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Abstract
This paper was based on Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory, which emphasized the role of play in behavioral self-regulation in early childhood development. Play was considered as a self-help tool which promotes self-regulation by serving as a support structure within the children’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZDP), helping them to reach higher levels of functioning. The paper also suggested pathways through which play can facilitate self-regulation processes in young children among which are private speech, sociodramatic play and father-child play. Several studies on children self-regulation through play were reviewed, and the role of adults particularly the early childhood educators in supporting children’s behavioral self-regulation was extensively discussed.
Introduction 
Play is an integral part of early childhood development, as it is a fundamental component for building and regulating young children’s behavior. According to a Russian psychologist, Lev Vygotsky, behavior can be self-regulatory; parents, teachers, and peers’ involvement in young children’s playtime is important for their self-regulation. The Zone of Proximal Development helps young children to achieve higher levels of thinking. 

Essentially, the Zone of Proximal Development is the distance between the actual developmental level and the potential development level (ZPD) (Vygotsky cited in Mcleod, 2012). In this process, parents and teachers play an essential role in the mental development of young children, as they reinforce children’s self-regulatory behavior during their social interactions (Lwong & Badrova, 2006). Vygotsky viewed play as a self-help tool that regulates young children’s behavior, as it creates a space for children to scaffold their own behavior.

In this paper, play was emphasized as an important key component to major children’s behavioral regulations which could resolve strategies for preschool teachers to improve children’s behavioral regulation. Teachers and educators should therefore provide play assessment and support children’s play. Moreover, these outcomes could be guiding tools for educators and will help them to focus on increasing their viewpoint of the importance of play. It is important to understand and learn about children’s play by providing more opportunities for young children through outdoor and indoor play. Jalongo & Isenberg (2012); Smith & Pellegrini (2013) asserted that children learn and have fun when they play. Hence, they need opportunities to explore, experiment, manipulate, reconfigure, discover, practice and create. Play is naturally inviting young children to gain their own experiences they need for further development. Throughout the childhood years, children’s major accomplishments in play development in turn support developmental milestones such as social, emotional, physical, and cognitive development. Enjoyment of expression is the prime value of play. Throughout these ongoing processes of play, children establish positive self-regulatory behavior. 
Educators’ responsibility is to create an atmosphere that welcomes this freedom, the freedom of outdoor and indoor play. According to Vygotsky (1986), self-regulation is behavioral; it is, first, the result of regulation by others during a specific task and then translated to self-regulation. Also, the process of self-regulation occurs in social contexts, by giving children extensive opportunities to make choices and decisions, to make rules by which they will regulate themselves.
Why not Fixing it, if it is Broken?
Children build their learning possibilities during play time and regulate their behavior. From simple play, children change to more complex play. Educators can see different age of group or children play different play in natural settings. Teachers and educators should provide play assessment, and support children while they are playing. Play is “education” and this education is more clear and understandable when teachers can value children’s play and having observational tools such as narrative accounts, anecdotal records, checklists, videotaping, taking photos and documentation of play can help teachers in the future on how to help young generations to regulate their behavior through play.

This research paper strived to answer the following questions: How does play promote young children’s behavioral self-regulation? What are the teachers’ and parents’ role in these ongoing processes? How does Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory work to help young children’s self-regulation in three different conditions, such as when child play individually and with peers or teacher guides?
Exploring What Other Related Literature and Research Studies Have to Say

Vygotsky viewed play as a self-help tool that regulates young children’s behavior, as it creates a space for children to scaffold their own behavior. Play promotes self-regulation by serving as a support structure within the children’s “zone of proximal development,” helping them to reach higher levels of “functioning”. Moreover, from a Vygotskian perspective, three different conditions need to exist for the development of self-regulatory behaviors in young children. The first condition is when the child develops an individual form of play called intra-subjective play. 
To develop high cognitive function during “the intra-subjective” individual play, children first have to experience it during “the inter-subjective” shared play (Vygotsky, 1986). When children are interactively playing, they can exchange their knowledge with their peers, which is extremely useful. Play improves the brain’s regulatory mechanism; self-regulation leads to the unity of mind and develops the child’s individuality. Young children should also get a chance to interact with adults and peers. Child’s private speech is the second condition for the appearance of self-regulation; the faculty of speech helps young children self-regulation independently (Leong & Bodrova, 2006). When children use private speech by themselves, they build their self-regulatory abilities. The third condition is the young child’s involvement in socio-dramatic play (Vygotsky, 1986).  Socio-dramatic play can be positively applicable to self-regulatory behaviors. For example, rough-and-tumble play between father and child plays a huge role in regulating physical aggression in young children, because they are still learning how to regulate their own behavior. 
Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory gives a clear picture of the meaning of play in the promotion of young humans’ behavioral self-regulation. The teachers, thus, have a significant place in the mental development of the children, as they facilitate young children’s self-regulation to attain higher levels of functioning. 
Self-Regulation of Behavior Using the Power of Play 

Krafft & Berk (1998) among other studies confirmed Vygotsy’s social-cultural theory, as their findings also revealed that young children will regulate their behavior through private speech, which occurs in more open-ended settings. They also found that young children can practice their social-emotional behavior through socio-dramatic play. Play provides self-regulatory tools which children can gradually use in social contexts. The teacher’s role in a child’s self-regulatory process is dependent on the situation; teaching styles fundamentally contribute to the child’s scaffolding (emotional and cognitive). Teachers can provide appropriate choices to the children in their practices through the pathways discussed below; 
Private Speech in Play
 Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory explains that children’s private speech helps them control their behavior. When children get older they develop new skills; private speech becomes inner speech or silent verbal thought (Vygotsky, 1986). He also maintains that make-believe play is a fundamental activity for young children’s development. During make-believe play, children use private speech with high regularity. Krafft and Berk (1998), in their cross-sectional study, observed two different school settings where children’s private speech occurred during activities with open-ended and closed-ended tasks. Montessori preschool settings were more teacher-directed with closed-ended activities. The second school was based on a traditional play-oriented program that offered pretence-oriented props. For example, during make-believe play, children used cooperative play with peers, which helped promote private speech. Montessori preschool teachers had direct involvement in children’s play; which was, in fact, were not beneficial. 
When young children were involved in play, they produced more private speech, which regulated their self-behavior, when they were free from adult instruction. Some adult involvement was beneficial, such as watcher-helper, which facilitated child’s verbalization without direct participation. Krafft and Berk (1998) also found that traditional preschool provides more open-ended activities and fantasy play than the Montessori school. The Montessori school maximized work structured academic play where a child’s self-regulatory utterances were minimized. 
Most self-directed, self-guidance, and self-regulatory utterances were acquired in private speech when children were engaged in make-believe play. Overall, make-believe play, according to Vygotsky (1986), is a vital Zone of Proximal Development for self-regulation, self-guidance and self-planning. However, there are significant differences between the two preschool activities. This study suggests that early childhood educators can develop diverse curricula to engage young children more in make-believe play, where they can freely use private speech and peer interaction where they can promote self-regulatory behavior in the preschool years. 
Sociodramatic Play and Self-Regulation
Sociodramatic play incorporates imaginative social roles or norms in which children imitate adults through communication with other children. Children can use these psychological processes and skills by organizing stimuli into patterns, which helps them understand social rules and regulate their own behavior based one those norms. Elias and Berk (2001), in their short-term longitudinal work, observed the dramatic play of 51 impulsive and non-impulsive preschoolers from middle-income households.  
The study explored the possible connection between sociodramatic play and self-regulation for temperamentally impulsive and non-impulsive children. The study had two parts: time 1, the early fall school year, and time 2, the late winter and early spring. All play observations had been recorded in the housekeeping and large block stations where dramatic play occurred. Self-regulation was observed throughout circle and clean-up times. Time 1 and 2 paired each observation simultaneously; in addition to the period of clean-up time, self-regulation was more difficult, autonomy and liability were more essential than during circle time self-regulation. Self-regulatory capability improved from age 3 to 4, when children performed clean-up. Age-related changes did not happen in circle time, because external influences and reminders existed during that time. In addition, a control variable, vocabulary measure, was used, which could impact young children’s communication performance during sociodramatic play and the ability to self-regulate their own behavior during these processes.
While Elias and Berk (2001) examined the possible connection between sociodramatic play and self-regulation for temperamentally impulsive and non-impulsive children, Vieillevoye and Nader-Grosbois (2007) specifically examined children’s self-regulation during dyad pretend play, two-peer play. To do this, they examined 40 normal developing children and 40 children who had intellectual disabilities during pretend play where self-regulatory abilities increase.  The main purpose of the study was to investigate children in the mental age from 3 to 6 years, and how they were performing their self-regulation in dyadic pretend play and individual pretend play. In this study, they found that, in the creativity context (pretend play), symbolic behavior and self-regulation in the two groups were higher. The study found positive correlations between the two groups of children, and no matter what different linguistic capabilities they had, children with intellectual delays were no different from normal developing children. 
Vieillevoye and Nader-Grosbois (2007) found in their study that pretend play helps children plan, solve problems, and self-regulate their behaviors. They also found that dyadic pretend play was beneficial for both groups. The mental age increased children’s self-regulation and improved self-attention and self-motivation in both groups, especially in peer dyad play and individual pretend play, such as tea party, transportation, doctor, and creative play (where replacement objects stimulate imagination). The auditor created four pretend play sessions in which teachers organized table play settings for dyads of children with intellectual disabilities to find out if they were capable of self-regulation. Children with intellectual disabilities were self-regulating almost in the same way as normally developing children. In this context Vieillevoye and Nader-Grosbois (2007), created pretend play activities to promote social and object mastery, where children explored actions in play time with peers and adults. The pretend play was half-structured, which helped children with intellectual disabilities organize themselves better. Also the study found that children’s individual and dyadic pretend play contributed to a higher self-regulation level in both groups. 

This study shows the importance of pretend play in the development of self-regulatory abilities of pre-school children. According to Vieillevoye and Nader-Grosbois (2007), there is no significant difference between children with intellectual disabilities and normally developing children during pretend play. In addition, when a child’s dyadic pretend play includes more techniques, they can advance self-regulation levels in both groups. Also, pretend play improves the cognitive, linguistic, social, and emotional areas for children with intellectual disabilities and normally developing children. Vygotsikan theory shows how children can develop their cognitive abilities, such as self-regulation, through pretend play with peer interaction or adult assistance. Also, young children construct their own knowledge through active participation in their environment.  Moreover, structured and guided pretend play with adults helps increase young children’s self-regulatory abilities.

Father-Child Play

Young children are physically active, and they like to play and spend their energy in physical play, such as rough-and-tumble play (RTP); kicking and open-hand hitting pouncing, as well as making loud noises. This kind of physical play is popular among children and their fathers. This is a more common form of physical play that regulates their physical aggression. A study in the Early Childhood Research Quarterly, Flanders, Leo, Paquette, Pihl, & Seguin, (2009) examined father-child RTP. In their study, 85 children, between 2 and 6 years of age, were videotaped with their fathers, during free-play time in their living rooms. The questionnaire was given to fathers to evaluate their RTP with their children. The next important thing was the quality of time spent during RTP between father and child. The fathers, who could control the dyads, were given high scores.  The lower scores were given to dyads where children had a large amount of input in RTP, where children were acting more aggressively and have less directive communications. The middle scores were given to dyads with a communication style that was more directive, and where father and child could share the play positions and control of RTP.

Flanders et al., (2009) agreed that RTP frequency, where father will be dominant and spend quality time with their child, the child will produce less aggression. RTP is the one of the main tools that helps children from ages 2 to 6 years self-control their aggression, especially that this is the period when young children regulate their physical aggression. Children at this particular age benefit greatly from RTP because their fathers motivate physical interaction. Based on Vygostky’s social-cultural theory, adult-guided play is important and explains how father-child physical activities have common characteristics with social and pretend play. Fathers can regulate their children’s physical aggression by setting limitations during RTP (Flanders et al., 2009). Fathers can balance their children’s physical aggression and help them self-regulate. 

Similarly, Flanders et al., (2009), Paquette, Carbonneau, Dubeau, Bigras & Tremblay (2003) analyzed RTP with three different samples: ProsPere, Pere-En-Jeux, and Qlsck. In these three samples present francophone families from Quebec (Canada) who participated in parent-child RTP.  This study departed from the hypothesis that father-child RTP fosters young children’s development in competitive skills. For example, children did not use physical aggression when they were engaged in peer play. In the early years of children’s development, mothers play the role of primary caregiver, but starting from age 2, children become more active and fathers become important for socializing the child’s aggression (Carson, Burks, & Parke, 1993). Also, fathers have more involvement in RTP and they could play with their children naturally. 

The ProsPere project represents 468 dual-parents, with at least one child between 0-6 years. The project used a simple checklist, just pointing on the scale the number of times mothers and fathers participated in RTP. The fathers reported 86.5% of play-fights and mothers 73.3%.

Pere-En-Jeux project had 75 fathers with their children of about 20 to 72 months. 43 mothers were willing to participate in the study. The project was examining young children’s physical aggression by using two different questionnaires, called ten Likert (never or often) and four Likert (never or always). Also, this study found that when daughters engaged in play with mothers, they did not show any sign of aggression, but 20% of boys who played with their mothers showed sign of aggression. The boys showed more motivation in RTP when they were playing with their mothers than girls did. The fathers reported that they did not find a big difference between boys’ and girls’ motivation. The motivation to win for both genders was alike in father-child RTP (Paquette, at al., 2003). 

 The Qlsck project was a longitudinal school-based study of 1000 boys and 1000 girls from kindergarten. The purpose of this study was to examine the development of psychosocial maladjustment, and recognition protective factors in the sample. The children’s “fighting” were completed by teachers answering the three questions. Paquette, et al (2003) found that in the Qlsck experiment fathers had less RTP related to children’s age. 

Among these three experiments, father-child RTP in the Pere-En-Jeux project had more social motivation than the other two. Moreover, in the Pere-En-Jeux project, fathers showed active engagement to motivate their children in RTP (Paquette, at al., 2003). Overall, RTP is beneficial for behavioral regulation when young children are engaged in physical play with their fathers. Moreover, RTP helps young children to gain understanding of how to act as a team in a school setting, and balance their physical aggression in daily social settings.

Socio-Emotional Learning and School Readiness

Young children make a transition from pre-school to kindergarten, and their own behavioral self-regulation helps them normalize the social and emotional aspects of their cognition process. Ponitz, McClelland, Matthews & Morrison (2009), in their longitudinal study, examined 343 preschoolers from two American states, Michigan and Oregon. The main attention of this study was on the behavioral regulation and successful school adjustment of preschoolers. To measure behavioral regulation, the researchers used a new version of the Head-Toes-Knees-Shoulders (HTKS) task. To carry out these tasks, children should be able to learn three skills; follow new verbal commands and instructions, use new rules and commands by using working memory, and respond correctly to their teachers. 
Through this, children’s behavioral regulation increased, and based on the HTKS task, children develop new cognitive skills that will be useful during academic class time, when they have transitioned from pre-school to kindergarten. Vygotsky’s social-cultural theory suggests that young children can engage in autonomous play with their teachers. Typically, the process of self-regulation occurs in the social context.  In this study, children who established higher results in their behavioral regulation; they had better academic performance in early academic classroom settings and excellent scores in reading, vocabulary, and math. Moreover, those children had positive behavioral responses by using their interpersonal skills. 

Storytelling/Story-Acting and Social Pretend Play
 Storytelling or story-acting is another source for constructing social pretend play to help children’s self-regulation and cooperation. Nicolopoulou, Barbosa de Sa, Ilgaz, & Brockmeyer (2010) were interested in early literacy practice where children’s self-regulation in measurement of social pretend play increases. In their longitudinal case study, they used Vivian Paley’s well-known storytelling/story-acting practice. They investigated 147 children, where 81 of them were experimental and 66 in the control group. Largely, 48% children were White, 22% Hispanic, and 19% were African American. The children from experimental classrooms orally delivered about 553 narrative stories during the 2 years the experiment lasted. The children were constantly participating in this activity, which helped their story comprehension skills, enhanced their self-regulation, and lowered their play interruption (Nicolopoulou et. al., 2010). 

These analyzed measurements and the result differences between the experimental group and the control group were significant, especially in assessing children’s narrative skills and their social competence. Successful narrative story-telling which occurs in social competence helps young children interact and cooperate with others effectively. Therefore, the emotional aspect of play leads to behavioral self-regulation, and therefore Vygotsky highlighted the facts that emotion and cognition are tied together (Nicolopoulou et. al., 2010).

Teacher-Child Autonomous Play
Trawick-Smith and Dziurgot (2010) explored the ‘Good-fit’ teacher-child natural play interaction in free play time in the classroom.  Eight adult participants and 32 preschool children, ages 3 and 4 years, from two preschool classrooms, used video recordings, and children were uninformed about the recording. The teacher-child interactions in each classroom during free play time were video recorded; they were all 30-minute observations over a period of more than 20 weeks. Significant positive relationships were found between play and adult guidance. The child play behaviors were broken down into 3 essential categories, related to how much adult guidance is needed; much need, some need, and no need. 
Engagement category, where much or some adult guidance was needed, represents adequate adult guidance in maintaining children’s participation in individual or social play activities. For example, when the child, without purposeful action, makes noise or silly behavior, this child needs extra adult help. Social conflicts are very common among peers, for instance, when a child has a disagreement over toy or a sitting spat; child anti-social behavior, such as pushing a peer, could be stopped and resolved by adult help. 
Trawick-Smith and Dziurgot (2010) further analyzed the teachers’ four levels of guidance: direct, indirect, observation, and no interaction. Based on the children’s needs, teachers would provide the appropriate level of guidance to the children during their free play time. According to this experiment, the teacher-child guidance results were: teacher direct guidance 21%, indirect guidance 53.2%, no interaction 21.9%, and observation 9.7%. The indirect assistance was the most helpful and beneficial out of the four levels of interaction (Vygotsky, 1986).  Indirect guidance helps young children achieve intellectual growth. Teachers can support children’s free play behaviors by asking questions, or being a good model. An indirect scaffold provides more support to the children who were already completing their tasks (Vygotsky, 1986).  Moreover, Vygotsky suggested that less capable players were receiving more direct guidance (Bodrova & Leong, 2006). Teacher-child ‘Good-fit’ free play interaction helps young children to be more independent and develop the ability to control their behavioral outcomes positively during free play time.

While Trawick-Smith and Dziurgot (2010) illustrated the ‘Good-fit’ teacher-child natural play interaction in free play time in the classroom, Skibbe, Connor, Morrison, and Jewkers (2010) examined the amount of schooling in young children and behavioral self-regulation. For example, the early preschool years are important for fostering young children’s behavioral self-regulation in a social environment. Skibbe and his colleagues (2010) also found that children who were attending preschool for a second year had higher self-regulation abilities than children who only spent a year in preschool. Moreover, Skibbe, et al (2010) revealed that young children who spend more time in school will develop an ability to follow rules, work collaboratively with peers in the classroom setting, and show improvement in early schooling. Schooling provides tools for children to master their own behavior, to understand the world, and to learn to regulate behaviors based on these tools. The roles of nature and nurture, and the assistance of teachers or parents, help young children reach higher levels of understanding, that is, zone od proximal development (ZPD).
Implications and Recommendations
This paper explored several articles about young children’s behavioral self-regulation through play. This exploration underscores the importance of understanding young children’s play and its primordial place in their emotional and cognitive growth. Vygotsky stated that the process of self-regulation occurs in social contexts, which allow young children to create self-regulatory rules (Leong & Bodrova, 2006). Their social-emotional behavior is regulated through socio-dramatic play, private speech, make-believe play, narrative story telling, and RTP, where young children improve their behavior and gain positive self-regulatory outcomes. 
Moreover, children who are guided by adults can reach higher levels of mental cognition and emotional wellbeing. With adult support, children from the Zone of Proximal Development can easily reach their potential development level (ZPD). For example, young children who have more quality playtime can regulate their social and emotional behaviors, and they have better self-regulatory outcomes; their physical aggression is lower, and they have more social skills with their peers than those who do not have quality playtime. Their academic performance later is also higher. Therefore, pedagogues, school teachers and parents should be aware of the importance of play by providing children with well developed free play activities, creating scaffolding for children that can help children increase their positive behavioral outcomes (Krafft & Berk, 1998). Finally, behavioral self-regulation is a key in the development of higher mental functioning of children from a young age.
It is imperative to keep in mind that with adults’ support, children in the Zone of Proximal Development, can easily reach their potential development level (ZPD). For example, young children who have more quality playtime regulated their social and emotional behaviors, and they had better self-regulatory outcomes; their physical aggression were lower, and they had established more social skills with their peers. Children who spent more time in preschool classroom settings showed higher improvements in early schooling. Your role as an educator is to assist young children to reach higher levels of understanding (ZPD). 

Children’s self-regulation through play is an integral part of early childhood development as playing is a fundamental key component for building and regulating young children’s behavior. According to Vygotsky (1986), self-regulation is behavioral; it is, first, the result of regulation by others during a specific task and then translated to self-regulation. A preschool age child occupies an intermediate position in which he “does what he wishes, but that he wishes what the guide wishes” (Vygotsky, 1986). The process of self-regulation occurs in social contexts, by giving children extensive opportunities to make choices and decisions, to make rules by which they will regulate themselves, and to regulate group games according to the rules that are mutually agreed upon (Vygotsky, 1986). 
Moreover, in Vygotskian perspective, there are three critical conditions necessary for development of self-regulatory behaviors in young children. The first condition is to develop any high mental function on the intra-subjective (individual) play, children first have to experience it on the inter-subjective (shared) play (Vygotsky, 1978). In addition, children need to have an opportunity to interact with adults and peers or younger children. A second condition for the appearance of self-regulation is children’s learning of specific cultural tools, such as private speech, that would allow to eventually use self-regulatory behaviors independently (Leong & Bodrova, 2006). When children use private speech themselves, they build their self-regulatory abilities. The third condition is young children’s engagement in make believe play (Vygotsky, 1978). Socio-dramatic play can positively be applied to self-regulatory behaviors. Play provides opportunities for young children to practice self-regulatory components of multiple mental functions (Leong & Bodrova, 2006).


Free play occurs in social context (Vygotsky, 1978). In the classroom setting, children usually pass through the transitional phases. When 2 or 3 children play together, peer interaction helps children to make choices and decisions. Teachers and parents therefore play an essential role in the mental development of young children, as they reinforce children’s self-regulatory behavior during their social interactions. Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory regards all higher mental functions, including imaginative play, as originating in children’s social experiences with more competent members of their culture. In the socio-cultural system, play helps children develop self-regulation by providing them emotional, behavioral, and cognitive development from a young age (Leong & Bodrova, 2006).

Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory views play as a self-help tool, which regulates young children’s behavior. The zone of proximal development helps young children to achieve higher levels of thinking. Essentially, the zone of proximal development (ZPD) is the distance between the actual developmental level and the potential development level. In this process, parents, educators, and teachers are active participants in regulating young children’s behaviors. The findings would help early childhood educators to adopt new strategies on how to use children’s free play time. Based on the Vygotkian perspective, this paper found three major areas in which play and self-regulatory behavior function: private speech, sociodramatic play, and father-child play. These can be beneficial for young children’s emotional, behavioral, and cognitive development. 
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