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ABSTRACT 
 
This study aims to investigate the relationship between dramatic play and self-regulation in preschool age. The 
descriptive correlational methodology is utilized using three tools: dramatic play questionnaire, self-regulation scale 
(Head, Toes, Knees, and Shoulders), and children’s interviews. The sample of the study consists of 60 children aged 
4-6 years. Quantitative analysis is done using the Pearson Correlation Coefficient, factor analysis, and multiple 
regression analysis. The interviews with children are qualitatively analyzed calculating frequency, and percentage of 
coded data. The findings reveal a significant positive correlation between dramatic play and self-regulation. Besides, 
it is found that self-regulation could be predicted through the dimension of interactions with others during dramatic 
play. The study also proves a defect in the quality of dramatic play in terms of social interaction, symbolism, and 
themes and roles practiced by children. In the light of these results, the researchers suggest that mothers and teachers’ 
awareness of the importance of quality dramatic play should be enhanced, to enable them to allow and plan for quality 
play. Also, allowing flexibility in preschool programs could support teachers’ efforts in enhancing play engagement 
and development. Finally, this study has facilitated further research in the Arabian region, since it highlighted a valid, 
cross-cultural tool for measuring self-regulation in the Arabic language. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

any educational theories are based on the fact that the first five years of children’s lives are the most 
critical ones. Yet, some scholars believe that policymakers have recognized the importance of early 
development in this stage, but the role of play has been overlooked (Wood, 2013; Wood & Hedges, 

2016). Play, in general, is considered as the most important activity practiced by children, because it motivates their 
thinking and deepens their imagination, while dramatic play, in particular, is one of the most important types of play 
for preschoolers. According to Vygotsky (1978), this type of play could be distinguished by children’s abilities of 
using things in a symbolic way, pretending through actions in imaginative situations, playing various roles through 
performing suitable interactions and dialogues, and merging different events in one-time frame, which may take place 
in days or weeks (Bodrova, 2008; Germeroth et al. 2019). While theories of human development suggest that dramatic 
play has an important role in growth, Vygotsky (1978) went beyond this by considering it as a vital factor in the 
growth and a unique dynamic in the development of self-regulation (Germeroth et al. 2019; Ogan, 2008). 
 
On the other hand, self-regulation is considered as one of the main characteristics in early childhood for different 
reasons. Considering its three components; which are attention, working memory, and inhibitory control, self-
regulation has been always linked to developmental outcomes (Bodrova & Leong, 2007; Germeroth et al. 2019). 
Studies showed that it affects social efficiency, moral growth, and is considered as a predictive and decisive factor in 
school readiness, math and literacy skills, cognitive and academic performance, problem-solving, and decision making 
(Matthews, Ponitz & Morrison, 2009; Neuenschwander, Rothlisberger, Cimeli & Roebers, 2012; Schmitt, Pratt, & 
McClelland, 2014; Sinha, 2012; Suchodoltz et al. 2013;). Even after controlling basic variables such as intelligence, 
age, and parents’ education, self-regulation appears to be a strong predictor of school achievement. Children who can 
manage their ideas, feelings, and behaviors effectively can move easily between social and educative environment, 
while those who lack this ability are at risk of facing school failure and social and behavioral problems (Goldstein & 
Lerner, 2018; McClelland & Cameron, 2011). Moreover, different studies related the components of self-regulation 
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to academic achievement. For instance, the ability to focus attention is found to be a predictor of achievement, while 
working memory is related to literacy and math skills (Becker, Miao, Duncan & McClelland, 2014; Bohlmann & 
Downer, 2016; Ivrendi, 2016; Suchodoletz et al. 2013). Inhibitory control plays a role in learning, since being in class 
requires inhibiting impulsive motor responses (Torres, 2011). It appears then that self-regulation enables children to 
adapt themselves successfully to the requirements of school classrooms. It makes academic achievement not only 
achievable but also distinguished in the coming stages. 
 
The impact of dramatic play on self-regulation is based on Vygotsky's belief regarding the inherent relationship 
between the roles played by children and the rules they should follow during play activities or time to continue the 
game plot. This relationship requires children practicing self-regulation through regulating others. Therefore, 
Vygotsky (1978) considered dramatic play as the proper means to develop self-regulation skills (Bodrova, 2008; 
Bodrova, Leong, & Akhutina, 2011; Germeroth et al. 2019; Ogan, 2008). Also, dramatic play enables children to play 
roles, create scenarios, and follow rules established by the players themselves. It allows them to pay attention and 
focus at high levels compared to undramatic situations (Ivrendi, 2016; Ogan, 2008; Savina, 2014; Slot, Mulder, 
Verhagen & Leseman, 2017). Correspondingly, the quality of dramatic play showed to be a significant factor in 
developing self-regulation among preschoolers (Elis & Berk, 2002; Slot et al. 2017). Also, Mathews (2008) found that 
there is a relationship between self-regulation, dramatic play, and school readiness. She found that dramatic play 
predicts children's ability to regulate themselves, while self-regulation predicts school readiness.   
 
According to Bodrova and Leong (2007), dramatic play is a home-developed activity that transfers to the school. In 
the school context, children need social and cognitive support during dramatic play as a self-regulatory activity. The 
support can be provided through discussion, negotiation, suggestions, initiative independence, and through listing to 
their voices and opinions (Broekhuizen, Slot, van Aken & Dubas, 2017; Kangas, Ojala & Venninen, 2015). However, 
observations from the field in preschool centers classrooms reveal a decrease of dramatic play in quality and quantity, 
where the limited time devoted and materials and arrangements provided fail to develop a mature dramatic play. 
Therefore, and based on previous studies that proved relationships between quality dramatic play and self-regulation, 
this study intends to test the hypotheses of Vygotsky's theory, which has not been studied -to best of the knowledge 
of the researchers- in the Arabian region. The researchers intend to investigate the relationship between dramatic play 
and self-regulation within natural conditions at home settings that represent better circumstances compared to 
preschool centers, especially because of time and tools available, which allows for the emergence of quality dramatic 
play. Accordingly, the study aims to answer the following questions: 
 

• What is the relationship between preschoolers' dramatic play and self-regulation? 
• What is the possibility of having a predictive relationship between dramatic play and self-regulation at 

the preschool level? 
 

METHOD 
 
The correlative descriptive method was utilized to achieve the objectives of the study. The quantitative data collected 
from self-regulation scale and mothers’ questionnaire were analyzed using correlation coefficient, factor analysis, and 
multiple regression analysis. The qualitative data from children’s interviews were coded and grouped according to 
play dimensions, which are considered as an anticipatory grouping. Children’s responses were organized in an 
"Informant-by-variable matrix" as the first step of the analysis to show similarities and differences. Afterward, the 
data were coded and regrouped in a “Conceptually clustered matrix”, using frequencies and percentage (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994).  
 
Sample 
 
The target population consisted of (2685) KG2 and KG3 preschoolers in (27) public preschool centers in the city of 
Makkah. The sample consisted of (60) children (31 boys and 29 girls) from (3) public preschool centers, which were 
selected intentionally from the middle district of Makkah city, to represent the population properly, since the urban 
areas of the city include citizens from different cultures. 
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Tools of the Study 
 
The study utilized three tools, which were dramatic play questionnaire, and self-regulation scale, in addition to 
children’s interview.   
 
The Dramatic Play Questionnaire 
 
This questionnaire was designed as a tool to collect data about children’s dramatic play from mothers. They were 
asked to observe their children while playing at home for at least one week before they start filling the questionnaire. 
A CD was attached with the questionnaire to clarify the specific procedures of observations, and the characteristics of 
dramatic play, through a video. The CD content was also available on a provided link on the internet. 
 
The questionnaire was designed according to the following procedures: 
 

A. Defining the sub-dimensions of the questionnaire and writing their statements after reading related 
previous studies such as Matthews (2008); Elias & Berk (2002). Accordingly, it consisted of the 
following dimensions: 
1. Symbolic actions and tools: it refers to the symbolic usage of actions and tools during play. They 

are considered symbolic when tools are used for purposes other than their real functions, and when 
actions are imaginative, where a child imagines himself doing realistic or unrealistic actions.  

2. Using language to create an imaginative scenario: it refers to using language as a communication 
means between a child and playmates. This dialogue is about play plot and its tools and may be used 
as a dialogue between the different characters in the scenario. 

3. Complex and interrelated topics: it refers to combining two or more topics during play while 
integrating many tools, ideas, and characters without stopping the scenario of play. 

4. Rich multiple roles: it refers to the child's total projection of the characters; their roles, movements, 
voices, clothes, and tools. The child may be performing more than one character at the same time. 

5. Interaction with others: it refers to playing with at least one character, either a toy or a person, and 
exchanging roles and dialogues with them. 

6. Extension of time frame: it refers to the continuity of play without intervals, for not less than 5 min. 
The child may also continue playing on the same topic for more than one day by adding new ideas, 
tools or characters. 

B. The content validity of the questionnaire was checked by arbitrators, who are university professors of 
childhood studies and psychology at different Saudi Arabian universities.  

C. The questionnaire was piloted with a sample of (15) mothers of KG2 and KG3 preschoolers, from 
Makkah city, to make sure that the statements of the questionnaire are clear and not ambiguous. 

D. The internal consistency of the questionnaire was also checked, and it showed good Cronbach alpha 
coefficient of (0.827). 

 
Self-Regulation Scale 
 
Head-Toes-Knees-Shoulders (HTKS) (Ponitz et al. 2008) is a known scale that measures self-regulation through 
children’s performance when asked to touch the opposite part of their body parts (head, toes, knee, and shoulder) 
according to specific instructions. 
 
To be applicable for the study, it was translated into Arabic language using translation- back-translation procedures. 
The first and second authors of this article have conducted the translation procedures, after having permission from 
the designers of the scale.  
 
Even though the validity and reliability of the scale had been confirmed by its designers, the feasibility of the Arabic 
version of the scale was ensured by the following steps: 
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• Piloting: the scale was piloted on 15 children observing their responses to confirm that they understand the 
instructions and the statements included.  

• Calculating the reliability of scale: the scale was applied to a sample of (25) children (other than the study 
sample), and then it was applied again after two weeks. The reliability was calculated using Pearson 
correlation coefficient, which showed a strong and significant correlation, r = .929, n = 25, p < .01.   

 
Children’s Interview  
 
The interview questions were prepared in light of the dimensions of dramatic play to add a deeper understanding of 
the quality of children performs during their dramatic play. According to the different levels shown in self-regulation 
scores (low, average and high scores), 18 children were randomly selected from each level for the interview. The 
interviews were tape-recorded, for later transcribing and analysis. 
 

RESULTS 
 
Dramatic Play and Self-Regulation  
 
The correlation between dramatic play and self-regulation was investigated using Pearson correlation coefficient. 
Preliminary analyses were performed to ensure no violation of assumptions of normality, linearity, and 
homoscedasticity. The analysis showed that there is a positive significant correlation between the two variables, r = 
.262, n = 60, p < .05. Table 1 shows descriptive statistics of dramatic play and self-regulation.  
 
 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of dramatic play and self-regulation. 
Variable N Mean Std. Deviation 

Dramatic Play 60 166.6 24.34 
Self-regulation Score  60 38.13 13.12 

 
 
To determine the dimensions that mostly affect the questionnaire outcomes, the items under each play dimension were 
subjected to principle component analysis (PCA). Before performing PCA the suitability of data for factor analysis 
was assessed. Principle component analysis revealed the presence of one component with eigenvalue exceeding 1, 
explaining 56.186 of the variances. To aid in the interpretation of this component, Varimax rotation was performed 
using Kaiser Criterion. As shown in Table 2, the dimension of “Rich multiple roles” was the most to affect the 
questionnaire outcomes, while “interaction with others” was the least.    
 
 

Table 2. Component Matrix for PCA with Varimax rotation of one Factor solution of play dimensions 

Play dimensions Rich multiple 
roles 

Complex and 
interrelated 

topics 

Using language 
for pretending 

Time frame 
span 

Symbolic 
actions and 

tools 

Interaction with 
others 

Factor analysis 0.857 0.853 0.756 0.723 0.667 0.608 
 
 
To test the dramatic play dimensions that predict self-regulation; Multiple Regression analysis was conducted. The 
dependent variable was self-regulation and the independent variable were dramatic play dimensions, while age groups 
and gender were controlled. 
 
The results showed that the only dimension that could significantly predict self-regulation score is “interaction with 
others”, while other dimensions were not statistically significant predictors. As shown in Table 3, R2 = 0.096, F(1, 58) 
= 6.188, p < .05, which means that 9.6% of self-regulation score could be predicted by the interaction with others, 
while the remaining could be referred to other factors.    
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Table 3. Multiple Regression Analysis of Dramatic Play Dimension “interaction with others” as a Predictor of Self-regulation. 
Regression 
Coefficient Constant Interaction with 

others R R Square F Sig. 

B 6.056 0.961 0.310 0.096 6.188 .016* Beta  0.310 (1, 58) 
 
 
Children’s interviews 
 
For more insights into the quality of dramatic play practiced, an interview with (18) of the children from the sample 
was conducted. According to the questions and children’s responses, the qualitative analysis included six anticipatory 
groups, which are based on play dimensions. The groups are symbolic actions, symbolic props, language, themes, 
roles, and interaction. Each of these groups was coded as shown in Table 4. 
 
 

Table 4. Children’s Interviews outcomes 
  Frequency 

(N=18) 
Percentage of total 

Responses 

Symbolic Actions Real 18 100 
Unreal (Cartoons) 4 22.2 

Symbolic Props 
Symbolic 5 27.7 

Unsymbolic Ready Made Props 17 94.4 
From Home Props 4 22.2 

Language Towards self 10 55.5 
Towards others (persons or toys) 18 100 

Themes Integrating themes 0 0 
Integrating characters 18 100 

Roles 
Multi-role 5 27.7 

Pretending Voice Actions 17 94.4 
Clothes 2 11 

Interaction Share Play With others 16 88.8 
With toys 5 27.7 

Alternate roles 8 44.4 
 
 

DISCUSSION 
 
This study aimed to investigate the association between dramatic play and self-regulation. The results showed that 
there is a positive significant correlation between the two variables. The results also showed that only the dimension 
“interaction with others” could predict self-regulation score, while other dimensions were not statistically significant 
predictors.   
 
In the review of several studies, Whitebread, Coltman, Jameson and Lander (2009) suggested supporting children’s 
self-regulated learning through the encouragement of playful activities in educational contexts. They signified 
principles of activities that consider emotional warmth, children’s initiation and feelings of control, cognitive 
challenge through problem solving and creativity, and use of language, which all apply to productive play, which 
includes dramatic play in particular. Other studies confirmed the importance of a supportive social and cognitive 
environment during dramatic play as self-regulatory activity (Broekhuizen et al. 2017; Kangas et al. 2015). Therefore, 
the correlation shown between self-regulation and dramatic play in the current study could be explained through this 
perspective. It also confirms the outcomes of similar descriptive studies, which investigated the same variables (Elias 
& Berk, 2002; Li, 2012; Matthews, 2008; Neitzel, 2003; Polnariev, 2006; Slot et al. 2017). Cemore and Herwig (2005) 
also found that dramatic play at home positively affects inhibitory control, which is one of the three components of 
self-regulation. Other experimental studies have shown this relationship by utilizing dramatic play in intervention 
programs. These studies confirmed that practicing dramatic play improves self-regulation skills (Goldstein & Lerner, 
2018; Ogan, 2008; Sinha, 2012). 
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Although the correlation coefficient revealed in the current study is close to the ones found in some other similar 
studies (Elias & Berk, 2002; Matthews, 2008), it is of low level. In an endeavor to find some explanations, it appeared 
that they could be sought through investigating the quality of dramatic play children were practicing.  
 
The outcomes of our study showed that the only dimension in play that could predict self-regulation is “interaction 
with others”. Polnariev (2006) clarified that playing with others requires advanced self-regulation skills to keep the 
play plot going flexible without disruption. It specifically requires inhibitory control skills that guarantee effective 
collaboration between players to reach their mutual goals. Engaging in social play requires not only to regulate own 
thinking and behavior but to understand and regulate co-players thinking to maintain the collaborative situation 
(Whitebread, 2010; Whitebread & O'Sullivan, 2012). In fact, Elias & Berk (2002) found that high-impulsive 
preschoolers benefit from complex Scio-dramatic play since they need to inhibit impulse in favor of following social 
rules inherent in dramatic play, while the solitary play has negatively associated with self-regulatory development. Li 
(2012) and Ivrendi (2016) have also found similar results.   
 
In spite of the evident relation between socio-dramatic play and self-regulation development, the factor analysis of 
paly dimensions showed that the least dimension that affects the outcomes of mother’s responses about children’s 
play was “Interaction with others”. It means that most of the children's play was not described as social, which includes 
interaction with other children, although it is the play dimension that significantly predicts self-regulatory 
development, as revealed by Regression Analysis. However, 88.8% of the interviewed children expressed that they 
were playing with others. Nevertheless, most of the mothers' responses on this dimension confirmed that their children 
do not have opportunities to play with others except by end of the week during family or friend gatherings, which 
explained children's responses and confirmed the weakness of interactions with others during play. Also, 27.7% of the 
interviewed children expressed that they share play with toys as characters, which confirms the absence of play 
partners. Accordingly, since the predicting dimension did not appear strongly in children’s play, this might explain 
the weak correlation between dramatic play and self-regulation revealed in this study. It might also justify the low 
prediction score of “interaction with others” revealed from Multiple Regression Analysis.     
 
Unfortunately, other aspects of play appeared to be weak in form and content. Children’s interviews revealed that 
children’s play did represent sufficient symbolic actions, props, and use of clothes to characterize roles. For instance, 
22.2% of the children described playing unreal actions, at the same time; all of them expressed practicing real actions 
during play. Additionally, 22.2% of the interviewed children stated that they were allowed to use home materials or 
furniture as props for the play. The remaining children explained either that they do not use home materials, or they 
are not allowed to use them. They mentioned some justifications such as that they “prefer to play neatly”, or their 
“mother likes the house to be neat and clean”, while other expressed being rebuked for using house materials for play. 
Alternatively, 94.4% of the children stated that they play with ready-made props that represent their ideas in the plot, 
while 27.7% use symbolic props from their toys to symbol what they have in mind. Fortunately, pretending voices 
and actions and using language were highly shown in children’s responses.  
 
On the other hand, the idea of pretending wearing clothes that represent roles seemed to be unclear for children since 
11% of them only stated that they pretend wearing clothes of characters, while the remaining children stated that they 
do not have these clothes, or they have to buy them. These responses showed that children did not realize the 
symbolism in pretending wearing clothes even after explained by the researcher.  
 
Limitations in themes and roles were also shown through interviews. Children’s responses revealed that none of them 
integrates themes, which means that they always play within one theme (i.e. clinic or supermarket … etc.) and do not 
integrate themes (i.e. the physician in the clinic goes to the supermarket to buy some goods for home). Unfortunately, 
integrating themes is considered as one of the important aspects of mature play (Bodrova, 2008; Germeroth et al. 
2019). Also, only 27.7% of the children pretend multi-roles at the same time of play, while others do not; they stick 
to one role during the play plot. On the other hand, although all children said that they accept to integrate new partners 
if they found ones to join play, 44.4% of the children expressed that they do not like to alternate roles, as they prefer 
to take the strongest or the dominant character (Physician not patient, police officer not thief, Ben10 not monster). 
These preferences explicate that children were not capable of compromising with others to keep the play plot going. 
This behavior appears to have a negative effect on following the rules of pretend play established by players 
themselves, which plays an important role in self-regulation development (Bodrova & Leong, 2007).     
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Although the interview was conducted with a limited number of children from the sample, it revealed valuable 
information about the quality of play, considering interaction, symbolism, themes and roles included in pretend play. 
Bodrova, Germeroth, and Leong (2013) mentioned that pretend play has decreased in quality and quantity, where 
children tend to play with real materials, practicing same scenarios, within a limited number of themes and roles.  
 
Practical Implications 
 
In spite of the shown insufficient quality of dramatic play, the study revealed an association between it and self-
regulation. Previous studies have also confirmed this relation, thus, improving the quality of play is of the most 
important aspects that should be taken into account as a base for the development of self-regulated behavior. The 
quality of dramatic paly is affected by different dynamics including the availability of open-ended materials that 
encourage symbolic usage and actions, and variability of experiences that enrich children’s background to develop 
own themes and roles. Interaction with other children is evident to be a valuable dimension, which helps them tolerate 
working with others by practicing inhibitory control and to support the use of language as an expressive means of 
thoughts and feelings. Therefore, awareness of the importance of quality dramatic play and factors affect it should be 
enhanced among mothers and teachers, by enabling them to allow and plan for quality play. The time allowed for play 
is also a significant factor, which is usually decreased, especially at schools, where fixed schedules are to be followed. 
Therefore, providing flexibility in preschool programs could help improve the quality of play, and support teachers’ 
efforts in enhancing play engagement and development. Practicing quality dramatic play would enhance working 
memory, attention, and inhibitory control, which would all result in advanced self-regulation.  
 
Limitations and Future Research 
 
The number of the sample might be one of the most important limitations in this study. Further research with a larger 
number of participants and from different settings and backgrounds, could have significant outcomes about the relation 
between dramatic play and self-regulation. Other sources of limitation in this study could be the methods used to 
gather information about the dramatic play at home, using mothers’ questionnaire. Although we did our best to ensure 
the validity of this data, we believe that using other tools such as video tapping would have provided much valid 
information. However, that was not possible due to cultural constraints. Therefore, we tried to gain a better 
understanding by children's interviews. Nevertheless, we still encourage studying play in different settings that may 
allow using more valid tools, if it is possible. Using different research tools could also facilitate studying the quality 
of dramatic play and the factors that affect it in home and preschool settings, which should be subject to research and 
improvement. On the other hand, measuring self-regulation has become much possible through HTKS, which allows 
for further research in this area from different perspectives.      
 

CONCLUSION 
 
The outcomes of the study provided insights into the relationship between dramatic play and self-regulation, although 
the association has not been strongly proved, due to potential defects revealed in the quality of dramatic play. However, 
this study has opened the doors for further research in the Arabian region, since it highlights a valid, cross-cultural 
tool for measuring self-regulation in the Arabic language. On the other hand, this study had concentrated on one 
dynamic that could affect the development of self-regulated behavior, while all other factors are open for research, 
considering its evident importance in school successes, academic achievement, and lifelong accomplishments. 
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