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Zusammenfassung 

Frühe soziale Erfahrungen und Fähigkeiten werden als bedeutsam angenommen für die sozialen 

Beziehungen von Kindern mit Erwachsenen und Gleichaltrigen, ihren zukünftigen schulischen 

Erfolg sowie ihr lebenslanges Wohlbefinden (Denham & Weissberg, 2004; Denham & Brown, 

2010). In dieser Arbeit liegt der Fokus vor allem darauf, ob die soziale Entwicklung von 

Kindern durch die Förderung ihres sozialen Fantasiespiels unterstützt werden kann. 

Fantasiespielbegleitung wird als förderlich von für die soziale Entwicklung von Kindern 

angenommen, weil sie soziales Fantasiespiel anregt. Die empirische Unterstützung für den 

Zusammenhang zwischen sozialem Fantasiespiel und sozialen Fähigkeiten ist jedoch bisher 

inkonsistent (Lillard, Lerner et al., 2013). Lillard, Lerner et al. (2013) führen weiter aus, dass 

Fantasiespielbegleitung möglicherweise nicht deshalb vorteilhaft ist, weil sie das Spiel fördert, 

sondern wegen der erhöhten Interaktion mit dem Erwachsenen. In dieser Arbeit wird 

argumentiert, dass der Erwachsene für den positiven Effekt von Fantasiespielbegleitung 

bedeutsam ist, allerdings in einer anderen Funktion: als Vermittler zur Steigerung der Qualität 

des sozialen Fantasiespiel des Kindes. Die soziale Fantasiespielqualität wird als entscheidend 

für die positive Wirkung des sozialen Fantasiespiels angesehen (Bodrova et al., 2013; Elkonin, 

2005; Germeroth et al., 2019). Es konnte gezeigt werden (von Perren et al. 2019), dass 

Fantasiespielbegleitung mit aktiver Spielunterstützung die soziale Fantasiespielqualität von 

Kindern positiv beeinflusst, aber es bedarf weiterer Evidenz für den Between-Person-Effekt. In 

dieser Arbeit wird untersucht, was die Qualität des sozialen Fantasiespiels fördert und ob sich 

die Förderung der Qualität auf die soziale Fantasiespielkompetenz sowie die soziale 

Entwicklung der Kinder in Bezug auf die verhaltensbezogenen sozialen Fähigkeiten und die 

Peer-Beziehungsqualität auswirkt. Die Ergebnisse werden im Lichte von Vygotsky’s (1978) 

Theorie der Zone der proximalen Entwicklung sowie anderer Spieltheorien diskutiert und die 

Fantasiespielbegleitung in den Kontext der frühkindlichen Bildung und Betreuung eingeordnet. 



 

Summary 

Early social experiences and social skills are thought to be highly relevant for children’s 

social relationships with adults and peers, their future academic success, and their life-long 

well-being (Denham & Weissberg, 2004; Denham & Brown, 2010). This thesis focuses 

primarily on whether children’s social development might be supported by promoting their 

social pretend play. Pretend play tutoring is thought to be beneficial for the social development 

of children because it encourages social pretend play. Empirical support for the link between 

social pretend play and social skills has however been inconsistent up to now (Lillard, Lerner 

et al., 2013). Lillard, Lerner et al. (2013) state further that pretend play tutoring might be 

beneficial not because it promotes play, but because of the increased adult interaction. This 

thesis argues that the adult is significant for the positive effect of pretend play tutoring, but in 

another function: as a facilitator for increasing the quality of the child’s social pretend play. 

Social pretend play quality is considered to be crucial for the positive effect of social pretend 

play (Bodrova et al., 2013; Elkonin, 2005; Germeroth et al., 2019). Pretend play tutoring using 

active play support has been shown (by Perren et al., 2019) to be beneficial for increasing 

children’s social pretend play quality, but additional evidence for the between-person effect is 

needed. This thesis examines what promotes social pretend play quality, and whether promoting 

the quality impacts children’s social pretend play competence and social development in terms 

of behavioural social skills and peer relationship quality. The results are discussed in the light 

of Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of the zone of proximal development, as well as other play theories, 

and pretend play tutoring is framed in the context of early childhood education and care.  
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Introduction  

“I found I could say things with colour and shapes  

that I couldn’t say any other way – things I had no words for.”  

Georgia O’Keeffe 

Some ideas we are unable to put into words – even as adults – and so we convey our perception 

and interpretation of the world through painting or music, or in another way that suits them 

best. For children, play might be the first way to express thoughts and communicate to their 

environment what they cannot yet say in words (e.g. Bredikyte & Hakkarainen, 2011; Mellou, 

1994). In social pretend play, the child might explore the surrounding world – especially in 

terms of human relations (Bredikyte, 2011). We imagine the example of a play situation in 

which a 3-years old child takes the part of a firefighter: 

“Normaaaaaan!” screams one boy, his eyes wide open, pointing his finger towards the burning 

house. Orange and red scarves hang from the wooden playhouse. The other children stop what 

they are doing and follow the child’s frightened gaze. “Oh no, we have to rescue Norman from the 

fire,” says a girl. Another girl grabs the hoses and climbs up the steps to rescue the imaginary 

Norman from the fire. The other children follow the girl – all determined in their aim. 

The symbolic and social function of such social pretend play makes it an ideal ground 

for reaching reciprocal understanding and expressing ideas or emotions. Social pretend play is 

a unique form of play and research and educational practice has ascribed it a beneficial role in 

children’s social development (e.g. Bodrova & Leong, 2003; Vygotsky, 1967; Whitebread, 

2018). For example, children might experience positive peer interactions, such as sharing or 

asserting, taking on and maintaining roles, exploring different social behaviours, and 

developing their social skills (e.g. Ashiabi, 2007; Bretherton, 1989; Doyle & Connolly, 1989; 

Howes & Matheson, 1992). As these early social experiences and social skills might influence 

their ability to form lasting relationships with adults and peers, they are thought to be highly 
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relevant for children’s future academic achievement, as well as their life-long well-being 

(Denham & Weissberg, 2004; Denham & Brown, 2010). Supporting children in acquiring 

social skills seems an even more challenging and relevant educational aim in the current 

situation, where social distancing has become a necessity.  

Play is considered a developmentally appropriate activity for children’s learning and 

development (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997), which might make it a highly desirable educational 

activity. Play is currently undergoing a renaissance in research across the disciplines, as 

Whitebread (2018) has put it, while at the same time play and our understanding of it as a 

learning opportunity might face multiple challenges in the educational field (Kagan, 1990; as 

cited in Ashiabi, 2007; Whitebread, 2018). First educators’ attitudes towards play are 

considered relevant for their educational practice. These attitudes range from describing 

involvement in play as interference (Korat et al., 2002) to a more ambivalent and hesitant 

standpoint (Lindqvist, 2001). Play might be challenged on the structural level as well by 

limitations on schedules, space and material (Kagan, 1990, as cited in Ashiabi, 2007). This 

might vary according to country and educational programme; for example, several countries 

(e.g. Finland, Sweden) have recently established the concept play worlds as experimental 

programmes in recent years in which adults and children create pretend play jointly 

(Hakkarainen & Bredikyte, 2020). Homogeneous age-groups might be another challenge for 

elaborating social pretend play in the institutional context. Social pretend play needs time to 

gain in complexity and benefits from having more experienced play partners, a situation that is 

more likely in heterogeneous age-groups. Many preschoolers make their first contacts with 

peer-groups in an institutional setting and thus rely on the educational environment provided. 

Bredikyte (2011, p. 18) states the “main function of an adult is to create educational 

environments which support the development of mature forms of play”. This raises the question 

of how high-quality social pretend play – a mature form of play – might be supported in a way 

that is appropriate to both the child and the play. It is a common practice in early childhood 
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classrooms for an educator to provide role-play material while taking on the role of an observer 

or stage manager (e.g., Gaviria-Loaiza et al., 2017, Jung, 2013). This may reflect the educator’s 

cautious attitude towards their own participation in the play. Providing role-play material is 

considered beneficial for increasing children’s engagement in pretend play (Trawick-Smith et 

al., 2015), but it is uncertain whether this is already enough to promote the quality of their play. 

Adults’ active engagement in play could enhance the quality of children’s social pretend play 

and thus might contribute to their learning and development (Bodrova & Leong, 2003; Enz & 

Christie, 1997; Vygotsky, 1967; Weisberg et al., 2013b). Becoming part of the play might be 

one way to maintain the playful character, while simultaneously adopting a supportive role. 

Supporting children’s social pretend play might thus be a promising approach to 

promoting children’s social development in an age-appropriate activity. However, the positive 

relationship between social pretend play and children’s social development has not been proven 

conclusively empirically, and it is argued that the benefits of pretend play tutoring might be due 

to the scaffolding provided, and not the promoted play itself (Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013). On 

the other hand, several researchers argue that a high level of social pretend play is decisive for 

a beneficial effect (e.g. Bodrova & Leong, 2007; Elkonin, 2005; Germeroth et al., 2019). Thus, 

investigating the relevance of social pretend play quality might be a necessary step in examining 

whether social pretend play tutoring is beneficial for children’s social development because it 

promotes social pretend play. Further evidence is also needed to provide more support for the 

practical field about what promotes children’s high-quality social pretend play while keeping 

the activity child- and play-appropriate. This thesis therefore examines what promotes social 

pretend play quality, and whether promoting the quality impacts children’s social pretend play 

competence and social development in terms of behavioural social skills and peer relationship 

quality. 
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1. Chapter – Theoretical and Empirical Background 

1.1 Social Pretend Play 

This section defines what social pretend play entails and how its characteristics develop, and 

differentiates between the quality of and competence in social pretend play. 

1.1.1 Social Pretend Play and how it Develops 

Despite the huge body of research on pretend play, the literature lacks agreement on its 

definition (Thompson & Goldstein, 2019). A renewed interest in play and pretend play, fuelled 

by education policy, societal and scientific debates, increases the need for a more consistent 

definition of pretend play (Germeroth et al., 2019; Whitebread, 2018). Pretend play 

encompasses activities such as make-believe, sociodramatic and role play (Hauser, 2013; 

Weisberg et al., 2013b) and is one of the primary play activities of preschool-aged children 

(Smith, 2010). The symbolic function of pretend play is a key criterion for distinguishing it 

from other forms of play (Fein, 1987; Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013). Objects, actions, words, or 

even people can all be used to represent something else. In social pretend play the interaction 

with the play partners is added as a social component (Howes & Matheson, 1992). Based on 

developmental theorists (e.g. Vygotsky, Elkonin, Piaget) social pretend play is understood as a 

construct composed of five features (e.g. Hauser, 2013; Smilansky, 1968; Thompson & 

Goldstein, 2019): substituting objects or fantasy transformation (decontextualization), 

performing pretend actions on oneself, objects or others (decentration), maintaining a certain 

role (role-taking), connecting single pretend actions to sequences (sequencing), and engaging 

in metacommunication (planning).  

Early pretend play typically emerges around the age of 15 months (Smith, 2010), and 

increases in quantity and complexity between 3 and 4 years with a peak around the age of 6 

(Piaget, 1962). Around the same time children start to engage in social play. Early studies on 
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social play showed a development from onlooker behaviour, parallel play and associative play 

to cooperative play (Parten, 1932; E. Singer, 2016). In social pretend play, normative 

development occurs on the pretend and the social level and within the above-mentioned features 

(e.g. Hauser, 2013; Smilansky, 1968; Thompson & Goldstein, 2019; Perren et al., 2019): In 

decontextualization, children first use object imitations in their play, and later on object 

substitution is used. They start to use an object as if it were something else; even actions 

function symbolically. The chosen object becomes a representation by transforming its function 

(e.g. using a banana as telephone). The highest level of decontextualization is not to use an 

object at all, but just making a gesture or indicating the existence of the imaginary object 

verbally (e.g. holding an invisible telephone, calling for an invisible dog). Development in 

decentration occurs in the shift from the self (e.g. pretending to drink out of a cup of tea), via 

objects to other people as agents (e.g. giving another person the pretend cup of tea to drink). In 

sequencing, development proceeds from performing single play actions to integrating several 

actions, to composing whole scenes and narratives. Simple role-taking behaviour includes 

playing a role mainly through the props that signify it. It increases in complexity through 

showing appropriate role behaviour, and finally being able to maintain this complex form of 

role-taking over a longer period of time. Early planning behaviour is indicated by 

communicating single play actions (e.g. looking for the telephone and using it) and develops 

into complex planning actions like designing a whole story line. 

1.1.2 Social Pretend Play Quality and Competence 

Social pretend play, which entails several of the above-mentioned features on a high qualitative 

level, is considered by Bodrova & Leong (2007), Elkonin (2005), and Germeroth et al. (2019) 

to be complex or mature social pretend play. This thesis, based on Jaggy, Perren, et al. (2020) 

distinguishes between social pretend play quality and social pretend play competence, both of 

which are composed of the above-mentioned features. The level of each feature contributes to 
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an individual child’s social pretend play quality or competence. While social pretend play 

quality refers to the child’s displayed level of pretend play in a specific situation, competence 

can be thought of as a child’s cumulated and internalized pretend play experience, which 

describes the child’s developmental level in terms of the five features of social pretend play. 

The child’s social pretend play quality might be dependent on situation-specific context factors 

(e.g. play partners, material provided etc.) and thus varies from situation to situation. Jaggy et 

al. (2020) found that children’s pretend play quality in a dyadic play test differed depending on 

the play partners and their skills in pretend play. This indicates that social pretend play quality 

not only displays a child’s own developmental level, but is also influenced by the pretend play 

skills of their play partners. Thus, social pretend play quality is the level of social pretend play 

a child can reach in interaction with others (Jaggy et al., 2020; Jaggy, Perren, et al., 2020). 

1.2 Social Development: Behavioural Social Skills and Peer Relationship Quality 

Social development includes children’s ability to form lasting relationships with adults and their 

peers (Ashiabi, 2007). Children’s social competence and social experiences have a meaningful 

impact on their lifelong social experiences and are therefore highly relevant for their positive 

development in terms of peer acceptance, well-being and educational success (e.g. Denham & 

Weissberg, 2004; Denham & Brown, 2010; Hakkarainen & Bredikyte, 2020). This thesis 

focuses on behavioural social skills and peer relationship quality. This section describes how 

these might be defined, and where they are located in the integrative tri-level model of social 

competence (see Figure 1; Malti & Perren, 2015; Perren & Malti, 2008). 
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Figure 1. Integrative Tri-Level Model of Social Competence (adapted from Malti &Perren, 
2011; Perren & Malti, 2008)  

 

1.2.1 Behavioural Social Skills 

Social skills include a range of abilities that enable individuals to interact and communicate 

with each other, and finally form close relationships with adults and peers (e.g. Yates et al., 

2008). Behavioural social skills and peer relationship quality are both part of the integrative tri-

level model of social competence (Malti & Perren, 2015; Perren & Malti, 2008), which 

describes multiple dimensions of social competence and psychosocial adjustment. While 

mental processes such as socio-cognitive, emotional and motivational dimensions are located 

on the first level of the tri-level model, behavioural social skills are located on the second level. 

The third level of psychosocial adjustment consists of two dimensions: health and well-being 

and positive social relationships. According to this model, behavioural social skills can be 

differentiated into self- and other-oriented skills, and the ability to maintain positive social 

relationships. Based on socio-constructivist theory, the model connects mental process with 

social behaviour and psychosocial adjustment, and its structure allows reciprocal exchange 
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between the levels. It defines social competence as the ability to achieve one’s own goals and 

meet one’s own needs while also considering the goals and needs of others (Malti & Perren, 

2015; Perren & Malti, 2008; Rubin & Rose-Krasnor, 1992). The art lies in creating an 

equilibrium between the interests of all interaction partners as well as to adapt one’s objectives 

and needs to those of others (Malti & Perren, 2015; Perren & Malti, 2008). Self-oriented skills 

include assertiveness: the ability to assert one’s needs in social interactions. This could imply 

taking on leadership (e.g. suggesting activities) or setting one’s limits in social interactions (e.g. 

resisting unreasonable demands from others). Another aspect of self-oriented skills is 

sociability, which includes the ability to initiate social interactions, as well as participation, e.g. 

accepting offers of contact. Other-oriented social skills include prosocial and cooperative 

behaviour, e.g. sharing, helping and comforting others, waiting, accepting ideas from play 

partners (Perren et al., 2012). These social behavioural skills imply a relationship with the 

development of social-cognitive and empathic skills (Malti & Perren, 2011, 2015). Research 

indicates that several different elements are involved in the development of social skills, such 

as imitation, shared attention, eye contact and language (Soto-Icaza et al., 2015). Around the 

age of 9 months, infants start to respond to attention from social agents, followed by initiating 

social exchange themselves (e.g. Kopp & Lindenberger, 2011; Mundy & Neal, 2000; Striano 

et al., 2006; Soto-Icaza et al., 2015). The more elaborate social attribution of 1-year-olds 

enables them to show the first preverbal signs of making predictions about another’s behaviour 

(Choi & Luo, 2015; Surian et al., 2007), developing into the ability to predict the other’s actions 

and verbalize those assumptions (i.e. theory of mind; Soto-Icaza et al., 2015). As these mental 

skills – related to children’s social behaviour – develop with age, their behavioural social skills 

might improve as well (Malti & Perren, 2011, 2015). In addition to this maturation process, 

interindividual differences occur that are linked to a child’s socialization experience as well as 

to aspects of the child’s personality (e.g. shyness or affectivity; Perren & Diebold, 2017).  
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1.2.2 Peer Relationship Quality 

Peer relationship quality refers to whether social interactions with peers result in successful 

relationships. Such peer relationships are characterized by reciprocity (Dunn, 1983) and the 

participating children show mutual engagement of attention, communicate with each other, 

react sensitively to the behaviour of their partner, and coordinate their actions with each other 

(Hay et al., 2004). The tri-level model of social competence locates positive peer relationships 

on the third level as one dimension of psychosocial adjustment competence (Malti & Perren, 

2015; Perren & Malti, 2008). Developmental theories mostly do not provide a framework for 

early peer relationships, but (E. Singer, 2016) identifies two approaches that do consider early 

peer relationships. First she names the attachment theory based on Bowlby and Ainsworth 

which suggests factors that are promotive for positive bonding among peers (e.g. Howes, 2011). 

The socio-constructivist theory, based on Piaget and Vygotsky, focuses on how young children 

already create intersubjectivity and a sense of belonging (e.g. Stambak & Sinclair, 1993). 

Behavioural social skills are considered beneficial for forming successful peer relationships, 

while peer interactions might also provide a training ground for the development of social skills 

(Hartup, 1992; Malti & Perren, 2011, 2015). Children’s skills in building peer relationships 

undergo huge developmental changes during early childhood (Ahnert, 2011; Viernickel, 2010), 

and these early peer experiences may shape later ones and thus impact children’s future social 

development (Hay et al., 2018). 

1.3 The Relevance of Social Pretend Play Quality and Competence for Children’s 

Social Development 

Play, and especially social pretend play, is considered by the psychological and educational 

field to be strongly tied to the child’s (social) development. This chapter describes how this 

relationship might be generated. 
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1.3.1 Functions of Social Pretend Play 

The relevance of play in child development has long been debated, as has the reason why 

children play. The perceived value of play for children’s development is strongly linked to how 

play is perceived (Stagnitti, 2003). Thus, we take a brief look back at prominent play theories, 

and then describe the potential functions of social pretend play in children’s (social) 

development.  

The theoretical review by Mellou (1994) draws up a typology of play, describing the 

earliest attempts to explain the existence of play as having their roots in philosophical studies 

(e.g. Schiller’s superplus energy theory, or the recreation and relaxation theory of Lazarus, 

1883). Modern theories, on the other hand, as well as thematizing why children play, have also 

emphasized its psychological or socializing functions in children’s development (Mellou, 1994; 

Saracho & Spodek, 1995). According to psychoanalytic theories, play serves a cognitive-

emotional or motivational function in children’s development. Psychodynamic theories 

(Erikson & Erikson, 1998; Freud, 1961) ascribe play a role in a child’s mastery of the world as 

it supports them in understanding and dealing with negative emotions (Mellou, 1994; Saracho 

& Spodek, 1995). Subsequent investigations discussed whether the emotional mastery gained 

through pretend play might require the ability to form supportive relationships: thus, pretend 

play may function better for securely attached children than for insecurely attached children 

(Rosenberg, 1983, as cited in Bretherton, 1989) Conversely, arousal modulation theories (e.g. 

Berlyne, 1960; Ellis, 1973) associate play with exploration: an unknown object stimulates and 

increases arousal and thus the need to decrease the stimulation, which, for example, encourages 

the child to engage in examining the object to become familiar with it. Stimulus-seeking 

behaviour occurs more in familiar situations than unfamiliar ones. In play, the child takes the 

control and can thus achieve a balanced level of novelty and complexity without 

overstimulation (Mellou, 1994; Saracho & Spodek, 1995). This theory includes the 
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motivational function of play, which is one rather popular explanation for the positive link 

between play and children’s development (Whitebread, 2018). A review of neuroscientific 

research has recently supported the association of the joyful activity of play with positive affect: 

it is therefore intrinsically motivating, as well as enabling higher cognitive functions, such as 

enhanced attention, working memory, mental shifting, and stress regulation (Liu et al., 2017). 

The review additionally relates features of playful learning (e.g. meaningful, active 

engagement, social interactive) to motivation (Liu et al., 2017; Whitebread, 2018). For 

example, in pretend play, the child might be able to accomplish more challenging tasks than in 

non-pretend play. Children who were asked to play a role, e.g. as a lookout, were able to stay 

still for longer than children who were simply asked not to move (Ivanova, 2000; Manuilenko, 

1975). It sometimes seems that pretending to do something can make the impossible possible, 

or at least more likely. The metacommunicative theory (Bateson, 1955) emphasizes that in 

pretend play, children distinguish between make-believe purposes and actual purposes of 

actions and objects, as well as organizing these levels concurrently. This theory refers to the 

observation that children commonly tell their play partner that their actions are “just playing”, 

and thus differentiate between reality and play (Mellou, 1994; Saracho & Spodek, 1995). For 

Vygotsky (1967, 1978), play has a unique function in development, while Piaget (1962) 

considers play to be more of a by-product of a child’s cognitive development. Vygotsky 

emphasizes the social character of pretend play as being especially beneficial, in particular 

hypothesizing its symbolic function as being supportive of children’s understanding of the 

social world. In addition to social interactions, he understands play as being within the child as 

a creator of its zone of proximal development: “What the child is able to do in collaboration 

today he will be able to do independently tomorrow” (Vygotsky, 1987 p. 211). Development 

of behaviour occurs between the range of independent performance and assisted performance 

(Bodrova & Leong, 2007). So, in the zone of proximal development, the child is able to do 
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things it cannot yet do alone, assisted by the competent other or the beneficial features of social 

pretend play (Vygotsky, 1978).  

The theories provide several potential links between pretend play and children’s (social) 

development. Smith (2010) provides a systematic approach of these possible associations, 

mainly taking the theories of Vygotsky and Piaget into account: (1) Play as the motor of 

development (crucial), (2) play as one of several engines of development (equifinal), and (3) 

play as a by-product of development (epiphenomenal). The review by Lillard, Lerner, et al., 

(2013) summarized recent empirical evidence for a variety of developmental domains, and 

showed which position is mainly supported: only for language, narrative and emotion regulation 

does a crucial linkage remain possible; the equifinal linkage is supported for reasoning; and for 

theory of mind, social skills and language narrative the equifinal linkage remains a possible 

association. For creativity, intelligence, conservation and theory of mind, they describe 

epiphenomenal association as the best supported possibility; this remains one possible linkage 

for reasoning, social skills and language. Lillard, Lerner, et al., (2013claim that more sound 

studies (including masked experimenters, randomization, active control groups) are needed to 

examine the association between (social) pretend play and children’s development. Thus, social 

pretend play might have a positive but an equifinal rather than crucial function for children’s 

social development in terms of their social skills; but sound empirical evidence is nevertheless 

still required. However, the crucial factor might be the quality of children’s social pretend play 

(e.g. Bodrova et al., 2013; Elkonin, 2005). 

1.3.2 Creating the Zone of Proximal Development through Social Pretend Play Quality 

Certain beneficial features of social pretend play are considered to be active only in the most 

complex form: high-quality social pretend play (Bodrova et al. 2013). Elkonin (2005) proposes 

the concept of mature play as a requirement for pretend play to function as a source of 

development. He describes social pretend play as a “unique form of children’s activity, the 
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subject of which is the adult – his work and the system of his relationships with others” (Elkonin 

2005, p. 19). Only in high-quality social pretend play might children be given opportunities to 

reach their zone of proximal development through play. Thus, maybe a certain level has to be 

attained before social pretend play becomes beneficial (Germeroth et al., 2019). Features of 

such social pretend play, e.g. its symbolic function, role-taking and the creation of imaginary 

play situations, requires children to have an internal representation of the external environment 

(Leslie, 1987). Additionally, the imaginary situation elaborated provides roles, rules and 

motivation that assist the child in performing at a higher level in its zone of proximal 

development (Vygotsky, 1978; 1978; Bodrova and Leong, 2007). Children have to take on 

more challenging roles and behaviour than usual, practise perspective taking, and maintain a 

specific goal while inhibiting competing needs or signals (Germeroth et al. 2019). High-quality 

social pretend play may also be relevant for learning about social roles, and “subordinating 

immediate desires to the rules of make-believe becomes a ‘new form of desire’” (Berk et al., 

2006, p.81; Vygotsky, 1978). This cooperative and shared activity might provide the ideal 

ground for children to “test their understanding of the world around them against the 

understanding of other children” (Saracho & Spodek, 1995, p. 134). Thus, the child may acquire 

rules of social life, social values and practise cultural skills and learn about itself as well as 

others (LaFreniere, 2013; Vygotsky, 1978). Children’s social skills might benefit through the 

challenge to their socio-cognitive skills, and the positive peer interactions they experience in 

high-quality social pretend play (e.g., Ashiabi, 2007; Bretherton, 1989; Perren et al., 2019). 

1.4 Pretend Play Tutoring – Promoting Social Skills and Peer Relationship Quality 

through Social Pretend Play 

The following chapter discusses the roles that educators might take on in play, and what might 

promote the quality and competence of social pretend play, as well as children’s social skills 

and positive peer relationships. 
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1.4.1 Roles of Educators in Play 

The educational positions regarding adult involvement in social pretend play vary between 

regarding it as an interference that would disturb children’s play (e.g. Korat et al., 2002; 

Lindqvist, 2001), and the contrary position that adults’ engagement might even enhance the 

quality of children’s play, and might thus contribute to their learning and development 

(Bodrova & Leong, 2003, Enz & Christie, 1997; Vygotsky, 1978; Weisberg et al., 2013b). 

Educators’ attitudes towards play might impact the roles they take on in supporting children’s 

play. Several researchers have investigated the roles that educators can take on and their effect 

on children’s play (Johnson, Christie & Yawkey, et al., 1987; Johnson et al., 2005; Kontos, 

1999; Vu et al., 2015). Johnson et al. (2005) distinguishes between precarious roles (e.g. 

uninvolved, redirector and director) and facilitative roles (e.g. co-player, play leader, onlooker 

and stage manager). Less involved behaviour (e.g. running back and forth, being unavailable) 

was negatively related to children’s engagement in play (Singer et al., 2014), which suggests 

that the educator’s availability supports the child’s emotional security (Tajik & Singer, 2021). 

Vu et al. (2015) investigated associations between teacher roles and the complexity of 

children’s play in a sample of 30 early childhood educators. The results showed that a higher 

level of teacher engagement, in a role as co-player, was associated with a higher likelihood of 

cooperative pretend play. Gaviria-Loaiza et al. (2017) found similar results in a qualitative 

study with 11 early childhood educators: taking a co-player or play leader role increased 

children’s social interactions with peers and resulted in a higher level of social play. Moreover, 

when the teacher slipped into co-player or play leader roles, the children’s receptiveness was at 

its peak. Both role types are described as linked to sensitive and responsive behaviour (e.g. 

verbal reactions to play actions), while the play leader role adds the function of enriching 

children’s play. In both roles, the adult might help the children to achieve a higher level than 

they would be able to reach without additional support (Gaviria-Loaiza et al., 2017). A teacher 
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who takes an active role in play can also increase the complexity of the play plot (Fleer, 2015; 

Hakkarainen et al., 2013).  

Taken together, educators can take on different roles for children’s play, and co-player 

or play leader roles in particular might positively impact children’s play quality. These 

considerations indicate that children’s play might benefit from more active adult support that 

takes children’s needs and ideas into account. The next paragraphs discuss how social pretend 

play quality and competence might be promoted, and finally why and how children’s social 

skills and peer relationship quality might benefit through this promotion of quality and 

competence. 

1.4.2 Supporting Social Pretend Play Quality and Competence 

Different environmental characteristics might support children’s pretend play in an early 

education and care setting: from the organization of the room, providing play material and time, 

to participating in children’s play. Providing role-play material is a common practice that might 

initiate children’s engagement in social pretend play, as it potentially functions as a stimulus 

(Trawick-Smith et al., 2015). However, Smilansky (1968) considered that play material could 

evoke imitative actions but would not promote more elaborate pretend play behaviour. The 

material might limit children’s play as it tends to encourage play activities and behaviours 

related to its function. In contrast, pretend play tutoring might be far more adaptive to children’s 

ideas, and flexible enough to enrich and maintain their pretend play if necessary. Several 

qualitative studies have indicated the beneficial aspect of participating in children’s play, as a 

play partner or leader, on their development (e.g. Hakkarainen et al., 2013; Hakkarainen & 

Bredikyte, 2020; Lindqvist, 2001). Most studies investigating social pretend play have used a 

play tutoring approach (Berk et al., 2006; Christie, 1983; Craig-Unkefer & Kaiser, 2003; 

Gmitrova, 2013; Smilansky & Shefatya, 1990). Play tutoring could be understood as a 

particular form of scaffolding, with the specific intention of promoting social pretend play and 
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its quality – the play tutor builds a scaffold of play actions and verbalizations. Scharer (2017) 

classified different forms of scaffolding children’s play: parallel play, taking on a role that 

provides more subtle support, and play tutoring outside or inside the play. Outside play tutoring 

is characterized by providing support without taking an active role in play, while inside play 

tutoring means the adult actively participates within the play and scaffolds it, enriching 

children’s play indirectly through his or her own role behaviour (Burkhardt Bossi et al., 2009). 

In both cases the adult might take on different roles in children’s play (Ashiabi, 2007). Johnson 

et al. (2005) described specific play-supportive strategies include active engagement in roles, 

encouraging play actions through props or verbalization, modelling play actions, and including 

children’s ideas into the play. Nevertheless, children’s actual pretend play quality should be 

considered when selecting an appropriate strategy (Johnson, Christie, Yawkey, et al., 1987; 

Johnson et al., 2005), and might need to be adapted with children’s increasing age (Hakkarainen 

et al., 2013). Additionally, the symbolic function of social pretend play might be beneficial in 

creating intersubjectivity between the child and the adult. When compared to functional play, 

symbolic play showed higher frequency and longer duration of joint attention as well as gesture 

use during caregiver-infant interaction (Quinn & Kidd, 2019). Intersubjectivity and scaffolding 

are both understood to be beneficial in promoting children’s learning (Berk et al., 2006a; Wood 

et al., 1976). Social pretend play is a joyful, intrinsically motivated and child-centred activity, 

which might make it an ideal learning opportunity for children (Bredikyte, 2011). Educational 

approaches that are child-centred promote children’s learning and development, and 

acknowledge and include children’s interests and needs as well as their developmental level 

(Copple & Bredekamp, 2010).  

Thus, this thesis investigates pretend play tutoring following a child-centred approach, 

which is defined as active play support inside children’s play. 
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1.4.3 Supporting Behavioural Social Skills and Peer Relationship Quality 

The strategies of pretend play tutoring aim to promote children’s pretend play quality and 

competence. We suggest that children’s behavioural social skills and peer relationship quality 

are promoted through the quality of children’s social pretend play. The adult’s scaffolding 

strategies are thought to focus on promoting children’s pretend play quality rather than their 

social skills. Following Vygotsky’s approach (1967, 1978), the adult is considered to be the 

facilitator, assisting the child to engage in high-quality social pretend play, which might be 

beneficial for its social skills and peer relationship quality. The theory is that the high-quality 

pretend scenario challenges the child while assisting him/her to accomplish these tasks. For 

example, when playing the role of a doctor, the child has to interact with the patient: the child 

knows from its own experience how a doctor interacts with patients, and this provides a script 

to follow in taking this more proactive role. Playing a certain role, a child might engage in new 

social interactions (Germeroth et al., 2019). The child’s behaviour is considered to be guided 

by rules implicit in their roles, which may assist them to display more elaborate social behaviour 

than in non-pretend actions (Bodrova & Leong, 2007; Manuilenko, 1975). Social pretend play 

allows children to experiment with their behaviour and gives them the opportunity to experience 

positive peer interactions such as sharing, taking turns, or asserting themselves (Ashiabi, 2007; 

Bretherton, 1989; Stambak & Sinclair, 1993). The creation of imaginary scenarios in high-

quality social pretend play requires the children to take on roles and tasks beyond their habitual 

activities. All in all, high-quality social pretend play may be an ideal ground for children to 

extend and refine the scope of their social actions and skills. 

1.5 Current State of Research: Promoting Social Pretend Play and Social Skills 

through Pretend Play Tutoring 

Studies on pretend play have used different kinds of play tutoring as a training method (see, 

e.g. Berk et al., 2006; Christie, 1983; Craig-Unkefer & Kaiser, 2003; Gmitrova, 2013; 
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Smilansky & Shefatya, 1990). Several qualitative studies have indicated an adult’s active 

involvement in children’s play as beneficial (e.g. Bredikyte, 2011; Fleer, 2021; Lindqvist, 

2001). More child-centred approaches have combined outside with inside interventions (Berk 

et al., 2006; Craig-Unkefer & Kaiser, 2003; Gmitrova, 2013). In a study with 368 kindergarten 

children (3- to 6-year-olds) Gmitrova (2013) found that an inside intervention strategy with 

active and participative pretend play tutoring was related to children’s social pretend play. The 

findings of Perren et al. (2019) provide empirical support for the promotional potential of 

pretend play tutoring that uses active play support for the quality of children’s social pretend 

play. A within-person design was used to investigate whether two play support strategies (active 

play support vs. play management) are related to higher social pretend play quality. The 

findings indicate a positive effect of active play support on children’s social pretend play 

quality, whereas no effect was found for play management. However, the study did not 

investigate the between-person effect, nor did it include another educational strategy without 

adult interaction (e.g. providing role play material). Furthermore, Germeroth et al. (2019) state 

that most play intervention studies have not tested for effects on pretend play itself, but only 

for outcome effects.  

The state of research in terms of the link between social pretend play tutoring and 

behavioural social skills as well as their positive peer relationships has been inconsistent so far, 

and still lacks sufficient support. While correlational studies suggest positive associations 

between social pretend play and social skills such as cooperation, assertiveness, affective 

perspective-taking, and social activity (Connolly & Doyle, 1984; Li et al., 2016; Uren & 

Stagnitti, 2009), the scientific evidence for a causal relationship between pretend play tutoring 

and social skills is mixed. Analysing the impact of music lessons on 6-year-old children’s IQ, 

Schellenberg (2004) discovered unexpected effects of the control condition (drama lessons) on 

children’s adaptive social actions (adaptability, social skills, and leadership). Fung & Cheng 

(2017) discovered that 5-year-old girls who engaged in pretend play training had lower levels 
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of disruptiveness than girls who did not engage in these exercises. Both practices helped boys 

in the same way. Goldstein & Lerner (2018), on the other hand, found no effects of the dramatic 

pretend play intervention on children’s social skills (comforting, altruism, or helping 

behaviour) in a study of 4-year-old children from low-income families. Hermann (2017) found 

that a pretend play intervention had a positive effect on children’s social behaviour in a study 

with 4- to 6-year-olds. However, they were unable to replicate this finding in a separate, more 

methodologically sound analysis (Hermann, 2017). In a Swiss study with a sample of 79 

children (5- to 6-year-olds), Richard et al. (2020) found an effect of pretend play-based training 

on emotion comprehension, but none on emotion regulation or prosocial behaviour. 

Consequently, although some findings endorse the presumption of a positive association 

between pretend play tutoring and the development of social skills, the mixed findings 

necessitate further examination. One potential explanation for the lack of consistent results is 

the differences in the definition and operationalization of social pretend play (Thompson & 

Goldstein, 2019). Furthermore, it might be more decisive that the pretend play tutoring 

promotes the quality of children’s social pretend play rather than its quantity (e.g. Bodrova et 

al. 2013, Germeroth et al., 2019; Slot et al., 2017). Research examining the link between social 

pretend play quality and children’s social development has primarily focused on regulation 

skills and been conducted in a naturalistic play setting; some studies support a positive 

association of these skills with pretend play quality or complex social pretend play (Elias & 

Berk, 2002; Matthews, 2008; Nader-Grosbois & Vieillevoye, 2012). According to Slot et al. 

(2017), the quality of pretend play has a positive significant effect on both cognitive and 

emotional self-regulation. 
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1.6 Research Question 

The main focus of this thesis is whether children’s social development might be fostered by 

promoting children’s social pretend play. As elaborated in chapter 1.4, pretend play tutoring is 

considered beneficial for children’s social development because it promotes social pretend play. 

Nevertheless, the positive link between social pretend play and social development has not yet 

been proven conclusively empirically. To increase the basis of sound empirical evidence, the 

relevance of social pretend play quality needs to be examined in this connection. This thesis 

thus contributes to increasing the understanding of promoting social pretend play quality, 

pretend play tutoring, and its underlying mechanisms. This might also enrich the theoretical 

discussion about the association between social pretend play and social development. 

Empirical support for the association between social pretend play and social skills has 

been inconsistent so far (Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013). Lillard, Lerner et al., 2013 state further 

that pretend play tutoring might be beneficial not because it promotes play, but because of the 

increased adult interaction. This thesis argues that the adult is significant for the positive effect 

of pretend play tutoring, but in another function: as a facilitator for increasing the quality of the 

child’s social pretend play. Several researchers have suggested that children’s social 

development might benefit only from high-quality social pretend play (e.g., Bodrova et al. 

2013; Elkonin, 2005; Germeroth et al., 2019). The link between social pretend play quality and 

social development has so far mainly been investigated for the mental processes involved (e.g. 

Slot et al., 2017). To the author’s current knowledge, the possible link between social pretend 

play quality and the broader behavioural level of social development has not been investigated 

directly so far. High-quality social pretend play challenges children in terms of their 

behavioural social skills as well, and the pretend element might assist them in accomplishing 

these new tasks (Ashiabi, 2007; Bretherton, 1989; Vygotsky, 1978). Therefore, promoting 

children’s social pretend play quality might promote their social skills and peer relationships as 
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well. Furthermore, role-play material is often provided in early childhood education and care 

settings to stimulate children’s engagement in social pretend play (Trawick-Smith et al., 2015), 

but it is uncertain whether this might be enough to promote children’s social pretend play 

quality (Smilansky, 1968). Taking recent research into account, pretend play tutoring might be 

a more promising approach (e.g. Berk et al., 2006; Craig-Unkefer & Kaiser, 2003; Gmitrova, 

2013; Perren et al., 2019). Pretend play tutoring in this thesis follows a child-centred approach, 

with active play support inside children’s play. Perren et al. (2019) have shown that active play 

support is beneficial for children’s social pretend play quality, but additional evidence for the 

between-person effect is needed. Two sub-research questions are therefore (illustrated in Figure 

2): 

a. Does pretend play tutoring promote children’s social pretend play quality and thus their 

social pretend play competence? (Studies I, II &III)  

b. Does pretend play tutoring have an effect on the change in children’s behavioural social 

skills and peer relationship quality, and is this brought about by the quality of social 

pretend play? (Studies II & III)

Pretend Play  
Tutoring 

Social Pretend 
Play 

Quality 

Social Pretend Play 
Competence 

Behavioural Social 
Skills and Peer 

Relationship Quality 

Figure 2. Conceptional Model. 
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2. Chapter – Methods 

2.1 Study Design and Sample 

The studies included in this thesis were all based on data from the releFant study, but each 

using data from different measurement points and study waves. The releFant study was 

conducted in two waves for reasons of practicability, the first from September 2017 to July 

2018 and the second from September 2018 to July 2019. Figure 3 gives an overview of the 

study design, as well as showing the part of the study process from which data were used in 

each of the three studies.  

In the recruitment procedure, 171 playgroups from the German-speaking part of 

Switzerland with a predominantly middle-class population were selected randomly and asked 

to participate; of these, 29 playgroups confirmed their participation. After the pre-test, two 

playgroups (total n = 6 children) had to be excluded due to very low participation rates. The 

Figure 3. Study Design. 
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study sample consisted of 27 Swiss play groups, from which 215 children received written 

parental permission to participate. These educational institutions are commonly attended by 3- 

to 5-year-old children. The educational aim of these play groups is to give the children an 

opportunity to play with their peers under the supervision of a trained playgroup educator. An 

experimental approach was used with three condition groups and a pre-, post- and follow-up 

test. Each play group was randomly allocated to one condition group: play tutoring 

(intervention), material (half-dose) and control group. The two parts of the study, intervention 

phase and testing phase (pre-, post- and follow-up) were executed by two separate research 

teams (to keep the experimenters blind to the condition affiliation of the tested children). 

Standardized tests and educator questionnaires were used in pre-, post- and follow-up tests to 

assess social pretend play competence (The Tools of the Play Scale (ToPS, Seeger & 

Holodynski, 2016); reported social pretend play competence (Perren & Sticca, 2019), theory of 

mind (Extended Theory-of-Mind, EToM, Henning et al., 2012), emotion understanding 

(German version of the Intelligence and Developmental Scales – Preschool, IDS-P, Grob et al., 

2013) and behavioural social skills, empathy and peer relationship quality using the educator 

questionnaire (Holistic Student Assessment, Malti & Noam, 2016; BIKO, Seeger et al., 2014; 

Self- and Other-oriented social COMPetences, Perren, 2007). 

 In the intervention phase the play groups were visited by a researcher six times, on a 

weekly basis, and provided with the condition-specific programme during a 30-minute play 

session. Table 1 gives an overview of what the conditions entailed. In study wave one, each 

play session was usually videotaped, while in study wave two, all six sessions of play groups 

in the material condition were videotaped and the others were videotaped only twice. Using 

standardized observation tools this video material was then assessed in terms of adult’s active 

pretend play support (developed by the research group based on Bodrova et al., 2013; Gmitrova, 

2013; Smith, 2010), children’s frequency of play activities (based on the five types of play 

described by Whitebread et al., 2012), and children’s social pretend play quality (SPPQ; 
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developed by the research group based on e.g. Thompson & Goldstein, 2019) for study wave 

one. Children’s social pretend play quality alone was assessed in study wave two. 

Table 1 

Treatment characteristics 

2.2 Procedures of the Studies 

The first study, Promoting Social Pretend Play: Is Providing Role Material enough? (Kalkusch 

et al., 2020), was published in Early Education and Development. This study investigated 

whether providing role play material and active adult support during play promotes pretend 

play quality in a group of preschoolers. The study sample used was from the first study wave 

and consisted of 101 preschoolers (50% girls; Mage = 43.02 months, SD = 5.94) from 14 Swiss 

educational play groups. In a first step, mean differences were evaluated between the 

experimental conditions for a group’s play activities, e.g. pretend play frequency, as well as for 

social pretend play quality and adults’ play support during play sessions. The main hypotheses 

were tested at the group level by aggregating the children’s individual scores to group means 

for each play group to each of the six time points of play sessions (n = 80; four sessions could 

not take place), using linear regression models with sandwich estimator for the standard error. 

The second study, The Impact of Social Pretend Play on Preschoolers’ Social 

Development: Results of an Experimental Study (Jaggy, Kalkusch, et al., 2021), has been 

submitted to Journal of Experimental Child Psychology. This study investigated whether 

pretend play tutoring that promotes children’s social pretend play quality fosters their social 

development. It is based on the sample from both study waves, which consisted of 27 Swiss 

playgroups (n = 211 children, 47.4% girls, Mage = 43.3 months, SDage = 6.5). Standardized tests 

 Standardized Set of Role-Play Material Adult Interaction 
Play Tutoring yes social pretend play tutoring 
Material yes standard 
Control no standard 
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and educator questionnaires were used to assess children’s social pretend play competence and 

social-cognitive, social-emotional and behavioural social skills, as well as their peer 

relationship quality. This investigation used data from the pre-, post- and follow-up test only. 

Analyses of the intervention effects were conducted on the child level using latent change 

models to model children’s change in social pretend play competence and social-cognitive, 

social-emotional and social skills, as well as their peer relationship quality. 

The third study, Fostering Children’s Pretend Play Competence and Social Skills 

through Play Tutoring: What is the Mechanism of Change? (Kalkusch et al., 2021) has been 

submitted to International Journal of Behavioural Development. This study investigates 

whether social pretend play quality mediates the effect of pretend play tutoring on social 

pretend play competence, behavioural social skills, and peer relationship quality. The study is 

based on the sample from both study waves, which consisted of 27 Swiss playgroups (n = 214 

children, 48% girls, Mage = 43.29 months, SDage = 6.5). This investigation included data from 

the intervention phase. The sample thus differed slightly from the previous study as it included 

children who had participated only in the intervention phase. In addition to assessing children’s 

social pretend play competence, behavioural social skills, and peer relationship quality, 

children’s pretend play quality was assessed during the sessions. The mediation by social 

pretend play quality of the intervention effects on children’s pretend play competence and social 

skills was analysed using latent change models including indirect effects. 

2.3 Description of the Play Tutoring Intervention 

The intervention was based on a standardized manual with the theme “Let’s Play Firefighters” 

and was accompanied by a matching set of role-play materials. Each session followed a similar 

structure: planning, play and reflection phases. The planning phase was used to establish 

children’s prior knowledge regarding the play theme and the function of the role-play material. 

The play locations (e.g. fire station) were defined, the play course interactively planned, and 
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single play actions and sequences modelled in collaboration with the children. Before the play 

phase started the roles were shared out by the educator and the children jointly. Within the play 

phase the play tutor herself took the role of a firefighter, or in a later stage, of a princess or 

doctor. In this active role, the play tutor supported the children by modelling play actions, 

prompting interactions between the children or with objects, extending the course of the action, 

and enlivening her role with emotional expressions. To keep the intervention procedure 

standardized, certain prompts were fixed (e.g. driving with the fire engine, fighting the fire, 

applying first aid for the princess, prince or firefighters); at the same time the tutors were 

flexible enough to adapt the story to children’s ideas and needs (e.g. following a child’s 

suggestion to rescue the cat from the tree by including it in the story line). In each session the 

content was extended and new, matching role-play material included. The first three sessions 

tended to be similar in their structure, to give the children time to get used to the theme. But 

each session included small extensions to the play plot, to maintain children’s interest in the 

activity. The main story line in the first session was that someone phones the firefighters, who 

answer the call, climb onto the fire engine and fight the fire. The second session also thematized 

the life of a firefighter in the fire station, and in the third session the fire engine broke down 

and had to be repaired. New roles were added in the fourth and fifth sessions, and new plot 

elements were introduced: a princess or prince who had to be rescued from a burning castle, 

and finally a doctor who provided first aid for the princess, prince or firefighters. This 

introduced additional interactive roles, and the play’s plot gained in complexity. The play 

sessions were brought to a close by indicating that the firefighters were now tired and had 

finished their working day. All role-indicating props were removed and the session concluded 

with an interactive reflection phase (e.g. “What did the firefighters do today?”). 

2.4 Methodological Challenge of Handling Missing Data in Longitudinal Studies 

Handling missing data is of great relevance: “real data is messy. … It’s all very noisy out there.” 
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(Stoppard, 2013, p. 62). One challenge in longitudinal studies is the fluctuation of study 

participants, which might cause data to be missing at each measurement point. In this sample, 

the greatest proportion of missing data occurred for the testing data (overview in Table 2). 

Reasons lie in the fluctuation of children (e.g. some entered the play group later or moved), 

varying permissions for participation, and broken-off testing situations (e.g. insufficient 

language comprehension, lack of attention).  

Following e.g. Enders (2010), we distinguish three missing data mechanism: missing 

completely at random (MCAR), missing at random (MAR), and missing not at random 

(MNAR). Appropriate methods for handling missing values depend on the missing data 

mechanism at work (Enders, 2010a). The risk of introducing bias by the more traditional 

methods (e.g. listwise deletion) calls for the handling to be more sophisticated if the mechanism 

is MAR or MNAR. The recent gold standard is to use multiple imputation (MI) or, particularly, 

full information maximum likelihood (FIML) for model-based analysis (Enders, 2010; Schafer 

& Graham, 2002). Simulation studies support the idea that both approaches are suited to 

handling missing data (e.g. Collins et al., 2001; Van Buuren et al., 1999). Both are based on the 

assumption of MAR but are also indicated for MNAR to produce less biased estimates than 

with less elaborate methods (Enders, 2010). FIML is implemented in most statistical software 

tools that allow the use of structural equation models (SEM). Given the huge proportion of 

missing data in the testing data, we considered applying MI, and chose an MI model that was 

specific to the planned SEM analyses of the intervention effects using latent change models. 

This procedure was based on Van Buuren (2018). The determination of strong predictor 

variables showed that, in particular, measurements of the target constructs at the previous or 

following time point were highly relevant. These were also included in the latent change model, 

and thus considered when using FIML as well. Preliminary examination and comparison of 

both methods tended to produce similar results, in line with Enders (2010). Thus, we decided 

that, compared with the effort it takes as well as the increased need for detailed description, MI 
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would add only minimal value for our analysis in contrast to FIML (a detailed report is in 

progress, Kalkusch & Sticca, n.d.).  

Table 2  

Proportion of missing data 

 t1 t2 t3 
Target variables    
Reported Social Pretend Play 
Competence 10.43% 11.37% 12.80% 

Tools of the Play Test (ToPS) 28.44% 23.22% 27.20% 
Theory of Mind (EToM) 30.81% 20.38% 22.30% 
Emotion Understanding (IDS-P)a 30.33–35.55% 18.48–26.07% 21.80–27.49% 
Social Skillsb 10.43–10.90% 11.37–12.32% 13.27–13.74% 

Notes. N=211; a range of proportion of missing data within the three test parts of IDS; b range of the 
proportion of missing data of the different subscales. 
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3. Chapter – Study I  

Promoting Social Pretend Play: Is Providing Role Material enough? 
 

This study investigated whether two educational strategies, providing material and active 

adult support during play, promote pretend play quality in a group of preschoolers. The 

sample consisted of 101 preschoolers (50% females; mean age at t1= 43.02 months, SD= 

5.94) from 14 Swiss educational play groups. These were randomly allocated to the 

experimental conditions: material (n=4 groups, n=35 children), play tutoring (n=5 

groups, n=32 children), and treatment as usual (control; n=5 groups, n=34 children). 

Children’s and adults’ behaviour during six play sessions, each lasting 30 minutes, was 

videotaped. Children’s play activities, social pretend play quality (SPPQ) and adults’ 

level of active pretend play support, were assessed using standardized observation tools. 

Research Findings: Material and play tutoring groups showed significantly higher 

frequency of pretend play than the control group. Regarding SPPQ, the material group 

scored significantly lower than the play tutoring group, but significantly higher than the 

control group. Additional analyses showed that differences in SPPQ between the control 

and material condition can be fully explained by adults’ active play support. Practice or 

Policy: The results suggest that providing roleplay material stimulates children to engage 

in social pretend, but adults’ play support increases the quality of social pretend play. 

 
Keywords: Social pretend play; play material; play support; social pretend play 

quality; pretend play frequency 
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3.1 Introduction

Social pretend play is discussed as a highly important activity for children’s positive 

development in theory and empirical studies alike (Smith, 2010). Promoting it is therefore 

a desirable educational aim. Importantly, the quality of social pretend play, as opposed to 

its mere quantity, is seen as the crucial factor that is linked to a desirable impact on 

children’s development (Bodrova et al., 2013; Vygotsky, 1978). In the discussion of 

educational pathways to promote children’s social pretend play and – to go even further 

– their positive development, the focus should be on the question of what effectively 

promotes the quality of social pretend play. One potential educational strategy is to 

provide roleplay material as a stimulus in children’s play environment for social pretend 

play. It is argued that the construction and arrangement of children’s proximate physical 

environment affects their play type. This may differ according to the current activity 

setting and the play materials available (D. L. Brown & Briggs, 1989; Morgante, 2013; 

Petrakos & Howe, 1996). Trawick-Smith et al. (2015) define two functions of play 

material: (1) to be a stimulus for play and (2) to focus the attention of a group of children. 

This may suggest that providing thematically structured roleplay material could 

encourage a group of children to engage jointly in social pretend play (frequency and 

quality). Findings from some previous studies cautiously support the hypothesis that 

providing specific roleplay material (e.g., theme-related items) may promote the 

frequency of pretend play during play sessions (e.g. McLoyd, 1983; Morgante, 2013; 

Trawick-Smith, 1990; Woodard, 1984). However, some authors (e.g. Smilansky & 

Shefatya (1990) argue that providing roleplay material only promotes pretend play if it is 

accompanied by active play support from adults. Empirical findings (e.g. Perren et al., 

2019) show that adults’ active play support is an effective strategy to foster social pretend 
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play quality. 

This study aims to investigate educational strategies to promote preschoolers’ 

social pretend play quality; especially, whether providing roleplay materials is helpful. 

We will compare this strategy to play tutoring and standard educational practice (i.e., 

treatment as usual). 

3.1.1 Social Pretend Play Quality 

Pretend play is a main activity for children of preschool age. There is a wide debate, both 

theoretically and empirically, about its role in their positive development. One of the main 

characteristics of pretend play is the element of make-believe, using symbols to represent 

subjects, objects, and actions. Pretend play actions require children to transform objects 

and to vary their meaning on a symbolic level (Gmitrova, 2013). It gives children the 

opportunity to take on various roles and to play out different scenarios. Pretend play starts 

at the age of 15 months (Smith, 2010), when children begin simple forms of pretend play 

(e.g., using an object as if it were something else). Their play develops into more complex 

forms: from object-oriented to person-oriented play, where their play is extended and 

sustained by social interactions with a play partner (Elkonin, 2005). Development of 

children’s social pretend play occurs at symbolic and social levels. Social pretend play is 

characterized by developing a play theme with play partners and interactions between the 

participants in their play actions. 

Different elements of social pretend play can be identified throughout normative 

development (Hauser, 2013; Smilansky, 1968; Smith, 2010; Thompson & Goldstein, 

2019): (1) Decentration describes how children’s orientation develops from themselves 

to others; (2) decontextualization is the use of an object as a substitute for another which 

develops to imaginary transformation; (3) role taking stands for the elaborateness of 
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engagement in roles; (4) planning of pretend play sequences (including 

metacommunication); and (5) sequencing, which means that pretend play initially 

consists of single sequences and develops into play that follows a logical script. 

In preschool settings children engage in social pretend play with their peers in 

various settings and show individual different levels of quality in their play. In Table 1 

an overview is given of examples of lower and higher quality for each element. 

Table 1 

Social Pretend Play Quality 

 Lower quality level Higher quality level 

Decentration Child plays eating with a 
spoon.  

Child applies a bandage to another 
child. 

Decontextualization Child uses a telephone to call 
the firefighters. 

Child is holding an invisible phone 
to call the firefighters. 

Role taking Child is wearing a crown but 
is not acting as a queen. 

Child is acting continuously in 
his/her role as an emergency doctor. 

Planning Child is pretending in its play, 
but does not communicate its 
play actions. 

Child communicates to co-players 
what they will play next: “Now we 
have dinner and afterwards there is a 
fire starting and we ring the fire 
alarm. 

Sequencing Child is playing single 
sequences, like eating a soup. 

Child first goes to the shop to buy 
groceries, then cooks, then it is 
preparing the table and is finally 
sitting down to eat. 

 
A higher level in one of these elements contributes to higher quality of social 

pretend play. By distinguishing different levels within these five elements the children’s 

skills can be developing in parallel – a child could be at a different level within each 

feature. 
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3.1.2 The Role of Play Material for Children’s Social Pretend Play Quality 

Different educational strategies can promote the quality of children’s social pretend play. 

The design of physical educational settings is one possibility for teachers to highlight 

learning goals and to stimulate children’s play. The strategic presentation of materials and 

manipulation of their availability could increase the complexity and duration of social 

play (Kemple, 2004). The arrangement of the room and the play resources available to 

children are seen as contributing to their social interactions in play. Providing material is 

part of designing an educational setting, and includes selecting a set of materials and 

making it available. 

There are some theoretical and empirical hints that the availability of particular 

roleplay materials may increase the occurrence of social pretend play. Trawick-Smith et 

al. (2015) attribute two potential functions to play material. Play material incorporates a 

certain stimulus character per se: it might stimulate children to engage in a particular type 

of play, and integrate new themes into their play, and thus maintain and enrich it 

(Pellegrini & Bjorklund, 2004). The second function of play material has a social 

component: focusing peers’ attention and their engagement into a joint play theme and 

thereby promoting social play (Mundy & Newell, 2007). 

There is only limited research about play material and its impact on children’s 

play. Some studies have investigated associations between play material and social play, 

as well as particular play types. Vandenberg (1981) examined the social behaviour of 

preschoolers in two rooms each with very different designs: a big muscle room and a fine 

motor room. More social play was observed in the big muscle room, but only associative 

and not cooperative play. He concluded this was due to the lack of material for 

cooperative play. This indicates that appropriate play material is needed for cooperative 
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play to emerge. Quilitch & Risley (1973) also found that children provided with social 

play material mostly engaged in social play, while with isolated play material they tended 

to engage in solitary play. Blocks and pretend play material have been discussed as being 

supportive of social play, in terms of increasing its frequency and cooperative level 

(Hendrickson et al., 1981; Ivory & McCollum, 1999; Rettig et al., 1993; Rubin, 1977). 

However, O’Gorman Hughes & Carter (2002) were unable to replicate these results. 

Importantly, most of these studies investigated a sample of children with special 

educational needs, which limits the generalizability of the results. 

Smilansky (1968) as well as Smilansky and Shefatya (1990) describe a 

development in children’s use of play material and objects: from simple manipulation to 

using replicas in order to imitate adults’ activities, then to objects as an instrument for 

role enactment and the use of unstructured materials to sustain a role, and finally to 

playing without objects or gestures. Following this reasoning, we could conclude that the 

availability of more complex roleplay material (realistic vs. unstructured) challenges 

children’s play behaviour due to the ambiguous function of unstructured material, which 

then leads to increased play complexity. We distinguish between highly 

structured/realistic material (e.g., fire- fighter’s helmet) and unstructured/nonrealistic 

material (e.g., wooden stick). Dodge & Frost (1986) investigated different compositions 

of play material and the play types with which children engaged with these materials. The 

sample consisted of 12 children aged between 55 and 67 months. In same-sex pairs, the 

children were provided with four different sets of play material and play settings: (1) 

unstructured material (e.g., wooden blocks, telephone cable spools); (2) unstructured and 

realistic (e.g., chair, car, person, fish); (3) thematically structured area with realistic 

material; and (4) thematically open area with realistic material. The authors observed 
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more pretend play and more complex play in settings that included at least some realistic 

pretend play material, especially when the setting was thematically structured. The 

availability of realistic material seems to be especially relevant to younger children, while 

slightly older preschoolers showed recurrent symbolic play activities when realistic play 

material was accessible at the same time as nonrealistic material (McLoyd, 1983; 

Trawick- Smith, 1990; Woodard, 1984). McLoyd (1983) investigated triads of two age 

groups (3.5-year-olds and 5-year-olds) and found that the structure of the play material 

was not associated with cooperative pretend play. Furthermore, children substituted 

unstructured material more frequently, and children of both age groups engaged more 

often in pretend play. In a sample of 3- and 4-year-olds, Trawick- Smith et al. (2015) 

investigated specific play materials and their impact on play quality. The researchers 

found that children engaged in relatively high-quality play that often includes symbolic 

actions with nonrealistic material like blocks (Duplo bricks) and pretend play material 

(simple human figures). But the frequency of engagement was low.  

However, unstructured material seems to require children’s level of social pretend 

play quality to be higher already at the beginning of play interaction. It is more 

challenging for children to express their play ideas using unstructured material, as its 

function and symbolic meaning first has to be defined and communicated (Umek & 

Musek, 2001). This suggests that unstructured roleplay material may potentially promote 

social pretend play quality, as indicated by Morgante (2013): its complexity may require 

the support of a play partner to give it symbolic meaning and will necessitate 

communication (verbal or non-verbal) to negotiate this meaning. 

In summary, providing roleplay material might foster the quality of social pretend 

play in a group of children. The roleplay material provided might focus the attention of 
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the whole group and could therefore stimulate children to engage in social pretend play. 

Playing together is also a feature of higher quality in social pretend play. It is a 

requirement for negotiating aspects with others such as roles and other-oriented play and 

the duration of play might be sustained through peers’ new play ideas. The combination 

of material with various complexity levels could also be a stimulus for more complex 

pretend play (e.g., object substitution). 

To conclude, there are few theoretical approaches or empirical studies that discuss 

whether roleplay material can promote pretend play. Providing roleplay material might 

focus the attention of a group of children on a particular theme (e.g., firefighters), and 

encourage them to engage together in social pretend play. The frequency of pretend play 

in a group of children should increase if roleplay material is provided. Hence, roleplay 

material may encourage children to engage in social pretend play and could even give 

new stimulus to and enrich their play. There is so far no clear empirical evidence on the 

effect of providing roleplay material on improving the quality of children’s pretend play. 

Providing roleplay material is a standard educational strategy in most preschool 

settings, including educational playgroups in Switzerland, where this study took place. In 

all playgroups, roleplay material is part of children’s everyday play environment. Though 

the same material or play setting is present in each group, some settings have elaborated 

and structured roleplay areas (e.g., play kitchen area with table) while in others the 

material is presented in a less organized way. A play group’s regular everyday educational 

setting therefore includes roleplay material (structured and unstructured) in an 

unstructured setting. This might already function as a stimulus for individual children to 

engage in pretend play. 
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Providing roleplay material in this study is used as an educational strategy, which 

aims to focus the attention of the whole group by providing a thematically structured set 

of roleplay materials. Based on the results of previous studies (e.g., Dodge & Frost, 1986) 

we decided to combine structured and unstructured roleplay material into a thematically 

structured setting. This provides both – play material and transports a thematic message. 

Including some new material in each session maintains a certain level of novelty. Thus, 

the group of children was given an ongoing stimulus to explore the material, and the 

structured setting provided a play context that might encourage engagement in play. 

Including flexible and challenging material meant children were still able to expand their 

play ideas. This approach combines both functions of roleplay material: a stimulus for 

each child, and a focus for a group of children to engage in a shared pretend play theme. 

3.1.3 The Role of Adult Support for Children’s Pretend Play Quality 

Providing roleplay material might not be the only or most efficient way to promote 

children’s social pretend play quality. As Smilansky (1968) has argued, the use of play 

material as a promoter of social pretend play quality may be limited. She considered play 

material appropriate for evoking imitative actions, but also probably limited in its 

potential for promoting more elaborated role behaviour. It is only able to encourage 

activities and behaviours related to the material, and might therefore limit children’s play. 

In contrast, adult support that follows children’s ideas is flexible in shaping the play to 

their needs, and could simultaneously enrich the elaborateness of the play by providing 

scaffolding (Weisberg et al., 2013b). Most of the studies on pretend play, which used play 

tutoring as a training method (Berk et al., 2006; Christie, 1983; Craig-Unkefer & Kaiser, 

2003; Gmitrova, 2013) are based on the work of Smilansky (1968) and Smilansky and 

Shefatya (1990). Some approaches are more teacher-directed, while others have a more 
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child-centered approach. This study understands play tutoring as the latter, characterized 

by taking children’s needs into account while providing active play support from an adult 

(Gmitrová & Gmitrov, 2003; Lang et al., 2009). Johnson, Christie & Yawkey (1987) 

describe specific play supportive strategies: active engagement in roles, as well as 

encouraging play actions through material or verbal encouragement, modelling play 

actions, and recognizing and including children’s ideas in the play. To choose an 

appropriate strategy, children’s actual pretend play quality should be taken into account. 

The findings of Perren et al. (2019) provide further empirical support for the 

promotional potential of active play support for the quality of children’s social pretend 

play. The study used a within-person design to investigate whether two play support 

strategies (active play support vs. play management) are associated with children’s social 

pretend play quality. Their results indicate that active play support had a positive within-

person effect on children’s social pretend play quality, whereas play management was not 

associated with any change in children’s social pretend lay quality. Further evidence 

regarding the between-person effect of active play support is needed. 

3.1.4 The Current Study and Research Questions 

The current study investigates whether the provision of roleplay materials can promote 

social pretend play quality in a group of preschoolers in their normal preschool setting. 

To test our research question, an intervention design with three different conditions was 

implemented: material condition (provision of specific roleplay material, no external 

support); play tutoring (provision of specific roleplay material plus highly active play 

support by an external play tutor); and treatment as usual condition (standard play 

environment and no external support). 
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As outlined above, we expect that the provision of roleplay material will increase 

the frequency of a group’s pretend play and also the quality of its social pretend play 

(McLoyd, 1983; Morgante, 2013; Trawick-Smith, 1990; Woodard, 1984). In line with 

Smilansky (1968) we suspect that the potential promotional effect of this strategy on 

social pretend play quality is dependent on adult supportive behaviour. To evaluate the 

promotional potential of providing roleplay material it is necessary to take adult 

behaviour into account. Perren et al. (2019) have shown that play tutoring – providing 

roleplay material and a high level of active play support – is an effective strategy for 

promoting children’s social pretend play quality (within-person design). Accordingly, we 

hypothesized that children in the material condition would show higher levels of social 

pretend play quality than in the control condition, but lower levels than children in the 

play tutoring condition. 

Our study was conducted in children’s normal preschool settings. Since their 

educators were present, we were unable to rule out children receiving active play support 

from their play educators. We thus also evaluated the level of adult active pretend play 

support in all three treatment conditions, which enabled us to investigate differences 

between the experimental conditions as well as the role of adults’ behaviour. In the play 

tutoring condition, an external person provided a standardized and high level of play 

support. Thus, we hypothesized that children in the material condition received a lower 

level of active play support than children in the play tutoring condition. We also expected 

play educators’ behaviour to be heterogeneous in terms of their level of active play 

support. Thus, we specifically investigated the role of active adult support in the natural 

setting (material and control condition only) for a group’s frequency of pretend play and 

the quality of social pretend play. As we know from other studies that active play support 
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promotes children’s social pretend play quality, we expected the between-person effect 

of active play support to be positive, and tested whether the differences between the 

conditions still remained when we controlled for adult play support. For this latter 

question, we specifically focused on the comparison between material and treatment as 

usual condition. 

3.2 Methods 

3.2.1 Participants 

In study wave one, 119 preschool children participated from 16 Swiss playgroups 

(cantons Thurgau, Zurich, and St. Gallen). After, the pretest, two playgroups (total n = 6 

children) had to be excluded from the study due to very low participation rates. Additional 

conditions for inclusion of the children’s data in the study’s sample were their presence 

in at least one play session during the intervention phase and their parents’ consent for 

assessing their individual behaviour on the video material. This resulted in a sample size 

of n = 101 preschool children (50% female; age M = 43.02 months, SD = 5.94) from 14 

playgroups and 14 female educators (age M = 44.08 years, SD = 9.51). All playgroup 

educators were trained: 57.1% of the educators had a completed vocational training in a 

pedagogical field, and 64.3% had a further training as a playgroup educator (for two 

persons background information was missing). At the beginning of the study, children 

had been in their playgroup for an average of 28.25 (SD = 31.24) weeks. 70% of parents 

indicated that German was their family language. On average, children participated in 

4.64 play sessions (for play tutoring 4.25, material 5.38, and control 4.26 times) out of a 

total of six. 
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Table 2 gives descriptive statistics of the sample by condition groups for 

children’s baseline characteristics (sex and age). There were no statistically significant 

differences between the condition groups despite a mean difference in age for children 

within the play tutoring compared to the material group (∆M = −2.96; T(95) = −2.05, p < 

.05). Further the baseline characteristics of educators were examined by condition 

regarding age, years of experience and educational background. 

The randomization process, which was proceeded at the group level, was therefore 

largely successful also for the child level. Regarding the differences in age, its correlation 

with the outcome variable was examined before the data analytic process to decide 

whether age needed to be included as a control variable in the subsequent statistical 

analyses. 

Table 2 

Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations of SPPQ with Age and Sex 

Variable N M SD 1 2 3 

1. SPPQ 98 2.14 0.63 1   

2. Age 98 43.02 5.94 -.06 1  

3. Female 98 1.50 0.50 .03 -.03 1 

Note. N, M and SD are used to represent sample size, mean and standard deviation, respectively. 
Results are based on unstandardized values. 
* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
 

3.2.2 Study Design 

Data were collected as part of the randomized-controlled intervention study aiming to 

examine the impact of social pretend play on preschool children’s social development. 

We used a pre-post-test design with follow-up (two waves from 2017 to 2019). For the 

current study, we used data from the first wave and intervention phase. The playgroup 

educators recruited were randomly allocated to one of three treatment groups: material (n 
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= 4 groups, n = 35 children); play tutoring (n = 5 groups, n = 32 children); and control 

(n = 5 groups, n = 34 children). Between pre- and post-test the intervention phase took 

place, with six consecutive play sessions of 30 minutes each. These play sessions were 

video recorded in each condition group. A detailed description of the experimental 

condition groups is given below. The ratings of children’s and adults’ behaviour were 

based on the video material and were conducted by two separate rater groups, blind to the 

hypotheses. 

3.2.3 Recruitment Procedure 

In study wave one, 16 playgroups were recruited for participation. In Switzerland, 

playgroups are educational institutions open to children aged 2.5 to 5 years. Their 

organizational form varies from being sponsored by associations (emerged from private 

initiatives) to self-employed educators. A majority of those children who do not attend 

institutional day-care attend a playgroup instead. Most children attend a playgroup 1 year 

before they start mandatory kindergarten, and stay in the same group for 1 year. One 

playgroup is visited by 8–12 children in a mostly constant composition. Playgroup 

sessions take place on a regular basis, once or twice a week, and one session lasts between 

two and maximally half a day. The aim is to give children the opportunity to play with 

peers under the supervision of a trained playgroup educator. 

The recruitment procedure followed several steps: First of all, the playgroup 

educators were asked to participate in the study. Subsequently, parents were informed 

about the study in writing, and asked for written consent for their child’s participation. 

Information was provided for parents of nonparticipating children about the possibility 

that their children might still appear on the video material if they were present in the 

playgroup during intervention phase, even though individual data would not be collected. 
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If parents did not agree to this condition, the parents and the playgroup educators together 

found individual solutions. Appropriate financial compensation was given to play group 

educators, and children received a present after each measurement point. 

The randomization process was therefore largely successful. The correlation of 

differences in age with the outcome variable was examined before the data analytic 

process to decide whether age needed to be included as a control variable in the 

subsequent statistical analyses. 

3.2.4 Assessment of Children’s Play Activities  

A standardized manual was used for the assessment of the frequency of children’s play 

activities during play sessions, based on the five types of play described by (Whitebread 

et al., 2012). Children’s active engagement in the following categories was coded with 0 

= no and 1 = yes: rough-and-tumble, building play, reading books, games with rules, or 

pretend play. Children’s engagement in a guided activity was also rated. An activity was 

rated as pretend plays as soon as the child was actively engaged in make-believe play 

(e.g., child is pretending to cook in the play kitchen or is playing with figures and making 

them speak or move). 

Individuals’ activities were rated for four 5-min cycles. These cycles were chosen 

randomly from a possible six per play session. Up to 24 cycles per child (i.e., 6 sessions 

of 4 cycles each) were therefore rated. On average, 3.5 cycles per child and play sessions 

were rated. Some cycles could not be assessed as children were not visible on the recorded 

videos for long enough to generate a reliable rating code. An extensive training procedure 

was conducted to ensure the raters (six master students) achieve sufficient agreement in 

their ratings. Furthermore, the reliability of the rating scales was assessed using double 
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coding of a randomly selected 20% of all videos. The intraclass correlations between the 

six raters for the separate categories lay between ICC = .56 and ICC = .97, and hence the 

interrater reliability ranged from moderate to excellent. 

Based on the individual cycle scores, means per child were calculated for each 

category and each play session. The resulting scores represent the frequency of children’s 

play activities during a single play session. The mean scores ranged from 0 to 1; higher 

scores indicated more frequent engagement by the child in the activity. 

3.2.5 Assessment of Children’s Social Pretend Play Quality 

To assess children’s social pretend play quality (SPPQ), we used a standardized manual 

(work by the authors). This is based on characteristic features and steps of the normative 

development of pretend play (Thompson & Goldstein, 2019). 

The following categories and response options were used in the manual: 

Decentration (0 = no decentration, 1 = self-related, 2 = object-related, 3 = other-related 

play); Decontextualization (0 = no decontextualization, 1 = imitation, 2 = object 

substitution, 3 = fantasy transformation); Role-taking (0 = no role-taking, 1 = role-taking 

without role-conforming behaviour, 2 = role-taking with some role-conforming 

behaviour, 3 = sustained role-taking and role-conformity); and Sequencing (0 = no 

sequencing, 1 = limited script elements, 2 = several actions without a script, 3 = flexible 

application of a script). 

To collect behaviour samples within the playgroup, individual child behaviour 

was rated for four 5-min cycles that were randomly chosen from the six cycles per play 

session. These were the same cycles as for the assessment of children’s activities during 

play sessions. Hence, an average of 3.5 cycles were rated for each play session of each 
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child. The highest observed level was rated for each category. The ratings were conducted 

by six master students, who were trained based on a standardized manual until a sufficient 

agreement between the raters was achieved. Furthermore, the reliability of the rating 

scales was assessed by double coding of a randomly selected 20% of all videos. The inter-

rater reliability between the six raters was mainly good: intra-class correlations for three 

categories were above ICC = .75; for the category sequencing, the intra-class correlation 

was only moderate, at ICC = .58. For the overall scale SPPQ, the intra-class correlation 

was good, at ICC = .82. 

The individual scores were calculated using all rated cycles. Based on these 

individual mean scores the group means of each category were aggregated for each 

playgroup to each play session (14 groups x 6 sessions). Based on these data (N = 84), 

the scale group’s SPPQ was built. The internal consistency of the scale was α = .94. The 

theoretical assumed structure of the construct was examined by a confirmatory factor 

analysis (CFA) with the four indicators (i.e., decentration, decontextualization, role-

taking, and sequencing). Common cut-off values for comparative fit index (CFI) lie close 

to .95 and close to .06 for root-mean-square error approximation (RMSEA) according to 

Hu & Bentler (1999). The model’s degrees of freedom are very low, which indicates that 

the model is just identified and might reduce the reliability of the interpretation of the 

RMSEA (Little, 2013). Therefore, the CFA model’s accuracy was evaluated relying on 

the χ 2-value and the CFI, which indicate that the results can be interpreted. The model fit 

indices (χ2 = 3.04; df = 1; p = .08; CFI = 0.99; RMSEA = 0.16) showed a mainly good fit 

of the model to the observed data. 
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3.2.6 Assessment of Adults’ Active Pretend Play Support 

The coding manual was developed and adapted by our research group (work by the 

authors) on the basis of behavioural strategies suggested by several studies of children’s 

social pretend play (Bodrova et al., 2013; Gmitrova, 2013; Smith, 2010). 

The frequency and intensity of observed behaviours were rated on a 5-point Likert 

scale (1 = none of the indicators was observed, 2 = one indicator was observed a few 

times, 3 = half or more of the indicators were observed several times, 4 = most indicators 

were observed several times, 5 = all indicators were present and frequently observed). 

Categories from the manual were: Prompting (using verbal or nonverbal prompts to 

initiate interactions or pretend use of objects); verbalization (use of questioning and 

language modelling techniques); modelling (playing along and demonstrating play 

actions and interactions) and following child interests (following children’s suggestions 

and play ideas); and emotion expression (demonstrating emotions). 

Adults’ behaviour during play sessions was rated for 5-min cycles over the whole 

play session (i.e., 6 cycles per play session). The ratings were conducted by two research 

assistants, who were intensively trained until sufficient agreement was achieved between 

them. Furthermore, the reliability of the rating scales was assessed by double coding of a 

randomly selected 20% of all videos. Inter-rater reliability between the two raters was 

found to be good to high: the intra-class correlation for the overall scale active support 

was ICC = .94. 

For each category and adult, a mean score of the six observation cycles was 

calculated per play session. The internal consistency of the scale was α = .94. The 

assumed factorial structure of the construct with four indicators (prompting, following 
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child interests, modelling, and emotion expression) was evaluated by a CFA. The 

categories Object-related Prompting and Interaction-related Prompting were parcelled 

to one indicator Prompting. For scaling of the latent variable, the effect coding method 

(Little, 2013) was used. The model fit indices (χ2 = 7.97; df =2; p 0.99; RMSEA = 0.13) 

mainly showed a good fit of the data to the model. This model is just identified and 

therefore the value of RMSEA could be artificially high. 

3.2.7 Experimental Conditions 

The material group and the play tutoring group were both considered as intervention 

groups. A standardized set of roleplay material was provided to the material group and 

no external adult interaction other than the standard interaction with their playgroup 

educator. The play tutoring group received the same set of roleplay material, as well as 

social pretend play tutoring by a trained external play tutor (two research assistants). The 

control group received no additional roleplay material along with their standard adult 

interaction with their playgroup educator. Table 3 gives an overview of the treatment 

characteristics. 

 

3.2.8 Set of Role-play Materials 

The standardized set of roleplay material consisted mainly of material with which to play 

firefighters (e.g., helmet, vest, garden hoses, yellow, red, and orange silk scarves, and 

wooden blocks). In each play session except the last, new material was included according 

to the social pretend play tutoring schedule. The set of roleplay material was especially 

enhanced in its thematic focus from session four: princess/ prince and doctor play 

materials were provided (e.g., crown, cloak, and medical kit). In all play sessions, the set 

included structured roleplay material like firefighters’ helmets, as well as unstructured 
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roleplay material such as wooden blocks. The whole set of roleplay material was stowed 

in a neutral case. 

Table 3 

Treatment Characteristics 

 Standardized Set of Role Play 

Material 

Adult Interaction 

Play Tutoring yes social pretend play tutoring  
(research assistant) 

Material yes standard 
(play group educator) 

Control no standard 
(play group educator) 

  

3.2.9 Social Pretend Play Tutoring 

Our social pretend play tutoring is based on the work of Craig-Unkefer and Kaiser (2003). 

Play tutoring was conducted by two trained play tutors and its implementation was 

monitored by the trainers. The play tutoring followed a child-centered approach of active 

play support with a particular thematic focus (“Let’s play firefighters”). It was 

supplemented by the described standardized set of roleplay material. In the play tutoring 

group, the introduction of the material was accompanied by the play tutors during the 

planning phase: at the beginning of each session, they presented each new item once, 

asked the children what it could be, named it, and briefly modelled a play action using 

the material. 

In the play phase the tutors used specific play supportive strategies (e.g., 

Prompting, Modelling), the promotional effect of which is supported by the results of 

Perren et al. (2019). The tutoring followed a standardized schedule. Nevertheless, the play 

tutors had the flexibility to take children’s ideas and needs into account. In each session 

but the last, the content of the play was extended: the starting point was a simple scenario 
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(“fight a fire”), which was expanded in its content and complexity through different 

additional scenarios (e.g., life in the fire station, rescue of the princess/prince from the 

burning tower) within the play theme “Let’s play firefighters,” and complemented by 

additional roles (e.g., princess/prince or doctor). 

3.2.10 Standard Adult Interaction 

In the material and control groups, the playgroup educators were told to act according to 

their normal schedule and behaviour during free playtime. The playgroup educators of 

the material group received no instructions on how to use the roleplay material and were 

therefore unrestricted in its usage. The roleplay material was briefly introduced by a 

research assistant, who opened the case, told the children, “You may use all of these 

materials,” an from session two onward added the general information that new material 

was included in the case. 

3.2.11 Data analysis steps 

In a first step, mean differences were evaluated between the experimental conditions for 

a group’s play activities, e.g., pretend play frequency (PPF), and furthermore regarding 

as well as social pretend play quality (SPPQ) and adults’ play support (APPS) during play 

sessions. The main hypotheses were tested at the group level. These were analysed using 

linear regression models using dummy coding for the three-stage categorical variable 

experimental conditions, with the material group as a reference cate- gory. The next step 

examined whether mean differences between the three experimental conditions for PPF 

and SPPQ remained when we included APPS as an additional independent variable. A 

linear regression model (model 2a and 2b) was used with SPPQ as a criterion and 

additionally to the dummy variables representing the experimental conditions, APPS as a 
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control variable. As we were especially interested in the differences in the natural setting 

(material vs. control), the same linear regression model (model 3a and 3b) was estimated 

based on a data subset consisting of the condition groups with no external support 

(material and control). 

To check for other potentially necessary control variables, baseline differences 

between experimental conditions were tested for age and sex at the child level. 

Statistically significant differences occurred only for age (Table 2). Correlation of age 

with the outcome variable SPPQ was examined (r= −.06; p = .55) and showed no 

statistical significance. Therefore, no further control variables were included in the model. 

In order to analyse the data at the group level, individual scores of children’s 

SPPQ were aggregated to a group mean score for each playgroup to each time point (i.e., 

14 playgroups x 6 play sessions). This resulted in a sample size of N = 80 (four missing 

values) for the statistical analyses of model 1 and a sample size of N = 50 for the statistical 

analyses of model 2. The software program R (R Core Team, 2019) was used.  

To take the dependency of clustered data (time points in playgroups) into account 

and reduce the resulting bias of model-based standard errors that might affect the 

statistical inference, a correction method for standard errors is required (Cheong et al., 

2001). Clustered sandwich estimators adjust for correlations between residuals within a 

cluster. This approach was therefore considered the most appropriate correction method 

for clustered data structure. The cluster-robust standard errors were calculated post the 

model estimation process using the R package sandwich (Berger et al., 2017) and lmtest 

(Zeileis & Hothorn, 2002). 
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3.3 Results 

3.3.1 Differences in Play Activities 

The mean differences for play activities are shown in Figure 1. The play tutoring group 

(M = .92) was engaged significantly more often in guided activities than the other two 

condition groups. The activity means  for  role  play  and  guided  play  were  significantly  

higher  in  the  control  group  than  in  either intervention group. Children in the control 

group engaged in more diverse play activities, while in both other conditions children 

were mostly engaged in the same type of activity. 

Results from model 1a (Table 4) show no statistical difference in the pretend play 

frequency (PPF) between the material group (M = 0.81) and the play tutoring group (M 

= 0.82), but the PPF was lower in  the  control  group  compared  to  both  the  material  

group  (M  =  0.51;  T(75)  =  −4.00;  p  <  .001;  d = −1.13) and the play tutoring group 

(T(75) = 5.66; p < .001; d = −1.55). In  the  next  regression  analysis  predicting  PPF,  

we  included  the  level  of  APPS  as  an  additional independent variable. This analysis 

(model 2a) showed that the negative difference between the material group (M = 0.66) 

and the control group for PPF (M = 0.41; T(74) = −3.62; p < .001; d = −1.02) remained 

significant. APPS was significantly positively associated with PPF (B = 0.09, p < .05, d 

= 0.48). 

Finally, the same regression analysis was conducted using a subset of material and 

control group (n = 50) and produced similar effects. The results from model 3a (Table 4) 

show a significant negative difference between the material group (M = 0.61) and the 
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control group for PPF (M = 0.38; T(47) = −3.46; p < .01; d = −0.98), and in this subset 

APPS was also significantly positively associated with PPF (B = 0.11, p < .01, d = 0.83). 

Table 4 

Unstandardized Regression Results with PPF as Criterion 

Variable Model 1aa  Model 2aa  Model 3ab 
 B SE d  B SE d  B SE d 
Intercept 0.81*** .06   0.66*** .09   0.61 .09  
Controlc -0.30*** .08 -1.13  -0.25*** .07 -1.02  -.023** .07 -0.98 
Play Tutoringc 0.01 .07 0.05  -0.06 .04 -0.43     
APPS     0.09* .04 0.48  0.11** .04 0.83 
            
!!"#$  .29    .31    .28   

Note. a Sample size N= 78. b Sample size N= 50. SE calculated with cluster robust correction 
method. 
c Reference group: Material. 
† p <.10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
  

Figure 1. Frequency of Play Activity by Condition Groups. 
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3.3.2 Differences in Social Pretend Play Quality 

First, a regression analysis was computed to establish main differences between the 

experimental conditions (model 1b). In comparison with the material group (M = 2.17), 

the play tutoring group (M = 2.65; T(77) = 2.18; p < .05; d = 0.60) showed a statistically 

significant higher level of SPPQ. The control group (M = 1.82; T(77) = −1.88; p =.06; d 

= −0.53) showed a marginally significant lower level of SPPQ than the material group. 

The level of APPS was significantly higher in the play tutoring group (M = 2.60; 

T(77) = 2.26; p < .05; d = 0.62) than in the material group (M = 1.72), but it was only 

marginally higher than in the control group (M = 1.09; T(77) = −1.66; p =.10; d = −.47). 

Results of both analyses are illustrated in Figure 2 using z-standardized scores. 

Next, the regression analysis predicting SPPQ was performed by including the 

level of APPS as an additional independent variable. The results from model 2b (Table 

5) showed no significant differences for the level of SPPQ between the condition groups 

while controlling by APPS. Nevertheless, in comparison to the material group (M = 1.80) 

the play tutoring group (M = 2.10; T(76) = 1.82; p < .07; d = 0.24) showed a marginally 

higher level of SPPQ. The control variable APPS was significantly and positively 

associated with SPPQ (B = 0.22, p < .05, d = 0.25). 

In the final step, the regression analysis was repeated with the subset of material 

and control group (n = 50). This analysis showed no statistically significant difference 

between material group and control group for SPPQ, when controlling for APPS. 

However, the level of active play support (APPS) was significantly and positively 

associated with the criterion SPPQ (B = 0.31, p < .01, d = .58). In sum, differences 
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between the material and control conditions in children’s social pretend explained by 

different levels of active adult support. 

Table 5 

Unstandardized Regression Results with SPPQ as Criterion 

Variable Model 1ba  Model 2ba  Model 3bb 
 B SE d  B SE d  B SE d 
Intercept 2.17*** .16   1.80*** .21   1.64*** .17  
Controlc -0.35† .19 -0.53  -0.21 .15 -0.40  -0.15 .14 -0.31 
Play Tutoringc 0.48* .22 0.60  0.29† .16 0.50     
APPS     0.22* .09 0.25  0.31*** .06 0.58 
            
!!"#$  .32    .35    .21   

Note. a Sample size N= 80. b Sample size n= 50. SE calculated with cluster robust correction 
method. c Reference group: Material. † indicates p <.10.  
* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
  

Figure 2. Means of Social Pretend Play Quality and Active Pretend Play Support by 

Condition Groups. Mean scores were z-standardized. 
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3.4 Discussion 

This study investigated potential promotional educational strategies for the social pretend 

play quality in groups of preschool children. The children’s and adults’ behaviour was 

observed and compared in three randomly assigned experimental conditions. The 

provision of roleplay material was compared to play tutoring and standard educational 

practice (control group) in terms of the impact on the quality of social pretend play in a 

group of children. As well as their play activities and active pretend play support were 

considered. Results suggested that as far as the frequency of social pretend play is 

concerned, the material group did not differ from the play tutoring group, while both the 

material and the play tutoring group had significantly higher scores than the control group 

(i.e., material = play tutoring > control). Results pertaining to the quality of social pretend 

play showed a slightly different pattern: the material group scored significantly lower 

than the play tutoring group but significantly higher than the control group (i.e., play 

tutoring > material > control). After controlling for adults’ active pretend play support, 

the difference in social pretend play quality between the material and control group was 

not found to be significant. For pretend play frequency, the control group scored 

significantly lower than the material group even after controlling for adult support. These 

findings indicate that providing roleplay material increases the frequency of pretend play 

in preschoolers, while adult play support is more important in fostering social pretend 

play quality. 

3.4.1 Play Activities and Frequency of Pretend Play 

The results examining the differences in the play activities between the condition groups 

give an impression of the play activities in which the playgroups were mostly engaged. 
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In the material group and the play tutoring group, the predominantly observed activity 

was pretend play. Children in the control group also engaged frequently in pretend play 

but to a lower degree, engaging more frequently in a broader variety of play activities. 

Independently of adult behaviour, the frequency of pretend play was higher in the material 

group than in the control group; this difference persisted when the natural setting was 

analysed as well. Nevertheless, an adult’s active play support was positively related to 

pretend play frequency in both settings. This indicates that providing both roleplay 

material and play tutoring focuses the attention of the group on a certain type of play, 

such as pretend play. While roleplay material is part of children’s everyday play 

environment in all the participating playgroups, children in both intervention conditions 

were provided with an additional set of thematically structured roleplay material. In the 

material group, these materials were not introduced thematically but at the beginning all 

children were gathered together around them, so that all were aware of the material 

available. We can therefore conclude that the roleplay material functioned as a stimulus 

for the whole group to engage in pretend play by focusing the group’s attention. These 

results are in line with findings from earlier studies (McLoyd, 1983; Trawick-Smith, 

1990; Woodard, 1984), especially those of Dodge and Frost (1986) on the higher 

frequency of pretend play in a thematically structured setting. Furthermore, the results 

support the functions of play material proposed by Trawick-Smith et al. (2015). 

While only some children engaged in pretend play in the control group, in both 

intervention conditions the majority of children engaged in this activity. Part of the effect 

of the educational strategy (providing roleplay material) on the frequency of pretend play 

might be explained by the novelty of the material, which was renewed each week by 

adding new play materials. Children were provided with novel material that per se might 
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trigger their need to explore it and thus awaken their interest in playing with it. 

Accordingly, these findings indicate that the educators highlighted and encouraged the 

frequency of this activity in a group of preschoolers through the educational strategy of 

providing roleplay material. 

3.4.2 Quality of Social Pretend Play 

The study indicated that children in the material group showed a higher quality of social 

pretend play than those in the control condition. This result supports our hypothesis that 

providing material is a potentially educational strategy for promoting the group’s social 

pretend play quality. However, we also found that the level of social pretend play quality 

in the material group was lower than in the play tutoring group. This indicates that 

providing roleplay material could foster the quality of social pretend play in a group of 

preschoolers, but only to a certain degree, suggesting that providing roleplay material is 

less efficient than a combination of a play tutoring strategy and play material. 

We also expected adult play support to promote pretend play quality. The results 

showed that play tutors engaged in active pretend play support in both the play tutoring 

condition and the material group. Educators in the material and control groups were 

instructed to behave as they normally do. Nevertheless, we found this significant 

difference. The importance of adult’s play support is demonstrated through the finding 

that differences between the material and control conditions for social pretend play 

quality completely disappeared after controlling for adults’ active pretend play support. 

However, the difference between material and play tutoring group remained marginally 

significant after taking active play support into account. 
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These results are in line with Smilansky’s hypothesis (1968) that an adult is 

needed in an active role to foster social pretend play quality. Providing roleplay material 

had an unexpected effect on playgroup educators’ educational behaviour in the material 

group: some engaged actively in children’s play and provided them with a certain degree 

of active play support. The material, therefore, functioned as a stimulus to both the 

children’s and the adult’s engagement. The reaction of the playgroup educators may be 

explained by the way the material was provided: since the purpose was to test the effect 

of roleplay material on social pretend play quality, there was no framing of the material. 

In its absence, playgroup educators may have been inspired to give the children some 

kind of instructional frame. This observed behavioural change is in line with the child-

centered educational approach strongly endorsed in Swiss early education settings (Perren 

et al., 2017). Adults take children’s needs and interests into account, and react 

accordingly. In the material group, the material- motivated children to engage in pretend 

play, which in turn motivated childhood educators to engage in active play support. From 

a methodological point of view, this impact on educators’ behaviour means that the pure 

material group no longer exists, which limits the power of the study to confirm the 

promotional character of providing roleplay material. The variation in the adults’ 

behaviour within the intervention conditions (material vs. play tutoring) now ranges from 

a lower to a higher level of active play support instead of two contrasting conditions. At 

the same time, this unexpected effect provides us with interesting results for active play 

support. 

One additional important result of the current study was the replication of the 

findings of Perren et al. (2019) on positive within-person effects of active play support 

on the quality of social pretend play for between-person effects as well. Accordingly, 
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active play support is associated not only with variations within children, but also with 

variations between groups of children for the quality of social pretend play. This 

highlights that active play support is an efficient strategy for promoting the quality of 

social pretend play in a group of preschoolers. 

3.4.3 Strengths and Limitations 

One of the strengths of this study is its design as a randomized-controlled intervention 

study with standardized procedure of the interventions. This enables us to investigate the 

causal effects of different educational strategies on social pretend play quality with a 

between-person design. The randomization at group level reduces the risk of selection 

bias, so the distribution of confounders is more likely to be random, which strengthens 

the conclusion that differences in outcome are due to the intervention. Baseline 

differences in key characteristics were reviewed. Furthermore, an elaborated 

measurement of social pretend play quality taking different features into consideration, 

in line with suggestions by Thompson and Goldstein (2019), ensures a valid and 

comprehensive assessment of the construct. Nevertheless, limitations arise from the 

relatively small sample size and the small number of groups (N = 14). Modelling the 

group level is thus restricted, as multilevel methods require a minimum of 30 units at each 

analysed level, or at least an increase in the sample size at one of the two levels to estimate 

accurate effects (Clarke & Wheaton, 2007; Maas & Hox, 2005). The approach to 

analysing effects at group level in this study uses data at different measurement points for 

a cross-sectional investigation. The clustered structure of data was taken into account by 

using clustered standard errors. Observers rated the behaviour of children and adults 

during the intervention phase, and could not, therefore, be blinded to the  group’s  

condition membership. This  might  be a weakness,  as  it  could introduce measurement 
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bias and thus overestimate the effects. Another consequence of analysing the group level 

is that we did not address the individual level and were therefore unable to consider the 

individual dosage of the children. This might be meaningful, as individual children 

receive different amounts of the intervention in a group intervention as well. For some 

groups, the group’s score of play activities and social pretend play quality could only be 

calculated from the data of a very few children. Finally, within the play activities, we 

assessed the frequency of pretend play, but not specifically of social pretend play. 

3.4.4 Implications for Practice and Future Research 

The study’s results allow us to propose some interesting suggestions for educational 

practice. Providing pretend play material might be an effective educational practice to 

highlight pretend play as an activity in a group of children. But to promote the quality of 

social pretend play, active play support by adults is also needed. To have an effect, active 

play support does not necessarily have to be at the same artificially high level as provided 

by the external play tutors. The play material provided seemed to function as a promoter 

for the playgroup educators’ supportive behaviour: they were encouraged to engage in 

the children’s play and were able to promote the quality of the group’s social pretend 

play. The study’s findings showed that it is feasible for practitioners to make use of this 

educational practice in an efficient way, and that active play support is a key factor in 

promoting children’s pretend play quality. Adults’ active involvement in and attention to 

children’s play supports their engagement in pretend play at a higher quality level, which 

might be important for their positive development and enrich their future play with peers. 

There has only been limited research so far on how roleplay material promotes 

the quality of social pretend play. While the finding that the material provided encouraged 

playgroup educators to support their groups actively in pretend play is interesting, this 
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feature also limits our study’s explanatory power. Without a plain material group, we 

cannot completely disentangle its effect from the effect of adults’ play support, and this 

limits our conclusions about the promotional character of pretend play material. 

To generate robust knowledge about the potential of roleplay material in fostering 

social pretend play quality, future intervention studies are needed. This study investigated 

a simple way of providing roleplay material, consisting of making a thematically 

structured set of materials available to a group of children. Providing educators with 

changing thematically structured boxes (including structured and unstructured material, 

and an option for re-introducing novelty) might also be an interesting approach, 

highlighting social pretend play in educational practice. 

It is likely that it is not just the kind of material that affects children’s play and its 

potential to focus and maintain the attention of a group, but also how the material is 

presented. It would enrich both theoretical and practical knowledge to investigate more 

ways of providing roleplay material and the effect of this on the quality of subsequent 

pretend play. Previous research has made other suggestions, such as providing material 

in a whole thematically structured pretend play area (e.g. . In educational practice, this is 

a common arrangement and it could be interesting to investigate how a group’s social 

pretend play quality could benefit from such a setting. Another aspect that should be 

considered is the effect of novelty: to control for this, a material common to a preschool 

group’s children could be taken and rearranged to preclude effects due to new material. 

3.4.5 Conclusions 

The study’s findings allow important conclusions to be drawn about what promotes the 

quality of pretend play in a group of children. Providing roleplay material seems to be an 
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appropriate educational strategy for increasing the frequency of pretend play. However, 

adult involvement is crucial in promoting the quality of social pretend play effectively, 

as active play support is highly predictive for a group’s social pretend play quality. These 

results highlight the important role of adults in children’s play. In line with a child-

centered educational approach (Perren et al., 2017), the main task for educators is to 

provide time and space for children’s play with peers and (from time to time) to enrich 

children’s play ideas through the provision of material, prompting and modelling (e.g., 

through playing along). It is important to keep the balance between self-initiated, self-

motivated, and joyful play and giving children active play support. 
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4. Chapter – Study II

The Impact of Social Pretend Play on Preschoolers’ Social Development:  

Results of an Experimental Study 

 

This controlled intervention study with a pre-test, post-test, and follow-up design 

investigated whether promoting children’s social pretend play quality fosters their social 

development. Twenty-seven Swiss playgroups (N= 211 children, age: M= 43.3 months, 

SD= 6.5) were randomly assigned to one of three experimental conditions: Play tutoring, 

provision of role play material, or control. Standardized tests and educator questionnaires 

were used to assess children’s social pretend play competence and social-cognitive, 

social-emotional and social skills as well as their peer relationship quality. Latent change 

models indicated that children’s social pretend play competence, behavioral skills, and 

positive peer relationships as reported by their educators increased most strongly for 

children in the play tutoring condition. No significant intervention effects emerged 

regarding children’s social-cognitive or -emotional skills. The results show that actively 

promoting children’s social pretend play quality also fosters their social behavior and peer 

relationships.  

Keywords: social pretend play, social competence, social-emotional skills, social 

skills, social-cognitive skills, intervention   
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4.1 The Impact of Social Pretend Play on Preschoolers’ Social Development 

Children’s social competence, such as understanding of emotions, others’ mental states, 

and social situations or prosocial behaviour are significant for positive development 

(Barr, 2008). These skills emerge during preschool years and gradually develop across 

childhood (Malti & Perren, 2015; Pons et al., 2004; Wellman et al., 2001), which also 

coincides with the emergence of pretend play. Pretend play can be broadly defined as a 

child’s action of playing “as if” (Fein, 1981).  

Vygotsky (1978) considered pretend play to be an important and crucial facilitator 

of children’s social development. According to Vygotsky (1978), “play creates a zone of 

proximal development of the child” (p. 102), in which children can train and perform 

activities that they are too young to perform in real-life situations. It might help children 

learn to understand social situations and to regulate their behavior. Singer and Singer 

(1990) called the years between ages 3 and 5 the “high season of imaginative play” (p. 

64), suggesting why children of this age range in particular might benefit from social 

pretend play. However, although pretend play has been intensively investigated since the 

1970s, there is still no consensus on whether children’s pretend play is essentially linked 

to their social development, as suggested by Vygotsky (Bergen, 2013; Lillard, Hopkins, 

et al., 2013; Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013).  

Lillard et al. (2013) conducted a review of the empirical evidence and stated that 

most of the research done in this field lacks a sound methodology, which could explain 

the many inconsistent findings their review found. However, based on the reviewed 

studies, the authors conclude that pretend play might be equifinally linked to children’s 

social competence, and therefore be one of many paths to fostering children’s social 

development. The present study therefore focuses on whether children’s social 
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development can be promoted through social pretend play. In line with the social 

competence model of Malti and Perren (2015), we differentiate between three levels of 

social competence: Underlying mental processes (e.g., social-cognitive and -emotional 

skills), skills on the behavioral level (social behavioral skills and behavioral regulation), 

and children’s psychosocial adjustment (e.g., peer relationship quality).  

4.1.1 Associations Between Pretend Play and Children’s Social-Cognitive and -

Emotional Skills 

It has been stated that pretend play may have a leading role in children’s development of 

social-cognitive and -emotional skills because it challenges their metarepresentational 

competencies during playing “as if” (Friedman & Leslie, 2007; Harris, 1992). During 

pretense, for example, children produce metarepresentations of objects (substitutions), 

suppress behavioural impulses that are against the play script, or negotiate their roles 

(metacommunication), which may train children’s ability to represent mental 

representations and thus foster social-cognitive and -emotional skills like perspective-

taking or emotion regulation (Leslie, 1987; Vygotsky, 1978; Whitebread & O’Sullivan, 

2012). Others suggest that the socialization context of pretend play in particular may 

promote children’s social-cognitive and -emotional skills because children have the 

opportunity to enact different social scenarios and thus gain social experience with their 

own bodies (Bretherton, 1989; Howes & Matheson, 1992). According to this more 

behavioural view, pretend play enables children to experiment with their behaviour within 

different roles, which may help them to take different perspectives or to explore emotions.  

Various studies confirm a positive association between children’s social pretend 

play and social-cognitive and -emotional skills such as emotion understanding or 

understanding of others’ mental states and social situations (e.g., Brown et al., 2017; 
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Galyer & Evans, 2001; Hoffmann & Russ, 2012; Howe et al., 1998; Hughes & Dunn, 

1997; Lillard et al., 2011; Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013; Lindsey & Colwell, 2003, 2013; 

Seja & Russ, 1999; Slot et al., 2017; Weisberg, 2015; Youngblade & Dunn, 1995). In a 

study by Cutting and Dunn (2006) for example, preschool children’s cooperative pretend 

play was found to be associated with social understanding, as measured by children’s 

emotion understanding and their Theory of Mind (ToM).  

However, these studies did not investigate the direction of effects. Others propose 

that social-cognitive skills could likewise be a prerequisite for pretend play (Dore et al., 

2015). One piece of evidence for this direction comes from Jenkins and Astington (2000), 

who showed that preschool children’s ToM predicted their role assignment and joint 

planning during pretend play but not the other way around. However, as this was not an 

experimental study, the significance is limited. 

There are only a few intervention studies focusing on the effect of pretend play 

interventions on children’s social-cognitive and -emotional outcomes, and they have had 

mixed results: Moore and Russ (2008) showed that an individual pretend play 

intervention improved 6- to 8-year-olds’ emotional expressiveness during pretense, 

compared to control group. Goldstein and Winner (2012) reported in two non-randomized 

studies that acting training increased empathy more than arts training for elementary and 

high-school students, as well as increasing children’s ToM; but only for the high-school 

students. Qu et al. (2015) reported that training in sociodramatic play led to increases in 

kindergarten-aged children’s ToM compared to control group. Goldstein and Lerner 

(2018) showed that, for 4-year-old children with low SES, children who received a 

dramatic pretend play intervention improved more in their emotional self-control than 

children in the control groups; however, no differences were found for children’s ToM. 
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Hermann (2017) was able to show that a pretend play intervention improved 4- to 6-year-

olds’ understanding of social situations. Again, no effects were found for children’s ToM. 

In sum, there is evidence that pretend play might be beneficial for the development 

of social-cognitive and -emotional skills, although only a few intervention studies have 

investigated the direction of effects and the results are mixed. 

4.1.2 Associations Between Pretend Play and Children’s Social Behavior and Peer 

Relationship Quality 

In addition to providing an opportunity for children to experiment with their behaviour 

(Bretherton, 1989; Doyle & Connolly, 1989; Howes & Matheson, 1992), as stated above, 

pretend play may have a positive impact on children’s social behaviour and peer 

relationships because it is a chance for children to experience positive peer interactions 

like sharing, waiting, or asserting (Ashiabi, 2007). Children thereby have to negotiate the 

play action and roles with each other, which requires and challenges cooperative skills as 

well as assertiveness. Previous studies have shown that children show more socially 

competent behaviour in social pretend play situations than in other social play situations: 

Pretense interactions lasted longer and involved larger peer-groups, and children showed 

more affect, as well as more reciprocity (Connolly et al., 1988). Social pretend play was 

also found to be positively associated with social skills like cooperation and assertiveness, 

affective perspective-taking, and social activity (Connolly & Doyle, 1984; Li et al., 2016; 

Uren & Stagnitti, 2009), but not with parent-reported social skills (Swindells & Stagnitti, 

2006). However, as these were not training studies, the direction of effects remains 

unclear. 
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In a training study by Fung and Cheng (2017), 5-year-old girls who participated 

in pretend play training showed higher decreases in disruptiveness than girls in non-

pretend play activities, whereas boys similarly benefited from pretend and non-pretend 

play activities. Schellenberg (2004) investigated the effect of music lessons on 6-year-old 

children’s IQ, and unexpectedly found that drama lessons, which were intended to be the 

control condition, enhanced children’s parent-reported adaptive social behavior (i.e., 

adaptability, social skills, and leadership). In contrast, the study by Goldstein and Lerner 

(2018) on 4-year-old children with a low SES background showed that the dramatic 

pretend play intervention did not improve children’s social skills (i.e., comforting, 

altruism, or helping behavior). In a study with 53 4- to 6-year-olds, Hermann (2017) 

showed that a pretend play intervention improved children’s social behavior. However, 

Hermann (2017) was unable to replicate this finding in a second, methodologically more 

sound study. Taken together, there is an evidence base that pretend play may be beneficial 

for the development of social behavior, but again only a few studies have investigated the 

causality of the association. 

4.1.3 Limitations of Previous Research 

To sum up, promoting children’s pretend play might be an opportunity to foster children’s 

social competence, but empirical results are mixed. As noted, many of the previous 

studies have been correlative, or have had a number of methodological flaws (such as 

unmasked experimenters or small sample sizes) that might explain the many inconsistent 

findings (Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013).  

Furthermore, only the study by Goldstein and Lerner (2018) focused on 3- to 4-

year-olds. As this period is important for the development of social pretend play and 

certain social-cognitive skills (e.g., ToM; Singer & Singer, 1990; Wellman, 2011; 



IMPACT OF SOCIAL PRETEND PLAY ON SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT | 
  

 
 

69  

Whitebread & O’Sullivan, 2012), more evidence for the developmental significance of 

pretend play in this age period is needed. In addition, most of the reported studies did not 

investigate follow-up effects. Dansky (1999) postulated that effects of pretend play 

interventions may manifest in long-term outcomes and be even more significant, as 

children may be motivated to engage more in pretend play after the intervention.  

Moreover, pretend play is often used as an umbrella term for various activities 

including symbolic play, having imaginative companions, role play, or sociodramatic 

play. The common definition of pretend play as playing “as if” gives a wide scope for its 

operationalization (Jaggy, Perren, et al., 2020). This might be another reason for the 

inconsistency of research findings up to now. Taking a closer look at what exactly might 

promote children’s social development, studies have indicated that pretend play in 

interaction with others, i.e., social pretend play, seems to be especially beneficial for 

children’s social development (e.g., Li et al., 2016; Schwebel et al., 1999). Furthermore, 

it seems that it is the quality in particular, not the quantity, of children’s pretend play that 

makes the difference (Bodrova et al., 2013; Elias & Berk, 2002; Slot et al., 2017). High-

quality social pretend play can be defined as play containing developmentally advanced 

features of pretend play (Jaggy, Perren, et al., 2020). It is characterized by other-directed 

play actions (decentration), a high symbolic level (decontextualization), extensive role-

play (role-taking) and planned scenarios (planning and sequencing) (Bodrova et al., 

2013; Smilansky, 1968). The present study thus focuses on the promotive effect of social 

pretend play quality. To investigate whether the promotion of preschoolers’ social pretend 

play quality during play is an opportunity to foster their social development, an 

experimental study that effectively manipulates children’s social pretend play quality is 

needed. 
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4.1.4 Prompting Social Pretend Play Quality 

Smilansky (1968c) was one of the first to develop pretend play tutoring as a training 

approach, and showed that it had an effect on the quality of socially disadvantaged 

children’s pretend play. Smilansky’s approach, using a mix of outside intervention (i.e., 

adults assume an outsider position and comment on children’s play) and inside 

intervention (adult is playing along), has also been combined in other play interventions 

(e.g., Gmitrova, 2013; Perren et al., 2019). Perren et al. (2019) showed that the more 

active the play support from play tutors was, the more play quality was found during the 

intervention in 3- to 4-year-olds. Moreover, Hermann (2017) and Moore and Russ (2008) 

were able to show that play tutoring effectively promotes children’s pretend play 

competence, which was assessed after the intervention. Children’s pretend play 

competence can be defined as the competence to play in interaction with one or more play 

partners containing developmentally advanced features of pretend play (Jaggy, Perren, et 

al., 2020). Active pretend play tutoring therefore seems to be promotive of children’s 

pretend play quality during play, and to promote children’s social pretend play 

competence overall.  

Besides play tutoring, another possible way of stimulating children’s pretend play 

quality is through their physical environment. Tarwick-Smith et al. (2015) suggest that 

providing role play material might promote children’s pretend play because it serves as a 

stimulus and also focuses the attention of a group of children. Thus, providing role play 

material might stimulate children to engage in pretend play, or if they are already playing, 

it might enrich their play (Pellegrini & Bjorklund, 2004). Providing play material per se 

might therefore be another approach to promoting children’s pretend play quality. 

Kalkusch et al. (2020) showed that both, the provision of play material and play tutoring 
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can promote children’s pretend play quality during play, although the effect of play 

tutoring was much stronger than the provision of play material. 

4.1.5 Present Study 

The aim of this study was to investigate whether promoting preschoolers’ social pretend 

play quality is an opportunity to foster their social development. We address the reported 

limitations of former research by conducting a randomized controlled intervention study 

with pre-test, post-test, and follow-up design. We differentiate two outcome levels: (a) 

proximal effects that are manipulated directly through our intervention, i.e., children’s 

social pretend play competence; and (b) distal effects that are conceptionally – but not 

directly – manipulated by the intervention, i.e., their social competence (social-cognitive, 

-emotional, and behavioural skills as well as peer relationship quality). Researchers who 

assessed the outcome measures were blinded towards the intervention conditions. 

We implemented three experimental conditions in a natural preschool setting that 

have been shown to promote children’s social pretend play quality to different degrees 

(Kalkusch et al., 2020): A play tutoring condition (provision of specific role play material 

and active external play support), a material condition (provision of specific role play 

material), and a control condition (standard play environment). As the study took place 

in a natural educational setting, children from the material and control condition also 

received some kind of adult support from their playgroup educators.  

The following hypotheses were formulated based on the assumption that all 

children would develop linearly due to natural developmental processes during the study 

period. We hypothesized that children in the intervention conditions would show more 

positive change in their pretend play competence than those in the control condition 
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(Hypothesis 1). We also hypothesized that children in the intervention conditions would 

show more positive change in their social competence than those in the control condition 

(Hypothesis 2). As Kalkusch et al. (2020) have shown that play tutoring can improve 

pretend play quality more strongly than the provision of play material, we hypothesized 

that children in the play tutoring condition would benefit more during the intervention 

and therefore show more positive change in social pretend play competence and social 

competence than children in the material condition (Hypothesis 3). 

4.2 Method 

4.2.1 Participants 

The present IRB-approved study was conducted in two waves (2017/2018 and 

2018/2019) in Swiss playgroups. Playgroups are educational institutions open to children 

aged three to five. The aim is to give children the opportunity to play with peers under 

the supervision of a trained playgroup educator. Playgroup sessions take place on a 

regular basis, once or twice a week, and one session lasts between two and three hours. 

Participation is mainly funded by the parents. 

In a first recruitment step, 171 playgroup educators from a mostly rural region in 

the northeast of Switzerland with a predominantly middle-class population were asked in 

random order to participate in the study. Of these, 29 playgroups confirmed their 

participation. Two playgroups were excluded after the pre-test for very low participation 

rates (total n = 6 children). 

In the 27 playgroups, parents of 215 children gave written permission to include 

their child in the study. For three children, permission was only given for the collection 
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of intervention material, and they were therefore excluded from the present analysis. One 

child refused to be tested and was therefore excluded from the analysis. 

Taken together, 211 children (47.4% girls) from 27 playgroups participated in the 

present study, with a median of 7 (range 4–12) children per group. Children were aged 

between 27 and 61 months (M = 43.3, SD = 6.5) and visited the playgroups for 32 weeks 

on average. Forty-seven percent of the children were bilingual. Since a high percentage 

of parent reports were missing values (24.2%), we only report demographics provided by 

playgroup educators. Further information on parent-reported demographics can be found 

in the supplementary material (Table 4). 

4.2.2 Procedure 

Data collection started in November and data were collected at three measurement points: 

Pre-test, post-test, and follow-up intervention (approx. 15 weeks apart from each other). 

At each measurement point, children’s social pretend play competence, ToM, and 

emotion understanding were tested individually by trained graduate students pursuing a 

degree in early childhood education or psychology. Experimenters were blind towards 

the intervention condition of playgroups. Playgroup educators completed a questionnaire 

on children’s empathy, social behaviour, and peer relationship quality each time.  

After the first measurement point, playgroups were randomly allocated to one of 

three experimental conditions: Nine were allocated to the control condition (n = 64 

children), eight to the material condition (n = 70 children), and ten to the play tutoring 

condition (n = 77 children). The weekly interventions lasted 30 minutes each and were 

carried out during six consecutive weeks between pre- and post-tests. Independent play 
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tutors (play tutoring condition) and research associates (material condition) implemented 

the interventions. 

4.2.3 Instruments 

4.2.4 Assessment of Social Pretend Play Competence 

Tools of the Play Scale. The Tools of the Play Scale (ToPS, Seeger & Holodynski, 2016) 

is a role play assessment for 3- to 7-year-old children, comprising a highly standardized 

role play (toy shop scenario with a burglary) with an unknown examiner. The videotaped 

test assesses children’s social pretend play competence by assessing the quality of the use 

of different “tools of the play,” which the authors describe as specific abilities to engage 

in role play. These tools are substitution of objects and role-taking, substitution of play 

actions, substitution of role-speech, and substitution of emotions. During the role play, 

the examiner sets one main prompt for each item and if necessary further prompts to 

evoke children’s use of these tools. 

Children’s use of the tools was videotaped and evaluated with a standardized 

manual. Children’s pretend play competence was rated on a 4-point Likert scale for each 

item (0 = no reaction despite all prompts, 1 = immature reactions with the aid of all 

prompts, 2 = immature reactions without the aid of all prompts or mature reactions with 

the aid of all prompts, 3 = mature reactions without the aid of further prompts), according 

to the manual.  

Due to the young age of the children and in consultation with the ToPS authors, 

we did not play the burglary part of the play scenario, which is more difficult as it requires 

dramatizing prototypical expression signs of emotions volitionally (Holodynski & 

Friedlmeier, 2005), thus leaving out the substitution of emotion scale and some other 
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items. In total, ten items were rated. Two items had to be excluded as children showed 

high memory effects for these items between measurement points. The remaining eight 

items pertained to the substitution of objects and role-taking and to the substitution of 

play actions tools and loaded on the same factor, therefore representing children’s ability 

to take on roles and act them out. 

However, we used an item-to-construct balance parceling approach as proposed 

by Little et al. (2002) to build a three-factor solution for the subsequent latent ToPS 

model. The overall internal consistency was good (ω t1/t2/t3 = .81/.80/.82/). The interrater 

reliability of the rating scales was assessed by double coding 20% of the ratings. Intra-

class correlations for the overall scale were .95 (t1), .91 (t2) and .94 (t3). 

Playgroup educator-reported Social Pretend Play Competence. Playgroup 

educators completed a short questionnaire on children’s social pretend play competence 

(Perren & Sticca, 2019). The reported social pretend play competence (RPPC) scale 

encompasses three items on the overall quantity, the social quantity, and the level of 

children’s pretend play (e.g., “how often does the child show pretend play with others,” 

ω t1/t2/t3 = .90/.86/.87). To ensure that all playgroup educators knew what social pretend 

play competence was, the questionnaire provided a detailed description of the theoretical 

definition of low and high social pretend play competence. The three items were rated on 

a five-point Likert-type scale (i.e., 0 = never, 1= seldom, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often, 4 = 

always) and used to indicate children’s social pretend play competence in the subsequent 

latent RPPC model. 

4.2.5 Test of Children’s Social-Cognitive and -Emotional Skills 

Theory of Mind. ToM skills were tested using the German version of the Extended 
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Theory-of-Mind Scale (EToM; Henning et al., 2012). The EToM is a well-validated test 

that consists of multiple tasks of increasing difficulty, tapping into different 

developmental stages of ToM. For the study with 3- and 4-year-old children, only the first 

four tasks, which are developmentally appropriate and not too difficult for this age range 

(Wellman & Liu, 2004), were selected: Diverse desire, diverse beliefs, knowledge access, 

and contents false belief (i.e., “smarties test”). As children might recall the tasks, we 

developed two parallel versions of the test. For each task passed during the test, the 

children received 1 point. As the difficulty of the test rises with each task (Wellman & 

Liu, 2004), we used the mean (i.e., percentage) of correct responses as manifest ToM-

scores for the analyses. 

Emotion Understanding. The subtest social-emotional competence in the German 

version of the Intelligence and Developmental Scales – Preschool was used to assess 

children’s emotion understanding (IDS-P; Grob et al., 2013). The subtest is divided into 

two parts: Recognition of emotions with four items and understanding of social situations 

with two vignettes encompassing six items each (e.g., “Can you show me the sad 

person?”). For each item passed the children received 1 point in the recognition test and 

0–2 points depending on their performance during the vignettes. The mean score of the 

recognition test as well as the two vignettes were used as indicators for the latent emotion 

understanding score (ωt1/t2/t3 = .78/.76/.66). 

4.2.6 Playgroup Educator Reports on Children’s Social Behavior, Empathy, and Peer 

Relationship Quality 

Children’s playgroup educators completed a questionnaire on children’s empathy, social 

behaviour, and peer relationship quality. For the current study, we used an adapted 

version of the empathy subscale from the HSA (Holistic Student Assessment; Malti & 
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Noam, 2016), the subscale behavioural regulation from the BIKO (Seeger et al., 2014), 

and all scales of the SOCOMP (Self- and Other-oriented social COMPetences; Perren, 

2007). All items were rated on a five-point Likert scale (0 = not at all true to 4 = definitely 

true) and each construct was modelled as a latent variable in the subsequent analyses. At 

t2 and t3, one playgroup educator did not provide the questionnaires for personal reasons 

(n = 12). With some minor adjustments, the models were found to fit the data well and 

the scales showed good internal consistencies (see Table 1). 

Table 1 

Overview of Scales and Items of the Playgroup Educators Report 

Scale  Items 
used 

Item example Internal 
consistency 
(McDonald ω) 
t1 t2 t3 

      
Empathy 3a Other people’s feelings matter to 

him/her 
.89 .89 .93 

Behavioral 
regulation 

7 b Can express his/her anger 
appropriately without physically 
attacking others 

.80 .81 .76 

Prosocial behavior 5 Is kind to younger children .85 .82 .85 
Cooperative 
behavior  

3 Accepts the ideas of peers in group 
activities 

.75 .74 .76 

Sociability 4 Converses with peers easily .87 .82 .83 
Leadership 3 Takes the lead in group situations .86 .85 .89 
Setting limits 3 Is able to defend his/herself .65 .74 .71 
Positive peer 
relationships 

5 Has many friends .83 .87 .88 

Note.a Two items from the original scale were excluded as they were too difficult for 3- to 4-
year-olds (e.g., “I feel sorry for people who don’t have the things that I have”).  
b One item was found to have a small loading on the overall scale and was therefore removed 
from the model. 

4.2.7 Experimental Conditions 

Material Condition. Children in the material condition received a standardized set of role 
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play material with a firefighter theme (e.g., safety vests, red and orange silk scarfs). The 

material included structured (e.g., firefighters’ helmets) and unstructured roleplay 

material (e.g., wooden blocks). Each but the last play session included new material, 

according to the schedule of the social pretend play tutoring (e.g., crown and medical kit). 

Children were told that they might use all of these materials. Playgroup educators were 

instructed to act according to their normal routine and did not receive any instructions or 

restrictions regarding use of the role play material.  

Play Tutoring. The play tutoring was similar to the intervention described in 

Perren et al. (2019b). It follows a child-centered approach with a given thematic focus 

(“Let’s play firefighters”). Two play tutors were trained to conduct the intervention 

following a standardized approach. In the play tutoring condition, children received the 

same play materials as the children in the material condition but were introduced to the 

materials and supported in their play by the tutor.  

In the play phase, the tutor used the specific play tutoring strategies identified by 

Perren et al. (2019b) as being promotive: Modeling (playing along and demonstrating 

play actions and interactions), prompting (using verbal or nonverbal prompts to initiate 

interactions or pretend use of objects), following child’s interest (following children’s 

play ideas), and verbalization (use of questioning and language modeling techniques).  

Control Condition. Children in the control condition attended the normal 

playgroup routine, which mainly consisted of free play or handicraft activities. The 

playgroup educators did not receive any specific instructions.  

In a previous study (work by the authors, Kalkusch et al. 2020) we could show 

that these experimental conditions resulted in different levels of children’s social pretend 
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play quality between conditions with the material group scoring significantly lower than 

the play tutoring group, but significantly higher than the control group. 

4.2.8 Statistical Analyses 

The power for the proximal and distal intervention effects (two groups) was examined a 

priori based on a repeated measures ANOVA with a within factors specification (three 

measurements) using G*Power 3 (Faul et al., 2007). A correlation among repeated 

measures of .50 (conservative), a nonsphericity correction of .75 (conservative), a type I 

error probability of .05, and a power of .80 were used. With this set of specifications, a 

sample of 201 children would be needed to detect small effects, while 36 children would 

be needed to detect medium effects. Thus, these analyses show that we have the power to 

detect small intervention effects on the individual level. 

Statistical analyses were performed using R (Version 3.5.1) with the lavaan 

package (Rosseel, 2012). First, the different outcome measures were each modeled 

individually as a latent variable. We used the full information maximum likelihood 

approach to account for missing values and robust standard errors to account for non-

normality. The effect coding method was used to identify all latent variables (Little, 

2013b). We also modeled autoregressive error covariances between t1, t2, and t3 scores 

of the same variables. 

For each outcome measure, we tested for measurement invariance across the three 

measurement points as a prerequisite for comparing mean scores across measurement 

points (Putnick & Bornstein, 2016). To achieve at least partial scalar invariance, 

modification indices were used to examine which item loading or intercept equality 

constraint had to be released to achieve a satisfactory model fit (Yoon & Kim, 2014). 
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Bivariate correlations were then examined between the study variables at t1. In the next 

step, we calculated different latent change models for each outcome variable to analyze 

children’s intraindividual change over time and to examine intervention effects. Using 

latent change models that are based on latent measurement models enabled us to model 

children’s change directly and without measurement errors through latent difference 

variables between timepoints (e.g., latent value t2 – latent value t1; for children’s change 

score from t1 to t2; Geiser, 2011). These latent difference variables then were used as 

dependent variables representing children’s change over time in our structural equation 

models. As the study included three measurement points, there were three potential latent 

difference variables or changes, that could be modelled: Change from t1 to t2, form t2 to 

t3, and from t1 to t3.  

Having more than two measurement points, one can decide whether to model 

changes as baseline changes or neighbor changes in the overall model with the former 

modeling changes over time in reference to the first respectively baseline measure (e.g., 

t2-t1 and t3-t1) and the latter modeling changes in reference to the preceding 

measurement point (e.g., t2-t1 and t3-t2; Steyer et al., 1997). As we wanted to investigate 

each change between the three measurement points for each outcome variable, we 

calculated a latent neighbor change model using all three measurement points to analyze 

children’s latent change from t1 to t2 and from t2 to t3, as well as a baseline change model 

using the first and the third measurement point to analyze children’s overall change from 

t1 to t3 (Geiser, 2011; Figure 2). In both models, we controlled for children’s baseline 

scores and therefore for potential differences between experimental conditions despite the 

randomization. 



IMPACT OF SOCIAL PRETEND PLAY ON SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT | 
  

 
 

81  

The experimental conditions were added to the models as dummy variables (with 

first the control group and then the material group as reference category), and the latent 

change variables were regressed onto them. We calculated separate models for each 

dependent variable. Effect sizes are reported as standardized regression coefficients. 

4.2.9 Model Fit Indices, Measurement Invariance and Model Specifications 

For all of the study variables, the analyses yielded at least partial strong measurement 

invariance with good model fit indices higher than .94 for comparative fit index (CFI) 

and lower than .07 for root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). An overview 

of the model specifications, model fit indices and model comparisons can be found in the 

supplementary material (Table 5). 

4.3 Results  

4.3.1 Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations 

Figure 1 displays children’s latent mean scores of study variables by treatment groups 

over the three measurement points.  

Bivariate correlations between study variables at t1 are shown in Table 2. The 

latent bivariate correlations revealed positive associations between children’s social 

pretend play competence and all study variables except for ToPS and gender. 
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Figure 1. Assessed (latent) mean scores by treatment groups over the three measurement points. RPPC = Reported pretend play 
competence, ToPS = Tools of the Play Scale. 
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Table 2 

Bivariate Correlations of Study Variables (t1) 

       Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

 1 ToPS 1              

 2 RPPC .54*** 1             

 3 ToM .38*** .24** 1            

 4 Emotion understanding .68*** .40*** .47*** 1           

 5 Empathy .22** .39*** .26** .20† 1          

 6 Behavioral regulation .17† .22* .31* .04 .70*** 1         

 7 Prosocial behavior .32*** .46*** .34** .13 .93*** .84*** 1        

 8 Cooperative behavior .33*** .28** .34** .21† .73*** 1.00**
* 

.93*** 1  
     

 9 Sociability .50*** .71*** .26** .32** .44*** .30** .50*** .38*** 1      

 10 Leadership .54*** .74*** .27** .40*** .30*** .11 .33*** .16 .94*** 1     

 11 Setting Limits .43*** .58*** .27** .32** .17 .00 .19 .07 .79*** .83*** 1    

 12 Positive peer 

relationships 

.33*** .58*** .21* .19† .61*** .56*** .75*** .67*** .81*** .67*** .50*** 1   

 13 Age .46*** .35*** .36*** .42*** .17* .12 .20* .16† .26** .37*** .32*** .12 1  

 14 Female .08 .15† .15† .06 .12 -.05 .12 .00 .11 .10 .13 .02 .06 1 

Note. ToPS = Tools of the Play Scale, RPPC = Reported pretend play competence. Female = gender with “0 = male” and “1 = female”. 
†p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001.
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4.3.2 Intervention Effects on Changes over Time 

Figure 2 illustrates the results of the latent neighbour change model as well as the standard 

latent change model regarding difference in children’s pretend play competence course reported 

by playgroup educators between experimental conditions. 

Differences between experimental conditions regarding changes in children’s social 

pretend play and social competence are shown in Table 3. 

 

a)   

b)    

Figure 2. Latent neighbor change model (a) and overall latent change model (b) of children’s 
social pretend play competence reported by playgroup educators including intervention effects. 
Only statistically significant coefficients are displayed (†p<.10, p<.05). Error covariances are 
not displayed. RPPC = Reported pretend play competence. 
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Table 3 

Standardized Regression Coefficients for Intervention Effects on Latent Neighbor Change (Change 21 
and 32) and Overall Latent Change (31) 

Outcome Variable 

 Material vs. 
control  

 Play tutoring vs. 
control  

 Play tutoring vs. 
material  

 ! SE  ! SE  ! SE 
           
ToPS change 21 .20 .21  .29 .22  .09 .22 
 change 32 -.17 .14  .03 .14  .21 .13 
 change 31 -.06 .15  .21 .14  .27† .15 
RPPC change 21 .12 .09  .05 .08  -.06 .09 
 change 32 .18 .12  .23* .10  .05 .12 
 change 31 .24** .08  .21* .09  -.03 .09 
Emotion understanding change 21 -.12 .13  .04 .13  .16 .14 
 change 32 -.06 .15  .00 .16  .06 .15 
 change 31 -.33 .26  .15 .24  .49 .32 
Theory of Mind change 21 .07 .08  .05 .08  -.03 .08 
 change 32 -.11 .09  -.02 .10  .10 .09 
 change 31 -.09 .10  .01 .10  .11 .10 
Empathy change 21 -.10 .09  .12 .08  .22** .08 
 change 32 .07 .11  -.13 .10  -.21* .10 
 change 31 -.06 .08  .03 .08  .09 .08 
Behavioral regulation change 21 -.23† .12  .20 .13  .43*** .10 
 change 32 .23† .12  .13 .12  -.11 .10 
 change 31 .00 .11  .21* .09  .22* .09 
Prosocial behavior change 21 -.17† .09  .03 .10  .20* .10 
 change 32 .33* .14  .22† .12  -.12 .11 
 change 31 .03 .10  .16 .10  .13 .09 
Cooperation change 21 .00 .13  .24† .14  .23 .14 
 change 32 .20 .15  .17 .16  -.03 .12 
 change 31 .12 .10  .28** .10  .16† .09 
Sociability change 21 -.11 .10  -.07 .09  .05 .10 
 change 32 .24 .15  .30** .10  .05 .12 
 change 31 .07 .11  .18† .10  .11 .10 
Leadership change 21 .04 .11  .03 .10  -.01 .10 
 change 32 -.02 .13  .11 .12  .12 .10 
 change 31 .02 .10  .10 .11  .08 .09 
Setting limits change 21 .21† .11  .38** .12  .17 .11 
 change 32 -.09 .12  -.12 .12  -.03 .12 
 change 31 .13 .11  .31* .14  .18 .12 
Pos. peer relationships change 21 .00 .11  .15 .10  .14 .10 
 change 32 .08 .11  .19† .11  .11 .10 
 change 31 .04 .09  .28** .10  .24** .08 

Note. † p<.10, *p<.05, **p<.01. 
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Compared to children in the control condition, children from the play tutoring condition 

had a significantly more positive change in social pretend play competence as reported by 

playgroup educator (from t2 to t3 and overall from t1 to t3). They also showed more positive 

changes in behavioral regulation (t1 to t3), cooperative behavior (t1 to t3), sociability (t2 to t3), 

setting limits (t1 to t2, t1 to t3), and positive peer relationships (t1 to t3). The other differences 

were not statistically significant. Marginally significant differences are shown in Table 3. 

Compared to children in the control condition, children from the material condition had 

a significantly more positive change in pretend play competence (playgroup educator report, 

overall from t1 to t3) and showed more positive changes in prosocial behavior (t2 to t3).  

Lastly, we also compared the play tutoring with the material condition: Children from 

the play tutoring condition showed more positive change in behavioral regulation (t1 to t2 and 

t1 to t3) and more positive change in empathy from t1 to t2, but a more negative change from 

t2 to t3, suggesting a non-linear change pattern. Children from the play tutoring condition 

showed more positive change in prosocial behavior (t1 to t2) and positive peer relationships (t1 

to t3) than those in the material condition.  

4.4 Discussion 

It has been suggested that high-quality social pretend play is an opportunity for young children 

to train and develop their social competence, but without sound empirical support up to now. 

The present study investigated whether the promotion of social pretend play quality has a 

positive impact on preschoolers’ social pretend play competence and their social competence, 

encompassing social-cognitive, -emotional and behavioral skills, and peer relationship quality. 

One of the study’s major findings was that children’s social pretend play competence and 

certain social behavioral skills as well as positive peer relationships, all reported by playgroup 

educators, increased particularly for those children receiving the play tutoring intervention. 

Children in the material condition also showed more positive change in reported social pretend 
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play competence and prosocial behavior. No differences were found between intervention and 

control groups for children’s pretend play competence measured by a standardized test (ToPS), 

or for their social-cognitive and -emotional skills. 

4.4.1 Changes in Social Pretend Play Competence 

Children’s social pretend play competence was measured using two different methods: An 

educator questionnaire (RPPC) and a test (ToPS). All children seemed to change to a similar 

degree for their tested social pretend play competence. In contrast, for children’s social pretend 

play competence reported by the playgroup educator, children in the intervention conditions 

changed more positively than those in the control group. Children’s social pretend play 

competence therefore benefited to a similar degree from both our interventions – the play 

tutoring and the material condition – which is in line with our first hypothesis but not with our 

third. 

This finding was unexpected, as Smilansky (1968) had already postulated that play 

material may stimulate children’s pretend play but only to a certain level. Moreover, Kalkusch 

et al. (2020) showed that the effect of play tutoring on children’s social pretend play quality 

during play is much stronger than the effect of providing play material. The findings indicate 

that there might be a saturation point for the beneficial effect of social pretend play quality 

support on social pretend play competence development: Providing pretend play material seems 

to be sufficient to promote children’s social pretend play competence. Additional play tutoring 

and therefore higher social pretend play quality in the play tutoring condition resulted in a 

similar promotion of children’s social pretend play competence.  Thus, above a certain level of 

support, more quality during play does not necessarily mean that children also develop linearly 

in their social pretend play competence. 

Interestingly, the advantage of children in the intervention groups only became 

significant through including the follow-up assessment. Our interventions therefore seem to 



IMPACT OF SOCIAL PRETEND PLAY ON SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT | 
 

 
 

89 

induce long-term effects in children’s pretend play competence. This might be a result of the 

present intervention being integrated into the children’s usual playgroup setting, and therefore 

being very close to their everyday behavior. This might have motivated children to continue 

their engagement in social pretend play and might have caused these transfer effects. This 

finding is in line with Dansky’s (1999) suggestion that promoting pretend play results in 

increases of children’s spontaneous pretend play in their everyday life, thereby evolving its 

effect. However, the question remains as to why these differences were not reflected in the 

development of children’s social pretend play competence tested by the ToPS.  

With the strong positive association between the RPPC and ToPS in mind, one would 

expect to see parallel developmental trends. The difference between tested and reported social 

pretend play competence could be due to various method effects that may have manifested after 

the baseline measures. Playgroup educators in the intervention groups, for example, may have 

observed more pretend play than usual during the intervention period and may therefore have 

rated children’s competence higher. However, as the effects did not manifest directly after the 

intervention, this bias seems to be unlikely. The difference could also be due to the fact that the 

ToPS is prone to memory effects, and children from the control group therefore may also have 

scored higher at post-test and follow-up (Jaggy, Perren, et al., 2020). Another point may be that 

children improved according to the intervention setting in their everyday play with their peers, 

but that the intervention effect did not generalize on children’s overall performance tested in 

another setting, as found in the ToPS. Moreover, the ToPS focuses more on the social-cognitive 

features of pretend play than on the social features (Jaggy, Perren, et al., 2020), which might be 

an indicator that our interventions did not increase children’s social-cognitive features of 

pretend play more than the usual playgroup setting did. 

4.4.2 Changes in Social-Cognitive and -Emotional Skills 

For children’s social-cognitive and -emotional skills, our hypothesis was not confirmed. 
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Regarding children’s ToM and emotion understanding, all children seemed to develop to a 

similar degree independently of the experimental conditions, contrary to our expectations. 

Regarding children’s empathy, differences were found between the play tutoring and the 

material condition, which can be explained through the unsteady change pattern of the material 

group. 

Although children’s social pretend play competence was stimulated more in the 

intervention groups than in the control group, this did not result in higher increases in children’s 

understanding of emotions, others’ mental states, and social situations compared to the control 

group. This finding contradicts the hypothesis that social pretend play fosters children’s 

metarepresentational skills and thereby their emotion understanding and perspective taking 

(Friedman & Leslie, 2007; Harris, 1992). It also contradicts the findings of Goldstein and 

Winner (2012), Hermann (2017), and Qu et al. (2015), who found effects of play tutoring on 

children’s emotional skills and ToM.  

However, our findings are in line with those of Goldstein and Lerner (2018) and Moore 

and Russ (2008). For children aged 3 to 4 therefore, promoting social pretend play quality might 

not lead to improvements in their ToM, emotion understanding, or empathy. One reason for the 

findings concerning children’s social-cognitive development might be that children’s 

understanding of pretense as mental representations is rather late-developing (Sobel & 

Letourneau, 2019). Without this understanding, children might only learn something about 

others pretense appearances and actions during our intervention and not about other’s beliefs 

or intentions behind pretending (Sobel & Letourneau, 2019). Thus, to experiment with their 

own behavior within different roles seems not to be enough to foster social-cognitive skills. A 

future adaption of the intervention to better foster children’s social-cognitive competences 

could therefore be to talk more about the underlying mental states of pretending. 
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Together with the non-significant differences between conditions in children’s tested 

social pretend play competence, the findings also strengthen the conclusion that our 

intervention did not particularly improve children’s social-cognitive features of pretend play 

and therefore no effects were found for the ToPS or social-cognitive outcomes. Moreover, as 

we did not assess the second part of the ToPS, i.e. the substitution of emotions, it was not 

possible to make more precise statements on whether our intervention had an effect on the 

social-emotional features of children’s pretend play competence. Furthermore, we also might 

have provided too less opportunities to experience and discuss emotions within our intervention 

as we focused on the social aspect of pretend play. Other interventions focusing more on 

emotional features of pretend play found positive effects on social-emotional outcomes (e.g., 

Hermann, 2017). Thus, our findings indicate that fostering children’s social pretend play 

quality without a special focus on social-cognitive or social emotional skills seems not to be a 

mechanism of change for children’s social-cognitive and -emotional skills (Lillard, Lerner, et 

al., 2013). Further studies should investigate the effect of pretend play interventions on social-

cognitive and -emotional features of pretend play in more detail to gain more insights into the 

association between pretend play and social-cognitive and -emotional development.  

4.4.3 Changes in Social Behavior and Peer Relationship Quality 

For children’s social behaviour, the results showed a clear picture in line with our second 

hypothesis: Children in the play tutoring condition showed a more positive overall change in 

their behavioural regulation, prosocial behaviour, cooperative behaviour, sociability, and 

setting limit skills than children in the control group. Changes in cooperative behaviour and 

setting limit skills manifested directly after the intervention and were then sustained, whereas 

for the others, the advantage of the play tutoring group over the control group manifested later, 

between post-test and follow-up. Bearing in mind that children in the play tutoring condition 

benefited from the intervention especially from post-test to follow-up, these findings indicate 
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that children’s cooperative skills benefited more from the group pretend play setting than from 

the improvement in social pretend play competence. For children’s other social behaviour, this 

finding again confirms the statements by Dansky (1999), who postulated that pretend play 

intervention might manifest improvements in play and other outcome measures over a longer 

period, through manifesting pretend play in everyday behaviour.  

Our findings are in line with Hermann (2017), and partly in line with Goldstein and Lerner 

(2018), who found effects only on children’s behavioral regulation but not on their other social 

skills. The only social competence outcome we were unable to promote was children’s 

leadership skills. Schellenberg’s study (2004) found effects of pretend play training on 6-year-

olds’ leadership skills; our study did not support this for 3- to 4-year-olds. 

For children’s positive peer relationships, children receiving the play tutoring showed a 

more positive change than those in the material or control groups. This finding indicates that 

the opportunity to experience positive peer interactions during high-quality social pretense 

might foster children’s peer relationship quality (Ashiabi, 2007). High-quality social pretend 

play therefore seems to constitute an important opportunity for children to develop their peer 

relationships.  

By visually inspecting the group means of children’s social behavior (Figure 1), children 

in the control group seemed to stagnate between the three different measurement points or even 

decrease in sociability, whereas children in the intervention groups developed between time 

points. Children in the material group showed a counterintuitive course for behavioral 

regulation and prosocial behavior. These unexpected courses might explain the significant 

effects of intervention in the material group regarding prosocial behavior.  

Even though children in both intervention conditions showed higher increases in their 

social pretend play competence than those in the control condition (i.e., the proximal 

intervention outcome), only children receiving play tutoring also showed higher increases in 
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their social behavior than those in the control group (i.e., the distal intervention outcome). Play 

tutoring does therefore seem to have stronger effects for children, as it affects the proximal and 

distal outcomes, whereas the provision of play material seems to have weaker effect and only 

affects the proximal outcome. This finding could be related to the findings of Kalkusch et al. 

(2020), that play tutoring as strategy to promote children’s social pretend play quality is more 

efficient than providing role play material. Moreover, Smilansky (1968) pointed out, that 

providing play material might foster children’s social pretend play quality only to a certain 

degree. There might be a threshold effect in that the beneficial effect of pretend play on 

children’s social development only enfolds above a certain level of social pretend play quality 

respectively in high-quality social pretend play (Bodrova et al., 2013), which might have only 

been reached in the play tutoring group. However, difference between the two intervention 

groups regarding children’s social pretend play quality during play were not investigated in the 

present study and therefore only assumptions based on the theoretical background and former 

research can be made. To understand the different effects found in our study, further research 

is needed to be able to make reliable statements about the role of adult involvement in the 

relation between promoting children’s social pretend play quality and their social development. 

Taken together, our findings support the hypothesis that promoting social pretend play 

might foster children’s social development through the opportunity to experiment with social 

behavior and to experience positive peer interactions during high-quality social pretend play 

(Bretherton, 1989; Doyle & Connolly, 1989; Howes & Matheson, 1992). Accordingly, for 

children’s social development, especially the social part of children’s pretend play seems to be 

important (Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013). However, further research is needed to clarify the role 

of adults.  

4.4.4 Strengths and Limitations 

The major strength of the present randomized controlled intervention study with pre-test, post-
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test, and follow-up design is its methodologically sound foundation, which ensures high 

significance. The latent modelling of the study variables, the check for measurement invariance, 

and the latent change analyses taking baseline scores into account are statistically cutting-edge 

for investigating intervention effects, and are therefore a second strength. Differences found in 

change scores between experimental conditions can therefore be traced back to the intervention. 

Another strength is that researchers were blind to the experimental condition. 

However, there are also some limitations that need to be considered. First of all, we 

made some adaptions to the ToPS and the ToM scale due to the young age of our sample and 

the longitudinal design of our study, which might have led to losses in their validity and changes 

in the assessed construct. However, these adaptations were necessary due to the young age of 

our sample and the complexity of our analysis. Moreover, the scales still confirmed a good 

reliability and factorial structure. 

Furthermore, one objection could be that our results are due to a method effect, since 

the intervention effects we found were only for playgroup educator-reported outcomes. 

However, there are different intervention effect patterns within the playgroup educator-reported 

skills. For example, the cooperative behavior reported in the play tutoring group increased 

directly after the intervention, but the social pretend play competence did not. If playgroup 

educators subliminally expected intervention effects, these should have been reflected in the 

same patterns. Furthermore, most of the intervention effects emerged between post-test and 

follow-up assessment: Method effects should have occurred directly after the intervention, at 

post-test. Another limitation is that we did not investigate differential effects (Elias & Berk, 

2002). For example, Perren et al. (2019) showed that children with a higher level of sociability 

benefit more from play tutoring than socially withdrawn children do. Future studies should 

investigate whether the positive effects we found in our study apply to all children equally. 
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We did not control for adult interaction in our study either. The role of adult interaction 

in the relation between social pretend play quality and children’s social development therefore 

remains unclear (Lillard, Lerner, et al., 2013). Further studies should investigate the role of 

adults here. 

4.4.5 Conclusion 

The present study sheds light on the relation between children’s social pretend play quality and 

their social development. The results showed that play tutoring can be an effective strategy to 

promote children’s social pretend play competence, social behaviour and positive peer 

relationships, but not their social-cognitive and -emotional skills. These findings contradict the 

metarepresentational perspective, and support the behavioural perspective that pretend play 

may promote children’s social development because it is an opportunity to experiment with 

social behaviour and peer interactions during pretense (Ashiabi, 2007; Bretherton, 1989; Doyle 

& Connolly, 1989; Howes & Matheson, 1992). Thus, it seems to be especially the social 

features of pretend play, that are important for children’s social development. High-quality 

social pretend play therefore seems to constitute a perfect training ground, i.e., “the zone of 

proximal development” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 102) for children to practice and develop their 

social behaviour during social interactions. 

As an activity for which it is easy to stimulate children’s enthusiasm, best practice 

should be to implement social pretend play tutoring in an early educational setting as an 

intervention for children’s social behavior. Social pretend play activities might be a joyful 

alternative to conventional social skills training for fostering children’s social competence and 

integrating them into their peer group. Additionally, especially in times of debate about the 

academization of children’s preschool years (Suggate & Reese, 2012), the educational value of 

play should be prominent, and early childhood educators should become more sensitized – if 

they are not already – to the developmental potential of social pretend play.  
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4.5 Supplementary Material 

Table 4 

Demographics at Baseline Assessment: Comparison of the Experimental Groups 

 Control  Material  Play tutoring 
n 64  70  77 
Variable %/M (SD)  %/M (SD)  %/M (SD) 
      
Girls (=1) 47%  47%  49% 
Age in months 43.3 (6.5)  44.5 (6.4)  41.6 (6.9) 
Bilingual (=1) 50%  43.5%  51.3 
Siblings (=1) 89.6%  88.5%  83.3 
Number of siblings  1.49  1.35  1.40 
Higher education degree mother (=1) 45.8  38.8  50.0 
Higher education degree father (=1) 55.6  42.9   57.1 
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Measurement Invariance and Model Specifications. To better fit the empathy subscale for our 

preschool sample we decided not to use items 2 or 3, as they were too difficult for 3- to 4-year-

olds (e.g., “I feel sorry for people who don't have the things that I have”). In the emotion 

regulation subscale, item 6 was found to have a small loading on the overall scale (λt1=.40, 

λt2=.49, λt3=.47) and was therefore removed from the model. 

For the behavioral regulation scale, the intercept of item 7 was not found to be invariant 

and was thus freely estimated to achieve partial scalar invariance. For the sociability scale, the 

intercept of item 1 was released; for the cooperative behavior subscale the intercept of item 3 

was released; and for the leadership scale, the loading and intercept of item 2 were released to 

achieve partial strong measurement invariance. 

Moreover, for the setting limits scale the longitudinal residual covariance of item 2 

between t2 and t3 was found to be greater than 1 in the scalar invariance model (ns). This 

covariance was set to 0 because otherwise the covariance matrix would not be positive 

definite. We also had to add residual covariances between the recognition of emotions 

indicator and the second vignette within one measurement point, again because otherwise the 

covariance matrix of the scalar measurement invariance model would not be positive definite. 
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Table 5 

Model Fit Indices for the Three Levels of Measurement Invariance 

 Model χ2 df p (χ2) CFI RMSEA [90% CI] 
ToPS Configural 16.74 15 .33 1.00 .03 [.00, .08] 
 Metrica 24.14 19 .19 .99 .04 [.00, .08] 
 Scalarb 28.39 23 .20 .99 .04 [.00, .08] 
RPPC Configural 23.09 15 .08 .99 .05 [.00, .09] 
 Metrica 25.48 19 .15 .99 .04 [.00, .08] 
 Scalarb 30.91 23 .13 .99 .04 [.00, .08] 
Emotion understanding Configural 22.58 13 .05 .98 .06 [.01, .11] 
 Metrica 27.28 16 .04 .98 .06 [.01, .10] 
 Scalarb 31.12 20 .05 .98 .06 [.00, .09] 
Behavioral regulation Configural 265.44 165 .00 .94 .06 [.04, .07] 
 Metrica 275.33 177 .00 .94 .05 [.04, .07] 
 Partial scalarb 284.06 187 .00 .94 .05 [.04, .07] 
Empathy Configural 37.68 15 .00 .98 .09 [.05, .12] 
 Metrica 39.82 19 .00 .98 .07 [.04, .11] 
 Partial scalarb 47.35 23 .00 .98 .07 [.04, .10] 
Prosocial Behavior Configural 103.35 72 .01 .98 .05 [.03, .07] 
 Metrica 113.56 80 .01 .98 .05 [.03, .07] 
 Scalarb 123.99 88 .01 .98 .05 [.03, .07] 
Sociability Configural 55.17 39 .05 .99 .05 [.01, .08] 
 Metrica 62.78 45 .04 .98 .05 [.01, .07] 
 Partial scalarb 68.23 49 .04 .98 .05 [.01, .07] 
Cooperative behavior Configural 7.98 15 .93 1.00 .00 [.00, .03] 
 Metrica 14.70 19 .74 1.00 .00 [.00, .05] 
 Partial scalarb 17.71 21 .67 1.00 .00 [.00, .05] 
Leadership Configural 14.53 15 .49 1.00 .00 [.00, .06] 
 Partial Metrica 19.92 17 .28 1.00 .03 [.00, .07] 
 Partial scalarb 22.54 19 .26 1.00 .03 [.00, .07] 
Setting limits Configural 20.42 15 .16 .99 .04 [.00, .09] 
 Metrica 21.49 19 .31 1.00 .03 [.00, .07] 
 Scalarb 27.40 24 .29 .98 .03 [.00, .07] 
Pos. peer relationships Configural 167.09 72 .00 .95 .09 [.07, .10] 
 Metrica 175.55 80 .00 .95 .08 [.07, .10] 
 Scalarb 188.88 88 .00 .94 .08 [.06, .10] 
Note. CI = Confidence Interval; ToPS = Tools of the Play Scale; RPPC = Reported Pretend Play 
Competence. 
a Factor loadings (partly) set equally among time points. 
b Factor loadings and item intercepts (partly) set equally among time points. 
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5. Chapter – Study III  

Fostering Children’s Pretend Play Competence and Social Skills through Play 

Tutoring: What is the Mechanism of Change? 

Training studies have shown positive effects of play tutoring on children’s social skills. This 

study investigates whether the theoretically suggested mechanism of change – social pretend 

play quality – explains the effect of play tutoring on social pretend play competence and social 

skills. Twenty-seven Swiss playgroups (N = 214 three- to four-year-olds) participated in a 

randomized intervention study with three conditions: intervention group (play tutoring), the 

material group (half-dose) and the control group (treatment as usual). Weekly treatment 

sessions took place during six consecutive weeks. Pre-tests, post-tests, and a follow-up were 

made. Playgroup educators reported on children’s pretend play competence and social skills 

using questionnaires. Children’s pretend play quality during treatment session was assessed by 

standardized behavioural observations. Using latent change models with indirect effects, we 

investigated whether the intervention effects of play tutoring on children’s pretend play 

competence and social skills are mediated by their social pretend play quality shown during the 

intervention sessions. The results indicate mediating effects of social pretend play quality on 

children’s change in social pretend play competence, and self-oriented social skills (sociability 

and setting limits). The study supports social pretend play as a beneficial ground to promote 

social development, but also indicates a more complex interplay of different change 

mechanisms. 

Keywords: social development, social pretend play quality, mechanism of change, 

pretend play tutoring, social skills 
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5.1 Fostering Children’s Social Pretend Play Competence and Social Skills through 

Play Tutoring: What is the Mechanism of Change? 

Children’s early social skill acquisition is significant for their positive development, and have 

a meaningful impact on lifelong social experiences (Denham & Weissberg, 2004). These skills 

emerge during the preschool years and grow through childhood (Malti & Perren, 2015; Pons et 

al., 2004; Wellman et al., 2001). Social pretend play, which arises at the same time, might be 

an ideal ground for promoting children’s social development. Some training studies have 

already shown a positive link between social pretend play tutoring and social development 

(Fung & Cheng, 2017; Hermann, 2017; Schellenberg, 2004), although others have found no 

effect on children’s social skills (Goldstein & Lerner, 2018). However, how social pretend play 

tutoring might be linked to fostering children’s social development has not been clarified 

empirically (Bergen, 2013; Lillard, Lerner et al., 2013). To shed light on this relationship, we 

must examine the causal factor(s). One might be that the quality rather than the quantity of 

social pretend play is crucial factor in the positive impact on children’s development (Bodrova 

et al., 2013; Elias & Berk, 2002; Slot et al., 2017). Another line of argumentation attributes the 

effect of social pretend play tutoring to increased specialized adult interaction in social pretend 

play (Lillard, Lerner et al., 2013). Social interaction in general should also be considered as a 

rich ground for (social) development (Vygotsky, 1978). 

The current study focuses on the investigation of one path: social pretend play quality 

as potential mechanism of change. Therefore, an experimental intervention study was used 

where pretend play quality is manipulated. 

5.1.1 Social Pretend Play Competence and Quality 

Pretend play starts to arise at around the age of 15 months (Smith, 2010) and then develops on 

both the symbolic and social level. Different elements of social pretend play can be identified 

throughout a normative developmental progress (Hauser, 2013; Smilansky, 1968; Smith, 2010; 
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Thompson & Goldstein, 2019): (1) Decentration describes how children’s orientation develops 

from themselves to others; (2) decontextualization is the use of an object as substitute for 

another, which develops into imaginary transformation; (3) role taking stands for the 

elaborateness of engagement in roles; (4) planning of pretend play sequences (including 

metacommunication); and (5) sequencing, which means that pretend play initially consists of 

single sequences and develops into play that follows a logical script. Nevertheless, there are 

great interindividual differences in children’s frequency of engagement in pretend play as well 

as in their play quality and competence.  

In this study, we differentiate between social pretend play competence and quality. 

Children’s social pretend play competence can be defined as the developmental level of their 

play, i.e. their competence to play in interaction with one or more play partners, and showing 

developmentally advanced features of pretend play (Jaggy, Perren et al., 2020). On the other 

hand, we consider social pretend play quality as the quality (in terms of the mentioned features) 

the child shows during play. It is rather situative and dependent on characteristics of the play 

situation (e.g. interaction partners). The play behaviour a child shows during the play sessions 

may reflect the competence the child has already acquired, and might also be the result of 

interaction with adults and peers (Jaggy et al., 2020; Kalkusch et al., 2020). 

5.1.2 Social Skills, Peer Relationship Quality and Pretend Play Tutoring 

Social skills can be understood as behaviours that affect interpersonal relations. Malti and 

Perren (2015) suggest, in their tri-level model of social competence, distinguishing at the 

behavioural level between the two dimensions of self- and other-oriented skills. While self-

oriented skills (e.g. sociability or setting limits) aim to satisfy one’s own goals and needs in 

social interactions, other-oriented skills (e.g. prosocial behaviour and cooperation) take into 

consideration the needs and goals of others (Malti & Perren, 2015; Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998; 

Perren & Alsaker, 2009). Associations with other constructs can differ between these two 
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dimensions (e.g., Perren et al., 2008). Positive peer relationships are located at the third level 

of the model as part of one of two dimensions of psychosocial adjustment (health and well-

being; positive social relationships; Malti & Perren, 2015). 

Several studies suggest positive correlations between social pretend play and social 

skills such as cooperation, assertiveness, affective perspective-taking, and social activity 

(Connolly & Doyle, 1984; Li et al., 2016; Uren & Stagnitti, 2009). However, empirical support 

for a causal link between pretend play tutoring and social skills is inconsistent. Fung and Cheng 

(2017) showed a greater decrease in disruptiveness for 5-year-old girls who participated in 

pretend play training than for girls in non-pretend play activities. Boys benefited similarly from 

both activities. Schellenberg (2004), examining the effect of music lessons on 6-year-old 

children’s IQ, unexpectedly found effects of the control condition (drama lessons) on children’s 

adaptive social behaviour (i.e. adaptability, social skills, and leadership). On the other hand, the 

study by Goldstein and Lerner (2018), using a dramatic pretend play intervention in a sample 

of 4-year-old children with a low SES background, did not find effects on children’s social 

skills (i.e. comforting, altruism, or helping behaviour). Hermann (2017) conducted a study with 

4- to 6-year-olds and showed a positive effect of a pretend play intervention on children’s social 

behaviour. However, it proved impossible to replicate this finding in another methodologically 

sound study (Hermann, 2017). Thus, some studies support the assumption of a positive link 

between pretend play tutoring and the development of social skills, but the mixed results call 

for more in-depth investigations. 

Lillard, Lerner et al. (2013) suggest that it might be rather increased adult support (i.e. 

scaffolding) than pretend play itself that causes the positive effects of pretend play tutoring. We 

argue that adult support is relevant for the positive effect of play tutoring, but in another 

function: it might be the facilitator of the change process, since this support brings about an 

improvement in the quality of the child’s play, which is in line with Vygotsky (1978), 
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Germeroth et al. (2019), and others. In addition to social interactions, Vygotsky (1978) ascribes 

pretend play the potential to create the “zone of proximal development within the child” 

(p.102), in which the child is able to go beyond itself and can accomplish tasks it would not be 

able to master in real-life situations. Social pretend play quality might be crucial for a positive 

causal linkage (Bodrova et al., 2013; Elkonin, 2005). In elaborated social pretend play children 

have to maintain their roles, negotiate play actions, and work out roles with each other, which 

requires self-regulation, cooperation or assertiveness, and might challenge these skills. It also 

provides an opportunity for children to experience positive peer interactions like sharing, 

waiting or asserting (Ashiabi, 2007). Only a few studies have investigated the precise link 

between social pretend play quality and children’s social development. Results mainly concern 

regulation skills: some studies support a positive association with pretend play quality or 

complex social pretend play (Elias & Berk, 2002; Matthews, 2008; Nader-Grosbois & 

Vieillevoye, 2012). Slot et al. (2017) showed a positive significant effect of pretend play quality 

on cognitive self-regulation as well as emotional self-regulation. 

5.1.3 Promoting Social Pretend Play Quality by Play Tutoring 

One popular educational strategy to promote social pretend play quality is play tutoring. Most 

of the studies on pretend play that used play tutoring as a training method (Berk et al., 2006; 

Christie, 1983; Craig-Unkefer & Kaiser, 2003; Gmitrova, 2013) are based on the work of 

Smilansky (1968) and Smilansky and Shefatya (1990).  Johnson, Christie & Yawkey (1987) 

describe specific supportive strategies: active engagement in roles, encouraging play actions 

through material or verbal encouragement, modelling play actions, and recognizing and 

including children’s ideas in the play. Additionally, the findings of Perren et al. (2019) indicate 

that active play support had a positive within-person effect on children’s social pretend play 

quality, whereas play management was not associated with any change in children’s social 

pretend play quality. They provide additional empirical support for the potential of active play 
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support to promote the quality of children’s social pretend play. 

5.1.4 Social Pretend Play Quality as Hypothesized Mechanism of Change 

During play in interaction with the play tutor, the child is motivated and supported to engage in 

high-quality play. The child can practise social pretend play by e.g., imitating the tutor and 

peers, and engaging more frequently in this type of play. We suggest a child needs to play 

individually at a higher quality level in order to internalize the play behaviour and bring about 

a long-term change in play competence. We hypothesize that the interaction with the adult 

facilitates the change process in children’s social pretend play competence because it results in 

increased social pretend play quality during play. 

Social pretend play, especially in its complex and high-qualitative forms, is highly 

structured and requires the child to follow a variety of rules, including social rules (Berk et al., 

2006). It might be an ideal opportunity to engage in different social interactions with others, 

and is a chance to experience positive peer interactions (Ashiabi, 2007); it also allows children 

to experiment with their behaviour (Bretherton, 1989; Doyle & Connolly, 1989; Howes & 

Matheson, 1992). As described above, the adult might be the initiator of this process, as the 

play tutor supports high-quality play. We suggest that what is essential for manifested change 

in a child’s behaviour is what reaches the individual child: social pretend play quality during 

play. Elaborated pretend play contains several features that challenge children’s social skills 

and give them an opportunity to engage in positive social interactions. We therefore suggest 

that the quality of children’s social pretend play is the causal factor for the positive change in 

children’s social skills. 

5.1.5 Current Study 

To gain insights into the causality of intervention effects we need to theorize and investigate 

mechanisms of change. Mechanisms are understood as processes that lead to change and 
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connect two variables. They are largely studied as mediators of the treatment effect (Hayes & 

Scharkow, 2013; Kraemer et al., 2002; Selig & Preacher, 2009). Put simply, we induce change 

in the environment and this environmental change induces change in individual behaviour. In 

this study we manipulated the assumed mediator, which is one condition for drawing causal 

conclusions from mediation analysis. 

Our intervention conditions manipulated children’s social pretend play quality. The 

social pretend play quality of children given role play material (material group) was lower than 

that in the play tutoring group, but higher than in the control group, which can also be traced 

back to the educator’s support. In comparison to the play tutoring group, however, adult support 

in the material group was lower and less standardized (Kalkusch et al., 2020). We are starting 

from the hypothesis that the quality of an individual child’s social pretend play is the causal 

factor that might induce positive change in children’s development of social skills. A previous 

study (for simplified summary of results see Table 1) showed that play tutoring and providing 

role play material had positive effects on intraindividual changes in children’s social pretend 

play competence (Jaggy, Kalkusch, et al., 2021). Moreover, compared to children in the control 

condition, play tutoring had positive effects on changes in behavioural regulation, cooperative 

behaviour, sociability, setting limits, and positive peer relationships. These positive effects of 

play tutoring might be attributed to social pretend play quality. 

To investigate whether social pretend play quality is one path to children’s social 

development, we should first be able to manipulate it during play and this should manifest 

directly through changes in children’s social pretend play competence. The intervention effect 

on children’s social pretend play competence would therefore be theorized as the proximal 

intervention effect. Effects on changes in children’s social skills and positive peer relationships 

are theorized as distal intervention effects, as they are conceptionally – but not directly – 

manipulated by the play tutoring. 
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Table 1 

Simplified Intervention Results 

 Play Tutoring Material 

 vs. vs. vs. 

 Material Control Control 

 21 32 31 21 32 31 21 32 31 

Outcome Variables 
         

Pretend Play Competence (ToPS)   +
†
       

Reported Pretend Play Competence (RPPC)     +
*
 +

*
   +

**
 

Emotion Understanding          

Theory of Mind          

Leadership          

Sociability     +
**

 +
†
    

Limits Setting    +
**

  +
*
 +

†
   

Prosocial Behaviour +
*
    +

†
  –† +

*
  

Cooperation   +
†
 +

†
  +

**
    

Empathy +
**

 – 
*
        

Behavioural Regulation  +
***

  +
*
   +

*
 –† +

†
  

Positive Peer Relationships   +
**

  +
†
 +

**
    

Note. Simplified results from latent change models showing significant differences and their direction between condition groups regarding intraindividual  

change in outcome variables (Jaggy, Kalkusch, et al., 2021); 21 = change from baseline to post-test; 32 = change from post-test to follow-up; 31 = change from 

baseline to follow-up. 
† p<.10,

 
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001. 
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In the current study we are interested in the function of our intervention: following the 

Vygotskian’s theoretical considerations, it might be that the social pretend play quality children 

reach during tutored pretend play causes change, especially in the behavioural level of their 

social skills (conceptional model in Figure 1). We therefore focus on the role of social pretend 

play quality during the play tutoring, for both proximal and distal intervention effects: (1) We 

hypothesize that social pretend play quality mediates the proximal intervention effect; (2) we 

also hypothesize that social pretend play quality mediates the distal intervention effects. 

 

5.2 Methods 

5.2.1 Participants 

In the recruitment procedure 171 playgroups from the German-speaking part of Switzerland 

with a predominantly middle-class population were selected randomly and asked to participate; 

of these, 29 playgroups confirmed their participation. After the pre-test, two playgroups (total 

n = 6 children) had to be excluded due to very low participation rates. Out of 27 playgroups, 

parents of 215 children gave written permission for their child’s participation. We had for 210 

children of the participating children the parental permission for collecting educator 

Pretend Play 
Tutoring 

Social Pretend 
Play Quality 

Social Pretend Play 
Competence 

(proximal) 

Social Skills and 
Positive Peer 
Relationships 

(distal) 

Figure 1. Conceptional Model 
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questionnaires, for ten children we were not allowed to evaluate video data, and for four 

children we were only allowed to assess video data. One child had to be excluded at all from 

the analysed sample as we only had permission to assess testing data, which was not used in 

the current study. This resulted in a sample of 214 children (48% girls, Mage = 43.29 months, 

SDage = 6.5) for the current study. German was at least one of the family languages for 80% of 

the children. Demographic differences between the condition groups only concerned age: 

children in the play tutoring group were significantly younger than children in the material 

group (ΔM = -3.10, T(206) = -2.913, p<.01). In pedagogical work with young children trained 

playgroup educators (N = 27) were between 28 and 59 years old (M = 44.7 years; SD = 9.3). 

5.2.2 Study Design and Measurements 

This randomized controlled intervention study used a pre-post-test design with a follow-up (two 

waves from 2017 to 2019). Each playgroup was randomly allocated to one of three condition 

groups: play tutoring (n = 10 groups, n = 77 children), material (n = 8 groups, n = 72 children) 

and control (n = 9 groups, n = 66 children). Between pre- and post-test, the intervention phase 

consisting of six consecutive play sessions (each lasting 30 minutes, once a week) took place. 

The play sessions were video recorded in each condition group. Assessments of children’s 

behaviour was based on the video material and was conducted by trained undergraduate 

students. For each measurement point, data regarding children’s competences and demographic 

characteristics were collected by means of educator questionnaires. 

5.2.3 Experimental conditions 

The play tutoring group received a standardized set of role play material, as well as social 

pretend play tutoring (external adult interaction). The same set of material was given to the 

material group, which received standard interaction with their playgroup educator (no external 

adult interaction). Standard interaction included acting according to the educator’s normal 
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schedule, and behaviour during free play time. The control group received no additional role 

play material but had standard adult interaction with their playgroup educator. 

The social pretend play tutoring used is based on the work of Craig-Unkefer and Kaiser 

(2003) and Perren et al. (2019). The play tutoring followed a child-centred approach of active 

play support (specific play supportive strategies, e.g. prompting, modelling) with a particular 

thematic focus (“Let’s play firefighters”). The standardized set of role play material for the play 

tutoring and material group consisted of thematically appropriate role play materials (e.g. 

helmet, vest, garden hoses, yellow, red and orange silk scarves, and wooden blocks). Play 

tutoring was conducted by two trained play tutors and monitored by the trainers during the 

intervention phase and examined for the first study wave. 

5.2.4 Outcome Measures 

Reported Social Pretend Play Competence. Playgroup educators completed a short 

questionnaire on children’s social pretend play competence (Perren & Sticca, 2019). The 

reported social pretend play competence (RPPC) scale encompasses three items on the overall 

quantity, the social quantity, and the level of children’s pretend play (e.g. “how often does the 

child show pretend play with others,” ωt1/t2/t3 = .90/.86/.87). The questionnaire provided a 

detailed theoretical definition of low and high social pretend play competence. All three items 

were rated on a five-point Likert scale (i.e., 0 = never, 1= seldom, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often, 4 

= always). 

Educator Reports on Children’s Social Skills, Empathy, and Peer Relationship Quality. 

Children’s playgroup educators completed a questionnaire on children’s empathy, social skills, 

and peer relationship quality. We used an adapted version of the empathy subscale from the 

HSA (Holistic Student Assessment; Malti & Noam, 2016) and the subscale behavioural 

regulation from the BIKO (Seeger et al., 2014). For the current study we used the subscales 

sociability, setting limits, prosocial behaviour, cooperation and peer relationship quality from 
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the SOCOMP (Self- and Other-oriented social COMPetences; Perren, 2007). Items were rated 

on a five-point Likert scale (0 = not at all true to 4 = definitely true). Two measurement points 

(t2/t3) lack questionnaires from one playgroup educator (n = 12 children) for personal reasons. 

The reliability of the models, evaluated using confirmatory factor analysis, was good. 

5.2.5 Observational Measurement of Social Pretend Play Quality during Intervention 

Phase 

Individuals’ social pretend play quality was rated for four 5-minute cycles. These cycles were 

chosen randomly from six possible cycles per play session. Up to 24 cycles per child (i.e., six 

sessions of four cycles each) were therefore rated. Some cycles could not be assessed as children 

were not visible for long enough to generate a reliable rating code. The number of play sessions 

varied between children for reasons of differing attendance and fewer video recordings in the 

second study wave (two sessions per group). To ensure objective ratings, an extensive training 

procedure based on a standardized manual was conducted to train six graduate students (double 

and consistency ratings). The reliability of the rating scale was also assessed using double 

coding of 18% of the videos, selected at random. 

We developed a standardized manual to assess children’s social pretend play quality 

(SPPQ). This is based on characteristic features and steps of pretend play’s normative 

development (Thompson & Goldstein, 2019). The manual uses the following categories and 

response options: Decentration (0 = no decentration, 1 = self-related, 2 = object-related, 

3 = other-related play); Decontextualization (0 = no decontextualization, 1 = imitation, 

2 = object substitution, 3 = fantasy transformation); Role-taking (0 = no role-taking, 1 = role-

taking without role-conforming behaviour, 2 = role-taking with some role-conforming 

behaviour, 3 = sustained role-taking and role-conformity); and Sequencing (0 = no sequencing, 

1 = limited script elements, 2 = several actions without a script, 3 = flexible application of a 

script). The highest level observed was rated for each category. Children’s scores for each 
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category were calculated as a mean score of all available cycles. The ratings were conducted 

by nine graduate students, who were trained based on a standardized manual. Inter-rater 

reliability for the scale was classified as good (ICC =.82).  

5.2.6 Data Analytic Steps 

The first step produced a descriptive analysis for the model variables and examined differences 

between the condition groups regarding the mediators. In a second step, we chose a structural 

equation models (SEM) approach to test the mediation hypotheses of proximal and distal 

intervention effects. The intervention effects for each of the eight outcome variable were 

modelled in a separate latent change model (LCM; based on Jaggy, Kalkusch, et al., 2021). The 

used LCM models the intraindividual change from baseline to post-test (first baseline change) 

and to follow-up (second baseline change; Geiser, 2011). A regression path from baseline to 

both latent change scores was included to control for baseline differences. Measurement 

invariance was tested for all outcome variables over the three measurement points used. The 

LCM of each outcome measure were extended to a latent mediation models by including in 

each model an indirect effect of social pretend play quality (Figure 2). This enabled us to test 

the mediating effect of social pretend play quality on the proximal and distal intervention 

effects. Dummy coded variables represent the condition groups. Bootstrapping was used for 

standard error estimation. This approach is appropriate for estimating confidence intervals (CI) 

and p-values of indirect effects, and was used to determine the significance level of the indirect 

effects. 

Full-information maximum likelihood (FIML; Enders & Bandalos, 2001) was used to 

deal with missing data. Even if missing not at random (MNAR) were the case, this procedure 

produces less biased estimates than using traditional methods (Enders, 2010). The statistical 

software R (R Core Team, 2018) was used for all analyses. SEM were conducted using the R 

package lavaan (Rosseel, 2012). 
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5.2.7 Model Specifications, Model Fit Indices and Measurement Invariance 

The effect coding method was used to identify all latent variables (Little, 2013). We modelled 

correlated uniqueness between t1, t2, and t3 scores of the outcome variables. To evaluate the 

fit of the models to the data we used the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) 

and the comparative fit index (CFI). Based on these fit indices, the analyses yielded for all 

outcome variables at least partial strong measurement invariance with model fit indices higher 

than .94 for CFI and lower than .07 for RMSEA (model specifications are reported in more 

detail in Jaggy, Kalkusch, et al., 2021).  

We used four indicators for latent variable social pretend play quality. The error 

covariance between two indicators (decontextualization and decentration) was allowed, which 

resulted in a model with df = 1. For this model the fit indices’ CFI = 1 and RMSEA = 0 have 

limited informative value, but the model withstands adding predictors, and thus more reliable 

fit indices (CFI = 0.99; RMSEA = .061) were achieved. 

Most LCM with indirect effects were classified as well-fitting models; a detailed 

overview of the model fit indices can be found in the supplementary material (Table 4). 
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Figure 2. Latent Change Model of Outcome Variables with Indirect Effect of Intervention 
Effects over Social Pretend Play Quality (SPPQ). 

 

5.3 Results 

5.3.1 Descriptive Results 

Table 2 shows latent means and standard deviation for all variables. Differences in Social 

Pretend Play Quality (SPPQ) between condition groups were calculated: the play tutoring group 

scored significantly higher than both the material group (ΔMSPPQ = 0.38, T(188) = 3.53, 

p <.001) and the control group (ΔMSPPQ = 0.86, T(188) = 7.85, p <.001). The material group 

scored significantly higher than the control group (ΔMSPPQ = 0.48, T(188) = 4.43, p <.001). 

 
Table 2 
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Latent Means and Standard Deviation of Outcome and Mediator Variables 

 Baseline 
Measure 

Post-Test 
Measure 

Follow-up 
Measure 

Intervention 
Phase 

 M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Outcome variables         
Reported Pretend Play 
Competence 2.17 0.98 2.51 0.83 2.63 0.83   

Sociability 2.80 0.89 2.98 0.81 2.99 0.81   
Setting Limits 2.43 0.69 2.66 0.73 2.69 0.72   
Prosocial Behaviour 2.76 0.74 2.84 0.68 3.01 0.68   
Cooperation 2.56 0.67 2.72 0.65 2.88 0.63   
Empathy 2.64 0.83 2.76 0.81 2.95 0.81   
Behaviour Regulation 2.83 0.64 2.88 0.65 2.96 0.60   
Positive Peer 
Relationships 2.85 0.77 3.03 0.78 3.11 0.74   

Mediator variable         
Social Pretend Play 
Quality       2.08 0.68 

Note. N = 214. 
 

5.3.2 Mediating Effects and Indirect Effects of Social Pretend Play Quality 

Direct, indirect and total effects for the latent mediation models are shown in Table 3. Total 

effects reflect proximal and distal intervention effects. These are mediated when the respective 

indirect effect is significant. Several significant positive indirect effects were found, but without 

a total effect of play tutoring or material group on changes of the outcome variables.  

When comparing play tutoring group vs. control group the results showed a significant 

indirect effect over SPPQ on the first baseline change in social pretend play competences and 

a mediated proximal intervention effect on the second baseline change. The distal intervention 

effect on the second baseline change in sociability (marginal) and setting limits was mediated. 

Additionally, an indirect effect over SPPQ was significant regarding the first baseline change 

in sociability. SPPQ did not mediate the distal intervention effects on the second baseline 

change in cooperation, behavioural regulation, and positive peer relationships. A marginal 
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significant indirect effect over SPPQ occurred on the first baseline change of prosocial 

behaviour and empathy. There was no significant indirect effect over SPPQ on the first baseline 

change in cooperation, behavioural regulation or positive peer relationships. 

When comparing play tutoring group vs. material group the results showed a significant 

indirect effect over SPPQ on the first and second baseline change in social pretend play 

competence and for sociability. The distal intervention effects on the first baseline change in 

prosocial behaviour, empathy and behavioural regulation were not mediated by SPPQ, and 

neither was the effect mediated on the second baseline change in behavioural regulation and 

positive peer relationship. Apart from a marginal significant indirect effect over SPPQ on 

setting limits to the second baseline change, no additional indirect effects over SPPQ were 

found. 

When comparing material group vs. control group, the results showed a significant 

indirect effect over SPPQ on the first baseline change in social pretend play competence. The 

proximal intervention effect on the second baseline change in social pretend play competence 

was mediated by SPPQ. Significant indirect effect over SPPQ were found on the first and 

second baseline change in sociability as well as a marginal significant indirect effect on the 

second baseline change in setting limits. The distal intervention effects on first baseline change 

in setting limits, prosocial behaviour (marginal negative) and behavioural regulation (marginal 

negative) were not mediated by SPPQ. No additional indirect effects over SPPQ were found
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Table 3  
 
 Standardized Indirect, Direct and Total Effects of Latent Change Models with Social Pretend Play Quality (SPPQ) as Mediator 

Note. N = 214; indirect = a*b, direct = c, total = c + (a*b); 
a for indirect effects the bootstrapped (1000) 95% CI [LL, UL] is reported, which was used to determine the significance level for indirect effects; 
change 21 = change from baseline to post-test; change 31 = change from baseline to follow-up; † p<.10, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001.

  Play Tutoring vs. Control Play Tutoring vs. Material  Material vs. Control 
Outcome Variables  change 21 change 31 change 21 change 31 change 21 change 31 
  b SEa b SEa b SEa b SEa b SEa b SEa 
Reported Pretend Play Competence              
 indirect .17** [.08, .46] .14* [.03, .36] .09*  [.04, .25] .07* [.02, .20] .09* [.03, .26] .07* [.02, .21] 
 direct –.13 .11 .06 .11 –.16†  0.09 –.11 0.09 .04  .08 .17†  .09 
 total .05 .08 .20* .09 –.08  0.09 –.05 0.09 .12 .08 .24** .08 
Sociability              
 indirect .20* [.06, .41] .17* [.05, .44] .10* [.04, .25] .08* [.02, .25] .10*  [.03, .22] .09* [.03, .24] 
 direct –.26*  .11 –.00  .12 –.07 .10 –.02 .10 –.19†  .11 .02 .11 
 total –.07  .09 .17† .09 .03 .10 .06 .09 –.10 .10 .10 .10 
Setting Limits              
 indirect .08  [–.08, .29] .17*  [.02, .39] .04  [–.03, .16] .08† [.02 , .22] .04  [–.05, .15] .08† [.01, .22] 
 direct .29* .14 .10 .15 .12  .12 .05  .12 .16  .12 –.05  .12 
 total .37**  .12 .27*  .13 .16 .11 .13 .11 .21*  .11 .13 .11 
Prosocial Behaviour               
 indirect .14† [.00, .33] .08  [–.07, .25] .07 [.00,  .19] .04 [–.02, .15] .07  [.00, .17] .04 [–.04, .13] 
 direct –.11 .14 .08 .12 .12 .11 .07  .10 –.23* .10 .01   .11 
 total .03 .10 .17† .10 .19* .10 .11  .09 –.16† .10 .05 .10 
Cooperation               
 indirect .02 [–.13, .16] .08 [–.05, .25] .01  [–.07, .08] .04 [–.02, .13] .01  [–.06, .08] .04 [–.02, .14] 
 direct .22 .18 .19 .12 .22 .16 .09  .10 –.01 .15 .09  .10 
 total .24 .15 .26**  .10 .23 .15 .13  .09 .01 .14 .13  .10 
Empathy              
 indirect .11† [.00, .40] .08 [–.05, .33] .05  [.01, .21] .04  [–.02, .18] .06 [.00, .23] .04 [–.03, .17] 
 direct .01 .11 –.05  .10 .16†  .09 .04  .09 –.15 .09 –.08 .09 
 total .12  .08 .03 .08 .21*  .08 .08  .09 –.10  .08 –.05  .08 
Behavioural Regulation              
 indirect .06  [–.01, .14] .10 [–.03, .24] .03 [–.02, .09] .05  [–.01, .13] .03 [–.03, .09] .05 [–.06, .17] 
 direct .13 .15 .13 .11 .40***  .11 .17†  .10 –.26* .13 –.04 .11 
 total .20 .13 .23**  .09 .43***  .11 .22*  .09 –.23† .12 .01  .11 
Pos. Peer Relationships              
 indirect .06 [–.08, .23] .01 [–.15, .14] .03  [–.03, .12] .01 [–.07, .08] .03 [–.05, .12] .01 [–.09, .08] 
 direct .08  .13 .27*  .12 .11  .11 .21* .08 –.03 .11 .06  .10 
 total .14 .10 .28**  .10 .14  .10 .21** .08 .01  .11 .07  .09 
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5.4 Discussion 

Using an experimental approach, we investigated whether social pretend play quality functions 

as a mechanism of change for the effect of play tutoring on social pretend play competence and 

social skills. The results of this study suggest a child’s social pretend play quality is relevant in 

promoting social pretend play competence. Results are mixed regarding the distal intervention 

effects: the play tutoring effects on change in sociability and setting limits are mediated by 

social pretend play quality, while we found no mediating effects of the play tutoring effects on 

changes in other social skills (e.g., cooperation) or positive peer relationship. This suggests that 

high-quality pretend play fosters self-oriented skills that aim to satisfy one’s own needs, rather 

than other-oriented social skills. Different change mechanisms might be in play for other-

oriented social skills and positive peer relationships.  

5.4.1 Social Pretend Play Quality as a Mechanism of Change in Social Pretend Play 

Competence 

The first mediation hypothesis is supported by the results. Pretend play tutoring and provision 

of role play material had a positive effect on the second baseline change of social pretend play 

competence compared to the control condition, and these proximal intervention effects were 

mediated by children’s social pretend play quality. The results support our hypothesis that the 

quality of social pretend play in which the child engages is significant for the change in 

competence. The adult’s play support functions as an initiator for change, but whether the 

support actually leads to higher quality in a child’s play is also important. 

We also found unexpected indirect effects that might provide more insight or give us 

hints regarding the mechanism of change. No group effects manifested on the baseline change 

at post-test, although our results displayed significant indirect intervention effects over social 

pretend play quality (when comparing all conditions). Following Dansky (1999), pretend play 
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group intervention might result in long-term change of pretend play behaviour. Our finding 

supports the results and interpretation of Jaggy, Kalkusch, et al. (2021) regarding transfer 

effects: children in the intervention groups (play tutoring and material) might keep playing at a 

higher level of social pretend play, and this might later lead to a manifestation of the proximal 

intervention effects of play tutoring and material compared to the control condition. Another 

possible interpretation is that the play tutor and the material functioned as role model and 

inspiration. 

5.4.2 Social Pretend Play Quality as a Mechanism of Change in Social Skills 

The second mediation hypothesis is only partly supported by the results. Social pretend play 

quality is cautiously indicated as a relevant mechanism of change for sociability and setting 

limits. However, the results do not support social pretend play quality as a causal mechanism 

of change for other-oriented social skills or positive peer relationships, while positive distal 

intervention effects of play tutoring remain for cooperation, behavioural regulation, prosocial 

behaviour, empathy and positive peer relationship. This suggests that some of these play 

tutoring effects on social skills and positive peer relationship were not caused by the social 

pretend play quality, and is in line with the inconsistent results from other training studies (e.g. 

Goldstein & Lerner, 2018; Hermann, 2017; Schellenberg, 2004). 

For sociability, the results indicate that playing at a higher quality level of social pretend 

play is the causal mechanism for the play tutoring effects. Additionally, indirect effects of the 

intervention over social pretend play quality were found for the material group at both baseline 

changes, and for the play tutoring group at the first baseline change. Perren et al., (2019) showed 

that more sociable children benefited more than less sociable ones from the play tutoring in 

terms of their social pretend play quality. It might therefore be that only these children gained 

in their sociability in the short term, and it manifested only in the long term in a group effect – 

after the children might have kept playing. Otherwise, the educators were not instructed to 
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provide play support in the material group (Kalkusch et al., 2020), thus their play support might 

not have had the same group focus as the one of the external play tutors. This might have caused 

the more sociable children in the material group to engage in the pretend play activity, and 

finally produced only an indirect effect. 

As expected, the long-term effect of play tutoring on the change of setting limits is 

mediated by social pretend play quality. Setting limits is part of assertiveness, for which 

correlational studies have found positive correlations with social pretend play (Connolly & 

Doyle, 1984; Li et al., 2016; Uren & Stagnitti, 2009). Surprisingly, the strong effect of play 

tutoring, and the effect of the material group on the first baseline change, are not mediated. One 

possibility is that two different mechanisms caused this result pattern: the short-term effect 

might be caused by the group setting and the long-term accompanies an increase in social 

pretend play competence. But this is only one possible explanation, which we are not able to 

test with the available information, and to a certain degree this limits the interpretation of the 

results regarding setting limits. 

The results regarding the other social skills and positive peer relationships suggest that 

different mechanisms cause the distal intervention effects. One reason might lie in 

discontinuous change patterns of behaviour regulation, prosocial behaviour and empathy 

(Jaggy, Kalkusch, et al., 2021). In line with the inconsistent findings of training studies, this 

study’s results cannot provide clear support for a link between social pretend play and these 

social skills (e.g. Goldstein & Lerner, 2018; Hermann, 2017). Social pretend play quality is not 

supported as the relevant mechanism of change for cooperation or positive peer relationships 

either, despite a significant effect of play tutoring on the change. This raises the question of 

whether we changed something else. Perhaps play support by adults affected the children’s 

cooperative behaviour directly. Social proximity is a condition to produce social stimuli in 

which social play lasts longer, and is more likely to result in cooperative play between peers 
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(Brownell et al., 2006). A social pretend play situation creates social proximity and potentially 

numerous opportunities for cooperative behaviour. With support or mediation by an educator, 

these situations are more likely to result in behaviour that is actually cooperative. Another 

mechanism might be at play in peer relationship quality. Children’s positive peer relationships 

might benefit from the closeness, positive climate and joyfulness of pretend play as a social 

activity, even though they are not yet able to display high-quality pretend actions. 

5.4.3 The Role of Adult’s Play Support and Potential Alternative Mechanisms of Change 

The two intervention conditions mostly differed in terms of social interaction with adults. The 

key might therefore lie in the play support the play tutor provided. The play tutor enables the 

children to reach a higher level of social pretend play and train their social pretend play 

competence, opening a door for the development of some social skills (e.g. self-oriented skills). 

But social pretend play implies not only a pretend component, but also a social component. By 

manipulating social pretend play quality, we may also have opened another developmental 

door: social interaction (Vygotsky, 1978). The competent other plays an important role in 

developing competences (e.g. Johnson, Christie & Yawkey 1987; Vygotsky, 1978), and this 

other could be an adult or a child’s peers. The current study does not allow us to determine 

whether the important factor was a specific kind of support by adults (i.e. play support) or a 

more general adult support like scaffolding (as Lillard, Lerner et al., 2013 might suggest), or 

some other element of the social interaction element in pretend play. 

Additional, unobserved psychological mechanisms might have played a role. Weisberg 

et al. (2013a) suggest that it might be a hodgepodge of different psychological mechanisms, 

such as joy or attention, which are a part of play and might contribute to a positive effect. The 

play tutors might have created a social play situation that included large parts of the group, and 

that had a less selective character than in the material group. This might be another function of 

social pretend play: the joy and freedom children might experience could also be a reason for 
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why it is such a popular and intrinsically motivated activity (Smith & Vollstedt, 1985), in which 

every child can find a place and a role. This makes social pretend play an ideal ground for 

creating positive social interactions with peers and experiencing different social behaviour. The 

lack of mediating effects of social pretend play quality on several social skills might therefore 

not mean that the pretend element of social pretend play is irrelevant for children’s 

development, but it might have another function, at least for some social skills. The adult’s role 

also needs to be further clarified: he/she might be significant as a door opener to developmental 

processes within the child. 

5.4.4 Strength and Limitations 

A significant strength of this study is that our intervention design allowed the presumed 

mediator to be manipulated. This allowed us to test this mechanism and draw cautiously 

conclusions about its causality. Additionally, we measured the social pretend play quality of 

each child multiple times during play sessions. This provides us with a reliable measurement 

and, foremost, gives us a remarkable chance to gain insight into the functional process of a play 

tutoring intervention. Another strength is the methodological approach to model intervention 

effects with latent change models, which have the benefit of being free from measurement error 

and accounting for missing values in a cutting-edge way (Enders, 2010). 

On the other hand, not being able to rule out the adult’s interaction as a mechanism is a 

limitation of the current study. The study’s results are further limited, as social pretend play 

competence and social skills was assessed using educator questionnaires. Thus, we could only 

evaluate the effects on children’s skills with a single measurement instrument. Furthermore, the 

educators were not blind to the condition groups. However, the lack of significant effects at 

post-test contradicts this objection. Another limitation is that we cannot precluded that the 

outcome variables were influenced by additional unknown variables. In such a case the 
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associations between the outcome variables and the mediator might be biased. This would limit 

the validity of the separation of total effects in direct and indirect effects (Bullock et al., 2010). 

5.4.5 Implications and Future Research 

Social pretend play quality might be the causal mechanism for social pretend play competence 

and self-oriented social skills. The mixed results of this study also highlight the importance of 

investigating what elements of the intervention the child received, instead of extrapolating from 

group differences to within-child effects, and that what the adult’s support promotes within the 

child is important. The child is an active agent in its own developmental process. The results 

call for further investigations of other mechanisms that might contribute to change in social 

development. To gain insight into the relevance of adult interaction as a mechanism of change 

it would be necessary to install an additional condition that specifically supported children’s 

social skills, which might be challenging: finding a social activity in which children do not 

include pretend elements would be difficult, considering the popularity of pretend play at this 

age. One possibility for gaining a more differentiated insight into the mechanisms might be to 

assess the children’s and adult’s specific social behaviour during play as well. Considering that 

in our study the group differences manifested only at the second baseline change, it might be 

that more timepoints are needed. 

Nevertheless, the play tutoring had a positive effect on most social skills. Even though 

social pretend play quality might not be the relevant mechanism for certain social skills, it might 

be an ideal group activity for developing social skills in general. Its joyful character makes it 

intrinsically motivating, and each child can find a place and a role. But the results also indicate 

that the adult has an important role in this process. Thus, play support might be an anchor to 

engage the whole group, or at least large parts of it, in a joint social activity and therefore 

increase efficiency. 
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5.4.6 Conclusion 

To conclude, the study showed that social pretend play quality is a relevant mechanism of 

change for social pretend play competence and self-oriented social skills. This cautiously links 

pretend play tutoring with children’s social development, but also indicates a more complex 

interplay of different mechanisms. It is important to examine what reaches the child in an 

intervention; this highlights the child as an active agent in its own developmental process. The 

results support social pretend play as an ideal ground for promoting positive peer interactions 

and social learning. 

5.5 Supplementary Material 

Table 4 

Model Fit Indices for Latent Mediation Models 

Outcome Variables CFI RMSEA CI Upper CI Lower p 
Reported Pretend Play Competence .979 .056 .038 .073 .266 
Sociability .962 .062 .049 .075 .065 
Setting Limits .975 .053 .035 .070 .374 
Prosocial Behaviour .960 .054 .042 .065 .293 
Cooperation .998 .015 .000 .043 .988 
Behaviour Regulation .934 .055 .046 .063 .185 
Empathy .975 .063 .046 .079 .101 
Positive Peer Relationships .940 .072 .062 .082 .000 

Note. N = 214.
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6. Chapter – General Discussion

The present thesis contributes to understanding whether children’s social development might 

be fostered by promoting children’s social pretend play. Three consecutive studies have 

therefore investigated: what promotes preschoolers’ social pretend play quality, and if such a 

promotive effect leads to change in their social pretend play competence, and change in their 

social skills and peer relationship quality. The results are discussed in the light of the 

Vygotsky’s theory of the zone of proximal development and other play theories, as well as 

framing pretend play tutoring in the context of early childhood education and care. 

6.1 Summary of Study Results 

The first study examined whether providing role-play material is enough to promote the quality 

of social pretend play in groups of preschoolers, or if pretend play tutoring is required. The 

children’s and adults’ behaviour were therefore observed and compared in three randomly 

assigned experimental conditions. The results of the study provide insight into the functioning 

of the condition groups. Adults’ active play support was the greatest in the play tutoring group, 

and marginally greater in the material group than in the control group. The material group did 

not differ from the play tutoring group in terms of the frequency of social pretend play, while 

both the material and the play tutoring group had significantly higher scores than the control 

group. In terms of social pretend play quality, the material group differed significantly 

negatively from the play tutoring group but yielded a significantly higher score than the control 

group. After controlling for the adults’ active play support, there was no longer any group 

difference between the material and control group. Thus, the results of the first study indicate 

that although providing role-play material positively affects the frequency of preschoolers’ 

pretend play, adult play support is more relevant for promoting social pretend play quality. 

The second study investigated whether pretend play tutoring that promotes children’s 

social pretend play quality fosters their social development. The results of latent change models 
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showed that children’s social pretend play competence, behavioural social skills and positive 

peer relationship as reported by their educators increased most strongly in the play tutoring 

condition. We found no significant intervention effects on children’s social-cognitive or social-

emotional skills. The results show that pretend play tutoring that promotes children’s social 

pretend play quality also fosters their social behaviour and peer relationship quality.  

The third study investigated whether these intervention effects are mediated by 

children’s social pretend play quality. The results indicate that a child’s social pretend play 

quality mediates the effect of both intervention conditions on the change in social pretend play 

competence reported by educators. The effects of play tutoring on change in self-oriented social 

skills, such as sociability and setting limits, are also mediated by social pretend play quality. 

However, we found that pretend play tutoring had no mediating effect on changes in other-

oriented social skills or positive peer relationships. This suggests that high-quality pretend play 

may foster social pretend play competence and social skills that aim to satisfy one’s own needs, 

rather than other-oriented social skills or peer relationship quality. 

6.2 Promoting Social Pretend Play Quality and Competence 

The results of the first study indicate that the active play support provided through pretend play 

tutoring is decisive for promoting social pretend play quality. Although providing role-play 

material as well as play tutoring promoted the group’s social pretend play quality – though to a 

lesser degree – this positive effect was traced back to active play support provided unexpectedly 

by the playgroup educators. This might be an unintentional effect of the role-play material on 

the play group educator’s behaviour. It might be concluded that an adult’s active involvement 

as a facilitator in children’s social pretend play (Johnson et al., 2005) benefits children’s social 

pretend play quality. These findings are also in line with results of Vu et al. (2015) and Gaviria-

Loaiza et al. (2017), suggesting that taking roles as co-player or play-leader produces a more 

positive response as well as more complex play forms (e.g. socio-dramatic play) than if the 
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adult takes on other roles (such as observer or stage manager). The results also shore up the 

idea that supporting children’s play by taking a role within it is promotive for the quality level 

of children’s social pretend play. By providing empirical evidence in terms of between-person 

effects, this strengthens the findings of Perren et al. (2019), who showed that active play support 

has a positive effect on social pretend play quality. 

Social pretend play quality during the play tutoring is the level of play a child was able 

to display with support. This could be an indicator for what the child might be able to do without 

assistance, in the sense of the zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1967, 1978). The 

findings of the second and third studies indicate that the promotion of children’s social pretend 

play quality resulted in both intervention conditions in more positive change in social pretend 

play competence than in in the control condition, at least for social pretend play competence 

reported by educators. The lack of a difference between the play tutoring and material groups 

might indicate that more quality during play does not necessarily lead to more change in 

children’s competence. The condition groups did not differ significantly in their change of 

social pretend play competence measured by The Tools of the Play Scale (ToPS, Seeger & 

Holodynski, 2016). One explanation might be that a memory effect occurred; maybe as a result 

of not using parallel test forms. Another might be that the focus of ToPS is on the social-

cognitive features of pretend play, while the reported measure focuses instead on social features 

of social pretend play (Jaggy, Kalkusch, et al., 2021). The measure reported is also based on 

the observations of children’s play behaviour in a routine play group setting. The educators in 

the intervention conditions may have had increased opportunities to rate children’s pretend play 

behaviour. Nevertheless, the effects on social pretend play competence they reported occurred 

only in the follow-up measurement. Thus, it is rather unlikely that the effects might be reduced 

to the educators’ affiliation in the intervention condition. The follow-up effect might also 

indicate that promoting children’s social pretend play quality resulted in increased pretend play 

activity in children’s everyday behaviour (Dansky, 1999; Jaggy, Kalkusch, et al., 2021).  
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It can be concluded that pretend play tutoring is an effective strategy for promoting 

children’s social pretend play quality. This is, as Bredikyte (2011) points out, one major task 

for educators. Children might internalize new pretend play actions that result in a long-term 

effect on their social pretend play competence, but more in terms of social than cognitive 

features of this competence. Effective support for children’s pretend play is dynamic, and thus 

it should acknowledge the child’s agency and take the child’s interests and needs into account. 

Only then can pretend play tutoring be maintained as a joyful and intrinsically motivated 

activity, and remain play (Bredikyte, 2011; Deci et al., 1995; Johnson et al., 2005). The pretend 

play tutoring approach examined seems appropriate for keeping the balance between 

scaffolding and children’s agency: active adult support within play makes scaffolding a part of 

the play while reducing the risk of interrupting it. This might contribute to maintain 

intersubjectivity and keep the children’s needs and wishes in account. There is, thus support for 

pretend play tutoring as a promising developmentally appropriate approach to fostering 

children’s high-quality pretend play.  

6.3 Promoting Behavioural Social Skills and Peer Relationship Quality 

The results of studies two and three address the second sub research question of this thesis 

regarding the effectiveness of pretend play tutoring through social pretend play quality for 

children’s social skills and peer relationship quality. The second study indicates that pretend 

play tutoring is effective in promoting children’s behavioural social skills and peer relationship 

quality. It yielded results in terms of social skills, in line with Herman (2017). In terms of 

behavioural regulation, the results are in line with Goldstein and Lerner (2018). In contrast to 

the promotive effect Schellenberg (2004) found for 6-year-olds, we did not find any effects on 

the leadership skills of younger children. Providing role-play material has not been shown to 

be promotive for children’s social skills or peer relationship quality despite a similar positive 

effect on social pretend play competence. In accordance with the results from study one, the 
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positive effect on social pretend play competence might have been caused by the play group 

educators’ unintentional active play support. On the other hand, there were no differences in 

social skills between the pretend play tutoring and the material group, except for peer 

relationship quality. This complex pattern of effects raises the question of whether the 

promotion of behavioural social skills and peer relationship quality was brought about by high-

quality social pretend play. To understand better whether social pretend play quality might have 

at least partially initiated children’s change, we take into account the results of study three. 

These provide some insight into one potential mechanism of change but are nevertheless limited 

in that we were unable to investigate alternate explanations, such as adult interaction. 

Investigating the effect of pretend play tutoring on self-oriented social skills such as 

sociability and setting limits, we found a mediating effect of social pretend play quality. In the 

light of Vygotsky’s theory of the zone of proximal development this cautiously indicates that, 

for self-oriented social skills, the adult functions as a facilitator, enhancing a child’s zone of 

proximal development through social pretend play (Vygotsky, 1978; Bodrova & Leong, 2007). 

Social pretend play of high quality gives children an opportunity to experiment with assertive 

and sociable behaviour and to train these skills (in line with Ashiabi, 2007; Bretherton, 1989; 

Doyle & Connolly, 1989; Howes & Matheson, 1992). We were unable to trace the promotion 

of other social skills and peer relationship quality through pretend play tutoring back to the 

quality of children’s social pretend play during the play sessions with the tutor (results are 

illustrated in Figure 3). For these outcomes, the child’s zone of proximal development seems 

to have been activated through other elements of pretend play tutoring. Social pretend play is 

therefore only partly supported as one promotive factor for children’s social development. 
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However, we were unable to rule out alternative explanations for the effect of pretend 

play tutoring on children’s social skills and peer relationship quality: it is possible that both 

social pretend play and social skills emerge from an underpinning factor such as social 

interaction (Lillard, Lerner et al., 2013). Vygotsky (1967) considers social interaction to be 

another main context of learning and development. But if the true causal factor might possibly 

be on the social level and thus any other social interaction might have the same positive effect 

on children’s social development, does this imply that social pretend play is not required? To 

approximate an answer to this question we have to take a closer look at the elements that pretend 

play tutoring entails, what it might have impacted besides social pretend play quality, and how 

these components might interplay with each other. 

Earlier academic discussions have centred specialized adult interaction rather than play 

itself as potentially being the true causal factor for the beneficial effect of pretend play tutoring 

on children’s social development (e.g. Lillard, Lerner et al., 2013). Providing role-play material 

differed from the pretend play tutoring mostly in the degree of adult interaction. While we know 

from the first study that children in the material condition received unintentional active play 
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Social Pretend 
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Social Pretend Play 
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Self-oriented  
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Other-oriented  
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Figure 4. Adapted Conceptional Modell.   
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support to a certain degree, we do not know if this was as well organized as shared activity that 

included a major part of the play group. Especially since the play tutoring group reached a 

higher group level of social pretend play quality. Thus, the zone of proximal development might 

be activated in pretend play tutoring by the social interaction with an adult, but it might also 

have been impacted by the character of the shared activity. Competent others play an important 

role in developing competences (e.g. Johnson, Christie & Yawkey, 1987, Johnson et al., 2005; 

Vygotsky, 1978). Adult scaffolding is considered by Wood et al. (1976) to be particularly 

important in creating the child’s zone of proximal development. This scaffolding assists the 

child during the task, and as the child’s competences increase, the assistance is reduced 

(Bodrova & Leong, 2007). This might be especially relevant for other-oriented skills, which 

are focused on taking the wishes and needs of others into account, and thus external support 

might be necessary. Additionally, competent peers might provide assistance in play by 

functioning as play partners and supporters (Vygotsky, 1978). They might switch back and 

forth between acting and managing roles similarly to the active supporting adult, and thus 

prompt and model play actions and role behaviour (Bretherton, 1989; Griffin, 1984; Hay et al., 

2018). Since pretend play tutoring is organized as a shared activity the group composition might 

be more heterogenous than in the regular setting, and thus contribute to a greater exchange 

between children who are more or less competent in social pretend play. Processes on the intra-

psychological level might also be activated through the social pretend play activity ( Liu et al., 

2017; Weisberg et al., 2013a; Whitebread, 2018;). Taking into account the emotional-

motivational function of play and pretend play discussed in the play theories of Berlyne (1960) 

and Ellis (1973), the beneficial effect of pretend play tutoring might also be partially attributed 

to the children’s intrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation means the activity is or has become 

motivating in itself, in contrast to engaging in an activity for external reasons (Gottfried, 1983). 

Social pretend play might include several novel and varied stimuli as well as providing 

cognitive conflict, which is considered to produce intrinsic motivation within the child and 
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finally, positive affect. On a neurobiological level this is related to dopamine release, which is 

considered to be positively linked, e.g. to attention and mental flexibility, and is thus beneficial 

for learning and development (e.g. Gruber et al., 2014; Liu et al., 2017; Takeuchi et al., 2010; 

Whitebread, 2018). In social pretend play the child’s intrinsic motivation is high, and its pretend 

element might lead children’s actions to gain in meaningfulness (Liu et al., 2017; Manuilenko, 

1975; Whitebread, 2018). Additionally, the pretend element imparts pretend play tutoring 

flexibility, through which it might be possible to adapt to children’s varying prerequisites. Each 

child might be able to find a role and a place in this shared activity. The motivating character 

and joyfulness of pretend play tutoring might be attributed to the “as if” characteristic of pretend 

play. One way of phrasing it is that, even though pretend play tutoring’s beneficial effect might 

be due to social interaction, pretence might be the glue that enables such rich social interactions 

in a shared activity and gives the child the freedom to experiment with behaviour. The effects 

of pretend play tutoring might be an interplay between these components and possibly 

unrecognized causes as Hakkarinen (2020, p. 24) stated: “There will be systems of causes and 

interactive nonlinear causality”. These considerations might imply a similar hodgepodge of 

mechanisms for social pretend play without accompanying tutoring, which might have 

contributed to the inconsistent effect pattern in pretend play research. In addition, the increased 

social pretend play quality and competences, combined with gained sociable skills, may assist 

the child in approaching its peers successfully in the future through being a more competent 

play partner, and thus maybe a more popular playmate as well. However, this is a hypothesis 

that would need to be tested in future research. 

Discussing pretend play tutoring as an approach to promoting social development from 

the perspective of a model for instructional quality might contribute to localizing it in the early 

education and care context, and may increase its applicability. The affordance-utilization model 

(Helmke, 2009) may provide support to guide the transfer from the more experimental 
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perspective to an educational one. It demonstrates the factors in the educational setting that may 

have an impact on pretend play tutoring and thus be relevant for practical implementation. 

Although the roots of this model lie in instructional research in the school setting, it has already 

been applied to research in the early educational setting as well (e.g. Kuger & Kluczniok, 2009; 

Smidt, 2012). The key idea is that the child is an active agent who uses the learning opportunity 

provided for its learning and developmental process and is thus in line with the socio-

constructivist view (e.g. Vygotsky, 1978). The learning opportunity and the child’s interaction 

with it determine the quality of instruction. This is influenced by the child’s personal and family 

resources (e.g. motivation, previous knowledge) as well as educator and context characteristics 

(Helmke, 2009). The approach chosen has an impact on whether or not the learning opportunity 

is suitable for active reinforcement. Pretend play tutoring appears to be promising, because it 

is adaptable enough to take heterogeneous individual resources into account and create a 

beneficial learning opportunity for most children. Nevertheless, the investigation of differential 

effects is an important step as well. For example, Perren et al. (2019) have shown that more 

sociable children benefited more from the play tutoring in their social pretend play quality. The 

model highlights that educator and context characteristics also impact the learning opportunity, 

and thus investigating them may be relevant in determining the conditions under which pretend 

play tutoring might work. For example, the educators’ attitudes towards play (e.g. Hughes-

Belding et al., 2012), their own playfulness (e.g. Hakkarainen & Bredikyte, 2020), or the 

educator-child relationship might be relevant (e.g. Jung, 2013). A small qualitative study hinted 

that the educator’s involvement in children’s play develops into a more active one over the 

course of the sessions. This may be due to the increasing relationship quality between the 

educator and the child, which may have also impacted the educator’s understanding of the 

child’s play (Jung, 2013). Thus, educators’ understanding of the individual child’s pretend play, 

as well as their general knowledge of high-quality social pretend play, might be necessary for 

implementing child-centred pretend play tutoring. Identifying relevant conditions of pretend 
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play tutoring might be a help when developing recommendations for educational practice and 

might, in particular, increase our understanding of pretend play tutoring and its acceptance as a 

developmentally and play-appropriate approach.  

6.4 Implications for theory, research and educational practice 

To increase understanding of whether children’s social development might be fostered by 

promoting children’s social pretend play, this thesis investigated what promotes social pretend 

play quality and the relevance of this for behavioural social skills and peer relationship quality 

(Vygotsky, 1978; Elkonin, 2005; Germeroth et al., 2019). Social pretend play quality has been 

shown to be relevant for promoting self-oriented social skills, but unexpectedly less so for 

other-oriented social skills and peer relationship quality. We might cautiously conclude that the 

adult may have opened the door to developing self-oriented social skills through social pretend 

play, while the social interactional level might be more relevant for other-oriented social skills.  

Thus, social pretend play of high-quality is indicated as being promotive for children’s self-

oriented skills. It might be necessary but not, however, sufficient for promoting children’s self-

oriented skills. The role of adult’s social interaction in this relationship needs to be examined 

further and additional mechanisms considered. Pretend play tutoring could be understood as a 

learning opportunity with multiple elements – social interaction with adults and peers, 

pretending, and intra-psychological processes – which interplay and benefit children’s learning 

and development. For future development of theory regarding the association between social 

pretend play and children’s social development, it might be helpful to disentangle these 

mechanisms, and consider whether their interplay on the social and intra-psychological level is 

required, or if one main mechanism could be crystallized. However, for pretend play tutoring 

following a child-centred approach, there is strengthened empirical support for its effectiveness 

in promoting children’s social pretend play quality and competence (in line with Perren et al., 

2019). It has also been shown to be an effective educational approach for promoting children’s 
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social development, even if it is unclear whether the play itself is the promotive factor. Applying 

the affordance-utilization model (Helmke, 2009) to pretend play tutoring suggests a theoretical 

approach that enables researchers to deduce potential impact factors in the practical field, and 

thus provides support for localizing it in the context of early childhood education and care. 

Future research should investigate in more depth the possible mechanisms causing the 

effects of pretend play tutoring on children’s social development. This might shed light on the 

relationship between social pretend play and children’s social development. In particular, it 

might be a promising approach to examine the combination of mechanisms. Adding another 

condition group that includes scaffolding but no pretend element is necessary to differentiate 

between the effect of scaffolding itself (Lillard, Lerner et al., 2013) and pretend play tutoring 

that contains scaffolding strategies focused on pretend play. Additional observational 

measurement of the social interaction with adults and peers might be necessary to investigate 

these mechanisms in detail. Assessing intra-psychological mechanisms might be challenging, 

but it could nonetheless be interesting to examine their function in the relationship between 

pretend play tutoring and social development. The transfer from the more experimental context 

directly to the educational field might be relevant for its applicability as an educational 

approach. Conducting implementation studies of successful interventions is a promising 

approach to transferring and applying experimental interventions in the educational field 

(Schrader et al., 2020). This would provide an opportunity to investigate context and educator 

effects (with reference to the affordance-utilization model; Helmke, 2009) on pretend play 

tutoring, and thus to examine and enrich practical applicability. Moreover, since we observed 

nonlinear changes for some outcomes, it might be beneficial for future intervention studies to 

consider including two baseline measures. This might work as a baseline for measuring change, 

or increase the possibilities of applying more complex longitudinal models that might help in 

analysing mechanisms of change (Usami et al., 2019). Nevertheless, depending on resources 

this might not be possible, and its advantages would need to be carefully weighed up. 
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The results support scaffolding pretend play is supported as a promising and 

developmentally appropriate activity to benefit children’s social pretend play social 

development. Creating an environment that is supportive for social pretend play gives 

preschoolers opportunities to engage in shared activities with their peers and thus experience 

peer interactions. Promoting pretend play and taking an active role inside children’s play has 

been shown to be an effective approach for promoting children’s play and social development. 

However, the intensity of pretend play tutoring needed to be effective has still to be defined. 

Some qualitative studies applied forms of pretend play tutoring (e.g. playworlds) directly in the 

educational field (e.g. Bredikyte, 2011; Fleer, 2021; Lindqvist, 2001), thus indicate its 

applicability and might provide insight in possibilities of its concrete implementation. Although 

educators mostly ascribe great importance to play in a child’s development, there is still 

uncertainty as to whether or how play should be supported (Vu et al., 2015). The results might 

encourage educators to be less afraid of disrupting children’s play, as long as they approach 

play thoughtfully and remain sensitive to children’s wishes and needs. The early childhood 

educators’ attitudes towards play might be relevant in promoting pretend play in practice, as 

these attitudes might influence their educational practice (e.g. Hughes-Belding et al., 2012). 

Given the reluctance that play support sometimes faces in the educational field (Korat et al., 

2002; Lindqvist, 2001), it might be necessary to sensitize educators carefully as to what 

promoting pretend play entails and the value it might have for children’s play. Providing the 

early childhood setting with the requisite structural resources (e.g. time, materials) is significant 

as well (Kagan, 1990, as cited in Ashiabi, 2007). After all, promoting children’s social 

development is highly relevant for their future social relationships, educational success and thus 

their well-being (Denham & Weissberg, 2004; Denham & Brown, 2010). Compared to more 

structured training in social skills, pretend play tutoring, with its joyful character, might be the 

more age-appropriate activity for reaching this goal. 
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6.5 Strengths and Limitations 

The studies in this thesis have several strengths, one being the experimental approach in an 

early educational setting, which is considered rather challenging for experimental studies. The 

children were allocated to their condition groups to balance out pre-existing differences 

between them. In analysing the intervention effects, we also controlled for children’s baseline 

scores, to take potential differences between the experimental conditions into account. The 

assessments of children’s skills and the intervention were conducted by two separate research 

groups. Thus, the experimenters who conducted the pre-, post-tests and follow-up tests were 

kept blind to the play group’s affiliations. In addition, the chosen design and the assessment of 

the adults’ and children’s behaviour during the intervention sessions in all condition groups 

meant we were able to manipulate the presumed causal factor. This enabled us to examine this 

mechanism and cautiously draw causal conclusions, giving us significant insight into how 

pretend play tutoring might work and additional theoretical approaches to what might link the 

promotion of social pretend play with children’s social development. Moreover, different 

features were included for the measurement of social pretend play quality, in line with 

suggestions by Thompson and Goldstein (2019). This enabled us to make a valid and 

comprehensive assessment of the construct. Sophisticated statistical methods were applied to 

investigate the intervention effects. Latent change models were used to model children’s change 

directly and without measurement errors (Geiser, 2011). Several considerations were taken into 

account in choosing an appropriate, sophisticated approach to handling the missing data as well 

(FIML, Enders, 2010).  

However, the approach chosen does have several limitations as well. We were unable 

to address all the research problems identified in previous pretend play investigations (Lillard, 

Lerner et al., 2013). We did not include a condition group that would have enabled the effect 

of adult interaction to be examined (Lillard, Lerner et al., 2013; Weisberg et al., 2013a). This 



GENERAL DISCUSSION | 

 
 

137 

limited the investigation into the mechanism of change and thus the explanatory power of the 

results. Despite using multiple measurements of social pretend play competence for the third 

study, we were able to use only the reported measurement. It might be suspected that the test 

instruments were less sensitive to detecting interindividual change. These instruments will need 

to be refined, to conduct investigations with a more comprehensive assessment of the social 

pretend play competence (e.g. parallel test form). In addition, children’s social skills were 

assessed using a single instrument approach. The educators who were not blind to the condition 

groups reported on children’s skills, which might have introduced bias to the measurement and 

might thus limit the explanatory power of the results. Furthermore, we cannot rule out the 

possibility that the outcome variables were influenced by unknown variables in the mediation 

analysis of the third study. In this case, associations between the outcome variables and the 

mediator might be affected and might thus limit the validity of the separation of total effects 

into direct and indirect effects (Bullock et al., 2010). 

6.6 Conclusions 

The results of the studies indicate that pretend play tutoring following a child-centered approach 

effectively fosters children’s self-oriented social skills by promoting their high-quality social 

pretend play. Other-oriented social skills and peer relationship quality are also promoted by 

pretend play tutoring, but other mechanisms are more likely to be relevant for these skills. This 

cautiously links pretend play tutoring with children’s social development. Nevertheless, the role 

of adult social interaction needs further investigation. 

However, pretend play tutoring and social pretend play itself is mainly distinguished 

from other activities through its symbolic character. This makes it especially suitable for 

reaching intersubjectivity between the play partners involved and for creating a joyful and 

intrinsically motivating learning opportunity. Educators should therefore be encouraged to 

support children’s pretend play more actively, recognizing children’s agency by considering 
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their needs and ideas. Play is children’s first way to express themselves and interact with their 

surrounding world (Mellou, 1994): maybe we should be less cautious of joining them in their 

chosen interactive and communicative form. By engaging as a play partner in a supportive role, 

promoting play may become social pretend play by itself. To conclude, pretend play tutoring is 

supported as a joyful, motivating, and developmentally appropriate activity for creating positive 

interactions with peers, experiencing different social behaviour and supporting preschoolers in 

their social development.  
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