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Emotional development in childhood is an aspect of undeniable importance, considering that this is a key stage for the acquisition of the emotional and social skills required for life in society. This study analyzes the effects of implementing a teacher training program for children's emotional development based on the establishment of emotional bonds and the validation of emotions in early childhood education. The strengthening of children's emotional development—focused on the establishment of emotional bonds and the validation of emotions—increases the number of interactions linked to these processes, especially those of emotional validation. The objective of this research was to analyze the effectiveness of a program developed to strengthen children's emotional development—focused on the establishment of emotional bonds and the validation of emotions. A quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design was used, focusing on comparing pre- and post-intervention results between an experimental and a control group in two international contexts (Spain and Costa Rica). The evaluation of the training program’s effect, carried out in both groups, included a pretest and posttest of the abbreviated and translated into Spanish scale of the Student-Teacher Relationship Scale (STRS), as well as a record of the frequency of emotional validation actions during three days of classroom work. The data were analyzed with descriptive statistical tests and various types of analysis to analyze the intervention effects using Mixed Effects Models. The pretest and posttest analyses showed a significant improvement in some of the aspects of affective bonding measured with the Student-Teacher Relationship Scale (STRS) and an increase in emotional validation actions present in teacher-child interactions. These findings suggest that a teacher training program focused on emotional validation and strengthening affective bonds can lead to greater closeness between teachers and children, as well as a reduction in classroom conflicts.
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The emotions in human beings

The study of emotions and their implications in educational processes is a current area of educational research. However, the interest in this aspect of human behavior originated as a scientific discipline approximately one hundred and fifty years ago, when Charles R. Darwin published his third book on what was then called “transformism” and is now known as “evolution.” Indeed, after the great success of On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection (Darwin, 1859) and The Descent of Man (Darwin, 1871), The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals (Darwin, 1872) was published in 1872, a volume dealing with the biological aspects of emotional behavior, in which he explores the animal origins of human characteristics such as raising the eyebrows in moments of surprise or lifting the upper lip in an aggressive grimace.

The deep evolutionary origin of emotions and their expression as an essential part of social life gave rise to the development of scientific literature on the study of emotions and projected into the future as a framework for understanding the mind and human behavior in the context of biology, which remains relevant today in fields such as evolutionary psychology and comparative psychology. One of the first exponents of the latter was the American psychologist William James, who published The Principles of Psychology in 1890 (James, 1890).

The later development of psychology and its relationship with the study of emotions has been extensive, especially in the 1970s, when Paul Ekman defined six basic emotions related to confrontation (anger, fear, disgust) and to well-being (joy, sadness, surprise), established their universal expression in human beings, and identified the small automatic, brief, and unconscious facial expressions that help to determine a person’s actual emotional state (microexpressions) (Ekman, 1972). In the same decade, Richard Dawkins (author of The Selfish Gene) (Dawkins, 1976) popularized evolutionary psychology by applying concepts from evolutionary biology and advancing the understanding of brain physiology.

With the incursion of neuroscience in this field, the research of Jaak Panksepp provided a conceptual framework for studying the emotional systems of the brain, offering a better understanding of the biology of emotions (Panksepp, 1998). Antonio Damasio studied the relationship between emotions and reason, proposing the hypothesis that emotions enter the spiral of reason and can help in the reasoning process rather than always disturbing it—contrary to the prevailing belief at the time (Damasio, 2005).

Currently, the undeniable impact of emotions and feelings on psychological and social development, as well as on educational processes, is widely recognized. From a socio-constructivist approach, Ferreira and Ribeiro (2019) affirm that the teaching–learning process involves both cognitive and affective aspects and that affectivity is not a complement but an essential part of the educational process.

Regarding the concept of emotional validation, its most important background lies in the work of Rogers (Rogers, 1951), who did not use the term “emotional validation” but did delve into the importance of unconditional positive regard and empathy in the therapeutic relationship—elements that are essential in therapeutic work. Since then, it has been addressed in the literature by authors such as Alan Fruzzetti, Alison Ruork, or Chad Shenk (Fruzzetti and Ruork, 2018; Shenk and Fruzzetti, 2011) and especially by the American psychologist Marsha Linehan (Linehan, 1993), as a key component in the treatment of anxiety and depression. Linehan describes this process as essential to help patients accept and manage their emotions in a healthy way. Thus, emotional validation grounded in emotion theory, humanistic therapy, and research on facial expression and emotional intelligence—is becoming a key concept in psychotherapy and mental health and it is increasingly applied to the educational field (Fernández-Martín Moreno-Guerrero et al., 2022; Titsworth et al., 2010) and specifically in early childhood or preschool education (Fatria and Juwita, 2024).


Cultural differences in emotional regulation

While the universal existence of emotions and their manifestation have been widely supported by solid scientific studies, the way in which they are regulated shows a significant cultural influence. Emotional regulation includes all those processes that facilitate the experience of emotions that conform to cultural norms and are functionally appropriate (Thompson, 1991; Gross et al., 2006, cited by De Leersnyder et al., 2013). Understanding the cultural similarities and differences surrounding emotions is essential to achieving a deeper understanding of them, as well as the inherent flexibility of emotional processes (Tsai, 2024). For example, the results of the study conducted by Matsumoto et al. (2008) indicate that members of individualistic cultures (United States, Canada, United Kingdom, among others) support the expression of emotions more, while members of collectivist cultures (China, Japan, or Nigeria) support it less. Some of these contrasts are likely due to general differences in the approval of inexpression, as in the case of Chinese people from Hong Kong, where emotional suppression is the appropriate way to interact with others (Tsai, 2024).

In Euro-American contexts, emotions such as pride and anger appear to be functional, as they reflect individual self-esteem and personal autonomy. In the case of interdependent cultural contexts in East Asia, anger seems to be highly undesirable in interdependent relationships because it may threaten relational harmony. Another difference lies in motivational focus: American participants seek situations that promise success, while East Asians and Russians avoid situations that are likely to lead to failure (De Leersnyder et al., 2013).

Cultural differences in emotion regulation influence how people manage and express what they feel and have consequences in the educational world that deserve to be studied. As Tsai (2024) points out, understanding these similarities and differences will help to understand emotions in general and the flexibility of emotional processes in particular.



Emotions in the educational context: a competency-based perspective

In education, emotions and their regulation have been integrated into a broader approach that considers competency-based training models (Lizarte, 2015; Gijón, 2017). These approaches have been gaining ground over the past few decades in both the academic and professional sectors, covering everything from initial to ongoing training for professionals, as well as for teachers and trainers (Denham et al., 2014; Browne and Keeley-Browne, 2009). On the one hand, competency-based training models, stemming from the concept of “communicative competence” in psycholinguistics as the effective use of language, have extended from instrumental areas such as mathematics to other areas of the curriculum, or more generally, to the entire educational system, such as the eight key competencies conceptualized in the European Union (EU) and adapted to the educational systems of its member countries (Rychen and Salganik, 2002) or the ECTS (European Credit Transfer System) for higher education in the EU, which organizes undergraduate and postgraduate degrees based on a set of general, transversal, or specific competencies. On the other hand, they have gradually merged with the concept of professional qualification—linked to the workplace—in vocational training and the labor market (Gijón, 2017; Lizarte Simón et al., 2024), due to their ability to project training into the future to meet emerging challenges. As an example, the European Qualifications Framework (EQF) also serves as a common reference framework in the EU, used to define competency levels in different professions and fields of knowledge.

From this general competency-based approach, the so-called “soft skills” have been particularly recognized as essential for human development. Also referred to as “social skills” or “interpersonal skills,” they are a set of attributes and abilities that enable individuals to interact effectively with others in social or professional settings. In essence, they include the ability to collaborate effectively, manage time, and communicate clearly, among others (Danao, 2024). The study of soft skills has been conducted in many fields, including psychology, education, business management, and sociology. It is currently a key topic in both professional and educational contexts, as these skills are considered essential for personal development and success across different settings. Even in the military sphere, these skills have been incorporated for decades into training and doctrine commands (known as MADOC in Spain), as since the 1970s, skills such as communication, teamwork, conflict resolution, leadership, and responsibility (Gamelearn Team, 2023) have been considered key in the military training of the United States Army, given their relevance to both troops and officers (Herrera and Rojas, 2022).

Recent literature suggests that soft skills should be included not only in professional training or secondary education, but from the earliest educational stages, as this is the key to human development (García-Saisó, A., cited in Herrera and Rojas, 2022). In this regard, the Future of Jobs Report (World Economic Forum, 2023) presents the 10 most important skills for workers in 2023: analytical thinking, critical thinking, resilience, flexibility and agility, motivation and self-awareness, curiosity and lifelong learning, technological literacy, reliability and attention to detail, empathy and active listening, leadership and social influence, and quality control. As can be seen, six of these skills are classified as soft skills.

In the Spanish regulatory context, Ley Orgánica 3/2020, de 29 de Diciembre (2020) places particular emphasis on emotional and values-based education from its preamble. Article 12 explicitly states that this stage aims to contribute to the physical, emotional, social, cognitive, and artistic development of students. Article 13 emphasizes the importance of aspects such as emotional development and empathy. Additionally, Article 14 specifies that emotional development and emotional management, among other aspects, will be progressively addressed through emotionally positive learning experiences in an environment of affection and trust (Ley Orgánica 3/2020, de 29 de Diciembre, 2020).

Real Decreto 95/2022, 14561 (2022) adapts the key competences to the school context as well as to the principles and goals of the education system established by the aforementioned law. Among these competences, socioemotional learning is included in the personal, social, and learning-to-learn competence, which seeks to enable children to begin recognizing, expressing, and progressively managing their own emotions and feelings, as well as identifying others’ emotions and feelings, while developing attitudes of understanding and empathy. These key competences are cross-curricular in nature, consistent with the holistic approach of early childhood education. It is expected that, throughout their schooling, these competences will enable students to successfully face the main challenges of the 21st century. It is important to highlight that personal, social, and learning-to-learn competence directly addresses many of these challenges.

Normative evaluation of early childhood education in Spain has shifted from a welfare-oriented approach to a growing recognition of its educational nature. Ley Orgánica 8/2013, de 9 de Diciembre (2013) (LOMCE) assigned less relevance to this educational stage compared to later stages. However, Ley Orgánica 3/2020, de 29 de Diciembre (2020) strengthens emotional and affective development as a key pedagogical principle, and Royal Decree 95/2022 translates these principles into the curriculum, integrating emotional management as a core component of integral development.

In the case of Costa Rican legislation, Ley Fundamental de Educación (1957) establishes as educational goals the contribution to the full development of human personality and the promotion of solidarity and understanding among individuals. Specifically, Article 12 identifies among the objectives of preschool education the stimulation and guidance of children’s experiences, the development of attitudes of companionship and cooperation, and the facilitation of the expression of the inner world of the child.

Although Costa Rican education does not adopt a competence-based model as in Spain, its legislation, curricular, and educational policy incorporate principles that foster the development of socioemotional skills. From the curricular perspective, knowledge construction is promoted through active exploration and the expression of ideas and feelings.

Both the Ministerio de Educación Pública (2014) and Ministerio de Educación Pública (2016) include capacities and expected learning outcomes that correspond to what in other contexts are referred to as transversal competences. These include the development of empathy, effective communication, conflict resolution, critical thinking, emotional self-regulation, and decision-making skills. Specifically, emotional education is recognized as a pedagogical principle in the educational regulations of both Spain and Costa Rica. In Spain, LOMLOE highlights its relevance in early childhood education alongside tutorial action and values. Similarly, the Ministerio de Educación Pública (2015) aims to promote social skills such as empathy and conflict resolution, communication skills, and the ability to interact in networks and with people from different origins, cultures, and perspectives. In both countries, this educational stage provides suitable conditions for emotional development and emotional management through positive learning experiences. Moreover, it is linked to the early acquisition of key competences for lifelong learning, aligned with both European and national guidelines.

The current regulatory frameworks in both countries recognize the educational value of the emotional dimension from early childhood, in line with international educational policies. Thus, it has become a central axis for both integral development and educational practice in this stage.



Educational models that incorporate emotional education

The incorporation of emotions into educational systems is currently becoming more widespread. Examples include the SEL (Social and Emotional Learning) model of the OECD, the EU’s LifeComp model (developed from the key life competencies reformulated at the end of the last decade), or the model promoted by the EU NESET network of European experts — EU NESET Framework for Social and Emotional Education – https://nesetweb.eu/en/ — (see comparison of OECD SEL elements and EU NESET in Figure 1). Since they are models, in most cases they involve reorganizing and grouping competencies based on expert opinions, although the core of what they present is not significantly altered. It is worth noting that the research group Ecological Approaches to Social Emotional Learning (EASEL) Laboratory (https://easel.gse.harvard.edu), led by Dr. Stephanie Jones at Harvard University, has identified, described, and compared 40 models or frameworks for social and emotional learning (SEL is the English-language acronym), due to the participation of a broad range of disciplines in their definitions, their wide adoption, and the inclusion of skills, competencies, and other attributes that have been codified and organized.
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FIGURE 1
 Comparison of OECD and EU NESET models regarding competencies related to emotions and their regulation. Source: https://easel.gse.harvard.edu.


Thus, the importance currently given to social and emotional learning at the international level can be emphasized, and we recognize this importance as we develop research on emotional validation.



The role of emotional validation: benefits, limitations, and considerations in emotional regulation

Various studies in different contexts have highlighted the benefits of emotional validation, which include improving the recognition and management of emotions, fostering resilience, developing empathy and understanding, and strengthening trust, among other aspects. In a study by Kuo et al. (2022), which analyzed the impact of validating and invalidating responses in medical interviews after verbal disclosure of low back pain, it was observed that participants who received validating responses experienced a significant decrease in levels of negative affect, pain, and frustration, and showed greater satisfaction with the medical consultation. However, some authors warn that, in certain situations, validation is not always the most appropriate support strategy, so it is necessary to carefully evaluate the emotional context of the person expressing their feelings.

According to Aponte (2022), it is problematic to assume that one can “validate” an emotion without necessarily agreeing with the person’s interpretation of it or considering whether the emotion being felt is justified. The author argues that validating an emotion involves validating the individual’s opinion about their current situation, which is shaped by their personal history. From this perspective, what is validated is not an isolated emotion, but rather the emotion in relation to the event in which it occurs, and the understanding one has of that event. In this sense, the emotional experience would require self-reflection, not validation. Being self-reflective means learning to recognize when one is angry, fearful, or hurt. Reflection enables the brain to pause during intense emotional states to organize what is being experienced, the interpretations of the situation, and the internal processes that are unfolding. Reflection can guide future reactions to heightened arousal and unpleasant interactions (Aponte, 2022).

The study conducted by Kuo et al. (2022) provides important information on the effect of validation in specific emotional experiences. Their findings suggest that implementing validation as a possible emotional regulation technique, before using a more “challenging” strategy such as cognitive restructuring, could be particularly effective for those with a higher level of emotional dysregulation when experiencing emotions such as shame or sadness. However, it may be less likely to improve feelings of fear and anxiety. In such cases, direct confrontation or exposure may be more beneficial. From a scientific perspective, but also rooted in the moral issues of education, Oron et al. (2020) raise objections to the validity and usefulness of validation processes for personal growth during the early stages of development.

In the academic debate on the relevance of emotional validation, it is considered a highly effective tool for the holistic development of the individual. Despite the positive effects described in the literature, there are still areas that have not been thoroughly explored. A key aspect in this discussion is the role that emotional validation can play in the development of emotional awareness and regulation. However, many questions about its application—especially in early educational stages—remain unanswered. For this reason, it is necessary to advance in the collection of evidence for or against the use of this educational tool, particularly in childhood, which fully justifies the study of emotional validation in preschool/early childhood education that we present.



Emotions in early childhood/preschool education

Considering that international education policies have strongly promoted emotional development from an early age over the last decade, and that recent studies (Cipriano et al., 2023) have provided strong evidence of the significant impact of programs aimed at developing social and emotional skills, the need to offer teacher training initiatives that comprehensively support emotional development in early educational practices is becoming increasingly evident.

In this regard, according to UNESCO (2024a) the Global Report on Early Childhood Care and Education: The Right to a Strong Foundation (UNESCO, 2024b) advocates for the promotion of Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) with the goal of preparing children for school. This includes the development of programs that enhance literacy, numeracy, and socioemotional skills, which are crucial for achieving strong educational outcomes.

However, the implementation of such proposals is presented as an unresolved issue in educational research. Although skill-based interventions specifically targeting children’s socioemotional learning have been an important area of research (McClelland et al., 2017, as cited in Mondi et al., 2021), the literature review reveals a lack of consensus among researchers and practitioners on how to define, assess, and promote this type of learning (Mondi et al., 2021). It is within this context that this study emerges, aiming to strengthen emotional development in childhood through the implementation of a teacher training program based on the establishment of affective bonds and emotional validation and to assess its influence within the framework of early childhood or preschool education.

Moreover, numerous studies highlight the significant influence that children’s interactions with people in their environment and with peers have on emotional development. Such is the case of the Study of Early Child Care and Youth Development (SECCYD), initiated in 1989 by the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) as cited in LoCasale-Crouch et al. (2016), which demonstrated that the quality of care, beyond basic access, is associated with children’s learning outcomes. Likewise, later analyses such as those by Barnett (2011) and the NICHD Early Child Care Research Network (1999a, 1999b, 2000), as cited in LoCasale-Crouch et al. (2016), highlighted another key aspect of quality: warm, responsive, and stimulating interactions between the educator and the child.

Based on these studies, we seek to explore the role of the teacher as a key figure in creating an emotionally safe environment, conducive to both learning and the development of social skills.



Emotional development in childhood and the establishment of affective bonds

Emotional development is understood as a gradual process through which the child acquires the ability to identify and understand what they feel, comprehend the emotional state of others, manage and express their emotions constructively, regulate their behavior, act empathetically, and establish positive relationships with peers. All of this lays the foundation for mental health throughout life.

For every human being, emotional development is an essential aspect and begins in childhood. In this process, the role of the caregiver is fundamental, as it occurs through the interactions the child has with those around them and the positive or negative situations to which their environment exposes them.

According to Ainsworth and Bowlby (1991), bonding is a relatively enduring emotional tie with a partner, which is unique and not interchangeable with anyone else. Although throughout life we relate to many people, we form bonds with those who are sensitive and treat us kindly. Similarly, Horno (2008) describes affective bonds as relationships built between two individuals who have invested their own emotions in them, nurtured them over time, and committed to them by creating a shared relational project. This process turns them into unique and irreplaceable individuals, serving as developmental references for one another. To forge an affective bond, it is necessary to maintain frequent interactions, mutual care, and emotional connection. While it involves love and affection, the existence of trust, respect, and understanding is also essential. This type of relationship provides vital support and significantly contributes to the emotional well-being of individuals.



Emotional validation

Emotional validation is the expression of genuine understanding of a person’s experience or behavior (emotion, desire, thought, sensation, action, etc.) and how that behavior or experience “makes sense” (Fruzzetti and Iverson, 2004; Linehan, 1993, as cited in Fruzzetti and Ruork, 2018). The key to successful emotional validation is referring to the emotion or emotional perspective of another person accurately and without judgment. What is accepted is the person’s emotional experience, not necessarily their behavior (Lambie and Lindberg, 2016). When validation does not occur, our reaction to the stimulus increases and the accuracy of expression decreases. Conversely, being validated provides calm and helps improve negative emotional reactions (Shenk and Fruzzetti, 2006; Swann, 1997, as cited in Lambie and Lindberg, 2016).

When we validate an emotion, we seek to deeply recognize and genuinely accept the emotions of others. To do this, a safe and understanding space is offered to express feelings without being judged. Validation does not necessarily imply agreement with a person’s behavior or experience but rather being present and respecting their emotional reality. This act strengthens emotional connection, fosters open communication, and supports the constructive resolution of conflicts (Fruzzetti and Shenk, 2008; Fruzzetti and Ruork, 2018).

Investing in teacher training is considered essential to achieving this goal, bearing in mind that although their role in achieving adequate emotional development in children can be a key element, there are few proposals aimed at teacher training in this area. Scientific research in the field of education has focused on strengthening children’s emotional development through the creation of proposals implemented in classrooms during certain times of the school day. However, there are few teacher training programs on pedagogical mediation (Vargas et al., 2022).

For this reason, the training program implemented in our research is committed to teacher education based on an educational experience that includes sensitive, respectful, and caring attention, which will facilitate the construction of the emotional foundation necessary for children to become affectionate, compassionate, considerate, and empathetic adults.



Teacher training program for the development of emotions in childhood

Our working hypothesis suggests that teachers trained in a program focused on strengthening children’s emotional development—focusing on establishing emotional bonds and validating emotions—increase the number of interactions linked to these processes, especially those of emotional validation. By applying this approach to their daily practice, it is expected that the children in their care will achieve greater development of life skills and stronger academic performance, which will be assessed through a pretest and posttest administered to both groups of children whose teachers participated in the training and to control groups. In this sense, the overall objective of the program is to train teachers to understand the positive effects of these components in strengthening the emotional development of children enrolled in early childhood education in Spain and preschool in Costa Rica.




Methodology


Design

This paper presents a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design, focusing on comparing pre- and post-intervention outcomes between an experimental and a control group in two international contexts (Spain and Costa Rica). Specifically, a quasi-experimental design with non-equivalent groups was implemented, in which participants were not randomly assigned to groups based on their participation in the training program. A short version of the Student-Teacher-Relationships Scale (STRS) (Pianta, 2001) was used to assess student and teacher interaction before and after the training program.



Sample

Given the sample size, a final sample of 136 children was considered for the pre- and post-study application of the Student-Teacher-Relationships Scale (STRS). Of these, 51.5% (n = 70) were girls and 48.5% (n = 66) were boys, with ages ranging from 4 to 6 years old, with a mean of 4.4 years (SD = 0.7). Regarding the origin, 45.6% of the participants (n = 62) came from Early Childhood Education centers in the province of Granada (Granada) and 54.4% (n = 74) came from preschools in San José (Costa Rica). All of them participated in the training program designed for this project. According to the group assignment based on whether or not the teachers participated in the training course, 50% of the participants formed the control group and the other 50% the experimental group.



Data collection instruments

To gather evidence of the effect of the training program, the abbreviated Spanish version of the Student-Teacher Relationships Scale (STRS; Pianta, 2001) was applied before and after the intervention, which allowed for a statistical evaluation of the impact of the program on the dimensions of Closeness and Conflict in the student-teacher relationship.



Student–teacher relationship scale STRS

The Student–Teacher Relationship Scale STRS (Pianta, 2001) was designed to measure the teacher’s perception of the relationship with a particular student. The STRS assesses teacher–student relationship patterns based on three dimensions: Conflict, Closeness, and Dependency. These are key elements in the formation of an affective bond and the overall quality of the relationship. The original STRS is a 28-item self-report measure using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 “Definitely does not apply” to 5 “Definitely applies.” In our study, we used the shortened 15-item version (Pianta, 2001), which provides scores for Conflict and Closeness, with good psychometric properties in multiple studies (Pianta, 1992), and internal consistency between 0.86 and 0.89. The items are divided into two subscales: Conflict (8 items) and Closeness (7 items). The scores obtained in the questionnaire indicate the type of relationship between teacher and student.



Procedure

As previously mentioned, this study was carried out with 8 early childhood education teachers from two public schools in each country. One of the schools was selected as the application group (A), and the other as the control group (C). The application group participated in the training program and subsequently applied the guidelines for working with children. The control group did not receive this intervention.

The design included a battery of qualitative and quantitative instruments applied in a pre-test and post-test format to both the application and control groups, with the difference that group A received the teacher training and implemented the corresponding guidelines. An outline of the training and the guidelines is presented as Supplementary material.


Preliminary evaluation

The purpose of this assessment was to establish a baseline prior to the intervention and then determine the differential impact of the training process on teacher-child interaction. This assessment was conducted using the Robert C. Pianta Teacher-Child Relationship Scale. The Student–Teacher Relationship Scale (STRS) by Robert C. Pianta.



Training program implementation

The training program consists of two phases. In the first one, the 4 units of the course “Development of Emotions in Childhood” are delivered, aiming for teachers to understand the positive effects of establishing affective bonds and practicing emotional validation in the emotional development of preschool children. In the second phase, the application of the guidelines for working with girls and boys is carried out, as reviewed and provided in the fourth unit of the course.



Post evaluation

Two weeks after the implementation, the post evaluation was conducted using the same strategy and instruments as the initial evaluation.



Timeline

The fieldwork phase of the study had a different duration in each country due to differences in school schedules. In the case of Costa Rica, the work was carried out in two daily sessions of 4 h and 10 min, one in the morning and one in the afternoon. This allowed for two observations per day, whereas in Spain, one observation per day was conducted over the course of 12 school days. The details are presented in Table 1.


TABLE 1 Timeline of observations in each country.


	Country
	Group
	Activity
	Duration



	Start
	End

 

 	Costa Rica 	Application 	Pre-test 	13/04/2023 	21/04/2023


 	Training 	26/04/2023 	26/05/2023


 	Implementation 	29/05/2023 	09/06/2023


 	Post-test* 	12/06/2023 	23/06/2023


 	Control 	Pre-test 	02/05/2023 	18/05/2023


 	Post-test* 	19/06/2023 	29/06/2023


 	Spain 	Application 	Pre-test 	04/10/2023 	19/10/2023


 	Training 	23/10/2023 	20/11/2023


 	Implementation 	21/11/2023 	01/12/2023


 	Post-test 	04/12/2023 	11/01/2024


 	Control 	Pre-test 	02/11/2023 	17/11/2023


 	Post-test 	15/01/2024 	08/02/2024





*The period was shortened because the post-test was applied to only 3 teachers due to a medical leave. **The period was extended because the return of a teacher who had been on medical leave was awaited.
 




Data analysis

For the analysis of the STRS scale, descriptive calculations were performed on the scores on the Closeness and Conflict dimensions at the pre- and post-intervention periods. The reliability of the subscales was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha, obtaining values greater than 0.70, indicating adequate internal consistency of the measures (Nunnally and Bernstein, 1994). To analyze the impact of the intervention, mixed-effects models were used, with group (Control vs. Experimental) and intervention (pre vs. post) as fixed effects, and subject as a random effect. The covariate city (Granada vs. Costa Rica) was included to control for potential contextual differences. Differences in scores on the Closeness and Conflict dimensions were assessed by comparing means, and a significance level of p < 0.05 was applied to all statistical tests. The data were analyzed using IBM SPSS v. 29.




Results


STRS analysis

Table 2 presents the descriptive data for the students’ sociodemographic variables in each group, as well as the statistical tests performed to compare the variables between the groups. The results showed that there were no statistically significant differences in any of the variables between the control and experimental groups.


TABLE 2 Descriptive and comparative sociodemographic variables between groups.


	
	Group
	Test
	p-value



	Control
	Experimental

 

 	Age, mean (SD) 	4.47 (0.76) 	4.24 (0.65) 	t (134) = 1.94 	0.055


 	Sex, n (%) 	 	 	χ2 (1) = 0.12 	0.731


 	Female 	36 (52.9) 	34 (50) 	 	


 	Male 	32 (47.1) 	34 (50) 	 	


 	City, n (%) 	 	 	χ2 (1) = 1.90 	0.168


 	Granada 	27 (39.7) 	35 (51.5) 	 	


 	International 	41 (60.3) 	33 (48.5) 	 	




 

In Table 3, the reliability (Cronbach’s α) and the descriptive statistics of the scores at the beginning of the study for the Student–Teacher Relationship Scale are shown. Both the Closeness and Conflict dimensions show high reliability coefficients. In general, it can be observed that there are initially stable levels of Closeness and Conflict. The scores for Closeness (M = 34.07; SD = 5.66) and Conflict (M = 13.60; SD = 8.11) indicate that, on average, the perceptions show normalized values (Patricio et al., 2015). The standard deviation (SD) of 5.66 suggests that there is some variability in the responses, but it is not excessive. The conflict scores suggest that the sample exhibits a low level of conflict. The standard deviation (SD) of 8.11 indicates greater variability in responses compared to closeness, which may suggest that some children experience conflict more intensely than others. As previously mentioned, Table 3 shows that both variables Closeness (α = 0.905) and Conflict (α = 0.934) present good internal consistency (Nunnally and Bernstein, 1994). Regarding the minimum and maximum values for Closeness, they initially provide information related to the variety of teacher–student relationships, with the minimum value being 14 and the maximum 40. The observed range may indicate a pre-existing heterogeneity in the relationships. Regarding Conflict, the minimum and maximum values show a normal range, which may suggest the presence of different dynamics within the group without the teacher experiencing a negative or conflictive relationship, with the minimum value being 7 and the maximum 34.


TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics and reliability of the PRE measurement scale.


	
	Cronbach
	Minimum-Maximun
	Mean (SD)

 

 	Closeness 	0.905 	14–40 	34.07 (5.66)


 	Conflict 	0.934 	7–34 	13.60 (8.11)




 

The results of the mixed-effects models conducted to determine the effect of the intervention on Student–Teacher Relationships are presented below. The variables included as fixed effects were group (Control and Experimental), Intervention (pre, post), the Group*Intervention interaction, and the covariate City (Granada and Costa Rica). Subjects were included as the random effect.

Table 4 presents the means and standard deviations of the students’ scale scores before and after the intervention. Overall, the scores show an effect of the intervention program. Regarding the Closeness variable, at first glance, the data in Table 4 suggest that the intervention was effective in increasing closeness in the experimental group compared to the control group. Based on this, it is not unreasonable to think that the intervention had a significant impact on the perception of Closeness in the experimental group, while the control group showed minimal changes. The experimental group shows a significant increase in the mean, rising from 23.92 to 35.96. This increase is substantial, suggesting that the implemented intervention likely had a positive effect on the perception of Closeness. At the same time, the decrease in the standard deviation from 5.86 to 4.95 indicates that the scores were more concentrated around the new mean, suggesting greater uniformity in the experimental group’s responses after the intervention.


TABLE 4 Descriptive statistics of scale dimension scores for student–teacher relationship.


	
	Time -Intervention



	Pre
	Post



	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD

 

 	Closeness


 	Control 	24.85 	5.51 	26.03 	5.37


 	Experimental 	23.92 	5.86 	35.96 	4.95


 	Conflict


 	Control 	18.43 	7.08 	17.56 	6.25


 	Experimental 	17.87 	6.14 	9.82 	5.32




 

Regarding the Conflict variable, we can observe that the experimental group shows a significant reduction in perceived conflict after the intervention, dropping from 17.87 to 9.82. It is worth noting that in the control group, although there is also a slight decrease (from 18.43 to 17.56), this change is smaller and could be attributed to external factors not related to the intervention. Based on these average data, the intervention might initially prove effective in reducing conflict.



Closeness dimension

In closeness (Table 5), both the group and time effects were statistically significant. However, the Group*Intervention interaction also showed a statistically significant effect, indicating that the score changed throughout the study depending on the participation group.


TABLE 5 Mixed-effects model on closeness.


	
	B (SE)
	t
	p-value

 

 	Group 	2.00 (0.93) 	2.16 	0.032


 	Intervention 	−2.74 (0.92) 	−2.96 	0.003


 	Grupo*Intervention 	2.80 (1.01) 	2.77 	0.006


 	City (Costa Rica vs. Granada) 	−0.63 (0.66) 	−0.96 	0.339





B, Regression coefficient; SE, Standard error.
 

In Table 6, the interaction effect is shown. Thus, among students in the control group, no significant difference was observed at the end of the study compared to the beginning (p = 0.123), whereas among participants in the experimental group, the score increased at the end of the study compared to the beginning (p < 0.001). At the end of the study, the score of the students in the experimental group was significantly higher than that of the students in the control group (p < 0.001). Figure 2 shows the interaction between both effects.


TABLE 6 Group* intervention interaction in the closeness dimension.


	
	Measure
	



	Pre
	Post



	Mean (SD)
	Mean (SD)

 

 	Closeness 	 	 	Mean difference (p-value)


 	Control 	24.85 (5.41) 	26.03 (5.37) 	−1.18 (0.123)


 	Experimental 	23.92 (5.80) 	35.96 (4.90) 	−12.04 (<0.001)


 	Mean difference (p-value) 	0.93 (0.342) 	−9.93 (<0.001) 	




 

[image: Line graph showing pre and post measurements for control and experimental groups. The control group remains relatively stable, increasing slightly from 24.85 to 26.03. The experimental group shows a significant increase from 23.92 to 35.96.]

FIGURE 2
 Closeness scores by group. a,b: Comparisons within each group at the different time points. Coincident letters indicate that no statistically significant differences were observed between measurements in the same group, after applying the Bonferroni correction. A,B: Comparisons between groups at the same time point. Coincident letters in this case indicate that no statistically significant differences were observed between groups at that time point, also considering the Bonferroni correction.




Conflict dimension

In the conflict dimension (Table 7), the group and time effects were statistically significant. However, the Group*Intervention interaction also showed a statistically significant effect, indicating that the score changed throughout the study depending on the participation group.


TABLE 7 Mixed effects model on mental health knowledge.


	
	B (ET)
	t
	p-value

 

 	Group 	2.41 (1.11) 	2.16 	0.031


 	Intervention 	1.85 (0.80) 	2.30 	0.022


 	Group*intervention 	−2.30 (0.90) 	−2.55 	0.011


 	City (Internacional vs. Granada) 	−1.47 (0.94) 	−1.57 	0.119





B, Regression coefficient; SE, Standard error.
 

The interaction effect is shown in Table 8. For the students from the control group, no significant difference was observed at the end of the study compared to the beginning (p = 0.255), whereas in the participants from the experimental group, the score decreased at the end of the study compared to the beginning (p < 0.001). At the end of the study, the score of the students in the experimental group was significantly lower than that of the students in the control group (p < 0.001). Figure 3 shows the interaction between both effects.


TABLE 8 Group* intervention interaction – conflict dimension.


	
	Mesure
	



	Pre
	Post



	Mean (SD)
	Mean (SD)

 

 	Conflict 	 	 	Mean difference (p-value)


 	Control 	18.43 (8.48) 	17.56 (8.05) 	0.87 (0.255)


 	Experimental 	17.87 (7.74) 	9.82 (6.25) 	8.05 (<0.001)


 	Mean difference (p-value) 	0.56 (0.567) 	7.74 (< 0.001) 	




 

[image: Line graph comparing control and experimental groups before and after an intervention. Control group shows a minor decrease from 18.43 to 17.56. Experimental group shows a significant decrease from 17.87 to 9.82. Error bars included.]

FIGURE 3
 Conflict dimension scores by group. a,b: Comparisons between time points within each group are presented, with identical letters reflecting the absence of statistically significant differences between time points within the same group after applying the Bonferroni correction. A,B: Comparisons between different groups at the same time point. Coincident letters indicate that no statistically significant differences were found between groups at that time point after applying the Bonferroni correction.





Discussion and conclusions

The debate on emotional validation and its usefulness for the integral development of children in the stage of early childhood or preschool education is still in its early stages (Cornejo-Chávez Araya-Moreno et al., 2021), and it will be through a larger number of studies that relevant evidence on the topic can be obtained.

Our study presents limitations due to the sample size, but it yields results that point toward a positive effect of teacher training in emotional validation through a training program specifically created for this purpose, which could translate into a potential improvement in classroom climate and in student–student and student-teacher relationships.

Indeed, various studies have shown that early childhood educators who participate in training programs and receive guidance on effective teaching practices can make positive changes in their daily interactions with children, which leads to a beneficial impact on their learning and development (Brennan et al., 2008; Domitrovich et al., 2009; Fox et al., 2011; Hamre et al., 2012; Mashburn et al., 2008; Yoshikawa et al., 2015 as cited in LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2016).

The pre- and post-intervention application of the STRS scale comparing the application and control groups yields significant results in the dimensions of “Closeness,” which increases in the application group, and “Conflict,” which decreases in the same group. Although there are not many studies similar to ours in terms of hypothesis, educational stage, and applied instruments, we have identified studies in early childhood and other educational stages that support our findings regarding the reduction and moderation of conflicts, as well as the effectiveness of training programs for emotional work and conflict resolution.

Our results are consistent with those of Alvarado (2022), who, using the same scale in an early childhood education center in the Atlántico Department of Colombia, demonstrated the significant relationship between closeness between teachers and students and the existence and resolution of conflicts. In the context of primary education, Ambrona and Márquez (2012) have shown the effectiveness of a short emotional development program for conflict reduction and resolution. Alonso Hernández and Vinat (2018) reported similar results on the effectiveness of emotional development programs to improve coexistence in secondary education.

As for the effectiveness of teacher training programs for emotional work, there are also positive references like the one we found —within the limitations of our study— which support the need to advance in this area of teacher education at all educational stages, especially in early childhood / preschool education. One of the most interesting examples of such programs and their relationship with improved classroom conflict management is the study by Ulloa and collaborators (Ulloa Evans et al., 2016) in the Greater Wellington region of New Zealand, which highlighted significant differences in the emergence and resolution of conflicts between groups of teachers who completed emotional competence training courses and those who did not.

In this study, it is pertinent to examine certain contextual factors that may have influenced the results, particularly the differentiated effects observed between countries and among groups. This is the case of the control groups in both countries, where teachers were identified who, due to their personal characteristics and pedagogical practices developed throughout their professional experience and driven by individual interest, demonstrated high sensitivity to children’s emotions. This sensitivity facilitated the implementation of the practices suggested in this study: emotional validation and the establishment of affective bonds.

Considering our results and the discussion derived from the existing literature, we can conclude, within the limitations of the study, that our training program has clear potential to improve specific aspects of classroom practice in early childhood/preschool education. Its broader implementation in the future could be important for the effective inclusion of emotional validation activities in the classroom, which could, in turn, contribute to better overall development in children and, more specifically, to the reduction or improved resolution of classroom conflicts.
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