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Abstract
This research study investigates the domain of social and emotional 
development in different curricula with respect to the role of a preschool 
teacher/caregiver. The paper looks at different approaches both Western 
(Head Start and Waldorf) and Indian (Aurobindo and Gijubhai) to create 
an understanding as to how this domain has been looked at during early 
years. The two Indian approaches have also been observed in practice, so as 
to gauge the curricular transaction and locate the essential factors attributed 
to socio-emotional development. The observations indicate that a teacher’s 
attitude behavior and understanding of young children is essential for the 
promotion of this component. From the derived learning, a module has been 
created which will be helpful in promoting pro-social behaviors and social 
competence among young children.

Introduction
In the field of child development, it is a well-regarded fact that development 
occurs in stages and optimal periods exist at different ages. Socio-emotional 
development starts at a very early age, and during the preschool years, the 
advancements take place rapidly, going up till adolescence. At the age of 
three years, children have some basic language skills and become socially 
aware of peers. Having passed the mirror stage, a term coined by Jacques 
Lacan, when a child’s sense of self as an individual begins to emerge, the 
child enjoys helping and pleasing adults. By the age of four, children generally 
have a mastery over language and become self-confident individuals. During 
this stage, social play becomes important as it provides an opportunity for 
children to practice their social skills, stretch their cognitive abilities, work 
with different emotions, socialise, and be creative. The concept of the self is 
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formed as children have a perception of themselves based on the reaction or 
response of people around them. With this gradually the child also begins to 
form her self-esteem by evaluating her worth in positive or negative terms. 
According to Sigmund Freud, the personality has three parts—id, ego, and 
superego. The ego is formed when a child comes to realise that needs cannot 
or will not always be met. The ego helps her to address her needs in socially 
acceptable ways. It mediates between the demands created by the id and 
the superego. The super ego, however, emerges when the child learns to 
take account of the values and expectations of parents and society (Pound 
2011). At the age of five, children have refined skills and become mature, 
being in control and responsible. Between six and eight years, their cognitive 
abilities allow them to think in a logical manner and take different viewpoints 
into consideration, whereas their temperament or inborn characteristics like 
regularity, adaptability, and disposition affect behaviour. 

Social Competence

Socio-emotional development is looked at in terms of competence. 
Competence can be defined as the ability to build and maintain relationships. 
This ability enables children to use personal and environmental resources to 
achieve satisfying and competent interactions in their immediate environment. 
Social competence is achieved by emotion regulation, social knowledge and 
understanding, accompanied by the social skills to use these components. 
Emotional regulation involves the use of different processes and strategies 
required to manage emotional arousal necessary for successful interpersonal 
functioning. Social knowledge and understanding includes the knowledge 
of norms and social customs of the group the child is part of, in addition to 
sufficient mastery of language essential for communication. For instance, in 
a preschool setting, competence can be assessed by the development of peer 
status and friendship. Daniel Goleman developed the concept of emotional 
intelligence, which refers to the acquisition and application of information 
of emotional nature that is necessary to feel and respond emotionally. He 
used the term “emotional literacy” to refer to the experience and productive 
management of emotions. Social skills can be observed by looking at social 
approach patterns during play, such as instances where the child gives 
positive attention to others and requests information from others as well as 
contributes towards ongoing discussions. The teacher’s role in establishing 
social competence is to help children channel and regulate their emotions in 
a constructive manner.
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Importance of Socio-Emotional Development

Socio-emotional development is important to attain personal qualities 
that motivate new understandings and enable the child to approach new 
challenges enthusiastically. A child’s social experiences with other children 
during the preschool years help her develop social skills and confidence that 
enable her to make friends in subsequent years, and these experiences further 
enhance the child’s social competence and academic achievement . On the 
other hand, children who fail to develop these social skills are vulnerable 
to school dropout, delinquency (law-breaking), and mental-health problems. 
Social skills are also essential for children to later acquire complex abilities 
like self-regulation of emotions, behavior, and attention. 

During early years, the teacher can enhance this by scaffolding children to 
express their emotions and by engaging them in a range of activities from 
play to planning and decision-making activities. Anna Freud saw play as 
a window to the unconscious mind of young children. She proposed that 
the child’s unconscious enabled her to deal with difficult experiences and 
that change could only come about as the child became able to explore 
them consciously (Pound 2011). Play is identified as an important vehicle 
for developing self-regulation as well as for promoting language, cognition, 
and social competence (National Association for the Education of Young 
Children 2009). 

Play is important in establishing will, advocating a focus on the hand rather 
than the head. Through play develops an emerging morality as the child 
learns self-regulation, reason, and congeniality. It leads to the formation of 
an ego identity as the child has confidence and wide interests. If this sense 
of initiative is denied due to inhibition, the child develops a sense of guilt, 
leading to perpetual self-doubt.

Influences on Socio-Emotional Development

Various influences come into play for optimal socio-emotional development, 
and the family plays an important role in this. The child must also have a 
sense of belonging to the community or social context in which she lives. 
Within the preschool setting (the focus of this study), peers and teachers 
play significant roles. Not only are peers a crucial source of information for 
the child but studies also show that peer deprivation has deeper and longer-
lasting adverse consequences than maternal deprivation (Suomi and Harlow 
1975). Teachers can create a positive influence through individual focus and 
interaction to increase a child’s capacity to hear and respond deeply to their 
suggestions.
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Review of Literature

Socio-Emotional Develpoment in the NAEYC

The report of the National Association for the Education of Young Children 
(NAEYC 2009) sets the tone for early childhood education (ECE) curricula as 
that of optimal learning and development through educational effectiveness. 
It identifies cultural and linguistic diversity, as well as inclusion of children 
with special needs covering children with disabilities, children at risk for 
disabilities, and children with challenging behaviours as key issues. It also 
discusses the struggle to develop and maintain a qualified teaching force.The 
NAEYC does not directly address socio-emotional development but refers to 
the “Child Outcomes Framework” (Head Start 2003), which recognises the 
socio-emotional as one of the domains of development. 

Interventions in early childhood have a long-lasting and positive impact on 
children’s development, learning abilities, and capacity to regulate their 
emotions (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development 2003). 
Dimensions of socio-emotional competence and cognition also have a direct 
relation to how children perform later in school. Factors like independence, 
responsibility, self-regulation, and cooperation predict how well children 
make the transition to school and how they fare in the early grades. Further to 
this, self-regulation is also identified as the premiere developmental goal for 
early years as it enables functioning in the areas of problem solving, planning, 
focused attention, and metacognition, therefore increasing the chances of 
children to succeed in school (American Education Research Association 
2003). 

Teachers and early childhood practitioners need to be aware of contextual 
factors like culture, community, linguistic norms, social group, and past and 
current experiences along with individual differences that shape the learning 
environment of the child. The NAEYC has established a core principle with 
respect to holistic development, that is, “all the domains of development 
and learning—physical, social, emotional, and cognitive—are important, and 
they are closely interrelated.” Children’s development and learning in one 
domain influences that in other domains and vice versa; optimal periods exist 
for these developmental processes to occur. Therefore, integrated curriculum 
models, which focus on all aspects of development and not just the cognitive 
in a child-oriented environment, should be implemented.
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Promoting Socio-Emotional Development during Early  
Childhood Years

Pro-social behaviours that stress on caring and kindness are best promoted in 
early childhood programmes. These behaviours are nurtured in an atmosphere 
of acceptance where children can use inductive reasoning and take the rights 
and feelings of others into consideration. This can be achieved with the use of 
guidance as an ongoing process that involves the act of directing to a particular 
end (Essa 2013). It is advised that discipline should not be used as an approach 
because it is a response to a child’s misbehaviour. Similarly, punishment as a 
technique is ineffective in the long run. Rather positive discipline allows the 
child to develop self-discipline gradually. Behaviour management posits that 
a child’s behaviour can be changed by changing the environment, that is, 
by using techniques such as positive reinforcement for desirable behaviours 
and ignoring undesirable behaviours. Developmentally appropriate practices 
take into consideration children’s feelings about learning (including their 
interest, pleasure, and motivation to learn) and children’s behaviour when 
learning (including attention, persistence, flexibility, and self-regulation)
while inculcating learning practices to promote school readiness (National 
Education Goals Panel 1997). 

Socio-emotional development is promoted by nurturing healthy relationships. 
Warm, nurturing relationships with responsive adults are necessary for many 
key areas of children’s development, including empathy and cooperation, 
self-regulation and cultural socialisation, language and communication, 
peer relationships, and identity formation (National Research Council 
2000). These variables are dependent on the social and cultural context of 
a child. For instance, self-care children (a term used for children who after 
school return to an empty home because their family is at work) are at risk 
of developmental delays due to a very limited interaction in their home 
environment. Common social difficulties arise due to an insufficient impulse 
control to take turns, negotiate, or bargain to resolve peer conflicts. They can 
also arise as a result of the lack of opportunities the child is exposed to in 
order to learn and practice social skills.

Therefore it is essential that during early years, children be exposed to 
positive calm environments and role models. An early childhood education 
programme should support nurturing peer relationships and help the child 
recognise and understand her emotions. They should result in strengthening 
the child’s self-esteem and promote regulatory behaviours by helping the 
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child accurately perceive social situations so as to respond appropriately. 
The sense of self and the ability to form intimate relationships is termed 
as “emotional intelligence”. The teacher can help the child learn and 
understand consequences of their actions and use social processes to resolve 
social problems. It is essential that adequate attention is given to socio-
emotional development in children and that the child be exposed to positive 
experiences.

Socio-Emotional Development In Different Curriculum 
Approaches

Head Start

Head Start is the most famous programme in the field of early childhood 
education. It is widespread in the US and has gone under many revisions 
and additions since its conception. It envisions optimum development of the 
child and lays emphasis on social and emotional development as one of the 
11 identified domains. It aims at developing a healthy concept of personal 
identity, which has its effects up till middle childhood and adolescence. It 
includes children from age three to five. The domain elements include social 
relationships, self-concept and self-efficacy, self-regulation, and emotional and 
behavioural health (US Department of Health and Human Services 2011). 

Social relationships include maintenance of healthy relationships and 
interactions with peers and adults. The component of self-concept and self-
efficacy enables the child to perceive herself as capable of successfully making 
decisions, accomplishing tasks, and meeting goals. While self-regulations talks 
about the ability of the child to recognise and regulate emotions, attention, 
impulses, and behaviour, the last component is concerned with the child 
exhibiting a healthy range of emotional expressions and learning positive 
alternatives to aggressive or isolating behaviors.

While Head Start gives due importance to this developmental domain and lists 
the pro-social behaviours that are helpful for early childhood practitioners, it 
does not provide the path to achieving these behaviours. It does not specify 
the role of the teacher, making it less comprehensive for use.

Waldorf Education

Waldorf education is a progressive approach to education, which emerged 
with a focus on peace and reconstruction introduced by Rudolf Steiner. 
His approach has an abundant reliance on the teacher or the educator who 
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according to him shapes and influences the child’s environment—not just the 
physical environment but also the social—by projecting desirable qualities in 
her own being and her relationships with others. He believed that children 
who live in an atmosphere of love and warmth, and who have around them 
truly good examples to imitate, are living in their proper element (Steiner 
1884). For him, formation of a social community was paramount to education. 

Similar to Aurobindo’s philosophy, Steiner too saw the child as a threefold 
being—of body, soul, and spirit—on a path to evolutionary development 
through repeated earth lives. Steiner does not talk about emotional but 
spiritual development of the child. Spirituality, or in his terms anthroposophy, 
was the path to emotional development.

Indian Educationists on the Component of Socio-Emotional 
Development

Closer home, philosophers like Gandhi, Tagore, Aurobindo, and Gijubhai 
have emphasised the importance of synchrony between head, heart and 
hand as essential for individual growth and development. Sri Aurobindo 
advocated an environment that inspires children to develop the five essential 
aspects of personality: the physical, the vital, the mental, the psychic, and the 
spiritual (SAICE 2015). He envisioned this unity as the basis of knowledge, 
which cannot be solely fulfilled by academic subjects. For him, the mental is 
harmful without the emotional and the spiritual. He was one of the earliest 
philosophers to emphasise on the social aspect of child development. It is 
therefore of utmost important to take his dynamic view into account, which 
includes not only various kinds of information but also focuses on building 
the powers of the human mind and spirit.

Gijubhai too recognised that children should be provided with an environment 
that promotes their independence and self-reliance. He established Bal Mandir 
where he taught the subject matter through stories and rhymes, which attract 
children. Though he undertook the Montessori Method, the implementation 
was local. In order to see how these curricular transactions translate into 
reality, I chose two specific settings (which adhere to these indigenous ways) 
to enrich my learnings about the aforementioned approaches.

Research Methodology
The methodology used was qualitative. The review was based on an analysis 
of different curriculum documents with an emphasis on socio-emotional 
development. To gain a broader understanding of the domain, specifically 
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in the Indian context, my engagement encompassed two settings. There is 
enough evidence which suggests that curriculum gaps are often the result 
of gaps in implementation rather than in the approach itself. To gauge this 
aspect, 15 days were spent in a particular setting during which I was involved 
in classroom and teacher interaction in the preschool. During these 15 days, 
a minimum of 10 observations were made, encompassing a minimum of two 
hours. For these observations, the event sampling method was used. The two 
settings where these observations took place were Wonga School, Gujarat, 
and Hopscotch School, in Delhi. These settings were chosen specifically 
as they follow the philosophies of Indian educationists Gijubhai and  
Aurobindo respectively in a much more contextual manner. The in-classroom 
observations focused on a set of attitudes in children to ascertain competence. 
These attitudes included communicating with peers and teachers, carrying 
on a discussion, negotiating, taking turns, cooperating, initiating interaction, 
articulating preferences, reasoning for actions, accepting compromises, and 
empathising with others. Along with this, relevant curriculum documents 
were looked at to gain a better understanding of the educational philosophy 
of the schools.

Objectives
The research had the following objectives:

 • To look at the provisions (if any) for socio-emotional development in 
different curricular approaches. 

 • To observe implementation of two different curricular approaches on the 
ground for a broader understanding, with an emphasis on the domain of 
socio-emotional development. 

 • To develop an illustrative module comprising a set of developmentally 
appropriate activities for enhancing socio-emotional development of 
children in a preschool curriculum.

The Research Design

Two settings were identified for this cross-sectional study, which subscribed 
to a particular Indian philosophy. This was done in order to gain a broader 
and clearer perspective on how the socio-emotional component has been 
looked at in different curricula and how the domain is treated or considered 
important by early childhood teachers and practitioners. 

The study includes children in their preschool years, that is, three to six years 
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of age. While Hopscotch School had a single group in which this age diversity 
could be seen, Wonga School had different groups for different ages. This 
affected the observation schedule as a particular group was observed for a 
span of 15 days in Hopscotch, while different groups were observed for two 
days each in Wonga School. This included not just in-class observations but 
also following the group throughout a preschool day in both the settings. 
Informal interactions were held with teachers to gain their understanding 
of the domain, and curricular material such as timetables, lesson plans, and 
assessment modules, if any, were looked at. 

My role as a researcher was not uniform in the two settings. While observations 
were made at both the settings, participative observations were made in 
Hopscotch School (as I participated in and facilitated activities) and objective 
observations were made in Wonga School. This difference in the kind of 
observation was due to the different philosophies that the schools held. While 
objective observations were possible in Wonga School, Hopscotch believed 
that a person cannot remain like an inanimate object in the classroom but 
should interact with the students.

The Research Tools and Techniques of Data Collection

In both the settings, checklists were used to provide a framework for observing 
pro-social behaviours. Three checklists were formed for this purpose:

i. Group Observation Checklist: This was used for observing socially 
competent behaviours in children as a group, for instance, whether 
children come to the setting willingly or are usually in a positive mood.

ii. Individual Observation Checklist: This was used for observing socially 
competent behaviours in individual children, such as whether they 
approached others positively or showed an interest in others.

iii. Teacher Observation Checklist: This was used for observing teachers 
fostering socially competent behaviours in children like encouraging 
a child’s sense of self-worth or creating a safe indoor and outdoor 
environment. 

Other than these checklists, informal interactions were held with teachers 
and heads of each school in order to understand the curriculum in place. 
Curriculum documents presently used in the schools were also looked at for 
the purpose of this study. Teacher preparations were also observed as both 
the settings were simultaneously running teacher training programmes.
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After data collection was done through the checklists and the event sampling 
method, a detailed thematic analysis was done for each setting where events 
were analysed to understand the positive or negative practices in each 
preschool. 

Significance of this Research

The context of this research will have significance for ECE practitioners and 
teachers. In practice, the socio-emotional development of a child is overlooked 
and emphasis is laid on cognition. Largely preschool is considered important 
only for the purpose of school readiness. At this stage, children are given 
books of classes one and two, which not only burdens them but also hinders 
their development. This study introduces the reader to the concept of holistic 
development and lays emphasis on the socio-emotional component. 

Also, the outcome of this research is in the form of an illustrative module 
aimed at promoting socio-emotional development in a preschool setting. 
These set of activities are contextual in nature (Indian context) and can be 
widely used by teachers to enhance students’ competence. 

Limitations of this Research

The study takes into consideration only the preschool setting as a site for 
the promotion of holistic development of the child. Due to time constraints, 
components like the home environment of the child, the role of the family, 
and most importantly the role of the mother, all of which are equally essential 
for the child’s socio-emotional development, could not be looked at. 

Also, the study caters to children only in the age group of three to five years 
and does not include the entire span of early years, that is, from birth to six 
years, though development begins right form birth.

Analysis and Interpretation Of Data

Hopscotch School

The school’s philosophy broadly advocates integral education, rather than 
holistic education, which includes the vital, the psychic, and the spiritual 
as developmental domains. Socio-emotional development therefore, as the 
name suggests, is vital to early childhood education rather than just being a 
part of it. 

The standalone practice of this early childhood education programme is 
that the teachers themselves undertake a journey of selfhood—an attempt to 
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understand themselves (through worksheets which involve comprehensive 
questions) better so as to be able to become better facilitators for children. 
Childhood in such a philosophy is placed as a period of vast significance, and 
teachers are given the responsibility to build torchbearers of the future. It is 
their attitude that is given more importance than the system itself. The teacher 
is a guidance provider who follows a developmental curriculum to fulfill the 
yearly objectives. The idea of a developmental curriculum is similar to the 
modern conception of an emergent curriculum where assessment is used not 
as an evaluation but rather as a directional tool for teachers to make their 
teaching practices more suitable for children. The planning to implement 
this curriculum is done on a day-to-day basis with as much detail as possible. 

The day is divided into activity time, circle time, music time, and skilled 
work. There are two breaks in between, which provide a balanced schedule 
for the children. Children begin their day with physical activities, in which 
they play or perform activities that they like or according to their capabilities. 
A respect for every individual’s voice is present as everyone gets a turn to 
share his or her ideas. This also promotes turn-taking behavior, which is 
considered important for the socio-emotional development of a child as it 
reduces the anxiety related to doing something new. All the children in this 
case are well aware that their opinion will be asked for and they will be given 
a chance. The child is given the comfort that nothing will be imposed on her, 
while keeping the idea of trying new things intact. The children are aware of 
their schedule and that a particular time is allotted to every task. They are 
also given the freedom to do things at their own pace. This leads to shedding 
of any competitiveness or tension that may arise otherwise if a task is to be 
accomplished in given time. During skill work, different corners are set so 
that the child can finish a task and move on to the other without waiting for 
her peers to finish them. On the completion of a task, the child is free to do 
anything she wishes. If the child wants to try something new, appropriate 
opportunities are provided to her rather than saying a straight “no”. The final 
product is given value as the children share it amongst their peers and didi. 
The same is also displayed inside or outside their classrooms.

The curriculum document lays down development of the senses as one of the 
main goals of vital development. The method is also explicitly stated, that is, 
by spending more time with nature, where children play different sensorial 
games. It includes components like building of acceptance and trust, self-
confidence, sharing, patience, cooperation, and courage. The child is to 
achieve this by self-observation. All the characteristics stated are very well 
imbibed in the day-to-day activities. There are numerous instances where 
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the teacher tries that the child reflects upon her actions, for instance,during 
an ongoing activity, two children were playing with sand. The teacher tells 
them to join the group (other children) and talks to them later one by one. 
The teacher talks to child 1, telling her to use her own mind and not follow 
her friends or others blindly. She asks, “During the play time, which activity 
do you think you should have been a part of? Think and tell me.” To the 
second child, who was fidgety and distracted, the teacher held her and asked 
her to look at her. She first spoke about her crying in the morning and then 
told her about respecting others who are doing the activity and completing 
the activity at hand. Rather than telling the child something explicitly or using 
her authority, there is always an effort on the part of the teacher to reason 
out a particular action. This makes the child reflect upon her own actions 
and self-correct them in the future. The teacher also encourages the child to 
be a part of the larger group. When child 2 is distracted, the teacher holds 
her, thereby providing a comfortable space to the child rather than the usual 
scolding.

Moreover, the teacher gives a reason for her every action. For instance, 
during the activity time in the morning, the teacher asks the students, “What 
can my body do?” (Everyone raises hands.) The teacher says,“I can see many 
new ideas, I will come to them one by one.” The teacher uses reasoning and 
explanations, and nothing is imposed on children. Every student is given 
a chance. This promotes turn-taking behaviour in children. As every child 
knows that her turn will come, it reduces anxiety. Also, consistent turn-taking 
behaviour makes children accept as well as respect each other’s space, also 
leading to knowledge sharing among themselves rather than the teacher 
being the only provider of knowledge.

In the case of group tasks, the teacher tries to show the peers’ points of view, 
so that the child has a foundation for social understanding and empathy. This 
can be elaborated with an example. When a child complains about a peer, 
the teacher tells them both to resolve it amongst themselves. 

Child1: She hit me.

Teacher: Did you like it?

Child1: No. 

Teacher: Then tell that to your friend. While playing, she does not know 
when she does something which others do not like. Tell her that and she will 
not do it. 

Another crucial thing to notice is how the teacher is a keen observer, as 
she takes her cues from observing children’s interactions. The teacher 
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rather than intervening in between children helps them resolve issues on 
their own. By telling one child that the act was not intentional, she provides 
another point of view—to be able to think from someone else’s perspective, 
thus building the ability to empathise with others and maintaining positive 
interactions among peers. The teacher here acts as a facilitator for children 
to discuss and resolve their issues on their own. This makes the interaction 
between children more positive as they resolve their conflicts themselves and 
continue their friendship decidedly because of their own decision rather than 
because of a decision imposed on them.

The teacher also serves as a model for appropriate behaviours thereby 
setting an example for children. Components related to socio-emotional 
development are also integrated in mental development like developing 
the ability to express feelings freely and clearly, by encouraging children to 
participate in individual and group discussions. This way socio-emotional 
development in children forms a central part of the school’s curricular goals. 

First, as the literature suggested, instilling turn-taking behaviour in children 
is important in fostering social and emotional development as the practice 
reduces anxiety associated with whether their chance will come or not. Also, 
it gives a fair chance to everybody in the group. It covertly teaches them 
taking turns fairly in group activities. This practice was in place in Hopscotch 
School. The teacher herself demonstrated the desired behaviours, filling 
the gaps between theory and practice. This practice is extensively focused 
within the philosophy of the school and has neatly transitioned into practice. 
However, continuation is of absolute importance for children, as once the 
time was up for a particular activity and the teacher told that the others would 
get their turns the next day, the latter were distressed and disinterested in the 
class activities that followed that day. Time was a concern in sharing activities, 
where children not only shared their work but also showed interest in their 
peers’ work. Shortened time made children focus on their work only or if 
they would get a chance that day. It is therefore vital that the children have 
enough time for sharing their work with each other. Strategies can be used 
to shorten individual sharing-time rather than putting off certain children for 
the next day. 

Another positive practice that could be seen on ground was that the teacher 
constantly provided explanations for her own actions. This creates an 
environment where every action is accountable and promotes the idea that 
one should think about her actions. This makes conflict resolution easier as 
children explain the intention of their actions to each other. Without any 
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adult interference, children are able to regulate themselves and their peers. 
For instance, during lunchtime, C explains to V to finish her food. While 
explaining, C points out to V’s early childhood photograph where she is 
happily eating something. C gives the example of P, who was not eating her 
lunch yesterday but then finished it. C here is motivated to take on this adult-
like role due to the teacher’s appreciation of her eating habits. This has built 
a sense of confidence in her and she takes on this role. This has been possible 
due to the adult–child interaction laid down by the school’s philosophy, 
where the adult provides guidance to the child, respecting her and giving 
explanations rather than imposing orders. 

As pointed out earlier, observation is the key for directing teachers’ practices. 
This is done on a day-to-day basis so that negative behaviours are not formed. 
For instance, a child used instrumental crying to gain attention and sympathy 
and get things done her way. The teacher after observing this countered it 
by telling the child that there is no use of crying and that if she (the child) 
puts her point forward simply, it will be heard. She also creates a free-flowing 
environment for the children, where they move from one task to the other 
seamlessly at their own pace. There is no sense of competition or lagging 
behind, thereby eliminating any resultant distress. 

Wonga School

The school’s philosophy creates an onus on the adults to understand 
that while young children are dependent on them, they are nevertheless 
individuals who have rights and should be valued. Education here refers to 
the broader conception of meaning-making, practical life skills, imagination, 
creativity, and psychosocial development rather than the subject division 
of knowledge. Learning here is not only limited to classrooms as young 
children are observational and, given a prepared environment and 
appropriate adult–child or peer interactions, can learn a range of things. 
An early childhood programme should lay emphasis primarily on physical 
development and health, social and emotional development, language and 
literacy, and cognition and general knowledge. These domains should have 
different learning approaches, including music, dance, art, and drama. 
School preparedness elements like mathematics, science, and social science 
knowledge and skills should form only a part of this programme. All this can 
only be accomplished by skilled teachers and parents. Some basic principles 
applicable to them include respecting children as individuals; abolishing 
corporal punishment; and providing children the freedom to explore, access 
to clean air, equal opportunities, safety, and care. There should be minimal 
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gap between the school and home environment so that both come together 
to provide the best childcare and education, which should be imparted in 
one’s mother tongue. 

However, a huge gap was observed between theory and practice. While the 
philosophy talks about taking cues from children and accordingly informing 
pedagogical decisions, the routine itself was problematic for children. For 
instance, during song time, younger children were unable to sit for too long; 
they would become restless. While five-year-old children were able to sit 
quietly and attentively, they could not concentrate during prayer time. I 
observed an instance of a teacher hitting a child and pulling her away from 
her peer as she was sitting in her lap. When a child was crying, the teacher 
ordered her to stop crying. While the school’s philosophy is clearly against 
corporal punishment, it is not being translated into practice. The child does 
not even know her wrongdoing as the teacher acts in an authoritarian manner 
and does not provide any reasoning. In another instance, a child (child 3) 
hit two other children,child 1 and child 2. Child 2 gives no response, while 
child 1 hits back. Child 3 becomes more aggressive and violent and starts 
pulling her peers’ cap, then punching on her face, hitting on the back. Child 
1 approaches the teacher who does not pay any attention. The child who 
started it begins crying. Nearby child reports the hitter. The teacher picks 
her up and makes child 3 her sit at another place. The teacher does not even 
try to inquire into the matter but merely diffuses the situation on the face of 
it. There is no solution or assurance that such an act will not be repeated in 
future.

The school does not provide any opportunities for social interaction except 
during the free play time in the morning. Even in this instance, there is 
no teacher to look over or observe the children. After the assembly time, 
children move on to object exploration, which is mostly an individual 
activity. This ends with a circle time when the teacher usually tells a story and 
they listen only responding to known answer questions. The setting therefore 
lacks an appropriate environment conducive for the social and emotional 
development of children. 

The environment requires sharing of materials when activities are done 
according to a theme, since there is one of each kind of material. Children 
use a particular material and pass it on to their peers once done. They are 
well aware that everyone will get every material one by one, and so there is 
no snatching or fighting over them. However, there were no evident instances 
of socio-emotional development in the preschool. The activities are stretched 
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to such an extent that the children are unable to pay attention. The assembly 
time itself goes up to an hour, and the children become restless and their 
attention wavers. Even in the middle of the session, children aged three were 
not comfortable in the preschool setting. One of the prerequisites of socio-
emotional development is that children come to the setting willingly (also one 
of the items on the checklist), which was altogether missing in this context. 

Due to the high pupil–teacher ratio, the teacher is unable to pay attention 
to every individual child. As shared earlier, there were instances where the 
teacher’s intervention was required but did not take place. This leads to 
unregulated behaviours, and aggression was indeed one of the phenomena 
that took place in group settings. In the events sampled, 50 per cent were 
violent in nature, with physical harm of one kind or the other such as hitting 
or pushing. Also, children were not in the habit of interacting with each other 
in diverse groups. 

Appropriate Practices for Socio-Emotional Development
Drawing from learnings from both the schools, it can be argued that some 
practices are essential for socio-emotional development, while others hinder 
it and therefore should be avoided. Other than the learnings from both the 
settings, here are some principles that can be useful in fostering social and 
emotional development in children:

 • First, opportunities should be provided for group interactions where 
children share materials and ideas and learn from each other individually 
and collectively. This provides the children a platform to not only 
understand each other but also acquire necessary social skills. 

 • Too many instructional directions from the teacher at the same time 
should be avoided as it creates confusion for the child. This can be 
elaborated with an example:

“Hey, R, where are you off to?”
“Didi said that I should go and wash my hands.”
“Don’t wash your hands now. Go and wear your socks first.”
“R, what are you doing, sitting around here? Come with me outside  
[for reflection].”
“But didi said I have to wash my hands and have breakfast.”
“Well, get up and come with me now for some time, then you can go 
and eat”.
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 • Exploratory talk plays a crucial role in early childhood education, especially 
oral language development, which is a tool for social and emotional 
development. It is vital that a child’s language is given importance (a 
practice observed in both the preschools), as it is a validation of her 
identity, culture, and language, all of which are directly related to her 
self-esteem.

 • The project approach can be used to increase social competence, as it 
provides activities and experiences involving cooperation, coordination 
of effort, collaboration, and conflict resolution.

 • Safe indoor and outdoor environments should be provided to the child 
with appropriate adult supervision. Adult to child ratio should ideally not 
be more than 1:10 in early-year classrooms. This helps the children be 
secure in the knowledge that an adult is available to help if needed. The 
child develops an ‘I can do it’ feeling about herself. 

 • During an activity, the teacher should use encouragement to motivate the 
child rather than praise. This is so because encouragement concentrates 
on the process (“It is good to see that you are working so hard to tie this 
knot.”), while praise is limited to the end product (“Wow! That is a good 
wall hanging.”). Encouragement acknowledges the effort of the child and 
helps her focus on the task at hand. 
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Sample Module for Enhancing Socio-Emotional Development

Time In 
Minutes

Activity 
And 

Material 
Used

Role Of  
Facilitator

Role Of  
Student

Expected 
Outcome

Can be 
done 
over a 
period 
of time

My flag 
(paper, 
glue, stick, 
colours, 
pictures-
optional)

Talk to the 
children about 
their interests. 
For example, 
What do you like 
to eat/play/do on 
your own?

The teacher can 
then show them 
a sample flag 
where she has 
drawn/pasted 
herself what she 
likes to eat/play/
do.

The 
children will 
share their 
interests 
and abilities 
with each 
other and 
then try to 
represent 
them using 
crayons, 
paints, 
pictures, 
etc.

Children will 
be able to 
understand 
themselves 
better. This will 
establish self-
awareness and 
also awareness 
about their 
peers.

Can be 
done 
over a 
period 
of time

My box  
(a 
cardboard 
box, 
paper, 
colours, 
paint, 
smiley 
cutouts)

Talk about 
different 
emotions like 
happy, sad, 
angry, etc., or 
you can just 
talk about 
good and bad 
feelings. Ask the 
children about 
the different 
situations in 
which they feel 
these emotions. 
Teacher can 
develop different 
smileys depicting 
different moods 
and paste it on 
a paper so that 
children can 
record those 
thoughts.

Record 
their 
feelings by 
drawing, 
painting, 
or telling 
them to the 
teachers. 
They 
can paste 
pictures of 
things that 
make them 
happy or 
sad like 
pets. This 
will be put 
into a box 
and shared 
with their 
peers later.

Children 
gain an 
understanding 
of different 
emotions. This 
will create 
reflective 
thinking and 
children will 
think of the 
different 
situations in 
which they have 
come across 
these emotions.
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