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A B S T R A C T

The diversity of today’s schools (i.e., children from different backgrounds) can lead to prejudices, stereotypes, 
and negative attitudes, which have been associated with discrimination and social exclusion. These phenomena 
constitute violations of children’s rights. The intervention program ‘A journey towards Rightsland’ was devel
oped to promote knowledge of rights associated with inclusion, social skills, and positive social relationships 
with all students. Ten classes (167 children, aged 8–10) were randomly assigned to an experimental group or a 
control group. All measures were administered two weeks before and after the intervention program. The mixed- 
effects models showed significant improvements for the experimental group, which held significantly more 
positive peer nominations, social skills, ability to collaborate with others, and intention to help classmates whose 
rights were violated. Wilcoxon tests revealed that children at risk of social exclusion in the experimental group 
received more positive behaviors from their classmates. The theoretical and practical implications are discussed.

Today’s primary school contexts are characterized by high diversity 
that includes many distinct types of differences (i.e., higher heteroge
neity) among children, such as but not limited to gender, ethnicity, so
cial status, immigrant condition, and disability status (Juvonen et al., 
2019). The academic and social benefits, such as improved social skills 
and higher academic commitment, of diverse and heterogeneous school 
context, are now well-known in the literature (e.g., Gabaldón-Estevan, 
2020). The same is true for situations of discrimination, marginalization, 
and social exclusion that especially affect primary school students with 
stigmatized attributes (e.g., those with disabilities, overweight) or 
identities (e.g., ethnic minority, immigrant status) (Hes & Švecová, 
2021; Juvonen et al., 2019).

In this perspective, it may be necessary for primary schools to adopt 
intervention programs that aim to promote respect, acceptance, and 
appreciation of diversity and heterogeneity, and the initiation and 
maintenance of meaningful social relationships, thus fostering school 
inclusion (Freer, 2023). School inclusion refers to something more than 
just a shared physical space (e.g., attending the same school or class). It 
concerns the contexts and their ability to enable active participation for 
all students and the creation of a school environment characterized by 
positive social relationships among peers and intergroup harmony 

(Burke et al., 2023; Wehmeyer et al., 2021).
Among several promising intervention approaches that can be 

adopted in the school context to facilitate inclusion and prevent 
discrimination and social exclusion (Juvonen et al., 2019), there has 
been a growing interest in Positive Youth Development (PYD; Gonzalez 
et al., 2020; Lerner, 2005) and Human Rights Education (HRE; Dunhill, 
2018; Salmon-Letelier & Russell, 2022).The PYD, an approach aimed at 
promoting the health and well-being of young people, considers social 
skills as one of the positive nutrients for personal development and for 
the creation of inclusive social and school contexts (Romer & Hansen, 
2021; Sancassiani et al., 2015). The HRE is an emerging practice within 
the formal and informal educational environments. It promotes knowl
edge about rights and their respect, strengthening the implementation 
and defense of human rights to foster understanding, tolerance, and 
diversity/heterogeneity acceptance in social and school contexts 
(Dunhill, 2018; Salmon-Letelier & Russell, 2022).

From a developmental perspective, the primary school stage can be 
considered crucial for the development of social skills, where children 
learn to assume social responsibilities towards others, evaluate social 
situations and conflicts, communicate more effectively with diverse 
peers, and adapt to school life (Tomé-Fernández et al., 2024). Moreover, 
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during primary school years, children start to learn rights and re
sponsibilities to participate in society, to understand, clarify and 
appreciate similarities and differences among individuals (Struthers, 
2016; Yamniuk, 2017). According to Wade (1994), HRE can contribute 
to dissipating primary school students’ egocentric and ethnocentric 
perspectives of rights and other individuals in this developmental age. 
Therefore, primary schools represent a key environment for fostering 
social skills, as they are among the first structured social settings where 
children interact with diverse peers daily (Juvonen et al., 2019). 
Furthermore, they can help to create a safe space where human rights 
are known and understood (Struthers, 2016; Yamniuk, 2017).

Based on these premises, this study aims to verify the efficacy of an 
intervention program that integrates the two approaches of PYD and 
HRE to promote social skills and knowledge and respect of human rights 
in primary school students.

Positive youth development: social skills for school inclusion

The PYD framework specifically aims to promote the flourishing of 
young people by promoting the strengths of children and youth and 
encouraging relations within family, educational, and peer contexts 
(Damon, 2004). One of the latest PYD models (Gonzalez et al., 2020; 
Lerner, 2005) considers many signals of positive youth development, 
including social skills, such as (a) competence: the ability to perform 
educational, professional, and social interactions successfully; (b) con
fidence: the feeling of self-worth and self-efficacy; (c) connection: positive 
relations with people in one’s environments; (d) character: the interest 
for ethics, the regard for rules, and personal integrity; (e) caring: 
empathy and sympathy for other people; (f) contribution: one’s activities 
to enhance their well-being and the one of their community; and (g) 
critical consciousness: critical reflection, action, and political efficacy to 
face burdensome social conditions. Promoting these positive nutrients, 
including social skills, is associated with an increase in psychosocial 
well-being and personal development while also contributing to com
munity well-being (Romer & Hansen, 2021; Sancassiani et al., 2015). It 
can also improve social acceptance and the sense of belonging to the 
context (e.g., being part of a group and developing friendships with 
peers), thus contributing to school and social inclusion (Broekhuizen 
et al., 2016).

A considerable number of researches, including studies, meta- 
analyses, and systematic reviews (e.g., Broekhuizen et al., 2016; 
Ginevra et al., 2020; Melendez-Torres et al., 2016; Taylor et al., 2017) 
have highlighted that promoting social skills, such as the ability to 
interact with others, communicate effectively, and resolve conflicts 
assertively (Diaz-Garolera et al., 2022), foster positive developmental 
trajectories and lead to better short and long-term psychosocial adjust
ment outcomes. In addition, it is associated with higher levels of 
acceptance of peers with stigmatized attributes or identities, lower levels 
of aggression and violence towards others, and a greater ability to 
cooperate and respond to peers’ needs appropriately. This contributes to 
the creation of a more welcoming and supportive school environment 
that promotes inclusion and participation for all (Kennedy, 2013; 
Lyskova et al., 2023).

Human rights education: knowledge and respect of human rights

The HRE aims to promote knowledge about the rights included in the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR; United Nations, 1948) 
and associated human rights conventions, thus contributing to the cre
ation of a more equitable, respectful, and just society for every indi
vidual in the world (Zajda, 2020). HRE emphasises that each child has 
rights and that students should learn to respect and protect these 
fundamental and universal rights (Koo et al., 2010). Within the frame
work of the Plan of Action for the United Nations Decade for Human 
Rights Education (1995–2004), HRE aims, through the knowledge and 
respect of human rights, to improve social relations among peers and 

increase acceptance, understanding, and tolerance across diverse peers 
and groups (Salmon-Letelier & Russell, 2022).

In recent times, some researchers (e.g., Blaisdell et al., 2022; Jones & 
Manion, 2023) underlined the need to foster awareness of the rights 
included in laws, policies, and international commitments. Among 
these, the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC, 1989) is 
considered a primary framework and tool for promoting the knowledge 
of the rights it contains (Jones & Manion, 2023) and for ensuring their 
respect, considering children as the primary agents of their own rights 
(Collins & Pare, 2016). The Convention underlines the rights associated 
with social inclusion and participation. This plays a crucial role in the 
design of intervention programs aimed at promoting school inclusion 
(Blaisdell et al., 2022).

Promoting knowledge about rights and their respect seems to posi
tively impact children’s development, fostering a deep understanding of 
their personal and school experiences as rights holders (e.g., Covell 
et al., 2010; Dunhill, 2018). Additionally, it appears to be associated 
with a greater ability to initiate social relations, more positive attitudes 
towards diversity, and a reduction in bullying behaviors (e.g., Sebba & 
Robinson, 2010). Studies show that awareness of the rights associated 
with social participation (Art. 12) or expressing one’s opinion and being 
heard (Art. 13), is seemingly connected to a sense of responsibility in 
ensuring the respect of these rights for themselves and others (Jones & 
Manion, 2023; Lundy & O’Lynn, 2019). Learning these rights offers 
children the opportunity to share, listen, and learn more about others. 
This process develops awareness of different perspectives and experi
ences, reflections about the world, and the recognition and action 
against rights violations (Jones & Manion, 2023; Perry-Hazan, 2021).

Different HRE interventions are effective in fostering knowledge 
about human rights and promote diversity awareness (Howe & Covell, 
2021; Jones & Manion, 2023). An example can be found in the research 
conducted by Howe and Covell (2005, 2021), who, involving a group of 
children on the Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), found an 
increase in knowledge about human rights and the negative conse
quences of their violation, as well as an increased awareness of how a 
right can promote equity and social justice for all. These studies 
demonstrated the impact of knowledge about human rights on the 
intention to behave in a manner respectful of others’ rights. Addition
ally, Kim and Park (2013) and Jeong and Chu (2016) proposed a 
formative curriculum based on the human rights experiences of primary 
school students, including those with disabilities, to promote respect for 
the human rights of all students in the school environment.

Integrating PYD and HRE

Integrating the two approaches PYD for the development of social 
skills and HRE for the development of rights’ knowledge could be 
effective in fostering school inclusion in children. Several studies have 
evaluated the efficacy of interventions based exclusively on PYD aimed 
at enhancing social skills (e.g., Broekhuizen et al., 2016; Ginevra et al., 
2020; Melendez-Torres et al., 2016; Taylor et al., 2017) or exclusively 
based on HRE aimed at increasing knowledge and supportive behaviors 
regarding human rights (e.g., Howe & Covell, 2005, 2021; Jones & 
Manion, 2023). Although these studies have yielded valuable insights 
into the effectiveness of these approaches in promoting school inclusion, 
they have some limitations, such as a small number of participants (e.g., 
Jones & Manion, 2023), the lack of a control group (e.g., Howe & Covell, 
2005), and the use of only self-report measures (e.g., Taylor et al., 2017).

In line with the recent calls for schools to act as ‘agent of change’ to 
reduce discrimination, foster peer acceptance, and ensure school in
clusion (Losinski et al., 2019), this study aims to evaluate the efficacy of 
an intervention program that focuses on promoting school inclusion in a 
group of primary school children, integrating for the first time the two 
approaches of PYD and HRE. We were interested in the last years of 
primary schools, as developmental research suggests that children aged 
8–10 years are at the concrete operational stage of cognitive 
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development (Babik & Gardner, 2021). They have reached an appro
priate age to think logically, understand complex issues such as human 
rights violations and are more capable of analyzing a situational context 
(e.g., situations of discrimination and conflict) from multiple perspec
tives (Babik & Gardner, 2021; Killen & Rutland, 2011; Struthers, 2016). 
Moreover, this developmental age seems associated with an increase in 
intergroup biases and stronger negativity towards out-group (e.g., peers 
with disability, immigrants), emphasizing the need of effective school 
programs to reduce intergroup biases and promote social inclusion 
(Babik & Gardner, 2021; Nesdale & Dalton, 2011).

Research goal

Based on these theoretical premises, we developed the intervention 
program “A Journey towards Rightsland”, which aims to foster the 
knowledge and respect of rights associated with school inclusion and 
participation for all students. This is to encourage the recognition of 
situations of discrimination and rights violations. Additionally, this 
intervention program aims at fostering some social skills, particularly 
related to assertively addressing situations of discrimination and conflict 
and initiating meaningful social relationships with all students, 
including those with stigmatized attributes or identities. From the 
perspective of school inclusion, as suggested by Juvonen et al. (2019), 
the intervention program does not focus on a specific category of stu
dents (e.g., children with disabilities, migrants, children with low socio- 
economic status, etc.), instead, its goal is to teach how to recognize and 
respond assertively to situations of rights violations associated with 
school participation that may be often experienced by students with 
stigmatized attributes or identities.

To evaluate the efficacy of the program, addressing the limitations of 
previous studies, we involved children in the 4th and 5th grades, whose 
classes were randomly assigned to the experimental (EG) or control (CG) 
groups. The study consisted of three sessions: (1) a Pre-testing session 
(two weeks prior to the intervention); (2) the Intervention program 
session, structured in five meetings conducted on a weekly basis; (3), 
and a Post-testing session (administered two weeks after the nterven
tion). The control group only took part in the pre-post testing sessions. 
The experimental group, in addition to completing the pre-test and post- 
test, participated in the intervention program. Regarding timing of pre- 
test and post-test, it has been recommended that the measures should be 
administered a minimum of one week before the intervention to reduce 
the possibility that the results of the intervention could be confounded 
by testing effects that may arise finishing the pre-test (Rogers & Révész, 
2020). Therefore, we opted for two weeks before and after the program 
to align with the practical constraints of the school setting, ensuring that 
assessments were conducted within a timeframe that minimize disrup
tions to normal school activities, while maintaining consistency with 
measurement conditions.

Previous literature reviews and meta-analyses about school-based 
intervention programs for improving school inclusion (e.g., Babik & 
Gardner, 2021; Chae et al., 2019; Freer, 2023) have highlighted the 
relevance of the number of sessions and duration of the intervention. 
Based on these studies and primary school constraints (e.g., time pres
sure; Oates & Nighet, 2016) we opted for five sessions for a total of 450 
min (90 min for each session). Moreover, between sessions, we planned 
additional generalization activities to guarantee and reinforce the pro
gram intervention.

As outcome variables, based on the goals of the intervention pro
gram, we administered both indirect and direct observation procedures, 
widely used with primary school students. In the former case, using 
validated self-report questionnaires in children of this age group, we 
assessed social skills, ability to collaborate with classmates, and the 
intention to help hypothetical classmates whose rights are violated. In 
the latter case, we used peer sociometric nominations, which is an in
ternational technique, widely used as a direct measure of peer accep
tance and friendship in primary school students (Cillessen & Marks, 

2017; Hassani et al., 2022). Moreover, following the suggestions of 
Owen-DeSchryver et al. (2008) about the need to measure the efficacy of 
the intervention by naturalistic observations of social interactions 
among primary school students, we decided to analyze the alterations in 
social behaviors (i.e., positive and negative relational behaviors) be
tween children and their classmates who presented low sociometric 
status and low acceptance levels within their classes and were at risk of 
social exclusion.

Based on these premises, we examined the effect of Time (Pre-test vs 
Post-test) and Condition (EG vs CG) on primary school students’ positive 
and negative peer nominations, social skills, ability to collaborate with 
classmates, and intention to help hypothetical classmates whose rights 
are violated. We expected a significant Condition × Time interaction for 
the above-described variables, and specifically that, at the post-test, 
primary school children who participated in the intervention (EG), 
compared to peers who did not participate in the intervention (CG), 
would show an increase of (a) positive peer nominations and a decrease 
of negative peer nominations; (b) general social skills; (c) the ability to 
collaborate with classmates; and (d) the intention to help hypothetical 
classmates whose rights are violated.

Furthermore, considering the students who presented a low soci
ometric status and who were at risk of social exclusion at pre-test, we 
examined the effect of Time (Pre-test vs Post-test) and Condition (EG vs 
CG) on the positive and negative relational behaviors provided to and 
received from classmates. We expected that, at the post-test, the students 
at risk of social exclusion of the EG would receive more positive and 
fewer negative behaviors from classmates and would provide more 
positive and fewer negative behaviors towards classmates compared to 
peers of the CG.

Method

Design, participants, and procedure

Following Shadish et al. (2002), to explore the hypotheses of the 
study, we developed quasi-experimental research with two repeated 
measures taken in an EG and a CG. To choose the public primary schools 
that would join the study, we followed these selection criteria: (a) the 
schools should have at least two 4th-grade or two 5th-grade primary 
school classes; (b) the classes should include a maximum of twenty 
students; (c) classes should be heterogeneous in terms of gender, 
ethnicity, and vulnerabilities. To improve the precision of the study 
(Raudenbush & Schwartz, 2020), we first identified pairs of classes with 
similar characteristics (gender distribution, age, school grade and school 
affiliation). Within each pair, the classes were randomly assigned to 
either the EG or the CG ensuring balance and comparability between the 
groups. As a result, the total sample of this research involved four 
schools, for a total of 10 classes that were randomly assigned to the EG 
(four of 4th grade and one of 5th grade) and the CG (four of 4th grade 
and one of 5th grade). While the EG participated in the intervention 
program, the CG continued with the regular school activities. Both 
groups were administered all direct and indirect measures at the pre- 
and post-test. Specifically, 167 children (85 boys and 82 girls) with a 
mean age of 9.11 years (SD = 0.90) were included, 85 of which (Mage =

9.08; SD = 0.91) made up the EG and 82 (Mage = 9.13; SD = 0.87) made 
up the CG. Participants’ characteristics are shown in Table 1.

Following the procedure described by Soresi and Nota (2007), in 
each class of the EG and CG, the child with the fewest preferences 
(positive nominations) and the most rejections (negative nominations) 
was considered to have a low sociometric status and low acceptance 
levels. For each class involved, we considered the means of preferences 
and rejections provided and received by children. Children were clas
sified as having low sociometric status and low acceptance levels, 
considering the relative height of the sociometric scores within the 
group rather than on the absolute scores (Maassen et al., 2005). For each 
class of EG and CG, only the child considered most at risk in terms of low 
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sociometric status and low levels of acceptance was involved in subse
quent procedure of direct observation of his or her positive and negative 
social behavior provided to and received by classmates. A total of ten 
children (3 boys and 2 girls attended classes of the EG, Mage = 9.40, SD 
= 0.89; and 4 boys and 1 girl attended classes of the CG; Mage = 8.80, SD 
= 0.84) were considered.

Ethical considerations. All phases of the research project were devel
oped and implemented according to the code of ethics of the Italian 
Association of Psychology (2015, revised 2022), which draws inspira
tion from the Declaration of Helsinki (1964/2013). Before the study, the 
parents of all participating students received a letter about the study in 
which they were asked if their child could participate in the training 
(active parental consent; Priest et al., 2012). All parents signed the 
consent form and, therefore, all children of the classes involved partic
ipated in the study. School heads and teachers were briefed on the aims 
and purpose of the research project. The protocol of this study was 
approved by the Ethics Committee of the Department of XXX (University 
of XXX, Project identification code: 465-b).

Measures

Two weeks before and two weeks after the intervention program, the 
researcher administered the following measures.

Peer sociometric nominations. Participants were individually 
administered a sociometric peer procedure developed by Soresi and 
Nota (2007). They read the following instructions: “In a few days, we 
might organize a school trip, and I would like to take your opinion into 
account, as much as possible, when assigning seats on the bus”. Then, 
they were asked to nominate classmates they wanted to sit next to 
during the school trip (positive nominations) and those they did not 
want to sit next to during the school trip (negative nominations). The 
class was the reference group, allowing both same-sex and other-sex 
choices and unlimited nominations. Specifically, children could nomi
nate any classmate, including none, but could not nominate themselves. 
In this study, for each child, the following indices were calculated: 
Positive peer sociometric nominations provided, referred to the number 
of positive nominations provided by each child for his or her classmates 
to the first question; Negative peer sociometric nominations provided, 
referred to the number of negative nominations provided by each child 
for his or her classmates to the second question; Positive peer soci
ometric nominations received, referred to the number of positive nom
inations that the child received from classmates to the first question; 
Negative peer sociometric nominations received, referred to the number 
of negative nominations that the child received from classmates to the 
second question. The sociometric peer procedure, as developed by Soresi 
and Nota (2007), has been employed in several studies, wherein its ef
ficacy in the analysis of social relationships within a school class and in 
the verification of the efficacy of interventions aimed at fostering school 

inclusion has been demonstrated (e.g., Ginevra et al., 2020; Santilli 
et al., 2019).

How do I behave with others? The instrument developed by Soresi 
and Nota (2007) was used to assess social skills. It is composed of 27 
items and articulated in four subscales: Ability to accept and make 
comments (9 items, e.g., “Do you apologize to your classmates if you 
realize that what you said was wrong?”); Ability to express emotions and 
wishes (7 items, e.g., “Do you tell classmates what you feel?”); Ability to 
establish friendships with peers (5 items, e.g., “Do you go near your 
classmates during the break?”); Ability to establish positive relations (6 
items, e.g., “Do you look teachers in the eyes when you talk with them”). 
Respondents are requested to indicate, on a 5-point scale, from 1 (Never) 
to 5 (Always), how frequently they carry out the social behaviors 
described. The questionnaire has a total score, i.e., the sum of the four 
subtests. Prior research (Nota et al., 2019; Soresi & Nota, 2007) has 
demonstrated robust psychometric properties (i.e., internal consistency 
reliability, content and construct validity) in measuring social skills in 
children. For this study, the instrument showed adequate internal con
sistency, with McDonald’s Ω value of 0.84 for the total score, at the 
pre-test.

Collaboration. The Collaboration questionnaire (Soresi & Nota, 
2007), composed of 18 items, was used to measure the ability to 
collaborate with classmates. Participants were asked to indicate how 
much they believed they behaved in the indicated manner (e.g., 
“Behaving with others in a friendly manner”) on a 5-point scale (1 = not 
at all; 5 = very much). The study conducted by Soresi and Nota (2007)
demonstrated that the questionnaire exhibits satisfactory internal con
sistency reliability, and content and construct validity. Furthermore, it 
has been established as an effective instrument for measuring the ability 
to collaborate with classmates in children. In this study, McDonald’s Ω 
was 0.87 at the pre-test.

How do I behave with my classmates in difficulty? This question
naire was developed by Soresi and Nota (2007) and was used to assess 
the intention to help hypothetical classmates whose rights are violated. 
Three situations that violate the right to participation were proposed, 
such as “During school breaks, Marco, a child of your age, is often left 
alone to draw while his classmates have fun together. Additionally, he is 
not included in group activities with his classmates at school”. Re
spondents are asked to indicate, on a 5-point scale, from 1 (certainly not) 
to 5 (certainly yes), if they would help their hypothetical classmate (e.g., 
“Would you help Marco?”). A total score of the three situations was 
calculated. The study conducted by Soresi and Nota (2007) demon
strated that the instrument exhibits robust psychometric properties (i.e., 
internal consistency reliability, content and construct validity, con
structe validity). For this study, McDonald’s Ω value was 0.87 at the pre- 
test, showing a good internal consistency.

Direct naturalistic observation of social behaviors of children at 
risk of social exclusion.

In each class of the EG and CG, the researchers observed the positive 
and negative social behaviors provided and received by children who at 
pre-test showed low sociometric status and low acceptance levels within 
their classes and were at risk of social exclusion. These observations 
followed the procedure for quantitative behavioral observations of 
school inclusion described by Soresi and Nota (2007). Specifically, 
quantitative observation methods involve the researchers record be
haviors using a checklist to examine whether certain behavior or in
teractions occur, as well as the extent to which they are employed 
(Creswell, 2018). Children at risk of social exclusion were observed 
during math classes (three sessions of 20 min), Italian classes (three 
sessions of 20 min), and break times (three sessions of 15 min), for a total 
of 165 min. Before the observation period, the teacher introduced the 
researchers to the class, explaining that they would be taking notes 
about how students talk and play during classes and break times. During 
the observations, the researchers maintained approximately 3–6 m from 
the observed students to avoid interference, while still making sure she 
could hear and observe any social behavior between children and their 

Table 1 
Characeristics of participants.

EG CG

N % N %

Gender
Boys 46 54.12 39 47.56
Girls 39 45.88 43 52.44

School grade level
4th grade 67 78.82 62 75.61
5th grade 18 21.18 20 24.39

Chitizenship
Italian 71 83.53 64 78.05
No-Italian 14 16.47 18 21.95
Learning disabilities 3 3.53 2 2.44
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classmates (Owen-DeSchryver et al., 2008). To record social behavior, 
researchers used the “School inclusion facilitation” coding system 
(Soresi & Nota, 2007), which provides the following checklist of social 
behavioral categories: Positive behaviors provided towards classmates 
(e.g., smiling to other children, making eye contact during verbal ex
pressions, helping other children, and using expressions of kindness 
towards other children); Negative behaviors provided towards class
mates (e.g., being verbally hostile, physically aggressive); Positive be
haviors received from classmates (e.g., verbal indications regarding an 
assignment, hugging, making eye contact during verbal expressions, 
greeting); Negative behaviors received from classmates (e.g., being 
verbally hostile, physically aggressive). For the scoring, the frequency of 
positive and negative social behaviors provided and received was 
calculated for each student at risk of social exclusion. The “School in
clusion facilitation” coding system was previously employed in studies 
that validated the efficacy of programs in fostering social behaviors in 
children (Ginevra et al., 2020; Nota et al., 2019). To obtain correct re
cordings of social behaviors, two researchers underwent training to 
utilize the “School inclusion facilitation” coding system, which included 
the review of videos depicting social interactions and the administration 
of initial inter-rater reliability tests. This training ensured consistency in 
applying the categories of social behaviors. Inter-rater reliability was 
assessed by calculating the prevalence bias-adjusted kappa (PABAK; 
Byrt et al., 1993) for each category across the pre- and the post-test that 
was 0.64. This value can be considered substantial (Byrt et al., 1993; 
McHugh, 2012). Moreover, the proportion of positive agreement be
tween two raters was high (93 %). During the observations, the re
searchers took notes of the social behaviors observed in preparation for 
discussion in a dedicated meeting. To address discrepancies, the re
searchers reviewed and reconciled differences in their evaluation at the 
beginning of the coding process, ensuring consistency in the coding 
process of social behavioral categories.

Intervention program

The “A Journey towards Rightsland” intervention consists of five 
weekly sessions, each lasting approximately 90 min, conducted during 
school hours. Each session was led by a researcher who was an expert in 
developmental psychology and school inclusion. To garantee personal
ized reinforcements and feedback to participants and give them more 
opportunities to actively participate, asking and answering questions, 
the intervention was implemented in small groups of 8–10 classmates 
(Peterson, 2016).

The intervention aimed to promote the understanding and respect of 
rights associated with inclusion and participation of all students and to 
foster the development of social skills related to assertively dealing with 
situations of discrimination and conflict, as well as initiating meaningful 
social relationships with all students, including those with stigmatized 
attributes or identities (e.g., disabilities, migration status, etc.).

The first four sessions of the intervention focused on discussing four 
rights and presenting social situations in which these rights were 
violated. The rights were selected following this procedure: Firstly, we 
referred to suggestions from several scholars (e.g., Blaisdell et al., 2022; 
Jones & Manion, 2023; MacKenzie et al., 2020) to use the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989) as a fundamental 
framework and tool for Human Rights Education (HRE) to promote 
awareness of the rights contained in it. Among the rights in the 
Convention, following the guidelines for designing intervention pro
grams aimed at promoting school inclusion (Blaisdell et al., 2022; 
MacKenzie et al., 2020), we selected the rights most aligned with the 
principles of school and social inclusion and participation (e.g., partic
ipatory rights). Secondly, intending to define an intervention directly 
involving the school context, we contacted several primary school 
teachers and gathered their suggestions on rights associated with 
participation and inclusion to consider. In line with this procedure, the 
following rights from the Convention on the Rights of the Child were 

selected: The right to engage in play and recreational activities (Art. 31; 
first session), the right to freely participate in cultural life, entailing 
educational activities (Art. 31; second session), the right to express one’s 
opinion and to be heard (Arts. 12–13; third session), and the right to be 
treated well and not to suffer violence or discrimination (Arts. 19 and 
37; fourth session).

The first four meetings focused each on one of the aforementioned 
rights. After presenting the right and the need for it to be guaranteed for 
every student, several hypothetical situations of social discrimination 
that violate the presented right were introduced. These situations could 
occur towards a hypothetical new classmate, guiding participants’ 
attention to the sense of injustice these situations entail and the sense of 
social responsibility towards this hypothetical classmate experiencing 
such difficult circumstances. During the sessions, the gender of the hy
pothetical new classmate was alternated to control for this variable.

The sessions then focused on social skills to assertively address these 
situations of discrimination and violations of participatory rights. Par
ticipants were presented with social behaviors to support peers experi
encing unpleasant situations, providing examples and highlighting their 
benefits. Then, participants were involved in a guided mental simula
tion. The researcher asked them to imagine how they would react to a 
situation where a hypothetical new classmate experiences social exclu
sion and a violation of his or her rights. Mental simulation was used 
because it has proven effective in other interventions aimed at reducing 
prejudice towards others (e.g., Crisp & Turner, 2013; Vezzali et al., 
2020). This technique is useful for real-life situations, as studies have 
shown that visualizing behaviors can evoke the same emotional and 
cognitive responses as the behavior itself (e.g., Nicholson et al., 2021). 
Furthermore, it can act as a substitute for direct experience (Kappes & 
Morewedge, 2016), activating neurological bases such as perception and 
mechanisms like memory, emotion, and motor control, and eliciting 
cognitive, physiological, and behavioral responses comparable to real 
situations (Nicholson et al., 2021). Participants were asked to write a 
comprehensive account of the imagined situation to reinforce the impact 
of the task (Vezzali et al., 2020). Specifically, they were asked to specify 
the right that was not being respected, and the specific social behaviors 
performed to address the situation and support the peer experiencing it 
(Husnu & Crisp, 2010).

In the final session, the focus was on respecting the rights discussed 
in the previous meetings, highlighting the benefits in a school context, 
such as discovering new games, learning fun things, making new friends, 
and helping each other. Specifically, participants were invited to ima
gine a school situation (e.g., organizing a class party) where classmates 
must collaborate, respecting everyone’s rights (the right to engage in 
play and recreational activities, the right to freely participate in cultural 
life, the right to express one’s opinions and be heard, and the right to be 
treated well and not suffer violence or discrimination).

At the beginning of the first session, the researcher explained the goal 
of the intervention and gave each child a contract to sign, along with a 
‘Logbook’ to collect all the materials and exercises that would be con
ducted during the intervention. In each session, a token economy was 
used through the presentation of a ‘course board’ that involved award
ing colored stickers (tokens) for attendance, participation, and 
completed homeworks. At the end of the intervention, a specific tangible 
reward (e.g., personalized blocknotes, a colored pen) was provided for 
each participant who had collected all tokens.

Each session followed a learning guide that described the verbal and 
non-verbal behaviors the researcher should use for each session. In 
addition, various educational procedures and strategies were used, 
involving social reinforcements, role-play, informational feedback, and 
modeling. To guarantee the maintenance and generalization of knowl
edge, students carried out some homework assignments that instructed 
them to implement what they learned during the session to various 
contexts, for example, at home and in school (Rao et al., 2008). More
over, between sessions, children were invited to write about any situa
tion they encountered involving violations of rights, either in the 
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classroom or outside the school context, and to apply the social behav
iors they had learned during the sessions.

Statistical analysis

There was no missing data in this study. Preliminarily, we checked if 
the EG and the CG were homogeneous for socio-demographic charac
teristics and the outcomes considered in the study. Specifically, we 
performed the χ2 test for gender, and independent sample t-tests for age 
and dependent variables (i.e., peer sociometric nominations, social 
skills, ability to collaborate with classmates, and intention to help hy
pothetical classmates whose rights are violated). Cohen’s d values were 
also tested.

Subsequently, we focused on the analysis of the effect of the inde
pendent variables, namely Time and Condition, on the dependent vari
ables (which included peer sociometric nominations, social skills, ability 
to collaborate with classmates, and intention to help hypothetical 
classmates whose rights are violated). Due to repeated measurement and 
nested data, mixed-effects models were applied. Mixed-effects models 
were performed with the GAMLj module of the JAMOVI statistical 
platform (Gallucci, 2019; The Jamovi Project, 2022). The effects of Time 
and Condition and their interaction were estimated as fixed effects. For 
the random components, the intra-class coefficient (ICC) value, that is 
the variance of the random intercept across the cluster variables (i.e., 
children and classes), was estimated. It was calculated by dividing the 
variance of the random coefficient by the sum of its own and residual 
variances. To evaluate the adequacy of the models, marginal R2 (the 
variance explained by the fixed effects over the total variance of the 
dependent variable) and conditional R2 (the variance explained by the 
fixed and the random effects together over the total variance of the 
dependent variable) were reported. To support the importance of 
including the random effects in the model, the overall model (fixed +
random effects) should capture a larger amount of the variance con
cerning the model, including only the fixed effects (Johnson, 2014). A 
Linear Mixed-Effects Model with restricted maximum likelihood esti
mation (REML) was conducted. Simple effects were analyzed to inves
tigate the effect of Time separately for EG and CG.For the ten children 
(five of the EG and five of the CG) with low sociometric status and low 
acceptance levels, the baseline equivalence on the positive and negative 
social behaviors provided towards and received from classmates was 
tested using the Mann-Whitney test. The effect of the intervention on 
positive and negative social behaviors provided towards and received 
from classmates was examined using the Mann-Whitney and Wilcoxon 
tests. The Mann-Whitney test was carried out to verify significant dif
ferences in the post-test between the children of the EG and the CG, 
while the Wilcoxon test was carried out within each of the two groups to 
evaluate the changes from the pre-test to the post-test.

Results

Baseline equivalence

Considering gender and age, no significant differences were recorded 
as regards gender (χ2(1) = 0.600, p > .05), and age (t(164) = 0.365, p >
.05). The t-tests revealed that there were not significant pre-test differ
ences between the two groups on any of the dependent variables (see 
Table 2): Positive peer sociometric nominations provided (t(165) =
0.354, p = .724, Cohen’s d = 0.08), negative peer sociometric nomi
nations provided (t(165) = 0.055, p = .141, Cohen’s d = 0.19), positive 
peer sociometric nominations received (t(165) = 0.531, p = .596, 
Cohen’s d = 0.06), negative peer sociometric nominations received (t 
(165) = 1.192, p = .235, Cohen’s d = 0.23), social skills (t(165) = 0.274, 
p = .784, Cohen’s d = 0.10), ability to collaborate with classmates (t 
(165) = 0.125, p = .900, Cohen’s d = 0.02), and intention to help hy
pothetical classmates whose rights are violated (t(165) = 0.470, p =
.639, Cohen’s d = 0.07).

Table 2 
Means and standard deviations of EG and CG at pre-test and post-test.

Pre-test Post-test

EG CG EG CG

M SD M SD M SD M SD

Positive peer sociometric nominations provided 7.64 4.47 7.40 4.02 8.82 5.02 7.72 3.61
Negative peer sociometric nominations provided 4.59 3.47 5.47 4.18 4.02 3.52 5.33 3.79
Positive peer sociometric nominations received 7.58 3.04 7.33 2.98 8.48 3.35 7.18 2.79
Negative peer sociometric nominations received 4.71 3.87 5.38 3.39 4.00 3.29 5.06 2.89
Social skills (total score) 93.00 15.32 94.47 15.16 95.21 17.18 94.74 16.31
Ability to collaborate with classmates 71.92 11.81 71.7 10.05 73.12 11.61 70.72 12.49
Intention to help hypothetical classmates whose rights are violated 12.39 0.85 13.37 0.70 13.52 1.98 13.39 2.19

Note. EG = Experimental Group, CG = Control Group.

Table 3 
Mixed model analysis on peer sociometric nominations.

Dependent 
variable

Effect F (df) p ICC for the 
random 
intercept 
for children

ICC for the 
random 
intercept 
for classes

Negative peer 
sociometric 
nominations 
received

Time 5.06 (1, 
164.06)

0.026 0.783 0.309

Condition 0.98 (1, 
7.09)

0.354

Time ×
Condition

0.52 (1, 
164.06)

0.471

Positive peer 
sociometric 
nominations 
received

Time 2.32 (1, 
164.27)

0.130 0.746 0.397

Condition 0.44 (1, 
8.36)

0.525

Time ×
Condition

8.53 (1, 
164.27)

0.004

Positive peer 
sociometric 
nominations 
provided

Time 5.55 (1, 
162.98)

0.020 0.530 0.158

Condition 0.28 (1, 
8.27)

0.613

Time ×
Condition

8.53 (1, 
162.98)

0.253

Negative peer 
sociometric 
nominations 
provided

Time 2.87 (1, 
161.90)

0.092 0.630 0.198

Condition 1.94 (1, 
6.89)

0.207

Time ×
Condition

1.39 (1, 
161.90)

0.240

Note. ICC = intra-class coefficient value, i.e., the variance of the random inter
cept across the cluster variables (i.e., children and classes).
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Efficacy evaluation

Table 3 and Table 4 report the significance of Time, Condition, and 
Time × Condition effects for each of the dependent variables. The ICC 
value, i.e., the variance of the random intercept across the cluster var
iables, i.e., children and classes, was also reported.

Peer sociometric nominations
Regarding Negative peer sociometric nominations received, the 

marginal R2 was 0.017 and the conditional R2 was 0.805. The interaction 
effect Time × Condition was not significant (Table 3). However, by 
analyzing the main effect of Time for the two groups separately, we 
found a significant effect of Time in the EG (F(1,164) = 4.47, p = .036) 
and not in the CG (F(1,164) = 1.15, p = .285). suggesting a significant 
decrement of this variable only for the students in the EG.

As for the Positive peer sociometric nominations received, the mar
ginal R2 was 0.015 and the conditional R2 was 0.786. The interaction 
effect Time × Condition was significant (Table 3). The main effect of 
Time was significant only in the EG (F(1,164) = 9.99, p = .002) and not 
in the CG (F(1,164) = 0.96, p = .328). Thus, the intervention was 
effective in enhancing this variable only for the students in the EG.

Concerning the Positive peer sociometric nominations provided, the 
marginal R2 was 0.012 and the conditional R2 was 0.574. The interaction 
effect Time × Condition was not significant (Table 3). However, the 
main effect of Time was significant in the EG (F(1,163) = 6.28, p = .013) 
and not in the CG (F(1,163) = 0.72, p = .399), indicating a significant 
increment of this variable only for the students in the EG.

Considering Negative peer sociometric nominations provided, the 
marginal R2 was 0.029 and the conditional R2 was 0.671. The interaction 
effect Time × Condition was not significant (Table 3). However, the 
main effect of Time was significant only in the EG (F(1,161) = 4.25, p =
.041) and not in the CG (F(1,161) = 0.13, p = .719), indicating a sig
nificant decrement of this variable only for the students in the EG.

Social skills
Considering general social skills, the marginal R2 was 0.012 and the 

conditional R2 was 0.757. The interaction effect Time × Condition was 
significant (Table 4) attesting that a significant change of this variable 
over time occurred only in the EG. Indeed, the main effect of Time was 
significant only in the EG (F(1,163) = 15.05, p < .001, and not in the CG 

(F(1,163) = 0.07, p = .787). Thus, the intervention was effective in 
incrementing social skills.

Ability to collaborate with classmates
Concerning the ability to collaborate with classmates, the marginal 

R2 was 0.018 and the conditional R2 was 0.760. The interaction effect 
Time × Condition was significant (Table 4). The main effect of Time was 
significant only in the EG (F(1,163) = 11.33, p < .001) and not in the CG 
(F(1,163) = 1.28, p = .260). This result attested that the intervention 
was effective in enhancing the ability to collaborate with classmates.

Intention to help hypothetical classmates whose rights are violated
Finally, in relation to the intention to help hypothetical classmates 

whose rights are violated, the marginal R2 was 0.035 and the conditional 
R2 was 0.704. The interaction effect Time × Condition was significant 
(Table 4). The main effect of Time was significant only in the EG (F 
(1,158) = 34.00, p < .001) and not in the CG (F(1,158) = 0.29, p = .591). 
Thus, the intervention was effective in enhancing the intention to help 
classmates whose rights are violated.

Children at risk of social exclusion

As regards children who presented low sociometric status within 
their classes and low acceptance levels and were at risk of social 
exclusion, no significant differences were found at pre-test on Positive 
social behaviors provided (U = 0.838 p = .402); Negative social be
haviors provided (U = 1.273, p = .203); Positive social behaviors 
received (U = 0.946 p = .344); Negative social behaviors received (U =
0.000, p = 1.000).

At post-test the non-parametric Mann-Whitney showed no significant 
differences between EG and CG on Positive behaviors provided (U =
− 0.838, p = .402), Negative behaviors provided (U = − 0.645, p = .519), 
Positive behaviors received (U = − 1.054, p = .292), and Negative be
haviors received (U = − 0.949, p = .343).

As regards the EG, the Wilcoxon test showed significant changes 
between pre-test and post-test on Positive behaviors received (z =
− 2.023, p = .043). No significant changes were found on Positive be
haviors provided (z = − 1.633, p = .102), Negative behaviors provided 
(z = − 1.841, p = .066), and Negative behaviors received (z = − 1.069, p 
= .285). Children who presented low sociometric status within their 
classes randomly assigned to the EG received at post-test more positive 
social behaviors from their classmates (see Table 5).

As regards the CG, the Wilcoxon test showed no significant changes 
between pre-test and post-test in Positive behaviors provided (z =
− 0.184, p = .854), Negative behaviors provided (z = − 1.069, p = .285), 
Positive behaviors received (z = − 1.761, p = .078), and Negative be
haviors received (z = − 1.342, p = .180).

Discussion

The present study aimed to analyze the efficacy of an intervention 
designed to promote school inclusion in primary school children by 
integrating the two approaches of PYD and HRE. The intervention aimed 
to promote awareness of the rights associated with school inclusion and 
participation of all students, and to foster the development of social 
skills to counteract situations of discrimination and conflict assertively, 
and initiate meaningful social relationships with all students, including 
those with stigmatized attributes or identities.

The analyses carried out demonstrated that the intervention program 
effectively improved almost all the considered outcomes. We found that 
the children in the EG showed more consistent social skills, greater 
ability to collaborate with classmates, stronger intentions to help hy
pothetical classmates whose rights are violated and received more 
positive sociometric nominations at the post-test compared to those in 
the CG. Moreover, although the Time x Condition interaction was not 
significant, only for children in the EG we found a time effect (between 

Table 4 
Mixed model analysis on social skills, ability to collaborate with classmates and 
intention to help classmates whose rights are violated.

Dependent 
variable

Effect F (df) p ICC for the 
random 
intercept 
for children

ICC for the 
random 
intercept 
for classes

Social skills Time 8.41 (1, 
162.89)

0.004 0.746 0.115

Condition 0.06 (1, 
7.18)

0.807

Time ×
Condition

6.33 (1, 
162.89)

0.013

Ability to 
collaborate 
with 
classmates

Time 2.38 (1, 
162.57)

0.125 0.749 0.184

Condition 1.10 (1, 
7.68)

0.602

Time ×
Condition

9.99 (1, 
162.57)

0.002

Intention to help 
hypothetical 
classmates 
whose rights 
are violated

Time 2.32 (1, 
164.27)

0.130 0.746 0.397

Condition 0.44 (1, 
8.36)

0.525

Time ×
Condition

8.53 (1, 
164.27)

0.004

Note. ICC = intra-class coefficient value, i.e., the variance of the random inter
cept across the cluster variables (i.e., children and classes).
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the pre-test and post-test of the intervention) involving the positive 
nominations they provided and the negative nominations they received 
and provided.

A potential interpretation of all these results, in line with the PYD 
and HRE approaches (Blaisdell et al., 2022; Crisp & Turner, 2013; 
Vezzali et al., 2020), may be found in the fact that, in the intervention, 
we stimulated both the awareness of participatory rights and the con
sequences of discrimination, as well as the social skills to assertively 
address discrimination situations where such rights are violated. The 
results were probably obtained through mental simulation and home
work assignmenents between meetings. This might have led to an in
crease in the participants’ overall social skills and intentions to help 
children whose participatory rights are violated (Ginevra et al., 2020). 
Furthermore, the intervention emphasized collaboration among class
mates to organize recreational activities together while respecting ev
eryone’s rights (e.g., the right to engage in play and recreational 
activities, the right to freely participate in cultural life, the right to ex
press opinions and be heard, and the right to be treated well and not 
suffer violence or discrimination). This might explain the significant 
increase in the ability to collaborate with classmates in the EG (Kennedy, 
2013; Lyskova et al., 2023). The increase in positive sociometric nom
inations and the decrease in negative sociometric nominations within 
the classes could be linked to the fact that the social relationships pro
moted by the intervention guarantee positive reinforcement for better 
peer acceptance (Broekhuizen et al., 2016).

The study also found that the intervention, beyond improving the 
outcomes, effectively enhanced positive intergroup relations towards 
children with low sociometric status and low acceptance levels within 
their classes. We found that the children at risk of social exclusion in the 
EG received significantly more positive social behaviors from their 
classmates. The intervention was effective in creating a more welcoming 
and supportive school context, promoting more positive social re
lationships towards these children who, before the intervention, had low 
sociometric status (Armstrong et al, 2017; Sebba & Robinson, 2010). 
This result could be due, on one hand, to the fact that, in line with other 
studies in the HRE field (e.g., Howe & Covell, 2005, 2021), promoting 
awareness and respect for rights may have stimulated socially respon
sible behaviors towards others and greater commitment to avoid situa
tions of discrimination and social avoidance. On the other hand, in line 
with studies in the PYD field (e.g., Diaz-Garolera et al., 2022), learning 
social skills aimed at developing and maintaining friendships might 
have improved peer acceptance even for children initially more rejected.

Theoretical and practical implications

The results of this study have both theoretical and practical impli
cations. In terms of theoretical implications, this study advanced the 
literature on school inclusion by integrating the two approaches of PYD 
and HRE. As suggested by MacKenzie et al. (2020), while the use of HRE 
can promote school inclusion, the knowledge of rights alone is not suf
ficient to foster rights-respectful behaviors. It is also important to 
stimulate the development of specific social skills, in line with PYD, to 
address situations of discrimination where such rights are violated 

(Salmon-Letelier & Russell, 2022). This study demonstrated that the 
intervention, by integrating the two approaches, positively promoted 
students’ peer acceptance, social skills, ability to collaborate with 
classmates, and intention to help children whose rights are violated. 
Moreover, it promoted positive intergroup relations towards children 
with low sociometric status and and low acceptance levels and that were 
at risk of social exclusion.

From a developmental perspective, the study confirmed that school- 
based intervention programs in fourth- and fifth grade can be useful to 
promote a conceptual understanding of complex issues such as the 
recognition of situations of discrimination and rights violations and 
promote the development of social skills to counteract situations of 
discrimination and conflict assertively (Babik & Gardner, 2021; 
Struthers, 2016; Wade, 1994; Yamniuk, 2017). This could garantuee, in 
this age group (generally associated with stronger intergroup biases; 
Babik & Gardner, 2021; Nesdale & Dalton, 2011), starting meaningful 
social relationships with peers, including those with stigmatized attri
butes or identities, and assertive reactions to situations of stigmatization 
and discrimination.

Regarding the practical implications, the study provided evidence 
that peer acceptance, social and collaboration skills, as well as the 
intention to help children whose rights are violated can be increased in 
childhood (Howe & Covell, 2021; Juvonen et al., 2019). Indeed, it is 
possible to promote positive social relationships among peers within 
school contexts and improve the sociometric status of children with low 
levels of peer acceptance (Ginevra et al., 2020).

The results suggest also that the intervention program could be 
sustained in primary schools, as multiple outcomes obtained as partic
ularly important to create inclusive school contexts and strengthen 
students’ positive relational behaviors towards students at risk of social 
exclusion (Juvonen et al., 2019). The intervention materials and activ
ities can be adaptated to accommodate diverse children’s backgrounds 
and development. A committed principal and administration on school 
inclusion that could authorise continuation, allocate resources, integrate 
the intervention into school policies and train teachers into a community 
of practice are key facilitators to guarantee the sustainability of this 
school-based intervention program, ultimately fostering a more inclu
sive school environment and contributing to a more equitable society in 
the future (Herlitz et al., 2020; Juvonen et al., 2019).

Limitations and future research directions

Despite the encouraging results of this study, there are some limi
tations to consider in future research. The first limitation concerns the 
complexity of the nested data structure. A post-hoc power analysis was 
conducted using the Optimal Design Software [version 3.01] for Multi- 
level and Longitudinal Research (Raudenbush et al., 2011). This analysis 
indicated that the number of randomized clusters (10 classes) was 
insufficient to detect a power of 0.80 for outcome variables with higher 
ICC values (Hemming et al., 2017). Nonethelss, the design of the study is 
consistent with the realistic constraints and practices of school-based 
intervention research (Li et al., 2024; Raudenbush & Schwartz, 2020). 
Moreover, we ensured balance and comparability between the EG and 

Table 5 
Means and standard deviations of children of the EG and CG with low sociometric status and low acceptance levels within their classes and were at risk of social 
exclusion.

Pre-test Post-test

EG CG EG CG

M SD M SD M SD M SD

Positive behaviors provided 52.00 30.64 57.00 58.38 63.00 42.78 56.80 60.33
Negative behaviors provided 12.00 11.55 3.40 2.61 3.00 2.83 2.00 2.55
Positive behaviors received 5.4 5.27 12.40 13.47 23.00 12.12 17.40 13.94
Negative behaviors received 2.00 2.74 1.60 2.61 0.80 0.84 0.40 0.89

Note. EG = Experimental Group, CG = Control Group.
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the CG in terms of gender distribution, age, school grade and school 
affiliation. As suggested by Raudenbush and Schwartz (2020), this im
proves the precision of the study when randomized clusters are fewer 
than 20. Secondly, this study was structured in five sessions for a total 
duration of 450 min (90 min for each session). Future studies might 
consider further extending the number of sessions to guarantee a posi
tive dose-response effect (Chae et al., 2019). Thirdly, it is important to 
note that the satisfactory evaluation of the intervention’s efficacy should 
not be limited to the differences observed two weeks after the inter
vention. This may result in spike effects that weaken rapidly following 
the conclusion of the intervention. Longitudinal studies and follow ups 
could be useful to measure and observe significant and sustainable 
behavior changes, since these kinds of changes usually take time (Huic 
et al., 2017). Therefore, future studies should include for example 
follow-up assessments at 6 and 12 months to determine if the children 
who presented low sociometric status and low acceptance levels within 
their classes have maintained positive social behaviors with their 
classmates. Fourly, the intervention program was conducted by a 
researcher, external to school context, with expertise in developmental 
psychology and school inclusion. Future studies should test the effec
tiveness of the intervention when implemented by trained teachers in 
their classes, examining its feasibility and sustainability for schools. 
Fifhtly, only one child at risk of social exclusion in terms of low soci
ometric status and low acceptance levels was selected for each class of 
EG and CG. Future studies could consider different sociometric status 
classification procedures (Maassen et al., 2005). Lastly, only direct and 
indirect measures were used to evaluate the intervention’s efficacy; 
future studies could examine the ecological validity of this intervention 
program using social validity measures administered to teachers and 
parents. In addition, it would be appropriate to use measures with 
parents to assess their ability to recognize situations of discrimination 
and social isolation and act in their child’s favor even in extra-school 
contexts (e.g., at home, in sports contexts, during leisure time).

Conclusion

Promoting school inclusion requires attention to social skills and 
respect for human rights (MacKenzie et al., 2020). In today’s school 
settings, characterized by high heterogeneity and diversity, it becomes 
necessary for primary schools to adopt intervention programs that aim 
to promote respect, acceptance of diverse peers, and the initiation and 
maintenance of meaningful social relationships, thus fostering school 
inclusion (Freer, 2023). This study integrated the HRE with the PYD, 
demonstrating that teaching participatory rights alongside the imple
mentation of social skills can promote more rights-respectful and in
clusive school contexts. Moreover, it enhanced the ability to respond to 
situations of discrimination and social exclusion, which constitute a 
violation of others’ participatory rights.
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