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Skills in Action: From Life Stories to Self-Awareness and Self-Discovery

Marianna Capo
University of Naples Federico Il, Sinapsi University Center, Italy, marianna.capo@unina.it

Abstract - This paper describes the learning outcomes achieved by the three target groups (graduates, PhDs, and civil service
volunteers) who took part in the interactive psycho-pedagogical workshop developed by the SINAPSI University Center
(University of Naples Federico II), starting from the academic year 2019-2020. The workshop is designed to help students develop
employability skills and successfully transition from university to work. Students are encouraged to narrate both themselves and
their training and learning experiences with the help of specific narrative-autobiographical devices. By exploring their own selves,
students learn to identify their potential being relative to the context in which they live and make conscious decisions about their

future training and career paths.

KEYWORDS: Skills, narration, guidance, future, awareness.

1. INTRODUCTION

For several years now, international (Cedefop, 2009; Musset, Kurekova, 2018; Onu, 2015; Unesco, 2015) and national
(Miur, 2014) guidelines have recognized the importance of guidance for young people and adults throughout their life
course as a fundamental step in the process of self-recognition and, consequently, in the development of both self-
awareness and autonomy in making life and career choices. The current society of “risk” (Beck, 1986/2000, 1997/2008)
and of “liquid post-modernity” (Bauman, 2000/2002) is characterized by the “deinstitutionalization of the life course”
(Kholi, 1989), that is, the de-standardization of biographical paths. The linear succession of stages of personal
development and fulfilment (training, job placement, career progression, retirement, etc.) has now given way to a
sequence of fragmented phases of life, marked by frequent changes of course and existential reorganizations.

In this context, self-narratives, although not the exclusive form of self-promotion and self-expression, are currently a
privileged means to access biografization, namely the set of actions and behaviors through which individuals are able to
give shape to their personal history: a self-narrative in which they recognize themselves and become recognizable to the
others (Delory Momberger, De Souza, 2017). Through self-narratives, individuals become aware of the threads of their
life journey, linked in different ways to personal interests, achievements and acquired skills. This new awareness enables
them to give an answer to some fundamental questions: what is really important to me? What is my potential? What
knowledge and skills do I need to acquire to build a new training and career project? These answers foreshadow new
scenarios in terms of personal and career re-planning.

Life narratives may prove to be an effective device for guidance, counseling, and training. Exploring personal histories
may help assess individual potential and skills; identify individual and/or contextual constraints and resources to define
vocational training and re-training projects; support and encourage people to improve both effective communication skills
and likeability. As the core of interpersonal relationships, effective communication is a complex skill that, as is well
known, does not end with the verbal component. In fact, communication skills in the workplace include writing skills,
verbal communication skills and listening skills. Likeability, on the other hand, is the ability to make others feel good
about themselves by being positive, extrovert, and other-centered. Studies have shown that likeability can foster a feeling
of being more authentic and persuasive in social relationships and interpersonal communication in everyday life

situations, as well as in work contexts (Almonte, 2022). The values, projects and strategies that characterized education
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and training in the past should be redefined to effectively support youth and adults in facing new social and economic
challenges (Capo, Grimaldi, Striano, 2020; Domincé, 2002; Striano in Marescotti, 2015; Dato, 2017a; Dato 2017b). These
challenges require individuals not only to achieve greater self-awareness in developing training and career projects from
their own specific needs, but also to renew the relationship with themselves and others, taking on their own share of
responsibility in the development of their personal and professional identity. The increasing importance given not only to
the 'knowledge’ and ‘know-how’ competencies, but also to the ‘knowing how to be’ and ‘knowing how to become’ ones
(Rossi, 2008) [my translation from Italian], such as creativity, relationship management, and sense of initiative, which
are now required in any professional field (Natoli, 2010; Rifkin, 1995/1996), highlights an even stronger bond between

personal and professional identity.

2. “MY PERSONAL AND PROFESSIONAL SELF-PORTRAIT”. AN AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL
NARRATIVE DEVICE AS PART OF THE ACTIVITIES OF THE “SEZIONE DEI SERVIZI PER
L’ORIENTAMENTO VOCAZIONALE E LA PROMOZIONE DELL’OCCUPABILITA” (SPO)
[“SECTION OF SERVICES FOR VOCATIONAL GUIDANCE AND EMPLOYABILITY
PROMOTION”].

To offer adequate support to young people in their transition from education to labor market, the University of Naples
Federico II has established the “Sezione dei servizi per 1’orientamento vocazionale e la promozione dell’occupabilita”
(SPO) [“Section of services for vocational guidance and employability promotion"] at the SINAPSI University Center.
Its training activities have the following objectives: highlighting the importance of life experiences, recognizing soft
skills, and developing strategies and tools for self-promotion and self-presentation that can effectively help young people
navigate a disorienting and ever-changing employment scenario. The activities are intended to respond to the questions
of young people who feel the need to know themselves, a need motivated in turn by the desire to take stock of their lives
and manage their careers, thus ‘triggering a twofold exploration: on the one hand, the exploration of individual skills
possessed and, on the other, that of the labor market and of the competencies it requires’ (Levy-Leboyer, 1993, p. 61)
[my translation from French].

Starting from the 2019-2020 academic year the autobiographical narrative device "My Personal and Professional Self-
portrait” has been developed and tested with three different target groups: 1) graduates and undergraduates; 2) PhDs and
PhD students in the final stage of their PhD program; 3) young volunteers of the “Servizio Civile Universale” [“Universal
Civil Service”]. The students were guided in the creation of a self-portrait, namely a digital curriculum vitae, consisting
of images, videos, and sounds. Indeed, in the society 4.0, relying exclusively on traditional formats such as the paper CV
to find a job can be very limiting. Moreover, digital storytelling can be a vehicle to encourage self-awareness and reframe
self-identity (Cambi, 2007; Costa 2016; Dato, 2017b), revealing hidden biographical dimensions (skills, knowledge, self-
images, values, etc.). Through digital narratives, individuals learn to: know themselves and others better; pay attention to
what is happening around them; express opinions and emotions and contextualize the contents of their experience; socially
share their self-image and the transformative power of what they have learned; and finally, in line with the increasing
popularity of social recruiting, create and share their professional brand online (paper CV, digital CV infographic,
LinkedIn profile, etc.).

The digital self-portrait represents a moment of self-training. From the perspective of skills assessment, “My Personal
and Professional Self-portrait” enables users to work on personal histories and relational exchange. On the one hand, it

helps people review and reframe past events, giving new value to the learning experiences and to the skills acquired in
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different contexts (formal, nonformal and informal). On the other, it enables them to hone their self-presentation skills
(Jedlowski 2000, Orofiamma 2005) to potential interlocutors in the world of work, acting as a valuable tool in promoting
employability. Digital storytelling can prove to be, in the context of career guidance and training, a stimulating
methodology to support the development not only of soft skills, but also of key competencies, both of which are
recognized by the European Union as essential to ensuring social inclusion, employability and the exercise of active and
aware citizenship. Recent European documents (European Commission, 2015, 2016, 2018; OECD, 2017b) emphasize the
importance for individuals to exercise their own self-entrepreneurship meant as human agency, i.e., the ability to act
throughout life. It is, in other words, the possibility or freedom for people ‘to imagine and desire something that has not
yet been fulfilled’ and ‘to identify goals to achieve it’ (Costa, 2013, p. 111) [my translation from Italian]. The development
of individual agency also depends on the development and improvement of individual competencies; more specifically,

the so-called key competencies.

3. “MY PERSONAL AND PROFESSIONAL SELF-PORTRAIT”: TARGET AUDIENCE,
EDUCATIONAL GOALS, ACTIVITIES. THE THREE TARGET GROUPS AND THEIR NEEDS

"My Personal and Professional Self-portrait” is a workshop aimed at three different target groups:

1. "Servizio Civile Universale” [“Universal Civil Service”] volunteers

In the 2019-2020 academic year, a group of fifty volunteers of the “Servizio Civile Universale” [“Universal Civil
Service”] took part in the workshop at the Sezione dei servizi per I’ orientamento vocazionale e la promozione
dell’occupabilita” (SPO) [“Section of services for vocational guidance and employability promotion"]of the SINAPSI
University Center. The group, divided into two subgroups of 25 people, consisted mainly of young people with an average
age of twenty-five who were attending university courses (80%) or vocational training courses as health care assistant,
computer programmer, beautician (20%).

PhDs and doctoral students in the final stage of their PhD program

During the 2019-20 academic year, the workshop involved for the first time a group of doctoral students composed of
three women and three men, all with an average age of 30, in the final phase of the doctoral course in "Mind Gender and
Languages” at the University of Naples Federico II. The objective was to guide the doctoral students in the creation and
promotion of their professional identity through a process of personal and autonomous re-elaboration of the knowledge
and skills acquired during their studies. During the doctoral program, students focus, in fact, almost exclusively on their
need to be guided and supported throughout their academic journey and are not always fully aware of the importance to
develop additional competencies and skills such as: acquiring a transdisciplinary perspective; mastering research
methodologies; communicating effectively to exchange views with other members of the scientific community; becoming
aware of their own study and learning strategies; creating a local network of resources. These skills are essential to become
research professionals in academia, as well as in other contexts (Milani, 2019).

Undergraduates and graduates

Finally, in the 2019-20 academic year, the workshop also involved a group of graduates and undergraduates, consisting
of nine people, including five graduates and four undergraduates. During the first meeting, all the participants openly
expressed the need to receive support from the University at the end of their studies. They asked for guidance to learn
how to deal effectively with current work contexts, characterized by uncertainty and instability, and how to promote

themselves in the best possible way.

4. EDUCATIONAL GOALS
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Specifically, the objective of the educational activities carried out in the workshop is to enable the participants to:

. Recognize any learning achieved in various life and learning contexts (formal, non-formal, informal).

. Imagine and build a training and career project that is as close as possible to the knowledge and skills possessed
and expendable in the labor market.

. Improve (through the creation of the digital curricula story) self-management and self-marketing skills as well
as self-narration and self-presentation ones (Jedlowski, 2000) to promote themselves in the labor market in the best way
possible.

The goal of the participants is to redefine their training and career project and adapt it to their motivations, personal
inclinations, goals to be achieved, and to the limitations and resources of the reference context. Through constant support
and encouragement, the participants develop greater awareness regarding:

- the constellation of meanings that has guided or is guiding the choice to undertake specific university paths and
educational experiences.

- the representation of their role/profile (in this case: graduate and undergraduate; PhD and PhD student;
volunteer).

- any learning acquired during their education path and through specific employability promotion activities, and

how these can be used and channeled into a career project in line with their personal and educational history.

5. METHODOLOGY AND STAGES

To encourage the creation of the storyboard for the video portrait, the workshop includes the use of narrative devices
that aim at the improvement or acquisition of self-management, self-marketing, and self-promotion skills. Special devices
are used to prompt the narrative of past educational and/or professional experiences and the “anchoring” of personal skills,
knowledge, and values to the experiences themselves. The participants are encouraged to narrate using images and
metaphors, as these stimulate their most intuitive and creative side.

Listed below are some of the narrative tools and devices used in the workshop:

BdC ("Bilancio delle Competenze” ["Skills Assessment”]) questionnaire for soft skills self-assessment: the assessment
model adopted refers to the skills outlined by the European Qualification Framework (EQF), the “Life skills” laid down
by the WHO, the key competencies of the DeSeCo Project and the ISFOL model. The questionnaire consists of 45 items
and presents respondents with a series of statements to which they are asked to react by selecting answers from a scale
ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much) (five-point Likert scale).

Narrative-iconographic devices: they encourage the participants to write the autobiographical narratives needed to
create a digital curricula story. Here following are all the devices developed and used during the workshop: “E qui
comincia la mia storia” [“And Here My Story Begins”], "Una cartolina da me stesso” ["A Postcard from Myself"], “"Chi
sono?” ["Who Am I?"], “La mia mappa dei luoghi... uno sguardo dall’alto” ["My Places Map... A Look from Above"],
“"Zoom”, "Come mi vedi? Attraverso... gli occhi dell’altro” ["How Do You See Me? Through... The Other’s Eyes"],
“Life’s Patchwork”, “Una cartolina dal futuro” [“A Postcard from the Future”].

“Uno zainetto per gli attrezzi” ["A tool backpack”]: this is the set of tools and products made by all the workshop
participants (skills maps, employability profiles, paper CVs, etc.). All products are stored in a special folder given to each
participant at the beginning of the course: it is a kind of personal “archive” where the participants are asked to store the
products that they will create during the workshop activities. Moreover, the participants are given a summary sheet of
their employability profile and soft skills that provides a visual representation of both the score achieved in each

employability appraisal scale and the level achieved in each soft skill. "La mia mappa delle competenze” ["My Skills
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Map”] is a device that enables each participant to identify the soft skills, acquired or to be improved, needed to promote
and realize a solid personal and career project. Moreover, by sharing and comparing maps within the group, the
participants have the opportunity to take stock of their training experiences, while analyzing and giving new value to their

skills, knowledge and aptitudes.

6. WORK ORGANIZATION

The workshop includes 5 weekly meetings of 4 hours each, divided into four stages. In the first meeting, the facilitator
presents the aims and the objectives of the workshop, hands out the skills assessment questionnaire, and the digital
curricula story methodology is introduced.

1. The first stage is exploration: by recalling their own training experiences, the participants reconnect with their own
personal history.

2. This is followed by the re-signification of personal experiences. During the second stage, the participants are asked
not only to write about their experiences, but also to reflect on them. At this stage, questions arise that can open up new
and interesting perspectives. Personal maps are created.

3. The third stage is reconstruction: based on what emerges from the participants’ writings, a personal storyboard is
created that reassembles the puzzle of their lives. A self-narration takes shape, and includes acquired knowledge, goals,
personal resources, and interpersonal relationships.

The final stage includes sharing, reflection and self-evaluation of the path undertaken.

7. NARRATIVE DEVICES

"Una cartolina da me stesso” ["A Postcard from Myself”] is a narrative incipit that helps the participants find a
beginning to their own story and produce a kind of postcard that provides the first image of the digital story.

“Chi sono?” ["Who Am [?"] is an activity that encourages the participants to find the right way to introduce themselves
to the others starting with their own name. The name we are given at birth identifies us and makes us recognizable.
Pronouncing our name means affirming our identity by saying “I am... " and “positioning” our self within a discourse
concerning ourselves as individuals. Tracing the history of our name allows us to make unusual but important discoveries,
to find the origin of our name and to understand how its meaning is closely related to certain human, character,
dispositional qualities. But our name is also something that “systemically reconnects” us to our family environment
because it reminds us that we belong to a particular family community characterized by ties, traditions, and innovations:
for example, the tradition of giving newborns a name that has been passed on through generations, or the introduction of
a new name that breaks with the family tradition.

“"La mia mappa dei luoghi... uno sguardo dall’alto” ["My Places Map... A Look from Above”] encourages the
participants to take a panoramic look at their own lives, creating a map of all the significant places in their life course. It
is a self-recognition activity that allows the person to rediscover a plurality of roles, activities, and functions. According
to Dewey, the individual, besides being involved in a variety of activities, experiences multiple identities simultaneously:
‘he must, at some period of his life, be a member of a family; he must have friends and companions; [...] he has a business
career. He is a member of some organized political unit, and so on’ (Dewey, 1916, p. 359). Thanks to this device, the
participants are able to rediscover, recognize and identify the formative and transformative power of the multiple places
and contexts in which they have lived, and are invited to create a narrative that aims to associate contexts and learned
skills. The creation of a map of life’s places represents an important formative moment for the participants, as long as it

does not remain tied to a strictly subjective dimension (learning from oneself and for oneself), becoming instead, through
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sharing, an opportunity for exchange and debate (Apps, 1996). Through the map of places, a multi-narrative takes shape,
to be meant as the center of an individual’s existence.

The “"Zoom” device is complementary to “La mia mappa dei luoghi... uno sguardo dall’alto” [“My Places Map... A
Look from Above"]: the participants are invited to select the most representative places within the map. Next, they are
invited to zoom in on a narrative fragment and identify the details which together make up the human potential that
represents a person’s authentic value: skills, aptitudes, values, competencies. It is precisely by zooming in on the details
that they discover those previously unknown aspects, faces, aptitudes, and meanings (places, people, symbols, learnings,
etc.) that make their life path unique.

“"Come mi vedi? Attraverso... gli occhi dell’altro” ["How Do You See Me? Through... The Other’s Eyes"] invites the
participants to produce, through writing and/or metaphorical descriptions, an image of themselves, to describe in detail
how they perceive themselves and, at the same time, to also discover and understand how significant others (family
members, friends, mentors, etc.) see them. This is an activity that proves to be particularly fruitful, as the other’s account
(how the other sees us...) can confirm or, in many cases, complement, enrich, or even contradict the image we have of
ourselves, thus revealing aspects of our identity that we previously ignored.

“Una cartolina dal futuro” ["A Postcard from the Future”] invites the participants to project themselves into the future
("Orientamento al futuro e alla pianificazione” [“Guidance to the Future and Planning”]). The participants are asked to
explain, through a picture or a short story, where they see themselves professionally in the near future. By identifying and
revealing their career goals, the participants are able to reactivate and give new value both to the individual volitional
dimension (what they want to do) and to the values dimension (the set of values that determine their career goal).

“Epilogue or back cover”: the participants are asked to end their self-portrait with an aphorism, a slogan, or a metaphor
that summarizes their existential philosophy or worldview. They have to identify a personal perspective to end their
“personal and professional self-portrait”. The analysis of the texts produced during the workshop shows that all the
participants prefer to “close” their self-profile by identifying and specifying an existential perspective, or rather by taking
an individual “attitude” that guides one’s “knowing how to be” and “"knowing how to do".

Starting with the autobiographical fragments (narratives) produced through the different narrative devices, each
participant identifies the narrative thread of their "My Personal and Professional Self-portrait” to which, at a later stage,
the photographs and images produced or chosen from the album will be matched before proceeding to the video editing
with a specific software. The ultimate goal is to create a self-narrative that: 1) represents the synthesis of the biographical
journey of the individual participants (experiences, aptitudes, goals, values, skills, etc.); 2) highlights the importance of
those aspects that express individual uniqueness; 3) fosters the anchoring of the personal profile to a socio-historical
background, relocating individual histories within a multiplicity of collective contexts (family, educational, professional)
and, therefore, far beyond the production and the understanding of individual meanings. Reference to the socio-political
and economic context enables individuals to develop a greater degree of awareness of non-formal and informal
experiences and to share the narrative of their life stories in order to find both individual and collective elements that are

useful for repositioning themselves in a specific social context (Draperi, 2010/2012).

8. CONCLUSIONS

The analysis of the participants’ assessments and the texts they produced showed that "My Personal and Professional
Self-portrait” is a device that primarily promotes self-discovery as a possibility of a “return to the Self”. By identifying
and recognizing limitations and resources, they are able to find one or more answers to the question "“Who am 1? ”. Digital

stories express the need for the participants to “find themselves” so they can get to know themselves better, focusing
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mainly on individual contents and aspects: the identification of certain skills, aptitudes, motivations, professional values,
and goals to be achieved, responds to their need to “recognize themselves”. Only later do they feel the need to “present
themselves” and to find the right form and words to make their human capital known to third parties and promote their
employability.

The aim of the narrative activities (described in the second chapter) is to foster self-awareness (personal aptitudes,
skills, values) and invite to look at one’s biographical path, characterized by challenges, changes, and rhythms of
individual transformation (Alhadeff-Jones, 2017), from a different perspective. Their purpose is therefore the exploration
and the self-assessment of the skills and abilities acquired in various learning contexts as well as the rediscovery of
personal interests, values, and philosophy of life. Self-narrative is what might be called an “autobiographical test”
(Baudouin, 2010): a “life test” including the narration of those personal experiences, even difficult ones, which qualify
the self by highlighting personal skills, abilities, aptitudes, and implicit knowledge.

From this perspective, the narrative workshop represents a micro-pedagogical context where the participants are given
the opportunity to live a formative experience that promotes ‘a change whose extent and effectiveness’ can be documented.
‘It is a space specifically created by the researcher-trainer’ (Demetrio, 1996, p. XXI) [my translation from Italian], where
the relationships themselves play an educational role. Through the production of personal narratives and writings, the
workshop enables the participants to focus on the following indicators of the self (Bruner, 1997): action, commitment,
resources, social reference, evaluation, reflexivity, and consistency, which together provide an overall representation of
an individual.

The results of the phenomenological and lexical analysis lead us to believe that the methodology behind "My Personal
and Professional Self-portrait” enabled the participants to restore and understand the meanings of past and current
experiences, identifying resources and obstacles as starting points for accessing a new conceivability and replanning of
the self and its future (Batini, 2011). The workshop activities were welcomed not only as a means of promoting
employability but, more generally, as an opportunity for personal growth. Promoting the re-planning of the self and the
future (through activities that aim at the self-recognition of one’s biographical path) means helping the participants, whose
lives are often dominated by anxiety, sense of precariousness, frustration, insecurity and disorientation, to acquire
“entrepreneurship” competence and, consequently, to take responsibility for their own lives and future (Alberici, Catarsi,
Colapietro, Loiodice, 2007; Bresciani, Franchi, 2006; Gibb, 2002).We here refer to the ability to: 1) imagine the future;
2) identify and assess individual and group strengths and weaknesses; 3) influence the course of the events, despite
uncertainty, setbacks, and temporary failures; 4) turn ideas into actions; 5) reflect and learn from both the success and
failure (European Commission, 2018). By “entreprencurship competence” we here refer to ‘a manifestation of oneself in
the educational fullness of human qualities’ (d’Aniello, 2017) [my translation from Italian]: it’s not just the ability to start
a business and make profit, but rather the impulse to transform ideas and opportunities into action. Entrepreneurship is an
attitude that involves comparing and acquiring multiple points of view, risk taking while seizing opportunities, and
choosing to take actions consistent with specific personal and career goals.

With regards to the three target groups (PhDs, volunteers, graduates and undergraduates) we observe that the
reconstruction of personal, educational and career experiences through the narrative activities is useful both in the
recognition of the knowledge, values and skills already acquired, and in the identification of the skills that are not related
to one’s field of work or study and need to be developed or improved. In this way, the participants are helped to identify
additional career opportunities that need to be transformed into actions by mobilizing resources. These resources can be
personal (namely, self-awareness and self-efficacy, motivation, and perseverance), material (for instance, financial

resources) or non-material (for instance, specific knowledge, skills, and attitudes). At the end of the workshop, the
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participants show greater self-awareness: it relates not only to the acquisition of knowledge and skills during their course
of study, but also to the set of abilities and competencies acquired through different life experiences. They all refer to the

different formal, nonformal and informal learning contexts and represent the human capital of each individual.
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