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Emotional regulation is defined as the 

control of feelings in conjunction with 

various affective responses1. Research 

posits that emotional development 

includes self and social awareness, 

encompassing personal relationships2. 

Today, Ireland has witnessed a 

significant rise of play-based pedagogues 

in infant classrooms, a consequence of 

Aistear: The Early Childhood and 

Curriculum Framework 3. The rationale 

for this study was to gain a deeper 

understanding of the Irish context, by 

unearthing infant teacher perceptions of 

play on child emotional development in 

the early years. Overall, this study 

contributes to comprehending the need 

for playful learning climates to ensure 

fruitful emotional development. 

Participants noted the benefits and drawbacks of play-based 

approach to child emotional development: 

Value of Play: All teachers were cognisant of play being a crucial 

component of ECCE and an effective medium through which 

children learn. Understandably, participants had contrasting views 

on the advantageous nature of play. All teachers demonstrated a 

positive outlook towards play in infant settings, with the Aistear

framework 3 pivotal in achieving this. Teachers denoted play to be 

an invaluable methodology in supporting skill development, 

particularly those social and self regulatory. Play Typography: A 

consensus emerged, regarding play to be an avenue to facilitate 

emotional development. However, divergent views were 

expressed to the primary play type which should be embraced to 

maximise emotional learning, with socio-dramatic play proving 

most frequent of the vast play typography. Barriers to Play: 

Participants were cognisant of challenges which prevent children 

from reaping the benefits of play-based learning, underscoring 

time constraints and CPD as significant barriers. Collectively, 

participants stressed they felt curricula overload was a key 

challenge in implementing play-based approaches, with the 

results-driven focus of the past continuing to permeate the 

classroom. Role of Teacher: Data analysis indicated teacher 

attitudes inspire positive practice, as they are enthusiastically 

utilising play in their classrooms, with diverse roles embodied by 

the infant teacher conveyed: facilitator, co-player, assessor and 

scaffolder. Play as a Pedagogy: Participants recognised the 

advantageous nature of hands-on, active discovery learning to 

contribute to the holistic development of the child. Many teachers 

viewed playful pedagogies as avenues to embed play-based 

activities, techniques and strategies to enhance teaching and 

learning. Availability and utilisation of resources and the diverse 

needs of children were noted important factors to considered.

Play Experiences setting Foundations for Life: Play was 

perceived vital for holistic, psychological and emotional 

development, transmitting key self-regulatory and coping 

strategies. Furthermore, play was seen to establish 

friendships, whilst exponentially developing language. 

Fundamentally, augmenting child emotional intelligence, 

with effects lasting throughout life. Paramountcy of 

Socio-dramatic Play: Teachers distinguished this play to 

act as an intermediary structure, where children strived to 

comprehend complex feelings, providing an avenue where 

solutions to challenges were identified, and emotions 

understood. It was acknowledged that children who are 

isolated or experience discomfort in play settings may not 

reap these rewards. Solitary play, particularly art-based 

play, was deemed more suitable for these children. Time 

Limits: For teachers, play interventions were restricted by 

demanding classroom curricula. They illustrated children 

become emotionally vulnerable during play and if abruptly 

concluded, distress can be caused, consequently disrupting 

what otherwise may have been a positive regulatory 

experience. Aistear was noted to facilitate a thematic 

approach to play, thus alleviating some pressures 

associated with curriculum overload, as subject integration 

was feasible during this time. 

The researcher engaged in semi-structured interviews which 

were deemed most suitable as they enabled dialogue on  play 

and child emotional development with teachers who had 

relevant experience with playful techniques, thus an 

interactive process6. This method allowed flexibility where 

the researcher probed the response to questions facilitating  

participants to guide interview direction, yielding further 

information. Throughout such interviews the researcher 

listened to participant’s responses and strived for 

comprehension on the meaning interviewees placed on the 

issue being explored7. Individual twenty-minute interviews 

were conducted in quiet settings which were electronically 

recorded and transcribed for data analysis. A total of four 

interviews were conducted within the Munster Region. Thus, 

taking the form of small-scale study, encompassing both 

rural and urban primary schools.

It is clear policy must be revised from a socio-emotional 

wellbeing perspective to ensure such is enshrined within 

the infant classroom, where curricula can clearly be 

integrated with play approaches. Findings validate the 

necessity of compulsory Continuous Professional 

Development to address incongruity in the area of play 

and emotional growth in infant contexts. Primarily, this 

research highlighted play as a complex process, 

supporting children’s emotional development during 

vulnerable periods of childhood. 

The objective of this research is to develop a greater insight 

into whether infant class teachers perceive play to positively 

or negatively influence a child’s emotional regulation. Play is 

recognised as the innate language of childhood, enshrined in 

policies both nationally and internationally. Historically, 

Ireland did not recognise the paramount role of early 

childhood care and education (ECCE) in child development. 

However, outlooks towards play have evolved resulting in 

the development of national play legislation. Such a 

revolutionization of views is a consequence of international 

policies which promote the child’s right to play. Today, play 

is seen as an effective pedagogical tool for educational 

practice in the early years, having many benefits especially in 

terms of child development3. Numerous policies highlight 

this, one such being the Primary School Curriculum 4

underscoring the importance of play towards the 

developmental domains of the child, including physical, 

social, spiritual, moral, cognitive, and emotional. 

Furthermore, the Ready to Learn: Whitepaper on Early 

Childhood Education5 endorsed holistic development, whilst 

highlighting the importance of providing quality education in 

Irish infant classrooms. Research asserts play’s propitious 

nature in influencing neurological development, which in 

turn enables different developmental domains to flourish, 

including that of  emotional development.
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