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Abstract

Purpose: This study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of a sociodramatic play-based conflict resolution
education protocol grounded in Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory on empathy, emotion regulation, and
theory of mind in preschool children.

Methodology: This applied study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control
group. The statistical population comprised 4- to 5-year-old children attending kindergartens in Shiraz during
the 2025-2026 academic year. Thirty children were selected through convenience sampling and, after
obtaining parental informed consent, were randomly assigned to experimental and control groups. The
experimental group received 10 sessions of sociodramatic play-based conflict resolution education, each
lasting 30—35 minutes, over five weeks, whereas the control group continued routine kindergarten activities.
Data were collected using the Empathy Questionnaire (EmQue), Emotion Regulation Checklist (ERC), and
Theory of Mind Inventory (ToMI). After examining the statistical assumptions, data were analyzed using
analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) in SPSS while controlling for pretest scores.

Findings: ANCOVA indicated significant intervention effects on total empathy (F=23.69, partial 112=0.47),
emotional contagion (F=22.20, partial 112=0.45), attention to others’ feelings (F=7.73, partial 112=0.21),
and prosocial actions (F=4.82, partial 11?=0.15). A significant effect was also found for emotion regulation
(F=4.38, p=0.050, partial 12=0.14), accompanied by a significant reduction in emotional lability/negativity
(F=12.86, partial N12=0.45). Regarding theory of mind, significant effects were observed for the total score
(F=18.46, partial 1?=0.41), carly theory of mind (F=10.28, partial 11?=0.28), and basic theory of mind
(F=14.91, partial N2=0.36); however, the intervention effect on advanced theory of mind was not statistically
significant (F=3.42, partial 1?=0.11).

Conclusion: Vygotskian sociodramatic play-based conflict resolution education appears to be a
developmentally appropriate intervention for strengthening empathy, emotion regulation, and foundational
theory-of-mind abilities in preschool children; however, longer and more cognitively and linguistically

demanding interventions may be required to improve advanced theory of mind.
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Detailed Abstract
Introduction

Preschool years constitute a sensitive developmental period during which fundamental social, emotional, and cognitive competencies
emerge and become increasingly organized through children’s interactions with peers and adults. As children enter kindergarten and
other collective educational settings, they encounter situations involving turn-taking, sharing, rule negotiation, competing goals,
frustration, cooperation, and interpersonal disagreement. Conflict is therefore a natural component of early peer relationships rather than
an inherently maladaptive phenomenon. What is developmentally important is whether children possess the capacities required to
understand the perspectives and emotions of others, regulate their own emotional reactions, and generate socially adaptive responses to
disagreement. Play-based approaches are particularly relevant in early childhood because they correspond to children’s developmental
mode of learning and permit abstract social principles to be experienced through direct, meaningful, and emotionally engaging activity.
Existing evidence indicates that play-based interventions can improve emotion regulation, social competence, resilience, and adjustment
in children (Esmaeili Shahna & Rahmanian, 2025; Sadeghi et al., 2025; Shamsabadi et al., 2024). Among the psychological
competencies underlying successtul conflict resolution, empathy, emotion regulation, and theory of mind are especially important.
Empathy allows children to identify and respond to the feelings and needs of others, thereby facilitating cooperation and prosocial
behavior. Group play therapy has been associated with enhanced empathy and reduced aggressive behavior (Iswinarti & Hidayah, 2020,
while other play-based interventions have demonstrated beneficial effects on empathy and interpersonal functioning (Kim & Jang, 2020;
Kordbche et al., 2022). Emotion regulation is equally essential because children who cannot manage anger, frustration, disappointment,
or emotional arousal may respond impulsively even when they understand social expectations. Play-based and executive-function-
oriented interventions have shown favorable effects on children’s emotion regulation (Babaei Mahdieh et al., 2025), and sociodramatic
methods have also been used successfully to strengthen anger-management abilities (Awaliyah et al., 2019). Interventions targeting
emotional dysregulation further emphasize the importance of practicing adaptive behavioral and emotional responses in socially
challenging situations (Vacher et al., 2022). Theory of mind, meanwhile, enables children to recognize that other people may hold
beliefs, intentions, knowledge, desires, and perspectives different from their own. Play-based interventions have shown potential for
promoting theory-of-mind-related abilities (Bayatiani et al., 2020; Salehi Kamroodi et al., 2022). These three competencies operate
as an interconnected system during conflict: children must recognize another person’s feelings, infer that person’s perspective or
intention, and simultaneously regulate their own emotional response in order to negotiate effectively. Sociodramatic play may provide a
particularly appropriate developmental context for integrating these processes because children adopt roles, coordinate actions, interpret
social cues, and collectively construct imagined situations. Sociodrama and psychodrama have been increasingly applied to emotional,
interpersonal, and educational problems (Giacomucci, 2020; Sumbas & Ulusoy, 2023), with evidence supporting their effectiveness
for social anxiety, social skills, self-concept, self-control, and adjustment (Ali Khani et al., 2022; Farhadi & Tabatabaei Zavareh,
2020; Vatankhah et al., 2024; Veryanto et al., 2025). Theater- and drama-based interventions similarly appear capable of
strengthening social adjustment and adaptive functioning (Amiri Majd et al., 2022), while improvisational theater has been associated
with reductions in social anxiety and intolerance of uncertainty (Felsman et al., 2019; Felsman et al., 2023). The broader
psychological potential of dramatic methods is also evident in research demonstrating their effects on coping and cognitive control (Yu et
al., 2022) and distress tolerance (Kutsal et al., 2025). From a Vygotskian cultural-historical perspective, such findings are theoretically
meaningful because higher psychological functions develop first through social interaction and are progressively internalized.
Sociodramatic play places children in socially mediated situations in which they can act beyond their usual level of independent
performance with support from peers and adults. Despite accumulating evidence regarding play therapy, psychodrama, and theater-based
interventions, most previous studies have investigated empathy, emotion regulation, or theory of mind separately, have focused on clinical
populations or older age groups, or have not integrated these competencies within a developmentally structured conflict-resolution
framework. Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of a Vygotskian sociodramatic play-based conflict

resolution education protocol on empathy, emotion regulation, and theory of mind in preschool children.
Methods and Materials

The study was applied in purpose and employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with an experimental and a control group.
The statistical population consisted of 4- to 5-year-old children attending kindergartens in Shiraz during the 20252026 academic year.
One cooperative kindergarten was selected through convenience sampling. Two available classes initially included 17 and 16 children;

through a lottery procedure, one or two children from each class were excluded to obtain the required sample of 30 participants.



Following written informed consent from parents, the childre mly assigned to the experimental and control group

participants in each group. Inclusion criteria were being 4 to 5 yea ving parental informed consent, wherea

more than two intervention sessions or behavioral or emotional difficu ing effective participation ¢

prosocial actions. Emotion regulation was measured using the 24-item Emotion Regulation Checklist,

emotional lability/negativity dimensions. Theory of mind was assessed using the 42-item Theory of Min , which evaluates

carly, basic, and advanced levels of theory of mind. The researcher-developed intervention was grounded in Vygotsky’s cultural-historical
principles and sociodramatic play and consisted of 10 sessions lasting approximately 30—35 minutes each over five consecutive weeks.
Children participated in small groups of three to four. The sessions used progressively more complex scenarios, including having a snack
at home, visiting a doctor, traveling by train, finding a house, attending a birthday party, visiting a repair shop, shopping in a store,
participating in a fire-station scenario, interacting with a shy guest, and completing a group painting activity. Across sessions, children
practiced empathy, turn-taking, emotional control, perspective-taking, cooperation, understanding intentions, tolerating frustration, and
anticipating others’ thoughts and behaviors. Sessions were conducted separately from the control group to reduce intervention
contamination. Data were analyzed in SPSS using descriptive statistics and analysis of covariance. Before conducting ANCOVA,
normality, homogeneity of variances, baseline group equivalence, and homogeneity of regression slopes were examined. Pretest scores

were entered as covariates, and statistical significance was evaluated at the 0.05 level.
Findings

Descriptive results showed a generally favorable pattern of change in the experimental group from pretest to posttest. Total empathy
increased from a mean of 19.53 to 24.60 in the experimental group, whereas the control group changed only from 17.87 to 18.80.
Emotion regulation increased from 23.00 to 25.07 in the experimental group but decreased from 23.20 to 22.53 in the control group.
Emotional lability declined markedly in the experimental group from 39.13 to 32.73, while remaining almost unchanged in the control
group, from 38.47 to 38.40. Total theory of mind increased from 422.20 to 459.07 in the experimental group, whereas it decreased
from 426.87 to 418.47 in the control group. Statistical assumptions for ANCOVA were satisfied. After controlling for pretest scores, a
significant group effect was observed for total empathy, F = 23.69, p < 0.001, partial N2 = 0.47. Significant intervention effects were
also found for emotional contagion, F = 22.20, p < 0.001, partial N2 = 0.45; attention to others’ feelings, F = 7.73, p = 0.011, partial
M? = 0.21; and prosocial actions, F = 4.82, p = 0.037, partial > = 0.15. For emotion regulation, the group effect reached the 0.05
significance threshold, F = 4.38, p = 0.050, partial N2 = 0.14, while emotional lability/negativity showed a significant reduction, F =
12.86, p < 0.001, partial N2 = 0.45. A significant effect was also found for total theory of mind, F = 18.46, p < 0.001, partial N2 =
0.41. At the subscale level, early theory of mind improved significantly, F = 10.28, p = 0.003, partial 12 = 0.28, as did basic theory of
mind, F = 14.91, p = 0.001, partial N2 = 0.36. In contrast, the group effect on advanced theory of mind was not statistically significant,
F=3.42,p=0.070, partial > = 0.11.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that Vygotskian sociodramatic play-based conflict resolution education can strengthen several foundational
competencies involved in constructive social interaction during preschool years. The marked improvement in empathy suggests that
repeated role-taking, emotional exchange, and guided interaction provided children with opportunities to recognize and respond to the
emotional states of others. The stronger effect on emotional contagion relative to prosocial actions may reflect the developmental
sequence through which basic emotional responsiveness emerges earlier and changes more rapidly than complex, consistently enacted
prosocial behavior. Improvements in attention to others’ feelings further suggest that children became better able to move beyond

mediate self-focu ions and incorporate others’ emotional states into their social responses.

ort the developmental value of structured dramatic play. Children were repeatedly exposed to

rong changes in more complex ada tion capacities. This pattern is developmentally plausible for 4- to 5-

en, whose deliberate regulatory strategies are s
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The improvement in overall, early, and basic theory of mind indicates that sociodramatic play may foster social-cognitive understanding
by requiring children to distinguish between their own perspective and that of the characters and peers involved in the play. Pretending
to be another person, anticipating another character’s actions, and recognizing differences in knowledge, desire, and intention provide
concrete experiences through which abstract mental-state concepts become understandable. The absence of a statistically significant effect
on advanced theory of mind suggests, however, that more complex mental-state reasoning may require longer intervention periods, more
advanced language abilities, stronger executive functioning, or more cognitively demanding activities than those provided in the present

10-session program.

Overall, the findings support the use of guided sociodramatic play as a developmentally appropriate framework for conflict resolution
education in preschool settings. Rather than teaching conflict-resolution principles through direct verbal instruction, the intervention
embedded empathy, emotional regulation, and perspective-taking within meaningful social experiences. This approach is consistent with
the idea that young children develop higher psychological capacities through participation in socially mediated activities and gradually
internalize patterns first experienced in interaction with others. The protocol therefore appears capable of functioning not merely as an
instructional activity but as a developmental context in which children practice the emotional and social-cognitive prerequisites of peaceful
conflict management. It can consequently be considered a promising educational approach for strengthening preschool children’s
empathy, emotional regulation, and foundational theory-of-mind abilities, while more intensive and cognitively enriched interventions

may be necessary to influence advanced theory of mind.
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