Province.   

The LEAS-C is a standardised questionnaire that was developed by Dr. Jane Bajgar and Dr. 

Richard Lane (2003).  The questionnaire is suitable to be completed by children as the 

questions are formulated in understandable language.   

The main conclusions drawn from this study are: 

 Emotional awareness forms a central building block of the development of emotional 

intelligence, emotional competence and emotional regulation.  Emotional awareness is 

regarded as a cognitive ability that can be learnt in order to develop other emotional 

abilities. 

 Children placed in a child and youth care centre are specifically at risk to develop 

impaired emotional functioning as a result of trauma, maltreatment and the care-giving 

environment.  Their disorganised emotional experiences translate into complex 

behavioural issues.  Children placed in a child and youth care centre could specifically 

benefit from a programme, such as the EA Programme, that focus on nurturing skills that 

enhance emotional awareness. 

 The research findings suggest that the EA Programme increased the experimental 

group‟s ability to be in contact with own emotions, their emotional vocabulary and 

emotional expression skills as well as their levels of emotional awareness.  The EA 

Programme can be delivered as an effective intervention within the context of a child and 

youth care centre.   

 The findings and conclusions derived from this study made a meaningful contribution to 

the field of social work as it focused on evaluating an intervention.  This research 

specifically contributed to social work service delivery to looked after children in 

institutional settings. 



v 
 

 It can be valuable if more extensive research studies are conducted to evaluate the EA 

Programme within different child and youth care centres to serve as comparative studies.  

 

KEY TERMS 

 Emotional awareness programme 

 Emotional awareness 

 Emotional intelligence 

 Emotional regulation 

 Middle childhood 

 Child and youth care centre 

 Child in the child and youth care centre 

 Gestalt theory 

 Emotional expression 

 Emotional vocabulary 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



vi 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 Declaration of Own Work i 

 Acknowledgements  ii 

 Abstract iii 

 CHAPTER ONE  

 GENERAL BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY  

1.1 INTRODUCTION 1 

1.2   LITERATURE REVIEW  2 

1.2.1 Emotional awareness as a skill in emotional intelligence 3 

1.2.2 Advantages of emotional awareness 4 

1.2.3   The child in middle childhood 5 

1.2.4 The child in the child and youth care centre 6 

1.3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 6 

1.3.1 Holism 7 

1.3.2 Awareness 7 

1.3.3 Contact and contact boundary 7 

1.3.4 Organismic self-regulation 8 

1.4 RATIONALE AND PROBLEM STATEMENT 9 

1.5 GOAL AND OBJECTIVES 11 

1.5.1 Goal 11 

1.5.2 Objectives 11 

1.6 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 11 

1.7 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY   13 

1.8 CHAPTER OUTLINE 14 

1.9 SUMMARY 14 

 CHAPTER TWO  

 EMOTIONAL AWARENESS OF THE CHILD IN MIDDLE 
CHILDHOOD IN A CHILD AND YOUTH CARE CENTRE 

 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 15 

2.2 EMOTIONAL AWARENESS 16 

2.2.1 Emotions 16 



vii 
 

2.2.2 Primary and secondary emotions 17 

2.2.3 Sub-systems involved in the processing of emotions 17 

2.2.4 The neurobiological structures related to emotional processing 19 

2.2.5 Theory of mind 22 

2.2.6 Emotional awareness  23 

2.2.7 Emotional awareness, emotional intelligence and emotional 
competence   

25 

2.2.8 The role of emotional awareness in secondary appraisal  28 

2.2.9 The role of emotional awareness in emotional regulation 29 

2.2.10 Advantages of emotional awareness 31 

2.2.11 Implications of the absence of emotional awareness  34 

2.3 THE DEVELOPMENTAL PHASE OF MIDDLE CHILDHOOD 37 

2.3.1 Physical development in middle childhood 38 

2.3.2 Neurobiological development in middle childhood  38 

2.3.3 Identity development in middle childhood 39 

2.3.4 Cognitive development in middle childhood 40 

2.3.5 Emotional development in middle childhood 42 

2.3.6 Social development in middle childhood  43 

2.4 THE CONTEXT OF THE CHILD AND YOUTH CARE CENTRE 45 

2.4.1 The impact of maltreatment and trauma on the child  46 

2.4.2 The impact of residential care on the psychosocial functioning  

of the child  

49 

2.4.3 The psychosocial functioning of the child placed in the child and youth 
care centre 

51 

2.4.4 A Gestalt theoretical perspective on problem behaviour  52 

2.5   AN EMOTIONAL AWARENESS PROGRAMME 54 

2.6 CONCLUSION 55 

 CHAPTER THREE  

 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND EMPIRICAL FINDINGS  

3.1 INTRODUCTION 56 

3.2 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 56 

3.2.1 Research approach 56 

3.2.2 Type of research 57 



viii 
 

3.2.3 Research design 57 

3.2.4 Population and sample 58 

3.2.5 Data collection methods 59 

3.2.5.1 Measuring instrument 59 

3.2.5.2 Validity and reliability of the measuring instrument 60 

3.2.5.3 Administration of the measuring instrument 61 

3.2.6 Data analysis   61 

3.3 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 62 

3.3.1 Avoidance of harm to respondents 62 

3.3.2 Inclusion in treatment 63 

3.3.3 Informed consent  64 

3.3.4 Voluntary participation 64 

3.3.5 Right to confidentiality 64 

3.3.6 Debriefing of respondents 65 

3.3.7 Reporting on research findings 65 

3.4 EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 66 

3.4.1 Section A: Biographical profile of respondents 66 

3.4.1.1 Language 66 

3.4.1.2 Age and education 66 

3.4.1.3 Gender 67 

3.4.1.4 Programmes 68 

3.4.2 Section B: Empirical findings 68 

3.4.2.1 Frequency of emotion word responses according to the LEAS-C 
levels of emotional value 

69 

3.4.2.2 Summary of the frequency of emotion level responses 75 

3.4.2.3 Weak and strong emotion words    77 

3.4.2.4 The levels of emotional awareness 83 

3.5 DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 84 

3.5.1 Emotional expression and the development of an emotional 
vocabulary 

85 

3.5.2 Emotional awareness 88 

3.5.3 The effectiveness of the EA Programme in a child and youth care 
centre 

90 



ix 
 

3.6 SUMMARY 92 

 CHAPTER FOUR  

 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

4.1 INTRODUCTION 93 

4.2 CONCLUSIONS 95 

4.3 RECOMMENDATIONS 99 

4.4 ACCOMPLISHMENT OF THE GOAL AND OBJECTIVES OF THE 
STUDY 

101 

4.4.1 Goal 101 

4.4.2 Objectives 101 

4.5 CONCLUDING REMARKS 102 

   

 REFERENCES 104 

   

 LIST OF TABLES  

Table 3.1:  Average age and school grade of respondents 67 

Table 3.2:  Representation of gender of the respondents 67 

Table 3.3:  Occurrence of strong emotion words for both groups 80 

  

LIST OF FIGURES  

Figure 2.1   Brain areas primarily concerned with emotional processing 20 

Figure 3.1:  Frequency of level zero responses 70 

Figure 3.2:  Frequency of level one responses   71 

Figure 3.3:  Frequency of level two responses  71 

Figure 3.4:  Frequency of level three responses 72 

Figure 3.5:  Frequency of level four responses 73 

Figure 3.6:  Frequency of level five responses 74 

Figure 3.7:  Summative chart of the frequencies of the different response levels 75 

Figure 3.8:  Occurrence of weak emotion words in the comparison group 78 

Figure 3.9:  Occurrence of weak emotion words in the experimental group 79 

Figure 3.10:  Strong and weak emotion words in the comparison group 82 

Figure 3.11:  Strong and weak emotion words in the experimental group  82 



x 
 

Figure 3.12:  The levels of emotional awareness in the pre- and post-test  83 

  

LIST OF APPENDICES  

Appendix A:   An outline of the EA Programme developed by Knoetze (2012)  

Appendix B:   The Levels of Emotional Awareness Scale for Children (LEAS-C)  

Appendix C:  Written permission of the Department of Psychiatry of the    

                      University of Arizona in the USA for the use of the LEAS-C 

 

Appendix D: Letter of informed consent completed by the legal guardian of the  

                     respondents 

 

Appendix E:   Letter of informed assent completed by the respondents  

Appendix F:  Guidelines for the LEAS Scoring Manual and Glossary  

Appendix G: A Supplement to the LEAS Scoring Manual  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1 
 

CHAPTER ONE 

GENERAL BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY 

1.1 INTRODUCTION  

Caring for children who cannot be cared for in a family set-up has been researched by 

pioneering theorists such as John Bowlby and Anna Freud since the 1950‟s (McCall, 

2011:224).  Early studies describe the severe deprivation and adverse effects children in 

institutions suffer as compared to adopted or fostered children (Cameron & Maginn, 2009:2; 

Music, 2011:93). 

Institutions in South Africa that provide alternative care for children without family-based 

placement options, are referred to as child and youth care centres.  The Children‟s Act 38 of 

2005 (hereafter referred to as the Act) describes a child and youth care centre in Section 

191 as “a facility for the provision of residential care to more than six children outside the 

child‟s family environment in accordance with a residential care program suited for the 

children in the facility.”  The child and youth care centre is one of the alternative care options 

for children who have been found in need of care and protection according to Section 150 of 

the Act.  Sections 191 and 197 in the Act stipulate that such a centre should render 

therapeutic programmes and should be registered at the Department of Social Development.  

For the purpose of the study a child and youth care centre is defined as an institution that, in 

accordance with Chapter 13 of the Act, provides alternative care for more than six children 

placed in the centre by an order of the Children‟s Court. 

Children in child and youth care centres mostly have a history of trauma prior to their 

placement in alternative care, while the placement in itself can cause further trauma.  

Children who experienced trauma tend to block awareness of their emotions in an effort to 

cope, and often do not know how to express emotions (Oaklander, 2006:50).  They are 

therefore more likely to experience problems related to emotional expression and emotional 

competence (Howe, 2005:147; Otto, 2006:78; Van Wyngaard, 2009:5).  Emotional 

awareness is a fundamental skill required for the regulation of one‟s emotions and 

behaviour, as well as to demonstrate appropriate social skills and nurture positive 

interpersonal relationships (Lane in Bajgar, Ciarriochi, Lane & Deane, 2005:569; Blom, 

2006:15; Geldard & Geldard, 2008:48; Knoetze, 2012:3; Lemerise & Harper, 2014:2168, 

2216).  

In a doctoral study, Knoetze (2012) developed an Emotional Awareness Programme for 

children in middle childhood in an educational context.  The programme consists of seven 
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modules with the overarching objective of increasing knowledge about emotions and 

enhancing the levels of emotional awareness of children in this developmental phase 

(Knoetze, 2012:142).  The author (Knoetze, 2012:212) found that the levels of emotional 

awareness of the experimental group significantly increased after being exposed to this 

programme.  As this programme might be an appropriate programme to enhance the 

emotional competencies of children in institutional care, the study was undertaken to 

evaluate the effectiveness of the Emotional Awareness Programme (Knoetze, 2012) to 

enhance the emotional awareness of children in middle childhood in a child and youth care 

centre.  

Emotional awareness is defined as the extent to which an individual demonstrates 

knowledge about emotions and how emotional experiences influence thoughts and 

behaviour (Knoetze, 2012:105).  Emotional awareness implies developing an emotional 

vocabulary and identifying the exact effects of specific emotions on one‟s body and one‟s 

thoughts (Blom, 2006:123; Oaklander, 2006:41).  Within the context of this study, emotional 

awareness is described as the identification and comprehension of various emotions and 

their effect on how one acts and thinks. 

The programme developed by Knoetze is specifically designed for children in middle 

childhood; meaning children between the ages of six and twelve years (Charlesworth, Wood 

& Viggiani, 2011:181; Knoetze, 2012:19).  This developmental phase entails mastering 

abilities pertaining to language, physical control, and cognitive advances (Knoetze, 2012:19).  

For the purpose of the study, middle childhood refers to the developmental phase of children 

between the age range of six and twelve years. 

The researcher implemented and evaluated the Emotional Awareness Programme 

developed by Knoetze (2012), hereafter referred to as the EA Programme, with children in 

middle childhood placed in a child and youth care centre.  The following section includes a 

brief literature overview, the rationale and problem statement for the study, a summary of the 

research methodology, followed by the limitations of the study and the outline of the 

chapters.     

1.2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

The ability to identify, comprehend and regulate one‟s emotions forms a central part of 

mental well-being and of children‟s ability to express and respond constructively to emotions 

(Howe, 2005:14; Lemerise & Harper, 2014:2233).  The development of emotional 

competencies in middle-childhood is seen as a prerequisite for optimal functioning in 

adulthood (Louw & Louw, 2007a:244).  A core developmental attainment during middle 
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childhood is the increased recognition and understanding of emotions experienced by the 

self and others (Otto, 2006:75).  Emotional awareness forms a central part in the 

development of emotional competencies, while it is also argued that it plays an undeniable 

role in the development of emotional intelligence (Bajgar et al., 2005:569; Charlesworth et 

al., 2011:193; Lantieri & Goleman, 2008:17; Lemerise & Harper, 2014:2214).  

An overview of emotional awareness as a core aspect of emotional intelligence, the 

advantages of emotional awareness, emotional development during the developmental 

phase of middle childhood, and the relevance of emotional awareness with regards to 

children placed in a child and youth care centre, is provided in the following sections. 

1.2.1 Emotional awareness as a skill in emotional intelligence 

Emotional intelligence is described as the skills a person demonstrate to act upon one‟s own 

experiences and the behaviour of others in a manner that is empowering to the self and 

others (Knoetze, 2012:106).  A pioneering researcher on emotional intelligence, Daniel 

Goleman, found that emotional intelligence is a requirement for optimal cognitive functioning 

(Lantieri & Goleman, 2008:17) while Lemerise and Harper (2014:2168) point out that if 

emotions are comprehended, this understanding can be applied on a cognitive level to direct 

behaviour in order to reach an objective.    

Emotional intelligence encompasses aspects of social and emotional learning and acquiring 

emotional intelligence is regarded as important as mastering numeracy and literacy skills 

(Lantieri & Goleman, 2008:14).  Although there are differing views on whether emotional 

intelligence enhances cognitive functioning or vice versa, it is argued that emotional 

competence is a capacity that can be acquired by learning certain skills or competencies 

(Lemerise & Harper, 2014:2168). 

Two of the five core competencies identified to make up emotional intelligence (Goleman in 

Lantieri & Goleman, 2008:18) are self-awareness and social awareness.  Self-awareness 

entails that individuals are conscious of their own emotions and opinions as well as the 

manner in which these can influence their behaviour, while social awareness involves the 

skills to recognise and react appropriately and empathetically to the emotions of other 

people. Lane and Schwartz (1987 in Bajgar et al., 2005:569) incorporate the competencies 

of self-awareness and social awareness into a single term, namely emotional awareness. 

Despite philosophical differences in different theories on emotional intelligence, most 

theories state that emotional awareness is central to emotional intelligence and emotional 

abilities (Lemerise & Harper, 2014:2191).  Emotional awareness implies that emotions are 
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explored in a manner that allows people to integrate new concepts of emotions on a 

cognitive level and encourage them to contextualise these feelings and to act appropriately 

in social situations (Blom, 2006:39; Lemerise & Harper, 2014:2216).  Emotional awareness 

directly precedes emotional expression and entails general knowledge about emotions, 

physical experiences of certain emotions, and the identification of triggers of emotions 

(Blom, 2006:125; Otto, 2006:70).   

Emotional awareness is regarded as the most central skill in acquiring emotional intelligence 

(Bajgar et al., 2005:569).  Emotional awareness and emotional intelligence are considered 

inseparable concepts, emphasising that emotional intelligence develops from the presence 

of emotional awareness (Otto, 2006:72).  Emotional awareness assists children in 

understanding their own feelings and the reactions of others, and increases the extent to 

which they are able to act on their own emotions (Blom, 2006:125; Geldard & Geldard, 

2008:48).  

Emotional awareness is a skill that can be acquired or learned on a cognitive level (Lemerise 

& Harper, 2014:2165), thus supporting the relevance of a programme to enhance the 

emotional awareness of children.  Research points to numerous advantages related to 

emotional awareness.  

1.2.2 Advantages of emotional awareness 

Emotional awareness is regarded as a central part of a person‟s total emotional composition 

and is therefore essential to a person‟s well-being (Knoetze, 2012:86).  Enhanced emotional 

awareness is regarded as a fundamental foundation for emotional intelligence and is 

associated with improved self-understanding, emotional regulation, appropriate social skills 

and nurturing relationships (Lane in Bajgar et al., 2005:569; Blom, 2006:15; Geldard & 

Geldard, 2008:48; Knoetze, 2012:3; Lemerise & Harper, 2014:2216).  Emotional intelligence 

is related to improved performance at school and increased self-confidence, and acts as a 

protective factor against substance dependence and mental illness (Lantieri & Goleman, 

2008:17).  

Emotional intelligence enhances the integration of the right and left brain hemispheres, 

enabling people to process emotional experiences in such a manner that they become more 

capable to make responsible choices, exert control over their own bodies and emotions, 

experience enhanced self-awareness, and develop empathy towards other people (Siegel & 

Bryson, 2012:52).  The EA Programme that was evaluated in this study was developed 

according to principles that encourage brain integration (Knoetze, 2012:80). 
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Emotional awareness is seen as a core component for effective emotional self-regulation.  

The enhancement of children‟s levels of emotional awareness contributes to more effective 

emotional functioning and emotional regulation (Knoetze, 2012:212).  Further, children that 

have the ability to be aware of their own emotions and the emotions of others are better 

equipped to contemplate appropriate behavioural choices in provocative situations 

(Lemerise & Harper, 2014:2216).  Emotional awareness improves a person‟s ability to adjust 

behaviour and cope with emotional distress, and contributes to the realisation of inter- and 

intrapersonal goals and needs (Music, 2011:107).   

1.2.3 The child in middle childhood 

Initially, Sigmund Freud viewed the phase of middle childhood as an uneventful period of 

development, but more recently it was accepted that important developmental milestones in 

terms of cognition and socio-emotional functioning are achieved in this phase (Charlesworth 

et al., 2011:185; Louw & Louw, 2007a:214).  Piaget‟s theory on cognitive development 

outlines that children in middle childhood demonstrate the skills to conceptualise and solve 

problems which enhance their abilities to comprehend social situations (Charlesworth et al., 

2011:187).  This growth in cognitive abilities allows children to understand that certain 

emotions are experienced in specific situations, resulting in certain behaviours (Crowley, 

2014:3790).  

Children in middle childhood acquire the skills to translate emotional experiences into logic 

thoughts and actions (Siegel & Bryson, 2012:29).  They develop the ability to understand 

that more than one emotion can be experienced at the same moment, gain a better 

understanding of complex emotions that they experience on an internal level, and assume 

personal responsibility for these feelings (Beck, Kumshick, Eid & Klann-Delius, 2012:505; 

Louw & Louw, 2007a:244).  In middle childhood children are able to develop more complex 

coping skills to respond to stimuli that provoke emotional reactions (Charlesworth et al., 

2011:193).   

Their increased language proficiency enable children in middle childhood to adopt functional 

emotional regulation skills, as they become able to verbally communicate their internal states 

and are able to internalise verbal responses from care-givers (Crowley, 2014:3822).  A study 

that examined the interplay between language and emotional competencies of children in 

middle childhood revealed that knowledge about emotions and emotional awareness are 

interrelated aspects of emotional development (Beck et al., 2012:512).  
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1.2.4 The child in the child and youth care centre 

Children who are placed in institutional care because of exposure to traumatic experiences 

such as abuse, neglect or loss are at risk for developing psychosocial problems that can last 

into adulthood, for example substance dependency, unemployment, psychiatric disorders 

and relationship difficulties (Cameron & Maginn, 2008:1152; Howe, 2005:26; Music, 

2011:207).  Research indicates that a child who was placed in an institution, even only for a 

limited period, has a significant higher risk to display mental health problems (Cocker & 

Allain, 2013:131; Stanley, Riordan & Alaszewski, 2005:239-240).  These children not only 

experienced trauma prior to their care in the institution, but also as an effect of the 

placement in alternative care.   

Children who have experienced trauma often block their emotions and do not know how to 

express emotions (Oaklander, 2006:50).  Research indicates that, for children placed in 

institutional care, the part of the brain that responds to emotional understanding is almost 

non-functional as a result of their exposure to trauma (Brendtro, Mitchell & McCall, 

2009:108; Music, 2011:93).  The neurobiological aspects related to trauma have an effect on 

the emotional processing of children, with a result that children exposed to trauma display a 

dire need to acquire constructive emotional regulation skills. 

A recent study on the state of children placed in child and youth care centres in South Africa 

confirmed that children in these settings experience various emotional difficulties (Willis, 

2011:179-180).  The study specifically noted that children in residential care settings 

presented with inhibited awareness of more complex emotions, experienced challenges 

related to the appropriate expression of emotions and as a result, these children were 

perceived as difficult and impulsive (Willis, 2011:180).   

The significant advances in the domain of emotional development during middle childhood, 

as well the as challenges in terms of the emotional functioning experienced by children 

placed in child and youth care centres, support the possible advantages of an intervention 

focused on emotional awareness of children in middle childhood in the context of a child and 

youth care centre.  The EA Programme can be considered as such an intervention.  

1.3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The study is based on the Gestalt theoretical approach, first developed by Fritz Perls 

(Thompson & Henderson, 2007:183).  The Gestalt approach was also utilised for the 

development of the EA Programme that was evaluated in this research (Knoetze, 2012:24).  
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The following key concepts and philosophical underpinnings of the Gestalt theory support 

this framework as the most suitable for the study: 

1.3.1 Holism 

Holism or wholeness is a key concept in the Gestalt theory and regards an individual as a 

whole entity consisting of interrelated parts, without restricting the totality of an individual to 

the sum of its components (Blom, 2006:22).  The Gestalt perspective views a child as a 

holistic entity consisting of various parts such as emotion, cognition and body.  Holism 

implies that if one part of the organism changes, the other parts will be influenced in some 

manner (Blom, 2006:23).  In line with the concept of holism, the introductory literature review 

indicates the advantageous effects of improved emotional awareness on other areas of a 

person‟s functioning.  This concept of the Gestalt theory is thus applicable to the study as it 

views children as holistic entities and entails that a change in one aspect of development will 

influence other parts.  The enhancement of emotional awareness and emotional functioning 

can thus have an impact on the child‟s holistic development and functioning.   

1.3.2 Awareness 

Gestalt theory emphasises awareness in the present point in time, or in the here and now, 

and focuses on enhancing levels of awareness in terms of the whole person, namely on 

physical, sensory, affective and cognitive states (Geldard & Geldard, 2008:35).  This study 

evaluated the effectiveness of an emotional awareness programme (Knoetze, 2012) to 

enhance children‟s awareness in relation to emotional experiences, which is concurrent with 

the philosophical assumption of enhanced awareness.  Awareness of emotions is a 

prerequisite for children to be in contact with their emotions.   

1.3.3 Contact and the contact boundary 

Contact refers to the way in which a child interacts with the self and the environment.  The 

contact boundary is the distinction between a child and his or her surroundings.  The inability 

to make appropriate contact with the environment, also described as a contact boundary 

disturbance, leads to ineffective ways of functioning and meeting one‟s needs (Blom, 

2006:31-38).  The term contact is concurrent with one of the main objectives of this study, 

namely to make contact with one‟s own emotions by means of enhanced awareness of 

emotions (Knoetze, 2012:31-33).  When children are able to meet their needs by the means 

of appropriate contact and awareness, they have a higher capacity for organismic self-

regulation and healthy functioning.  
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1.3.4 Organismic self-regulation 

Organismic self-regulation is described as the process that occurs naturally and internally, 

by which an individual identifies a need and uses interaction with the environment and the 

self to satisfy the need and achieve a state of homeostasis (Blom, 2006:24; Thompson & 

Henderson, 2007:185).  All living organisms desire to be in a state of homeostasis.  The 

process of self-regulation commences when a child experiences a sensation or becomes 

aware of an environmental change, which is experienced as a need.  Behaviour or action 

takes place and the child mobilises a resource within the self or the environment to address 

the need; in other words making contact (Blom, 2006:30; Thompson & Henderson, 

2007:185).  A state of homeostasis is then acquired and the need or figure no longer exists.  

A child experiences this state of balance or homeostasis until a new figure arises, whereby 

the process repeats itself (Blom, 2006:28). 

Children are born with the capacity for contact, thus to make full use of their senses, 

emotions and body to satisfy their needs and thus self-regulate (Blom, 2006:28).  Children 

gradually learn to satisfy their own needs as attentive parents nurture awareness of own 

needs, including emotional needs.  However, circumstances in the environment can interrupt 

internal self-regulation and negatively affect the holistic functioning in a child (Blom, 

2006:28).  Children that receive the message that it is unacceptable to express anger can 

suppress the emotion and as a result direct the emotion onto themselves; manifesting as 

psycho-somatic symptoms or disruptive behaviour.  A child exposed to traumatic 

experiences often suppresses emotions and applies disruptive behaviour in an attempt to 

satisfy his or her needs (Blom, 2006:29; Oaklander, 2006:50).  The persistent experience 

that a need is unsatisfied interrupts the process of self-regulation and normative functioning 

and often manifests as unfinished business (Thompson & Henderson, 2007:188).   

The Gestalt theoretical framework upholds the aspect of self-regulation.  One of the 

objectives of Gestalt therapy is to promote awareness, which Perls saw as noticing what 

happens inside or around the self, including awareness of emotions, senses and thoughts 

(Blom, 2006:52-53).  Awareness is thus a fundamental requirement for contact, self-

regulation and holistic functioning.  Emotional awareness and contact making can have a 

positive effect on the holistic functioning of the child and support self-regulation.  Emotional 

self-regulation is the main purpose of emotional intelligence and socio-emotional 

competencies (Lantieri & Goleman, 2008:135).  This purpose holds true to the core of the 

Gestalt theoretical framework, which is to encourage individuals to become aware of and 

satisfy their own needs in a healthy manner.  Enhancing children‟s ability to self-regulate by 

enhancing their emotional awareness also underlies the rationale of the study. 
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1.4 RATIONALE AND PROBLEM STATEMENT 

The enhancement of children‟s levels of emotional awareness can contribute to their 

emotional well-being and consequently improve their ability to adjust their behaviour and 

cope with emotional distress (Knoetze, 2012:212; Music, 2011:107).  

Two South African studies recognised the importance of emotional awareness in children.  A 

study conducted by Otto (2006:18) measured the effects of Gestalt play therapy group work 

on the levels of emotional awareness of children in middle childhood placed in child and 

youth care centres.  The researcher (Otto, 2006) found that the levels of emotional 

awareness of the respondents increased after they were involved in Gestalt play therapy 

group work.  The other study, whereby a structured emotional awareness programme was 

developed and implemented with children in middle childhood in a school setting, found that 

children‟s levels of emotional awareness increased by approximately 20% after they have 

been exposed to the programme, in contrast to the comparison group that scored an 

approximate 5% increase in emotional awareness levels (Knoetze, 2012:208).  Both studies 

were conducted from a Gestalt theoretical framework and utilised the same standardised 

measuring instrument, namely the Levels of Emotional Awareness Scale for Children (LEAS-

C), to measure the levels of emotional awareness.  Both studies thus provide evidence of 

interventions that enhanced the emotional awareness of children.  

The EA Programme that was developed by Knoetze has only been tested once in an 

educational setting.  One of the recommendations made by Knoetze (2012:234) in her study 

was that the EA Programme needs to be evaluated in other areas of South Africa and with 

children from other backgrounds.  

Research indicates that the emotional functioning of children cared for in child and youth 

care centres is negatively affected, compromising  their ability for emotional expression and 

emotional and behavioural self-regulation (Brendtro et al., 2009:108; Cameron & Magin, 

2009:15; Howe, 2005:99; Music, 2011:93).  It is important that children who experienced 

multiple traumas be assisted to recognise and express emotions appropriately (Blom, 

2006:138).  Emotional knowledge can empower these children to recognise emotional 

triggers and develop better control over their emotions and behaviour.  The development of 

children‟s skills to link words to internal states and express emotional distress is an integral 

part of assisting young children to reach their capacity for self-regulation (Blom, 2006:138).  

In other words, the development of emotional awareness is an intervention that could assist 

children placed in child and youth care centres to achieve better functioning and outcomes in 

later life.  An emotional awareness programme could therefore enhance the well-being of the 

child placed in a child and youth care centre.  
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The goal of the research was therefore to evaluate the effectiveness of the EA Programme, 

that was developed by Knoetze (2012), for children in middle childhood in the context of a 

child and youth care centre.  The study was also intended to contribute to the research gap 

identified by two recent local studies that recommended that further research be conducted 

into the emotional states of children placed in child and youth care centres (Swart, 2008:108; 

Willis, 2011:80).  In a literature search the researcher found that, despite numerous literature 

sources available on emotional intelligence, minimal literature seemed to be available on the 

specific topic of emotional awareness.  The researcher conducted an electronic literature 

search, using the key terms “emotional awareness” on electronic journal platforms accessed 

through the University of Pretoria library, namely Sabinet, Sage Journals, and Ebscohost.  

This study could also contribute to research specifically on the topic of emotional awareness. 

This study formed part of a number of follow-up studies to evaluate the effectiveness of the 

EA Programme developed by Knoetze (2012) for children in an educational setting and in 

other settings.  This research was conducted in the setting of a child and youth care centre. 

The main hypothesis that guided the study is as follows: If an EA Programme is 

implemented for children in middle childhood in a child and youth care centre, then the level 

of emotional functioning of the children will be enhanced.  

The sub-hypotheses formulated for the study are as follow: 

 If an emotional awareness programme is implemented for children in middle childhood in 

a child and youth care centre, their ability to be in contact with their emotions will be 

enhanced. 

 If an emotional awareness programme is implemented for children in middle childhood in 

a child and youth care centre, their ability to discriminate between different emotions will 

increase. 

 If an emotional awareness programme is implemented for children in middle childhood in 

a child and youth care centre, they will gain the ability to verbalise and “own” their 

emotions. 

The main and sub-hypotheses for the study are aligned with the goal and objectives that 

were formulated for the study. 
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1.5 GOAL AND OBJECTIVES OF THE RESEARCH 

The goal and objectives for the study were as follows: 

1.5.1 Goal 

The goal of the study was to evaluate the effectiveness of an emotional awareness 

programme for children in middle childhood in a child and youth care centre in the North-

West Province. 

1.5.2 Objectives 

The objectives of the study were: 

 To conceptualise emotional awareness theoretically with specific emphasis on children 

in middle childhood within a child and youth care centre; 

 To evaluate whether an emotional awareness programme will enhance the ability of 

children in middle childhood to be in contact with their emotions;  

 To evaluate whether an emotional awareness programme will increase the ability of 

children in middle childhood to discriminate between different emotions;  

 To evaluate whether an emotional awareness programme will enhance the ability of 

children in middle childhood to verbalise and „own‟ their emotions; 

 To draw conclusions about the applicability of the EA Programme within a child and 

youth care centre.  

1.6 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The study was executed from a quantitative method of enquiry, as the study evaluated the 

effect of an emotional awareness programme on the levels of emotional awareness of 

children in middle childhood placed in a child and youth care centre based on numerical data 

(Rubin & Babbie, 2011:67).  For this purpose, a standardised measuring instrument, the 

Levels of Emotional Awareness Scale for Children (LEAS-C) (Bagjar et al., 2005:569) was 

utilised to gather the numerical values.   

This study is described as applied research as the research entailed recommendations 

following the evaluation of the effectiveness of an emotional awareness programme for 

children in middle childhood in a child and youth care centre, which could enhance services 

to children placed in such institutions.  The research could therefore address an issue in 
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practice (Fouché & De Vos, 2011:94).  The evaluation of the effectiveness of an emotional 

awareness programme links the study to evaluation research (Rubin & Babbie, 2011:135).  

The research aimed to determine the impact of an emotional awareness programme on the 

levels of emotional awareness of children in middle childhood placed in a child and youth 

care setting.  The quasi-experimental design that rendered itself pragmatic to this study was 

the comparison group pre-test, post-test design; a design similar to a true experimental 

design, lacking only the random selection of participants (Fouché, Delport & De Vos, 

2011:150).  Two groups, the comparison group and the experimental group, completed a 

pre-test and post-test at the same point in time (Grinnell, Gabor & Unrau, 2012:222).   

Both groups completed the pre-test, after which only the experimental group was exposed to 

the EA Programme, and both groups subsequently completed the post-test (Fouché et al., 

2011:150; Grinnell et al., 2012:222).  The dependent variable, emotional awareness, was 

measured during the pre-test and was measured again in the post-test, after the 

experimental group was exposed to the programme, which represents the independent 

variable.      

The LEAS-C standardised measuring instrument (Bajgar & Lane, 2003) was utilised for the 

pre-test and post-test.  The research design allowed the researcher to compare the pre-test 

and post-test measurements between the respondents in the experimental group and 

comparison group.  After the completion of the post-test, the EA Programme was also 

presented to the comparison group as an ethical obligation.  

The study population were children in the developmental phase of middle childhood placed 

in a child and youth care centre in the North-West Province.  Purposive sampling was 

utilised to select the respondents according to key characteristics relevant to the study 

(Grinnell et al., 2012:274-275; Strydom, 2011a:231-232).    

A sample of 18 respondents residing in the child and youth care was selected based on the 

following sampling criteria: 

 Language:   The respondents were Afrikaans speaking. 

 Developmental phase:  They were between the ages of seven and twelve years. 

 Education:  Children in Gr. 3 to 6 in a mainstream Afrikaans medium school. 

 Programme:  They were not involved in any programmes that had the same 

objectives as the EA Programme during the time of the research.  

Data was collected by the means of a standardised measuring instrument, namely the 

“Levels of Emotional Awareness Scale for Children” (LEAS-C).  This instrument was 
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developed by Dr Richard Lane and Dr Jane Bajgar and has been effectively utilised to 

quantify levels of emotional awareness in children in other studies (Bajgar et al., 2005:569; 

Knoetze, 2012:175; Otto, 2006:128).  It is an age-appropriate instrument relevant to the age 

of the respondents in this study.  The LEAS-C was translated into Afrikaans by Knoetze 

(2012) and could thus be used with the respondents, who were Afrikaans-speaking.  

The researcher analysed the data with SPC XL Software for Microsoft Excel according to the 

glossary of words and the scoring manual provided with LEAS-C.  The computer programme 

and scoring manual, that forms part of the LEAS-C, were used to convert the data into 

understandable values and figures.  The findings of the study, based on the pre-test and 

post-test of the comparison and experimental groups, are presented in Chapter three and 

illustrated with graphs, diagrams and tables and interpreted within the literature review and 

theoretical framework of the study.  

An in-depth description of the research methodology, as well as a discussion of the ethical 

considerations relevant to the study, is provided in Chapter three. 

1.7 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

During the execution of the research, the following limitations were identified: 

 The generalisation of the research results is unrealistic as the EA Programme was only 

evaluated once within the setting of only one child and youth care centre with only a 

single and small sample of respondents.  Despite the singular evaluation and small 

sample size, valuable conclusions about the EA Programme could still be made. 

 The language in which the programme was presented limited the population size and 

thus also limits the scope in which the results are applicable.  The sampling criteria 

required that respondents were enrolled in a mainstream Afrikaans medium school, while 

there were children residing at the child and youth care centre who met the age and 

schooling level requirements of the selection criteria, but were enrolled in schools 

catering for English or Sotho speaking children.   

 The administering of the questionnaire in a group setting proved challenging as the 

respondents tended to display challenging behaviour.  The researcher made sure to 

stipulate boundaries before the completion of the questionnaires and a child and youth 

care worker was requested to be present to add a sense of control to the environment.  

The researcher‟s experience in working with children placed in a child and youth care 

centre contributed to the completion of the questionnaire in a constructive manner.     
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1.8 CHAPTER OUTLINE 

The research report consists of four chapters: 

Chapter one provided a general introduction to the study and a brief literature review, the 

theoretical framework, the rationale and problem statement, the goal and objectives of the 

study and a summary of the research methodology were also discussed shortly.  The 

limitations of the study were indicated. 

In Chapter two a literature review of relevant theory and research about emotional capacities 

with specific emphasis on emotional awareness, middle childhood and the unique context of 

a child placed in a child and youth care centre is presented. 

Chapter three reports on the research methodology that were followed, the ethical 

considerations of the study and the research results obtained from the collected data. 

Chapter four finalises the research report by providing a summary of the key findings, 

conclusions and recommendations based on the empirical results of the study.   

1.9   SUMMARY 

This chapter briefly introduced the relevant concepts of the study, namely emotional 

awareness, middle childhood and the child and youth care centre.  The Gestalt theoretical 

framework was described, as well as the motivating factors and research gap underlying the 

rationale and problem statement relevant for this study.  The main hypothesis and sub-

hypotheses and the goal and objectives of the study were stated.  A summary of the 

research methodology was provided, followed by the limitations that were identified during 

the execution of the research.   

The next chapter will provide a literature review, with a comprehensive description of the 

main concepts relevant to the study.     
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

EMOTIONAL AWARENESS OF THE CHILD IN MIDDLE CHILDHOOD IN A CHILD AND 

YOUTH CARE CENTRE 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

In the past, emotions were regarded as of secondary importance to understanding how the 

human brain functions, holding the view that “humans had evolved to become rational, 

logical beings somehow above emotions” (Zillmer, Spiers & Culbertson, 2008:259).  In 

contrast to this view, emotional competence is currently regarded as one of the most 

important aspects of a person‟s psychosocial functioning.  As humans, we live within a social 

context that requires self-understanding and the ability to relate to others (Zillmer et al., 

2008:259), thus emotions play a vital role in everyday life.  Despite technological and 

modern advances, people are required to interact with others on a daily basis.  This 

interaction is guided by one‟s emotions (Howe, 2005:11-12). 

Children in middle childhood are in the process of acquiring the skills to translate emotional 

experiences into logic thoughts and actions that will assist them to become emotionally 

competent adults (Siegel & Bryson, 2012:29).  Children in this developmental phase who are 

placed in child and youth centres are at risk of not optimally developing normative emotional 

competencies and often exhibit various emotional challenges (Willis, 2011:179-180).  The 

emotional functioning, or malfunctioning, of these children can thus be regarded as an 

important issue in social work service delivery.  Section 191(2) of the Children‟s Act 38 of 

2005 stipulates that child and youth care centres must provide therapeutic and development 

programmes to children, including children with behavioural, psychological and emotional 

difficulties.  The emotional capacities of these children are therefore an imporant target area.      

The importance of emotional awareness for optimal psychosocial functioning will be 

discussed in this chapter.  An overview of middle childhood, with emphasise on the 

development of emotional capacities, is provided to understand the general functioning of a 

child in this developmental phase.  A theoretical underpinning of the child placed in a child 

and youth care centre, or the looked-after child, provides the context in which the EA 

Programme relevant to the study (Knoetze, 2012), was presented.    
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2.2 EMOTIONAL AWARENESS 

Emotional awareness will be conceptualised in this section.  A discussion of emotions in 

general, as well as the neurobiological and cognitive processes related to emotional 

processing and awareness, will be presented first.  Thereafter, emotional awareness, its 

relation to emotional competence and its role in the capaticities for emotional regulation and 

appraisal of emotions will be dicsussed.  The section will be concluded with a discussion of 

the advantages of emotional awareness for a person‟s psychosocial functioning. 

2.2.1 Emotions 

Emotions are defined as the physical, cognitive and affective manner in which people act 

when exposed to emotionally stimulating events (Howe, 2005:11).  Functional and 

evolutionary theorists concede that emotions are “biologically prepared adaptive processes” 

(Hastings, Kahle & Han, 2014:612).  An individual‟s behaviour and cognition are in constant 

reciprocal interaction with his or her emotions.  Emotions can change the way one thinks and 

physically feels while in turn, cognitive processes can have an impact on one‟s emotions 

(Hastings et al., 2014:623).  Emotions are regarded as central to human life and have an 

effect on other domains of functioning.  This interrelatedness was outlined in Chapter one as 

a rationale to conduct the mentioned study from the Gestalt theoretical approach and holds 

true for the Gestalt concept of holism (Blom, 2006:23). 

Emotions originate from the interaction between neurological, perceptual, intellectual and 

behavioural functions and emotional experiences stimulate the nervous system to excrete 

hormones that initiate physical and psychological reactions (Hastings et al., 2014:623).  

Emotions are experienced subjectively, guide the person to reach individual objectives within 

a specific context, and are expressed through facial expressions or physical gestures.  A 

person‟s social interactions are basically guided by his or her emotions (Howe, 2005:11-12). 

The concept emotion is described by LeDoux in Zillmer et al. (2008:25) as “a subjective state 

of awareness.”  It is stated by Zillmer et al. (2008:25) that an affective state can only be 

named an emotion because humans have the cognitive ability to process a physical 

experience, in contrast to animals who tend to instinctively respond to physical sensations.   

For the purpose of this study, emotions are defined as physical or psychological responses 

to stimuli that is subjectively processed based on the interaction between neurological, 

perceptual, cognitive and behavioural systems.  The cognitive component of emotions is 

exceptionally individual; a person‟s emotional response to stimuli is unique and each person 

is cognitively highly involved in his or her reactions.  A central point that relates to the study 
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is to promote a persons‟ consious awareness of their subjective emotional experiences.  

Increased awareness to assist in self-regulation is one of the main objectives of therapy 

conducted from the Gestalt theory (Thompson & Henderson, 2007:185), the theoretical 

framework for the study.  Awareness of emotions is influenced by the presence of primary 

and secondary emotions.  

2.2.2 Primary and secondary emotions 

Primary emotions such as fear, disgust, anger, sadness, surprise, and joy are regarded as 

an automatic and pre-determined reaction to sensory information.  These basic emotions are 

considered universal across diverse cultures and play a role in human survival (Berk, 

2013:406).  The automatic reaction to sensory information is triggered when the limbic 

system, also referred to as the emotional brain, is activated by information from the 

amygdala, which is the brain area that controls the body‟s fight or flight response, resulting in 

the limbic emotional response occurring concurrently with the conscious awareness of the 

emotion (Coates, 2010:395; Zillmer et al., 2008:260). 

Secondary emotions are processed by more complex cortical processes.  These emotions 

are described as more socially related processes and are constructed from prior learning 

experiences and socialisation.  Each individual experiences such emotions distinctively 

different.  Both primary and secondary emotions are processed by the limbic system, but 

secondary emotions are firstly processed by the cortex; the part of the brain that assigns 

meaning to specific information (Holodynski & Friedlmeier, 2006:47).  This means that more 

complex cognitive processes are involved and the limbic system generates a more 

considered and controlled reaction with regards to secondary emotions (Zillmer et al., 

2008:260). 

Primary emotions are thus similar to reflex reactions as a person responds almost 

simultaneously when perceiving stimuli, while secondary emotions entail greater involvement 

of cognitive processes.   

It is confirmed that emotions interact and influence people‟s physical sensations, cognitive 

processes and their behaviour to assist them to reach personal objectives (Hastings et al., 

2014:622).  These complex interactions take place between various sub-systems involved in 

the processing of an emotional experience. 

2.2.3 Sub-systems involved in the processing of emotions 

One of the debates regarding emotions, relates to whether emotions are primarily processed 

on a cognitive level, or if an emotion is physically experienced first and then analysed on a 
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cognitive level (Zillmer et al., 2008:259).  According to the latter authors two main theories 

originating from the 1920‟s, suggest how humans experience emotions:  

 The James-Lang theory proposes that a person experiences an emotion as a 

physiological reaction to sensory stimuli.  This theory acknowledges that the physical 

reaction experienced when stimuli is perceived, actually distinghuishes it as an emotion.   

 The opposing theory, the Cannon Bard theory, postulates that emotions are experienced 

or expressed as a result of cognitive  processes. 

More recently, scientists have confirmed that a person‟s cognitive and physical reactions are 

interrelated (Zillmer et al., 2008:259).  The interaction between mental and physical 

processes in experiencing emotions are emphasised by these theories.  Thus, the 

description of primary emotions is viewed as concurrent with the James-Lang theory, and 

the experience of secondary emotions is related to cognitive processes after a stimulus is 

experienced, thereby reflecting the Cannon Bard theory.   

The researcher is of the opinion that both theories are relevant to explain the experience of a 

variety of emotions in different circumstances.  In other words, emotions can be a rapid 

response to external stimuli, or a respons to a cognitive state without observable stimuli from 

the environment.  The statement that emotions are a subjective experience is emphasised; 

secondary emotions are subjected to a persons‟ unique interpretation of a situation (Zillmer 

et al., 2008:260).  The relevance of these processes in emotional awareness is the fact that, 

irrespective of whether an emotional response occurs simultaneously or prior to the 

conscious attentiveness of a person, the processing of the emotional experience requires an 

extent of cognitive awareness. 

Holodynski and Friedlmeier (2006:33) emphasise the integrated role of both internal 

processes and external stimuli by stating that the processing of emotions are “based on the 

dynamic interplay of a number of system components ranging from internal processes to the 

interaction with the social context.”  The attributes and assumptions about emotions in 

general are highlighted by the description of a complex psychological system that is 

composed out of the following interactive subsystems which are embedded in the brain 

(Holodynski & Friedlmeier, 2006:45-47): 

 The appraisal system is concerned with the subjective appraisal of the person‟s own 

action goals, outcomes and consequences in a specific situation as compared to his or 

her expectations.  This process does not entail reflexive reactions but is concerned with 

personal expectations after a stimulus is perceived. 
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 The motor system involves the expression of emotions and preparedness to act, as for 

example to flee.  The motor system initiates an expressive action that may be followed 

by a coping action.  The coping action, which can either focus on the self or on another 

person, is influenced by prior learning experiences as well as the context in which the 

emotion is experienced.  This distinguishes an emotional reaction from a reflex, as 

coping strategies are actions that are executed out of free will. 

 The bodily regulation system consists of the physical reactions caused by the autonomic 

nervous system and physical processes that produce endocrines and hormones.  These 

physical responses are involuntary reactions to the stimulus from the environment and 

have an impact on physical functioning, such as a person‟s heart rate.    

 The feeling system is responsible for the internal sensation when exposed to a stimulus.  

Feelings involve an introspective state, are experienced subjectively and act as an 

evaluative tool to allow emotions to function effectively.  Emotional experiences require 

interaction within the feeling system for a person to be aware of the trigger for an 

emotion, generate physical and expressive responses and consider viable regulation 

strategies.    

The above authors (Holodynski & Friedlmeier, 2006; Zillmer et al., 2008) highlight the 

complex interaction between the sensory modalities, cognitive reasoning and physical 

responses in terms of emotional responses.  Zillmer et al. (2008:260) recognise the human 

brain‟s ability to experience certain emotions by only thinking about them and not necessarily 

being exposed to a stimulus.  These intrinsic processes are embedded in the human brain, 

as will be discussed in the following section.    

2.2.4 The neurobiological structures related to emotional processing    

Research involving neuroimaging has found that emotional processing occurs in extensively 

different areas in the brain (Hastings et al., 2014:655).  In agreement with this view, Zillmer 

et al. (2008:260) postulate that some emotional processes occur in the cortex and that other 

emotional reactions are executed by sub-cortical regions of the brain.  The advances in 

research on and techniques of neuroimaging allow for more detailed explanations of 

emotional processing in the brain.  The purpose of this section is to provide only a general 

outline of the various systems in the brain and their main functions.     

The emotional functioning of a person involves complex neurological processes and one 

area of the brain cannot be studied in isolation; the focus must be on the integrative way in 

which different areas form a network of emotional neurophysiology (Hastings et al., 
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2014:655).  The main intersecting areas of the brain executing emotional functions involve 

the limbic system, also known as the emotional brain, and the cortex, which is the part of the 

brain that interprets specific information (Coates, 2010:395; Holodynski & Friedlmeier, 

2006:47).  Some of the areas of the brain primarily concerned with emotional regulation are 

the hippocampus and amygdala in the limbic system, the prefrontal cortex, and regions of 

the striatum (Hastings et al., 2014:655; Zillmer et al., 2008:260).  The cerebral cortex, 

amygdala and hippocampus are the areas of the brain that were considered relevant to the 

study and their functions with regards to emotional processing will be briefly outlined.  These 

brain areas are visually presented in Figure 2.1. 

 

 

 

 The cerebral cortex 

The cerebral cortex is the region in the brain that is responsible for rational and logical 

thought (Coates, 2010:396).  The appraisal system that involves the processes whereby a 

person assigns meaning to a specific event that will cause the experience of an emotion, is 

situated in the cortex and sub cortex (Holodynksi & Friedlmeier, 2006:47).  The cortex is 

divided into a left and right hemisphere (Music, 2011:91).  The right hemisphere is 

responsible for processing emotions and the left hemisphere is concerned with logic 

reasoning and language (Siegel & Bryson, 2012:16-18).   

A key aspect of emotional wellness is that the right and left hemispheres are sufficiently 

connected to perceive and then process emotional experiences (Music, 2011:92; Siegel & 

Bryson, 2012:28).  The cerebral cortex is thus concerned with the regulation of emotions in 

terms of higher order reasoning processes.  The cortex is seen as the brain area concerned 

with logical emotional processing (Brendtro et al., 2009:32).  

 

Figure 2.1: Brain areas primarily concerned with emotional processing (Brendtro et  

                   al.,   2009:30-31). 
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 The amygdala and hippocampus 

The amygdala is the brain area that controls the body‟s fight or flight response (Coates, 

2010:395).  The amygdala executes responses towards fear arousal and is responsible for 

early emotional learning experiences with specific attention to fear reactions that are 

important for the survival of a person (Hastings et al., 2014:643; Music, 2011:84; Zillmer et 

al., 2008:262).  The learning of responses to fear occurs before conscious awareness is 

present (Music, 2011:84).   

The amygdala and hippocampus function harmoniously and concurrently when stimuli are 

perceived.  The hippocampus is concerned with remembering the details and content related 

to the situation that provokes various emotions, in other words the context, while the 

amygdala is associated with immediate emotional responses to incoming stimuli (Coates, 

2010:395; Zillmer et al., 2008:260). The harmonious functioning between the amygdala and 

the hippocampus can be constrained if a person constantly experiences stressful situations, 

as chronic stress is associated with weakened memory recollection caused by the secretion 

of adrenocortical hormones released during stressful stimuli (Zillmer et al., 2008:260) as well 

as an overreactive amygdala that triggers the body‟s fight or fligt response (Coates, 

2010:395).  As emotional memory is situated in the area of the brain that is influenced by the 

senses, people‟s emotions from significant events in the past can affect their current 

emotional state, thoughts and ultimately their actions in their interaction with their 

surroundings in the present (Howe, 2005:12-13).    

Siegel, in Music (2011:87) emphasises that mental health is promoted by the 

interdependence and intrinsic interaction between different brain regions.  It is recognised 

that the neurobiological processes related to emotions are not only pre-determined by 

genetics, but is profoundly impacted by life experiences.  These life experiences can be 

regarded as the contextual influences in the development of emotional processing  (Hastings 

et al., 2014:827).   

The focus of this study is on emotional awareness, in other words on the promotion of higher 

order reasoning about emotions, of children in middle childhood within the context of the 

child and youth care centre.  Hastings et al. (2014:827) emphasise the impact of a person‟s 

surroundings and socialisation on the development of emotional processes.  Child 

maltreatment and placement in alternative care can be considered as such contextual 

influences.  

It is important to take notice of the functions of the amygdala and hippocampus as these 

regions play a significant role in the emotional processing of maltreated children.  While 
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higher order reasoning occurs in the cortex, immediate emotional responses are processed 

by the amygdala and the hippocampus.  Most children being cared for in child and youth 

care centres have been exposed to some form of maltreatment (Kjelsberg & Nygren, 

2004:19).  They therefore most likely experienced situations of chronic stress, which 

constrains the functioning of the amygdala and the hippocampus (Coates, 2010:395; Zillmer 

et al., 2008:260).  Due to the interrelatedness of the different brain areas (Hastings et al., 

2014:655; Siegel, in Music, 2011:87) constrained functioning of the amygdala and 

hippocampus could affect the cognitive awareness of emotions, the process of higher order 

reasoning, of the child placed in the child and youth care centre.  The impact of maltreatment 

on the emotional processing of children will be addressed later in this chapter.  

The next section will first focus on the relationship between cognitive awareness of emotions 

and the development of higher order reasoning in children, as related to theory of mind.   

2.2.5 Theory of mind 

Investigating children‟s interpretation of their own and the emotional processes of others 

were initiated in the 1980‟s by researchers such as Paul Harris, Susan Harter and Carolyn 

Saarni (Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:271).  Eventually this research correlated with a more 

substantiated body of research about theory of mind.  The latter authors incidate that 

research on theory of mind and emotional awareness is intended to explain children‟s 

analyses and own interpretations of socio-emotional and cognitive experiences.  Theory of 

mind is regarded as knowledge or awareness of one‟s own mental state that assists one to 

interpret and foresee behavioural outcomes, of which emotions form a fundamental part 

(Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:271).   

Theory of mind assumptions concede that one is consciously aware of one‟s own mental 

state and that one can acknowledge that another person has a unique state of mind (Stegge 

& Terwogt, 2007:275).  Theory of mind also includes a belief-desire component, according to 

which the person is able to comprehend that one‟s actions are determined by both beliefs 

and desires (Berk, 2013:452).  Theory of mind with regards to emotional awareness thus 

entails that a child is able to acknowledge that diverse emotional reactions can be 

experienced by different persons in the same situations, as each person‟s emotions are 

influenced by their unique desires and beliefs (Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:275).  Theory of 

mind indicates that emotional awareness requires cognitive effort and introspection; skills 

that are not necessarily inherently possessed.  Children should have achieved certain 

developmental milestones in order for theory of mind to be acquired (Louw & Louw, 

2007b:163).  These milestones include the achievement of self-awareness, the capacity for 

pretence and for distinguishing pretence from reality, understanding emotions, and 
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competence in executive functions such as an understanding of false belief tasks.  During 

the middle childhood years children‟s theory of mind becomes refined and their higher-order 

cognitive skills improve (Louw & Louw, 2007a:220). 

Theory of mind reasoning about emotional states starts with emotional awareness.  Theory 

of mind rationale assists children to interpret external emotional expressions as related to 

inner experiences of the self and others.  Children thus start to realise that emotional 

expressions can be adapted to hide inner feelings (Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:276).  Emotional 

awareness entails a deliberate attentiveness to one‟s own affective states and implies that 

awareness for each person is unique, as will be discussed in the next section.  

2.2.6 Emotional awareness 

Emotional awareness encompasses the extent to which one can be in contact with one‟s 

own emotions and distinguish between different emotions of the self and other people 

(Knoetze, 2012:18).  Lane and Schwartz, 1987 in Bajgar et al. (2005:569) stipulate that 

emotional awareness is the combination of self-awareness and social awareness.   

The concept of emotional awareness is deduced from a belief-desire theory which explains 

that people‟s interaction with their world originates from their mental interpretation and is not 

based on the outside environment as such (Berk, 2013:452).  The recognition that people‟s 

actions are influenced by their state of mind, beliefs and desires allow children to understand 

that people respond differently to various situations.  It also promotes a specific 

understanding about how a person might react emotionally in situations (Stegge & Terwogt, 

2007:274). 

The researcher interprets emotional awareness as described by Knoetze (2012:18) as the 

extent to which a person is able to differentiate between emotions.  Emotional awareness 

includes an interpersonal and intrapersonal component as it relies on the identification of 

emotions in the self and others.  The belief-desire theory explains that emotional awareness 

is created through each person‟s unique experiences and interpretations thereof.  The 

complexity of emotional awareness is emphasised as it encompasses the awareness of 

emotions in the self and also in other people according to each person‟s unique 

comprehension and responses towards emotions (Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:274).  Emotional 

awareness is based on a foundation of emotional knowledge. 

Firstly, the multi-sensory intake and expression of emotional knowledge need to be  

recognised; implying that initially stimuli are observed and analysed as emotional sensations 

without the necessary emotional knowledge (Wranik, Barret & Salovey, 2007:397).   
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Awareness of emotions is experienced as a progression through different levels, starting 

with physical sensations, action predispositions, single emotions, experiencing various 

emotions and then experiencing mixed emotions simultaneously (Bagjar et al., 2012:570).  

Even though young children do not yet necessarily demonstrate the cognitive abilities to 

analyse emotional situations, they are able to interpret emotional stimuli by utilising their 

senses and physical experiences.  Blom (2006:91) states that: “[e]very emotion has a link 

with the body and children develop body patterns from a young age as their bodies‟ reaction 

to emotion.”  Stegge and Terwogt (2007:276) explain that children link an emotion directly to 

external circumstances as well as the manner in which the emotion is expressed.  The 

cognitive analyses develops as children mature, but are interpreted against external prompts 

and physical sensations (Blom, 2006:91; Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:273).  For example, 

children learn from early on that crying is an indication of some sense of unhappiness and 

that a certain tone of voice is associated with anger.  The intellectual processing of these 

experiences is however necessary for children to make sense of their emotions.      

The development of emotional knowledge in children occurs in a similar manner to which 

other information is analysed and memorised.  Children analyse their environments and 

process situations, after which they evaluate new information against already existing 

memories and then organise and integrate new knowledge  (Wranik et al., 2007:397).  In this 

manner, children learn about emotions by firstly being introduced to an event in the 

environment that is labelled, for example as angry, after which a physical sensation is 

associated with the experience and lastly, the emotion then leads to specific actions or 

behavioural outcomes that will be stored in memory.  In order for children to utilise their 

emotional systems optimally, it is necessary that they possess knowledge of emotions.  This 

knowledge comprises of a comprehension of the attributes of specific emotional schemas 

and the realisation of how own regulation strategies can effect one‟s emotional functioning 

(Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:282).  

Gaining knowledge about emotions is therefore conceptual and depends on the 

environment. Stegge and Terwogt (2007:273) uphold that young children associate an 

emotional experience with an observable external indication, for example “I am happy 

because I receive a gift.”  The development of emotional knowledge does not only indicate 

the contextual and external influences on emotional awareness, but also indicates that 

emotional awareness is based on a learning process in which knowledge is obtained and 

memorised.    

Secondly, emotional awareness occurs internally within a specific mind-set, as described by 

Stegge and Terwogt (2007:273): “a child needs to consciously reflect on his or her inner 
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experience in order to be able to identify it as an emotional experience.”  This statement 

elucidates the importance of emotional awareness in order to recognise and label an 

emotional experience  (Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:273; Wranik et al., 2007:397). 

Studies confirm that factors such as age and gender have an influence on emotional 

awareness.  It was found that twelve/thirteen year old children‟s ability to be aware of their 

inner emotional states are more refined as compared to six/seven year olds  (Stegge & 

Terwogt, 2007:273).  This progress in terms of knowledge and awareness of emotions 

during middle childhood, signifies the importance of developing emotional capacities in this 

developmental stage.  Higher levels of emotional awareness in females than in males were 

consistently found.  Research reports that females are more exact in recognising emotions in 

facial expressions and are more skilled at interpreting facial expressions (Bagjar et al., 2005: 

570-571). 

In conclusion, the development of an emotional awareness occurs internally and is subjected 

to situational experiences.  This process entails that events in the environment influence 

children‟s development and interpretation of emotional knowledge.   Children who are 

exposed to dysfunctional environments might develop misinterpreted assumptions regarding 

emotional meanings.   

The comprehension of emotions in an intellectual context can be applied effectively to direct 

behaviour in order to reach an objective (Lemerise & Harper, 2014:2168).  Children may find 

it difficult to identify and predict emotions, as indicated by Stegge and Terwogt (2007:275) 

who describe the child‟s emotional representations as “imaginative reasoning that has to be 

extended with an additional step, which makes it more difficult to predict emotions than 

behaviours.”  The importance of a well-developed emotional awareness is considered to be 

a central departure point for constructive emotional functioning and emotional regulation 

(Lemerise & Harper, 2014:2168; Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:276).  The fundamental role of 

emotional awareness in the development of emotional competence is discussed in the 

following section. 

2.2.7 Emotional awareness, emotional intelligence and emotional competence 

People‟s ability to recognise, understand and contemplate their emotions offer insight into 

the self with regards to social relationships that assist them in consciously regulating their 

own affective states (Howe, 2005:13).  This conscious ability is referred to as emotional 

intelligence (Goleman in Howe, 2005:13).  Emotional intelligence is described as a social-

emotional competency consisting of various skills that enable an individual to be aware of, 
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interpret and respond to emotional events experienced by the self and others in such a 

manner that it facilitates effective outcomes (Wranik et al., 2007:394).   

Pioneers in research on emotional intelligence include the following interacting set of skills 

that make up emotional intelligence (Wranik et al., 2007:394): 

 Awareness of emotions in the self and in others. 

 Analysing an emotional experiences of the self and/or the other person (i.e. 

appraisal), which involves prioritising relevant aspects of an event or within the 

processes in the self, which can then guide behaviour. 

 Comprehending emotions in general and demonstrating an emotional knowledge 

base.  This skill entails acquiring an emotional vocabulary and developing cognitive 

processes involving a hypothetical analysis of emotions in order to be more aware of 

general triggers of, responses to and the effects of emotions.  This skill is impacted 

by the cognitive understanding of emotions which is subject to developmental 

progress in terms of age and exposure. 

 Emotional regulation, which includes the ability to perceive emotional situations and 

respond in the most conducive manner possible.  Even though this skill has the most 

observable and final outcome, the effective management of emotions is unattainable 

without applying the first three skill sets. 

It is emphasised that the first three skills pertaining to emotional intelligence entail cognitive 

processes related to emotions.  The first two skills focus on an awareness of emotions and 

the subsequent skill involves demonstrating basic knowledge about emotions.  The central 

role of emotional awareness in developing emotional intelligence, is evident.   

Developing a knowledge base and understanding of emotions is regarded as the most 

fundamental aspect of emotional intelligence (Wranik et al., 2007:395).  A recent source 

(Lemerise & Harper, 2014:2191) indicate that despite philosophical differences in different 

theories on emotional intelligence, most theories state that emotional awareness is central to 

emotional intelligence and emotional competence.  Emotional awareness is an irreplaceable 

component of emotional intelligence and efficient emotional regulation and some authors 

regard emotional awareness as the most central aspect of emotional intelligence (Bagjar et 

al, 2009:569; Blom, 2006:15; Geldard & Geldard, 2008:48; Lantieri & Goleman, 2008:18).   

An organisation that focuses on enhancing social and emotional learning in schools 

identified five core competencies that make up emotional intelligence (Goleman in Lantieri & 

Goleman, 2008:18).  The first two of these skills, namely self-awareness and social 

awareness, relate specifically to the research:   
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 Self-awareness entails that an individual is conscious of his or her own emotions and 

opinions as well as the manner in which these can influence his or her behaviour.   

 Social awareness involves the skill to recognise and react appropriately and 

empathetically to the emotions of other people.     

The mental processes related to emotional awareness contribute to emotional competence.  

Emotional competence is described as a form of intelligence that allows a person to utilise 

his or her comprehension about emotions to achieve interpersonal goals more successfully 

(Lemerise & Harper, 2014:2154).  Some authors refer to this as emotional intelligence 

(Wranik et al., 2007:394).  Emotional competence requires that a person is able to be aware 

of and recognise an emotion, and is able to regulate his or her emotions in order to act 

constructively in emotion eliciting events (Lemerise & Harper, 2014:2234).  

Emotional competence is achieved by mastering various skills, of which the verbal 

expression of emotions is considered a core skill (Beck et al., 2012:503).  A study on the 

relationship between language and emotional competencies of children in middle childhood 

suggests that emotional competence, just as language competence, develop in the same 

manner, in which children conceptualise and generalise emotional experiences (Beck et al., 

2012:511).  The study suggests that language supports the development of emotional 

competence, as both language and emotional competence are conceptualised through the 

same cognitive processes (Beck et al., 2012:511).  Language is seen as a medium with a 

similar construct to which emotional competencies are constructed (Beck et al., 2012:511).  

These findings can be linked to the fact that emotional awareness is related to the ability to 

identify and conceptualise different emotions (Bagjar et al., 2005:570). 

From the discussion above, it can be concluded that emotional awareness as a skill in 

emotional intelligence is not merely to be aware of one‟s own affective state.  Emotional 

awareness entails that a person reasons about triggers and responses related to certain 

emotions, has a basic cognitive understanding of emotions, is aware of how emotions can 

influence behaviour and has the ability to recognise emotions and deduce various causes for 

emotional reactions in others.  Emotional awareness occurs on a cognitive level and entails 

cortical processes that can guide behaviour.  The imporant role of cognition in emotional 

awaress, implies that emotional awareness is a cognitive ability that can be learnt, as will be 

discussed at the conclusion of this chapter. 

Emotional intelligence and emotional competence can equip a person to react to his or her 

own emotions as well as the emotions of others in such a manner that personal objectives 

are achieved and interpersonal relationships are nurtured.   
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Emotional awareness and emotional competence play a central role in the child‟s capacities 

for secondary appraisal and emotional regulation.  These two capacities will be discussed 

respectively in the following two sections. 

2.2.8 The role of emotional awareness in secondary appraisal  

Emotions are complex concepts, as the representation of how a specific individual will 

perceive the meaning in an emotion eliciting event and emotionally respond is subjected to 

their own unique cognitive processes.  These thought processes refer to an appraisal 

process, which according to Wranik et al. (2007:397) “reflect the conceptual knowledge an 

individual has about the self, the context, and emotions in general, and at the self-reported 

level, to reflect the explicit knowledge he or she is willing or able to report.”  These 

appraisals will impact the individual‟s personal goals and the extent to which personal 

situations can be altered (Wranik et al., 2007:397-398). 

The appraisal of emotions in the self and in others shows a link with development of the 

sense of self.  Cowie (2012:8) suggests that  “[t]he child‟s sense of self is closely related to 

the ways in which he or she expresses or interprets emotions.”  Hoffman (2000) in Cowie 

(2012:10) identifies four consecutive stages for children to attain a distinguished sense of 

self, with the final stage that involves attaining an awareness of the self and of others as 

each having unique experiences and thoughts.  This process forms part the child‟s 

attainment of a sense of empathy; thus an awareness of and response to an emotion which 

another person experiences (Cowie, 2012:10).  

Children‟s emotional functioning during middle childhood enable them to analyse 

circumstances, make assumptions about the origin of their emotions, the effects on their 

inner experience, and expression of a wide range of emotions (Stegge & Terwogt, 

2007:277).  They develop the ability to cognitively alter their inner experiences and outer 

expressions of emotions (Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:278).  Children in this stage of 

development start to apply secondary appraisal with regards to emotional processing.   

Enhanced awareness of their emotions allow children to gain a better understanding of a 

specific feeling, which will better equip them with the skill to act introspectively on their own 

emotional states.  They become aware that emotional experiences are subjected to their 

own mental representation of events and that this representation can be reconstructed in 

their cognition to allow them to express and act on emotions in more appropriate ways 

(Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:283).  Stegge and Terwogt (2007:271-272) explain that the 

conscious awareness of the own affective state implies that a child is able to alter his or her 

automatic response and can intentionally modify his or her interpersonal interaction.  This 
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emotional knowledge develops from language competencies and a cognitive knowledge 

base about emotions and is integral for a child to contemplate a constructive response to 

intricate social demands.  Children‟s language and cognitive abilities about emotions serve 

as the conceptual framework through which they interpret and then respond to situations.  

The important role of secondary appraisal in children‟s behaviour is highlighted by Stegge 

and Terwogt (2007:272), stating that:  “More differentiated and integrated knowledge helps 

the child to profit from the informational value of the feelings to a greater extent, so that 

emotions can become a useful guide in the service of adaptive behaviour.”    

In conclusion, secondary appraisal can be seen as the cognitive process that precedes a 

behavioural response to an emotion.  Secondary appraisal involves an analysis of the event, 

of own feelings and of outward responses.  It futher involves the awareness that other 

people have their own appraisal system and allows a child to consider the point of view of 

another person in a specific situation, that can facilitate more appropriate actions in 

emotional events.  An important aspect in the secondary appraisal process is the ability to 

recognise that emotions which are experienced as automatic can be altered or controlled 

(Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:282; Wranik et al., 2007:398).  The cognitive nature of this process 

requires an extent of emotional awareness.  Emotional awareness enhances one‟s ability to 

accommodate various appraisals within a situation and eventually conclude on a meaning 

that will guide action in a constructive manner.  This process can be seen as an initial step 

for the healthy expression of emotions.   

2.2.9 The role of emotional awareness in emotional regulation  

Emotional self-regulation involves the strategies that people use to adjust their emotional 

state so that the intensity of emotions is maintained at a comfortable level (Berk, 2013:409).  

It entails spontaneous and premeditated strategies utilising internal and external sources to 

interactively alter the way in which emotions are experienced and expressed; the process 

can therefore postpone, speed-up, suppress, terminate, emphasise or sustain the physical, 

affective and cognitive experiences of an emotion (Hastings et al., 2014:623).  Stegge and 

Terwogt (2007:283) state that “[c]hildren need to learn when and how to regulate their 

feelings, and the identification of their own feelings state takes a central role in this process” 

but at the same time these authors recognise that the experience that emotions can be 

controlled is dependent on the specific event as well as the unique meaning a child attaches 

to his or her experience.   

Children either apply cognitive or behavioural strategies to regulate their emotions (Stegge & 

Terwogt, 2007:277).  Children are inclined to attempt to replace negative emotional thoughts 

with positive emotional thoughts and futher learn from an early age that emotions are not 
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only related to an experience but are also expressed in a certain manner.  As children get 

older, they increasingly develop the capacity to recognise inconsistencies between their 

emotional feelings and their external expressions thereof (Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:276).  

They become more able to adapt their emotional expression to meet specific social 

demands.  However, if children are not yet subjected to their own personal analysis of 

situations, this capacity is restrained in the sense that they only rely on a single interpretation 

of an event.  The capacity of secondary appraisal can thus assist in internal emotional 

regulation.  During the middle childhood years children develop an improved ability to 

appraise situations and use strategies to manage their emotions, and show rapid gains in 

their capacity for emotional regulation (Berk, 2013:412).   

Emotional regulation is basically described as the steps taken by an individual to monitor a 

specific emotion being experienced in the present time and place, the expression of these 

emotions, as well as consideration of how others might observe them in the particular 

situation (Macklem, 2008:3).  Macklem (2008:7) proposes that the following skills are applied 

to regulate one‟s emotions:  

 Information processing that entails the identification of the facial and physical 

expressions of emotions. 

 The ability of a child to express his or her emotions. 

 Emotional knowledge, which involves the extent to which a child is aware of own 

emotions. 

 The awareness of various emotional stimuli as well as the impact of the context when 

expressing an emotion. 

 The skill to moderate the intensity in which the emotion is experienced and expressed. 

The important role of emotional awareness, which refers to the person‟s ability to be in 

contact with one‟s own emotions and to distinguish between different emotions in the self 

and in other people (Knoetze, 2012:18), is evident in the above-mentioned skills.  An 

enhanced awareness of own emotions can be applied to consciously alter outward 

emotional expressions.  Children also become attentive to motivations to suppress certain 

emotions in different contexts and emotions are sometimes supressed to be accepted by 

others or for reasons to protect oneself (Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:276-277).   

The importance of each child‟s appraisal system is described by Stegge and Terwogt 

(2007:276):  “The private character of inner processes has to be appreciated before it can be 

used in a deliberate and strategic way.”  The private inner process highlighted by Stegge 

and Terwogt (2007:276) encompasses an apprecation of the conscious experience of 
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emotions that is is central to emotional capacities and emotional regulation.  The 

enhancement of awareness of emotions in the here and now concurs with the concept of 

awareness in the philosophical underpinning of the Gestalt theoretical framework 

(Thompson & Henderson, 2007:188).   

In this section, the important role of emotional awareness in the development of emotional 

intelligence and emotional competencies were highligthed.  The advantages of emotional 

awareness for the child‟s psychosocial functioning will be discussed subsequently. 

2.2.10 Advantages of emotional awareness 

Emotional awareness is regarded as the most central skill in acquiring emotional intelligence 

(Bagjar et al., 2005:569) and a central component of children‟s emotional competence 

(Lemerise & Harper, 2014:2192).  The advantages of emotional intelligence namely, an 

improvement in academic performance, self-confidence, mental well-being and pro-social 

behaviour, are generally recognised (Lantieri & Goleman, 2008:17; Lemerise & Harper, 

2014:2216; Music, 2011:107; Siegel & Bryson, 2012:52).  Children with skills of emotional 

intelligence have been found to generally have better physical health, do better at school, 

maintain positive friendships, have higher self-esteem and decision-making skills and are 

more resilient (De Klerk & Le Roux, 2003 in Louw & Louw, 2007a:245).  The specific 

advantages of emotional awareness are subsequently outlined:  

 The ability to cope in stressful events 

Knowledge of emotions supports children to react more adaptively to emotional situations.  

Awareness of emotions allow children to re-organise pre-determined emotional responses in 

order to respond in a more socially acceptable manner.  This skill is described as emotional 

regulation.  Studies confirm that children who demonstrate the ability to regulate their own 

emotions are more apt to react constructively to stressful events (Macklem, 2008:8; Stegge 

& Terwogt, 2007:276)  

 Enhanced psychological well-being 

An understanding of emotions is seen as a core principle of psychological well-being.  The 

ability to identify, comprehend and regulate emotions is regarded by Howe (2005:14) as an 

elementary principle of mental health.  The latter author (Howe, 2005:14) states that the 

cognitive understanding of emotions precedes the actual process of emotional regulation, as 

constructive emotional regulation is subjected to a sound comprehension of emotions; an 

aspect of emotional awareness.   
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 Development of introspective and contemplative skills 

Enhanced emotional awareness creates more opportunities for introspection and secondary 

appraisal of emotional experiences (Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:278).  These skills are 

fundamental to emotional self-regulation, as the two general strategies for emotional 

regulation include the ability of children to appraise situations and to internally and privately 

contemplate their own emotions (Berk, 2013:412; Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:269).  

Introspection and contemplation skills are furhter involved in theory of mind reasoning.  

Theory of mind reasoning helps children to understand their own mental state, the role of 

beliefs and desires on actions, and promotes the recognition of other‟s unique state of mind 

(Berk, 2013:452; Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:275).  Introspective skills thus encourage a 

deeper understanding of the self and other‟s reactions. 

 Enhanced understanding of emotions within the social context 

Perceiving and identifying emotions in the self and in others contribute to a greater 

comprehension of emotions and social situations in which emotions are experienced.  

Holodynski and Friedlmeier (2006:45-47), in their description of the brain areas involved in 

the processing of emotions, describe one of the components of emotional processing as the 

appraisal system, which is concerned with subjective appraisal of emotions within specific 

situations or contexts.  The awareness of emotions and an emotional vocabulary can help 

children to express and receive feedback about their emotional experiences  (Lemerise & 

Harper, 2014:2210).  The social context, for example the home, school or peer group, will 

determine what is regarded as socially acceptable behaviour.  A better understanding of 

emotions as well as the contextual influences on how emotions are experienced and 

expressed, provide children with the opportunity to learn acceptable emotional responses in 

their specific contexts. 

 Identification of emotional regulation strategies 

An increased awareness of emotions allows children to analyse triggers of and responses to 

emotions (Lemerise & Harper, 2014:2210).  Knowledge of different stimuli that give rise to 

emotions, physical manifestations of emotions, the general impact of emotions on thoughts 

and behaviour, as well as the effect of the social context enable children to more accurately 

identify emotions within themselves with the intention to determine when regulation 

strategies are required (Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:282).  An increased awareness of emotions 

and of possible emotional regulation strategies help children to compare the possible short- 

and long-term consequences of hypothetical actions (Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:277).  Being 

able to perceive emotional situations and respond most effectively, is one of the key skills of 
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emotional intelligence (Wranik et al., 2007:394).  The identification of when emotional 

regulation is required and of relevant strategies for the purpose, are important to promote 

socially acceptable behaviour.   

 Promotion of interpersonal goal attainment 

An increased awareness of one‟s inherent responses to emotions allow children to realise 

that they are able to regulate their emotional experiences, which can assist them to achieve 

interpersonal goals (Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:283).  Individuals with emotional awareness 

are more capable to prevent their emotions from clouding their judgements (Bagjar et al., 

2005:570).  Emotional regulation encourages children to respond more adaptively to their 

environments which enable them to meet goal-orientated expectations (Macklem, 2008:8).  

The adaption of emotional responses through emotional regulation thus creates an 

opportunity for children to distance themselves from emotion provoking situations and 

analyse the situation and their emotional responses to prevent negative emotional 

responses from interfering with the achievement of a specific goal. 

 Enhanced social competence 

Emotions play a fundamental role in a person‟s social interactions and it is proposed that a 

person‟s social interactions are guided by his or her emotions (Howe, 2005:11-12).  A 

number of factors can be related to the fact that emotional awareness can enhance social 

competence.  Emotional awareness refers to the ability to recognise emotions in the self and 

in others (Knoetze, 2012:18), and children with emotional awareness are thus more skilled at 

recognising emotions in others.  Emotional awareness is further based on the belief-desire 

theory, which allows children to recognise that people‟s actions are influenced by their state 

of mind, beliefs and desires and that people respond differently to situations (Berk, 

2013:452; Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:274).  It is noted that children with a more elaborate 

emotional vocabulary are more competent in identifying emotions according to the facial 

expressions of others and are more socially competent than children with an average 

emotional vocabulary (Beck et al., 2012:503-504).  The recognition of emotions in others is 

regarded as a crucial skill for social navigation and underpins the skill to respond 

empathetically (Cowie, 2012:10).  Improved social skills contribute to healthy relationships 

with others, as is discussed under the next point.   

 Emotional awareness nurtures social relationships 

As discussed in this section, emotional awareness enhances the child‟s understanding of 

and ability to regulate emotions.  Emotional regulation facilitates thriving social relationships 
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(Macklem, 2008:8).  A sufficient knowledge base of possible stimuli of emotions and the 

recognition of the various ways in which to express emotions, support children in their 

emotional understanding of themselves and other people (Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:276).  

Howe (2005:13) is of the opinion that children who understand the manner in which 

emotions motivate their own and others‟ behaviour are more socially adaptable and able to 

interact more easily in social situations.  Emotional understanding nurtures interpersonal 

relationships as both parties feel accepted.  

 Emotional awareness promotes brain integration 

Intricate neural pathways improve the connections between the left and right hemispheres of 

the brain, and this integration is associated with psychological wellness (Music, 2011:91).  

The recognition of emotions mainly occurs in the right brain hemisphere, but the linguistic 

interpretation is processed by the left hemisphere; encouraging hemispheric brain integration 

(Bagjar et al., 2005:570; Music, 2011:92).  Emotional awareness entails many of the skills 

underlying emotional intelligence, namely the awareness of emotions, acquisition of 

emotional vocabulary, understanding emotions and appraisal of emotions (Wranik et al., 

2007:394).  These processes imply the involvement of secondary emotions, which are 

processed by the cortex; the part of the brain that assigns meaning to incoming stimuli 

(Holodynski & Friedlmeier, 2006:47).  The involvement of different areas of the brain as a 

result of heigthened emotional awareness, leads to brain integration.  The EA Programme 

that this research evaluated, was developed based on principles that promote brain 

integration (Knoetze, 2012:80). 

In this section a number of advantages of emotional awareness were highlighted. In the next 

section, possible implications of a lack of emotional awareness will be discussed. 

2.2.11 Implications of the absence of emotional awareness 

A lack of emotional awareness is associated with a number of negative psychosocial 

implications.  Before discussing these negative psychosocial effects, the researcher will 

firstly highlight two aspects that seem to be especially relevant to the harmful consequences 

of a lack of emotional awareness.  These two aspects refer to ineffective problem solving 

and inefficient emotional regulation skills.  

 Ineffective problem-solving 

Effective problem solving requires secondary appraisal, based on higher order thinking, 

which entails an analysis of a problem, setting objectives and assessing various strategies to 

determine the most appropriate response in a specific situation (Wranik et al., 2007:397-
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398).  Stegge and Terwogt (2007:272, 283) emphasise that a differentiated and integrated 

knowledge of emotions help children to constructively use their feelings to guide their 

behaviour; thus to consider appropriate responses.  Although it is acknowledged that some 

problems can be solved without being aware of one‟s emotional experience, others problems 

are not easily solved, and may remain unresolved or may be irrationally dealt with to prevent 

discomfort or negative emotions.  Being aware of one‟s own emotions can result in more 

rational problem-solving (Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:278-279; Wranik et al., 2007:398).  If a 

person is unaware of his or her emotions, however, problem-solving might be inefficient or 

irrational.  

 Inefficient emotional regulation skills 

Emotional awareness enhances a child‟s ability to regulate emotions by appraising a 

situation, internally contemplating their own emotions, and considering appropriate strategies 

to handle their emotions (Berk, 2013:412; Lemerise & Harper, 2014:2210; Stegge & 

Terwogt, 2007:269).  The efficient regulation of emotions contributes to the extent to which 

an individual is able to fulfil his or her objectives in different contexts as it promotes an 

individual‟s ability to adapt in different social environments despite his or her emotional 

experiences.  

Conversely, a lack of emotional awareness can result in dysfunctional emotional regulation 

that involves either overreacting to or suppressing emotions.  Some of the ways in which 

children regulate their emotions can be seen as dysfunctional.  Although such emotional 

regulation strategies may result in immediate satisfaction of their perceived needs, they may 

have unintended consequences of a more permanent nature (Hastings et al., 2014:623, 625, 

636).  These consequences may involve the development of emotional, behavioural and 

interpersonal issues.  Over a longer term, unresolved emotions and issues could lead to 

unfinished business as contextualised within the Gestalt theoretical framework (Blom, 

2006:29; Oaklander, 2006:50).  The psychosocial effects of poor emotional awareness will 

be discussed subsequently. 

 The development of psychosocial issues 

Several psychosocial issues are related to a lack of emotional awareness.  Stegge and 

Terwogt (2007:280-281) associate aggression and depression as especially related to an 

underdeveloped emotional awareness.   

Children with a preference towards aggression often display ineffective emotional regulation 

(Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:279-280).  Children with behavioural problems are often 
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associated with a predisposition towards aggression; an anger bias according to which they 

are more prone to assess a situation within an anger related framework.  Due to their anger 

bias, these children are more apt to assess a situation as threatening and ascribe hostile 

motivations to other people and are therefore more likely to respond to an emotional 

stimulus with aggression (Berk, 2013:522; Louw & Louw, 2007b:201; Stegge & Terwogt, 

2007:279-280).     

In terms of awareness of their own emotions, children who tend to act overly aggressive are 

unaware of the situations and triggers that cause their anger.  These children also tend to be 

unaware of different emotions such as sadness, confusion, and anxiety, do not possess the 

skills to recognise emotions in others, and lack an awareness of how to express their 

emotions in a more constructive manner.  They are further mostly unaware of their own part 

in their aggressive response.  They lack secondary appraisal skills that allow them to think 

introspectively about circumstances and regulate a more appropriate response (Stegge & 

Terwogt, 2007:279-280).    

Children with behaviour problems are often focused on their surroundings and ascribe the 

cause of their anger and behaviour to their external environment.  They typically experience 

a sense of “the world is against me” (Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:279-280).  Within the Gestalt 

theoretical perspective, such behaviour is a manifestation of a contact boundary disturbance 

referred to as projection (Blom, 2006:33-34), as will be discussed later in this chapter.  

Depressive symptoms can be organised within various domains of functioning such as 

physical, neurological or motivational but is in effect described as an affective state (Stegge 

& Terwogt, 2007:281).  The latter authors describe children who exhibit depressive 

symptoms as being more inclined to interpret events from a more pessimistic point of view.  

These children often engage in thoughts of guilt catastrophe and obsessing over events.  

Children with depressive symptoms are often absorbed in their emotional state and oblivious 

to their surroundings.  The child easily identifies with a negative state but lacks awareness of 

specific emotions and possible strategies to express these emotions.  To the contrary, 

emotional awareness has a positive effect on a child‟s ability to regulate his or her emotions 

(Lemerise & Harper, 2014:2210; Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:269).  

The child who exhibits depressive symptoms is unaware of his or her environment as well as 

the emotions of others and immersed in their own negative feeling state (Stegge & Terwogt, 

2007:281).  Even if stimuli that could evoke more positive emotions are possibly present; the 

child with depressive symptoms is unaware that such a situation might encourage more 

positive emotions.  From a Gestalt theoretical perspective, depression is associated with the 
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contact boundary disturbances of retroflection (Blom, 2006:35-36), which implies an inability 

for efficient self-regulation.  

The effects of a lack of emotional awareness on the child could have an impact on other 

aspects of the child‟s functioning.  Fainsilber Katz, Hessler and Annest (2007:515) recognise 

that children who experience difficulties related to emotional awareness and regulation are 

more likely to exhibit behavioural problems as well as challenges in relationships with peers 

and others.  The importance of enhancing emotional awareness in children should be 

emphasised when taking into account the observation by Cowie (2012:1) that the prevalence 

of emotional and behavioural issues among children has increased during the past four 

decades (Cowie, 2012:1).   

It is recognised that children do not develop in isolation.  The specific context in which a child 

finds him or herself has an impact on the manner and nature in which emotions, awareness 

of emotions and emotional regulation develop.  Contextual influences can be the 

developmental phase of a child, the attachment between the child and parent, parenting 

practices, the manner in which parents exhibit their own direct or indirect emotional 

responses, the relationships with family members and peers, as well as personal motivation 

(Hastings et al., 2014:827; Lemerise & Harper, 2014:2234; Louw & Louw, 2007b:181).  This 

assumption is congruent with the Gestalt concept holism; one part of the self has an impact 

on the other parts (Blom, 2006:22-23). 

The specific focus of this study was on the emotional awareness of children in the phase of 

middle childhood within the child and youth care centre.  It is therefore imperative to provide 

a theoretical outline of this stage of development as well as of the context of the child and 

the youth care centre.  The discussion will maintain a focus on the contextual impact on 

emotional awareness, emotional intelligence, emotional competence, and emotional 

regulation.   

2.3 THE DEVELOPMENTAL PHASE OF MIDDLE CHILDHOOD 

Middle childhood entails the phase when children progress from pre-school to elementary 

school, and is noted as a fragile stage for social-emotional development (Beck et al., 

2012:504).   

During this phase a child‟s expanding social environment creates increased exposure that 

promotes their understanding of their social world and encourages the development of 

interactional skills (Louw & Louw, 2007a:214).  Various traditionalist theorists such as 

Sigmund Freud, Erik Erikson, Jean Piaget and Lawrence Kholberg have marked this stage 
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as the period when cognitive processes become more complicated, children demonstrate 

more logical thought processes, they start to integrate internal moral values and are able to 

understand the views of others (Charlesworth et al., 2011:189).   

The mentioned theorists, and others, constructed various theories on the development of 

children in middle childhood but the main focus of this section will be on the developmental 

areas and tasks that are to be mastered in this stage.  The Gestalt concept is maintained in 

the sense that one domain of functioning has an impact on all other domains of functioning 

(Blom, 2006:23).  A brief outline of the different areas of development of children in middle 

childhood with emphasis on the emotional domain follows.    

2.3.1 Physical development in middle childhood 

Children in middle childhood grow at a slower and steadier rate than in early childhood, with 

rapid growth in their arms and legs (Louw & Louw, 2007a:215).  The physical changes 

during middle childhood are not as notable as in infancy and adolescence, but children‟s 

physical appearances become more adult-like (Sigelman & Rider, 2010:151).  The later 

stage of middle childhood marks the onset of pubescence during which boys and girls start 

to experience physical changes that lead to puberty, such as breast development in girls and 

bodily hair growth (Charlesworth et al., 2011:184).    

Children in middle childhood show remarkable improvement in their fine and gross motor 

skills (Charlesworth et al., 2011:183; Louw & Louw, 2007a:216).  Enhanced fine motor skills 

help them to manage tasks such as tying their shoelaces and using instruments like pencils 

and screwdrivers (Sigelman & Rider, 2010:153) and, as they demonstrate improvement in 

their large muscles, coordination and balance they are able to take part in more challenging 

physical activities (Louw & Louw, 2007a:216).  Their writing eligibility and writing speed 

progress steadily during this phase (Sigelman & Rider, 2010:153).  The progression of their 

fine-motor skills that enable them to write, paint and draw play a central part in their cognitive 

development (Louw & Louw, 2007a:217).  The involvement in structured physical activities 

impacts their social development as well.  The mastery of physical skills in middle childhood 

allow children to become integrated into social settings such as schools and to participate in 

physical activities such as sport, art and other extramural hobbies.   

2.3.2 Neurobiological development in middle childhood  

The human brain plays an integral part in the emotional functioning as well as in the overall 

functioning of the child.  The left hemisphere of the human brain is concerned with logic 

thought and language, while the right hemisphere is responsible for processing emotions 
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(Music, 2011:91; Siegel & Bryson, 2012:16-18).  The emotional domain of brain functioning 

can be described as the irrational, circuitous and illogical process of thinking (Howe, 

2005:11). Right brain functions are associated with the skills to interpret complex emotions 

from facial expressions (Bajgar et al., 2005:570).      

By the time a child reaches middle childhood, his or her brain development and functioning 

has been significantly impacted by their earlier experiences (Charlesworth et al., 2011:187).  

Despite this, brain plasticity entails that changes and alterations are possible throughout the 

lifespan (Charlesworth et al., 2011:187).  Related to the concept of sensitive periods during 

brain development (Berk, 2013:191), two aspects have to be noted about brain development 

for children in middle childhood (Charlesworth et al., 2011:188):   

 Different parts of the brain develop during various phases of development, implicating 

that middle childhood can be an important period for brain development.  

 Brain synapses that are not stimulated during a specific phase of development may 

eventually become lost.   

However, brain plasticity implies that continuing experiential learning can contribute to 

additional brain development and a refinement of already existing schemata (Charlesworth 

et al., 2011:188).  Experience-dependent brain growth occurs throughout a person‟s life 

(Berk, 2013:191).  Therefore, the acquisition of emotional capacities based on specific 

learning experiences is possible during middle childhood.  Emotional awareness has also 

been found to encourage hemispheric brain integration (Bagjar et al., 2005:570; Music, 

2011:92).  The relevance of an emotional awareness programme for children in middle 

childhood is elucidated by the mentioned assumptions. 

2.3.3 Identity development in middle childhood 

Children in middle childhood start to develop more complex concepts about themselves and 

demonstrate the following capabilities (Sigelman & Rider, 2010:354): 

 They are able to ascribe personal characteristics to the self. 

 They start to construct a social identity whereby they describe themselves as forming 

part of specific groups. 

  They become aware of how they are different or the same as compared to other people; 

therefore they become capable of making social comparisons. 

In middle childhood children generate concepts about the self in terms of a real self, which 

refers to a child‟s realistic view of the self, and an ideal self, which constitutes how they 

aspire to be (Louw & Louw, 2007a:243).  Children in middle childhood evaluate their own 
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self-esteem and general competence based on five domains (Louw & Louw, 2007a:241; 

Sigelman & Rider, 2010:355): 

 achievement at school; 

 acceptance by the peer group; 

 their behaviour and whether their conduct is approved; 

 their ability to perform in sport; and 

 their physical appearance and presentation. 

Children in middle childhood are able to make self-evaluations based on their performance 

in these five domains.  These assessments of the self constitute a general self-esteem 

based on how a child perceives the importance of various skills.  Self-esteem can be seen 

as a child‟s assessment of their own value.  The experience of competency is needed for 

children to develop a healthy self-esteem (Cowie, 2012:18; Louw & Louw, 2007a:243-244).  

A healthy self-esteem is associated with emotional well-being. 

Erik Erikson‟s theory of psychosocial development implies that the most significant 

developmental task in middle childhood is that a child experience that he or she is 

competent (Charlesworth et al., 2011:195; Louw & Louw, 2007a:241).  This phase, 

described by Erikson as the phase of  industry versus inferiority, emphasises the child‟s 

desire to master new skills and make significant contributions in life (Charlesworth et al., 

2011:195).  The advantages of emotional awareness in terms of social competence and 

social relationships, as discussed under point 2.2.10, can contribute to the five domains of 

competencies underlying a child‟s self-esteem.  

2.3.4 Cognitive development in middle childhood 

One of the most important developmental tasks for children in middle childhood is that they 

cope in primary school (Louw & Louw, 2007a:217).  Children in middle childhood develop 

the skills to effectively utilise their senses to process information to reach objectives  

(Sigelman & Rider, 2010:189).  They further develop the capacity to perform multiple 

neurological processes simultaneously and at a faster speed, with the result that information 

processing skills improve to an extent that certain processes become automatic (Louw & 

Louw, 2007a:218; Sigelman & Rider, 2010:153).  Louw and Louw (2007a:219) describe this 

capacity as executive functions “that enable the individual to plan, organise, make decisions, 

think in an abstract way and solve new problems.”   

Children in middle childhood develop language and communication skills that enable them to 

express more complex ideas and thoughts (Charlesworth et al., 2011:186; Louw & Louw, 
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2007a:220).  They demonstrate a more developed awareness of divergences which 

contributes to creative thinking (Louw & Louw, 2007a:237; Sigelman & Rider, 2010:189).  In 

middle childhood, children‟s ability to concentrate for a longer time on a single subject 

improves so that they can purposefully pay attention to a task (Sigelman & Rider, 2010:189). 

According to Jean Piaget‟s theory on cognitive development, children in middle childhood 

are in the concrete operational stage of cognitive development (Charlesworth et al., 

2011:187) which involves the development of certain cognitive capacities.  These capacities 

include, amongst others, the ability of logical problem solving and reasoning, conceptual 

thinking, improved memory and categorisation of complex objects, and they are able to 

mentally organise subjects according to a hierarchy and different categories (Charlesworth 

et al., 2011:187; Louw & Louw, 2007a:217).  They can further understand general actions 

and relations among objects and grasp the concept that actions and it‟s consequences are 

reversible (Louw & Louw, 2007a:217).  These advances help children to gain a better 

understanding of themselves and of their environment (Charlesworth et al., 2011:187).   

The concrete operational phase further entails that children in middle childhood are able to 

acknowledge the perspectives and experiences of others and consider various perspectives 

in reaction to a single event (Louw & Louw, 2007a:218).  A child in middle childhood 

demonstrates enhanced theory-of-mind reasoning and an improvement in their awareness of 

their own thoughts and feelings of others, as well as the impact of emotions on how a person 

acts (Louw & Louw, 2007a:220).  The ability to consider various points of view and to 

hypothesise about the emotional experiences of others is concurrent with the development 

of a secondary appraisal process (Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:282; Wranik et al., 2007:398).   

The progression through middle childhood entails the acquisition of another set of cognitive 

skills, namely that of emotional intelligence that is seen as a set of skills that assists children 

to handle stressful and emotionally provoking situations constructively (Charlesworth et al., 

2011:193).  Louw and Louw (2007a:245) note that the foundation for the acquisition of 

emotional intelligence for children in middle childhood is an awareness of emotions.  

Theorists on developmental psychology remark that the acquirement of social and emotional 

capacities do not happen intuitively in children, but is subject to a nurturing environment and 

constructive interactions (Charlesworth et al., 2011:193). 

The emotional and cognitive areas of development are intricately interrelated and the models 

for explaining emotional understanding in children, are similar to the progression of stages in 

Piaget‟s theory on cognitive development (Bagjar et al., 2005:571).  Emotional awareness is 

regarded as a cognitive skill (Bagjar et al., 2005:569), which supports the relevance of the 

implementation of programmes to enhance emotional awareness in children, such as the EA 
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Programme of Knoetze (2012) that was evaluated in this study.  The attainment of language 

skills can also help children with an acquiring emotional vocabulary that forms part of 

emotional awareness.  

2.3.5 Emotional development in middle childhood 

A detailed explanation of emotional capacities was provided in the first section of this 

chapter.  The relevant aspects of emotional development with specific reference to children 

in middle childhood will be outlined in this section. 

Children in middle childhood possess a more intricate comprehension of their own emotions 

and the emotions of others, than earlier in their childhood (Cowie, 2012:17).  During middle 

childhood children‟s emotional vocabulary expands notably, they can more accurately 

express emotions and they develop the skills to recognise emotions in the different facial 

expressions of others (Beck et al., 2012:504; Charlesworth et al., 2011:193).  They further 

are able to understand more complex emotions, are aware that specific experiences can 

lead to explicit emotions, are able to conceal emotions, and can apply skills to regulate their 

own emotional states (Louw & Louw, 2007a:244).     

At the age of 10, most children are able to acknowledge that two emotions can be 

experienced in reaction to the same situation.  This ability requires more complex reasoning 

as various mental representations need to be considered to label the differrent emotions.  

Children in middle childhood demonstrate an increased awareness of their own emotions 

and are able to reason about how another person might feel in a situation.  They can, for 

example, analyse the actual outcome and possible alternative outcomes of a specific 

situation and speculate about different emotional responses.  The cognitive capacities 

discussed in this section indicate that children of this age are capable to apply secondary 

appraisal processes and emotional regulation strategies (Beck et al., 2012:505; Cowie, 

2012:17; Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:275).  The child in middle childhood can therefore 

interpret complex emotional responses which are influenced by mental representations and 

not only the observed or concrete consequence of a specific action (Stegge & Terwogt, 

2007:274). 

Between the ages of seven and ten years children develop the ability to apply introspective 

skills to reason about actual and presumed outcomes with regards to mixed emotions and 

social emotions (Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:276).  These skills encourages the attainment of 

emotional regulation skills.   
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In the middle childhood years children show rapid development in terms of emotional 

regulation (Berk, 2013:412).  Children in middle childhood are able to apply emotional 

regulation skills, for example to act happy, even though one does not feel that way, or to 

suppress feelings of anger if the social context requires it (Cowie, 2012:18).  The 

improvement of language skills and an increased knowledge of emotions contribute to the 

child‟s capacity for emotional regulation (Louw & Louw, 2007b:181).  Emotional regulation 

skills are mostly acquired informally through interaction and modelling in the social context, 

namely the family and peers, and is seen as a core developmental attainment in middle 

childhood that can impact a child‟s functioning into adolescence and even in later life (Cowie, 

2012:17-18). 

The important role parents and educators play in demonstrating constructive emotional 

regulation and emotional intelligence strategies in order for children in middle childhood to 

reach emotional competence, is emphasised by Louw and Louw (2007a:245).  The 

significant impact the social environment has on the development of emotional capacities is 

relevant and this domain of functioning will be discussed briefly. 

2.3.6 Social development in middle childhood 

The child in middle childhood starts to attend formal schooling and is exposed to a wider 

social environment (Louw & Louw, 2007a:246).  The most relevant social domains in which a 

child functions is within their peer group, the home and extended social environment, which 

is discussed subsequently.  

 The peer group 

The social context of a child in middle childhood expands rapidly which then substantially 

influences their development (Charlesworth et al.,2011:182).  During middle childhood 

children tend to socialise with children of the same age and gender (Louw & Louw, 

2007a:257).  They start to prioritise relationships with members from their peer group and 

peers influence how they act and think (Charlesworth et al., 2011:197).  It is approximated 

that children in middle childhood spend one-third of their time with their peers (Sigelman & 

Rider, 2010:465).  They maintain these friendships as it fulfils the need for acceptance and 

belonging (Louw & Louw, 2007a:257).   

During middle childhood children develop skills that support their social functioning.  The 

improvement in cognitive processes allows the child to demonstrate more sophisticated 

communication skills and enhanced awareness of their surroundings, which promote more 

intricate interactions with their peer group (Charlesworth et al., 2011:198).  This is described 
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as social competence.  The increased awareness of emotions, thoughts and needs of others 

facilitate the development of more intimate friendships (Charlesworth et al., 2011:199).  Their 

ability for perspective taking, thus to consider the feelings and opinions of others, promotes a 

less frequent experience of anger (Charlesworth et al., 2011:199).  Children in middle 

childhood start to become aware of their own and others‟ ethnicity as well as other diverse 

factors such as socio-economic status and gender identity (Charlesworth et al., 2011:190).  

They start to understand the complex issues surrounding stereotypes and are cognitively 

able to reject these.   

Having close friendships in middle childhood serve as a protective factor as it provides an 

experience of belonging and attachment (Sigelman & Rider, 2010:468).  The development of 

emotional competencies in middle childhood can thus nurture close friendships and enhance 

resilience in children. 

 The home and the extended social environment 

Even though children in middle childhood spend less time at home, the home and family still 

offer them the most security and they regard their relationship with their parents/care-givers 

as the most secure relationships (Louw & Louw, 2007a:247).  In the child‟s progression 

through childhood their relationship with their parent/care-giver is described by Bowlby (in 

Sigelman & Rider, 2010:464) as “a goal-corrected partnership in which the parent and child 

accommodate each other‟s needs.”  This manner of co-regulation occurs with the child 

exerting more control over daily tasks and the parent executing general supervision (Louw & 

Louw, 2007a:247).  At this stage, children experience their care-givers as readily accessible 

when they require assurance, but become progressively more independent from them 

(Sigelman & Rider, 2010:465). 

An emphasis is placed on the educational or socialisation responsibilities of the parent in 

terms of aspects such as spirituality, morality, culture and interpersonal issues.  The child‟s 

activities are chosen and monitored by the parent, parents/care-giverswho act as important 

role models and are responsible to convey certain ethical values and instil discipline for 

children to learn socially acceptable behaviour.  Parents thus impact the socialisation of the 

child in middle childhood in a direct and indirect manner (Berk, 2013:569; Louw & Louw, 

2007a:250-251).   

A family systems perspective is taken by Sigelman and Rider (2010:529) in which the 

authors uphold that parents as well as the extended environment, in which a family 

functions, have an impact on how a child progresses through the stages of development.  
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The development of emotional capacities takes place within a social or cultural context that 

could influence the way in which emotions are expressed (Charlesworth et al., 2011:193).   

The context in which children grow up can thus have a significant impact on children‟s 

emotional and overall development.  This study was conducted within the context of the child 

and youth care centre.  Children being cared for in a child and youth care centre experience 

a different care-giving environment than the child who grows up in a parental home.  These 

children were also exposed to harmful circumstances, such as deprivation and abuse (Willis, 

2011:29) prior to or due to removal from the care of their parents.  Charlesworth et al. 

(2011:194) note that issues relating to loss and trauma are risk factors for the normative 

emotional development of children in middle childhood.  Interventions to promote children‟s 

emotional competence seem to be more successful when presented before or in the phase 

of middle childhood (Charlesworth et al., 2011:194).  The finding that loss and trauma are 

risk factors for acquiring emotional capacities, motivate the relevance of interventions to 

promote the emotional competence of children in a child and youth care centre.  The goal of 

this study was to evaluate an emotional awareness programme for children in middle 

childhood placed in a child and youth care centre in the North-West Province.  The context 

of the child and youth care centre will be discussed in the following section.      

2.4 THE CONTEXT OF THE CHILD AND YOUTH CARE CENTRE 

The placement of children in instuitions as a result of the Second World War, when children 

were removed from their homes and placed in alternative care, remained high after this 

period (Cocker & Allain, 2013:5).  Internationally, a policy developed by the United Nations 

(2010:6) provides guidelines for alternative care in institutions.  Within the South African 

context the Department of Social Development (2010:276) issued the Norms and Standards 

and Practice Guidelines for the Children‟s Act 38 of 2005 to provide a framework with the 

intention of “deinstitutionalising” these organisations.  Regardless of the implementation of 

these policies, recent research still record multiple challenges in providing care for destitute 

children and emphasise the high risk of poor future outcomes for children placed in 

alternative care institutions (Cameron & Maginn, 2009:67; Cocker & Allain, 2013:199-200; 

Music, 2011:207) .    

Section 110 of the South African Children‟s Act 38 of 2005 indicates that, amongst others, 

abuse, neglect, living without a parent and a shortage of means to provide in basic needs as 

motivational factors to remove children from their home environments.  In South Africa there 

is an overwhelming number of children in need of alternative care placements (Koursaris, 

2009:7; Van Wyngaard 2009:40-41; Willis, 2011:34).  The shortage of adequate family 
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placements results in a high proportion of these children being placed in child and youth care 

centres (Meintjes, Moses, Berry & Mampane, 2007:1; Van Wyngaard, 2009:37).    

Research done for the National Adoption Coalition estimates that 4.5 million children in 

South Africa are not cared for by a parent and that 13 000 children live in residential care 

facilities (Blackie, 2014:1).  One such non-governmental facility, Engo Free State Child and 

Youth Care Centres, state in a recent annual report that there have been services delivered 

to 909 children in their facilities situated in the Free State Province in that year (Free State 

Child and Youth Care Centres, 2014:43).  The mentioned annual report highlights the most 

prevalent reasons for admitting a child into a youth care centre as the exposure to 

circumstances that could be harmful for their overall development, as well as abandonment 

and failed foster care placements.   

Most children who enter residential care have been exposed to not only harmful 

circumstances, but also to deprivation and abuse (Kjelsberg & Nygren, 2004:19; Willis, 

2011:29).  At the time of the study, the researcher has been employed at a residential care 

facility for five years.  It is her experience that many of the children in the child and youth 

care centre have experienced maltreatment, neglect and rejection.  

Reviewing the context of children being cared for in institutional care facilities, is a complex 

topic.  The focus of this study is however on the emotional awareness of children and 

therefore the factors deemed the most relevant are highlighted:  the impact of maltreatment, 

abuse, neglect and trauma on a child; the impact of residential care on the child; the 

psychosocial functioning of the child placed in a child and youth care centre, and lastly a 

perspective on the functioning of the child in the child and youth care centre from a Gestalt 

theory perspective. 

2.4.1 The impact of maltreatment and trauma on the child 

The detrimental effect of abuse and neglect on the normative development of a child is 

emphasised by Cowie (2012:2) and Howe (2005:3).  Various authors (Cameron & Maginn, 

2009:15; Music, 2011:203) refer to the harmful effects of abuse and neglect on the brain and 

cite the work of neuroscientist Dr Bruce Perry and his colleagues, who investigated brain 

scan images of young children who were exposed to severe neglect and found their brains 

to be physically smaller and underdeveloped.  The absence of positive stimulation leads to 

the absence of certian skills in various developmental domains (Music, 2011:203).    

The profound impact of neglect, deprivation, rejection and abuse on children‟s neurological 

development is described in recent research.  As described under point 2.2.4 in this chapter, 
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the harmonious functioning between the amygdala and the hippocampus is affected in 

situations of chronic stress.  In threatening situations the brain excretes hormones and 

chemicals that induce hyper physical arousal allowing the body to react to the danger 

(Coates, 2010:395; Zillmer et al., 2008:260).  The human brain is instinctively programmed 

to respond to danger and reacts to immediate danger by a fight, flight or freeze response 

(Brendtro et al., 2009:30; Howe, 2005:6; Knoetze, 2012:76; Music, 2011:93).  Early 

childhood experiences set-up neural pathways for emotional triggers. 

The neural reactions of the fight, flight or freeze responses are evident in children that were 

exposed to traumatic events from early in their life and, as a result, they experience a 

constant state of stress (Blom, 2006:101; Music, 2011:93).  Children exposed to neglect or 

abuse therefore struggle to manage emotional arousals (Howe, 2005:13).  They often react 

aggressively by projecting distraught feelings onto others or their surroundings (Howe, 

2005:23).  As their neural pathways are pre-set to react in these manners, these emotional 

reactions are pre-determined by their early experiences, and current events are processed 

according to these earlier experiences (Brendtro et al., 2009:32, 34; Goodyear-Brown, 

2010:28).  Even if no danger or immediate threats are present, children who experienced 

traumatic events are more likely to overreact in a physical and emotional manner or to 

disassociate or suppress their emotions as a response to daily life triggers (Goodyear-

Brown, 2010:30).  

Trauma, maltreatment and abuse are often associated with hypervigilance and a disrupted 

attention span.  Children who have been exposed to trauma are often unable to recognise 

and apply emotional interpretations to guide their behaviour and decision-making, as their 

pre-determined responses are focused on survival, which negatively affect their capacity for 

emotional regulation (Music, 2011:205-206).      

The adverse effects of maltreatment on emotional capacities have been found in children as 

early as the age of three months.  Research indicates that babies who were physically 

maltreated by their mothers, expressed a higher amount of fearfulness, anger and sadness 

(Cicchetti & Ng, 2014:1197, 1215).  These authors (Cicchetti & Ng, 2014:1197, 1215) state 

that the expression of anger at this young age is particularly noteworthy as it is expected that 

infants initiate the expression of anger only from the age of seven to nine months.  The 

mentioned authors explain that children in early childhood master the skill to recognise 

emotions in bodily expressions and in contextual suggestions.  Maltreated children struggle 

to identify emotions as compared to their peers who were not exposed to maltreatment.   

Children exposed to abuse and neglect are at risk to not develop the skills to gain emotional 

understanding about themselves or others (Howe, 2005:13).  The child that has been 
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exposed to abuse and neglect in their family environment has been exposed to an 

environment in which there are more negative and less positive emotions present (Cicchetti 

& Ng, 2014:1159).  As compared to children who are not exposed to maltreatment in their 

families, children who are exposed to maltreatment grow up in a non-conventional emotional 

atmosphere, characterised by unpleasant emotions (Cicchetti & Ng, 2014:1150).  Caregivers 

in these families tend not to initiate discussions about emotions as often as attentive parents.  

The lack of order and predictability that are often present in homes in which children are 

being maltreated, contribute to children experiencing more discomforting emotions, such as 

frustration and anger, more regularly.  This gives rise to a cycle in which these children 

experience high levels of emotional stress, while they are ill equipped in terms of emotion 

regulation strategies (Cicchetit & Ng, 2014:1290).    

Children who were exposed to maltreatment often struggle to develop emotion regulation 

strategies as the parents are not accessible to provide positive or supporting input when 

these children experience emotional episodes (Cicchetti & Ng, 2014:1290).  Children‟s 

understanding of emotions develops mostly within the context of the child-parent 

relationship, with the attachment to the mother having a significant impact on this domain of 

development.  Compared to non-maltreated children, who are more likely to analyse that 

pleasant events will result in positive emotional responses, children who have been exposed 

to maltreatment are more likely to misperceive the emotional nature of pleasant events.  This 

suggests that these children easily appraise a situation as threatening and will act with 

hypervigilance (Cicchetti & Ng, 2014:1352).  

The findings of a study that investigated the impact of exposure to domestic violence on 

children‟s emotional capacities, suggest that these children demonstrate a lack of emotional 

awareness, struggle to distinguish between different emotions, are unable to verbally 

describe the physical and sensory responses in an emotional experience and are not 

adequate in recognising own emotional triggers  (Fainsilber Katz et al., 2007:529).  When 

considering the skills underlying emotional awareness (Bajgar et al., 2005:569; Knoetze, 

2012:18; Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:271), it is clear that exposure to traumatic situations 

inhibits children‟s capacity for emotional awareness.  Inhibited brain development in children 

exposed to trauma is found in brain areas related to empathy, emotional regulation and 

social interaction (Cameron & Maginn, 2009:15; Howe, 2005:99; Music, 2011:93).   

The effects of trauma due to exposure to factors such as maltreatment and domestic 

violence, are observable in the behaviour of children placed in child and youth care centres.  

They are often described as being hyper alert and defensive, or completely withdrawn and 

dissociative (Music, 2011:93).  Maltreated children are thus more likely to react from a state 
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of feeling threated and defending the self that is controlled by the amygdala, even if 

surroundings are safe, as their cognitive pathways are pre-determined to interpret situations 

as threatening and emotions as unpleasant.    

In addition to the traumatic events children in child and youth care centres are exposed to 

prior to the removal from their families, they experience the separation from their home 

environment as severely disruptive and feel that they have in some way been rejected by 

their families (Cameron & Maginn, 2009:10; Otto, 2006:74).  Additionally, being looked after 

in an institutional context has a substantial impact on a child‟s psychosocial functioning.  

2.4.2 The impact of residential care on the psychosocial functioning of the child 

Child and youth care centres face numerous challenges that affect their capacity to look after 

the children placed in their care.  These challenges include untrained staff, high staff 

turnover, the extreme behavioural problems of children, and a lack of financial and human 

resources (Cameron & Maginn, 2008:1152; Koursaris, 2009:97-98; Van Wyngaard, 

2009:148-149).  

In a local study by Van Wyngaard (2009:149-151) on the experience of child care workers in 

residential care settings, it was concluded that child care workers are employed for short 

periods of time and demonstrate a lack of knowledge and skills to handle the symptomatic 

behaviour of the children they care for.  The care-givers change frequently and do not 

possess the skills to react attentively to a maltreated child.  These children therefore struggle 

to form a selective and secure attachment with their caregivers (Howe, 2005:147).  Parents 

(or care-givers in the context of the child and youth care centre) play an integral part in 

contributing to the foundation of children‟s emotional capacities (Fainsiliber Katz et al., 

2007:515).  The limited availability of a permanent attachment figure results in children 

avoiding the exploration of their own mental states as well as the mental states of others 

(Howe, 2005:143).   

The findings of the mentioned study by Van Wyngaard (2009) are supported by another local 

study.  This study about children in middle childhood placed in a child youth care centre 

suggests that child care workers possess inadequate knowledge and skills about emotions, 

resulting in the children being exposed to an atmosphere in which opportunities for 

emotional exploration are limited (Otto, 2006:139).  The child participants were suspicious of 

the staff members and regarded the child and youth care centre as unsupportive and hostile 

towards them; factors which resulted in a sense of hostility and alienation experienced by the 

children (Otto, 2006:139-140).  
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The influence of an emotionally unavailable care-giver on the care-giving environment and 

eventually on the functioning of the maltreated child is an important factor to consider.  Howe 

(2005:98) describes a constrained psychological care-giving environment as a setting in 

which a care-giver is only accessible to some degree and does not provide adequate 

opportunities for a child to introspect on emotional experiences.  A constrained environment 

contributes to children finding it challenging to handle their own emotions and the emotions 

of others, which are related to mental health problems in later life.  In terms of the long-term 

consequences, Howe (2005:99) cites Loeber and Strouthamer-Lober in a conclusive 

quotation:  “parental rejection and a lack of emotional responsiveness were among the most 

powerful predictors of juvenile delinquency.”  Children who exhibit behavioural problems 

have been linked to demonstrating challenges in emotional awareness and regulation 

(Fainsilber Katz et al., 2007:515).  Howe (2005:152) emphasises the importance of a mind-

minded and attentive adult in order to support the development of an emotional competent 

child.     

Willis (2011:178-180) investigated the emotional development of children in middle 

childhood placed in residential care.  The findings point out that the emotional functioning of 

these children include frequent feelings of insecurity, regression, attention-seeking 

behaviour, impulsivity as well as anxious and aggressive states.  The author (Willis, 

2011:179) suggests that the child participants did not develop the skills to recognise and 

express their emotions, and that their failure to regulate their emotional states manifested in 

inappropriate behaviours.  Their disruptive and aggressive behaviour contributed to 

experiences of rejection and consequently negatively affected their sense of self.  In terms of 

their psychosocial functioning, the children in the sample struggled to proceed to the 

competence of the age-related stage of industry versus inferiority in Erik Erikson‟s theory of 

psychosocial development (Berk, 2013:18), and found themselves in the stage of autonomy 

versus guilt or shame, associated with early childhood  (Willis, 2011:179-181). 

The emotional quality of care in a child and youth care centre can even influence the 

physical development of the children.  A comparative study of two child care institutions that 

was conducted in Germany during 1951 measured the physical progress of children in the 

two instutions under circumstances were identical nutrition were given to them.  The children 

in the orphanage with an attentive and emotionally available care-giver were physically more 

developed than the children in the orphanage with an inaccessible, punitive adult  (Music, 

2011:204).       

The above-mentioned studies illustrate the importance of an available and atuned care-giver 

and a supportive environment for the healthy development of the child.  It is therefore 
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alarming that “[t]he most extreme forms of neglect studied have been those seen in 

institutional settings” (Music, 2011:202).  The impact of maltreatment and the residential care 

setting on a child is distinct when considering the functioning of the mentioned children.  

2.4.3 The psychosocial functioning of the child placed in the child and youth care 

centre 

Children who were exposed to maltreatment often present with challenging behaviour, an 

emotional state of hyper-arousal and tend to act aggressively (Music, 2011:206).  These 

behaviours are also observed in children in child and youth care centres.  

Children placed in institutions are often described as aggressive and anti-social, have low 

self-esteem, display regressive behaviour and essentially exhibit inappropriate emotional 

expression skills (Howe, 2005:147; Otto, 2006:78; Van Wynyard, 2009:5).  Children in 

middle childhood in institutional care who were exposed to deprivation and neglect tend to 

act emotionally as younger children.  These children  present with under developed 

emotional expression skills, for example by expressing emotions exuberantly and an 

indiscriminate expression of delight towards care-givers, parents or strangers (Howe, 

2005:147).  They often present with intense emotional needs, complex behavioural issues, 

have overall delayed development and are in a state of inner turmoil (Van Wyngaard, 

2009:4; Willis, 2011:70-74).  The essential emotional competencies of these children are 

severely dysfunctional compared to their peers growing up in family settings (McAuley & 

Davis, 2009:152).   

A study on the mental health of looked after children (Stanley et al., 2005:243) identified low 

self-esteem, aggression, hostility, relationship challenges with adults and peers, poor 

concentration and tantrums as well as frequent and severe mental health issues being 

present.  In the same study (Stanley et al., 2005:243) other mental health issues that were 

found with a lesser frequency were enuresis and encopresis, drug misuse, stealing, bullying 

or victimisation, sexualised behaviour, fire setting, absconding and self-injurious behaviour.   

Cocker and Allain (2013:131) indicate that studies conducted in the United Kingdom found 

that looked after children have a significantly higher prevalence of diagnosable mental health 

disorders than the national average.  The behaviour of children placed in a child and youth 

care centre is futhermore characterised by anger outbursts, withdrawal, victimisation and 

distrust in adults (Cameron & Maginn, 2009:39).  They typically struggle in their schoolwork 

and have difficulties in forming meaningful relationships with their peers (Cocker & Allain, 

2013:132-133).  The lack of emotional regulation strategies generally found in these 
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children, lead them to internalising their emotional stress en exhibiting mental health 

problems (Cicchetti & Ng, 2014:1335).  

The  complex behaviour of children in child and youth care centres is recognised as a 

prominent obstacle in the effective functioning of these institutions (Cameron & Maginn, 

2009:39).  The children who display serious mental health needs, are more likely to be 

transferred to another placement because of their challenging behaviours or unhappines 

within the placement (Stanley et al., 2005:244).  This group of looked after children are 

specifically at risk to develop mental health disorders or behavioural difficulties (Cowie, 

2012:2).   

The challenging behaviour of children in institutional care is seen as an outcry of the 

emotional distress they are experiencing.  Children that suppress their emotions often 

communicate their emotional states through behaviour that includes aggression, anxiety, 

hyperactivity, overdependence, isolation or low self-esteem (Goodyear-Brown, 2010:34-48).  

The absence of emotional exploration is developmentally harmful for children, while children 

who do not express their emotions tend to be anxious, distressed, anti-social and 

oppositional in attempts to protect themselves (Howe, 2005:99).  It can be argued that 

increased emotional awareness can assist children in child and youth care centres to 

express their emotions in more constructive manners and in turn enhance their emotional 

self-regulation (Siegel & Bryson, 2012:53).   

In the discussion of the child in the child and youth care centre, the interrelatedness between 

the awareness and expression of emotions, and the child‟s behaviour was a recurring 

theme.  The Gestalt theoretical approach interprets problematic behaviour in children as 

communication of one‟s inner emotional states, as will be discussed in the following section.  

2.4.4 A Gestalt theoretical perspective on problem behaviour 

As indicated in Chapter one in the discussion of the theoretical framework for this study, the 

Gestalt approach concludes that a lack of awareness and contact with the self and the 

environment contributes to the development of symptomatic behaviour in children (Blom, 

2006:29; Oaklander, 2006:50).  Children placed in a child and youth care centre experienced 

the trauma related to maltreatment as well as related to the challenge of coping in a new 

care-giving environment.  Van Wyngaard (2009:79) is of the opinion that this consecutive 

exposure to trauma can result in the development of contact-boundary disturbances.   

The contact boundary is the distinction between the child and the environment and needs to 

be penetrable for the child to make effective contact with the environment.  Contact 



53 
 

boundary disturbances develop when children restrict awareness of their senses, body, 

emotions and intellect, and are characterised as ineffective ways of making contact to meet 

one‟s needs (Blom, 2006:31).  Behavioural and symptomatic responses of children in a child 

and youth care centre can thus be related to contact boundary disturbances (Otto, 2006:140; 

Van Wyngaard, 2009:69).  The following contact boundary disturbances are commonly 

found in children (Blom, 2006:32-37; Oaklander, 2006:7-12): 

 Introjection is a result of an enmeshed contact boundary between a child and their 

environment.  The child incorporates messages and information from their surroundings 

into the self without evaluating whether they agree or disagree with the content.  

Introjects result in children internalising and living messages about the self, for example 

that they are naughty or selfish.  Introjects can also lead to the development of a rigid 

personality and the belief that it is wrong to experience or express emotions.  

 Projection describes a process where a child assigns characteristics of the self onto 

other objects or people in their environment.  Children displaying projection deny 

ownership and responsibility of certain thoughts, traits, behaviours and emotions.  

Projection can result in behaviours such as lying, blaming others, aggression, destructive 

acts and not accepting responsiblity for one‟s actions.  It can also lead to ascbribing 

emotions that the self experience onto others and not taking ownership of emotions.    

 Confluence is the lack of a boundary between a child and the environment.  A child 

displaying confluence struggles to distinguish the self from the environment.  Confluence 

may manifest as overly pleasing behaviour, where the child finds it difficult to make 

choices and is prepared to do anything that others expect of him or her.  

 Retroflection is the process where a child turns the wishes to act towards objects or 

significant others in the environment, onto the self.  Physical symptoms like headaches, 

stomach pains or nausea are associated with retroflection.  Retroflection can also 

manifest as self-harm. 

 Deflection is when a child avoids interaction or contact with objects or persons in their 

environment.  Deflection can be related to the inability to control one‟s emotions and 

often manifest in behaviours such as anger outbursts, tantrums, hyperactivity, acting out 

behaviour, fantasising or daydreaming. 

 Desensitisation refers to cutting off the use of sensory and physical contact with the self 

and the environment. It involves a numbing of bodily sensations and, as a result, a 

desensitised child often struggles to experience emotions. 
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 Egotism involves a diminished or subjective emotional awareness of experiences.  It 

manifests as efforts to continuously attempt to be in control of all aspects of their life.  

These children have a rational awareness of their experience, but lack an emotional 

awareness and sponteneity related to these experiences. 

Oaklander (1994) in Blom (2006:31) notes that children who are exposed to negative 

circumstances, often learn from an early age to make use of contact boundary disturbances 

in order to survive.  From a Gestalt perspective, the child is regarded as a holistic entity, 

implying that change in one part of an organism will influence other parts thereof (Blom, 

2006:22-23).  The concept of holism is in line with the argument of Siegel and Bryson 

(2012:53) that increased emotional awareness could lead to enhanced emotional self-

regulation.  As poor emotional awareness and emotional regulation manifest in negative 

behaviours (Goodyear-Brown, 2010:34-48; Howe, 2005:99) the concept of holism can 

further imply that increased emotional awareness could have a positive influence on a child‟s 

behaviour.  

The goal of the study was to evaluate an an emotional awareness programme for children in 

middle childhood within the context of a child and youth care centre.  The relevant 

programme will be briefly outlined in the following section.  

2.5  AN EMOTIONAL AWARENESS PROGRAMME 

The development of emotional knowledge in children occurs in a similar manner to which 

other knowledge is analysed and memorised.  Children analyse their environment and 

process situations by obtaining information from the environment, evaluating this information 

against already existing knowledge, then organising and integrating the new information into 

existing knowledge, and storing it in memory  (Wranik et al., 2007:397).  In a similar manner, 

children learn about emotions by experiencing a situation, becoming aware of a physical 

sensation,  evaluating the sensation and labelling a relevant emotion based on an existing 

emotional schema, for example angry, and lastly, following with specific actions or 

behavioural outcomes.  Thus, for optimal emotional functioning, it is necessary that children 

possess knowledge of emotions.  This knowledge comprises of a comprehension of the 

attributes of specific emotional schemas and the realisation of how different regulation 

strategies can effect one‟s emotional functioning (Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:282).  

Gaining knowledge about emotions is therefore conceptual and depends on the 

environment.  Stegge and Terwogt (2007:273) uphold that young children associate an 

emotional experience with an observable external indication, for example “I am happy 

because I receive a gift.”  The development of emotional awareness can thus be related to 
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acquiring emotional knowledge, which is based on a learning process in which knowledge is 

obtained and memorised.  This fact supports the use of a programme in which the skills of 

emotional awareness could be taught to children in middle childhood.  

An emotional awareness programme was developed by Knoetze (2012) with the focus on 

enhancing the emotional awareness of children in middle childhood in an educational 

setting.  In this study, the programme was evaluated with children in middle childhood in the 

context of a child and youth care centre.  The programme is divided into seven modules and 

is presented over a period of seven weeks.  Each module consists of a number of activities 

to support the aim of the specific module.  The seven modules focus on the following 

aspects respectively: building a relationship with the children, knowledge of different 

emotions, emotional language, empathy, emotional regulation, problem solving, and 

summarising and termination of the programme.  An outline of the programme developed by 

Knoetze (2012) is attached as Appendix A. 

2.6 CONCLUSION 

Therapeutic interventions aimed at increasing awareness of the self, which include an 

enhanced awareness of emotions, is seen as a manner in which the psychosocial 

functioning of traumatised children can be promoted (Music, 2011:206).  An emotional 

awareness programme such as the programme by Knoetze (2012) which was evaluated in 

this study, can be seen as such an intervention.  This chapter aimed to clarify applicable 

concepts and emphasise the relevance of enhancing the emotional awareness of children in 

middle childhood, specifically in the context of a child and youth care centre.  The negative 

impact that maltreatment and a placement in residential care can have on the child, support 

the goal of the research, which was to evaluate an emotional awareness programme that 

might assist these children in enhancing their emotional awareness and subsequently their 

psychosocial functioning.  The research methodology that was followed, the ethical 

considerations as well as the findings of the study will be presented in the next chapter.        
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

In Chapter two the importance of developing emotional awareness in middle childhood was 

highlighted, as emotional awareness assists the child in becoming competent in all domains 

of functioning and promotes mental well-being.  The reviewed literature indicates the 

detrimental effects of maltreatment and residential care on children placed in child and youth 

care centres, which negatively affect their psychosocial functioning and put them at risk to 

develop issues in later life.  Therefore, the importance of exposing children in residential 

care to effective interventions is emphasised.  The development of emotional awareness 

skills might promote integrated and holistic functioning in emotional, social and cognitive 

domains.  The assumption that the enhancement of children‟s levels of emotional awareness 

can help them to adjust behaviours and cope with emotional stress (Knoetze, 2012:212; 

Music, 2011:107), thus supporting growth and development, is concurrent with the rationale 

of the research.   

An emotional awareness programme developed by Knoetze that (2012) specifically focuses 

on emotional awareness of children in middle childhood, was found effective to increase the 

levels of emotional awareness of children in middle childhood in a school setting.  The goal 

of the study was to evaluate the mentioned programme with children in middle childhood in a 

child and youth care centre in the North-West Province.  The research methodology and 

ethical considerations related to the study, as well as the empirical findings will be presented 

in this chapter.  The hypothesis and sub-hypotheses for the study, as was stated in Chapter 

one, will be integrated into the discussion of the research findings.  

3.2 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

In this section the discussion of the research methodology will focus on the research 

approach, type of research, the research design, the sample, as well as on data collection 

and analysis.  

3.2.1 Research approach 

Social science research can be conducted from a quantitative, qualitative or mixed method 

approach.  The research approach served as the blueprint that theoretically underlied the 

research process to most effectively attain the research goals and objectives in a scientific 

manner (Denscombe, 2009:99; Fouché et al., 2011:143).  A quantitative research approach 
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rendered itself pragmatic to achieve the research goal and objectives.  A key principle of 

quantitative methodology entails that the data is translated into numerical interpretations 

(Goertz & Mahoney, 2012:17; Rubin & Babbie, 2011:67).  A quantitative approach was thus 

in line with this study which was intended to evaluate the effectiveness of an emotional 

awareness programme by calculating and analysing levels of emotional awareness.  

The measurement of emotional awareness was presented in statistical representations of 

the respondents‟ skills to be in contact with their own emotions, to distinguish between 

various emotions and to express their affective states verbally.  The emphasis on the 

mentioned aspects was regarded in this study as the three variables related to emotional 

awareness.  These variables were measured and analysed to make conclusions and 

recommendations about the effectiveness of an emotional awareness programme (Fouché & 

Delport, 2011:63; Grinnell et al., 2012:139; Rubin & Babbie, 2011:67).   

Social research attempts to explore, explain, describe and evaluate or indicate relations of 

an issue in the social science profession.  These objectives can be seen as the various 

subtypes of research.  This research incorporated elements of explanatory research as it 

attempted to test a hypothesis and to describe the outcomes of an emotional awareness 

programme on the emotional awareness of the respondents (Fouché & De Vos, 2011:96; 

Rubin & Babbie, 2011:133-135). 

3.2.2 Type of research 

Applied research was applicable to the study as the study focused on a specific issue in 

practise (Fouché & De Vos, 2011:94).  The specific issue related to the evaluation of an 

emotional awareness programme, which could be an intervention to enhance service 

delivery to children in a child and youth care centre.  The type of research was thus applied 

research (Denscombe, 2009:11).  The evaluation of the impact of a specific programme, 

namely the Emotional Awareness Programme (EA Programme) developed by Knoetze 

(2012), also classifies this research as programme evaluation research (Fouché, 2011:453; 

Grinnell et al., 2012:26).   

3.2.3 Research design 

This research was based on an experimental research design, which is described as 

scientific research methods that are applied to determine the relationship between a cause 

and effect or between a dependant and independent variable (Grinnell et al., 2012:222; 

Rubin & Babbie, 2011:253).  The continuum of experimental designs starts with the pre-

experimental design, quasi-experimental and then the true experimental design (Fouché et 
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al., 2011:144-145).  The criteria for the true experimental design are that the participants are 

selected randomly and are assigned indiscriminately to either the experimental or the control 

group (Rubin & Babbie, 2011:253).  The experimental group is then exposed to an 

independent variable, such as a programme or intervention, while the control group does not 

receive the intervention during the time of the study (Grinnell et al., 2012:145).   

In cases where the randomised selection of participants is unfeasible, a quasi-experimental 

research design is applied, as was the case in this study (Rubin & Babbie, 2011:272). 

Randomisation was impractical as the sample was selected according to a certain sampling 

criteria and each member of the population did not have an equal chance of being selected.  

The quasi-experimental design entailed that two groups, the comparison group and the 

experimental group, completed the pre-test and post-test at the same point in time (Grinnell 

et al., 2012:222).  After both groups completed the pre-test, only the experimental group was 

exposed to the intervention, namely the EA Programme after which both groups completed 

the post-test again (Fouché et al., 2011:150; Grinnell et al., 2012:222).  

The EA Programme was presented to the respondents of the experimental group as an eight 

week group work programme.  The EA Programme consists of seven modules with different 

activities that were presented in an hour-long group work session twice a week.  The 

researcher presented the programme herself and a special session was held at the end of 

the programme to address debriefing and termination. 

It is recognised that one of the obstacles in a quasi-experimental design is that the 

intervention is not applied as it is meant to be delivered (Rubin & Babbie, 2011:284).  The 

researcher made an in-depth study of the EA Programme and presented the programme 

herself.  This enhanced the probability that the intervention was delivered as it was intended 

by the developer, Knoetze (2012).  

3.2.4 Population and sample 

Research with the intention to evaluate a programme can obtain data from people or analyse 

existing data or documents (Grinnell et al., 2012:270).  In the case of this study the data was 

collected from children.  The population, which is defined as the prospective participants that 

have specific characteristics as determined by the parameters of the study (Strydom, 

2011a:223), were children in middle childhood who resided in a child and youth care centre 

in the North-West Province.  The child and youth care centre was selected by applying the 

convenience or availability sampling method.  This entailed that the centre was the easiest 

accessible to the researcher and had the most available respondents meeting the 

requirements of the study (Grinnell et al., 2012:231). 
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From the population, the researcher selected the sample as a representative portion of the 

population that would be available and could be involved in the study (Grinnell et al., 

2012:273).  A non-probability sampling method was used to select the sample of 

respondents from the child and youth care centre, namely purposive sampling (Grinnell et 

al., 2012:274-275; Strydom, 2011a:231).  This sampling method entailed that the 

respondents were selected based on the judgement of the researcher in terms of them 

possessing key characteristics that were required for the study (Strydom, 2011a:232).    

A sample of 18 respondents was selected from the child and youth care centre in the North-

West Province according to the following selection criteria: 

 Language:   The respondents were Afrikaans speaking. 

 Developmental phase:  Between the ages of seven and twelve years. 

 Education:  Children enrolled in Gr. 3 to 6 in a mainstream Afrikaans medium school. 

 Programme:  They were not involved in any programmes that had the same 

objectives as the EA Programme during the time of the research.  

The sample was then randomly divided into two groups of nine respondents each, by listing 

them alphabetically and selecting every second name from the alphabetical list.  The two 

groups represented the comparison and experimental group.  The researcher then randomly 

assigned which was the experimental and which the comparison group.   

3.2.5 Data collection methods 

The data was obtained by using a standardised measuring instrument, the Levels of 

Emotional Awareness Scale for Children (LEAS-C) (Appendix B).  The instrument was 

completed by the respondents as a group administered questionnaire.  The measuring 

instrument has been translated into Afrikaans and effectively administered in other studies 

and other languages with the consent of the founders (Knoetze, 2012:177; Otto, 2006:128).  

Thus the instrument was applicable to utilise with Afrikaans-speaking respondents in this 

study.  The questionnaire was utilised with the written permission of the Department of 

Psychiatry of the University of Arizona in the USA (Appendix C). 

3.2.5.1 Measuring instrument 

The LEAS-C consists of a questionnaire, a scoring manual and a glossary of words.  The 

questionnaire consists of 12 scenarios with open questions.  The questions illicit answers 

about the emotions respondents would experience and how they think another party would 

feel in the hypothetical scenarios.  The self-reported responses are then analysed in terms of 
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the emotional vocabulary used and scored according to the instructions in the manual and 

the glossary of words (Bagjar et al., 2005:572). 

The glossary of words that constructs the emotional vocabulary is organised in the LEAS-C 

into four categories; levels zero, one, two and three, as related to the emotional content of a 

specific word, with level three representing the most descriptive emotional words.  The 

responses are then rated at a specific level that corresponds with the degree of emotional 

content.  Each question contains two responses: a response for how the self and for how 

another person would feel.  Both responses are scored according to the level of emotional 

complexity.  The total score for each scenario is then calculated based on the specific level 

from each response for the self and the response for the other.      

The glossary of words corroborates the grading of emotional words according to their 

emotional content.  After scoring individual emotional words according to the above process, 

the degree of emotional awareness for each question is calculated on five levels, with level 

five representing the highest level of emotional awareness.  A more detailed explanation of 

the levels of responses will be given complementary to the discussion of the empirical 

results in the next section of this chapter.  

3.2.5.2 Validity and reliability of the measuring instrument 

The LEAS-C is a standardised measuring instrument that is intended to measure children‟s 

level of emotional awareness in terms of ability to be aware of own emotions, discriminate 

between different emotions and verbalise own emotions.  The instrument was therefore 

adequately tested, which confirms the validity (the extent to which a measuring instrument 

actually measures the intended component) and reliability (the extent to which the same 

results will be obtained from respondents under the same conditions) of the instrument 

(Bajgar et al., 2005:581; Grinnell et al., 2012:246-247).   

The developers of the LEAS-C have provided preliminary evidence of the reliability and 

validity of the measuring instrument, indicating acceptable internal consistency (co-efficient 

alpha=.66) and good inter-rater reliability (r=.89)” (Bajgar et al., 2005:577, 579; Knoetze, 

2012:178).   

The measuring instrument was translated from English to Afrikaans in Knoetze‟s study with 

the permission of the developers of the LEAS-C (Knoetze, 2012:177).  Knoetze (2012:177) 

confirms this by stating that “Dr. Lane indicated that translated questionnaires were already 

successfully utilized in other languages.”  The fact that a translated version of the LEAS-C 

were used in this study, should not have a considerable effect on the validity and reliability of 
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the measuring instrument as the developers confirmed the effective application of the LEAS-

C in other languages and Knoetze demonstrated the successful utilization of the LEAS-C in 

Afrikaans (Knoetze, 2012:177, 223). 

A pilot study of the questionnaire was thus not required as the instrument had been 

subjected to extensive research and was developed into a standardised measuring 

instrument of emotional awareness in children (Bajgar et al., 2005:581; Delport & 

Roestenburg, 2011:195).    

3.2.5.3 Administration of the measuring instrument 

Data was collected by the means of a group administered questionnaire.  An advantage of 

the group administered questionnaire is that the respondents complete the instrument under 

the same circumstances, which minimise the chance to manipulate their feedback (Delport & 

Roestenburg, 2011:189).  The respondents were residents at a child and youth care centre 

and were available at the same location at the same point in time to be able to complete a 

group administered questionnaire.  

The pre-test was completed by the comparison and experimental groups at the same 

location and at the same time.  After the pre-test, the researcher presented the EA 

Programme to the experimental group.  After the completion of the programme, both groups 

completed the measuring instrument as a post-test, under the same circumstances as in the 

pre-test.  The researcher was present during the administration of the questionnaires which 

contributed to the fact that all the questionnaires that were administered were fully 

completed.  The researcher could thus ensure that the respondents were exposed to the 

same circumstances and could prevent the manipulation of feedback. 

A possible disadvantage of the group-administered questionnaire is that the respondents 

might be inhibited to approach the researcher if they do not understand a question (Grinnell 

et al., 2012:279, 276).  The researcher addressed this issue by informing the respondents 

that they could indicate if they had any questions by raising their hand.  The respondents 

were comfortable to indicate to the researcher if they did not understand a question and the 

researcher then clarified the issue with the respondent without distracting the larger group. 

3.2.6 Data analysis   

Data analysis when utilising quantitative research methods entails that the information 

collected from the respondents is processed and calculated into easily understandable 

structured numerical representations or statistics either manually or by using a computer 

software programme (Denscombe, 2009:155; Fouché & Bartley, 2011:249; Grinnell et al., 
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2012:314).  After coding the responses on the questionnaires, the researcher analysed and 

interpreted the data by using the SPC-XL Software for Microsoft Excel, and presented the 

findings in figures and graphs, which were followed by a discussion.  The mentioned 

computer software allowed the researcher to analyse and interpret the collected data in 

terms of the effect of the EA Programme (the independent variable) on the levels of 

emotional awareness of the respondents (the dependent variable) and report it through 

numerical graphs, diagrams and tables.  These representations were then contextualised to 

add meaning to the data collected. 

It is recognised that the dual role of the researcher as interventionist and researcher could 

lead to bias in the interpretation of the findings. However, the intervention was specifically 

guided by the modules and activities as indicated in the EA Programme.  The researcher 

was reflexive in her role as interventionist by planning the group sessions according to the 

programme and writing field notes to evaluate to what extent she presented the programme 

according to its intended content.  The use of a standardised measuring instrument, the 

LEAS-C, enhanced the objectivity of the researcher as the data was scored against a pre-

determined glossary of words and analysed according to the stipulations of the LEAS-C.  

The researchers‟ awareness of her dual role and the application of the abovementioned 

strategies contributed to the fact that the most objective results possible were acquired.     

Preceding the presentation and discussion of the empirical results, it is important to 

recognise the ethical considerations that were taken into account during the study.         

3.3 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Ethics in research provided the researcher with guidelines to conduct research in such a 

manner that the research process obtains the most accurate data whilst respecting the moral 

values of the social work profession and wider society (Denscombe, 2009:74-75; Grinnell et 

al., 2012:73-74). The research was conducted with the permission of authorities at the child 

and youth care centre (Appendix D) and approval by the Research Ethics Committee of the 

Faculty of Humanities, University of Pretoria (Appendix E). 

3.3.1 Avoidance of harm to respondents 

During research the prevention of doing harm to respondents needs to be considered by a 

researcher in the social sciences (Grinnell et al., 2012:71).  Even though the research did 

not have the direct intention to cause any degree of harm, the researcher took caution as the 

respondents involved in the study possessed attributes that rendered them vulnerable 

(Denscombe, 2009:63; Rubin & Babbie,  2011:78).   
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Although the developer of the EA Programme emphasised that the programme aims to 

enhance knowledge and skills about emotions and is not focused on personal emotional 

content (Knoetze, 2012:180), the researcher recognised the possibility of emotional harm 

(Strydom, 2011b:115).  The respondents in the study were residents in a child and youth 

care centre and have been exposed to varying degrees of trauma.  The researcher 

presented the EA Programme herself and attempted to deliver the content as it was 

intended, namely to focus on knowledge and awareness of emotions, and did not elaborate 

on the personal trauma experiences of the respondents.   

As a rule of practice of the setting, the respondents were assigned a social worker at the 

child and youth care centre.  If a respondent experienced emotional discomfort, the 

researcher would have referred them to the social worker.  The well-being of the group 

members were monitored by debriefing at the end of each session and by the researcher 

writing field notes after each session.  No need was found to refer any respondent to the 

social worker.    

At the time of the research, the researcher had five years‟ experience in working with 

children placed in child and youth care centres.  The researcher drew from this experience to 

establish a professional relationship with the respondents in her role as facilitator of the 

group as well as researcher.  In order to minimise the possibility of emotional distress, 

attention was paid to prepare the respondents for the termination of the group.  The final 

session also focused specifically on debriefing the respondents and adequately terminating 

the group.  

3.3.2 Inclusion in treatment 

During experimental research the comparison group is not exposed to the intervention or 

programme at the time of the research but this does not imply that they are being denied 

services (Strydom, 2011b:121).  The study intended to measure the effectiveness of the EA 

Programme specifically and this did not relate directly to other areas of service delivery to 

the respondents.  Both the experimental and comparison groups were involved in their 

therapeutic and developmental services as rendered by the institution and at the time of the 

research did not attend any programmes that had similar objectives as the EA Programme.  

The EA Programme was provided to the social worker at the child and youth care centre to 

be presented to the comparison group after the completion of the post-test.  The programme 

has however not been presented to the comparison group due to a high case load and 

would thus be presented by the researcher during the first term of 2016.   
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3.3.3 Informed consent 

The informed consent of the legal guardians is necessary when the respondents are children 

(Denscombe, 2009:70; Grinnell et al., 2012:80).  The legal guardian of the respondents for 

the study was the director of the child and youth care centre.  The director signed a letter of 

informed consent for each child who took part in the study.  The letter of informed consent 

provided the details of the research; the research objectives, research methods and the 

possible risks were also explained in this document (Appendix F).    

The respondents in a study maintain the right to be informed about the objectives and the 

process of the research project even though they are children (Grinnell et al., 2012:79; Rubin 

& Babbie, 2011:77; Strydom 2011b:118).  The respondents were informed verbally and by 

the means of an informed consent letter, about the objectives and the research process 

(Appendix G) whereby the respondents gave their consent to participate in the study, known 

as informed assent.  The informed assent letter was formulated at the comprehension level 

of children in the developmental phase of middle childhood.  Keeping in mind that the 

respondents did not necessarily read the letter of informed assent, they were also informed 

verbally by the researcher reading the assent letter out loud and explaining the content in 

terms of the research objectives and process before executing the pre-test.     

3.3.4 Voluntary participation 

Literature on social science research methods emphasise that any participation in any kind 

of research should be voluntary (Rubin & Babbie, 2011:77; Strydom, 2011b:116).  The 

respondents were informed about their right to withdraw from the study at any time without 

any negative consequences for them.  The child and youth care centre was also informed 

that their participation is voluntary and that the respondents maintained the right to withdraw.   

The researcher communicated this to the respondents before the completion of the pre-test 

and also stipulated this in the informed assent document.  The respondents were also 

verbally reminded of their right to withdraw before they started the post-test.  The researcher 

was not employed by the child and youth care centre and there was thus no conflict of 

interest.   

3.3.5 Right to confidentiality 

Anonymity entails that the researcher is unable to identify the respondents based on the 

data.  Confidentiality involves that despite the researcher being able to identify the feedback 

of a respondent, that the researcher agrees to not disclose or publish any identifying details 

(Denscombe, 2009:64; Grinnell et al., 2012:88; Rubin & Babbie, 2011:83).  
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The researcher was aware of the identity of the participants as she personally presented the 

EA Programme.  Although anonymity was not ensured, the questionnaires were completed 

ensuring confidentiality of information.  Questionnaires were coded to correlate pre-test and 

post-test data.  The raw data was archived according to the data storage stipulations 

prescribed by the University of Pretoria.  The details of the child and youth care centre are 

not published to ensure the privacy and further protect the participants‟ identity.   

3.3.6 Debriefing of respondents 

Debriefing was intended to provide the respondents with the opportunity to work through 

their experience of the research, to clarify any misconceptions and to provide answers to any 

questions they might have had related to the research (Strydom, 2011b:122).  The 

researcher debriefed the respondents of both the experimental and the comparison groups 

directly after the completion of the post-test, while the experimental group was debriefed 

during presentation of the programme at the end of every module.  As the programme 

focused on the development of skills related to emotional awareness, the risk of harm was 

considered minimal.   

3.3.7 Reporting on research findings 

Ethical research requires that results and findings be published as accurately and 

scientifically as possible (Rubin & Babbie, 2011:85).  These authors remind researchers that 

the truthful publication of negative or ineffective results is vital, as this contributes to the 

critical evaluation of evidence based practise.  The research report was written under the 

supervision of a study leader and the researcher presents the findings in a truthful manner, 

with recognition of the limitations of the study which were mentioned in Chapter one.  The 

research report is also available in the library of the University of Pretoria. 

The researcher also provided written feedback on the research findings to the child and 

youth care centre involved in the study.  In this regard, it is recognised that the involvement 

of different stakeholders in research can lead to the misreporting of data to avoid a conflict of 

interest (Grinnell et al., 2012:95).  The researcher was not involved at the child and youth 

care centre and had no conflict of interest in this regard.  She further maintained objectivity 

in the data analysis and presentation of the research findings.  The empirical findings are 

presented in the next section. 
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3.4 EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

The empirical findings of the research are presented in two sections.  Section A will provide 

the biographical information of the respondents.  In Section B the findings based on the data 

collected are presented and will focus on:  

 The development of an emotional vocabulary, and 

 The levels of emotional awareness. 

3.4.1 Section A: Biographical profile of respondents 

The biographical profile of respondents in this study will be discussed according to their 

language, age and education, gender, and their involvement in programmes. 

3.4.1.1 Language 

The respondents in the study were children placed in a child and youth care centre in the 

North-West Province.  All of the respondents (100%) were Afrikaans speaking and enrolled 

in an Afrikaans medium school.  The EA Programme, as developed by Knoetze (2012), was 

presented in Afrikaans.  The LEAS-C was translated into Afrikaans for the purpose of 

Knoetze‟s study (Knoetze, 2012).  Both the EA Programme and the data collection 

instrument were therefore in the mother tongue of the respondents.   

3.4.1.2 Age and education 

As the study was about evaluating an emotional awareness programme for children in 

middle childhood, all the respondents in the sample were in middle childhood.  Children in 

middle childhood have the capacity to understand emotions, to express emotions and 

recognise emotions in others (Beck et al., 2012:504; Charlesworth et al., 2011:193; Cowie, 

2012:17).  The data collection methods required that the respondents possess adequate 

reading and writing skills to participate in the research.  The respondents were in Grade 3 to 

Grade 6 educationally and between the ages seven and 12 years.   

The average age of the respondents was between 10 and 11 years and their grades were 

between Gr. 3 and Gr. 4, with a slight difference between the experimental and the 

comparison group.  These figures are presented in Table 3.1.  
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Table 3.1:  Average age and school grade of respondents 

Group Average age Average grade 

Comparison group 10 years Gr. 3 

Experimental 11 years Gr. 4 

 

The respondents were randomly assigned to either the experimental or the comparison 

group.  The comparison group‟s average age was ten years, with the youngest respondent 

being nine years old and the oldest being 11 years of age.  The average age of the 

experimental group was 11 years, with the youngest respondent being nine years old and 

the oldest being 12 years old.  The average educational grade for the comparison group was 

Gr. 3 and for the experimental group was Gr. 4.  The difference between the averages of the 

comparison and experimental group in age and grade were one year and one school grade 

respectively.  

3.4.1.3 Gender  

There were 18 children in the child and youth care centre that fitted the sampling criteria and 

could be included in the sample.  All of these children were included in the sample and 

represented nine male and nine female respondents.  The respondents were divided either 

into the experimental or the comparison group based on simple random sampling.  The 

gender distribution in the two groups is presented in Table 3.2. 

Table 3.2:  Representation of gender of the respondents 

Group Gender Frequency Percentage 

Comparison group Male 4 44 % 

Female 5 56% 

Experimental group Male 5 56% 

Female 4 44% 

 



68 
 

The distribution of gender between the two groups displays a minor difference.  The 

comparison group consisted of one more female than male respondent and the experimental 

group of one more male than female respondent.   

3.4.1.4  Programmes 

The respondents in the study were not involved in any other programmes during the time of 

the study at the child and youth care centre that had the same objective as the EA 

Programme. 

3.4.2 Section B: Empirical findings 

 

The data obtained through the utilisation of the standardised measuring instrument, the 

Levels of Emotional Awareness Scale for Children (LEAS-C) developed by Bajgar and Lane 

(2003), will be discussed in this section.  

The experimental group was exposed to the EA Programme with the intention to measure 

the levels of emotional awareness of the experimental and comparison group by the means 

of a pre- and post-test, and then compare the effect of the EA Programme on the 

experimental group in terms of: 

 The development of an emotional vocabulary and the extent to which the respondents 

were able to express themselves emotionally. 

 The effect of the EA Programme on the levels of emotional awareness of the 

respondents.  

The aim of the EA Programme is to enhance the emotional awareness of children in middle 

childhood (Knoetze, 2012:191).  A direct objective of the programme is to expand children‟s 

emotional vocabulary to complement their emotional expression.  The measurement of 

emotional awareness in this study focused on the extent to which the respondents were in 

contact with their emotions, were able to discriminate between emotions and could express 

their affective states verbally.  The expansion of their emotional vocabulary was measured 

as a basic component of emotional awareness.  A demonstration of the respondents‟ 

emotional vocabulary, measured in terms of the frequency of emotion words according to 

different levels of responses, will first be discussed, followed by the presentation of their 

levels of emotional awareness measured by the LEAS-C.   

The standardised measuring instrument, the LEAS-C, calculates an emotional awareness 

value based on the interpretation of a child‟s responses to twelve scenarios in terms of their 

own and another person‟s emotions.  The emotion words in a response are scored against a 
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glossary of words in Bajgar and Lane (2003), according to which the responses are assigned 

a specific value ranging from level zero to level five.  Levels zero to three are scored against 

the glossary of words, while level four and five responses are analysed according to a 

specific combination of level three responses.  An increase in higher level responses from 

the pre- to the post-test will thus indicate the improvement of emotional awareness.  A 

comparison of the emotional vocabulary and the levels of emotional awareness between the 

experimental and the comparison group in the pre- and post-test will be indicative of the 

effectiveness of the EA Programme.  

The next section will present an analysis of the frequency of the different levels of words 

found in the responses from the comparison and experimental group in the pre- and post-

test.  The levels are fixed values scored according to the glossary of words that forms part of 

the LEAS-C from Bajgar and Lane (2003:5) and Lane (1991).  The frequency is then 

calculated by counting the number of times a specific level response occurs.  The frequency 

of the different levels of responses is not the same as calculating the final value for the levels 

of emotional awareness; this value will be discussed further under point 3.4.2.4.         

3.4.2.1 Frequency of emotion word responses according to the LEAS-C levels of 

emotional value 

The following section indicates the number of emotion responses from the respondents as 

scored against the glossary of words provided in the LEAS-C.  The emotion responses are 

scored according to levels zero to five, with level zero indicating no emotional content and 

level five representing a comprehensive and differentiating emotional response (Bajgar & 

Lane, 2003:5-6; Lane, 1991).  The graphs in this section are organised in terms of the total 

number of responses that correlate with a specific level during the pre- and post-test for the 

experimental and the comparison group respectively.  The frequency of responses in the 

different levels are analysed separately from the actual levels of emotional awareness to 

indicate the increase or decrease in the words, thus the vocabulary, that correlate with the 

specific level it represents.  A chart that depicts a conclusive analysis will then be given to 

indicate the prevalence of the total responses for level zero to level five that appeared for 

each group during the pre- and post-test.  The scoring guidelines for the adult-based LEAS 

are the same as the LEAS-C for minors that were used in this study (Bajgar & Lane, 2003:5).  

The different scoring levels are explained in more detail in the Guidelines for the LEAS 

Scoring Manual and Glossary (Lane, 1991), attached as Appendix H and the LEAS-C, a 

Supplement to the LEAS Scoring Manual (Bajgar & Lane, 2003) attached as Appendix I. 
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 Level zero  

A level zero response entails that no emotional feedback was given and the response can 

be seen as a cognitive thought or idea, for example when a respondent stated “I think” 

instead of “I feel” (Bajgar & Lane, 2003:5; Lane, 1991).  Level zero responses can be 

regarded as non-emotional responses.  The frequency of level zero responses for both 

groups were minimal, as presented in Figure 3.1.   

 

Figure 3.1:  Frequency of level zero responses 

Figure 3.1 indicates that there was an increase in level zero responses in the comparison 

group from five (5) responses in the pre-test to 11 responses in the post-test.  In the 

experimental group, the level zero responses decreased from four (4) in the pre-test to one 

(1) in the post-test.  The slight decrease in the level zero responses in the experimental 

group could be explained by the increase in higher level responses as a result of their 

exposure to the EA Programme, as will be discussed subsequently.  

 Level one 

A level one response includes reactions of indifference, such as not knowing what the self or 

the other person would feel.  The LEAS-C responses classified as level one also involves 

physical reactions such as “feeling sick” or an apathetic response such as “not feeling 

anything” (Bajgar & Lane, 2003:5; Lane, 1991).  In the pre-test as well as the post-test, both 

the comparison and the experimental group had a limited number of level one responses, as 

presented in Figure 3.2.   
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Figure 3.2:  Frequency of level one responses 

Figure 3.2 indicates that the comparison group demonstrated a slight increase in level one 

responses from the pre-test to the post-test; from seven (7) to ten (10).  The level one 

responses of the experimental group decreased, from seven (7) in the pre-test to three (3) in 

the post-test.  The decrease of level one responses in the experimental group is noteworthy 

when considered within the context of the analysis of the higher level responses.   

 Level two 

Any action tendency, if demonstrating an emotion, is regarded as a level two response such 

as “I would feel like hitting someone” as well as a simplified universal answer such as “I 

would feel bad” (Bagjar & Lane, 2003:6; Lane, 1991).  The glossary of words provided by the 

LEAS-C regards level two responses as more specified emotional feedback than level zero 

and level one, but still not as expressive as a level three word.  Level two responses are thus 

more universal emotional responses than level zero and level one, but are still only vaguely 

descriptive.  The responses of the respondents that were regarded as reflecting level two 

responses are presented in Figure 3.3. 

 

Figure 3.3: Frequency of level two responses 
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As indicated in Figure 3.3 the comparison group gave almost twice as many level two 

responses than the experimental group in the pre-test.  The frequency of level two 

responses in the comparison group decreased from 63 in the pre-test to 36 in the post-test, 

while the level two responses of the experimental group increased from 36 to 42; an 

increase of eight (8) responses.  The decrease in the level two responses of the comparison 

group, could be related to the fact that the level zero and one responses of the comparison 

group increased (as demonstrated in Figures 3.1 and 3.2) in the post-test.  The slight 

increase in level two words of the experimental group could be indicative of their use of 

higher level emotional words and needs to be interpreted only as a part of the total analysis 

of the frequencies of responses. 

 Level three 

Level three responses entail simplified emotional responses such as “I would feel angry” 

(Bajgar & Lane, 2003:6; Lane, 1991).   Level three responses indicate specific emotions, e.g. 

“sad”, words closely related to emotions, e.g. “let down”, and words that convey emotions, 

e.g. “sympathy”.  Words with emotional content are found in level three responses, but are 

used exclusively without descriptive variations, for example a simple statement conveying a 

single emotion such as “I would feel sad”.   

 

Figure 3.4:  Frequency of level three responses 

Figure 3.4 demonstrates the high prevalence of level three responses as compared to level 

zero, one and two responses in the pre- and the post-test of both groups.  In the pre-test, 

level three responses occurred 194 times for the comparison group and 186 times for the 

experimental group.  The comparison group‟s level three responses increased from 194 to 

207; demonstrating an increase of 13 responses.  The post-test of the experimental group 

measured 221 level three responses, calculating an increase of 35 responses.  The greater 
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increase in level three responses in the experimental group demonstrates the use of more 

advanced words in their emotional vocabulary.   

 Level four 

According to the LEAS-C glossary of words, a level four score is given when more than one 

level three emotion words are used in combination as part of one response.  Level four 

responses are not included in the glossary of words provided by the LEAS-C but are 

considered as level three responses that suggest an understanding of emotional intricacy 

and emotional awareness (Bajgar & Lane, 2003:6; Lane, 1991).  Level four responses are 

only scored when a blend of level three words is present, such as:  “I would feel angry and 

slightly scared.”   The response is thus more complex and descriptive of an emotional 

reaction, supporting a more progressed skill to verbally express emotions.  The frequency of 

level four responses is presented in Figure 3.5. 

 

Figure 3.5:  Frequency of level four responses 

As indicated in Figure 3.5, there was an increase of level four responses in the post-test of 

the comparison group.  This increase from 15 to 19 responses was however relatively small.  

The experimental groups‟ increase from 11 to 40 level four responses from the pre- to the 

post-test demonstrates the development of a more complex emotional vocabulary in terms of 

the combination of a variety of level three words.  The increase in usage of level three words 

by the experimental group supported the increase in frequency of level four responses, 

which are ultimately scored according to the variety of level three words used in a specific 

response.  The increase of 29 level four responses in the experimental group indicates this 

groups‟ improved ability to reflect on and express emotional states with combinations of 

emotion words; thus enhanced levels of emotional awareness and emotional expression.  
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 Level five 

Similar to level four responses, level five responses are not scored against the glossary of 

words provided by the LEAS-C.  A level five response is obtained when two level four 

responses are awarded to a particular scenario, one to the self and one to the other, and 

only if the two responses are clearly distinguishable from each other (Bajgar & Lane, 2003:6; 

Lane, 1991). 

The responses for a level five score thus entail that the two responses consist of intricate, 

combined but differentiated emotional content for the self and the other.  Two level four 

responses will thus not inherently equal a level five response.  A level four score for the „self‟ 

and a level four score for „other‟ will give a total level five score, only if the two level four 

responses are clearly distinguishable from one another.  Figure 3.6 provides a presentation 

of the frequency of level five responses. 

  

Figure 3.6:  Frequency of level five responses 

A limited number of level five responses were given in the pre-tests of both groups, with the 

comparison group scoring one (1) and the experimental group scoring two (2) level five 

responses.  Both the comparison and experimental group showed a limited increase in level 

five words in the post-test, with the experimental group showing a slightly higher increase of 

three (3) level five responses, compared to the increase of one (1) response in the 

comparison group.  A level five response encompasses an empathetic element in which a 

unique response for the other is required.  It is possible that the EA Programme was not 

effective in equipping the respondents to apply empathetic skills.   
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3.4.2.2 Summary of the frequency of emotion level responses 

A summary of the responses of both the experimental and comparison groups in the pre- 

and post-test will be provided in the following section.  

 

Figure 3.7:  Summative chart of the frequencies of the different response levels 

The overall low level zero and level one responses for both the comparison and 

experimental group in the pre-test, is illustrated in Figure 3.7.  In the pre-test, the frequencies 

of the responses on levels one and two were very similar for both the groups.  In the post-

test, there was an increase in both level zero and level one responses in the comparison 

group, while there was a decrease in the responses in both these levels in the experimental 
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group.  This could indicate the acquisition of a more comprehensive emotional vocabulary by 

the experimental group. 

A larger number of level two words were present in the responses of both the comparison 

and the experimental group.  In the pre-test, the comparison group responded with 63 level 

two words, which were much higher than the number of level two words in the experimental 

group, who responded with 36 level two words.  The post-test results showed that there was 

a decline in the number of level two words in the comparison group (from 63 to 35) while the 

experimental group responded with 36 level two words in the pre-test and 42 level two words 

in the post-test; indicating a slight increase of six (6) level two words.   

Compared to other levels, both groups presented with a relatively high frequency of level 

three words in the pre-test.  Level three responses indicate words that refer to specific 

emotions, words closely related to emotions and words that convey emotions.  In the post-

test, the occurrence of level three words in the comparison group increased with 15 words 

as compared to the more substantial increase of 35 level three words in the experimental 

group.  This increase in level three words indicates the expansion of the emotional 

vocabulary of the experimental group.   

In terms of level four responses in the pre-test, the comparison group a showed slightly 

higher use of these level words compared to the experimental group (15 compared to 11).  

The post-test results indicated an increase of four (4) level four responses in the comparison 

group and an increase of 29 level four responses in the experimental group.  Level four 

responses reflect a blended or combination of two or more level three emotions and thus 

reflect a better understanding of intricate emotions (Bagjar & Lane, 2003:6; Lane, 1991).  

The increase of 29 responses in the experimental group can thus be regarded as a 

demonstration of the attainment of a more complex understanding of emotions and the 

expression thereof.  The effectiveness of the EA Programme is demonstrated by the 

increase in level three and four responses of the experimental group.   

A small number of level five responses occurred in both groups.  On this level, the 

comparison group showed an increase of one (1) response from pre- to post-test, while the 

experimental group showed an increase of three (3) responses from the pre-test to the post-

test.  This slight increase from two (2) to five (5) level five responses in the experimental 

group could be regarded as substantial in such a small sample.  Level five responses shows 

an ability to distinguish between emotions of the self and of others and the results point to 

the development of an enhanced emotional understanding of some of the respondents that 

completed the EA Programme.  
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In order to better understand the enhancement of emotional expression it is necessary to 

analyse the nature of the emotional language of the respondents.  This is a critical element 

in determining the effect of the EA Programme on the respondents‟ emotional vocabulary.  In 

the next section, the researcher will discuss the emotional vocabulary of the respondents in 

terms of the use of specific emotions words which are classified as weak and strong emotion 

words. 

3.4.2.3 Weak and strong emotion words    

The empirical findings include an analysis of weak and strong emotion words as used by the 

respondents in the pre- and post-test.  Knoetze (2012:200-201) described weak emotion 

words as “ordinary emotion words” and strong emotions words as words with a “strong 

emotional impact”.  The weak words have a simplified emotional description and include 

words such as good, bad, sad and glad.  It is important to note that happy, unhappy, glad 

and sad are regarded as level three words, but are less descriptive of emotional states.  

These words often feature in day to day conversations.  The more descriptive emotional 

words, such as furious, excited, shy and distressed are regarded as strong words.  Strong 

emotion words such as the ones mentioned, express an emotionally loaded meaning to an 

experience.  These words are regarded as a more developed and intricate emotional 

language.   

The comparison of the occurrence of weak and strong emotion words in the pre- and post-

test is regarded as indicative of the impact of the EA Programme on the experimental 

groups‟ emotional language and their skills to emotionally express themselves more 

comprehensively.  An increase in the occurrence of strong emotion words will suggest that 

the participants acquired a more complex emotional language and an improved ability to 

express themselves.   

In this section the occurrence of weak emotion words will be discussed as it occurred in the 

pre- and post-test of the comparison and experimental groups.  Subsequently, the 

occurrence of strong emotion words for both groups will be presented and discussed.  The 

occurrence of weak emotion words in the comparison group is presented in Figure 3.8. 
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Figure 3.8:  Occurrence of weak emotion words in the comparison group 

The weak words with the highest prevalence in the pre- and post-test were firstly sad and 

then happy.  The word sad was used 66 times in the pre-test and 59 times in the post-test; 

demonstrating a slight decrease.  The word happy occurred 48 times in the pre-test and 37 

times in the post-test.  Although their occurrence decreased from the pre- to the post-test, 

the use of the words sad and happy remained relatively high.  

The words glad and bad were almost equal in number in the pre-test.  The post-test showed 

that there was a slight increase in the word glad (from 15 to 17), but a significant decline in 

the occurrence of the word bad; from 17 to four (4).  On the other hand, the use of the word 

unhappy increased from the pre-test to the post-test; from eight (8) to 13.  The words good 

or fine did not have a high prevalence and occurred four times in both the pre- and post-test.   

The results from the post-test indicate that the respondents still frequently used the words 

happy, sad and glad to describe emotional states.  These words thus still made up most of 

the emotional vocabulary of the comparison group at the time of the post-test.   

The occurrence of weak emotion words in the experimental group is presented in Figure 3.9. 
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Figure 3.9: Occurrence of weak emotion words in the experimental group 

In the experimental group, sad and glad were the most used words in the pre-test.  The 

occurrence of the word glad remained relatively consistent, occurring 37 times in the pre-test 

and 38 times in the post-test, whilst the frequency of the word sad increased from 44 to 57.  

The words sad and glad are considered level three emotion words, even though they are not 

as descriptive as strong emotion words.  The high prevalence of the word glad in the post-

test supports the assumption that respondents still used this word as part of everyday life.  

The increase of the word sad can be supportive of heightened levels of emotional 

awareness as respondents could have acquired a more intricate awareness of the emotion 

of sadness within themselves.  The utilisation of the words unhappy and happy decreased 

from the pre- to the post-test, with unhappy from 13 to three (3) and happy from 28 to 11.  

The occurrence of the words good or fine decreased from four (4) in the pre-test to one (1) in 

the post-test.   

The increase of the word bad was analysed more in depth and it was found that one 

respondent used the word bad 11 times in the pre-test and 16 times in the post-test.  This 

respondent‟s results had a marked impact on the occurrence of the word bad in terms of the 

total results.   

A discussion of the total numbers of weak and strong words in the comparison and 

experimental groups in terms of weak and strong words, will follow later. Firstly, an analysis 

of the occurrence of strong emotion words will provide a more comprehensive understanding 

of the emotional vocabulary of the respondents.  These results are presented in Table 3.3. 
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Table 3.3:  Occurrence of strong emotion words for both groups  

Emotion word 
Comparison group Experimental group 

Pre-test Post-test Pre-test Post-test 

1. Affectionate    1 

2. Amazed 1 4 1 1 

3. Agonized    2 

4. Angry 14 31 14 26 

5. Content 1  1  

6. Curious 1  1  

7. Dejected 1 2 1  

8. Deceived    1 

9. Disappointed 1  1 2 

10. Determined    1 

11. Embarrassed    4 

12. Excited 2 5 2 8 

13. Expectant    1 

14. Furious 3 5 3 2 

15. Grateful  1  2 

16. Guilty 3 1 3 4 

17. Hurt  1  2 

18. Interested    1 

19. Jealous  4   

20. Pity 7 7 7 11 

21. Scared 16 8 16 17 

22. Scorned    1 

23. Shocked 2 3 4 2 

24. Shy 1  1 2 

25. Startled  5 3 3 

26. Surprized     

27. Trusted    1 

28. Worried 10 10 10 22 

 Frequency of words 63 87 68 116 

 Variety of words 14 words 14 words 15 words 23 words 
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The occurrence of strong emotion words for both groups is presented in a comparative table 

to demonstrate variety of words as well as the frequency in which they were used as an 

indicator of the expansion of the participants‟ emotional vocabulary.   

In terms of the variety of strong words used, the comparison group used 14 different 

emotional words to express their affective states in both the pre- and post-test.  The use of 

these words differed from the pre- to the post-test.  Words such as angry, pity, scared and 

worried occurred frequently in the pre-test results.  The post-test results showed a frequent 

occurrence of the words angry, excited, jealous, scared, startled and worried.  Compared to 

other words that showed lesser variance, a notable difference was observed in the words 

angry and scared between the pre- and post-test.  An increase from 14 to 31 in the 

occurrence of the word angry occurred and a decrease of 16 to eight (8) in the word scared.  

For the comparison group the total frequency of strong emotion words increased from 63 in 

the pre-test to 87 in the post-test.  This demonstrates a higher prevalence of strong emotion 

words used by the comparison group in the post-test; observed in a difference of 24 words 

between the two measurements.    

The results for the experimental group indicate that 15 different strong emotion words were 

used to describe their emotional state in the pre-test.  This number increased to 23 different 

strong emotion words in the post-test.  This increase is indicative of the use of eight (8) 

additional words in the variety of strong words.  Strong emotion words used frequently in the 

pre-test, were angry, pity, scared and worried.  The same words also occurred frequently in 

the pre-test data of the comparison group.  During the post-test, the most prevalent strong 

emotional words used by the experimental group were angry, embarrassed, excited, guilty, 

pity, scared and worried.  The post-test results indicate that the frequency of strong emotion 

words in the responses of the experimental group increased from 68 to 116.  This marked 

increase in the use of strong emotion words by the respondents in the experimental group is 

indicative of the effect if their exposure to the EA Programme.   

The results show that the comparison and the experimental group presented with a very 

similar vocabulary of strong words in the pre-test, which confirms that those words were part 

of the emotional vocabulary of all the respondents.  The obvious increase in the variety as 

well the frequency of strong emotion words in the experimental group, is an indication that 

the EA Programme contributed to the enhancement of the emotional vocabulary and 

emotional expression skills of the experimental group.  A comparative percentile synopsis of 

the occurrence of strong and weak emotion words for the two groups is presented in Figures 

3.10 and 3.11.      
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Figure 3.10:  Strong and weak emotion words in the comparison group 

    

Figure 3.11:  Strong and weak emotion words in the experimental group 

The percentile synopsis was calculated by counting the total frequency of strong and weak 

emotions words in the pre- and post-test and then presented as percentages of the 

occurrence of strong and weak emotion words for each test.   

In the comparison group the occurrence of weak emotion words decreased from 71% to 

61%, while there was an increase of strong emotion words from 29% to 39%, as presented 

in Figure 3.10.  The results for the experimental group are presented in Figure 3.11. As 

indicated in Figure 3.11, the experimental group‟s use of weak emotion words decreased 

from 67% to 53%, while the occurrence of strong emotion words increased from 33% to 

47%.  In comparison, there was a greater decrease in the use of weak words in the 

experimental group (a decrease of 14%) than in the comparison group (a decrease of 10%).  

Also, the increase in the use of strong words was greater in the experimental group (an 

increase of 14%) than in the comparison group (10%).  The more significant increase of 

strong emotion words and decrease of weak emotion words in the experimental group are 

indicative of the enhanced ability of the experimental group to express themselves by using 

more descriptive emotional words. 

The total levels of emotional awareness of the respondents as calculated and measured 

according to the LEAS-C will be presented in the following section. This will provide a more 

comprehensive overview of the respondents‟ emotional capacities.   
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3.4.2.4 The levels of emotional awareness 

The LEAS-C is a standardised measuring instrument, developed by Bajgar and Lane (2003), 

which accurately quantifies the levels of emotional awareness of children (Bajgar et al., 

2005).  The LEAS-C questionnaire consists of 12 hypothetical scenarios to which two 

responses is required from each scenario, a response of how the person completing the 

questionnaire would feel and how the other person involved in the scenario would feel.  Both 

responses of each scenario are then scored according to the scoring manual as a level zero, 

one, two, three, four or five response.  The final score for each scenario is then considered 

as the highest score of the two responses, except in the case of two level four responses.  

Two level four responses are analysed as a level five score, only when the two responses 

are distinguishably different from one another.  The total score is then calculated as the sum 

of all the single highest scores for each scenario.  The highest score to be achieved on a 

question is thus level five, and the maximum score that can be achieved is then five (5) 

multiplied by 12, which equals 60.  The combined total scores of the respondents from the 

separate groups are presented in the graph below, Figure 3.12, which measures their levels 

of emotional awareness in the pre- and post-test.  

 

Figure 3.12:  The levels of emotional awareness in the pre- and post-test 

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

Comparison group Experimental group

329 320 329 

349 

Levels of Emotional Awareness 

Pre-test Post-test



84 
 

Both groups had the same number of respondents; making the total levels of emotional 

awareness comparable.  The comparison group obtained a higher score than the 

experimental group in the pre-test.  This is noteworthy as the average age of the 

respondents in the comparison group was a year and grade younger than the experimental 

group, as indicated in Table 3.1.  If the average age and grade of the respondents are 

considered it would imply that the experimental group, being a year older and in one grade 

higher, would have been more developed in terms of emotional awareness than the 

comparison group.  In this study it was not the case.  These divergences in grade and age of 

the respondents had no significant impact on the levels of emotional awareness of the 

respondents.       

Figure 3.12 is representative of the levels of emotional awareness measured of the 

comparison and experimental groups in the pre- and post-test.  The total levels of emotional 

awareness for the comparison group stayed consistent from the pre- to the post-test at 329.  

Even though the occurrence of strong emotion words increased in the comparison group, as 

Figure 3.10 demonstrates, the stagnation in the measurement from the pre- to the post-test 

indicate that they were unable to apply more complex and combined emotional responses in 

terms of level four and level five responses, as illustrated in Figures 3.5 and 3.6.    

The total levels of emotional awareness measured for the experimental group increased 

from 320 to 349, as indicated in Figure 3.12.  The levels of emotional awareness of the 

experimental group increased with 29, calculated as a five percent (5%) increase.  This 

increase, as compared to the unchanged figures of the comparison group, is demonstrative 

of the effect of the EA Programme on the levels of emotional awareness.  Both groups have 

been exposed to similar environments in terms of the context in which they find themselves 

in.  They resided in the same child- and youth care centre and were pupils at the same 

school.  The only influence that the researcher could account for was the EA Programme 

that was presented over 12 sessions, to which the comparison group was not exposed to.  

The increase in the levels of emotional awareness of the experimental group can be 

considered as a result of the EA Programme.  

3.5 DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 

The relevance of the results is directly associated with the hypothesis of the study.  The 

main hypothesis that applied to the study was: If an emotional awareness programme is 

implemented for children in middle childhood in a child and youth care centre, then the level 

of emotional functioning of the children will be enhanced.  
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The sub-hypotheses derived from the main hypothesis were: 

 If an emotional awareness programme is implemented for children in middle childhood 

in a child and youth care centre, their ability to be in contact with their emotions will be 

enhanced. 

 If an emotional awareness programme is implemented for children in middle childhood 

in a child and youth care centre, their ability to discriminate between different emotions 

will increase. 

 If an emotional awareness programme is implemented for children in middle childhood 

in a child and youth care centre, they will gain the ability to verbalise and “own” their 

emotions. 

In the following sections, the results of the study will be discussed in relation to the 

hypothesis and sub-hypotheses.  The main aspects that relate to the sub-hypotheses that 

will be discussed are:   

 Emotional expression and the development of an emotional vocabulary which relate to 

sub-hypotheses two and three. 

 The levels of emotional awareness and the general effectiveness of the EA Programme 

as applied within a child and youth care centre as associated with sub-hypothesis one. 

3.5.1 Emotional expression and the development of an emotional vocabulary 

The effect of emotional states on people‟s daily lives is emphasised by Crowley (2014:3978).  

The expression of emotions takes up a central role in constructively regulating one‟s own 

affective state (Macklem, 2008:3).  The developer of the EA Programme (Knoetze, 

2014:212) cites Blom (2004) and states that the EA Programme is founded on Gestalt play 

therapy techniques aimed at encouraging emotional expression, as some children do not 

possess the awareness of or abilities to express emotions.  This is highly relevant for 

children placed in a child and youth care centre, who tend to present with inappropriate 

emotional expression skills and diminished emotional competencies due to their exposure to 

trauma prior to and within the care setting (Howe, 2005:147; McAuley & Davis, 2009:152; 

Otto, 2006:78; Van Wyngaard, 2009:5; Willis, 2011:70-74).  

The EA Programme resulted in the expansion of the emotional vocabulary of the 

respondents.  The acquisition of an emotional vocabulary and emotional knowledge is 

regarded as a key component of emotional competence (Beck et al., 2012:503; Wranik et 

al., 2007:394).  Techniques based on the Gestalt play therapy approach (Knoetze, 

2012:140-141) were implemented throughought the EA Programme with the aim of 
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enhancing the respondents‟ emotional vocabulary.  The expansion of their emotional 

vocabulary would subsequently improve their verbal skills to express emotions and prevent 

inappropriate emotional expression and expression of emotions through behavioural 

challenges (Knoetze, 2012:141).  The empirical results for the experimental group indicate 

that the frequency of lower level emotional responses (level zero, one and two) decreased, 

while higher level emotional responses (level three, four and five) increased from the pre- to 

the post-test, as demonstrated in Figures 3.1, 3.2, 3.2, 3.4, 3.5 and 3.6.  These results verify 

that the objective of the EA Programme, to improve emotional vocabulary and expression 

skills, was achieved.  

The slight increase in level five responses, but more substantial increase in level four 

responses of the experimental group as demonstrated in Figures 3.5 and 3.6, is suggestive 

of the respondents‟ limited ability to be aware of the emotions of others; thus to demonstrate 

empathy.  A level five response is obtained when two distinguishable level four responses 

are given.  There were a substantial number of level four responses evident in the post-test 

of the experimental group.  Level four responses entail that respondents were required to 

use complex cognitive abilities to process how the other person might feel and to 

accommodate more than one emotion related to a certain experience.    

It is noted that children who were exposed to maltreatment are prone to have inhibited brain 

development in areas related to empathy and emotional regulation (Cameron & Maginn, 

2009:15; Howe, 2005:99; Music, 2011:93).  Exposure to trauma could also influence the 

secondary appraisal process.  This process relates to assessing a situation and considering 

various possible emotional outcomes (Wranik et al., 2007:397-398).  Children in middle 

childhood are generally able to apply secondary appraisal processes (Beck et al., 2012:505; 

Cowie, 2012:17; Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:275), which are related to higher order cognitive 

processes situated in the cortex and sub cortex (Holodynksi & Friedlmeier, 2006:47).  

However, chronic stress affects the functioning of the amygdala and the hippocampus 

(Coates, 2010:395; Zillmer et al., 2008:260) and, due to the interrelatedness of the different 

brain areas (Hastings et al., 2014:655; Siegel, in Music, 2011:87) it could possibly affect 

higher order reasoning skills situated in the cortex.  The effect of trauma on brain functioning 

could thus have an effect on the cognitive processes that are associated with level five 

responses.  The low frequency of level five responses in the research results suggests that 

the EA Programme did not enhance the experimental group‟s ability to express empathy.  

The researcher is of the opinion that prolonged and more intensive exposure to an emotional 

awareness programme, such as the EA Programme, might contribute to the development of 

enhanced awareness of the emotions of others, which is associated with level five 

responses.   
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The finding that the experimental group was able to utilise more complex emotional 

language is supported by the results related to the occurrence of weak and strong emotion 

words, as discussed in paragraph 3.4.2.3 in this chapter. The effect of the EA Programme on 

emotional expression and emotional vocabulary substantiates their acquisition of an 

expanded emotional vocabulary.  The findings indicate that the experimental group used 

less weak words and more strong words to describe their emotional states after being 

exposed to the EA Programme.  This confirms the attainment of a more elaborate emotional 

vocabulary.  It is important to note that the respondents attended the same school and were 

being cared for in the same child and youth care centre, which served to minimise the effect 

of external variables on the research findings.  

The minimal decrease of weak emotion words, but substantial increase in strong emotion 

words in the experimental group is indicative that they still utilised weaker emotion words in 

conjunction with more descriptive emotion words.  The slight increase of the occurrence of 

strong emotion words in the comparison group could possibly be attributed to their 

interaction with the respondents of the experimental group as they lived in the same child 

and youth care centre and attended the same school.  The impact of the social context and 

interaction on the development of emotions, as discussed in Chapter two, stressed the 

influence of the specific context on a person‟s emotional capacities (Hastings et al., 

2014:827; Lemerise & Harper, 2014:2234).  The post-test results indicate that the 

respondents from the experimental group utilised a comprehensive variety of strong emotion 

words more frequently than in the pre-test, as elicited by the LEAS-C.  This evidence 

supports the assumption that the experimental group developed a more expanded emotional 

vocabulary after completing the EA Programme. 

The developmental phase of middle childhood is characterised by major advances in terms 

of cognition and improved learning abilities (Charlesworth et al., 2011:189).  Their 

improvement in attention span, comprehension of abstract concepts, ability to consider 

various points of view and development in terms of language are key capacities of children 

in this phase of development (Charlesworth et al., 2011:186; Louw & Louw, 2007a:220; 

Sigelman & Rider, 2010:189).  Considering these indicators of normative development, 

literature also elucidates the developmental delays and emotional disturbances of children 

exposed to maltreatment and placed in residential care (Howe, 2005:157; Van Wyngaard, 

2009:4; Willis, 2011:70-74).  

Being in a constant state of stress or hypervigilance, an absence of emotional 

understanding, a tendency to dissociate or suppress emotions are identified as some of the 

risk factors children placed in a child and youth care centre suffer as a result of neglect and 
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abuse (c.f. Brentro et al., 2009:34; Cicchetti & Ng, 2014:1197, 1215; Goodyear-Brown, 

2010:28; Howe, 2005:13; Music, 2011:94) as was discussed in Section 2.4 of Chapter two.  

These children‟s capacity for emotional regulation is compromised as they lack the skills to 

accurately identify and cognitively process emotional signals to direct their decision-making 

and ultimately their conduct (Music, 2011:205-206).  The respondents in the experimental 

group were still able to demonstrate progress in the development of emotional expression 

and vocabulary abilities despite these risk factors.  The EA Programme was presented for 

only eight weeks during two sessions of an hour each per week.  The effect of exposing 

children in a child and youth care centre to more intense and elaborate emotional 

stimulation, similar to the EA Programme, might further improve their emotional 

understanding and expression skills.   

The researcher concludes from literature (c.f. Charlesworth et al., 2011:186; Louw & Louw, 

2007a:220; Sigelman & Rider, 2010:189) that the phase of middle childhood encompasses 

abilities that encourage comprehensive emotional learning.  The knowledge and skills 

pertaining to emotional capacities can be further addressed during adolescence in order to 

support advanced emotional regulation and emotional intelligence into adulthood.  Due to 

the risk factors in their lives, these skills are specifically important to children placed in a 

child and youth care centre. 

As indicated in the above discussion, the research findings verify sub-hypotheses two and 

three as, after the implementation of the EA Programme for children in middle childhood in 

the specific child and youth care centre, the respondents demonstrated enhanced abilities to 

distinguish between different emotions (sub-hypothesis two) and to verbalise and “own” their 

emotional states (sub-hypothesis three).  

3.5.2 Emotional awareness 

Emotional awareness is a subjective internal process during which a child deliberately 

contemplates his or her inner state of mind with regards to an emotional experience (Stegge 

& Terwogt, 2007:273).  Emotional awareness encompasses a person‟s ability to be aware of 

emotions in the self and in others (Goleman in Lantieri & Goleman, 2008:18).  A cognitive 

knowledge of emotions is therefore required for children to be aware of when an emotion is 

experienced, how an emotional experience influences thoughts and behaviour, and how to 

optimally apply emotional regulation strategies (Stegge & Terwogt, 2007:282).   

The cognitive component of emotional awareness received attention in this study as a 

determining factor to evaluate the effect of the EA Programme on the cognitive abilities 

pertaining to emotional awareness.  In other words, the study evaluated if the EA 
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Programme could promote the emotional awareness of children in middle childhood placed 

in a child and youth care centre by determining if the skills related to emotional awareness 

could be developed.  Emotional awareness plays a central role in emotional competence 

and emotional regulation (Wranik et al., 2007:394).  As mentioned in the previous 

discussion, this is regarded as specifically important for children placed in a child and youth 

care centre in the light of the unique challenges they face. 

The empirical findings of the study indicate that the levels of emotional awareness in the 

comparison group were consistent from the pre- to the post-test.  The positive effect of the 

EA programme on the levels of emotional awareness on the experimental group is confirmed 

by the fact that the experimental groups‟ level of emotional awareness increased by five 

percent (5%).  This increase (5%) is significant when compared to the absence of an 

increase of emotional awareness in the comparison group, especially when considering the 

multiple risk factors and challenges present the respondents face in their specific context.  

The developer of the EA programme (Knoetze, 2012:207) recorded a 20% increase in the 

levels of emotional awareness of Grade 3 pupils after the EA Programme was implemented 

in an educational setting.  The slighter increase in the current study could be attributed to 

risks and challenges related to the unique context of the child in the child and youth care 

centre (c.f. Brentro et al., 2009:35; Cicchetti & Ng, 2014:1197, 1215; Goodyear-Brown, 

2010:28; Howe, 2005:13; Music, 2011:94).  

The researcher, who also presented the EA Programme, observed that the participants who 

attended the programme were in general resistant to complete the more cognitive inclined 

activities.  They required external motivation in tasks in which they were required to read, 

write or verbally give short speeches on topics.  Willis (2011:157-158) studied the overall 

development of children in middle childhood placed in residential care and her findings 

corroborate the researcher‟s observation; the mentioned author found the children‟s 

vocabulary to be below average, while they demonstrated difficulties in concentration and 

completing tasks.  From a Gestalt theoretical perspective, these challenges could be 

attributed to contact boundary disturbances, which prevent children to effectively make 

contact in the here and now (Blom, 2006:32; Knoetze, 2012:31; Oaklander, 2006:7).  The 

researcher observed from her field notes that the respondents displayed introjection as a 

contact boundary disturbance as they internalised messages from the environment onto the 

self, as for example “I cannot do an oral speech” and “I am not good at writing” when 

facilitating reading, writing or verbal tasks (Blom, 2006:32).  The researcher also observed 

that the respondents were prone to ascribe specific emotions onto others instead of owning 

the emotion themselves by stating for example that they do not get angry, but will then refer 

to another group member and state that the specific group member frequently gets angry.  
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This contact boundary disturbance is known as projection.  In essence, despite the presence 

of risk factors and contact boundary disturbances, the EA Programme had a positive effect 

on the participants‟ emotional awareness amidst their unique challenges and developmental 

characteristics. 

This evidence supports sub-hypothesis one in that the EA Programme enhanced the levels 

of emotional awareness of the participants, who were children in middle childhood placed in 

a child and youth care centre.   

The researcher agrees with Otto (2006:140) that children placed in residential care are in 

need of stimulation and interventions aimed at developing their emotional capacities.  

Previous traumatic experiences and the removal from their home environment may 

contribute to a disrupted sense of overall awareness and emotional awareness.  The 

essential role of programmes and services, such as the EA Programme, aimed at enhancing 

the emotional awareness of children placed in child and youth care centres, is supported by 

the research findings.         

3.5.3 The effectiveness of the Emotional Awarness Programme in a child and youth 

care centre     

The discussion up to this point suggests that the Emotional Awareness Programme (EA 

Programme) had a positive effect on the emotional capabilities of the respondents in the 

experimental group.  The specific emotional capabilities on which the EA Programme 

focused was to enhance the emotional awareness of children in middle childhood placed in a 

child and youth care centre.   

The emotional difficulties and delays in development that are characteristic of children who 

have been placed in child and youth care centres in South Africa are highlighted by two local 

studies (Otto, 2006:147; Willis, 2011:178-179).  Otto (2006:147) specifically notes that the 

child in middle childhood placed in a child and youth care centre exhibits the need for 

emotional stimulation as they lack emotional knowledge, insight and awareness.   

However, delays in terms of their overall development as an effect of maltreatment needed 

to be considered when the participants were asked to complete cognitive tasks which they 

might experience as more challenging during the rendering of the EA Programme.  The 

facilitator needed to normalise these tasks and present them in a way that did not remind the 

respondents of school.  The possibility of manifestation of contact-boundary disturbances in 

terms of the Gestalt theoretical approach was also considered during the facilitation of the 

EA Programme. 
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The respondents were generally cooperative during the implementation of the EA 

Programme as well as the research process.  They verbalised their enjoyment of the group 

sessions and the researcher observed their willingness and enthusiasm to attend the 

sessions.  The respondents did however need extra motivation to complete activities that 

required them to read, write or prepare an oral presentation by themselves.  The researcher 

presented these activities in a less threatening manner in that two or three children worked 

together on these activities to reach the objectives of the modules in the programme.  In the 

view of the Gestalt theoretical framework this could be considered as resistance and is a 

normal part of change according to the layers of the personality.  The researcher was able to 

effectively work through resistance and as the group sessions progressed the children were 

more willing to complete these linguistic activities on their own.  A further motivational factor 

for presenting the EA Programme in a child and youth care centre is the respondents‟ 

positive experience of the programme and the opportunity to address insufficient contact 

making skills in children.   

The EA Programme that was implemented in the study was developed for and applied in an 

educational setting (Knoetze, 2012:217).  An objective of this study was to determine the 

effectiveness of the EA Programme in a different context; a child and youth care centre.  The 

positive impact of the EA Programme on the emotional awareness of the respondents in the 

experimental group is an indication that the programme could be an effective intervention in 

a context which provides alternative care for children who were often exposed to trauma.  

It is recognised that children being cared for in child and youth care centres most likely 

experienced trauma in their families of origin, as well as due to the placement in alternative 

care (Cowie, 2012:2; Howe, 2005:3; Kjelsberg & Nygren, 2004:19; Willis, 2011:29).  

Research indicates that trauma has a significant impact on brain functioning, which 

negatively affects the child‟s psychosocial functioning (Brendtro et al., 2009:32, 34; Cameron 

& Maginn, 2009:15; Goodyear-Brown, 2010:28; Music, 2011:203, 205-206).  Due to the 

neurobiological changes in the brain as a result of trauma (Coates, 2010:395; Howe, 

2005:12-13; Zillmer et al., 2008:260), the pervasive effects of trauma on the functioning of 

the child in a child and youth care centre cannot be overlooked.  

A need for the development of emotional expression and regulation skills of children placed 

in child and youth care centres is therefore emphasised by the researcher, as these children 

exhibit severe challenges in this regard, which then negatively affect other domains of their 

functioning.  The acquisition of an emotional vocabulary, knowledge and insight could allow 

these children to learn the skills to express their emotions more appropriately.  The 

constructive expression of emotions could further provide them with an opportunity to gain 



92 
 

insight into their own traumatic pasts and subsequently into their own behaviour.  The 

Gestalt concept of holism corroborates this assumption that other parts of functioning are 

influenced if one part is changed (Blom, 2006:23).  In other words, enhancing emotional 

skills could have an impact on the total functioning of the child.  The researcher is of the 

opinion that emotional awareness can form the groundwork for the further development and 

possible better future outcomes of children placed in child and youth care centres.     

Evidently, the findings of the study endorse the relevance of presenting the EA Programme 

in a child and youth care centre.  The research findings also indicate that the EA Programme 

can support youth care centres to meet the requirement stipulated in Sections 191 and 197 

of the Children‟s Act 38 of 2005, which state that developmental programmes must be 

rendered by child and youth care centres. 

The importance and relevance of emotional learning in the educational context is 

emphasised by Knoetze (2012:218) who, as the developer of the EA Programme, found an 

increase in emotional awareness after the experimental group in her study was exposed to 

the programme for only seven weeks.  In the current study the respondents of the 

experimental group were exposed to the EA Programme for the duration of eight weeks.  

The researcher is of the opinion that more prolonged and more frequent exposure to the 

programme could have further advantageous effects for children in child and youth care 

centres.   

3.6 SUMMARY 

Chapter three commenced by giving an outline of the research methodology that was 

applied in the study, as well as the ethical considerations relevant to the research.  The 

research findings were presented, focusing on the effect of an emotional awareness 

programme on the emotional awareness of a group of respondents in a child and youth care 

centre.  Data was obtained by the means of a standardised measuring instrument, the 

LEAS-C, which was used for the pre- and post-test for the experimental and comparison 

group.  For the purpose of data collection, the experimental group was exposed to an 

emotional awareness programme, developed by Knoetze (2012).  The research findings 

indicate that the experimental group demonstrated an increase in the utilisation of higher 

level emotional words, an expansion in their emotional vocabulary, and higher levels of 

emotional awareness.  These results confirmed the hypothesis for the research:  If an 

emotional awareness programme is implemented for children in middle childhood in a child 

and youth care centre, then the level of emotional functioning of the children will be 

enhanced.  The researcher will present conclusions and recommendations based on the 

findings of the research, in Chapter four.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS   

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

The aim of the study was to evaluate the effectiveness of an emotional awareness 

programme for children in middle childhood within the context of a specific child and youth 

care centre.  Emotional awareness is regarded as the starting point in the development of 

emotional intelligence and constructive emotional regulation skills.  Emotional intelligence 

and emotional regulation are interrelated elements that form the basis for the emotional 

competencies that are needed to enhance children‟s psycho-social functioning.  These skills 

play a role in the development of pro-social skills and the nurturing of meaningful social 

relationships.  In other words, emotional competencies assist a person to navigate their 

social world successfully.     

Children placed in child and youth care centres are specifically at risk to develop destructive 

and poor emotional expression and regulation skills.  Their exposure to maltreatment before 

being admitted to the centre as well as their entry into alternative care have a significant 

impact on how these children interpret and respond to daily social interactions.  Literature 

describes that maltreated children are hard-wired to react to stimuli according to a fight, flight 

or freeze response.  Important cognitive processes whereby an analysis of emotional 

content of a situation and personal emotional experience are needed to generate 

constructive responses in everyday life.  These processes are bypassed due to the 

neurobiological effects of trauma these children have been exposed to.  In addition to the 

trauma they have been exposed to, the institutionalised caregiving environment offers 

restricted opportunities for sensitive emotional attunement in which parents usually play a 

vital role.  The limited availability of a caregiver and children‟s complex emotional issues 

often translate into complicated and challenging behaviour, which can obstruct sensitive 

input from caregivers that develop emotional capacities in children. 

This study emphasised the importance of emotional awareness as a basic skill to further 

develop other emotional capacities.  The aim of the study, namely to evaluate an emotional 

awareness programme that was developed for children in middle childhood, was achieved 

by evaluating an already existing EA Programme (Knoetze, 2012) in accordance with the 

goal of the study, which was “to evaluate an emotional awareness programme for children in 

middle childhood in a child and youth care centre in the North-West Province.”  The EA 

Programme was developed from the Gestalt theoretical framework and encompasses 

Gestalt play therapy principles and techniques in the activities of the program.  Gestalt as a 
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theoretical framework also rendered itself as the most relevant point of departure for the 

study.   

The specific objectives of the study were: 

 To conceptualise emotional awareness theoretically with specific emphasis on  children 

in middle childhood within a child and youth care centre; 

 To evaluate whether an emotional awareness programme will enhance the ability of 

children in middle childhood to be in contact with their emotions;  

 To evaluate whether an emotional awareness programme will increase the ability of 

children in middle childhood to discriminate between different emotions;  

 To evaluate whether an emotional awareness programme will enhance the ability of 

children in middle childhood to verbalise and „own‟ their emotions; 

 To draw conclusions about the applicability of the EA Programme within a child and 

youth care centre. 

Pertaining to objective one, three main concepts that were specifically relevant to this study 

were discussed in Chapter two.  Extensive literature were reviewed on the three concepts, 

namely: emotional capacities related to emotional intelligence and emotional regulation with 

specific emphasis on the role of emotional awareness; the developmental phase of middle 

childhood; and the child placed in the child and youth care centre.   

The implementation and evaluation of an emotional awareness programme as objectives 

two, three and four, were discussed as the research methodology, ethical considerations 

and empirical results in Chapter three.  Conclusive findings and recommendations about the 

EA Programme receives attention in this chapter, addressing objective five. 

A main hypothesis and three sub-hypotheses guided the interpretation of the findings of the 

study in evaluating whether the EA Programme was effective in enhancing the level of 

emotional functioning of the respondents. The main hypothesis was: If an emotional 

awareness programme is implemented for children in middle childhood in a child and youth 

care centre, then the level of emotional functioning of the children will be enhanced.  

The sub-hypotheses were: 

 If an emotional awareness programme is implemented for children in middle childhood in 

a child and youth care centre, their ability to be in contact with their emotions will be 

enhanced. 
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 If an emotional awareness programme is implemented for children in middle childhood in 

a child and youth care centre, their ability to discriminate between different emotions will 

increase. 

 If an emotional awareness programme is implemented for children in middle childhood in 

a child and youth care centre, they will gain the ability to verbalise and “own” their 

emotions. 

The researcher presents the following conclusions based on the findings of the study, as 

discussed in Chapter three, and the understanding of the phenomenon of emotional 

awareness gained from the literature review in Chapter two. 

4.2 CONCLUSIONS 

In order for the study to be finalised, the following conclusive statements can be made from 

the literature review and empirical findings: 

 The Gestalt theoretical approach upholds the concept holism that views a child or person 

consisting of various interrelated parts and proposes that if one of the parts is altered, 

the person‟s whole being changes.  The manner in which the person interacts with 

surroundings and within the inner self is by establishing contact, based on the person‟s 

awareness.  The Gestalt concepts of holism and awareness were the most relevant 

concepts of this approach in the study.  Holism highlighted the importance of considering 

multi-faceted aspects of the development of the child in middle childhood, and of 

contemplating contextual influences such as being exposed to trauma and the 

institutionalised caregiving environment, when viewing a child as a holistic being.  A 

central objective of the research was to enhance the emotional awareness of 

respondents.  Awareness is considered a central departure point of the Gestalt 

theoretical approach.  Awareness is crucial for effective contact and self-regulation.  

Together, these two concepts indicate that enhancing one aspect of a child‟s functioning, 

namely emotional awareness, could in effect enhance the child‟s overall functioning 

within the self and within the environment. 

   

In the light of the above, the Gestalt approach served as the most suitable theoretical 

framework for the study as it allowed the researcher to focus on the child as a whole 

entity, thus the different developmental domains of children in middle childhood, as well 

as on the unique environmental influences of the child and youth care centre.  According 

to the Gestalt theory, enhanced awareness supports the development of constructive 

organismic self-regulation.  Children exposed to trauma and placed in institutions are 
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particularly at risk to display destructive self-regulation skills.  The role that emotional 

awareness plays in effectively regulating one‟s emotions corroborates the main objective 

of the Gestalt theory.   

 The research approach that was followed endorses the research study in the sense that 

the objectives as well as the ultimate goal of the study were obtained in the most ethical 

and objective manner possible.  The quantitative method of enquiry rendered itself as an 

effective manner to execute the research study with.  The quasi-experimental research 

design, with the inclusion of an experimental and a comparison group, and the use of a 

standardised measuring instrument enhanced the validity and reliability of the findings. 

 The standardised measuring instrument, the LEAS-C (Levels of Emotional Awareness 

Scale for Children) developed by Bajgar and Lane (2003) is specifically constructed to 

quantify the levels of emotional awareness of children.  The instrument is age-

appropriate for children in middle childhood, as the questions are compiled on a level 

that is understandable and easy to complete for children.  The questions are universal 

and appeal to children from different backgrounds.  A version of the questionnaire that 

was translated into Afrikaans by the developer (Knoetze, 2012) of the EA Programme, 

was utilised as the respondents schooling language was Afrikaans.   

Further, the questionnaires were completed as a group-administered questionnaire to 

create a similar atmosphere to all respondents and minimise the manipulation of test 

results.  The children were also easily accessible at the same point in time and location; 

making the group-administered questionnaire time and cost effective.  The literature in 

Chapter two suggests that children in institutionalised care struggle academically, thus 

the researcher was available during the administration of the questionnaire to clarify 

possible misunderstandings in such a way to minimise possibly influencing their 

responses and without disrupting the larger group. 

These attributes of the LEAS-C as well as the group-administered completion of the pre- 

and post-tests, therefore support the empirical findings. 

 The study focused specifically on middle childhood as a developmental stage.  This 

stage marks the initiation of rational thought processes and children‟s ability to consider 

more than one point of view.  The importance of children‟s cognitive abilities was 

considered during the study, as the respondents were required to be able to read and 

write on a certain level to be able to complete the questionnaire and participate in the EA 

Programme.  Based on the sampling criteria for the study, the respondents were 

selected according to the requirement that they were grade three to six pupils in a 



97 
 

mainstream Afrikaans school.  These attributes of the respondents allowed the execution 

of the research to be effective.  From the perspective of Erik Erikson‟s theory on 

psychosocial development, an essential task in middle childhood is to demonstrate a 

measure of competence.  The cognitive abilities of children in middle childhood as well 

their inherent need to demonstrate competence, supported the relevance of an 

emotional awareness programme for children in middle childhood and played an 

important role in their participation in the programme.   

Although the EA Programme has been developed taking into account the cognitive and 

psychosocial development of children in middle childhood, children in child and youth 

care settings may find some of the activities more challenging because of the effects of 

their exposure to trauma and placement in alternative care. 

 Children placed in a child and youth care centre present with an urgent need to develop 

the skills to enhance their socio-emotional functioning.  The normative functioning and 

the acquisition of emotional capacities of children in middle childhood are influenced by 

the specific context in which they develop.  The contextual influences that were 

considered in this study is the impact of maltreatment and neglect as well as the 

placement in a child and youth care centre.  Literature emphasises that children exposed 

to maltreatment are often at risk to develop inefficient and ineffective emotional 

capacities.  The caregiving environment of a child and youth care centre also provides 

limited opportunities for the progression of emotional skills.  Therefore, children being 

cared for in a child and youth care centre can greatly benefit from emotional awareness 

programmes that can support their acquisition of positive socio-emotional skills. 

 Emotional awareness was a central aspect measured in this study.  The overall levels of 

emotional awareness of the experimental group increased with five percent (5%) whilst 

the levels of emotional awareness of the comparison group were consistent from the pre- 

to the post-test.  The EA Programme increased the levels of emotional awareness of the 

respondents in the experimental group, supporting the hypothesis of the study.  This 

conclusion is indicative of the successful implementation of the EA Programme in the 

context of a child and youth care centre.   

 The improvement of emotional awareness of the participants in the study might be 

indicative of further advantageous effects if children in a child and youth care centre 

have the chance of longer and more intensive exposure the EA Programme. The EA 

Programme was presented in two sessions per week, each one hour long, over a period 

of two months.  Due to the effects of trauma and residential care on their psychosocial 
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functioning, children in child and youth care centres may need a longer exposure to the 

EA Programme in order to optimally acquire the benefits of the programme. 

 The progress in terms of expression, understanding and regulation of emotions during 

the stage of middle childhood indicates the need for the attainment of more complex 

emotional skills specifically in this stage of development.  The expansion of an emotional 

vocabulary and emotional language is a core component of functional emotional 

expression and effective emotional regulation skills.  The EA Programme that was 

evaluated in the study facilitated the attainment of these skills of the participants that 

were exposed to the programme.  The LEAS-C is structured to score feedback according 

to ascending levels of emotional content; level zero being a low response and level five 

the highest response.  The research findings indicate that the frequency of higher 

emotional responses increased in the experimental group.  Also, the variety of strong 

emotion words used to label experiences was more in the post-test than the pre-test for 

the experimental group, whilst the number of strong emotion words stayed the same in 

the comparison group.  The objective of the EA Programme, to enhance the emotional 

functioning of the respondents, as stated in the main hypothesis for the study, was thus 

confirmed. 

 The EA Programme enhanced the level of emotional functioning of the respondents.  

Section 191 of the Children‟s Act 38 of 2005 stipulates that programmes must be 

rendered for children residing in child and youth care centres.  These programmes 

should focus on various developmental domains namely the physical, mental and 

emotional development of the child, and consider the child as a holistic entity.  Based on 

the confirmed effectiveness of the EA Programme in this study, the programme can be 

used to attain the requirement of the Children‟s Act in terms of programmes for children 

in child and youth care centres. 

 The research findings confirmed the main hypothesis as well as the three sub-

hypotheses of the study.  The main hypothesis of the research stated that, if an 

emotional awareness programme is implemented for children in middle childhood in a 

child and youth care centre, then the level of emotional functioning of the children will be 

enhanced.  This hypothesis was confirmed by the study. 

The following outcomes were found regarding the sup-hypotheses set by the study: 

o If an emotional awareness programme is implemented for children in middle 

childhood in a child and youth care centre, their ability to be in contact with their 

emotions will be enhanced.  The research results verified that the EA Programme 
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improved the respondents‟ ability to be in contact with their emotions as they 

displayed higher levels of emotional awareness after exposure to the programme.  

Emotional awareness underlies children‟s ability to be contact with their 

emotions. 

o If an emotional awareness programme is implemented for children in middle 

childhood in a child and youth care centre, their ability to discriminate between 

different emotions will increase.  The respondents were able to give more 

complex and differentiated emotional responses, higher level responses 

according to the LEAS-C, after completing the EA Programme; proving this sub-

hypothesis to be true. 

o If an EA Programme is implemented for children in middle childhood in a child 

and youth care centre, they will gain the ability to verbalise and “own” their 

emotions.  The empirical findings suggest that the respondents who were 

exposed to the programme demonstrated a more elaborate emotional vocabulary 

and an increased frequency in which they applied stronger emotion words to 

express themselves.   

The verification of the main and sub-hypotheses proves that the EA Programme can be 

applied as an effective intervention in the context of a child- a child- and youth care 

centre.  Considering the theoretical underpinning of emotional awareness, it is argued 

that the children acquired more constructive emotional regulation skills and emotional 

intelligence.  The focus on emotional awareness to develop other emotional capacities of 

children in a child- and youth care centre can promote their holistic functioning in order to 

assist them to achieve better outcomes.   

 It can be concluded that the contributions of the study is meaningful in the area of social 

work service delivery to children being cared for in child and youth care centre settings.   

4.3 RECOMMENDATIONS 

The following recommendations can be made considering the empirical results of the study: 

 The empirical findings suggest that the EA Programme (Knoetze, 2012) can be an 

effective intervention to enhance the emotional awareness of children in middle 

childhood placed in a child and youth care centre.  Enhanced emotional awareness, as a 

core element of emotional intelligence, could contribute to the socio-emotional capacities 

and functioning of children in these settings.  It is recommended that the EA Programme 
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be implemented and evaluated at child and youth care centres within the wider South 

African context.   

 The exposure to the EA Programme over a period of eight weeks resulted in 

respondents demonstrating higher levels of emotional awareness and a more advanced 

emotional vocabulary.  It is recommended that children in a child and youth care centre 

should have a longer period of exposure to the programme, given the effects of trauma 

and alternative care on their functioning.  In the same vein, it is recommended that the 

programme be presented in small groups and that the activities that require reading and 

writing is facilitated in a non-threatening manner to minimise the chances of resistance 

when children may find it too challenging when requested to read or write with other 

group members.   

 As the programme focused on children in middle childhood, it is recommended that the 

EA Programme be evaluated with younger children as well as with adolescents.  This 

could lead to the adaptation of the programme for children of different ages. 

 It is recommended that the EA Programme be evaluated child and youth care centre 

settings with respondents that speak languages relevant to the South African context, 

other than English and Afrikaans.  

 As foster care is another long term alternative care option for children, the researcher 

recommends that the EA Programme also be evaluated for children who are placed in 

foster care. 

 This study evaluated an emotional awareness programme by utilising a quasi-

experimental design, namely the comparison group pre- and post-test design, with no 

random selection.  To further evaluate the effectiveness of the programme, it is 

recommended that randomised longitudinal studies be conducted to establish the long-

term effects of the EA Programme on the levels of emotional awareness by applying a 

true experimental design.  

 In this study the researcher noted the impact of the caregiving environment on children‟s 

emotional development.  In the context of a child and youth care centre, the severe 

impact of trauma and institutionalisation on children‟s behaviour and emotional 

functioning is significant and relevant.  The researcher recommends that social workers 

and child and youth care workers be informed on the impact of trauma on children and 

trained in terms of how they can support and nurture the emotional and behavioural 

capacities of these children.  Further research can also be undertaken on the effect of 
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the care-giving context within a child and youth care centre on the development of 

emotional capacities of children who are residents.   

4.4 ACCOMPLISHMENT OF THE GOAL AND OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

4.4.1 Goal 

The goal of this study was to evaluate an emotional awareness programme for children in 

middle childhood in a child and youth care centre in the North-West Province.  The EA 

Programme (Knoetze, 2012) was previously implemented in a school setting.  This study 

aimed to determine the effectiveness of the EA Programme when applied within a child and 

youth care centre.  The EA Programme was presented to children between the ages of 

seven to 12 years and enrolled in grades three to six in mainstream Afrikaans education, all 

residing at a child and youth care centre in the North-West Province.  A quasi-experimental 

research design was followed to measure the effect of the EA Programme on the levels of 

emotional awareness of respondents who were assigned to either an experimental or 

comparison group.  Both groups completed a pre- and post test to measure their levels of 

emotional awareness and the experimental group was exposed to the EA Programme after 

the pre-test.  The empirical findings indicate that the EA Programme had a positive effect on 

the levels of emotional awareness and emotional expression skills of the participants in the 

experimental group.  The research substantiated that the EA Programme was effective in 

enhancing the emotional awareness of children in middle childhood in a specific child and 

youth care centre in the North-West Province; thereby achieving the goal of the study to 

evaluate the specific programme.  

4.4.2 Objectives 

Each objective of the study as well as the extent in which it was accomplished is discussed: 

 Objective one: To conceptualise emotional awareness theoretically with specific 

emphasis on children in middle childhood within a child and youth care centre. 

This objective was obtained by providing a literature review in Chapter two on emotional 

awareness, middle childhood as a developmental phase as well as the specific context of a 

child placed in a child and youth care centre. 

 Objective two: To evaluate whether an emotional awareness programme will enhance 

the ability of children in middle childhood to be in contact with their emotions.   
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The research results as given in Chapter three indicate that the levels of emotional 

awareness, in other words the ability of the experimental group to be in contact with their 

own emotions, increased. Objective two of the study was thereby achieved. 

 Objective three: To evaluate whether an emotional awareness programme will increase 

the ability of children in middle childhood to discriminate between different emotions.   

Discriminating between different emotions entails that respondents are able to give feedback 

in terms of more complex emotional responses.  Objective three was achieved in the sense 

that Chapter three demonstrates how respondents exposed to the EA Programme were able 

to provide more differentiated emotional feedback.  

 Objective four: To evaluate whether an emotional awareness programme will enhance 

the ability of children in middle childhood to verbalise and „own‟ their emotions.   

The respondents of the experimental group demonstrated an increase in their emotional 

vocabulary in terms of frequency as well as the variety of words they used to describe 

emotional states.  This finding was discussed in Chapter three, and the objective was thus 

achieved. 

 Objective 5: To draw conclusions about the applicability of the EA Programme within a 

child and youth care centre.   

This objective is achieved by the conclusions and recommendations the researcher 

presented in Chapter four. 

4.5 CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Emotional awareness forms an integral part in the development of emotional capacities that 

promote pro-social behaviour and the development of constructive problem solving skills.  

Emotional awareness is regarded as the foundation of acquiring emotional intelligence and 

the ability to effectively regulate one‟s own emotions.  In the developmental phase of middle 

childhood children attain the cognitive abilities to understand their own emotions and the 

emotions of others.  This developmental phase is specifically relevant to focus on the 

acquisition of emotional capacities, which also positively impact other domains of 

functioning.   

Children placed in child and youth care centres are specifically at risk to present with 

ineffective emotional skills due to previous exposure to trauma and the placement in 

alternative care.  Providing services that aim to develop the emotional awareness of children 

in middle childhood residing in a child and youth care centres, could address the emotional 
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and behavioural problems these children are likely to portray and thus address a significant 

issue in social work service delivery.  
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