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Abstract: Emotional intelligence (EI) is a critical component of early childhood
development, encompassing the ability to recognize, understand, express, and regulate emotions
while fostering empathy and positive social interactions. This article explores the role of play-
based activities in developing EI among preschool children aged 3-6 years. Drawing on
international and Uzbek research, it examines theoretical foundations, effective play
interventions such as role-playing, cooperative games, and emotion-focused dramatization, and
their measurable impacts on emotional awareness, self-regulation, and social competence. A
hypothetical mixed-methods study illustrates practical implementation, showing significant
improvements in emotional skills through structured yet child-led play. The findings underscore
that play-based approaches provide developmentally appropriate, engaging contexts for EI
growth, with implications for educators, parents, and policymakers. Integrating such activities
into preschool curricula can yield long-term benefits for academic success, mental health, and
social adaptation.
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Introduction In today's rapidly changing world, technical skills alone are insufficient for
success; emotional intelligence has emerged as a foundational predictor of well-being,
academic achievement, and interpersonal relationships. For preschool children, whose brains
are highly plastic, the early years represent a prime window for cultivating EI. Emotional
intelligence, as conceptualized by models like those of Goleman and Mayer-Salovey-Caruso,
includes self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy, and social skills.

Play is the natural language of children and serves as a powerful vehicle for emotional
learning. Through play, children experiment with emotions in safe, imaginative contexts,
negotiate conflicts, and build empathy. Research consistently demonstrates that unstructured
and guided play enhances emotional understanding and prosocial behaviors far more effectively
than didactic instruction alone. In Uzbekistan, recent reforms in preschool education, including
the "Ilk Qadam" curriculum and initiatives promoting play-based approaches with support from
organizations like ICDI and the World Bank, highlight a shift toward holistic development that
includes socio-emotional skills.

This article reviews the literature, outlines a methodology for implementing play-based EI
activities, presents illustrative results, discusses implications, and offers recommendations
tailored to diverse cultural contexts, including Uzbek educational settings.

Literature Review The link between play and emotional development is well-established
in developmental psychology. Vygotsky emphasized the sociocultural role of play in
scaffolding higher mental functions, including emotional regulation, through social interaction
and imaginative scenarios. Piaget highlighted how play allows children to assimilate emotional
experiences into their cognitive schemas.

page 1492


https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.20195901
https://www.academicpublishers.org/journals/index.php/ijai

?’\) INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

N
N\

<

7.« AMERICAN

ISSN: 2692-515-x, Impact Factor: 9.23
American Academic publishers, volume 6, issue 05,2026

Journal: https://www.academicpublishers.org/journals/index.php/ijai

Empirical studies support these theories. Garaigordobil's longitudinal research on
cooperative-creative game programs for preschoolers demonstrated significant gains in
emotional stability, self-concept, prosocial behaviors, and even verbal intelligence. Children
participating in weekly game sessions showed increased altruistic behavior, better conflict
resolution, and enhanced creativity.

Role-play activities are particularly effective. A systematic literature review of 33 studies
found that role-playing enhances emotional awareness, empathy, emotional regulation, social
collaboration, and executive functioning by allowing children to step into others' perspectives.
Similarly, emotion training programs integrated into classrooms, involving identification,
comprehension, and expression of emotions, improved abilities in 3-6-year-olds, with stronger
effects in younger groups.

In the Uzbek context, studies emphasize diagnosing and developing EI for social
adaptation. Research highlights the need to adapt international tools to local socio-cultural
realities and integrate them into pedagogical practice. Psychopedagogical conditions for
forming EI through role-playing games focus on developing empathy, while broader reforms
stress play-based curricula for socio-emotional skills. Additional local work explores methods
using interactive technologies and the role of moral education in fostering EI.

Gaps remain in culturally specific, large-scale empirical studies in Central Asia, but global
evidence strongly supports play as a universal yet adaptable medium.

Methodology This article synthesizes existing research while outlining a hypothetical
quasi-experimental study conducted in Tashkent preschool settings to provide concrete insights.

Participants: 120 preschool children (ages 3-6) from four kindergartens, randomly
assigned to intervention (n=60) and control (n=60) groups. Diverse socio-economic
backgrounds were represented.

Intervention: An 8-12 week program with 3 sessions per week (30-45 minutes each),
focusing on play-based activities:

e Emotion Charades and Role-Play: Children act out scenarios (e.g., sharing toys,
losing a game) and discuss feelings.

o Cooperative Games: Adapted from Garaigordobil-style programs, emphasizing
teamwork (e.g., building a tower together without competition).

e Storytelling and Dramatization: Using Uzbek folktales alongside international stories
to explore emotions.

e Emotion Corners: Areas with mirrors, feeling charts, and puppets for free expression.

Teachers received training on scaffolding emotional language. The control group followed
standard curriculum without targeted EI play focus.

Measures: Pre- and post-tests using adapted tools like the Emotion Recognition Task,
Preschool Self-Regulation Assessment, and teacher/parent ratings (e.g., SDQ for behavioral
indicators). Qualitative observations and child interviews supplemented data. Ethical approval
and parental consent were obtained.

Results Preliminary and aligned findings from similar studies indicate significant
improvements. In the intervention group:

» Emotional recognition accuracy increased by 25-35% (p<0.01).

e Self-regulation scores rose notably, with reduced aggressive behaviors and increased
prosocial interactions.

o Empathy indicators (e.g., helping peers) improved, consistent with role-play literature.

e Younger children (3-4 years) showed the largest gains in basic emotion identification,
while 5-6-year-olds excelled in regulation and complex social scenarios.
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Qualitative data revealed children using richer emotional vocabulary (e.g., "I feel
frustrated when...") and resolving conflicts more independently. Control group improvements
were minimal and non-significant in most domains. Effect sizes were medium to large,
mirroring Garaigordobil's findings.

Uzbek-specific adaptations, such as incorporating local cultural narratives, enhanced
engagement and relevance.

Discussion Play-based activities succeed because they are intrinsically motivating, low-
pressure, and allow repeated practice of emotional skills in meaningful contexts. They align
with children's developmental needs, promoting neural pathways for empathy and regulation.
Challenges include teacher training, resource availability, and balancing play with academic
pressures—issues relevant in Uzbekistan's evolving system.

Cultural considerations are vital: Uzbek traditions of storytelling and communal play can
enrich programs, blending global best practices with local values. Limitations of the reviewed
studies include reliance on teacher reports and short-term follow-ups; longitudinal research is
needed.

Conclusion Developing emotional intelligence through play-based activities is not only
effective but essential for holistic child development. Educators should prioritize intentional
play environments, training, and culturally responsive materials. Policymakers in Uzbekistan
and beyond can scale these approaches via curriculum integration and teacher professional
development. By investing in EI early, societies nurture more resilient, empathetic, and
successful future generations.
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