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ABSTRACT 

The diverse set of skills that facilitate emotion regulation are crucial for 

adaptive developmental outcomes. The foundations for these skills are 

consolidated in social interactions during pre-school years. Dyadic pretend play is 

a social interaction that is posited to provide valuable opportunities for emotion 

regulation in this age group. However, our understanding of dyadic pretend play 

has not progressed to the point where this activity can be reliably structured to 

create a zone of proximal development for emotion regulation skills. 

In Study 1, a repeated-measures experiment was conducted to_ observe 

individual differences in emotion regulation during positively and negatively 

valenced dyadic pretend play. Thirty children between four and five years of age 

participated in two unstructured and two structured pretend play sessions. The 

structured sessions included a "pretend creature in a box" scenario where 

interaction with a pretend monster (negatively valenced condition), or kitten 

(positively valenced condition) was required in order for the pretend game to 

continue. It was expected that individual differences in the children's regulation of 

negative emotion tone and intensity would be observed in their response to the 

pretend monster. However, there were no significant differences in children's 

emotion tone and intensity, approach to the creature, and ability to continue the 

pretend play across the positively and negatively valenced conditions. Instead, 

individual differences were observed in the children's continuation of pretend 

play when information was gained about the pretend/reality status of the creature. 

The "pretend creature in a box" scenario was hypothesised to challenge children's 
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regulation of anticipatory arousal elicited by uncertainty about the pretend/reality 

status of the creature. 

Study 2 examined this hypothesis in an experiment that explored emotion 

regulation across positively and negatively valenced pretend play, and conditions 

of high, low, and no uncertainty. Sixty children aged between four and five years 

participated in a structured pretend play game, which included an adaptation of 

the "pretend creature in a box" scenario. Anticipatory arousal elicited by 

uncertainty · was manipulated by providing visual, verbal, and no information 

about the pretend/reality status of the creature. It was expected that individual 

differences in regulation of anticipatory arousal elicited by uncertainty would be 

observed in children's efforts to gain information about the pretend/reality status 

of the creature. Under conditions of uncertainty, a significantly greater proportion 

of children discontinued the pretend game by approaching the box and checking 

the pretend/reality status of the creature. Consistent with the results from Study 1, 

the intended emotional valence of the condition was not influential. 

Overall, this research programme highlights the challenges that occur in 

structuring dyadic pretend play to create a zone of proximal development for 

emotion regulation. Study 1 and Study 2 linked emotion regulation in pretend play 

with children's experience of anticipatory arousal elicited by uncertainty, and 

information seeking as an emotion regulation strategy. Study 2 demonstrated that 

pretend play has the potential to be utilised in the development of. a set of skills 

that regulate the anticipatory arousal elicited by uncertainty. Variation in the 

particular strategies that a more experienced play partner might use to create and 

direct the experience of emotion and emotion regulation is a useful starting point 

for future research in this area. 
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CHAPTERONE 

General Overview 

Intense, inflexible, extreme, explosive, volatile, wilful, stubborn, selfish, 

picky, finicky, fussy, and just plain difficult. As a clinical psychologist in an early 

childhood setting, I have often heard parents of preschoolers complain about these 

characteristics in their children. They may have been told that these difficulties are 

a part of a developmental "stage" and that their child will "grow-out of it." 

Emotion and emotion regulation have a pivotal role in these difficulties, and for 

children who experience intense emotion, negotiating everyday life can be a 

challenge. Adult respondents in a survey by Parkinson and Totterdell (1999) 

reported 162 distinct strategies that assisted them to regulate intense emotion. 

When asked, parents can also recite a number of strategies that enable them to 

calm down, compromise, cheer-up, and wait patiently when experiencing intense 

emotion. However, when I have asked parents where they learned these strategies, 

and where their child might learn the same strategies, the usual answer is, "I don't 

know." The development of emotion regulation during childhood is a process that 

is often taken for granted. 

The development of emotion regulation is inherent to positive socio­

emotional outcomes for children (Baumeister & Heatherton, 1996; Calkins, 1994; 

Cicchetti, Ackerman, & Izard, 1995; Gross, 1998; Keenan, 2000; Southam-Gerow 

& Kendall, 2002; Walden & Smith, 1997). Impaired emotion regulation has been 

linked to poor social adjustment (Calkins, Gill, Johnson, & Smith, 1999; Connolly 

& Doyle, 1984; De Lorimier, Doyle, & Tessier, 1995; Eisenberg, 2002; Eisenberg 

et al., 1999;. Eisenberg, Fabes et al., 1998; Eisenberg et al., 1997; Eisenberg, 
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Shepard, Fabes, Murphy, & Guthrie, 1998; Rubin, Copland, Fox, & Calkins, 

1995), and to clinically significant internalising and externalising behaviour 

(Braaten & Rosen, 2000; Cole, Zahn-Waxler, Fox, Usher, & Welsh, 1996; 

Eisenberg et al., 1996; Eisenberg et al., 2001; Shaw, Keenan, Vondra, Delliquadri, 

& Giovannelli, 1997). Deficits in the development of emotion regulation can 

occur as part of the negative sequelae of child maltreatment (Maughan & 

Cicchetti, 2002; Shipman, 1999; Smetana, Toth, Bruce, Kane, & Dadds, 1999; 

Smith & Walden, 1999), sexual abuse (Shipman, Zeman, Penza, & Champion, 

2000), parental conflict (Katz & Gottman, 1995; Lengua, Sandler, West, 

Wolchick, & Curran, 1999), and peer victimisation (Kochenderfer-Ladd & 

Skinner, 2002). When the development of emotion regulation does not progress as 

expected, children are at risk for sub-optimal developmental outcomes. 

Consequently, how to help children "grow-out" of a finicky, fussy, or inflexible 

"stage" is of great interest to parents and clinical psychologists alike. 

The development of emotion regulation is inseparable from the 

characteristics of our early social environment (Saami, 1999). How we experience 

emotion is shaped by our interactions with family, teachers, and peers (Denham, 

Mitchell-Copeland, Strandberg, Auerbach, & Blair, 1997; Eisenberg, 

Cumberland, & Spinrad, 1998; Eisenberg et al., 2001; Jenkins & Ball, 2000; 

Lagattuta & Wellman, 2002; Laible & Thompson, 1998). During the preschool 

years, children begin to learn that the significant people in their lives have 

expectations about the expression of emotion and emotion-related behaviour in 

these interactions (Saami, 1999; Salisch, 2001; Zeman, Penza, Shipman, & 

Young, 1997; Zeman & Shipman, 1997a). 
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Of the many and varied social interactions relevant to the preschool age 

group, dyadic pretend play stands out. This social activity is linked to positive 

outcomes in social, cognitive, and linguistic development (Goneu & Gaskins, 

1998; Jarrols, Carruthers, Smith, & Boucher, 1994; Lillard, 2001; Lillard, 1993a; 

Russ, 1998b; Tamis-LeMonda, Chen, & Bornstein, 1998). It is also thought to 

provide unique opportunities for the experience of emotion and emotion 

regulation (Bornstein, Haynes, O'Reilly, & Painter, 1996; Bretherton, 1989; Fein, 

1989; Vygotsky, 1978). How then can pretend play be utilised as a context that 

supports children's experience of emotion and emotion regulation? 

This question provides the starting point for the research reported in this 

thesis. The purpose of Chapter 1 is to explore the literature that links pretend play 

and emotion regulation, and to provide a rationale for the experiments in emotion 

regulation presented in Chapters 2 and 3. To explore these ideas it is first 

necessary to introduce the theoretical framework used to define emotion and 

emotion regulation. The literature on emotion is vast and not always consistent 

(Rosenberg & Fredrickson, 1998), and consequently will not be reviewed here. 

Instead the key features of the functionalist framework of emotion and emotion 

regulation are presented. In particular, the role of socialisation in emotional 

development is highlighted. 

The Experience of Emotion 

Emotion is manifested by a combination of physiology, perception, 

cognition, and behaviour (Lewis & Haviland, 1993). Diverse approaches to the 

study of emotion have generated a multitude of definitions, models, and 

explanatory theories. Often the terms affect, mood, and emotion are used 
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interchangeably. For the purposes of this thesis, emotion is conceptualised as an 

intense change in state with short duration and an identifiable antecedent (Forgas, 

2000; Russell, 2003). In contrast, mood is conceptualised as a low intensity 

experience without a specific antecedent, and affect is a broader category that 

includes both mood and emotion (Forgas, 2000; Russell, 2003). 

There have been significant changes in how psychologists conceptualise 

and investigate emotion (Dodge & Garber, 1991). Research has begun to move 

away from the working definition of emotion as a unique subjective state that can 

be best understood by examining discrete and static categories of feeling such as 

"fear" or "anger" (Campos, Campos, & Barrett, 1989; Campos, Mumme, 

Kermoian, & Campos, 1994; Rushforth, 1999; Russell, 2003; Saarni, 1999; 

Thompson, 1994). Instead, the experience of emotion is broadened to more 

diffuse states, and acknowledged as having dynamic temporal and intensive 

features (Campos et al., 1989; Campos et al., 1994; Rushforth, 1999; Russell, 

2003; Saami, 1999; Thompson, 1994). Russell integrates two conflicting theories 

in a proposed model of emotion that "weds bipolar dimensions (via an 

attributional stage) to discrete categories" (p. 146). 

The key feature of Russell's framework is that the experience of emotion 

is grounded in core affect, a primitive building block consisting of a blend of two 

dimensions. The first dimension, pleasant/unpleasant, combines with the second, 

physiological arousal, to create universal states. For instance, consider the state of 

excitement and the state of relaxation. They are similar in that they both tend to 

the pleasant end of the pleasant/unpleasant dimension, yet they are distinctly 

different as they are at polar opposites of the arousal dimension (Ridgeway & 

Waters, 1987). The pleasant/unpleasant dimension can be thought of as equivalent 
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to positive and negative emotion tone, and the arousal dimension as equivalent to 

emotion intensity. The consideration of both emotion tone and emotion intensity 

can have important implications. For example, in an experiment that examined the 

relationship between emotion and task completion, Ridgeway and Waters found 

children's level of persistence with a searching task was related to emotion 

intensity, but not emotion tone. Children who were excited (positive tone, high 

intensity) completed significantly more items on searching tasks than children 

who were calm (positive tone, low intensity). 

Emotion is Generated in a Person-Environment Transaction· 

As we interact with the people and objects around us our emotion tone and 

intensity are changed (Campos et al., 1989; Campos et al., 1994; Russell, 2003). 

The experience of emotion is not based solely in the person or the environment, 

but is generated in a person-environment transaction (Campos et al., 1989; 

Campos et al., 1994; Lazarus, 1991; Russell, 2003; Saarni, 1999; Saarni & Harris, 

1989; Thompson, 1990, 1994). Lazarus' model of discrete categories of emotion 

describes an individual's experience of emotion based on his/her concurrent 

cognitive appraisal of significant environmental events. In this model an 

individual may experience fright in response to an environmental event that is 

thought to threaten his/her well-being. 

For the purposes of understanding how we experience emotion, the 

person-environment transaction can be broken down into several person-based 

and environment-based components (Russell, 2003). A prototypical experience 

may begin with an antecedent event (i.e., a rat), which is perceived in terms of 

emotional valence (i.e., a rat is disgusting). A change in core affect occurs, which 
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provides us with information (i.e., something unpleasant and intense 1s 

happening). We may attribute this change to the antecedent event (i.e., the rat), 

and appraise its relevance to us (i.e., this rat is dangerous to me). We may make a 

behavioural response accordingly (i.e., avoidance of the rat). Facial, vocal, and 

autonomic changes occur throughout this entire process, and we may or may not 

be aware that any of these components are occurring. 

This model of a prototypical experience incorporates the reciprocal links 

between cognition and emotion that combine to form discrete categories. 

Cognitive components include the attribution of causal links between antecedents 

and changes in core affect, and appraisal of the relevance of antecedents to an 

individual's well being. Maladaptive attributions and/or appraisals are pivotal in 

models of psychological disorders characterised by intense negative emotion. For 

instance, Barrett and Healy (2002) found that children diagnosed with obsessive­

compulsive disorder will cognitively evaluate environmental antecedents of 

negative emotion as more harmful than children who do not have this disorder. 

Children diagnosed with obsessive-compulsive disorder will also attribute a 

higher level of responsibility for the antecedent to themselves. 

Emotion Has a Function 

Changes in core affect during a person-environment transaction serve a 

functional purpose. Campos et al. (1989; 1994) described emotion as having the 

function of establishing, maintaining, changing, or terminating the interaction 

between an individual and significant elements in his/her environment. Theory has 

also begun to move away from the perspective of emotions as the "noi"se in the 

system" that disrupts adaptive cognitions and behaviour (Fox, 1989). Instead, the 
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functionalist perspective emphasises the role of emotions as biologically derived 

reactions that serve to co-ordinate an adaptive response to significant events in our 

environment (Campos et al., 1989; Campos et al., 1994; Forgas, 2000; 

Lowenstein, Weber, Hsee, & Welch, 2001; Russell, 2003). The absence of these 

biologically derived reactions has been linked to sub-optimal outcomes. For 

example, Bechara, Damasio, Tranel, and Damasio ( 1997) found that the absence 

of somatic arousal in response to threat impaired decision-making during a rigged 

card game. Patients with a head injury causing deficits in somatic responses to 

threat were presented with indicators that their card game strategy was causing 

them to lose the game. Without somatic responses, the patients with head injury 

did not adapt their responses to enhance their performance in this activity. 

Emotional Valence of Events and Objects 

Our environment can be experienced as pleasant, distressing, exciting, or 

boring, and there are several ways in which events and objects gain these qualities 

(Campos et al., 1994; Gross & Munoz, 1995; Russell, 2003). Emotional valence 

can be determined by the social communication of other people (Eifert, 1987; 

Gross & Munoz, 1995; Russell, 2003; Salovey & Sluyter, 1997; Walden, 1991). 

For instance, children who are told that crocodiles are dangerous may experience 

wariness in response to crocodiles, despite never having been in contact with them 

before. Emotional valence is also dependent on learning history. Children who 

have had aversive experiences at the doctor's office may experience distress when 

they are told a visit is due. The hedonistic properties of an event can give it 

emotional valence. For example, play is a source of stimulation and children 

frequently engage in this activity. 
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The emotional valence of an event or object can also be determined by our 

cognitive evaluation of how it relates to our goals (Campos et al., 1989; Campos 

et al., 1994; Russell, 2003; Thompson, 1990, 1994). For example, events that are 

perceived to be obstacles may be experienced as unpleasant and intense. When we 

are observing an individual in a person-environment transaction we may try to 

determine what he/she is feeling at the time. Emotion in a person-environment 

transaction can be inferred from how the interaction supports or undermines 

personal goals. For instance, we may infer that a child is upset in a situation where 

he/she is denied a second biscuit. 

In summary, significant environmental events elicit changes in core affect, 

and in turn this creates the potential for new emotion, cognition and behaviour 

(Campos et al., 1989; Campos et al., 1994). Different responses during a person­

environment transaction will result in different consequences. When asked to wait 

for a biscuit, a child may be reprimanded for displaying anger but praised for 

remaining patient. Only one of these responses may support that child in 

achieving his/her goal of getting a biscuit. To manage the consequences of the 

expression of emotion and emotion-related behaviour, a child may engage in 

emotion regulation (Campos et al., 1994; Thompson, 1994; Zeman & Shipman, 

1997b, 1998). 

The Experience of Emotion Regulation 

Emotion regulation can be thought of as a diverse set of skills rather than a 

single behavioural entity (Walden, 1991). These skills are the key elements in 

maintaining a level of arousal that is both tolerable and flexible enough to support 

adaptive behaviour (Cicchetti et al., 1995). Following the functionalist 
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perspective, Thompson (1994) provided a working definition of emotion 

regulation as ''the intrinsic and extrinsic processes responsible for monitoring, 

evaluating, and modifying emotional reactions, especially their intensive and 

temporal features, to accomplish one's goals" (p. 27). In recognising the dynamic 

rather than static nature of emotions, functionalist theorists emphasise the 

importance of ease of arousal, intensity of arousal, modulation, and recovery time 

in determining individual differences in emotion regulation (Thompson, 1994). If 

emotions can have the function of establishing, maintaining, changing, or 

terminating the interactions between an individual and significant elements in 

his/her environment, then emotion regulation serves to avoid, displace, transform, 

minimise, inhibit, and intensify emotions (Campos et al., 1994). 

What is Regulated? 

Russell (2003) has argued for a distinction to be made between affect 

regulation and emotion regulation. Affect regulation is an attempt to elicit a 

change in mood. An example of affect regulation is taking a relaxing bath when 

tired to induce a positive mood state. In contrast, emotion regulation is an attempt 

to influence person-based or environment-based components that are specifically 

relevant to the experience of emotion. An example of emotion regulation using a 

cognitive strategy is silently counting to 10 to minimise intensely unpleasant 

arousal experienced when interacting with an annoying person. 

Eisenberg (2002) separated emotion regulation into two sub-domains. 

Similarly to Russell (2003), she used the term emotion regulation to describe a 

process that directly influences emotion tone and emotion dynamics. Emotion 

regulation includes cognitive strategies such as re-evaluating a person-
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environment transition so that the positive aspects are salient. A second term 

emotion-related behavioural regulation is used to describe a process that directly 

influences the behavioural indices of emotion. Emotion-related · behavioural 

regulation includes voluntary inhibition of facial expression when angry. These 

two domains are closely interrelated and an episode of emotion may reflect both 

processes simultaneously. For example, smiling and taking a deep breath when 

angry shows a positive outward appearance (emotion-related behavioural 

regulation) while trying to regulate physiological arousal ( emotion regulation). 

Both Russell (2003) and Eisenberg (2002) highlighted that emotion 

regulation implies more than emotional restraint. It encompasses this term, as well 

as the dynamic regulation of the temporal and intensive features of emotion 

(Southam-Gerow & Kendall, 2002; Thompson, 1994). Changes in cognition and 

behaviour, as well as changes in the quality, intensity, and duration of arousal all 

come under the rubric of emotion regulation (Campos et al., 1989; Campos et al., 

1994; Russell, 2003; Thompson, 1990, 1994). 

Campos et al. (1994) outlined three stages at which emotion regulation 

could occur. Firstly, regulation of emotion can occur at the "input" stage and has 

been described as antecedent emotion regulation or pro-active coping by 

Eisenberg (2002). Children may avoid arousing stimuli, not attend to, or distract 

themselves from significant events to modulate arousal. Regulation at the "input" 

stage occurs when children avoid movies or books because the content is too 

frightening. Regulation may also occur at the "processing" stage, where events 

can be interpreted and reinterpreted to minimise or intensify arousal. For example, 

exaggerating a humorous story may increase positive arousal for both the 

individual and his/her audience. Finally, emotion regulation can occur at the 
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'output' stage, or as Eisenberg termed it, emotion-related behavioural regulation. 

Particular environmental cues will make emotion-related behaviour more or less 

likely, and we may have to engage in behaviour that is not consistent ·with our 

original emotion. In a series of studies examining emotion-related behaviour 

regulation, Cole, Michel, and O'Donnell-Teti (1994) found that when a child 

received a disappointing present, he/she still expressed pleasure and gratitude to 

the giver. Eisenberg noted that while inhibition of behaviour as described above 

occurs at the "output" stage, it is also a proactive emotion regulation strategy. It 

enables children to minimise the occurrence of negative emotion (i.e., that may 

result from a reprimand) or to maximise the potential for positive emotion (i.e., 

that may result from praise for socially desirable behaviour). 

To enhance an individual's performance, emotion regulation skills must be 

flexible across contexts and responsive to unique situations (Cole et al., 1994; 

Eisenberg, 2002; Thompson, 1994). Dysfunctional skills are stereotypical, rigid, 

and under or over arousing (Thompson, 1994). An example of maladaptive 

emotion regulation skills can be found in the paediatric coping literature. Children 

may use information seeking or avoidance strategies to mange distress related to 

medical procedures (Rudolph, Dennig, & Weisz, 1995). Children who avoid 

medical information have been found to experience greater distress during a 

medical procedure than children who sought information (Rudolph, Dennig, & 

Weisz, 1995). Children who disengage from distressing material are using an 

emotion regulation skill that achieves the immediate goal of decreasing_negative 

arousal; however the rigid application of this strategy has a maladaptive outcome 

when the source of the distress cannot be avoided. 
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The Development of Emotion Regulation 

The development of emotion regulation is an incremental progression that 

involves the successful integration of biological, socio-emotional, and cognitive 

experience over an individual's lifetime (Calkins, 1994). Specific skills are learnt 

in a process of organisation and reorganisation of the interrelationships between 

biological and behavioural systems that occur during socio-emotional experiences 

in early childhood (Cicchetti et al., 1995). It is important to consider the 

characteristics of child-environment transactions that serve to direct and redirect 

this process. 

Child Characteristics 

Some children are challenged by their ease of arousal, intensity of arousal, 

and the time and effort required to return to homeostasis. The temporal and 

intensive features of emotion vary in accordance with individual differences in 

biological potential for ease of arousal, intensity of arousal, modulation, and 

recovery time (Russell, 2003). 

Research in child temperament has reliably demonstrated that individual 

differences in emotion dynamics are apparent from a very young age (Rothbart & 

Hwang, 2001). For instance, Katz and Gettman (1995) found that children with 

high vagal tone indicating higher ability for soothing, showed less externalising 

behaviour in response to marital conflict during their preschool years than 

children with low vagal tone. Research investigating the sequelae of premature 

birth has shown that children who are born early have a less mature central 

nervous system with which to achieve the immediate goals of self or state 

regulation (DiPietro, Porges, & Uhly, 1992; Sykes et al., 1997). For example, in a 
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study by Sykes et al., infants who were born prematurely were rated as having 

higher scores on measures of behavioural difficulties by preschool teachers than 

their peers who were born full-term. As children interact with their early 

environment the intrinsic factors that influence their emotional development can 

be modified. Social interaction with caregivers can mediate the impact of central 

nervous system function on emotional development (Calkins, 1994; Calkins, 

Smith, Gill, & Johnson, 1998). 

Social Interactions and the Development of Emotion Regulation 

Research with new-born children and young infants has shown that social 

influences have a significant role in the acquisition of emotion regulat~on skills 

from a young age (Calkins, 1994; Dawson, 1994; Denham, Zoller, & Couchoud, 

1994; Fox, 1989, 1994; Malatesta-Magai, 1991). Effortful control is an example 

of a temperament system of self-regulatory mechanisms that emerges between 6 

and 12 months of age. Kochanska, Murray, and Harlan, (2000) found that 

responsive parenting predicted maturity in effortful control from 22 to 33 months 

of age. Implicit learning environments are created in how parents react to their 

children's emotion, how they express their own emotion (Eisenberg, Cumberland 

et al., 1998; Fabes et al., 1994; Rapee, 1997; Roberts & Strayer, 1996; Roberts, 

1999; Rubin et al., 1995), and how they model emotion regulation or 

dysregulation (Gross & Munoz, 1995). Stansbury and Sigman (2000) found that 

children use covert strategies such as distraction and cognitive reappraisal to 

organise their emotional state before they are developmentally able to report on 

the link between these cognitions, behaviours and emotion. 
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Emotion regulation develops in accordance with cognitive and language 

skills (Stansbury & Zimmermann, 1999; Wilson, 1999). Parents talk to their 

children about emotion before three years of age (Lagattuta & Wellman, 2002). 

They use explicit instructions to assist their children to regulate emotion, as well 

as providing verbal soothing or encouragement (Eisenberg, Cumberland et al., 

1998). With cognitive and language skills, children gain access to multiple 

sources of socialisation where they have the opportunity to learn about the 

antecedents and consequences of emotions {Lopez & Little, 1996; Zeman et al., 

1997; Zeman & Shipman, 1997a). Consistent with the functionalist 

conceptualisation of emotion and emotion regulation, children as young as 

preschool age conceptualise their emotion-related behaviour m terms of 

environmental consequences (Josephs, 1994; Lopez & Little, 1996; Zeman et al., 

1997; Zeman & Shipman, 1996, 1997a, 1998). 

A social interaction that is proposed to provide unique opportunities for 

preschool children to experience emotion and emotion regulation is social pretend 

play (Bornstein & Tamis-Le Monda, 1995; Bretherton, 1989; Fein, 1989; 

Vygotsky, 1978; Youngblade & Dunn, 1995). Social pretend play has been 

broadly associated with positive outcomes in emotional development for 

preschool children. In previous research, I found that children who were reported 

to engage in frequent pretend play with their parent had higher scores on 

concurrent indices of emotion regulation, than children who did not engage in the 

same play (Galyer & Evans, 2001). More sophisticated pretend play has been 

related to more sophisticated emotion understanding (Seja & Russ, 1999), 

affective role-taking (Connolly & Doyle, 1984), and adaptive responding in day to 

day activities (Russ, 1998b; Saunders, Sayer, & Goodale, 1998). Elias and Berk 
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(2002) found that children who were initially rated as highly impulsive and 

subsequently engaged in a high frequency of complex sociodramatic pretend play 

in kindergarten showed marked improvement in impulsivity as the kindergarten 

year progressed. In contrast, children who were initially rated as highly impulsive 

and subsequently engaged in more solitary pretend play did not show any 

significant change. 

Structured adult-child pretend play has also been associated with positive 

outcomes in socio-emotional well-being. Child-centred play therapists utilise 

pretence as an intervention technique to improve emotional well-being. Play and 

play materials are assumed to facilitate children's expression of thoughts and 

feelings about their experiences (Russ, 1998a; D. A. Singer, 1998; J. Singer, 

1998). Therapy that has a play and/or pretend play component has been used 

successfully in addressing the sequelae of trauma (e.g., Kot, Landreth, & 

Giordano, 1998) and dysfunctional parent-child relationships (e.g., Athanasiou & 

Gunning, 1999; Bratton, 1995). However, pretence as an intervention tool for 

children with psychological difficulty is not restricted to this particular therapeutic 

orientation (Hall, Schaefer, & Kaduson, 2002; Knell, 1998). For some children, 

modelling and practising responses to aversive events in pretend play has also 

been linked to better coping responses in actual distressing situations. For 

instance, cognitive-behavioural interventions for childhood anxiety disorders 

adopt these procedures to shape coping responses to aversive stimuli (Dadds & 

Barrett, 1998). 

In summary, emotion regulation occurs in a person-environment 

transaction and the social aspects of that transaction are relevant to the 

development of emotion regulation. Social interaction is an important prpcess for 
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modifying the biological basis of emotion, developing emotion regulation skills, 

and introducing social contingencies that motivate children to use those skills 

(Thompson, 1994). Of particular interest in this thesis is how the context of social 

pretend play provides unique opportunities for preschool children to experience 

emotion and emotion regulation. 

The Context of Social Pretend Play 

What is Pretend Play? 

Pretence begins to emerge in a child's second year of life. It begins with a 

single role or a single act, such as "putting dolly to bed", and soon progresses to 

complex make-believe themes with multiple characters and events. Between four 

and five years of age, typically developing children can perform complex pretend 

transformations, and communicate these transformations to a play partner (Howes, 

1992; Kavale & Forness, 2000; Kavanaugh, 1997; Kavanaugh & Harris, 1994). 

Children in this age group will also have the necessary language and social skills 

that support dyadic pretend play, such as the ability to communicate ideas, 

negotiate, and compromise (Howe, 1998; Howe, Rindaldi, Jennings, & Petrakos, 

2002; Howes, 1985; Howes, Unger, & Seider, 1989; McCune, 1994; Sheldon, 

1996). 

Pretence is primarily thought of as a cognitive transformation, where a 

mental representation of a situation other than reality is created, acted on, and 

communicated with play partners (Lillard, 2001). Lillard (1993) defined pretence 

as "a projection of an imagined situation onto an actual situation, in spirit of fun 

rather than survival" (p. 65). Pretend play is distinct from other activities that 

involve imagination, as the mental representations in pretence are projected onto 
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After each research activity is completed, each child will receive a 
small sticker as a thankyou for his/her effort and participation. 
Children will be given a sticker whether or not they complete the 
whole task. 

• Emotion regulation: This is a short activity designed to be an 
emotion regulation task for children. It is based on a similar 
procedure to our previous studies. It was originally adapted from 
Golomb and Galasso (1995) and Harris et al. (1991). This theme is 
designed to allow children the opportunity to demonstrate emotion 
regulation skills. The proposed task is as follows: 
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• As per usual in a pre-school facility the staff will be informed if 
any child becomes upset or distressed during a research activity. 
To date no child had become upset during these tasks. Instead, 
children are very enthusiastic about this game. 

• Children's research activities will be videotaped and later analysed. 
After the research activity is completed, each child will receive a 
small sticker as a thankyou for his/her effort and participation. 
Children will be given a sticker whether or not they complete the 
whole task. 
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Appendix I 

Study 2 Information and Consent Form Completed by Parents 



Please detach and return to your pre-school 
A collection box will be provided. 

Name of research project: 
Emotional development in pre-school children. 

I have read over the information and agree to 
help with the research described. I have had a 
chance to ask any questions and these have 
been answered to my satisfaction. 

I agree to allow __________ _ 

[please print the name of your child here] to 
participate in this research project and I 
understand I may withdraw this consent at any 
time. 

Signed: _____________ _ 
Name printed: ___________ _ 
Date: ______________ _ 

I would like a summary of the findings from 
this study 

Please provide a postal address where your 
questionnaire and summary can be sent: 

j • This project is being conducted by Karma 
I Galyer as a Waikato University Doctorate 
I Thesis. It is part of the Clinical Research 
\ Lab supervised by Professor Ian Evans and I Dr A. Darmalingham. 

i • Please feel free to contact Karma Galyer if 
! you have any questions or concerns about 

1 this project. 

t 
0 .,, . 
2' 

.2 
'? 

~ 

I can be contacted by phone, on (07) 838 
4755. If I am not available, please leave a 
message and I will get back to you. 

j • Alternatively my email address is I ktg@waikato.ac.nz 

i • If this does not suit, I can arrange to meet i you at your child's pre-school. 

i 
1 
1 
i; 
~ 
l .,, 

c::, .i~ 
~ ;~ 
\,> ~) 

: .1• .... 
00 
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• We are interested in how children learn to 
regulate their emotional experience. 

• This project will investigate what aspects 
of everyday fun and play encourage children 
to develop positive responses to emotional 
demands. 

• Being able to cope in emotionally demanding 
situations is a necessary skill for both 
children and adults! 

• When we understand how children learn 
about emotion naturally, then we can 
provide more effective help with their 
emotional development. 

• The project involves you and your child. If 
you are interested, please fill in this 
consent form. and return it to your child's 
pre-school. 

• A questionnaire about your child's age and 
ethnicity will be posted to your home. This 
should only take a short while to complete, 
and a freepost envelope will be provided to 
return it. 

• Your child will be asked to participate in a 
pretend game during their free-play time at 
kindergarten. This game includes a task 
that measures emotion regulation. The 
game is based on everyday themes that are 
commonly found in children's play. 

• This will be videotaped at your child's pre­
school facility. Children will be given a small 
prize for their effort in participating. As a 
parent. you are welcome to sit in with your 
child during this game. 

• This project is voluntary. If you don't want 
to participate you don't need to let us know. 
Only families who return the consent form 
will be contacted. 

• All information provided is kept confidential 
in a locked filing cabinet. A code number 
will be used instead of names on 
questionnaires. This means you and your 
child cannot be identified in any part of the 
study. 

• Your child's videotape will be deleted after 
analysis. Tapes will only be seen by the 
person who participates in the emotion 
regulation task with your child. 

• You are welcome to a summary of the 
results from this project. If you would like 
a summary, please tick the box on the 
consent form and this will be sent to your 
address when the project is finished. 

• You and your child have the right to 
withdraw from the project at any time. 

-\0 
0 
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AppendixJ 

Ust of Toys and Materials Used in Study 2 

The materials used in the play tasks during Study 2 are listed in Table Jl. 

One of each of the toys was used unless stated. These materials were purchased 

from local outlets. They are consistent with the play material policies of the 

Waikato Kindergarten Association, which does not allow material with themes of 

violence. 

Table J1 

List of Toys and Materials Used in Study 2 

Toy/Material 

Large farm figurines 

Large family figurines 

Large fantasy figurines 

Small fantasy figurines 

Small work figurines 

Small animal figurines 

Vehicles 

Tool set 

Me gab locks 

Box 

Mats 

Description 

Adult male doll in farm clothing, cow, horse, 
chicken, duck, sheep, dog. 

Female adult doll, male adult doll, female child doll. 

Red doll (ambiguous), white doll (ambiguous), blue 
monster doll. 

TiggeI'™, Winnie-the-Pooh™, Rabbit™, Gonzo™, Mr 
Blobby™, Hamburgler™, Smurfs™(two). 

Female postal worker, male doctor, male firefighter. 

Shark, lizard, beaver, antelope. 

Large car, small car (two), racing boat, spaceship, 
three wheeled bike. 

Shovel, spanner, hammer. Screwdriver, pliers, 
wrench. 

Large green and red bricks (40 pieces), medium blue, 
yellow and red bricks (60 pieces), bucket, base. 

Brown cardboard box, dimensions 15 cm X 15 cm. 

Small blue sea shell, large blue and yellow striped. 
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The pretend treasure hunt game was carried out using the following set of 

prompts (see Table Kl). Each child was given all of the prompts at some stage 

during the initial play session. Children's responses to the prompts provided the 

direction for the game. For example, if the child did not want to incorporate a 

prompt into the game, that prompt was not repeated. In the second session the 

prompts that the children did not spontaneously incorporate into the theme were 

reintroduced. The "pretend creature in the box" scenario was introduced during 

the sequence where the characters are looking for treasure. 

Table Kl 

Prompts Used in the Treasure Hunt Game 

Treasure Hunt Prompts 

"Who do you want to be? I'll be the superhero and these can be the baddies. We 

have to find the treasure before they do!" 

"We need to a fast boat that can help us get to the treasure quickly." 

"Here's some spy glasses. We need these to see where the treasure is." 

"We also need a treasure map. Have you seen one?" 

"The map says the treasure is under the water. We can get there on our boat. Let's 

hurry and get there before the baddies do." 

"Where's that treasure?" - look in two places before finding the treasure. 

"Here's some treasure. Put it on our boat quickly. I can see someone sneaking up 

to steal it" - researcher changes character to baddy. 
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AppendixL 

Study 2 Instructions for the "Pretend Creature in a Box" Scenario 

The "pretend creature in a box" scenario is presented in three phases. 

Questions for the both the Monster and the Kitten Condition are shown. 

Phase 1. Find the box as part of the play activity. Introduce the box by 

saying, "There's a box over there in the water and it's making a noise". Bring the 

box up to your ear and pretend to listen. Hold the box out to the child and say, 

"here, you have a listen". Keep holding onto the box to prevent the child from 

opening it. When the child has listened to the box, you listen again and say "/ can 

hear a growling/purring noise. Let's pretend it's a monster/kitten". 

Phase 2. Continue to hold onto the box. Let the child touch the box. If the 

child is persistently or forcefully trying to open the box let them open it. When the 

child asks for the box to be opened, or if they can look in the box, respond by 

saying, "not yet". During phase two ask the following questions "What do you 

think it looks like?" "Do you think it's friendly?" "What would it do if it got 

out?" and listen to the child's answer. If he child asks for more information about 

the content of the box say, "/ don't know". 

Phase 3. Continue to hold onto the box. At this point children will be 

separated into one of three groups. For the Visual Information Condition, take the 

lid off the box and say, "let's have a look at it". Ensure the child looks inside the 

box. Pretend that the monster/kitten is asleep by changing your voice to a whisper 

and saying, "look it's asleep. Put the lid back on and put it over here". Put the 

box to one side and pause. If the child does not return to play then prompt them by 

saying, "now where's that treasure?" For the No Information Condition, listen to 

the box again and say,"/ can't hear anything. It must have gone to sleep. Let's put 
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it over here". If the child does not return to play then prompt them by saying, 

"now where's that treasure?" For the Verbal Information Condition listen to the 

box again and say,"/ can't hear anything. It must have gone to sleep. Let's put it 

over here". When the box is put to one side say, "it's only a pretend 

monster/kitten eh?" If the child does not return to play then prompt them by 

saying, "now where's that treasure?" 

Caveats. The box must stay within plain view of the child from the beginning 

to the end of the play session. The scenario is structured, however it is important 

to respond to the child's bids for participation in the scenario. Do not ignore what 

the child says. Respond to the child as you have been in the previous play. Debrief 

the child at the end of the play session by showing them that the box is empty and 

reminding them that the creatures are pretend. 
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