Mcuxonornyeckas Hayka v o6pasosaHue Psychological Science and Education

2024.T.29. Ne 3. C. 96—112 2024. Vol. 29, no. 3, pp. 96—112
DOI: https://doi.org/10.17759/pse.2024290306 DOI: https://doi.org/10.17759/pse.2024290306
ISSN: 1814-2052 ISSN: 1814-2052
ISSN: 2311-7273 (online) ISSN: 2311-7273 (online)

Development of Social Competence

in Preschoolers with Different Levels

of Executive Functions: Role Play and Project-
based Learning

Aleksander N. Veraksa
Lomonosov Moscow State University, Moscow, Russia
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7187-6080, e-mail: veraksa @yandex.ru

Valeriya A. Plotnikova

Federal Scientific Center of Psychological and Multidisciplinary Research;
Lomonosov Moscow State University, Moscow, Russia

ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1092-3290, e-mail: ler.shinelis@yandex.ru

Polina R. Ivenskaya
Lomonosov Moscow State University, Moscow, Russia
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0009-0008-7439-327X, e-mail: polina.ivenskaja@gmail.com

The research is aimed at clarifying and comparing the influence of role play and
project-based learning on the development of social competence in older pre-
schoolers. The paper presents the materials of the pilot phase of the study. 30
preschoolers aged 5—6 years (average age 5,8 years) participated in the experi-
ment. At the pre-test children’s executive functions were assessed using NEPSY-
Il subtests and their social competence was assessed using the SCBE-30 test,
which includes the scales “Social Competence”, “Anxiety-detachment”, “Anger-
aggression”. Further, the participants were distributed to three experimental condi-
tions so that in each group there were an equal number of preschoolers with low
and high levels of executive functions according to cluster analysis. In each group
12 meetings were held in accordance with the developed programs: Free play,
Research project, Creative project. After completing the programs children’s social
competence was tested similar to the initial diagnostics. The results showed that
preschoolers with a low level of executive functions had a stronger decrease in
social anxiety in a free role play than in the project activities. At the same time,
children with a high level of executive functions showed a greater decrease of
the social anxiety when participating in a research project. Role play and project-
based learning have proved to be equally effective for the development of social
competence. The results clarify and expand the possibilities of using the described
activities for the social competence development in kindergartens.
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B pa6oTe npepcTaBneHbl MaTepuarsl UCCliefoBaHUs, HanpaBieHHOro Ha yTou-
HEeHVe 1 ConocTaBieHne creumguky pasBuTnS CoLmanbHON KOMMNETEHTHOCTN
y CTapLUMX AOLLUKONbHMKOB B CIHOXXETHO-PONEBON Urpe 1 MPOEKTHOW fAedTenb-
HoCcTW. [MoKa3aHbl pe3dynbTaThl NUNOTHOrO 3Tana MccnefoBaHus, B KOTOPOM
npuHanu yyactue 30 JOLLKONbHUKOB 5—6 neT (cpepHui Bo3pacT — 5,8 ner).
Ha aTtane npe-Tecta y geTei 6binvM MPOAMArHOCTUPOBAHbI PErynATOPHbIE
yHKLMM ¢ nomoLLbio MeToankn NEPSY-II u coumanbHas KOMNETEHTHOCTb —
¢ nomoLLbio MeToamkn SCBE-30, BkntovatoLlen Lwkanbl «CoumansHas Komre-
TEHTHOCTb», «TpeBora-oTcTpaHeHue», «[HeB-arpeccusi». [lanee y4acTHUKU
6bInM pacnpeenieHbl N0 TPEM SKCMEPUMEHTaNbHbIM YCOBUAM Tak, YTOObI
B KaXow rpynne 6b110 paBHOE YUCIO LOLLUKOSILHUKOB C HU3KUM W BbICOKUM
YPOBHEM PEryNATOPHbIX (PYHKLMIA COrMacHo KnacTepHoMy aHanuay. B kax-
0oV rpynne 6b110 NpoBefeHo 12 3aHATUIA B COOTBETCTBUM C pa3paboTaHHbIMUN
nporpammamm: CeobogHas wrpa, ViccnepoBaTtensckuin NpoekT, TBopYecKuit
npoekT. [Mocne 3aBepLueHUss 3aHATUIA Oblna npoBefeHa [uarHocTuka Co-
LmarnbHOM KOMMETEHTHOCTW AeTel aHanorm4Has HavanbHOW. [OLLKOMbHUKM
C HU3KUM YPOBHEM PErynaTOpHbIX (PYHKLUUIA Mokasanu Haubornee CuinbHoe
CHVXXEHWE CoLManbHON TPEBOXHOCTN B CBOOOOHONM CHOXETHO-PONEBON Urpe.
B 10 e Bpemsi AeTV C BbICOKMM YPOBHEM PErynsaTopHbIX YHKLMIA NoKasanm
6ornbLUee CHKeHVEe 6annoB Mo JaHHOMY MoKasaTento Mpy y4acTum B uccrne-
posarenbckom npoekTe. CloXXeTHO-ponesas urpa n NpoekTHas [edTenbHOCTb
B OKas3anMCb B PaBHOW CTeneHu 3PMEKTVBHbI AN PasBUTUS COLMArbHOWN
KOMMNETEHTHOCTK. [Mony4eHHble pe3ynbTaTbl yTOYHSAOT Y PACLLMPSAIOT BO3MOX-
HOCTV NMPUMEHEHUS OMUCAHHbIX MHCTPYMEHTOB Anst (DOPMMPOBaHNA coLmarb-
HOM KOMMETEHTHOCTU OOLLKOJIbHNKOB B pamMKax OeTCKMX cados.

Knro4yeBbie csioBa: [OLLKOSbHbIN BO3PACT; CIOXXETHO-pOSieBas Urpa; NpoeKT-
Has [esaTeNbHOCTb; CoLManbHas KOMMNETEHTHOCTb; TPEBOXHOCTb; Perynatop-
Hble PYHKLMN.
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Introduction

In contemporary scientific research,
social competence is defined as the
general ability to effectively cope with
situations of social interaction [5; 40;
44]. One of the most common models
for assessing social competence in child-
hood includes: social competence as the
ability to prevent conflict situations and
build positive interaction, social anxiety-
detachment and social anger-aggression
[37; 38]. Preschool age is one of the most
intensive periods of social competence
formation [7; 29; 52]. An important factor
of social development in this period is ac-
tive communication with peers, in which
the child begins to perceive the other as
a subject of interaction with his desires,
feelings and beliefs [12]. According to
research, the level of development of
social competence at preschool age is a
significant predictor of academic success
at school [39; 40], educational motiva-
tion [45], cognitive development [8; 22;
41], life satisfaction and mental health in
adulthood [15; 32]. However, the analysis
of modern childhood shows an increase
in children’s communication difficulties,
as well as an increase in helplessness
and aggressive behavior when interacting
with peers [5; 10; 11; 27]. This situation
is crucial for preschool education where
children interact with their peers, build a
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system of interpersonal relations, which
determines the development of their so-
cial competence and social well-being.
Therefore, the search for ways to develop
social competence in preschoolers within
the kindergarten is an urgent task of the
modern education system.

Role play and project-based learning
as tools for the development of social
competence in preschoolers

From the point of view of the cultural
and historical approach, role play has the
most significant impact on mental devel-
opment in preschool age, including the
development of social competence [13;
58]. Research shows that role play is in-
deed an effective way to develop social
skills in preschool age [28; 34; 42; 50].
A.V. Zaporozhets and D.B. Elkonin noted
that preschoolers enter into two types of re-
lationships in the role play: “First, children
enter into real relationships with each other
as partners in the game. ... Secondly, chil-
dren who play enter into relationships with
each other, determined by the roles they
have assumed.” Choosing a role involves
establishing agreements with peers, fol-
lowing the rules and interacting with other
players based on role obligations and the
game context, resolving inter-role conflicts,
achieving common goals, etc. Role play
becomes a space for preschoolers where
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they hone their skills of cooperation and
conflict resolution, learn to share game ma-
terials with other children, and master the
social relations of the “adult world”.

Project-based learning has become
widespread in modern preschool educa-
tion along with role play. It contributes to
the versatile mental development of young
children [6; 16; 19; 31]. Project-based
learning is a joint activity of an adult and
a child, based on the support of indepen-
dent activity and initiative of a preschooler.
There are three main types in it: research,
creative and normative [2]. The research
project is aimed at finding answers to
questions about various phenomena and
the causes of their occurrence. The main
goal of the creative project is to create a
new product. Normative projects, in turn,
are aimed at establishing and developing
new norms and rules of behavior in a group
based on real-life situations and problems
that arise in kindergarten. Research shows
that project activities contribute to the sig-
nificant development of social competence
of preschoolers [18; 29; 47; 60]. Problem
situation that cannot be solved by child
on his own requires him to cooperate with
other project participants in the process
of setting goals, completing intermediate
tasks, discussing and making decisions.
The presentation of the project’s product
contributes not only to the development of
speaking skills, but also the ability to listen
and treat others with respect.

Despite the widespread use of role play
and project activities in the practice of pre-
school institutions, there is extremely little
data in the scientific literature reflecting the
specifics and comparison of the develop-

ment of social competence of preschoolers
in these types of activities [9]. Thus, the first
research aim of this study was to compare
the development of social competence in a
story-role-playing game and project activi-
ties in order to clarify the specifics and con-
ditions of the organization of these types of
activities.

Executive functions and development
of social competence.

Social competence is influenced by the
wide range of factors, including cognitive
processes and behavioral skills of a child.
Research and meta-analyses show that
cognitive processes, in particular self-reg-
ulation, are significant predictors of social
competence in preschool age [49; 52; 53].
Therefore, it is necessary to take into ac-
count the peculiarities of the development
of self-regulation of preschoolers in the for-
mation of social competence. Self—regula-
tion are often considered in the context of
executive functions (EF). EF provide pur-
poseful task solving and adaptive behavior
in new situations, including situations of so-
cial interaction [25]. According to the con-
cept of A. Miyake, basic EF include working
memory, cognitive flexibility and deterrent
control [43]. In a broader context, EF can
be considered as a variety of mental pro-
cesses that contribute to the purposeful
regulation of cognitive processes and are
formed by cultural norms, knowledge and
values [26]. From the point of view of the
cultural and historical approach, EF repre-
sent a systematic indicator of higher men-
tal functions [17; 56]. The ability to control
one’s emotional and behavioral reactions
contributes to the successful establishment
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of social relations, therefore, EF are closely
linked to the development of social compe-
tence, in particular, at preschool age.

Children with a high level of EF are more
likely to cooperate with their peers than chil-
dren with a low level of EF [33]. While chil-
dren with low EF levels are more aggressive
and competitive towards their peers [20; 33].
In addition, high level of inhibitory control is
associated with cooperative behavior, joint
problem solving tasks and achieving com-
mon goals [24; 48]. Inhibitory control allows
children to more effectively suppress im-
pulsive, aggressive reactions, which allows
them to build a harmonious interaction with a
partner. Thus, the level of EF is an important
factor of the social competence development.

The connection of EF with the develop-
ment of social competence reflects the im-
portance of taking this factor into account
when forming the social competence of
preschool children. Therefore, the second
research aim of this study was to analyze
the development of social competence in
preschoolers with different levels of EF in
role play and project-based learning.

The main hypotheses of the study

This study is aimed at comparing the
effectiveness of role play and project-
based learning for the development of
social competence in older preschoolers,
including preschoolers with different levels
of EF. Taking into account peculiarities of
mentioned types of activities [3] and ideas
about child development in the cultural- his-
torical approach [4; 7; 12; 13], the following
hypotheses were put forward:

1. Reduction of social anxiety and with-
drawal in children during the role play will
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be more significant than in project-based
learning. This assumption is related to the
unproductiveness of the play and, as a
result, the lack of any assessment of the
results of the child’s activity.

2. Reduction of aggressive behavior in
children during the role play will be more
significant than in project-based learning.
The procedural nature of the play helps
preschoolers “throw out” negative emo-
tions, such as anger.

3. The development of children’s social
competence in project-based learning will
be more effective than in role play, since
it involves a more accurate orientation of
the child in the system of social interactions
between project participants.

4. The development of social compe-
tence in children with a low level of EF will
be more effective when in role play and
creative projects than in research projects.
This assumption is explained by fewer
restrictions on the spontaneous behavior
in these types of activity than in research
projects.

5. The development of social compe-
tence in children with a high level of EF will
be more effective when applying research
projects. The assumption is based on the
fact that children with a high level of self-
regulation get the opportunity to express
themselves in a situation where they are
competent.

Methods

Participants

The pilot study in the 2022-2023 aca-
demic year involved 30 preschoolers aged
5-6 years (average age — 5.8 years),
among whom 15 boys and 15 girls. All the
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children attended one state kindergarten in
the Moscow region. The parents of all the
children who took part in the study gave
written consent to participate. The study
was approved by the Ethics Committee of
the Faculty of Psychology of Lomonosov
Moscow State University.

Children who attended less than half
of the classes (N= 1), children who did not
participate in the post-test (N=5) due to ill-
ness, absence from kindergarten on the
days of the post-test were excluded from
the study. Thus, 24 children, including 15
boys (62.5%) and 9 girls (37.5%), were in-
cluded in the final sample for analysis.

Procedure

The study consisted of three stages. At
the first stage the assessment of EF and
social competence was carried out. The
assessment was carried out individually
with each child. After the EF assessment,
the children were divided into two sub-
groups according to the levels of cognitive
development (low, high) in accordance with
the results of cluster analysis (clustering of
K-means) in Jamovi 1.6.23.0.

Further, in the second stage, partici-
pants from each subgroup with low and
high levels of EF were randomly assigned
to three experimental groups: Free Play,
Research Project, and Creative Project.
At the same time, the ratio of participants
with different levels of EF in the groups was
equal. Each group had 12 training ses-
sions lasting 20-30 minutes in groups of 10
people. Training was held twice a week in
classroom for additional education located
at kindergartens. Trainings were completed
in all groups at the same time. At the third

stage, a post-test similar to the initial as-
sessment was conducted to measure the
level of EF and social competence.

Techniques

To assess EF the NEPSY-Il subtests
[43] adapted for the Russian-speaking
sample were used [1]. The “Memory for De-
signs” subtest for memorizing images and
their location was used to evaluate visual
working memory. To assess verbal working
memory, the “Sentence Repetition” subtest
was used to repeat sentences that gradu-
ally become more complex lexically and
grammatically. The “Naming and Inhibition”
subtest was used, aimed at assessing the
level of information processing speed and
inhibition of cognitive impulsive reactions.
The “Statue” subtest was used to evalu-
ate physical inhibitory control. To assess
cognitive flexibility the “The Dimensional
Change Card Sort” test was used to sort
cards by a variable criterion [1; 61].

The questionnaire for educators “So-
cial Competence and Behavior Evalua-
tion (SCBE-30)" was used as a tool for
diagnosing social competence [24]. This
questionnaire includes three scales: social
competence, social anxiety-withdrawal and
anger-aggression. Each scale includes 10
statements reflecting the emotional and
behavioral characteristics of children. The
social competence scale in this question-
naire reflects the child’s ability to cooperate
and resolve conflicts with peers.

Study groups

Three experimental groups were repre-
sented in the study: Free Play, Research
project, and Creative project. As part of
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the Free Play, the experimenters helped
the children start a role play, for example,
organized a discussion about the choice of
the theme of the game and the roles, and
then did not interfere in the game. The play
took place in an environment enriched with
non-game materials, such as sticks, cones,
boxes, leaves and others.

Research and creative projects were
organized as part of the project activities.
The normative project was not included in
the experiment, since its implementation
should be justified by the real situation in
the life of the kindergarten group and im-
plies a change in the rules of functioning
of this group, the active involvement of the
teacher in normative project activities. The
described conditions impose significant
limitations on the organization of the ex-
periment and the interpretation of the data.

In the Research Project, the experiment-
ers created a problematic situation related to
the topic of space. As part of the discussion
about space, the children formulated the
question “what do you need to know about
Mars in order to travel to it?”, which was ac-
cepted as a specific research task. As part
of the discussion, preschoolers proposed to
compile a book-note, which will contain all
the necessary information for a trip to Mars.
In the following classes, the questions and
topics that need to be covered in the note
book were selected and distributed among
the children; information was collected from
various sources (books, cartoons, a survey
of parents and kindergarten workers); the
information received was recorded in the
form of pages of a book with drawings; the
information collected was evaluated for reli-
ability, importance and personal attitude of
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children to it; a cover contest for the book
notes was organized; a discussion was held
on how to in what order it is necessary to
assemble the note book, how it can be final-
ized and decorated, who will be interested
in it; the note book was presented in several
kindergarten groups. As part of the classes,
the experimenters helped preschoolers or-
ganize the stages of work and supported
children’s initiatives.

In the Creative Project, the experiment-
ers also created a problematic situation re-
lated to space, but its key point, as a result
of children’s discussion, was the creation
of a model of space (crafts). In subsequent
classes, a competition for sketches of a
space model was held; a list of necessary
materials and a work plan were compiled;
responsibilities were assigned; the direct im-
plementation of the space model took place;
its presentation to kindergarten groups.
As part of the Creative Project, the experi-
menters helped preschoolers organize the
stages of work, supported the initiative and
helped preschoolers in case of operational
and technical difficulties (cutting out shapes
of complex shapes, sewing a button, etc.).

Results

Descriptive statistics

Children with high and low EF levels were
proportionally distributed among experimen-
tal groups during the pre-test period, in addi-
tion, the proportional distribution of children
with different levels of EF remained equal
after the post-test (x?(2)=0.254, p=0.881,
N=24).Gender differences in distribution
by experimental groups (¥?(2)=0.0879,
p=0.957, N=24), EF levels in the entire fi-
nal sample (¥?(1)=0.1688, p=0.682, N=24),
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Table 1
Distribution of participants by experimental groups and EF levels (N=24)
Group / EF level Low EF level High EF level
Sex Boys Girls Boys Girls
Free Play 2 2 2 1
Research Project 2 2 2 2
Creative Project 3 1 2 3
EF levels within experimental groups EF level (Kraskel-Wallis test, y2(5)=11.8,

(x3(5)=0.138, p=0.927, N=24) were not de-
tected. The data on the sex composition
of the groups is shown in Table 1. Sex dif-
ferences were found on the pre-test for the
social competence (Mann-Whitney test,
U(1)=28, p=0.013): girls showed higher
scores for this parameter. In order to com-
pensate for the sex differences, the sex fac-
tor was taken into account and controlled in
the further analysis.

At pre-test significant differences were
found between the experimental groups
in social competence (Kraskel-Wallis test,
?(2)=6.92, p=0.031, £2=0.301).There were
also differences in the “anxiety-withdrawal”
for the interaction of group factors and the

p=0.038, £2=0.513), but the pairwise com-
parison did not show significant differ-
ences. Therefore, in a further analysis, an
assessment of the differences in pre- and
post-test scores for the diagnosed param-
eters was conducted. Descriptive sample
statistics for the pre- and post-test period
are presented in the table 2 and 3.

Analysis of the effectiveness of role

play and project-based learning

In order to assess the effectiveness
of role play and project-based learning,
nonparametric variance analysis with re-
peated measurements (Friedman’s test),
as well as nonparametric variance analysis

Table 2
Descriptive statistics for the pre-test period (N=24)
. Social competence Anxiety-withdrawl Anger-aggression
Parameter/experimental group Me=SD Me=SD Me<SD
EF level Low High Low High Low High
31+4,79 38+10,7 | 26,5+2,89 | 15+3,21 | 11,5+10,2 | 10+11,4
Free Play (N=7)
32+7,72 23+6,09 119,76
39+8,04 29+14,2 15+£10,4 21+1,83 | 9,5+6,29 | 17+11,8
Research Project (N=8) | | |
36+11,9 19,5+7 11,5+9,62
_ . 41,5:6,78 | 44:2,88 | 17:222 | 151228 | 13526 | 9:4,34
Creative Project (N=9)
43+4.64 17£2,12 9+4,58
The Kraskel-Wallis test for ¥?(2)=6,92, p=0,031, x¥(2)=4,5, p=0,105, 1?(2)=1,03, p=0,599,
experimental groups £2=0,301 £2=0,196 £2=0,045
The Kraskel-Wallis tesr for the >
. . h x?(5)=9,52, p=0,09, x?3(5)=11,8, p=0,038, | »*(5)=2,43, p=0,787,
interaction of experimental group 20414 £0513 20106
and EF levels
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of differences between pre- and post-test
(analysis of differences in changes in the
studied parameters, the Kraskel-Wallis
test) were carried out.

Children in all groups showed a significant
increase in social competence (Friedman’s
test, ¥3(1)=4.55, p=0.033). However, no sig-
nificant differences were found between the
experimental groups, as well as children with
different levels of EF (Kraskel-Wallis test,
p>0.05). There were no differences in so-
cial competence changes for boys and girls
(Kraskel-Wallis test, ¥?(1)=1.56, p=0.211,
£?=0.068), at the post-test. Girls showed
higher scores for this parameters at post-test
(Mann-Whitney test, U(1)=35, p=0.037). The
sex differences remained.

Preschoolers in all experimental
groups showed a significant decrease in
the “anxiety-withdrawal” (Friedman’s test,
v?(1)=13.8, p<0.001). At the same time,
the decrease in anxiety was significantly
different depending on the interaction of
the experimental group and the EF level
(Kraskel-Wallis test, y?(5)=12.7, p=0.026,

£2=0.553), pairwise comparison did not
reveal significant differences (Post Hoc,
p>0.05). Separately, the influence of the
group factor (Kraskel-Wallis criterion,
r3(2)=1.23, p=0.539, &2=0.0537) and the
EF factor (Kraskel-Wallis test, x?(1)=0.716,
p=0.397, £2=0.0311) was not detected.
At the same time, the initial differences
in the “anxiety-withdrawal” indicator for
the interaction of group and the EF level
were leveled (the Kraskel-Wallis criterion,
v?(5)=8.61, p=0.126, £*=0.374). Children
with low EF levels showed the greatest
decrease in anxiety during Free Play (Me=-
8, SD=1.91), while children with high EF
levels showed the greatest decrease in
Research Project (Me=-5, SD=2.22). The
data is more clearly reflected in the Figure
1. No significant changes were found for
the anger-aggression.

Discussion

The main purpose of this study was to
compare the effectiveness of role play and
project-based learning for the development

Table 3
Descriptive statistics for the post-test period (N=24)
Parameter/experimental group Social I\:I:errgetence Anme;l\{;vggdrawl Angel;\;laegtgsr;ssmn
EF level Low High Low High Low High
Free Play (N=7) 38,5+9 39+7,55 | 19+2,94 | 16+2,65 15+7,3 9+5,51
39+8,04 17+3,35 11+6,32
Research Project (N=8) 39:3,56 |38,5:6,78| 12+122 | 16+2,99 | 10+4,79 | 14252
38,5+5,45 14+8,29 11,5+4,94
Creative Project (N=9) 46,562,890 | 451545 |11,5:2,16| 14:2,70 | 14+6,38 | 8:4,87
46+4,29 12+2,47 9+5,41
The Kraskel-Wallis test for x?(2)=8,77, p=0,012, | ¥*(2)=5,92, p=0,052, | ¥*(2)=0,131, p=0,937,
experimental groups £2=0,381 £2=0,257 £2=0,006
The Kraskel-Wallis tesr for the ¥?(5)=9,52, p=0,09, | %3(5)=8,61, p=0,126, | ¥3(5)=2,59, p=0,764,
interaction of experimental group and £=0,414 £2=0,374 €=0,112
EF levels
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of social competence in older preschoolers.
The results showed that both free role play
and project-based learning contribute to re-
ducing social anxiety and promoting social
competence in children. However, children
with lower levels of EF demonstrated the
greatest improvement in social compe-
tence through free role play, while children
with higher levels of EF improved more
through project-based learning. There were
no significant changes in social aggression
levels before and after the classes. It was
found that girls had a higher level of social
competence at the pre-test compared to
boys. The initial sex difference in the level
of social competence was not leveled after
classes. These sex differences in social
competence were consistent with other
studies that found a higher level of social
development among girls at preschool age.
This may be due to differences in their up-
bringing and playing preferences [14; 54].
Preschoolers who participated in role
play and project activities showed a similar
decrease in the level of social anxiety, but
the results also indicated different grounds
for their orientation in educational activities
in kindergartens. These grounds seem to be
related to the EF level. Children with a low
level of regulation may experience difficulties
in social interactions due to their inability to
control aggressive and impulsive reactions
[20; 33]. This can lead to deficits in interper-
sonal relationships, as other children may not
want to interact with them. However, within
the context of play, preschoolers with low EF
levels are able to better control their behavior
[4]. This suggests that play can be an effec-
tive tool for helping children with these dif-
ficulties. Role play helps children with a low

level of self-regulation to successfully cope
with social situations, as it involves interact-
ing from a role in an imaginary context. Role
and the associated rules allow the child to
act independently, relying on the imaginary
situation’s semantic space, which makes it
easier to follow the game’s plot and brings
more pleasure than impulsively acting on
desires [4; 13]. In a safe play environment,
a child can display various behaviors. Thus,
role play becomes a space where a children
with low self-regulation finds success, includ-
ing in social interactions, which can signifi-
cantly reduce their social anxiety [50; 51. The
process of playing is more important than
the outcome. In addition, role play involves
the active use of symbolic means, which are
most accessible to preschool children. Stud-
ies have shown that these means are most
effective for children with low levels of EF
[57]. The results suggest the possibility of us-
ing role play as a method for reducing child-
hood anxiety. This is consistent with research
on the psychotherapeutic function of play [23;
59] and complements it, clarifying the specific
aspects of the development of preschoolers
with different levels of EF in play.

At the same time, children with a high
level of self-regulation showed the greatest
reduction in social anxiety in research proj-
ect. Preschool children with a high EF level
focus on recognizing their own productivity,
which is possible through research project
activities. Project activity, on the one hand,
creates conditions for successful commu-
nication between children and peers, pro-
viding opportunities for the realization of
their own ideas. Children can be heard in
this process. On the other hand, research
projects have a special role, as they allow
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children to work individually to a greater
extent, and the results of their work can be
more accurately presented.

The results of the study demonstrated
the development of social competence
among preschoolers through play and proj-
ect-based learning. The findings are con-
sistent with prior research on the impact of
these activities on the ability to treat others
with respect, work in teams, present one-
self effectively, and demonstrate tolerance
[18, 28, 29, 34]. Additionally, the findings
clarify the outcomes of previous research
by demonstrating that an integral aspect of
a child’s social development (social com-
petence) can be fostered through play and
project work. However, while processing
the data, specific details and variations in
children’s development within these ac-
tivities were not identified. The hypotheses
regarding changes in social anxiety, ag-
gression, and competence due to play and
project-based learning were not supported.
Nevertheless, it is important to consider
the short duration of the interventions in
this study. The classes lasted for 6 weeks.
Considering that the manifestation and de-
velopment of social competence depend
on various factors, such as the physical
condition of the child, family relationships,
stressful events, and others [40; 44], this
period could be sufficient for the develop-
ment of some social skills and an increase
in interactions with peers. However, it is not
sufficient to see the specific impact of role
play and project activities on social compe-
tence development.

The main limitation of this study is the lack
of a control group, which prevents us from re-
liably assessing the effectiveness of role play
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and project-based learning in the develop-
ment of social competence compared to the
natural development of children. Although
the main aim of the study was to compare
these two types of activities, data from other
studies using a control group suggests that
both activities significantly contribute to the
development of specific social skills in pre-
schoolers. Additionally, the duration of the
experiment (6 weeks) may not be sufficient
for the full manifestation of natural social
competence development in preschoolers,
as it is a complex process involving various
behavioral patterns. Furthermore, the small
sample size limits the generalizability of the
findings, making it difficult to draw definitive
conclusions about the effectiveness of these
activities. Nevertheless, the study provides
valuable insights into trends in the relation-
ship between these activities and social com-
petence development.

Conclusion

The study found that role play and proj-
ect-based learning contribute to the devel-
opment of social competence in preschool-
ers. For children with low levels of EF, role
play was more effective in reducing social
anxiety compared to project-based learn-
ing, while for those with high FF, participat-
ing in a research project helped them better
manage social anxiety. These findings clar-
ify and expand our understanding of how
role play and project activities can be used
in kindergarten settings to support the de-
velopment of different groups of preschool-
ers, and open up opportunities for further
research on the impact of these activities
on other aspects of children’s mental de-
velopment.
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