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Abstract

Against the background of the increasing emphasis placed on socio-emotional competences, early emotional
development becomes a central dimension of preschool education, shaping later social adaptation, self-regulation,
and the quality of children's interactions. Considering the crucial role that play-based experiences hold within the
affective formation process, the present research investigated the impact of structured play activities on emotional
expression and emotional regulation in preschool children. The study was conducted within a middle preschool
group (24 children, aged 4-5) over a six-week period, using a pretest—intervention—posttest design and the
Screening of Emotional Competences (4/5 years).

The analysis of the results indicates an 8% increase in emotion regulation, a 9% increase in emotional expression,
and a 9% increase in overall emotional competences, confirming the formulated hypotheses and the relevance of
integrating play-based interventions in educational practice. The data support the idea that symbolic play,
storytelling, bodily expressiveness, and guided emotional negotiation become privileged socio-emotional training
contexts, in line with the directions set out in the Curriculum for Early Childhood Education (2019).

The conclusions highlight the need for a systematic valorisation of emotional education in kindergarten and open
future perspectives for extending research to diverse institutional contexts, in order to strengthen the validity of
the findings.

Keywords: early emotional development; socio-emotional competences, emotion regulation;, emotional
expression; play-based activities.

1. INTRODUCTION

Emotional development in the first years of life represents the foundation upon which the child will later build
inner balance, relational capacity, cognitive flexibility and social adaptation. In the preschool years, emotions are
lived intensely, expressed spontaneously and still insufficiently organised, which is why adult support becomes
essential. The kindergarten teacher is not solely a facilitator of play and learning, but also a mediator of affective
experiences — a guide who supports the child in recognising what they feel, in verbalising what is being experienced
internally, and in regulating behaviour in authentic social contexts.

Over the last decade, socio-emotional education has become a priority within international research, being
associated with long-term positive outcomes: resilience, harmonious interpersonal relationships, decreased
problematic behaviours, increased self-regulation and higher engagement in school-related activities. Play, as the
natural mode of learning in early childhood education, offers the most suitable framework for this development to
occur naturally, at an authentic pace, respecting each child’s uniqueness.

The present study investigates how play-based activities can support the development of emotional expression
and emotional regulation competences in preschool children, by transforming affective experiences from
spontaneous reactions into formative learning experiences. Educational interventions centred on play, story,
symbols and bodily expressiveness allow emotions to be translated into language, relationship and meaning,
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facilitating the acquisition of self-regulation strategies in a natural and accessible way. Through the empirical
findings obtained, the study demonstrates the value of systematically integrating emotional education into the daily
kindergarten routine, showing that, in this context, play is not only a recreational activity, but becomes a privileged
formative environment of early affective development.

In the current Romanian educational context, these directions are aligned with the Curriculum for Early
Childhood Education (2019), which emphasises the role of socio-emotional development in shaping key
competences from the preschool stage, especially through play, exploration and free expression. Recent curricular
documents highlight the importance of supporting children in recognising and verbalising emotions, as well as the
formation of affective autonomy. In this sense, the present research naturally follows national priorities regarding
early emotional education, and through empirical data, argues for the relevance of systematically integrating play-
based interventions in kindergarten educational practice.

2. THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON EARLY EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT

During the preschool period, the expression of emotions and the capacity to regulate them acquire a decisive
role in shaping the child’s socio-affective balance. Affective experiences, initially raw and spontaneous, gradually
refine as internal language emerges, as social situations become decodable and as the child begins to anticipate the
consequences of their emotional reactions (Stifter, 2002). This development does not unfold in abstraction, but
within real interactions — in play, conflict, negotiation and cooperation.

Sociocultural approaches emphasise that self-regulation is not an inherent capacity, but one that is constructed
relationally, through dialogue, affective support and the gradual internalisation of social rules. Vygotsky (1978),
together with later research (Berk & Winsler, 1995; Winsler et al., 2000), demonstrated that egocentric speech
becomes an internal instrument of emotional and behavioural control. The child initially verbalises intentions
aloud, and as this function matures, such discourse becomes internalised, enabling the regulation of impulses,
reactions and expectations.

Contemporary literature on emotional competence integrates multiple dimensions: self-awareness, emotional
control, self-motivation, empathy and social skills. Goleman (1995) argued as early as the 1990s that these
dimensions are major determinants of later achievement, at least as relevant as cognitive intelligence. Saarni (1999)
complements this perspective with the repertoire of eight fundamental emotional abilities, emphasising the role of
social context and adult modelling.

From a practical standpoint, emotional regulation is not merely a “control skill”. It influences how the child
cooperates, manages conflict, and remains engaged in tasks even in the presence of frustration or uncertainty.
Garner and Hinton (2010) highlighted associations between self-regulation and efficiency in school activities,
while more recent studies (Zhang, Yu & Jiang, 2020) support the same direction, indicating that these competences
become predictive for the level of adaptation in learning contexts.

In this process, the educational climate holds a central role. An atmosphere of acceptance and coherent
emotional rules within the classroom facilitates the internalisation of limits and behavioural self-regulation.
Children find their affective place in a space where they are understood, supported and emotionally validated —
which enables access to more nuanced regulation strategies, better adjusted to the situation.

Play offers the most fertile conditions for consolidating these acquisitions. Within symbolic scenarios, children
experiment with roles, negotiate meanings, test their emotional competences and learn how to use emotions as
instruments of interaction rather than obstacles. For this reason, Schiopu (1975) regards play not as a merely
recreational context, but as a constitutive framework of personality development.

Taken together, these theoretical reference points support the view that pedagogical interventions oriented
towards play may have a direct impact on emotional self-regulation. From here, the aim of the present research
follows naturally, in order to explore in an applied manner the extent to which play-based activities can strengthen
emotional expression and emotional regulation in preschool children.

3. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

The transition from the theoretical dimension to the applied dimension requires a carefully constructed
methodological approach, capable of capturing the real evolution of emotional competences within the natural
kindergarten environment. In this regard, the research was designed to allow the direct observation of the effects
that play-based activities exert on emotional expression and emotional regulation, within authentic educational
interactions.

The objective of the study was to investigate the extent to which play-based activities can support the
development of emotional expression and regulation in preschool children. The research was conducted in a middle
preschool group consisting of 24 children aged between 4 and 5 years, over a period of six weeks. A pretest—
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intervention—posttest design was used, appropriate for applied pedagogical research, as it allows the observation
of real changes in emotional behaviours throughout the intervention period, without artificialising the educational
context.

For the assessment of emotional competences, the Screening of Emotional Competences — Educators’ Version
(4/5 years) was employed, an instrument consisting of 12 items organised along three dimensions relevant to
preschool development: the recognition and understanding of emotions, the expression of emotions in social
contexts, and emotional regulation. The instrument enables fine-grained observation of progress in the natural
context, without distorting the child’s behaviour through artificial testing situations, and can be easily integrated
into daily classroom routine. The choice of this instrument is grounded both in its formative value and in the
analytical coherence it provides for monitoring the effects of play-based interventions across each of the three
dimensions of emotional competence. Moreover, its concise structure allows the identification of variations in
rhythm and level of emotional development, offering a nuanced perspective on the impact of the intervention at
the level of each individual child.

The intervention programme included six play-based activities designed to gradually stimulate children’s
familiarisation with the language of emotions, to support the transformation of affective experiences into
contextually appropriate expressions, and to foster the development of self-regulation. The activities integrated
symbolic play, storytelling, bodily representation and socio-emotional negotiation, in line with the developmental
characteristics specific to the preschool years. Each of the six activities targeted a distinct emotional objective,
starting from identification and recognition, progressing towards regulation and affective reconstruction. These
were introduced gradually, following an intentional progression, allowing children sufficient time to transfer
emotional strategies to new situations. In addition, the play-based framework enabled the teacher to directly
observe how children internalise emotional rules without disrupting the natural continuity of play, which ensured
that the intervention was both authentic and ecologically valid.

The pedagogical intervention consisted of six progressively structured play activities, designed to gradually
exercise emotional recognition, expression and regulation: symbolic sharing activities (“The Emotion Web”),
activities for assessing and differentiating affective intensity (“Emotion Thermometer”), exercises for nonverbal
imitation and identification (“Mirror Emotions™), activities for affective anticipation within stories (“The
Interrupted Story”), associating emotional meanings with symbolic objects (“The Box of Feelings™), and activities
for guiding emotional reactions through colour-coded signals (“The Emotion Traffic Light”). The succession of
these activities supported a passage from the concrete level of emotion identification to the abstract level of
intentional control of affective expression, maintaining a coherent socio-emotional training structure and ensuring
the gradual transfer towards natural situations in the educational context.

The research hypotheses were formulated as follows:

1 1t is assumed that play-based activities contribute to the improvement of emotional regulation in
preschool children.

2. 1t is assumed that play-based activities contribute to the improvement of emotional expression
in preschool children.

3. 1t is assumed that preschool children’s participation in play-based activities contributes to the
development of overall emotional competences (understanding, expression and regulation of emotions).

Data analysis was carried out by comparing the results obtained at the initial and final evaluations, monitoring
the qualitative changes observable across the three dimensions of the instrument, without altering the authenticity
of the educational context. The evolutions were reported in relation to the objectives of each activity, by examining
the ratings provided by the teacher before and after the intervention and by observing the spontaneously manifested
emotional behaviours during play: the way in which children named their emotions, their capacity to recover from
frustration, their availability to request support, and their ability to wait for their turn. Interpretation was conducted
on two complementary levels: the individual level (each child’s progress in relation to their own starting point)
and the collective level (group tendencies), in order to capture the gradual transfer of emotional strategies practised
in activities towards real social situations. This approach allowed the connection of the play-based intervention
with the observed progress patterns, offering a coherent picture of the formative impact of the programme.

Ethical aspects were fully respected, by obtaining written informed consent from parents, by clearly informing
them regarding the educational purpose of the intervention, and by conducting all activities in accordance with the
principle of the child’s best interest and with the specific norms of the preschool environment.

4. ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION OF RESEARCH RESULTS
4.1. Emotional Regulation
The results obtained for the dimension of emotional regulation indicate a significant improvement following

the implementation of the play-based intervention programme. The total score obtained at pretesting was 366
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points out of a maximum of 600 (61%), while at posttesting it reached 414 points (69%), representing an 8%
increase at group level.

This growth was observable in the majority of children, with individual differences ranging between +1 and
+4 points per item, which suggests a consolidation of regulation strategies in situations of social interaction,
frustration management and behavioural adaptation to shared group rules.

These data validate the hypothesis that structured play activities can support the development of emotional
self-regulation during the preschool period, through the repeated rehearsal of symbolic scenarios and the
negotiation of emotions in play-based contexts.

The results for emotional regulation show an increase in mean scores in the post-test stage compared to the
pre-test stage (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Emotional regulation — pretest/posttest comparison
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4.2. Emotional Expression

A clear evolution of group performance was observed on the dimension of emotional expression following the
implementation of the intervention programme. In the pretest stage, the cumulative group score was 297 points
out of a maximum of 480 (62%), while in the final evaluation the score reached 340 points (71%), indicating a 9%
increase in the children’s capacity to express affective states appropriately and in a differentiated manner within
real educational contexts.

Children used specific emotional vocabulary more frequently, formulated verbal behavioural alternatives in
conflict situations, and transformed intense affect into more regulated expressions more rapidly, which suggests a
genuine consolidation of emotional expression through structured play-based activities.

The dynamics of this progress are visible in the distribution of pretest—posttest results, presented in Figure 2.

Figure 2. Emotional expression — pretest/posttest comparison

Exprimarea emotiilor

20
18
7 a5 1 st 15
16 1
15 133 133 1 13112
12 16
10 8
0 7
6
4
2
0
AM.CT.DL ES. FA GR IN. LM PD. RI SE AP.BD.CM.DS. EL FL 6T .\ 0T

WmPre-testare 16 12 14 15 15 13 15 10 14 13 16 13 13 14 9 12 7 14 10 14 7 13 13 5
®m Post-testare 17 14 17 15 19 15 18 10 16 15 19 13 13 16 13 12 8 15 11 17 10 16 14 7

M Pre-testare M Post-testare

4.3. Emotional Competences
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A consistent increase was observed in the global evolution of emotional competences at group level, reflected
in the difference between the cumulative pretest score (884 points, representing 61% of the maximum possible
score) and the posttest score (1008 points, corresponding to 70%). This 9% difference supports the positive effect
of the intervention programme not only on isolated components (regulation / expression), but on the integrated
emotional profile of the preschool child.

This increase indicates a simultaneous consolidation across the three evaluated dimensions, which validates
the view that the development of emotional competences is a systemic process, and that play-based interventions
— when designed gradually and intentionally — can generate real progress both affectively and relationally.

The ascending trend of emotional development is summarised in Figure 3, by comparing initial and final
values.

Figure 3. Emotional competences — total scores pretest/posttest
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4.4. Overall comparison of post-intervention progress

The comparative analysis of the three evaluated dimensions indicates a convergent trend of growth in socio-
emotional competences overall, confirming the effectiveness of the applied intervention programme. In percentage
terms, the differences between pretesting and posttesting range between +8% and +9% for each of the analysed
components (regulation, expression, total emotional competences), suggesting a homogeneous development of the
children’s emotional profile, rather than a punctual or fragmented evolution.

This percentage convergence provides additional relevance to the dimensional interpretation of the results and
supports the idea that an intervention built upon play-based mechanisms does not influence a single isolated
affective skill, but fosters a coordinated maturation of the way in which children recognise, express and regulate
emotions in real social situations.

The initial and final percentage distributions can be visually examined in the following figure, which provides
the comparative synthesis of the results.

Figura 4. Compararea generala a procentelor pretestare / posttestare
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5. RESEARCH CONCLUSIONS

The results obtained confirm the value of systematically integrating play-based activities into preschool
educational practice, as these have a positive impact on emotional expression, affective regulation and the
development of overall emotional competences. The progress observed between pretesting and posttesting (+8—
9%) validates the formulated hypotheses and reinforces the view that play is not merely a medium of social
interaction, but a pedagogical instrument with a transformative role upon early emotional architecture, in line with
current directions in the specialised literature and with the Curriculum for Early Childhood Education (2019).

The practical applicability is direct: thematic, recurrent play activities, with gradual structure and explicit
emotional roles, can become an operational component of the daily kindergarten routine. This type of approach
supports not only the reduction of impulsive behaviours, but also the improvement of interaction quality and the
strengthening of affective autonomy.

The limitations of the study concern the small sample size and the implementation of the intervention within a
single institutional context, aspects which require caution in the generalisation of results.

Future research directions may include extending the investigation to multi-institutional samples, integrating
long-term follow-up observations (6/12 months), and correlating emotional progress with cognitive indicators and
executive self-regulation.

We may therefore state that this investigation confirms that early emotional development is not simply a
pedagogical objective, but a discreet architecture of human becoming—one that begins with small gestures and
gradually becomes long-term structure.
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