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Abstract

The golden age of childhood brings a number of important changes in a child’s life. Play is the most im-
portant source of learning for children and their main concern at preschool age. Kindergarten is a space
for play and social experimentation, where the child plays, establishes emotional relationships with adults
and children, learns to live in the community and respect the individuality of others, to be tolerant of dif-
ferences. Thus, the kindergarten meets the need for community and socialization of the child. Positive
interactions with colleagues lead to the building-up of friendships, the development of cooperation skills
and conflict resolution. However, not all children can easily establish friendships. The purpose of our
research aims to highlight the importance of stories, exercise games and role-playing games in order to
optimally integrate preschoolers in the mixed group in kindergarten. The research took place over a peri-
od of 18 weeks. The methods used in the research were observation and psycho-pedagogical experiment.
To test the hypothesis, we used as a research tool an observation grid. The study was attended by 20 pre-

schoolers aged 2-6, from one preschool education unit in Cluj-Napoca town, Romania.
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1. Introduction

The preschool period, also called the golden age of childhood, brings a number of important
changes in the child’s life in four main directions: physical, intellectual, social and personality develop-
ment. This age contributes to the acquisition of skills, knowledge and aims to develop and establish atti-
tudes that will work throughout life. Children in this period face “leaving home” and entering the kinder-
garten environment, where they come into contact with other children, overcoming the narrow horizon of
the family and which brings with it new requirements, different from those followed and respected in the
family (Schiopu & Verza, 1995).

The game remains the main activity of this stage, but the instructive-educational tasks also appear.
During preschool period the game develops, the toys receive more and more meanings, and the books
become interesting and attractive. Preschool is a period of discovery of physical reality, human reality and
self-discovery. The child discovers that there is an external reality, with its own rules, a world that does
not change according to his wishes and which must be taken into account in order to achieve the goals.
The human reality with which he has come in contact so far is changing, the child interacting with more
and more children, the parents becoming well-defined characters (Schiopu, 2009).

Attending kindergarten brings a big change: the number of relationships increases, their quality di-
versifies, there is a need to adapt their behavior in the two educational environments - family and kinder-
garten. Although the family has the dominant influence, the child faces a new environment. He is no
longer the center of the small group (family), but an equal member with the other children in the kinder-
garten/ group. The child is forced to move from a solitary to a collective existence.

At the beginning of preschool (3 years) another child is perceived as a threat, as a person who can
disturb him, take his toys or ruin his constructions. This causes quarrels and conflicts between children.
These are more common in boys than in girls, more common with regular partners than with casual part-
ners; the more personal objects are involved in the game, the more violent the conflicts. From the age of
4, another child is perceived as a rival, as a person who stimulates the desire to be overtaken. The sociali-
zation of children’s behaviors, the appearance of characteristic features take place in the context of play
and compulsory activities, when interpersonal and group relationships are the main ways of relating.

The preschooler gets along very well with others as long as they obey his wishes. Gradually he be-
gins to enjoy himself more and more when he meets other children. He wants to maintain relationships,
learns to give up some of his desires in favor of the other and agrees to change his behavior to be accepted
as a friend.

Viewed from the point of view of the goals targeted by preschool education programs, socializa-
tion has a number of advantages:

= the child is included in a group of co-elderly with whom he shares the achievements and failures
of a collective activity;

= acquires skills of relationships with others and has the opportunity to practice and streamline
them (learns and practices various models of relationships, with the rules and limits related to

them);
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= in the relationship with the co-elderly and the adults, other than the parents, they develop and
perform a behavior of presentation and self-affirmation, discovering by comparison their
capacities and limits;
=  gains in the autonomy of self-service actions (learns to eat, dress, put on shoes, put clothes in the
closet, ask and go to the bathroom, etc.), decision-making and taking responsibility (learns that
he is responsible for his own behavior, word, attitude), for the implementation of initiatives (he
decides together with the action partners on the subject, the finality, the way to put them into
practice), control of his own behavior (Glava & Glava, 2002).

Starting from the premise that play is the main activity of preschoolers and that stories, in addition
to taking children into a magical world, of all possibilities, have a strong formative character, we chose to
carry out a research in which to verify the hypothesis according to which the systematic use of stories and
games in instructive-educational activities creates the premises for the optimal integration in kindergarten
of the preschoolers from the mixed group. We chose this topic because I am an teacher in a mixed group,
consisting of children aged 2-6 years. In addition to the age difference, the children come from different
school backgrounds: some of the children attended this kindergarten in the previous school year, some
came from other kindergartens in the city, and some attended the kindergarten abroad. Coming from dif-
ferent backgrounds and being of different ages, we found that there are difficulties of integration.
Through the proposed research, we wanted to highlight the way in which stories and games, used system-
atically, contribute to the optimal integration in the community of preschoolers from the mixed group. It
was a little harder for the new children in the group to be accepted by others and to integrate. The pre-
schoolers who were together last year already formed a team, they were close friends, that is why the oth-
er children encountered some difficulties in terms of socialization.

The stories and games chosen were integrated into the group activities, being in line with the
weekly theme. The chosen activities tried to present to the children various situations, which, in one form
or another, capture aspects related to relationships with others, feelings, emotions, appropriate or inappro-

priate behaviors.

2. Problem Statement

The observation grid made by us was applied in the pre-experimental and post-experimental stages
of our research. This research tool was applied to a number of 20 preschoolers, from State Kindergarten X
in Cluj-Napoca, Cluj County, Romania. Preschoolers were aged 2-6 years: 1 child was aged 2-3 years (2
years and 7 months), 4 children were aged 3-4 years, 5 children ranged in age from 4-5 years, and 10
children ranged in age from 5-6 years; we specify that the ages of the children were calculated in the pre-
experimental stage. From the gender point of view, there were 11 girls and 9 boys.

The sample of content covers instructive-educational activities that include stories, exercise games
and role-playing games belonging to the three categories of activities: personal development activities,
freely chosen activities and activities on experiential fields. The actual experiment took place over a peri-
od of 16 weeks, 2 activities per week (stories and games), the chosen activities being in compliance with

the weekly theme.
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3. Research Questions

The research questions that guided our study are:

What is the impact of the use of stories, exercise games and role-playing games on the optimal
community integration of preschoolers in the mixed group?

Does the participation of preschoolers in the mixed group in instructive-educational activities,
which include stories, exercise games and role-playing games, determine the increase of their level of

integration in the community?
4. Purpose of the Study

The aim of this research is to highlight the importance of stories, exercise games and role-playing

games in order to optimally integrate preschoolers in the mixed group in kindergarten.
5. Research Methods

5.1. Research hypothesis

The experimental approach aims to verify the following hypothesis:
The systematic use of stories, exercise games and role-playing games in instructive-educational ac-

tivities creates the premises for the optimal integration in kindergarten of preschoolers from the mixed

group.
5.2. Research variables
The research variables are:
5.3. Independent variable:

= the systematic use of stories, exercise games and role-playing games in instructional and

educational activities;
5.4. Dependent variable:

= the level of community integration of preschoolers in the mixed group.

The research method we used is observation. In the case of the present research, depending on the
degree of involvement of the researcher, the observation is participatory, the observer becomes a member
of the group, participates in the proposed activities, without leaving the impression that he is studying
them. Regarding the observation situation, it is deliberately induced/ created, the research being based on
a certain purpose, clear objectives and a hypothesis. The participatory observation carried out took place

in natural observation situations, valorizing, as a research tool, an observation grid, which captures 10
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behaviors. In designing the observation grid we used as bibliographic resources the observation guides for
preschoolers developed by Petrescu (2011a, 2011b, 201 1¢).
Based on the observation of the children’s behaviors, we filled in the grid for each child and noted
the behavior on a scale from 1 to 4, where 1 represents “never” and 4 “always”. Within the observation

grid there is also a section of “Observations”, where we noted any details about certain specific behaviors

of children.
6. Findings

6.1. We present below, in a comparative manner - the pre-experimental stage and the post-

experimental stage -, the results obtained for each item of the observation grid.

The first behavior, “The preschooler prefers children in the same age group with him.”, shows a
20% increase in the percentage of children who never prefer children of the same age with him (25% in
pre-test and 45% in post-test); the percentage of those who sometimes prefer children of the same age
(from 25% in pre-test to 40% in post-test) also increased and the number of those who often prefer chil-
dren in the same age group with him decreased (from 40% in pre-test to 15% in post-test). If in the pre-
test there was a percentage of 10% that always achieved this behavior, in the post-test this percentage

reached 0% (Figure 1).

50%
40%
30%
20%
10%

0%

1-Never  2-Sometimes 3-Often 4-Always
B Pretest M Posttest

Figure 1. Item “The preschooler prefers children in the same age group with him”

The second behavior, “The preschooler proposes and initiates games and activities that involve
more than one child.” shows an increase in the percentage of children who always propose games that
involve more than one child, respectively from 55% (in pre-test) to 75% (in post-test). The percentage of
children who sometimes achieve the behavior decreased slightly (by 10%) (from 20% in the pre-test to
10% in the post-test). The percentage of children who sometimes initiate games with peers remained
constant (15%), and the percentage of children who never engage in behavior decreased from 10% to 0%

(Figure 2).
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1-Never 2-Sometimes 3-Often 4-Always
H Pretest M Posttest

Figure 2. Item “The preschooler proposes and initiates games and activities that involve more than one
child”

The third behavior, “The preschooler asks for and offers help to the children in the group when he
need it,” captures a decrease in the percentage of children who never achieve the behavior - from 25% in
the pre-test to 5% in the post-test. The percentage of children who sometimes perform the behavior
remained constant (20%). There was also a slight decrease in the percentage of children who ask for and
offer help to children in the group when they need it (25% in pre-test, 20% in post-test). The percentage
of children who always achieve the behavior increased by 25%, from 30% in the pre-test to 55% in the

post-test (Figure 3).
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1-Never 2-Sometimes 3-Often 4-Always
B Pretest M Posttest

Figure 3. Item “The preschooler asks for and offers help to the children in the group when he needs it”

Regarding the fourth behavior, “The preschooler cooperates, exchanges objects in the game.”, the
percentage of children who do not exchange objects in the game and never cooperate has decreased from

5% to 0%; the number of children who only occasionally perform the behavior decreased by 30% - from

6
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40% in the pre-test to 10% in the post-test. The percentage of children who cooperate and exchange
objects in the game has often remained constant - 25% in both pre-test and post-test. The percentage of

children who always achieve the behavior was doubled (30% in pre-test and 65% in post-test) (Figure 4).

70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%

0%

1-Never 2-Sometimes 3-Often 4-Always
H Pretest ® Posttest

Figure 4. Item “The preschooler cooperates, exchanges objects in the game”

The following behavior aims at “observing the game’s rules of the group and the manifestation of
fair play (win-win)” and it was always achieved in a percentage of 75% in the post-test, compared to 40%
in the pre-test. The percentage of children who often follow the rules of the playgroup (from 35% in the
pre-test to 15% in the post-test) and by 15% the percentage of those who perform the behavior only
sometimes decreased by 20%. There were no children who never followed the rules in either the pre-test

or the post-test (Figure 5).

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%
I-Never  2-Sometimes 3-Often 4-Always
B Pretest H Posttest

Figure 5. Item “The preschooler respects the rules of the game group, manifesting fair play (lose/ win)”
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Regarding the behavior “The preschooler quickly establishes relationships with other children in
the group.”, the percentage of children who never achieve the behavior decreased from 20% (in the pre-
test) to 0% (in the post-test). There was a slight decrease (10%) in the percentage of children who some-
times perform the behavior - from 20% in the pre-test to 10% in the post-test. If in the pre-test there was a
percentage of 25%, which represented the percentage of children who quickly establish relationships with
group colleagues often, in the post-test the percentage reached 5%. A higher percentage was registered in
the case of children who always perform the behavior, respectively from 35% in pre-test to 85% in post-

test (Figure 6).

100%
80%
60%
40%
20%

0%

1-Never  2-Sometimes  3-Often 4-Always
H Pretest H Posttest

Figure 6. Item “The preschooler quickly establishes relationships with the other children in the group”

Regarding the behavior “The preschooler doesn’t listen/ ignore the instructions given by the teach-
er.”, the percentages remained the same. Both in the pre-test and in the post-test, the percentage of chil-
dren who never listen to the instructions given by the teacher is 85%; the rest of the 15% percentages are
the children who sometimes ignore the given indications, for the last two values of the scale the percent-

ages being 0% (Figure 7).
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1-Never 2-Sometimes 3-Often 4-Always
H Pretest M Posttest

Figure 7. Item “The preschooler doesn’t listen/ ignore the instructions given by the teacher”
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Regarding the behavior “The preschooler doesn’t show interest in activities and doesn’t get in-
volved.”, increased the percentage of children showing interest in activities from 60%, as it was in the
pre-test, to 85%, as it was in the post-test. The percentage of children who perform the behavior some-
times decreased slightly (25% in the pre-test, 15% in the post-test); the percentage of children who do not

show interest in activities frequently decreased from 15% to 0%. For the last value of the scale there were

no percentages in either the pre-test or the post-test (Figure 8).

100%
80%
60%
40%
20%

0%

1-Never 2-Sometimes 3-Often 4-Always
H Pretest M Posttest

Figure 8. Item “The preschooler doesn’t show interest in activities and doesn’t get involved”

Behavior targeting peer disputes increased slightly in a positive way; percentage of children who
never quarrel with colleagues (from 35% in the pre-test, the percentage reached 40% in the post-test) and
decreased by 5% the percentage of children who quarrel sometimes (from 60% in the pre-test, the per-
centage decreased to 55% in the post-test). The percentage of children who often perform the behavior
remained constant, respectively 5% both in the pre-test and in the post-test. For the last value of the scale

there were no percentages in either the pre-test or the post-test (Figure 9).
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H Pretest H Posttest

Figure 9. Item “The preschooler argues with his colleagues”
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The last behavior refers to aggressive behaviors towards colleagues. The percentage of children
who never had aggressive behaviors in the relationship with colleagues remained the same - 95% in both
pre-test and post-test. If in the pre-test the second value of the scale had the percentage 0%, in the post-
test it increased to 5% (children who sometimes have aggressive manifestations). Regarding the frequent

achievement of the behavior, in the pre-test there was a percentage of 5%, reaching 0% in the post-test.

For the last value of the scale there were no percentages in either the pre-test or the post-test (Figure 10).

100%
80%
60%
40%
20%
" at™ O =

1-Never 2-Sometimes 3-Often 4-Always
B Pretest M Posttest

Figure 10. Item “The preschooler has aggressive behaviors in his relationship with colleagues”

We further present the evolutionary path of three of the preschoolers, each belonging to a different
age level.

Preschooler P. T. (aged 3-4) remained constant regarding the first two behaviors, namely “Some-
times he prefers children in the group of the same age with him” and sometimes “The preschooler pro-
poses and initiates games and activities that involve more than one child.”. If in the pre-test he did not ask
for and never offered the help of the children when he needed, in the post-test he sometimes realized this
behavior. In the case of the behaviors “The preschooler cooperates, exchanges objects in the game”, “The
preschooler respects the rules of the play group, showing fair play (lose/ win)” and “The preschooler
quickly establishes relationships with other children in the group.” a slight evolution was noticed, i.e.
these behaviors came to manifest frequently, compared to the post-test, when they were present only
sometimes. In the post-test, the preschooler P. T. came to always listen to the teacher’s instructions, as
opposed to the pre-test, when he sometimes ignored them. In terms of the behavior regarding the disputes
with colleagues, P. T. sometimes quarreled with colleagues both during the pre-test and in the post-test. If
in the pre-test the preschooler was often aggressive with colleagues, during the post-test the aggressive
behaviors remained present, but it was manifested only sometimes.

Preschooler R. G. (aged 4-5) remained constant in terms of preference for children in the group of
the same age with him and the initiation of games involving several colleagues, these behaviors are al-
ways present. If in the pre-test he sometimes asked for and offered help to the children in the group when
he needed it, in the post-test period he always got to do it. Progress is also observed in terms of the behav-
10
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iors “The preschooler cooperates, exchanges objects in the game.”, “The preschooler respects the rules of
the playgroup, showing fair play (lose/ win).” and “The preschooler quickly establishes relationships with
other children in the group.”; if at the beginning these behaviors were often frequent, in the end they al-
ways came to be present. The interest given by the teachers, interest in activities and aggressive behaviors
towards colleagues was also maintained constantly: always listens to the instructions given, shows inter-
est in activities, is actively involved, never having aggressive manifestations in the relationship with col-
leagues. In the pre-test, he sometimes argued with his colleagues, but during the post-test, this behavior
became absent.

The preschooler D. M. (aged 5-6) prefers, during the pre-test, sometimes the children in the group
of the same age with him, reaching to realize this behavior to a lesser extent (sometimes). In the pre-test,
he often proposes games that involve his colleagues, always doing so during the post-test. At the begin-
ning of the research, he sometimes asked for and offered the help of the children when he needed and
sometimes exchanged objects in the game, and at the end of the research, the two behaviors became more
frequent (they often manifested). If at the beginning the rules of the playgroup were often followed and he
frequently established relationships quickly with the other children in the group, in the post-test, these
behaviors always became present. It was kept constant in terms of listening to the instructions given by
the teachers, the interest in activities, the discussions with colleagues and the aggressive behaviors regard-
ing them: never ignores the instructions given by the teacher, always shows interest in activities and gets

involved, sometimes quarrels with colleagues, but never has aggressive behaviors in relation to them.

7. Conclusion

The research wanted to verify the hypothesis that the systematic use of stories, exercise games and
role-playing games in instructive-educational activities creates the premises for the optimal integration in
kindergarten of the preschoolers from the mixed group. Undoubtedly, the experiment contributed to the
optimal integration of children in kindergarten, but did not contribute to it alone. The progress made by
children is not only due to the stories and games made, but to the whole instructive-educational process,
to which we add the informal and non-formal influences. It is true that preschoolers aged 3-4 progress
regardless of their activity, but it is a long process. The systematic use of stories and games helped chil-
dren progress at a faster pace, the results being visible even during the actual experiment: the children
started playing with each other regardless of age, they became more understanding in their relationship
with their peers, they received confidence to express themselves freely, they became more attentive and
active in activities, more interested, they improved their relationship with the teacher, but also with their
colleagues.

An important role was played by the teacher; it is essential how he manages to approach children
and communicate with them, to play the role of actor, the way he relates to children, the emotional rela-
tionships between him and children. The educational climate is required in this case as well. Thus, a
teacher with pedagogical tact, creative, endowed with patience and confidence in children and a positive
educational climate - all this ensures the success of a day in kindergarten.

Another important role belongs to the kindergarten counselor, who carried out weekly activities

aimed at the socio-emotional development of children. Learning about emotions, about how we manifest
11
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ourselves in certain situations, about how we should react, children have become much more open to
those around them, especially in the relationship with group colleagues, regardless of their age.

Regarding the limits of the research, we mention the fact that the experimental group was com-
posed of only 20 subjects, there being no control group.

Although there has been progress in the relationship with colleagues and the teacher, we have seen
that there is still a certain percentage that highlights preschoolers who have not had the expected progress.
Here is the age difference between children and the problems that some children face (aggressive mani-
festations).

A disadvantage would be the existence of groups of children formed in the previous school year;
4-5 aged group and 5-6 aged group children attended kindergarten last year, for which there was a closer
connection between them.

Another disadvantage regarding the relevance of the research is related to the frequency of chil-
dren in kindergarten. Not all the children attended the kindergarten on the days when the games and sto-
ries were made. However, there was a daily percentage of at least 70% of subjects present in kindergar-
ten.

In conclusion, we consider that the proposed research verified the hypothesis, being able to be ver-
ified by any teacher from the mixed group. Even if the progress made will not be the same, evolution in

the sphere of integration in the community will still exist.
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