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Abstract

This study examines how preschool teachers interpret children’s emotional, behavioural, 
and interpersonal responses during competitive play and how these interpretations in-
form pedagogical action. Semi-structured interviews with twelve preschool teachers were 
analysed using codebook thematic analysis. Five interconnected themes were organised 
across three broader analytic domains: teachers’ interpretations of competitive situations, 
teacher-perceived child responses, and teachers’ pedagogical responses. These patterns 
were not treated as a fixed developmental sequence; rather, teachers’ accounts suggested 
that they were dynamically related and shaped by child-related and contextual influences, 
including sensitivity to competition, temperament, media exposure, parental attitudes, and 
classroom conditions. Teachers reported several transformative strategies, including emo-
tional co-regulation, cognitive reframing, self-concept restoration, and structural regulation, 
alongside a less commonly reported compensatory strategy involving outcome alteration. 
Transformative strategies, such as emotional co-regulation and cognitive reframing, ad-
dressed children’s engagement with competitive experiences without altering the actual 
outcome, whereas compensatory strategies sought immediate emotional relief by modifying 
or re-presenting outcomes. This distinction reveals a central pedagogical and ethical tension 
between supporting children in processing competitive experiences and reducing distress 
by altering the outcome itself. Erikson’s initiative–guilt framework and Social Comparison 
Theory were used abductively to interpret teachers’ accounts of persistence, withdrawal, 
and peer comparison. Together, these perspectives illuminate how competitive play may 
make children’s initiatives socially visible and comparatively positioned. The study con-
tributes a provisional interpretive framework of teacher decision-making and provides a 
basis for critical professional reflection and future observational and child-centred research.

Keywords: competitive play; preschool teachers; pedagogical strategies; social comparison; 
early childhood education

1. Introduction
The roles of teachers in play-based activities within ECE settings have increasingly 

become a focus of research. However, a substantial portion of the existing literature con-
tinues to concentrate primarily on free play, particularly pretend and make-believe play 
(Trawick-Smith & Lee, 2025). In contrast, the balanced use of child-centered play and 
teacher-directed play can represent an effective pedagogical decision (Cheung, 2017). The 
predominance of research on child-centered free play suggests that our understanding of 
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teachers’ pedagogical roles and how they manage teacher-directed play contexts remains 
limited. This limitation becomes particularly critical in play settings that involve competi-
tion, where emotional tension and intense social interactions among children are more likely 
to emerge. Accordingly, the present study develops a provisional interpretive framework 
of how preschool teachers perceive children’s responses to competitive play and translate 
these interpretations into pedagogical action.

Competitive play is generally defined as “a form of play in which participants fol-
low established rules as they compete against one another with the intent of winning.” 
(F. P. Hughes, 2010, p. 50). Within a typical school day, such play may be initiated by 
children who exhibit a high tendency toward competitiveness, or it may be deliberately 
structured by teachers due to its anticipated outcomes. In both cases, children’s expectations 
from competitive play may shape the nature of the play process. Whether a child engages 
in play with the goal of winning or for enjoyment represents an important expectation 
that may be associated with both the dynamics of play and subsequent patterns of peer 
interaction (Chu et al., 2025). This is particularly important because the presence of a 
“positivity bias” in early childhood does not necessarily imply a high tolerance for failure 
(Rhodes & Brickman, 2008). Indeed, the desire to outperform others—an indicator of 
emerging competitiveness—becomes more pronounced between the ages of four and six, 
with competitive behaviors peaking around age five (Masters, 1971).

During this developmental period in which competitive behaviors become increas-
ingly observable, developmental and behavioural findings associated with competitive 
activities are heterogeneous and appear to vary across multiple child-related and contex-
tual factors, including winning and losing experiences (Emen Parlatan & Sığırtmaç, 2022), 
children’s self-regulation skills (executive functions: Nilsen & Valcke, 2018; inhibitory con-
trol: Huyder & Nilsen, 2012), sociocognitive development levels (Tsoi et al., 2021), and the 
cultural norms within which children are situated (individualistic vs. collectivist contexts: 
Eriksson, 2025; Liu et al., 2025). Competitive play during early childhood has been associ-
ated with positive responses or outcomes such as happiness (Tsiakara & Digelidis, 2015), 
excitement and enjoyment (Eriksson et al., 2021), self-confidence (Liu et al., 2025), and 
increased motivation (M. Yıldız & Arslan Çiftçi, 2025) among children who win. However, 
it has also been associated with intense emotional responses—particularly in the context of 
losing—such as anger, frustration, and sadness (Liu et al., 2025; M. Yıldız & Arslan Çiftçi, 
2025). This variability suggests that competitive play may generate different emotional and 
interpersonal dynamics, requiring context-sensitive pedagogical responses.

In terms of behavioral outcomes, classroom-based competitive practices have been 
associated with increased physical engagement and effort (Toppe et al., 2021), attempts to 
re-enter elimination-style games through alternative strategies (Yasar & Yanik, 2014), as 
well as behaviors such as crying and aggression (C. Hughes et al., 2001; Emen Parlatan & 
Sığırtmaç, 2022). Additional responses include withdrawal from activities when children 
anticipate losing (Stipek et al., 1992) and refusal to participate in subsequent classroom tasks, 
indicating reduced task engagement. Although these findings are often discussed at the 
individual level, competitive outcomes are also publicly visible and may acquire meaning 
through peer comparison. Consequently, competitive episodes may be associated not only 
with emotional and behavioural responses but also with changing patterns of participation, 
partner selection, and peer interaction (Pappert et al., 2017). Although some studies suggest 
that the effects of competitive practices on children’s behavior are primarily short-term 
and do not lead to lasting changes in social behavior (Toppe et al., 2021), exposure to peer 
groups characterised by anger and negative emotional climates has been associated with 
poorer social competence development (Denham et al., 2001). Such findings underscore 
the relevance of classroom emotional climate when interpreting competitive interactions. 
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In intergroup competitive contexts, cognitive processes such as strategic partner selection 
may be perceived as indicators of social power, thereby influencing children’s perceptions 
of peer acceptance or exclusion (Eidsvåg & Rosell, 2021).

1.1. Teachers’ Pedagogical Strategies for Competitive Play
Previous research has identified a range of pedagogical strategies that teachers employ 

in classroom settings to support children’s emotional and behavioral regulation. Teachers 
may draw on emotional support, modeling, and structural adjustments to facilitate children’s 
participation, enhance interaction, and promote positive peer engagement (Houston et al., 
2024; Wang & Bonawitz, 2022). For example, emotionally supportive responses such as 
validating children’s feelings have been shown to increase effort following experiences of 
frustration (Jeon & Park, 2024), while higher levels of emotional support are associated with 
lower levels of aggression (Merritt et al., 2012). Similarly, modeling and structuring peer 
interactions can influence children’s motivation and patterns of participation (Leonard et al., 
2020; Eidsvåg & Rosell, 2021). These strategies may be particularly salient in competitive 
play, where teachers may encounter both heightened engagement and emotional or social 
challenges. Despite the identification of these pedagogical approaches, existing research 
has largely examined them as discrete practices. Consequently, little is known about how 
teachers interpret the relationships among children’s reported emotional, behavioural, and 
interpersonal responses and how these interpretations inform their pedagogical actions 
during competitive episodes.

1.2. Theoretical Framework: Initiative, Guilt, and Social Comparison in Competitive Play
In ECE, competitive play may create situations in which children’s attempts to act, lead, 

persist, and participate become publicly visible and open to evaluation. From an Eriksonian 
perspective, these situations may be understood in relation to the psychosocial tension 
between initiative and guilt, which characterizes the preschool years (Batra, 2013). Initiative 
is supported when children are encouraged to make choices, pursue goals, test their abilities, 
and re-engage after difficulty. When these efforts are acknowledged and guided without 
humiliation or excessive restriction, children may develop a stronger sense of purpose—the 
psychosocial strength associated with this developmental stage. By contrast, repeated 
experiences in which children’s initiatives are dismissed, publicly devalued, or associated 
with blame may contribute to guilt, hesitation, or withdrawal (Batra, 2013). Competitive 
play does not therefore constitute a developmental crisis in itself; rather, it may provide a 
social context in which the initiative–guilt tension becomes particularly visible. Because 
success and failure are often publicly observed by peers, teachers’ interpretations and 
responses may play an important role in whether competitive episodes are experienced as 
opportunities for continued participation or as situations that discourage further initiative.

From the perspective of Social Comparison Theory, competitive play makes children’s 
performances visible in relation to those of their peers. Children may interpret their per-
formance through upward, downward, or lateral comparisons, depending on the relative 
success and perceived similarity of others (Festinger, 1954; Dijkstra et al., 2008). Consid-
ered alongside Erikson’s initiative–guilt framework, these comparisons may help explain 
why competitive episodes are associated with persistence, re-engagement, or withdrawal. 
Erikson foregrounds children’s developing initiative, whereas Social Comparison Theory 
highlights the peer reference points through which performance may acquire meaning. In 
this study, these theories are used as interpretive lenses for teachers’ accounts rather than 
as direct evidence of children’s internal processes.
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1.3. Current Study
Previous research has identified pedagogical strategies that support children’s emo-

tional and behavioural regulation; however, these strategies have largely been examined 
as discrete practices. Less is known about how preschool teachers interpret children’s 
responses during competitive episodes and how these interpretations inform their pedagog-
ical actions. Recent systematic evidence similarly indicates that, despite a growing literature 
on the developmental correlates of competition in early childhood, direct examination of 
teacher mediation and pedagogical responses remains limited (Keleş, 2026). This gap is par-
ticularly important because competitive play may involve emotionally charged experiences 
and complex interpersonal dynamics that require immediate professional judgment.

To address this gap, the present study develops a provisional interpretive framework of 
teachers’ accounts of competitive play. The framework focuses on the relationships among 
teacher-perceived child responses, reported interpersonal dynamics, and transformative 
and compensatory pedagogical strategies. Erikson’s initiative–guilt framework and Social 
Comparison Theory are used abductively to interpret these relationships rather than as 
predetermined coding categories or direct representations of children’s internal processes.

The study was guided by the following research questions:
How do preschool teachers perceive and interpret children’s emotional, behavioural, 

and interpersonal responses during competitive play?
What pedagogical strategies do teachers report using in response to these perceived 

reactions?
How can the relationships among teacher-perceived child responses and reported 

pedagogical strategies be conceptualized within a provisional interpretive framework?

2. Method
2.1. Research Design and Participants

This qualitative study employed codebook thematic analysis to examine how preschool 
teachers interpreted children’s responses to competitive play and described their own peda-
gogical responses to these situations. Codebook thematic analysis was selected because it 
enabled the researchers to develop a shared and systematically organized coding framework 
while retaining an interpretive orientation toward participants’ accounts (Braun & Clarke, 
2021). Twelve preschool teachers were recruited through maximum variation sampling. The 
sampling strategy was designed in advance to capture variation across four characteristics 
considered relevant to teachers’ experiences of competitive play: school type (public/pri-
vate), years of professional experience, educational background, and geographical location 
within the study context (see Table 1). The study was conducted in Türkiye, and participants 
worked across five different cities located in the European and Asian parts of the country. 
Geographical location was included as a maximum-variation sampling dimension to reduce 
concentration within a single local educational context and to capture diversity in teachers’ 
professional settings across different parts of Türkiye. This geographical variation was 
not treated as an analytic grouping variable and was not intended to imply cross-cultural 
comparison. Participants were therefore selected purposively to ensure representation 
across these dimensions rather than recruited solely on the basis of convenience or avail-
ability. Eleven of the twelve participants were female. This gender distribution reflects the 
predominantly female composition of the preschool teaching workforce in Türkiye; national 
statistics for the 2023–2024 academic year indicate that approximately 94.7% of teachers 
in pre-primary education are female (Ministry of National Education [MoNE], 2024). All 
participants were working with children aged four to six years at the time of data collection.
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Table 1. Participants.

Teacher Gender Educational Background Certificates Years of 
Experience School Type Area 1 

Interview 
Duration

(Minutes)

Word 
Count

T1 F Bachelor’s degree in ECE Special Education 6 Private ECC Europe 17 1380

T2 F Bachelor’s degree in ECE Robotic coding 
Forest School 1 Private ECC Europe 9 755

T3 F Bachelor’s degree in ECE
Creative Drama

Special Education 
Orff—Schulwer

20 Public ECC Asia 28 2776

T4 F Master’s degree in ECE Creative Drama 2 Private ECC Europe 20 2010

T5 F Bachelor’s degree in ECE Robotic coding 4 Private ECC Europe 15 1437

T6 F Master’s degree in ECE - 2 Private ECC Europe 12 1258

T7 F Bachelor’s degree in ECE Creative Drama, 
Orff—Schulwer 19 Public ECC Asia 28 2272

T8 M Bachelor’s degree in ECE - 1 Public ECC Asia 12 937

T9 F Bachelor’s degree in ECE Robotic coding 8 Public ECC Europe 27 3505

T10 F Bachelor’s degree in ECE - 17 Public ECC Europe 25 1885

T11 F Bachelor’s degree in ECE - 13 Public ECC Asia 14 1171

T12 F Bachelor’s degree in ECE - 11 Public ECC Asia 12 1056
1  Area indicates whether the participant worked on the European or Asian part of Türkiye.

The sample size was evaluated in relation to the focused nature of the research ques-
tions, the specificity of the participant group, and the recurrence of relevant patterns across 
teachers’ accounts. Because all participants had direct professional experience of organiz-
ing or responding to competitive play in preschool classrooms, their accounts provided 
information-rich data relevant to the study aim. Across the later interviews, the existing cod-
ing framework continued to capture the patterns relevant to the research questions, while 
the final interviews contributed additional examples, contextual variation, and nuance. 
Sample adequacy was therefore considered in relation to the focused research questions, the 
specificity of the participant group, and the informational contribution of the dataset rather 
than through a claim of thematic saturation. Participants were contacted through school 
administrators, who facilitated access to preschool teachers meeting the study criteria. A 
total of 18 teachers were approached; six declined participation because of time constraints, 
resulting in a final sample of 12 teachers. Two interviews were conducted face-to-face in 
the school setting, whereas the remaining ten interviews were conducted online via Zoom.

2.2. Data Collection
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews developed by the researchers. 

The interview protocol was informed by ethnographic interviewing techniques described 
by Spradley (1979) and operationalized through the question types summarized by Westby 
(1990), including grand-tour, mini-tour, experience, and descriptive questions. The in-
terview guide consisted of five sections: (1) demographic and professional information, 
(2) descriptions of a typical school day, (3) descriptions of classroom play activities, (4) de-
tailed accounts of competitive play situations, and (5) teachers’ observations, interpretations, 
and responses during competitive play.

Before data collection, the interview protocol was reviewed by three experts in early 
childhood education. Their feedback was used to improve the clarity, relevance, and 
developmental appropriateness of the questions. The complete interview guide, including 
the seven main questions, is provided in Supplementary File S1. Interviews lasted between 
9 and 28 min, with a mean duration of 18.25 min and a median duration of 16 min. The 
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resulting transcripts contained a total of 20,442 words, with an average of approximately 
1704 words per interview and a median of approximately 1409 words. The interviews were 
conducted and transcribed verbatim in Turkish. Quotations selected for inclusion in the 
manuscript were translated into English by the first author. To preserve semantic accuracy, 
the translated excerpts were subsequently checked against the original Turkish transcripts by 
the second author, with particular attention to meaning, tone, and context. Where necessary, 
wording was revised collaboratively to achieve the closest possible conceptual equivalence. 
Formal back-translation was not used. Although some participants provided relatively 
concise accounts, all interviews addressed the central questions concerning competitive 
play and teachers’ responses. The variation in interview length and transcript detail is 
acknowledged as a constraint on the depth of some individual accounts and is addressed in 
the limitations of the study.

2.3. Researcher Positionality and Reflexivity
The researchers’ professional backgrounds informed both their engagement with the 

topic and their interpretation of the data. The lead researcher is an early childhood education 
scholar with experience in preschool pedagogy, play, and teacher education. The second 
researcher has a background in early childhood education. These backgrounds sensitized 
the researchers to the developmental, pedagogical, and ethical dimensions of competitive 
play but also created the possibility that particular teacher responses could be interpreted 
through pre-existing professional assumptions.

To address this, the researchers engaged in reflexive discussions throughout the anal-
ysis. They examined how their own views regarding competition, emotional support, 
fairness, and developmentally appropriate practice might shape the coding and interpreta-
tion of participants’ accounts. Particular attention was given to accounts that challenged the 
researchers’ expectations, including teachers’ reports of intentionally increasing competi-
tion, modifying game outcomes, or using gender-based assumptions when allocating tasks. 
Analytic decisions and revisions to the codebook and thematic structure were documented 
to support transparency and reflexive accountability.

2.4. Data Analysis
The data were analysed using codebook thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021). 

Both researchers first reviewed the complete set of interview transcripts and discussed 
their initial analytic observations. Coding was conducted manually in Microsoft Word. 
The unit of coding was flexible and meaning-based, ranging from a meaningful phrase or 
sentence to a short paragraph, depending on the amount of context required to preserve 
the intended meaning of the participant’s account. An initial codebook was then developed 
from recurring meanings identified in the data and the research questions. The codebook 
included code labels, operational definitions, inclusion and exclusion criteria, and illustrative 
excerpts. Both researchers collaboratively reviewed and refined the codebook by comparing 
its application across the full dataset, discussing areas of conceptual overlap and ambiguity, 
and revising code definitions and boundaries where necessary. The final codebook was 
agreed upon by both researchers and served as the shared analytic framework for the study. 
The complete final codebook is provided in Supplementary File S2.

Following agreement on the final codebook, one researcher undertook the primary 
organisation of the coded material and developed the preliminary thematic structure. This 
stage involved examining relationships among codes, identifying recurring patterns across 
participants, and distinguishing among teachers’ interpretations of competitive situations, 
teacher-perceived child responses, and reported pedagogical responses. Both researchers 
then reviewed the complete thematic structure against the full dataset. They examined the 
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internal coherence and distinctiveness of the themes, discussed alternative interpretations, 
and revised category boundaries and thematic relationships where necessary. Differences 
in interpretation were treated as opportunities for analytic discussion rather than as errors 
requiring statistical reliability testing.

The analysis was primarily grounded in participants’ accounts, with theoretical con-
cepts introduced abductively during the later stages of interpretation. Erikson’s initiative–
guilt framework and Social Comparison Theory were therefore used to illuminate selected 
aspects of the emerging analysis—such as persistence, withdrawal, peer comparison, and 
social positioning—rather than as predetermined coding categories. The distinction be-
tween transformative and compensatory pedagogical strategies emerged from teachers’ 
reported practices rather than from either theoretical framework. Participant validation was 
not conducted because the analysis focused on interpreting patterns across participants’ 
accounts rather than seeking endorsement of the researchers’ thematic interpretations. 
Throughout theme development, the researchers actively examined accounts that diverged 
from dominant patterns or complicated emerging interpretations and used these instances 
to refine theme boundaries and strengthen analytic transparency.

2.5. Analytic Quality and Transparency
Several procedures were used to strengthen the transparency and interpretive quality 

of the analysis. All interviews were transcribed verbatim, and the researchers repeatedly 
returned to the full transcripts when developing and reviewing the themes. The collaboratively 
developed codebook provided a shared analytic framework, while joint review of the thematic 
structure enabled alternative interpretations and category boundaries to be critically examined.

An audit trail was maintained to document changes to code definitions, thematic decisions, 
and the development of the provisional interpretive framework. Themes were supported 
by direct data excerpts, including accounts that illustrated variation, overlap, and tension 
within teachers’ reported practices. Participant identifiers are reported in the thematic table 
to make the distribution of coded patterns across participants’ accounts transparent; they 
are used descriptively rather than as estimates of prevalence or as indicators of thematic 
importance. Verbatim quotations are presented in the Findings section to allow readers to 
assess the relationship between participants’ accounts and the researchers’ interpretations.

2.6. Ethical Considerations
The study involved teacher interviews only; no children were directly observed, inter-

viewed, or otherwise recruited as research participants, and no identifiable child-level data 
were collected. Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the relevant institutional 
review board (Approval No: 669595, dated 2 November 2025, Zonguldak Bülent Ecevit 
University Human Research Ethics Committee). All participants took part voluntarily in 
the study. Informed consent was obtained from all participants prior to data collection. 
Participants were assured of confidentiality and anonymity, and all identifying information 
was removed during transcription and reporting.

3. Results
Unless otherwise stated, all references to children’s emotional, behavioural, and inter-

personal responses in this section reflect teachers’ retrospective perceptions and reports 
rather than independently observed child-level outcomes. The findings are organized across 
three interconnected analytic domains encompassing five themes: teachers’ interpretations 
of competitive situations, teacher-perceived child responses, and teachers’ pedagogical 
responses (Table 2). In addition, teachers identified several child-related and contextual 
factors that appeared to shape these patterns across competitive episodes.
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Table 2. Analytic Domains, Themes, Codes, and Participant Distribution in Teachers’ Accounts of Competitive Play.

Analytic
Domains Theme Subtheme/Category Code Participants

Te
ac

he
rs

’ I
nt

er
pr

et
at

io
ns

of
 C

om
pe

tit
iv

e 
Si

tu
at

io
ns

Outcome-Oriented
Appraisal

Winners
Group: Status competition, dominance, pressure T4, T5, T7

Individual child: Increased self-confidence, status gain T5, T6, T7, T9, T12

Losers
Group: Negative affect, peer blaming, bullying T2, T7, T3, T9

Individual child: Intense outcome-related reactions T1, T4, T5, T7, T8, T9

Te
ac

he
r-

Pe
rc

ei
ve

d 
C

hi
ld

 R
es

po
ns

es

Emotional and Motivational
Responses

Positive Emotional and Motivational 
Responses

Motivation T2, T4, T6, T8, T10, T11, T12

Happiness/Satisfaction T1, T4, T5, T9, T11, T12

Increased Self-Confidence T1, T6, T7, T9, T10

Negative Affect

Decreased Self-Confidence T3, T6, T7, T8, T9

Anxiety T4, T7, T10, T12

Sadness & Frustration T1, T2, T3, T4, T5, T7, T8, T9, T10

Anger T2, T3, T10

Behavioural Responses

Crying T1, T2, T3, T4, T5, T6, T7, T9, T11

Withdrawal & Avoidance T2, T3, T4, T5, T6, T7, T10, T11, T12

Aggression Physical aggression such as hair pulling, kicking, 
pinching, and damaging peers’ belongings T2, T6, T7, T9

Decreased Participation T4, T6, T8, T9

Sabotaging Others’ Success T5

High-Arousal Expressions Screaming, Clapping, Jumping T9, T12

Comfort-Seeking/Support-Seeking 
Behaviour

Seeking emotional comfort, reassurance, and physical 
proximity from the teacher T4, T8, T9
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Table 2. Cont.

Analytic
Domains Theme Subtheme/Category Code Participants

Te
ac

he
r-

Pe
rc

ei
ve

d 
C

hi
ld

 R
es

po
ns

es

Interpersonal
Dynamics

Status Competition and Hierarchy 
Formation

Status Gain T8, T9, T12

Hierarchy Formation T4, T5, T12

Peer & Social Dominance
Pressure

Peer Dominance T4, T7, T8, T9

Social Pressure T5, T7, T10

Peer Exclusion Strategic Partner Choice T7, T10

Negative Interpersonal
Outcomes

Peer Blaming T3, T9, T10, T11

Peer Bullying, Mocking T9

Positive Interpersonal
Outcomes Peer Appreciation and Affiliative Interaction T1, T9, T11, T12

Te
ac

he
rs

’ P
ed

ag
og

ic
al

 R
es

po
ns

es

Teacher
Responses

Transformative Strategies

Emotional Support & Empathy T4, T6, T8, T9

Emotion Validation T2, T3, T4, T9

Cognitive Reframing T1, T2, T3, T4, T5, T6, T7, T8, T9, 
T10, T11, T12

Modelling of Failure T4

Encouraging Retry T1, T4, T5, T11

Self-Concept Restoration T1, T3, T5, T9

Structural Regulation (Ensuring Fairness) T5, T9, T10, T11, T12

Compensatory Strategies
Direct Outcome Alteration (shared first place, 

presenting a child as winner, masking outcome) T4, T5, T6

Peer-Mediated Outcome Alteration T3
Note. Participant identifiers indicate which teachers mentioned each coded pattern. Their distribution across codes should not be interpreted as estimates of 
prevalence, incidence, or thematic importance.
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Figure 1 represents the relationships among teacher-perceived child responses, con-
textual influences, and teachers’ pedagogical responses during competitive play. Teacher 
responses are conceptualized as a two-part distinction between transformative and com-
pensatory pedagogical strategies. The framework also incorporates contextual factors that 
teachers described as shaping these relationships across competitive episodes.

Figure 1. A provisional interpretive framework of teacher-perceived competitive play. Note. The figure 
represents conceptual relationships identified in teachers’ retrospective accounts. The three analytic 
domains are presented as dynamically interconnected rather than as sequential stages. Bidirectional 
arrows indicate relational, non-causal associations among the domains. Child-related and contextual 
influences are represented as conditions reported by teachers as shaping these relationships. The 
framework is not intended to depict a fixed temporal sequence, causal pathway, developmental model, 
or validated intervention model.

3.1. Child-Related and Contextual Influences Reported by Teachers
Based on the interviews, teachers reflected on factors they perceived as shaping chil-

dren’s responses to competitive activities and interpreted these responses within a holistic 
framework. Teachers attributed differences in children’s responses to several child-related 
and contextual factors, including individual sensitivity to competition, exposure to com-
petitive media content, experiences of playing primarily with adult partners during the 
pandemic, and parental attitudes. In addition to child-related factors, teachers also high-
lighted the influence of broader cultural and global factors. For example, T9 pointed to 
cultural influences by stating:

“Especially during the period when they watched Survivor frequently on televi-
sion, they were happy when doing obstacle course activities themselves… At 
home, fathers play wrestling with their children. The father says, ‘you won, I 
lost.’ Parents and grandparents intentionally lose, so the child starts to believe 
that they will always win. When they lose at school, they experience intense 
crying episodes.”

Similarly, T10 emphasized temporal and global influences:
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“In my 17 years of experience, the last five years have been more challenging, 
especially after the pandemic. Children who came after 2020 are very different. 
I hesitate to organize games because children create chaos; they seem to be in a 
state of conflict. In previous years, there were not as many children who cried, 
but now it happens much more frequently.”

The framework presented in Figure 1 is organized around three interconnected analytic 
domains, within which the five themes are situated.

3.2. Analytic Domain 1: Teachers’ Interpretations of Competitive Situations
Theme 1: Outcome-Oriented Appraisal of Competition

Teachers frequently interpreted children’s responses during competitive play in rela-
tion to outcome-oriented understandings of winning and losing. They emphasized that 
competitive activities are frequently initiated with the implicit assumption that children 
participate not for enjoyment, but to win. T9 illustrated children’s expectations using 
a metaphor:

“Think of the game as a notebook. The child says, ‘I don’t want to write losing 
in my notebook. I don’t want a draw either. I want to always be the winner. If I 
am going to lose in this game, then I don’t want to participate, because I don’t 
want to write that in my notebook.’”

Teachers described interpersonal competition as being associated with more negative 
experiences among children in the losing group. For instance, T7 stated:

“After competitive games, children do not really enjoy the activity. They focus 
on the outcome rather than the process. They think about whether they won or 
lost, and they don’t care about having fun or spending time with their friends.”

Teachers’ accounts consistently linked outcome-oriented interpretations with children’s 
reported emotional and motivational responses during competitive play.

3.3. Analytic Domain 2: Teacher-Perceived Child Responses
3.3.1. Theme 2: Emotional and Motivational Responses in Competitive Play

Most teachers described competitive play as involving both positive and negative 
emotional and motivational responses. Winning was commonly associated in their accounts 
with increased motivation, happiness, and self-confidence, whereas losing was more often 
associated with sadness, frustration, anger, and reduced confidence. These patterns were not 
uniform across children or situations. For example, T7 explained: “The child who wins gains 
self-confidence at that moment. But if we consider the losing side, the child experiences 
a decrease in self-confidence.” Teachers also noted that the intensity of emotional and 
motivational responses could vary according to the structure of competition. As T2 observed, 
“When it is played as a group, they ask, ‘Teacher, why did we lose?’ But when it is individual, 
the child who loses feels much more upset.”

3.3.2. Theme 3: Behavioural Responses in Competitive Play
Teachers described both internalized behavioural responses (e.g., crying, withdrawal) 

and socially disruptive behaviours (e.g., aggression) in their accounts of competitive 
episodes. These accounts also highlighted variations in children’s individual sensitivity 
thresholds toward competition. For example, T3 emphasized the variability in the intensity 
and duration of reactions to losing:
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“Some children handle it much more maturely… they say, ‘Our group didn’t 
win.’ But I also have children who prolong the experience of losing, exaggerate 
it, and react very intensely, almost as if it is a major crisis.”

The behavioural responses reported by a larger number of participants included crying, 
withdrawal, and avoidance. Teachers most often linked these behaviours with experiences 
of losing. Likewise, T3 explained:

“If they lose, I observe that they turn inward, cry, or become withdrawn. They 
say, ‘I didn’t like this game. I don’t want to participate anymore. I won’t join 
again,’ and they move to a corner.”

Teachers described competitive episodes as sometimes disrupting ongoing communi-
cation and task engagement, creating turbulence in classroom interaction patterns. Teachers 
also attributed variation in the intensity of behavioural responses partly to the structure of 
competition. For instance, T1 noted:

“In individual games, especially the children who lose tend to react more strongly 
and cry more. But in group-based competitive games, crying responses are 
much less frequent.”

Teachers’ accounts suggested that intergroup competition was sometimes associated 
with less intense behavioural responses than individual competition. Teachers’ accounts 
reflected a tension between responding immediately to withdrawal or avoidance and con-
sidering more structured pedagogical responses across competitive episodes.

3.3.3. Theme 4: Interpersonal Dynamics in Competitive Play
Teachers described competitive episodes as extending beyond individual responses 

into classroom social dynamics, including peer appreciation and group cohesion as well as 
blaming, mocking, exclusion, dominance, and status differentiation. T7 described strategic 
partner selection during competitive play as one way in which competitive episodes could 
become intertwined with classroom peer dynamics:

“They don’t want to include the child who is weaker or who lost in previous 
games. That child already has low self-confidence, and then starts to struggle in 
building relationships with peers. Their peer relationships weaken. Everything 
affects each other.”

This account illustrates how teachers perceived competitive episodes as extending 
beyond immediate emotional reactions into ongoing peer interactions. Within these reported 
interpersonal dynamics, teachers also described task engagement among some children in 
the winning group as being associated with social status and outcome-oriented expectations. 
Teachers described intergroup competitive structures as sometimes coinciding with group 
cohesion, while also noting that such contexts could involve hierarchical dynamics within 
the winning group. For instance, T5 stated:

“If a group wins, they want to compete within the group as well… They want to 
have a leader, so a strong sense of group cohesion does not really develop in the 
winning group.”

Teachers interpreted some children’s efforts to win as being associated not only with the 
game outcome but also with status positioning within the peer group. T3 further illustrated 
teachers’ perceptions that group cohesion did not always emerge in intergroup competitive 
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contexts. Overall, teachers’ accounts suggested that competitive outcomes could become 
socially consequential through partner selection, exclusion, peer comparison, and status 
positioning, creating pedagogical demands that extended beyond children’s immediate 
emotional responses.

3.4. Analytic Domain 3: Teachers’ Pedagogical Responses
Theme 5: Teachers’ Responses

Teachers’ pedagogical responses were described as both anticipatory and reactive 
and were often used in combination rather than as isolated strategies. Across participants’ 
accounts, these responses clustered into two broader categories: transformative strategies, 
which addressed children’s engagement with competitive experiences without changing 
the outcome, and compensatory strategies, which involved modifying or re-presenting 
the outcome itself. Within the transformative category, teachers described emotional sup-
port and validation, cognitive reframing, self-concept restoration, modelling of failure, 
encouraging retry, and structural regulation. T3, for example, described validating a child’s 
disappointment and restructuring participation through peer-mediated outcome alteration, 
indicating that teachers’ responses were not confined to a single strategy category. Teach-
ers described some strategies as anticipatory, including verbal reframing and structural 
adjustments made before competitive play began. Other strategies were described as be-
ing used during competitive episodes in response to emerging emotional, behavioural, or 
interpersonal concerns.

Teachers described reactive strategies as responses to different emotional, behavioural, 
and interpersonal demands that emerged during competitive episodes. Teachers reported 
a range of transformative strategies, including emotional co-regulation, cognitive refram-
ing, self-concept restoration, and structural regulation, alongside a compensatory strategy 
involving outcome alteration. Teachers reported employing supportive strategies such as 
acknowledging children’s emotions and providing emotional support following experiences 
of loss, while also frequently engaging in cognitive reframing of competition (see Table 2). 
T3 described an approach centered on validating children’s emotions:

“If they continue to express sadness, I allow them that space; I say, ‘Yes, you can 
feel upset, and if you want to experience it, you can.’… I also tell the class, ‘Our 
friend might be upset and may want to sit in the corner for a while; let’s give 
them space.’”

Teachers also described strategies intended to support children’s confidence and will-
ingness to re-engage following competitive outcomes. These practices were coded as self-
concept restoration when they aimed to support children’s perceived capability or continued 
participation without altering the actual outcome. This strategy was identified in the ac-
counts of T1, T3, T5, and T9.

Cognitive reframing was one of the most widely reported strategies and was employed 
by nearly all participants. Teachers used statements that normalized both winning and 
losing and encouraged persistence, such as “Losing does not prevent you from playing 
again” (T2) and “This is just a game; losing is as normal as winning” (T7, T9). In addition 
to these verbal strategies, teachers also engaged in self-modeling, as illustrated by T4:

“Sometimes I intentionally lose to show that I can also lose. I say, ‘Look, I also 
don’t always win, just like earlier.’”

Teachers framed these approaches as ways of normalizing loss and encouraging con-
tinued participation. Teachers also described encouraging children to try again after losing 
as a way of supporting continued participation. For instance, T5 explained:
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“When a child starts crying, I refer to a story—like the tortoise and the hare—and 
say, ‘Actually, we can still do it at the last moment; let’s not give up trying.’ I 
explain that losing is just a situation and that it’s okay. This approach is often 
effective.”

Although some teachers described particular strategies as effective, these judgments 
reflected participants’ own perceptions and were not independently evaluated through 
observational or child-level outcome data. Teachers also described structural regulation 
aimed at balancing groups, abilities, or task demands in order to promote fairness and incor-
porate peer-support mechanisms. For example, T9 described how groups were deliberately 
structured to balance abilities:

“I need to create equal groups. We are 17 in the class, so I divide them into two 
groups—one has 8 and the other 9. But I assign two less skilled children to the 
larger group so that it is fair… Boys are generally better at physical activities, 
so I include fine motor tasks as well. Since girls are better at those, it increases 
their chances of winning and decreases the boys’. This way, it’s not always the 
boys who win; girls can also win.”

Although T9 framed this practice as an attempt to distribute opportunities for success 
more equitably, the strategy also relied on generalized assumptions about boys’ and girls’ 
abilities. This illustrates how fairness-oriented structural regulation may itself contain 
pedagogical and ethical tensions.

Outcome alteration emerged as a less frequently reported but conceptually distinctive 
form of compensatory pedagogical response. This pattern was identified in the accounts of 
four participants (T3, T4, T5, and T6) and comprised two analytically distinct forms: Direct 
Outcome Alteration and Peer-Mediated Outcome Alteration. Direct Outcome Alteration 
referred to instances in which teachers themselves modified, neutralised, or re-presented 
the competitive result. As T4 explained, “If the game has to end with someone winning, 
sometimes I change how the game ends.” By contrast, Peer-Mediated Outcome Alteration 
involved teachers influencing the participation of peers in ways that increased another 
child’s opportunity to experience success. T3 illustrated this approach by encouraging a 
peer to “give Ayşe a little chance” and subsequently describing how the child slowed down 
and made space for Ayşe to participate successfully. Although these two forms differed in 
the locus of intervention, both were classified as compensatory because they modified how 
success or the competitive outcome was made available to a particular child, either through 
direct teacher alteration or through peer-mediated participation, rather than supporting 
the child’s engagement with an unchanged competitive outcome.

4. Discussion
The present study proposes a provisional interpretive framework comprising three 

interconnected analytic domains: teachers’ interpretations of competitive situations, teacher-
perceived child responses, and teachers’ pedagogical responses. Across these domains, 
five themes captured recurring patterns in teachers’ retrospective accounts of competitive 
play. These themes were described as interconnected and contextually shaped rather than 
as fixed stages through which children necessarily progress. Consistent with previous 
research indicating that competitive experiences may vary according to child-related and 
contextual factors (e.g., Zhu et al., 2015; S. Yıldız & Sak, 2024), teachers in the present study 
attributed differences in their perceived child responses to factors such as temperament, 
sensitivity to competition, exposure to competitive media, parental attitudes, and classroom 
conditions. These accounts suggest that teachers understand competitive play not as a 
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uniform experience but as a context in which emotional, behavioural, and interpersonal 
responses may vary considerably across children and situations. This context-sensitive 
interpretation is also consistent with recent systematic evidence showing that developmental 
findings associated with competition vary according to children’s capacities and relational 
positioning, the structure of competitive activities, and broader sociocultural meanings 
(Keleş, 2026). This interpretation is consistent with Fülöp’s (2004) argument that the 
meaning attributed to competition is personally and culturally constructed and can shape 
how competitive situations are interpreted and enacted. Recent experimental evidence 
similarly indicates that children’s behaviour during competitive games is best understood by 
considering game outcome together with individual characteristics such as gender, emotion 
regulation, and socio-cognitive skills (Gevaux & Nilsen, 2026).

Consistent with prior research (Eriksson et al., 2021; Emen Parlatan & Sığırtmaç, 2022), 
teachers described competitive episodes as involving both positive and negative emotional 
responses. Winning was commonly associated in their accounts with happiness, motivation, 
and increased self-confidence, whereas losing was associated with disappointment, frustra-
tion, and reduced confidence. These patterns should be understood as teacher-perceived 
responses rather than direct evidence of children’s internal experiences. From an Eriksonian 
perspective, teachers’ accounts of persistence, hesitation, withdrawal, and re-engagement 
may be interpreted in relation to the initiative–guilt tension characteristic of the preschool 
period. Competitive episodes may make children’s attempts to act, persist, and participate 
publicly visible, while teachers’ responses may either support continued initiative or be as-
sociated with hesitation and withdrawal. The prominence of winning and losing in teachers’ 
accounts also resonates with evidence that preschool children distinguish between product- 
and process-oriented goals, with product-oriented conditions directing greater attention 
toward performance outcomes (Tsiakara & Digelidis, 2021). The present findings extend 
this work by suggesting that, from teachers’ perspectives, outcome salience may also become 
pedagogically consequential when it is accompanied by disappointment, withdrawal, or 
heightened emotional reactions.

Teachers also described competitive play as extending into peer relationships through 
status differentiation, partner selection, exclusion, blaming, and peer dominance. Viewed 
through Social Comparison Theory, these accounts suggest that competitive performance 
may acquire social meaning through children’s relative positioning among peers. Rather 
than establishing children’s motives directly, the findings indicate that teachers interpreted 
some partner-selection and status-related behaviours in relation to peer comparison and 
relative standing. Competitive episodes were therefore described not only as individual 
emotional experiences but also as socially visible events embedded within peer dynamics. 
This relational interpretation is consistent with earlier school-based research showing that 
competition can be intertwined with both cooperation and conflict and may be associated 
with markedly different interpersonal climates depending on how it is constructed and 
enacted (Ross et al., 2006). The present findings add to this relational perspective by 
identifying partner selection, peer blaming, exclusion, and status positioning as specific 
mechanisms through which teachers perceived competitive outcomes as becoming socially 
consequential within the peer group.

The findings conceptualize teachers’ reported responses as a central component of the 
pedagogical management of competitive episodes and organize them within a two-part 
distinction between transformative and compensatory pedagogical strategies. Importantly, 
these strategies should not be interpreted as stable teacher types or mutually exclusive 
forms of practice; rather, they represent a flexible pedagogical repertoire that teachers may 
combine or shift between across competitive episodes. This interpretation is consistent with 
earlier research showing that preschool teachers may adopt contingent forms of intervention 
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in response to play-related situations (Keleş et al., 2018). Transformative strategies were 
described as aiming to support children in processing emotions, reframing competitive 
experiences, or sustaining participation without altering the actual outcome of play. In con-
trast, compensatory strategies, comprising Direct Outcome Alteration and Peer-Mediated 
Outcome Alteration, were characterised by attempts to modify or re-present the competitive 
outcome. However, transformative strategies should not be assumed to be inherently bene-
ficial. Their pedagogical value may depend on how, when, and why they are implemented; 
for example, self-concept restoration or cognitive reframing may raise questions concerning 
perceived fairness, authenticity, and the meaning children attribute to teacher support. The 
distinction between transformative and compensatory strategies therefore extends existing 
accounts of teacher intervention by drawing attention to what the intervention changes. 
Transformative strategies were described as targeting children’s engagement with, or teach-
ers’ reframing of, the competitive experience, whereas compensatory strategies targeted the 
representation of the outcome itself. Unlike forms of emotional support that preserve the 
original structure and outcome of an activity, outcome alteration changes the meaning of 
the competitive result itself. Teacher support during competitive play may therefore differ 
not only in timing or intensity, but also in whether it addresses the experience surrounding 
an outcome or re-presents the outcome available for interpretation. Both strategy types 
were described in accounts concerned with supporting children, yet they differed in how 
they negotiated emotional protection, outcome authenticity, and opportunities to process 
disappointment.

The data also contained accounts that complicated any straightforward distinction 
between supportive and problematic forms of teacher intervention. For example, strategies 
described as transformative were not uniformly unproblematic: structural regulation could 
be framed as promoting fairness while simultaneously relying on generalized assumptions 
about children’s abilities. Conversely, compensatory responses such as outcome alteration 
were described by teachers as attempts to protect children from immediate distress, despite 
raising questions about authenticity and opportunities to process disappointment. These 
divergent accounts suggest that the pedagogical meaning of a strategy cannot be inferred 
from its category alone but depends on how, why, and under what conditions it is enacted.

The findings also complicate the notion of structural regulation as an inherently equi-
table strategy. For example, one teacher attempted to balance opportunities for success by 
varying task demands according to gender, but this reasoning simultaneously reproduced 
generalized assumptions about boys’ and girls’ abilities. Such assumptions warrant cau-
tion because gender differences in young children’s competitive behaviour appear to be 
context-dependent rather than uniform. For example, Weinberger and Stein (2008) found 
that gender differences in kindergarten children’s competitive behaviour varied according 
to the gender composition of the peer group, while girls and boys showed comparable levels 
of strategic game behaviour. More recent experimental evidence likewise indicates that 
gender differences in prosocial responses to competition may depend on the competitive 
or cooperative structure of the activity (Zhang et al., 2025). Thus, practices intended to 
promote fairness may themselves embed normative assumptions that warrant critical reflec-
tion. Structural regulation should therefore be considered not only in terms of whether it 
redistributes opportunities for success, but also in terms of the assumptions through which 
fairness is defined and enacted.

4.1. Implications
The implications of the present study concern primarily how competitive play and 

teachers’ responses to it can be approached as objects of pedagogical reflection rather than 
as components of a prescriptive intervention sequence. The proposed framework may help 
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make visible the different considerations teachers described when competitive episodes 
became emotionally, behaviourally, or interpersonally salient. In this sense, the framework 
is more appropriately positioned as a reflective resource rather than as a guide prescribing 
particular teacher responses. This orientation is consistent with research showing that struc-
tured pedagogical support can help early childhood teachers reflect on their involvement in 
children’s play and use such reflection to inform subsequent pedagogical planning (Loizou, 
2017). Teacher intervention in play also requires sensitivity to the specific interactional 
context, with previous work emphasizing observation, planning, and reflection when deter-
mining how and when to intervene in children’s peer interactions (Stanton-Chapman, 2015). 
Loizou’s study specifically found that a play-focused teacher guide was used to support 
reflection on teacher involvement, documentation, and subsequent planning, rather than 
simply functioning as a fixed instructional script. Stanton-Chapman similarly emphasizes 
observation and context-sensitive intervention in preschool peer play.

The distinction between transformative and compensatory strategies provides one 
potential focus for such reflection. The present study does not establish that either strat-
egy type is more effective or developmentally preferable. Rather, the distinction draws 
attention to what teachers’ responses appear to change: transformative strategies were 
described as addressing children’s engagement with the competitive experience, whereas 
compensatory strategies modified or re-presented the outcome itself. This distinction is 
particularly relevant to questions of fairness. Fairness in early childhood should not auto-
matically be equated with equalizing outcomes, as classroom-based research suggests that 
young children are capable of engaging with fairness in more nuanced, equity-oriented 
ways, including attending to others’ needs and advocating for others (Lee et al., 2022). 
Future research should therefore examine how children themselves interpret practices 
such as outcome alteration and structural regulation, including whether these practices are 
experienced as fair, supportive, or authentic.

The interpersonal dimension of the findings also suggests that reflection on competitive 
play should extend beyond children’s immediate emotional reactions. Teachers described 
competitive episodes as involving partner selection, exclusion, blaming, and status posi-
tioning. These patterns make questions of participation and belonging especially relevant. 
Research on preschool peer communities similarly indicates that categorisation and po-
sitioning can shape children’s opportunities for participation, belonging, and exclusion 
(Emilson & Johansson, 2025). The same work emphasizes the importance of teachers criti-
cally examining their own categorisations and the ways in which children are positioned 
within peer communities. Accordingly, pedagogical reflection on competitive play may 
need to consider not only how teachers respond to winning and losing, but also how their 
responses intersect with children’s access to participation and meaningful positions within 
the peer group.

4.2. Professional Development
Professional development related to competitive play may benefit from emphasizing 

critical reflection on teachers’ existing interpretations and practices rather than training 
teachers to implement a predetermined sequence of strategies. This orientation is consistent 
with research identifying reflection as an important dimension of ECE teachers’ pedagogical 
competence and professional development. Fonsén and Ukkonen-Mikkola (2019), for 
example, describe professional development as a continuing process and highlight the role 
of critical reflection, pedagogical knowledge, and the ability to justify pedagogical decisions 
in strengthening professional competence. Their review of professional development work 
also notes that new knowledge can provide a basis for teachers to reflect on existing practices.
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Professional learning may also encourage teachers to examine how they interpret 
winning, losing, effort, and failure. Previous work suggests that teachers’ attributions con-
cerning student failure can be associated with differences in their emotional and supportive 
responses (Georgiou et al., 2002). In the context of competitive play, such reflection may be 
particularly relevant because teachers’ interpretations of children’s disappointment, with-
drawal, persistence, or conflict may shape the kinds of responses they consider appropriate. 
However, the present study did not directly assess teachers’ attributional processes, and 
this possibility should therefore be treated as a direction for professional reflection rather 
than an empirical conclusion of the current study.

Scenario-based professional learning could be explored as one possible means of facili-
tating this form of reflection. Rather than presenting predetermined “correct” responses, 
scenarios could depict pedagogically ambiguous situations identified in the present study—
for example, a child becoming distressed after losing, peers excluding a child perceived as 
less competent, a teacher considering whether to alter an outcome, or a teacher restructuring 
an activity in the name of fairness. Such scenarios could invite teachers to compare alterna-
tive responses and make explicit the assumptions about fairness, participation, emotional 
support, and competition underlying their decisions. This proposal is consistent with the 
broader value of structured pedagogical tools and reflective professional learning in sup-
porting teachers’ examination of their practice (Loizou, 2017; Fonsén & Ukkonen-Mikkola, 
2019), but the effectiveness of scenario-based professional development specifically for 
competitive play has not yet been established and should be evaluated empirically before 
being recommended for routine practice.

Finally, future research should examine competitive experiences directly from chil-
dren’s own perspectives. Research in ECE has emphasized that children’s understandings 
of peer life and belonging cannot simply be inferred from adult accounts and that child-
centred approaches can provide forms of knowledge inaccessible through teacher reports 
alone (Erwin et al., 2024). Erwin and colleagues also identify developmentally appropriate 
approaches such as drawings, photographs, focus groups, and other child-generated ma-
terials as useful ways of accessing children’s perspectives on peer culture and belonging. 
Observational and child-centred studies could therefore investigate how children them-
selves interpret losing, peer comparison, exclusion, teacher support, outcome alteration, 
and fairness before the proposed framework is translated confidently into professional 
development or classroom guidance.

4.3. Limitations
This study has several limitations. First, the findings are based on preschool teachers’ 

self-reported and retrospective accounts of competitive play rather than on direct observa-
tions of classroom interactions or children’s own perspectives. Accordingly, the reported 
emotional, behavioural, and interpersonal patterns reflect teachers’ perceptions and inter-
pretations and should not be treated as direct evidence of children’s internal experiences or 
as a verified temporal sequence of responses. The retrospective nature of the interviews may 
also have introduced recall bias, particularly in accounts referring to changes perceived after 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Because the study relied on teachers’ self-reported retrospective 
accounts, the findings may also be affected by social desirability bias. In particular, teachers 
may have been less likely to report practices they perceived as pedagogically or ethically 
questionable, including outcome alteration. Second, interview length varied considerably, 
ranging from 9 to 28 min (M = 18.25, Md = 16). Although all interviews addressed the 
core research questions, the brevity of some interviews may have limited the depth and 
contextual detail of individual accounts and, consequently, the interpretive depth of some 
themes. Third, the study was conducted with twelve preschool teachers in a single national 
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context. Although variation was sought in school type, professional experience, educational 
background, and geographical location within the study setting, the findings should not 
be assumed to be transferable to different cultural or educational contexts without further 
investigation. Finally, the study did not include observational, longitudinal, or child-level 
data and did not assess outcomes such as emotional regulation, task engagement, perceived 
fairness, or teacher–child trust. Accordingly, no causal conclusions can be drawn regarding 
the relative effectiveness or longer-term developmental consequences of transformative 
and compensatory strategies. Future research combining teacher reports with classroom 
observations, child perspectives, and longitudinal designs would provide a stronger basis 
for evaluating the proposed interpretive framework.

5. Conclusions
This study identified five interconnected themes organised across three broader ana-

lytic domains within preschool teachers’ accounts of competitive play: outcome-oriented 
appraisal, emotional and motivational responses, behavioural reactions, interpersonal 
dynamics, and pedagogical responses. These themes were not interpreted as a fixed devel-
opmental or temporal sequence but as recurring relationships within teachers’ retrospective 
accounts of competitive episodes. A second contribution of the study is the distinction be-
tween transformative and compensatory pedagogical strategies. Transformative strategies were 
described as supporting children’s engagement with competitive experiences without alter-
ing the actual outcome, whereas a less commonly reported compensatory strategy involved 
modifying or re-presenting the outcome itself. Together, these findings provide a provisional 
interpretive framework of how teachers make sense of and respond to competitive play.

Erikson’s initiative–guilt framework and Social Comparison Theory were used abduc-
tively to interpret how teachers described persistence, withdrawal, peer comparison, and 
social positioning. These interpretations should not be taken as direct evidence of children’s 
internal experiences. The study did not assess child outcomes, teachers’ ethical reasoning, 
or the effects of particular strategies on emotional regulation, perceived fairness, or teacher–
child trust. Accordingly, the proposed framework should be understood as a conceptual 
organization of teachers’ reported perceptions and practices rather than as a validated 
intervention framework. Future observational, child-centred, and longitudinal research 
across diverse cultural and educational contexts is needed to test and refine the framework.
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