




Children’s Feelings and Self Perceptions: Insights from Middle School Classrooms in the Aspirational Districts within India’s North-East Region

Abstract

The National Education Policy 2020 and National Initiative for Proficiency in Reading with Understanding and Numeracy Bharat Mission, initiated during COVID-19 pandemic crisis, emphasized universal foundational literacy and numeracy alongside holistic, child-centered pedagogy. Within this framework, the study examined middle school children’s emotional experiences and self-perceptions of well-being across 16 schools randomly selected under the supervision of State Authorities from eight aspirational districts (two schools per district) located in eight states of India’s North-East Region. Using the Me and My Feelings tool, data were collected from 257 children studying in Grades VII and VIII during academic year 2022-23 to assess emotional and behavioral difficulties. Results indicated that children most frequently reported emotions such as loneliness, worry, anger, and unhappiness as situational (“sometimes”), rather than persistent (“always”), underscoring the contextual nature of emotional experiences. Positive states, particularly calmness, were consistently reported, highlighting resilience among a subset of children. Variability analysis of children’s self-reported feelings revealed high dispersion in calmness and temper loss, while harmful behaviors showed low variability, suggesting normative rejection of aggression. Gender differences were descriptively observed but was not found statistically significant, whereas scheduled tribe children reported higher loneliness, pointing to sociocultural vulnerabilities. Overall, findings demonstrated that children’s emotional well-being was fluid, intersectional, and integral to learning outcomes. The study underscored the importance of integrating socio-emotional learning into classroom practices and policy initiatives to foster inclusive, resilient, and joyful learning environments.
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Introduction

The Government of India (GOI) introduced the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 in July 2020, during the challenging period of the COVID-19 pandemic, which had significantly disrupted schooling and children’s emotional well‑being and learning trajectories (UNICEF India, 2021). A central focus of this policy was the attainment of universal foundational literacy and numeracy (FLN) at the pre-primary and primary stages by 2025. The policy underscored that without achieving these basic competencies—reading, writing, and arithmetic—other reforms would hold little relevance for a significant proportion of children. To realize this vision, the Government launched the National Initiative for Proficiency in Reading with Understanding and Numeracy (NIPUN Bharat), designed to ensure that by 2026–27 every child should attain the expected learning competencies in literacy and numeracy by the end of Grade III, and no later than Grade V. The NIPUN Bharat programme emphasized competency-based education, characterized by:

· Progression contingent on mastery of the current level.
· Learning outcomes measured against defined competency standards.
· Use of formative assessments across varied contexts to foster deep understanding and application.

Children’s emotional well-being has come to be recognized as a vital component of both learning and social development (Annu & C.K. Singh, 2021). Feelings such as loneliness, anxiety, and frustration directly affect classroom participation and long-term growth. In alignment with NEP 2020 and the Ministry of Education’s priorities—emphasizing quality, innovation, equity, digital initiatives, and holistic education in aspirational districts, where cognitive progress is inseparable from emotional and social experiences—the present study explored children’s perceptions of their emotional states during the COVID-19 pandemic. It highlighted the urgent need to integrate socio-emotional learning into educational reforms. Despite this importance, empirical evidence on children’s emotions within Indian classrooms remains limited. Conducted under a Ministry-approved and funded project, the research addressed this gap by analyzing self-reported emotions, offering valuable insights into how children understood their own well-being and its influence on educational outcomes (Singh, 2023).



Research Objectives

The research objectives of study were:
 
· To investigate middle school children’s self-reported emotional and behavioral experiences in aspirational districts of India’s North-East Region using the Me and My Feelings tool, 
· To analyze variability and patterns across gender and social categories, 
· To assess the relative prominence of emotional versus behavioral difficulties, and
· interpret their implications for classroom engagement and learning outcomes. 

By situating these findings within the priorities of NEP 2020 and NIPUN Bharat, the study seeks to inform strategies for integrating socio-emotional learning into inclusive and culturally responsive educational practices.

Literature Review

This research study was guided by a framework that links children’s emotions to classroom engagement, learning outcomes, and broader policy priorities:

· Children’s Emotions
· Experiences of loneliness, worry, anger, calmness, and resilience.
· Self-perceptions and emotional regulation shaping behavior.
· Classroom Engagement
· Active participation in learning activities.
· Peer relationships and collaborative interactions.
· Coping strategies and adaptive responses to challenges.
· Learning Outcomes
· Achievement of FLN.
· Progression based on competency acquisition.
· Reduced dropout risk and improved academic performance.
· Policy Alignment
· NEP 2020: Holistic, child-centered pedagogy.
· NIPUN Bharat: Joyful learning and universal FLN by Grade III–V.
· Emphasis on equity, innovation, and aspirational districts.


Emotional experiences and self‑perceptions have increasingly been recognized as critical determinants of classroom engagement and learning outcomes. Emotional states such as loneliness, worry, anger, and calmness influence not only individual well‑being but also peer relationships, participation, and academic achievement. During the COVID‑19 pandemic, parental concerns about children’s psychological health and academic progress intensified across India, underscoring the need for socio‑emotional supports within educational contexts (Bharaj et al., 2023).

Research studies on children’s emotions and self-perceptions had increasingly been recognized as critical determinants of classroom engagement and learning outcomes. Emotional states such as loneliness, worry, anger, and calmness had influenced not only individual well-being but also peer relationships, participation, and academic achievement as outlined below:

Emotional Experiences and Learning Outcomes – Loneliness had consistently been linked to reduced classroom participation and heightened dropout risk (Asher & Paquette, 2003). School-related worry had often manifested as test anxiety, which undermined academic performance through attentional disruption and avoidance (Putwain, 2011). Difficulties in emotional regulation, such as temper loss and aggression, had negatively affected peer relationships and social adjustment (Eisenberg, Fabes, Guthrie, & Reiser, 2001). Conversely, positive self-perceptions such as calmness and resilience had fostered adaptive coping strategies and sustained engagement (Masten, 2014).

Socio-Emotional Learning (SEL) Frameworks – Meta-analyses had demonstrated that SEL programs significantly improved social-emotional skills, behavior, and academic achievement (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011; Taylor, Oberle, Durlak, & Weissberg, 2017). Implementation quality and supportive school contexts had been decisive for SEL impact (Domitrovich, Durlak, Staley, & Weissberg, 2017). In India, SEL had increasingly been prioritized to address stress, anxiety, and socio-cultural vulnerabilities among students, aligning with holistic education goals (Dey, 2023; Poonam & Kaur, 2024).

Measurement and Children’s Voices – Self-report tools such as Me and My Feelings had provided valid, scalable insights into children’s emotional well-being in school settings (Deighton et al., 2013; Deighton et al., 2014). These measures had complemented universal SEL by identifying subgroups with persistent distress, thereby informing tiered interventions and culturally responsive supports.

Gender and Social Dimensions – Gender differences in emotional expression had often been observed descriptively but had rarely reached statistical significance, underscoring the need for universal socio-emotional supports (Putwain, 2011). Loneliness trajectories had varied across social identities, with marginalized groups often reporting higher vulnerability (Qualter et al., 2015). In India, Scheduled Tribe children had faced unique socio-cultural challenges, reinforcing the importance of culturally responsive SEL and equity-driven interventions (Dhata & Kumari, 2020).

In the Indian context, systematic studies that captured children’s voices and emotional experiences remained limited. This research sought to address that gap, aligning with the NEP 2020 emphasis on child-centered pedagogy and the NIPUN Bharat Mission’s vision of joyful, competency-based learning (Ministry of Education, 2021). 



Methodology

Sampling and Participants

The study was carried out in eight aspirational districts across the North‑East Region, namely Namsai (Arunachal Pradesh), Hailakandi (Assam), Chandel (Manipur), Ribhoi (Meghalaya), Mamit (Mizoram), Kiphire (Nagaland), Gyalshing (Sikkim), and Dhalai (Tripura) during academic year 2022-23. Schools served as the primary sampling units and were randomly selected from these districts under the supervision of the respective State Governments through the Samagra Shiksha Abhiyan Mission Authorities. Within each selected school, children were invited to participate voluntarily in the survey. Approximately 30 children were sampled per district in face‑to‑face mode, comprising 14 children from Class VII and 16 children from Class VIII, drawn from two blocks and two schools. In total, the study aimed to cover 240 children across 16 blocks and 16 schools from the eight districts. All selected schools were co‑educational, affiliated with State Education Boards, and included Grades VII and VIII. Two schools were chosen at random from each state, resulting in a sample of 16 schools across the eight districts of the North‑East Region for primary data collection.

Data were collected using a structured tool designed by the Child Outcomes Research Consortium (CORC), London, UK as Me and My Feelings (M&MF), sometimes referred to as Me & My School, is a brief 16 item school-based measure of child mental health, covering two broad domains: emotional difficulties and behavioral difficulties. This tool was used to capture children’s self-perceptions of their feelings. 

The tool, titled Me and My Feelings, included first 10 items (feel lonely, cry a lot, unhappy, nobody likes me, worry a lot, have problem sleeping, wake in the night, shy, feel scared, and worry when at school) related to emotional difficulties, and items 11-16 items (get very angry, lose temper, hit out when angry, hurt people, calm and break things on purpose) comprised of  the behavioral difficulties, respectively (see Table 1). Responses were recorded on a three-point rating scale—Never, Sometimes and Always. Children were informed that there were no right or wrong answers and were encouraged to select the option that best reflected their experiences.



Table 1. Me and My Feelings Tool
	Item No.
	Item
	Item No.
	Item

	1
	I feel lonely
	9
	I feel scared

	2
	I cry a lot
	10
	I worry when I am at school

	3
	I am unhappy
	11
	I get very angry

	4
	Nobody likes me
	12
	I lose my temper

	5
	I worry a lot
	13
	I hit out when I am angry

	6
	I have problems sleeping
	14
	I do things to hurt people

	7
	I wake up in the night
	15
	I am calm

	8
	I am shy
	16
	I break things on purpose




Results

The final sample consisted of 257 children enrolled in Grades VII and VIII, with an almost balanced gender distribution (133 boys and 124 girls). Social category representation included Scheduled Tribes (ST; n = 148), General (n = 45), Other Backward Classes (OBC; n = 29), Scheduled Castes (SC; n = 24) including Minority Communities and Others (n = 11).

Table 2 presents the frequency distribution and variability analysis of children’s self-reported feelings (N = 257). Responses were categorized as never, sometimes, always, or no response. The responses reveal that most emotional experiences were reported in the “sometimes” category, indicating that children’s feelings are not absolute but fluctuate across contexts.



Table 2. Frequency distribution and variability analysis of children’s self‑reported feelings
	Feeling
	Never
	Sometimes
	Always
	Variance
	Standard Deviation

	I feel lonely
	91
	158
	6
	0.29
	0.54

	I cry a lot
	105
	148
	3
	0.26
	0.51

	I am unhappy
	79
	158
	18
	0.46
	0.68

	Nobody likes me
	172
	73
	9
	0.18
	0.42

	I worry a lot
	82
	155
	16
	0.40
	0.63

	I have problems sleeping
	185
	62
	6
	0.11
	0.33

	I wake up in the night
	109
	146
	2
	0.23
	0.48

	I am shy
	87
	149
	16
	0.42
	0.65

	I feel scared
	82
	156
	14
	0.39
	0.62

	I worry when I am at school
	183
	63
	7
	0.12
	0.35

	I get very angry
	62
	176
	14
	0.42
	0.65

	I lose my temper
	112
	123
	17
	0.46
	0.68

	I hit out when I am angry
	152
	83
	13
	0.33
	0.57

	I do things to hurt people
	206
	41
	3
	0.07
	0.26

	I am calm
	48
	129
	80
	0.63
	0.79

	I break things on purpose
	171
	71
	4
	0.16
	0.40



Emotional Experiences

A considerable number of children reported experiencing loneliness (158), unhappiness (158), worry (155), and anger (176) sometimes, while only a small number indicated these emotions as constant (always). For example, only 6 children reported always feeling lonely, and 18 reported always being unhappy. Similarly, persistent worry and anger were reported by 16 and 14 children, respectively.

Positive emotional states were also evident. Notably, 80 children identified themselves as “always calm,” suggesting resilience and emotional stability among a subset of the sample. Conversely, negative behaviors such as hurting others (n = 3 always) or breaking things on purpose (n = 4 always) were rarely endorsed, though occasional expressions of aggression (e.g., hitting out when angry, n = 83 sometimes) were more common.

Sleep-related issues appeared less frequent, with 185 children reporting never having problems sleeping, though 62 acknowledged experiencing them sometimes. Similarly, 109 children reported waking up at night sometimes, but only 2 reported this as a constant occurrence. At the same time, children’s emotional experiences appear layered, with most describing distress as occasional rather than constant. The frequent presence of calmness and resilience underscores the need to strengthen socio-emotional support within educational contexts.

The results illustrated in Figure 1 on children’s emotional distribution in percentage indicate that responses tend to concentrate around “Sometimes,” pointing to ambivalence rather than polarized extremes. 

Figure 1. Percentage distribution of children’s self‑reported feelings


Variability Analysis of Children’s Self‑reported Feelings

The steps for variability analysis of children self-reporting using mean, variance and standard deviation across response categories were converted into a numeric value by assigning codes as for Never = 0, Sometimes = 1, and Always = 2, for applying the statistical formulas. This coding treats the categories as ordered levels of intensity. For each feeling, the weighted average (mean) of response was calculated. 

For example, for response - I feel lonely, the Mean (Average) Response is calculated as below:

· Never = 91, Sometimes = 158, Always = 6
· Mean = {(0x91)+(1x158)+(2x6)}/{91+158+6} = 170} / 255}≈ 0.67

Similarly, Variance measures how spread out the responses were around the mean, and it captures whether responses cluster tightly (low variance) or spread widely (high variance). The Standard Deviation was simply the positive square root of variance. This statistical procedure helped in identifying - which feelings were universally shared versus those that showed divergence across children, guiding interventions and policy focus. The interpretation of variability analysis of children’s self‑reported feelings as indicated in Table 2 on children’s self‑reported feelings was presented below.

· Highest variability:
· I am calm (Variance = 0.63, SD = 0.79) → Strongly dispersed responses, showing children differ widely in self‑perceived calmness.
· I lose my temper and I am unhappy also show high variability, indicating diverse emotional regulation and well‑being.
· Moderate variability:
· I feel lonely, I worry a lot, I feel scared, I get very angry, I am shy → These feelings are spread across categories, suggesting mixed experiences among children.
· Lowest variability:
· I do things to hurt people (Variance = 0.07, SD = 0.26) → Most children consistently reject this behavior.
· I have problems sleeping and I worry when I am at school also show low variability, with strong clustering in “Never.”

Children’s self‑reports showed low variability in harmful behaviors but high variability in calmness, unhappiness, and temper loss, with persistently distressed subgroups requiring targeted support.

Gender and Emotional Experiences

Figure 2 illustrates the distribution of boys’ and girls’ responses across four key emotional domains—loneliness, worry, anger, and calmness. Across all feelings, “Sometimes” emerged as the dominant response for both genders, reflecting ambivalence rather than extremes.

Figure 2. Gender differences in selected feelings (loneliness, worry, anger, calmness).


· Loneliness: Boys (40%) and girls (41%) most often reported feeling lonely “sometimes,” with girls showing a slightly higher proportion of “always” responses (9% vs. 8%).
· Worry: Both groups cluster around “sometimes” (43% boys, 42% girls), though girls reported more persistent worry (“always” at 10% compared to boys’ 7%).
· Anger: Boys were inclined more toward “never” (30%) than girls (27%), while girls showed a slightly higher tendency to report anger “sometimes.”
· Calmness: Calmness was most frequently reported as “sometimes” (46% boys, 44% girls). Girls, however, were more likely to report being “always calm” (11% vs. 7%), suggesting stronger resilience.

Overall, the figure highlighted nuanced gender differences: while both boys and girls experienced these feelings occasionally, girls tended to acknowledge persistent worry and calmness more often, whereas boys were more likely to deny or minimize anger and loneliness. These patterns underscored the importance of gender-sensitive socio-emotional support in educational settings, ensuring that both boys and girls were encouraged to express and manage their emotions constructively.

Association Between Gender and Emotional Experiences

Table 3 presents chi-square tests of independence examining the association between gender and selected emotional experiences among children. 

Table 3. Chi‑square tests of independence for selected feelings by gender
	Feeling
	χ² (Chi² Statistic)
	Degrees of Freedom
	p-value
	Significant 
(p < 0.05)

	Loneliness
	0.04
	2
	0.98
	No

	Worry
	0.41
	2
	0.81
	No

	Anger
	0.36
	2
	0.83
	No

	Calmness
	1.02
	2
	0.60
	No



It is evident from Table 3 that all p‑values were well above the 0.05 threshold, indicating that observed differences between boys and girls are not statistically significant.

· Loneliness and worry: Girls reported slightly higher “always” responses, but these variations were not meaningful.
· Anger: Boys leaned more toward “never,” though the difference was not significant.
· Calmness: Girls more often reported being “always calm,” yet this difference was not statistically robust.

Taken together, the chi-square analyses confirmed that gender did not significantly influence the distribution of responses for loneliness, worry, anger, or calmness in the sample of 257 children. While descriptive percentages suggested subtle tendencies—girls showed marginally greater emotional intensity and boys leaned toward denial or suppression—these patterns lacked statistical strength.

Overall, the results highlighted that boys and girls expressed emotions in broadly similar ways. This underscored the importance of providing socio-emotional support universally, rather than designing interventions strictly along gender lines.

Social Dimensions

Patterns of emotional experiences were broadly consistent across boys and girls, indicating no major gender-based differences. Children from Scheduled Tribes (ST) formed the largest proportion of the sample, providing opportunities for deeper intersectional analysis of emotional well-being across social categories. Table 4 presents children’s self-reported feelings of loneliness across social categories. 

The data in Table 4 reveal that loneliness was most frequently reported among Scheduled Tribe (ST) children, with 89 indicating they felt lonely sometimes and 4 reporting always. This pattern suggested that ST children might be particularly vulnerable to experiences of social isolation, reflecting possible socio-cultural or contextual challenges.



Table 4. Responses to “I Feel Lonely” by social category
	Social Category
	Never
	Sometimes
	Always
	No Response

	SC
	8
	15
	1
	0

	ST
	52
	89
	4
	1

	OBC
	10
	28
	1
	0

	General
	12
	32
	1
	0

	EBMC and Others
	3
	5
	2
	1


Note. ST children reported loneliness most frequently, reflecting possible socio‑cultural vulnerabilities.

In comparison, Scheduled Castes (SC) children reported moderate levels of loneliness, with 15 indicating sometimes and only 1 reporting always. Similarly, Other Backward Classes (OBC) and General Category children showed occasional loneliness (28 and 32 reporting sometimes, respectively), but very few reported persistent loneliness (always). Children from Economically Backward Minority Communities (EBMC) and Others categories reported the lowest frequencies, with no responses in the always category.

Overall, the findings suggested that while occasional loneliness was common across all groups, ST children stood out as the most affected, underscoring the need for intersectional analysis of emotional well-being. These results highlighted the importance of culturally responsive interventions that addressed social vulnerabilities and promoted inclusion within educational settings for targeted interventions.

Children’s Scoring on Emotional and Behavioral Difficulties 
 
The tool, titled Me and My Feelings (M&MF), in this study included first 10 items related to emotional difficulties, and items 11-16 items comprised of the behavioral difficulties, respectively (Table 1).  To assess the children’s emotional and behavioral difficulties, the scoring procedure was being followed as prescribed CORC elsewhere for the tool as given below: 

· The total score is calculated by adding all the 16 items in the scale, rating responses for this scale are scored as follows: Never = 0, Sometimes = 1, Always = 2. 
· Item 15 (“I am calm”) is reverse scored, as follows: Never = 2, Sometimes = 1, Always = 0
· The first 10 items comprise the emotional difficulties subscale. 
· Items 11-16 comprise the behavioral difficulties subscale. 
· To calculate the subscale scores, add the items belonging to each subscale, e.g. add items 1 to 10 to calculate the emotional difficulties subscale score. 
· The total score for the emotional difficulties subscale is 20, and is 12 for the behavioral difficulties subscale, giving an overall total score of 32.
 
Following the methodology outlined above, expected scores were computed for each item of children’s self-reported feelings and are presented in Table 5.

Table 5. Item-wise Expected Scores on Children’s Self‑reported Feelings
	Item No.
	Feeling
	Never
	Sometimes
	Always
	Score

	1
	I feel lonely
	0.3569
	0.6196
	0.0235
	0.6667

	2
	I cry a lot
	0.4102
	0.5781
	0.0117
	0.6016

	3
	I am unhappy
	0.3098
	0.6196
	0.0706
	0.6808

	4
	Nobody likes me
	0.6772
	0.2874
	0.0354
	0.3583

	5
	I worry a lot
	0.3241
	0.6126
	0.0632
	0.7391

	6
	I have problems sleeping
	0.7312
	0.2451
	0.0237
	0.2925

	7
	I wake up in the night
	0.4241
	0.5681
	0.0078
	0.5837

	8
	I am shy
	0.3452
	0.5913
	0.0635
	0.7183

	9
	I feel scared
	0.3254
	0.6190
	0.0556
	0.7302

	10
	I worry at school
	0.7233
	0.2490
	0.0277
	0.3043

	11
	I get very angry
	0.2460
	0.6984
	0.0556
	0.8095

	12
	I lose my temper
	0.4444
	0.4881
	0.0675
	0.6230

	13
	I hit out when angry
	0.6129
	0.3347
	0.0524
	0.4395

	14
	I do things to hurt people
	0.8240
	0.1640
	0.0120
	0.1880

	15
	I am calm (reverse)
	0.1868
	0.5020
	0.3113
	0.8755

	16
	I break things on purpose
	0.6951
	0.2886
	0.0163
	0.3209



The scores for subscale totals and overall totals based on the items for emotional difficulties and behavioral difficulties were computed and given below: 
· Emotional Difficulties (Items 1–10):
(0.6667 + 0.6016 + 0.6808 + 0.3583 + 0.7391 + 0.2925 + 0.5837 + 0.7183 + 0.7302 + 0.3043 = 5.6755)
· Behavioral Difficulties (Items 11–16):
(0.8095 + 0.6230 + 0.4395 + 0.1880 + 0.8755 + 0.3209 = 3.2554)
· Overall Total (Item 1-16):
(5.6755 + 3.2554 = 8.9309)
These results indicated that - 
· On average, children score 5.68 out of 20 for emotional Difficulties.
· On average, they score 3.26 out of 12 for behavioral Difficulties.
· Combined, the overall mean score is 8.94 out of 32.
This suggests that emotional difficulties were more frequently reported than behavioral ones, but both remained below half of their maximum possible subscale scores.

Discussion

Children’s emotional experiences were increasingly recognized as central to educational outcomes, shaping both cognitive engagement and social participation. The study contributed to this growing body of research by highlighting the situational and fluctuating nature of emotions among middle school children. Rather than fixed states, feelings such as loneliness, worry, anger, and unhappiness were most often reported as occasional, underscoring the contextual influences of school and peer environments. At the same time, the presence of consistently positive states, such as calmness, pointed to resilience and emotional regulation capacities within the sample. These findings resonated with prior scholarship on Socio-Emotional Learning (SEL), which emphasized the importance of understanding variability in children’s emotional regulation and the protective role of resilience in educational contexts. By examining patterns of variability, gender tendencies, and social category differences, the study situated children’s voices within the priorities of NEP 2020 and NIPUN Bharat, both of which called for holistic, inclusive, and emotionally supportive learning environments. The following sections discussed these themes in detail, linking empirical results and evidences.

Patterns of Emotional Experiences

· The predominance of “sometimes” responses across most feelings highlighted the fluid and contextual nature of children’s emotions. Rather than fixed states, loneliness, worry, anger, and unhappiness appeared as occasional experiences, suggesting that children’s emotional well-being was situational and influenced by school and social environments.
· Positive states such as calmness were reported consistently, with 31% of children identifying as “always calm.” This indicated a resilient subgroup capable of emotional regulation, which could be leveraged in peer-support and classroom practices.

Variability in Emotional Regulation

· High variability in calmness, unhappiness, and temper loss suggested diverse coping strategies and emotional regulation capacities among children.
· Low variability in harmful behaviors (e.g., hurting others, breaking things) indicated strong normative rejection of aggression, which was encouraging for SEL frameworks.
· These findings reinforced the need for targeted interventions for children who consistently reported distress, while also nurturing resilience among those who identified as calm.



Gender Dimensions

· Descriptive differences showed girls reporting slightly higher persistence in worry and calmness, while boys leaned toward denial of anger and loneliness.
· However, chi-square tests confirmed that these differences were not statistically significant, meaning interventions should have been universal rather than gender-exclusive.
· The subtle tendencies, though not significant, suggested that gender-sensitive approaches might still have been valuable in encouraging expression and reducing suppression of emotions.

Social Category Differences

· ST children reported the highest levels of loneliness, pointing to sociocultural vulnerabilities and possible marginalization.
· This underscored the importance of intersectional analysis—emotional well-being could not be understood in isolation from social identity and community context.
· Culturally responsive interventions, especially for ST children, were critical to ensure inclusion and equity in emotional support programs.

Educational and Policy Implications

· The findings aligned with NEP 2020 and NIPUN Bharat’s emphasis on joyful, inclusive, and holistic learning environments.
· Schools were encouraged to integrate SEL into daily practices, focusing on: 
· Building resilience and calmness through mindfulness and peer collaboration.
· Providing safe spaces for children to express worry, loneliness, or anger constructively.
· Designing intersectional support systems that addressed vulnerabilities of marginalized groups.
· Systemic impediments to education and child development during COVID‑19 highlight the urgency of integrating socio‑emotional learning into recovery strategies (Raut & Huy, 2022).
· Teacher training emphasized recognition of fluctuating emotions and equipped educators with strategies to respond empathetically.

Emotional and Behavioral Difficulties

· The analysis of children’s self-reported feelings using the Me and My Feelings scale highlighted the relative prominence of emotional difficulties compared to behavioral difficulties. The expected scores derived from proportional responses indicated that, on average, children reported 5.68 out of 20 possible points on the Emotional Difficulties subscale and 3.26 out of 12 on the Behavioral Difficulties subscale, yielding an overall mean score of 8.94 out of 32. These findings suggested that while both domains of difficulty were present, emotional concerns such as worry, fear, and unhappiness were more frequently endorsed than behavioral challenges. Importantly, the scores remained below half of the maximum possible values, reflecting moderate levels of self-reported difficulties rather than severe concerns.
· The results underscored the utility of the M&MF tool in capturing nuanced aspects of children’s emotional and behavioral experiences. By quantifying self-reported feelings, the scale provided educators, researchers, and policymakers with valuable insights into areas where children might have required additional support. The distinction between emotional and behavioral domains further enabled targeted interventions, ensuring that children’s voices informed both classroom practices and broader educational policy. Future applications of the tool could have extended to longitudinal monitoring, allowing for the evaluation of changes in children’s well-being over time and the effectiveness of supportive strategies aligned with initiatives such as NEP 2020 and NIPUN Bharat.

Conclusions

The study demonstrated that children’s emotional experiences were nuanced and situational, with most responses clustering around “sometimes” rather than extreme categories. Emotional difficulties such as worry, fear, and unhappiness were reported more frequently than behavioral concerns like anger or aggression, though both remained at moderate levels. Importantly, many children identified themselves as calm, reflecting resilience and emotional stability, while harmful behaviors such as hurting others or breaking things were consistently rejected, indicating strong social norms against aggression.

These findings aligned with the priorities of the NEP 2020 and NIPUN Bharat, which emphasized SEL, inclusive classrooms, and holistic development. The Me and My Feelings tool provided educators and policymakers with a reliable way to capture children’s voices, identify emotional burdens early, and design interventions that fostered resilience and well-being. Strengthening socio-emotional support through structured SEL practices, empathetic teacher training, and culturally responsive strategies was essential to ensure equitable, joyful, and holistic learning environments.

Future Directions

The study highlighted the importance of children’s emotional well-being in shaping learning outcomes, yet it also opened several avenues for further inquiry. Future research was recommended to consider:

· Longitudinal Studies: Longitudinal studies could explore how children’s emotional experiences evolve across grades and contexts. Tracking children’s emotions over time to understand how feelings such as worry, loneliness, or resilience evolve across different stages of schooling. 
· Digital Learning Environments: Examining how virtual and blended modes of education influence children’s emotional states, particularly in aspirational districts where digital access varies.
· Teacher Training and Pedagogy: Investigating how teachers can be equipped to recognize and respond to children’s emotional cues, integrating SEL into classroom practice.
· Cross-Cultural Comparisons: Comparing emotional experiences of children across diverse regions of India, or between Indian classrooms and international contexts, to identify universal and context-specific patterns.
· Intersectional Analysis: Exploring how social categories such as gender, caste, and tribe intersect with emotional well-being, offering nuanced insights for equity-focused policy interventions.

By pursuing these directions, future studies can deepen understanding of the interplay between emotions and learning, while informing policies under NEP 2020 and NIPUN Bharat to ensure that educational reforms are both academically rigorous and emotionally supportive.

Limitations

While this study provided valuable insights into children’s emotional experiences and their implications for learning outcomes, several limitations had to be noted. First, the sample size, though balanced by gender and social category, was relatively small and restricted to selected aspirational districts in the States of the North-East Region. This limited the generalizability of findings to broader populations across India. Second, the reliance on self-reported data introduced the possibility of response bias, as children might have underreported or overreported their feelings due to social desirability or difficulty in articulating emotions. Third, the cross-sectional design captured emotional states at a single point in time, preventing analysis of how these feelings evolved longitudinally. Fourth, the use of a structured questionnaire, while efficient, did not fully capture the depth and complexity of children’s emotional landscapes compared to qualitative methods such as interviews or focus groups. Finally, contextual factors such as classroom climate, teacher behavior, and family environment were not systematically included, which might have influenced children’s responses. Acknowledging these limitations provided scope for future research to adopt larger, more diverse samples, employ mixed-method approaches, and incorporate longitudinal designs to better understand the dynamic interplay between children’s emotions and educational outcomes.
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