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Abstract 
Socioemotional development of children at preschool level is crucial to ensure their healthy 
growth in the future. At preschool level, children receive early exposure in all aspects of 
development such as cognitive, physical as well as socioemotional development. Research 
methodology utilized in this study is the qualitative method in the form of case study. The 
instrument employed was face-to-face semi-structured interviews with 10 preschool teachers 
from the Education Ministry of Malaysia, using purposive sampling technique. Research findings 
clarify that there are four aspects that need to be performed by teachers to upgrade children’s 
socioemotional development in preschool. First, teachers need to give children choice in making 
decisions so that they can form their own self-identity. Second, teachers praise children more 
frequently so that they will be motivated to behave in a better manner. Thirdly, teachers must 
be role models to children in order that these positive practices can become guidelines for them. 
Fourthly, teachers should practice positive approaches in every instance so that students feel 
safe when they are in preschool. In brief, teachers, as important agents in identifying 
socioemotional development needs of children, have great potential capacity to enhance this 
vital component for the children’s benefit in future. 
Keywords: Socioemotional Development, Preschool Children, Preschool Teachers, Teachers’ 
Responsive Practice, Preschool 
 
Importance of Socioemotional Development to Children 
Socioemotional development of children is equally important as their cognitive and physical 
development (Denham et al., 2012b). It is essential to understand that children are not born with 
socioemotional skills (Denham, Bassett et al., 2014). This aspect is dependent on the role of 
parents, caregivers and teachers of the children, who are pivotal in providing guidelines and 
nurturing this skill. 
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Children’s socioemotional development can give them an idea, or feeling, of who they are in this 
world, about how they are learning, and can also assist them to build quality relationships with 
others (Denham & Bassett, 2018). It is this aspect that drives a child to communicate, connect 
with others, help resolve conflict, gain confidence and achieve goals (Denham, Basset, Way et al., 
2014). Building a strong socioemotional foundation can aid students to develop positively and 
attain wellbeing in life (Denham et al., 2013a). Therefore, they would be more prepared and 
confident to overcome stress and be more patient when undergoing difficult moments in their 
adult life later. 
 
Adults need to be fully supportive of socioemotional development within these children. This is 
because teachers give more priority to academic skills, regarding it as the sole means to 
determine the success of students in the future (Brackett et al., 2012). However, socioemotional 
development is also a critical element in the development of a child and needs to be accorded 
the appropriate attention by adults (Bierman & Motamedi, 2015). 
However, identifying socioemotional development of children is a difficult task for teachers as 
they lack skills in this area, compared to physical and cognitive development (Bridgeland, Bruce 
& Hariharan, 2013). Hence, it is vital that teachers upgrade their skills in this aspect, so that they 
can help children in identifying their own socioemotional aspects.  
 
 To help children identify their socioemotional aspects, teachers must be the best role 
models in displaying excellent conduct so that this can be a guide for children (Denham, Bassett 
& Zinsser, 2012). It is also imperative that during interaction with students, teachers instill love 
and kindness at all times (Kilic, 2015). Also, teachers have to give consideration for the feelings, 
desires, and needs of children in a particular situation (Jones, Bouffard & Weissbourd, 2013). 
 
Additionally, teachers have to show interest by participating in each daily activity of the child 
(Poulou, 2017). Teachers also must respect the children’s viewpoints as they too, have the right 
to voice their opinions regarding a certain matter (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Finally, teachers need 
to express pride towards the children for every success acheived, and to give them 
encouragement and support when they encounter stressful situations (Poulou, Bassett & 
Denham, 2018). 
 
Socioemotional Development 
Socioemotional development is the ability of children to comprehend the feeling of others, 
control their own emotions and behavior, and to interact with their peers (Denham, Bassett, et 
al., 2014; Denham, Bassett, Way, et al., 2014). Children need socioemotional skills in order to 
attain the necessary basic skills in their development periods, such as cooperation, following 
instructions, showing self-control, and ability to focus (Blair & Raver, 2015; CASEL, 2015b). 
Socioemotional development of children encompasses factors such as confidence, friendship, 
love, and sense of humor (Denham et al., 2015). Thus, positive relations between children and 
adults is the key to positive emotional and social development.  
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Socioemotional development entails possession of a skills set within the child. This 
socioemotional skills set is needed to be able to identify and understand their own feelings 
(Denham et al., 2012c), be able to read and understand the emotional state of others accurately 
(John & Bouffard, 2012), to be capable of managing emotions and have good self-expression 
(Humphrey, 2013), to control their own behavior (Denham et al., 2012a), have empathy for 
others (Denham et al., 2014) and be able to build and maintain relations with others (Jones et al., 
2015). 
 
Each of these skills are develop in tandem with the children’s growth and they complement each 
other (Kristina et al., 2013). The foundation of socioemotional development starts from early 
childhood (Miller & Goldsmith, 2017). Children would look upon the face of their loved ones, 
principally parents, when communication is established between them (Silkenbeumer et al., 
2016).  Socioemotional development among children begins when they are able to gesture to 
adults regarding their wants and needs (Widen et al., 2015). As such, adults must be able to 
establish positive relationships and give them complete love and affection so as to ensure that 
their socioemotional development is in accordance with their advancement in age. 
 
Responsive Practices of Teachers in Developing Socioemotional Skills among Preschool 
Children    
It is imperative that preschool children be given consistent attention by teachers.  These children 
may be fearful when separated from their parents or guardians, but generally they are easily 
entertained, and are able to adapt themselves with new surroundings in a matter of minutes 
(Wanless & Domitrovich, 2015). 
Children of preshool ages are already learning of ways to interact with their peers (Yoder, 2013). 
These children are also capable of excelling in socoemotional skills as their mental and physical 
growth is happening at a phenomenal rate (Rivers et al., 2013). Thus, they are able to not only 
control themselves but also are able to read the emotions of others.  
  
 At this age, a child experiences a great leap into the world of socialization (Oberle & 
Schonert-Reichl, 2017). When these children are exposed to social opportunities, they naturally 
become attracted to social involvement 
(Poulou & Basset, 2018). The role of the teacher then becomes crucial in assisting these children 
to handle social interaction issues when needed (Durlak, 2016). Teachers need to give words of 
encouragement and be able to stimulate children to solve conflicts that arise within them (Taylor 
et al., 2017). Therefore, teachers can help foster self-confidence among these children and create 
positive attitudes as they engage with their peers. 
 
At the same time, the imagination of these children is experiencing rapid growth (Widen, 2014). 
Teachers play a vital role in boosting their creativity and encouraging their imagination (Schonert-
Reichl, Kitil & Hanson-Peterson, 2016). This opens up much more space for children in their 
development, in that traits of humour and ability to show empathy for others are likely to be 
nurtured (Shechtman & Abu Yaman, 2012). 
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The personality and emotional control of children expands at a rapid rate while they are in 
preschool (Amanda et al., 2013). The teacher has to teach and help students to acknowledge and 
understand their feelings. Subsequently, when preschool children enter primary school, they 
become less reliant on others (Durlak et al., 2011; Elias & Moceri, 2012). They also become more 
self-confident, and free (Denham et al., 2013b). In this way, children begin to understand how to 
act in various social situations that involve cooperation, sharing and following instructions (Sklad 
et al., 2012).  
 
Even so, it may be more challenging for a segment of children to accept their peers, compared to 
other children. Therefore, teachers have to assist these children by providing them with realistic 
aspirations so as to foster appropriate behavior (Waajid, Garner & Owen, 2013). This can enable 
these children to gain greater confidence in building friendships, besides helping them to interact 
with their peers (Oberle et al., 2016). In this way, these socioemotional skills will continue to be 
with them for the rest of their lives. 
 
Research Methodology 
The qualitative method, using case study, was chosen in this research as it would provide a 
deeper understanding about social phenomena, in order to get a more holistic depiction 
(Silverman, 2016). Instruments employed for case study were semi-structured face-to-face 
interviews with 10 preschool teachers under the employ of the Malaysian Education Ministry. 
Study samples were selected based on purposive sampling technique as this enabled the 
researcher to choose cases based on individual traits that would then be able to provide valuable 
contribution towards this study (Silverman, 2016). The background and objectives of this study 
were explained to all participants involved in this study prior to the interviews. All transcripts 
were recorded digitally, and the contents were analyzed using qualitative research software Nvivi 
version 12. Analysis of data was done by means of thematic analysis. This process consisted of 
formulating codes and categories leading to the production of themes. 
 
Study Participants 
The participants involved in this study were 10 preschool teachers who had 11 to 22 years 
preschool teaching experience. All these selected preschool teachers had a Bachelor’s degree in 
Early Childhood Education, with six of them also having Master’s degree. All participants were 
female, aged between 38 and 50. Also, these preschool teachers taught students aged six, who 
came from family backgrounds of low and middle socioeconomic categories. 
 
Research Findings 
This section discusses results of findings obtained from the aforementioned interviews. Data was 
gathered through collective interviews with the 10 preschool teachers mentioned. There were 
four themes that were elicited through the interviews with the research participants namely: (i) 
allowing children to make their own choices, (ii) giving praise, (iii) being role models, and (iv) 
practicing positive approach. 
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Choices 
Teachers permit children to make decisions regarding certain matters that they like very much. 
Each student has his or her own preferences that differ from one another, for example in terms 
of game equipment, hobbies, and even favorite food. 
Usually in play activities, I will allow the children to play whatever they want to ... meaning there 
are no restrictions. I do not say ... ‘You can’t play with this toy ... no’. But if it involves equipment 
that could be dangerous for them, I would tell them that ‘This equipment is dangerous, and you 
cannot play with it’. The children will listen if we explain in this manner... 
This helps students feel protected and makes them more obedient to rules. Additionally, students 
gain from making their own decisions. 
 I do not forbid if children come up to me and ask if they can do a certain thing, I don’t wish to 
tell them they cannot do it because their feelings are easily hurt if we say they cannot do it. So I 
just let them do or play whatever they want as long as it is safe...  
The decision-making process can influence the way in which children interact and behave with 
others, besides forging their self-identity. 
We need to give choices to these kids ... if they were to just follow us, they would not be able to 
find out what they want to become, what they like ... if we restrict them, then it’s all wasted ... 
the problem is if we restrict, what the student wants to do will come out later in the form of bad 
behavior ... if here they make noise, there will always be those who are not satisfied ... so let 
them do what they want, as long as we keep an eye on them ... 
 
Praise 
Teachers give encouragement orally when the children are completing a certain assignment. 
Praise, especially from teachers for tasks that they have performed, is deeply valued by children. 
I always praise these children ... for instance I may ask who had brushed their teeth. When 
students raise their hands, then  I say ‘well done’ and explain a little about taking care of health 
... the next day I ask the same question and there will be even more hands raised ... as for me, it 
is good that we always praise these children, as they will then follow what is taught ... 
Therefore, praise or positive words have to be dispensed frequently and clearly to the children. 
The praise from the teacher must be stated very clearly about the good deed that has been 
performed by the children in every matter.   
If the children help me to carry some things, or books ... I will praise them ... thank them ... then 
they will follow what we did to them, you know ... if they finish their exercises, I will say ‘well 
done’, and the child would blush ... he he  
This then encourages the children to t perform a certain task in a better manner and to also help 
adults. Also, praise can encourage other students who listen to it.  
Normally, I also look at the situation when praising the children... for instance if I see a child 
putting away his toys, I would say loudly, ‘Very good, you are putting away your toys after 
playing’, you know why I do this? Because I want the other students to listen to it as well. ... the 
next time they play with toys, they will put them away themselves and don’t need to be told to 
do so anymore...  
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Role Model 
The exemplary personality of the teacher is seen as an extremely vital factor in the formation of 
behavior patterns among children. The countenance of the teacher deserves to be accorded 
much importance. 
 
These children like to look at us ... meaning what the teacher is wearing, what color ... errr ... ask 
about make-up if they are girls ... he he ...I entertain them ... but at the same time I tell these 
children that they have to take care of their appearance, as only then others will want to be 
friends with us ... 
The neat and clean appearance of the teacher shows that they place importance on cleanliness 
and comfort. This can bring to the forefront the caring attitude resident within the teachers, as 
they wish to present a good image to the children.  
In my opinion, what teachers demonstrate to the students will become an example for them to 
follow because they are constantly observing what we do ... that is why teachers always need to 
display proper behavior in front of the children ...  
As role models for children, teachers would want to make sure that they give priority on personal 
cleanliness and grooming. Indirectly, this attitude of caring for oneself would then be assimilated 
within the children. 
In my class, I would watch my behavior ... because for me as a teacher, we need to show good 
examples to these children ... what they see, they will follow ... as for myself, I don’t see anything 
wrong in dressing well because we want to manifest an attractive personality with these children 
... then these children will also dress smartly for school and won’t look shabby ... 
 
Positive Approach 
Children who come to preschool will of course feel afraid, sad and face emotional problems that 
can upset their peace of mind. Teachers have to adopt a positive approach such as by showing 
love, gentleness, being cheerful and active, having a sunny disposition, and using a gentle tone 
when speaking. 
 
Every child that comes to preschool differs from the others, there are those who cry, throw 
tantrums ... it is the duty of the preschool teacher to make sure that the child throwing tantrums 
is pacified ... what I do is I will hug the child so that she feels safe ... at that time I would say, ‘Look 
at your other friends, all of them are happy to come and learn and play together in school’ ... I 
have never ignored children like these .. we have to care for them too. 
 Consequently, teachers must understand and have to create an environment that is able to fulfil 
the emotional and physical needs of children. At this stage, children are highly sensitive to 
situations around them. Emotional tranquility, trust and self-protection is extremely important 
to them at this stage. 
Every day, when the children arrive at class, we are already waiting at the door, give them smiles, 
ask how they are ... all sorts of things ... it’s nothing other than the campaign of the caring teacher, 
this process makes the children feel appreciated, they will feel happy at school, we can see 
children becoming more confident when in class ... 



International Journal of Academic Research in Progressive Education and 

Development 

Vol. 8 , No. 4, 2019, E-ISSN: 2226-6348  © 2019 HRMARS 
 

871 
 

Besides being fair, firm and tolerant, a teacher also needs to be considerate when dealing with 
children.   
Have to show positive traits to these children ... I speak in a proper, gentle manner, if I see any 
who are careless with their shoes or books ... usually I’d call the name and tell them what their 
mistake was ... for example, ‘Aina, I see that your shoes are not arranged properly, please arrange 
properly’, in a gentle way so that the child can learn something from this ... I want them to feel, 
‘Oh, doing this way is wrong ... I have to do it this way, only then is it right’. 
The way of educating a child needs to be understood in a wholesome manner by preschool 
teachers. This can ensure that the child develops in a healthy way intellectually, spiritually and 
emotionally. Thus, teaching of children should be able to appeal to them and motivate them in a 
positive direction so that they are courageous enough to face new situations using their intellect, 
spirituality and emotions. Teachers are agents who play critical roles in identifying 
socioemotional development at preschool level. 
 
Discussion 
Early educators of children, in nurturing their socioemotional aspect and aiding them to attain 
success and wellbeing in life, need to be aware of the children’s emotional development first 
(CASEL, 2015a). The reason for this is because in developing the socioemotional aspect of children 
and assisting them to attain success and wellbeing, teachers need to have knowledge of the way 
in which children’s emotions develop (Durlak et al., 2015). Thereafter, teachers can know the 
suitable methods and techniques for developing the socioemotional aspects of children and help 
them achieve success and wellbeing. (Meyers et al., 2015).  
 
Socioemotional growth plays an important role in  the life of a child (CASEL, 2013) as it adds joy 
in daily experiences of children, besides being a motive force for their actions, and shaping 
patterns of the form of actions that will be undertaken by them (Calvano, 2017).  Also, emotions 
also play a role in the perception of an individual towards the environment and determining the 
form of modification that he performs (Bassett et al., 2012).  
 
Socioemotional development is the outcome of maturity and also learning (O’Conner et al., 
2017). Moreover, maturity in physical and mental development of children influences their 
emotions (Lintunen & Gould, 2015). Therefore, socioemotional development takes on its own 
specific pattern when the child matures. As the development of an individual increases, the 
socioemotional aspect also is altered due to his overall growth (Von Suchodoletz et al., 2014). 
Briefly stated, the emotional development of the child can be observed right from birth as he 
develops in tandem with the increase in age.  
 
The relationship between the child at this stage and his family strongly influences the ability of 
the child to communicate with other people (John Greenberg & Crowley, 2015). This is because 
children who feel that they are constantly loved will find it easier and faster to communicate and 
interact with their peers and also adults (Amanda et al.,2013). On the other hand, if the child is 
too dependent on other people, or feels that he is not safe and at peace, then usually he will find 
it difficult to accept the presence of other people (Denham & Bassett, 2018). 
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At this stage, the emotions of children change quickly (Durlak et al., 2015). This happens because 
children normally express their emotions in an open way (Denham et al., 2015). Furthermore, 
children at preschool level have less understanding of a particular situation due to their thinking 
and experiences which are still limited (Denham et al., 2012b). Besides that, the attention span 
of children is limited, so their attention shifts to other topics very easily (Denham, Bassett, Way 
et al., 2014). 
 
Teachers have to understand children’s socioemotional aspects so that they can identify abilities 
of children upon knowing their level of development (Kilic, 2015). Teachers also can get to know 
each child and prepare appropriate stimuli for children (Von Suchodoletz et al., 2014). Hence, 
teachers’ knowledge towards the development level of children can help in expanding their 
socioemotional aspect in heading towards success and wellbeing in future. 
 
Conclusion 
When educating children, there are many aspects that need to be considered by preschool 
teachers to make sure that their socioemotional development is in concord with their growth 
development. Teachers have to think about cognitive, physical and socioemotional development 
in their teaching in preschool (CASEL, 2013; John, Bouffard & Weissbourd, 2013; Schonert-Reichl, 
2016). This is because the socioemotional aspect is of equal importance as cognitive and physical 
development. Just like these two skills, socioemotional skills depend on the guidance and 
teaching of teachers in preschool (Yoder, 2013). Therefore, it is important to ensure that teachers 
consistently give emphasis in all aspects of development and not focus solely on cognitive 
aspects. 
  
 Teachers should give specific positive praise for things children have performed or said. 
The time spent in preschool is the time that is of very high quality for children in expanding all 
aspects of themselves (Rivers, 2013; Wanless & Domitrovich, 2015). Teachers need to understand 
that children develop at different rates and have unique personalities (Waajid, Garner & Owen, 
2013). Teachers need to set realistic standards for children and present better opportunities for 
them to succeed and gain self-confidence. Thus, with the assistance of teachers, children are able 
to increase socioemotional skills and thereafter develop meaningful relationships throughout 
their lives. 
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