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Over the last 20 years plenty of studies have shown the association between the
development of social and emotional skills on the one hand, and wellbeing, peer
popularity and school achievement on the other hand. Against this background,
numerous intervention studies have been implemented especially in school
contexts. Given the importance of an early enhancement of such skills, following a
narrative review method we set out to examine the impact of shared book reading
interventions on the social and emotional competence of children attending nursery
and preschool settings. We conducted a comprehensive data search based on
PubMed, Google Scholar, Scopus, and Web of Science. We identified 15 studies, five
focusing on the nursery setting and ten to the preschool environment. We illustrated
the main characteristics of the studies, highlighting the most significant results. In
conclusion the paper both provides some considerations on the reviewed studies
and suggests future lines for research.
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1 Introduction

Over the last decades numerous studies have shown the association between the
development of social and emotional abilities on the one hand, and wellbeing, peer popularity
and school achievement on the other hand (Denham, 2023). Against this background, plenty
of intervention studies have been implemented especially in school contexts. Given the
importance of an early enhancement of such skills, some researchers have turned their
attention to the implementation of early interventions with toddlers and preschoolers. On this
backdrop, in this article we review intervention studies conducted in nursery and preschool
contexts that utilized shared book reading (SBR) to promote children’s social and emotional
competences (SEC). To this end, we adopted the narrative review method, valued for its
flexibility and practicality in deriving a comprehensive summary and critical appraisal of the
scientific literature on a given topic (Sukhera, 2022), especially when the research field is not
widespread and the study is exploratory. Research on SBR interventions in nursery and
preschool settings, particularly those focusing on emotions, constitutes a recently emerging
line of inquiry. Indeed, most studies on shared book reading have been implemented in home
environments, targeting parents and primarily focusing on the impact of SBR on children’s
language and literacy abilities (Mol et al., 2008).

We chose to focus exclusively on SBR interventions because SBR is a naturally embedded,
developmentally appropriate practice that occurs daily in early childhood settings. Unlike
other socio-emotional interventions that often require separate time allocations, special
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curricula, or external facilitators, SBR offers a readily accessible
platform that can be seamlessly integrated into educational routines.
In addition to its well-documented contributions to language and
literacy development, SBR provides a rich context for emotional
learning, offering children opportunities to explore characters’
feelings, engage in perspective-taking, and practice emotion talk in a
safe and meaningful way (Mar et al., 2011; Oatley, 2016; Schapira and
Aram, 2020). Furthermore, SBR is uniquely suited to facilitate adult-
child emotion dialogue and socialization processes in early years,
making it a powerful vehicle for fostering social and emotional
competence through existing pedagogical practices.

In this paper, we first introduce the practice of SBR, define social
and emotional competence, and outline the main modes of emotion
socialization. We then review articles reporting on interventions based
on SBR and emotion discourse that aimed to enhance children’s social
and emotional competence. Finally, we discuss the key implications of
the narrative review, highlighting the initial achievements of research
in this area and identifying the current gaps that need to be addressed
in future work, both in research and in the work of educators in early
childhood settings to promote preschool’s and toddler’s social and
emotional competences.

2 Shared book reading

Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory posits that young children’s
learning is inherently dyadic, occurring through social interactions
with a more knowledgeable individual (e.g., a parent or teacher).
Children’s development is embedded in social settings and practices.
Shared book reading (SBR) is a daily activity that exemplifies this
social learning process, providing a natural and dynamic setting for
meaningful adult-child discourse. SBR plays a crucial role in fostering
child development across multiple domains, including language,
social interaction, and cognitive growth (e.g., Mol et al., 2008). More
than just the frequency of reading, the quality of interaction during
SBR is essential, as it encourages children to engage in conversation,
articulate thoughts, expand their vocabulary, and develop narrative
skills—all fundamental to cognitive and linguistic growth. One
particularly effective approach is Dialogic Book-Sharing (DBS), which
actively engages children in conversation, questioning, and storytelling
(Bus et al., 1995; Hargrave and Sénéchal, 2000; Ornaghi et al., 2024;
Whitehurst et al., 1988). Effective DBS practices, supported by specific
adult behaviors such as gaze-following, can enhance toddlers’
cognitive development and contribute to their educational success
(Murray et al., 2022). For example, a meta-analysis by Dowdall et al.
(2020) examined shared picture book reading interventions across 19
studies (N = 2,594, ages 1-6), finding positive effects on expressive
(d=0.41) and receptive (d = 0.26) language. The analysis showed that
higher-intensity interventions are more effective, highlighting the
importance of structured and interactive reading techniques. In
addition, interventions that teach educators to expand dialogue and
conduct interactive book readings make a unique contribution to
children’s language development (e.g., Rezzonico et al., 2015; Wasik
and Hindman, 2020) and inferential comprehension (e.g., Grolig
et al., 2020).

SBR is a common practice in early childhood classrooms,
conducted in whole-class or small-group settings. Studies have
identified key adult behaviors that enhance children’s learning during
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SBR, including reading aloud, actively engaging children, providing
positive reinforcement, and encouraging higher-order thinking (Batini
et al., 2020; Schmidt et al., 2024; Wasik and Bond, 2001; Whitehurst
et al., 1994). These behaviors foster an interactive and collaborative
experience for children. Teachers facilitate active participation by
asking questions, scaffolding, encouraging predictions, and engaging
students in discussions about the text (Deshmukh et al., 2019; Zucker
et al, 2020). Recent research has increasingly examined factors
influencing the quality of shared reading interactions, including the
characteristics of the books themselves (e.g., Bojczyk et al., 2016). The
key components of a book—its illustrations, language, socio-emotional
themes, and narrative structure—play a crucial role in shaping shared
reading experiences and their outcomes (e.g., Garner et al., 2008;
Hoffman et al., 2015).

Books come in a variety of genres, including narrative stories,
poems, and informational texts, each influencing the nature of shared
reading interactions. Narrative stories typically present a structured
sequence of events involving characters, poetic texts emphasize rhythm
and language play, supporting both affective and linguistic engagement,
and plot informational texts provide factual content and are often used
to explain concepts or phenomena (Barone, 2010; Larson, 2015) given
that adults and children engage differently depending on the book’s
genres (e.g., Bergman Deitcher et al., 2019; Schapira et al., 2021). For
instance, reading informational texts tends to prompt more cognitively
complex discussions between adults and children (e.g., Price et al.,
2009). Additionally, Moschovaki and Meadows (2005) found that
integrating a familiar narrative style into an informational book
elicited more predictive and analytical responses from children.

SBR engages three essential components: the adult, the child, and
the book. The studies we have mentioned highlight the contributions
of dialogue and interaction during SBR to young children’s language
development and narrative skills (e.g., Mol et al., 2008). In recent
years, however, there has been growing recognition of the unique role
that SBR can play in young children’s social-emotional development
(e.g., Aram et al, 2017; Schapira and Aram, 2020). In this study,
we specifically examine how SBR interventions in educational settings
contribute to enhancing children’s emotional competence.

3 Social and emotional competence
and its socialization

Emotional or social-emotional competence (SEC) can be defined
as the ability to effectively navigate emotion-eliciting encounters (Saarni,
2008; Denham, 2023). It includes (1) experiencing and purposefully
expressing a broad variety of emotions, considering parameters such as
duration and intensity; (2) regulating emotions in accordance with one’s
own comfort and the needs of others; and (3) understanding both one’s
own and others’ emotions, particularly in relation to their underlying
causes. Emotion expressiveness, knowledge, and regulation encompass
a variety of abilities that develop over time. The period from 18 months
to approximately 5 or 6 years, covering toddlerhood and the preschool
period, represents a crucial phase of development, when children
rapidly advance in motor, language, cognitive, and social-emotional
competence. Within the domain of social and emotional development
in particular, the socialization of emotional competence has been
extensively studied (for a narrative review: Grazzani and Conte, 2024).
This process involves three key emotion socialization practices used by
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adults in daily interactions with children: modeling, contingency, and
teaching. Modeling refers to the way children observe the emotions
expressed by their socializers and assimilate their expressive behaviors.
By watching their parents, children learn a great deal about emotions
and feelings—for example, how to label emotions and associate them
with specific types of events. Contingency refers to socializers’ reactions
to children’s emotions, which encompass a variety of actions, including
behavioral and emotional encouragement or discouragement (Denham,
2007). Positive reactions, such as tolerance, comfort, acceptance, convey
the message that emotions can be managed and are even beneficial
(Gottman et al,, 1997). In contrast, negative reactions suggest that
emotions are problematic and should be repressed. Teaching practice
refers to socializers” tendency to discuss emotions within a warm and
supportive relationship. It involves guiding children in expressing and
regulating their emotions, using emotion talk to help them interpret
their experiences and behavior. Many studies (for a review: Denham,
2023) suggest that adult-child conversations about feelings and
emotions provide a crucial context for coaching children in
understanding both their own and others’” emotions.

Emotion socialization can occur both during parent-child
interactions and in extra-familial settings. A substantial body of
empirical evidence exists on the parental socialization of emotions,
given that parents serve as children’s primary socializers. They play a
key role in early processes of emotion co-regulation (Trevarthen, 1993),
helping infants gradually learn to manage their emotions independently.
This process continues throughout infancy and toddlerhood, becoming
enriched by numerous additional interactions and relationships,
including those with siblings and peers (Reddy, 2008).

Compared to the numerous studies conducted in family contexts,
the educational environment has received less attention, even though
educators and teachers play a crucial role as socializers of emotional
competence (Denham, 2023). Research on educators’ and teachers’
beliefs about the role of emotions reveals a variety of perspectives. For
example, beliefs differ regarding the extent to which teachers should
help children to regulate their emotions or teach them the rules for
displaying emotion (Ahn, 2005).

Given that the development of emotional competence is linked to
various outcomes such as social competence, popularity among peers,
prosocial behavior, mental health, and academic achievement
(Denham, 2007), early intervention to enhance emotional competence
in childhood serves as a key protective factor in childrens
developmental trajectories. Hence, this narrative review concentrates
on studies that have documented the impact of a specific mode of
teaching or coaching for the socialization of emotions—namely, SBR
followed by group discussions on emotions within the community life
context of nurseries and kindergartens. The tendency to discuss
emotions, and to use them to clarify, teach, or share, rather than to
modify children’s behavior, helps children express and regulate their
own emotions, thereby advancing their emotional competence.

4 SBR and social and emotional
competence

According to the coaching approach within the emotion
socialization perspective, adults can engage children in discussions about
emotions during SBR. Mar et al. (2009) and Oatley (2016) suggested that
reading narrative fiction shapes our understanding of the social world
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by allowing readers to mentally simulate a broad spectrum of emotions
and social experiences. Children’s books, in particular, frequently portray
interactions among humans, animals, or anthropomorphized creatures,
providing opportunities to explore story characters’ emotions, thoughts,
intentions, beliefs, and desires. These narratives naturally foster
discussion about social and emotional experiences, helping children
navigate complex social situations (Cassidy et al., 1998).

During shared book reading, discussions often extend beyond the
basic storyline to include both the “explicit” aspects of the book—such
as the plot, illustrations, and characters (Price et al., 2009)—and the
“implicit” aspects that demand deeper cognitive and emotional
engagement. These implicit elements encourage children to reflect on
social and emotional themes, make connections to their own
experiences, and practice perspective-taking (Hindman et al., 2014).
Thus, shared reading promotes critical thinking and enhances children’s
socio-emotional competence. This concept aligns with Bruner’s (1986,
1990) dual landscape model, which posits that narratives comprise two
interwoven “landscapes” The landscape of action relates to the
observable elements of the story, including the sequence of events and
characters’ behaviors. Conversely, the landscape of consciousness
delves into the narrative’s underlying psychological and emotional
dimensions, including the thoughts, beliefs, desires, emotions, and
intentions that drive characters’ actions. Engaging children in both the
landscapes of action and consciousness during shared reading
facilitates richer, more meaningful interactions with the story, fostering
deeper comprehension and emotional engagement. Bassett et al. (2020)
found that preschool teachers’ discussions about emotions during SBR
were particularly beneficial for children with more limited emotion
knowledge. However, there were noticeable differences among
educators in terms of their use of emotional language and book-reading
styles in preschool settings. Similarly, Misailidi et al. (2013) observed
variability in kindergarten teachers’ use of mental state language during
storytelling, underscoring differences in how educators integrate
discussions about thoughts, feelings, and desires into their narratives.

These findings underscore the importance of considering the
triadic nature of shared book reading—the adult, the child, and the
book—as an interactive system. The adult guides the process,
scaffolding the child’s understanding and engagement; the child brings
their developmental capacities, curiosity, and emotional experiences;
and the book serves as both a narrative and emotional anchor. The
interplay between these components is especially salient in fostering
emotional discourse and perspective-taking, thereby enhancing socio-
emotional competence (Schapira and Aram, 2020).

In conclusion, intervention programs provide educators with
opportunities to develop and refine their ability to engage emotional
discourse, ultimately supporting children’s development of SEC within
educational settings. While most studies and interventions on SBR
and emotional competence have focused on family settings, this
narrative review examines the impact of SBR interventions in nursery
and preschool contexts, emphasizing the critical role of these
educational settings in enhancing children’s social and emotional skills.

5 Methodological approach: Narrative
review

Leveraging our own prior expertise in the research field of shared
book reading (SBR) in educational contexts, we conducted a
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comprehensive literature search using the narrative review
methodology (e.g., Sukhera, 2022) across the main platforms for
academic literature, namely PubMed, Google Scholar, Scopus, and
Web of Science. Narrative reviews are particularly useful for
synthesizing diverse evidence and identifying patterns, gaps, and
emerging themes across studies that use different methodologies and
approaches. Given the exploratory nature of this review, the narrative
approach allowed us to incorporate findings from a variety of contexts,
including nursery and preschool settings, and to provide a holistic
understanding of how SBR interventions influence children’s social
and emotional competence. To guide our search, we applied a range
of targeted keywords, such as SBR in nursery contexts, SBR in
preschool/kindergarten settings, SBR and social and emotional
competence, SBR and conversation on emotions, and SBR and
emotion discourse/language. The inclusion criteria were as follows: (i)
empirical studies examining the implementation of SBR-based
interventions or programs, (ii) empirical studies conducted in
educational settings, and (iii) studies focusing on children aged
between 1.5 and 6 years. Studies conducted in primary school settings
were excluded from this narrative review to maintain the focus on
early childhood education. The initial search results were screened for
duplicates and reviewed by both authors, who independently assessed
titles, abstracts, and full texts to determine eligibility. Any
disagreements were resolved through discussion and consensus.

Applying these criteria, we identified 15 empirical studies: 5
conducted in nursery settings and 10 in preschool environments. The
selected studies (see Table 1) focused on SBR-based interventions and
emotion-focused discourse in educational contexts, aiming to enhance
various aspects of children’s social and emotional competence.
Adopting a narrative review approach, we organized and interpreted
the studies, highlighting promising practices as well as gaps that
warrant further exploration.

6 Intervention studies in nursery and
preschool contexts

In what follows, we describe the empirical studies identified in this
narrative review, focusing on SBR-based interventions conducted in
nursery and preschool settings. Each study is presented with attention
to its design, population, intervention format, and key findings related
to the promotion of children’s emotional and social competences.
With regard to SBR in nursery environments, Betawi (2015)
conducted one of the earliest studies focusing on shared story reading
and its effects on toddlers’ social and emotional competence. The
research design included a single intervention group (N = 10), who
participated in daily training sessions lasting approximately 5-8 min,
without a control group for comparison. The intervention began with
the teacher presenting the cover of a book from a selected collection.
She then read the title and introduced the story to elicit children’s
prior knowledge about the story theme and build background
understanding. The teacher engaged the children with questions such
as: What do you see on the cover of the book? What do you think the
story is about? Do you have a dog at home? What is its name? What
is the girl doing? What can you do? Can you behave like that? Would
you like to do that? The teacher was asked to evaluate each child twice
via a questionnaire, completed both before introducing the stories and
at the intervention’s conclusion. Betawi (2015) reported significant
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improvements between pre and post-test on items such as “the child

» <

enjoys sharing laughter with others,” “the child says thank you when
appropriate,” and “the child shares with others” The main limitations
of this potentially insightful study, which emphasizes story reading
and discussion to enhance children’s emotional competence, include
the lack of a control group, a small sample size, the use of a
non-validated questionnaire, and the absence of direct measures.

In a study by Grazzani et al. (2016a), a quasi-experimental design
was used to evaluate the effectiveness of an intervention based on SBR
and discussions about emotions with small groups of 2- to 3-year-old
children. Participants were 105 toddlers ranging from 21 to 36 months
at the beginning of the study. The children assigned to the
experimental group took part in training sessions conducted in small
groups (4/6 children per group) over a two-month period. Each child
participated in the sessions at least four times a week throughout the
intervention phase. The stories, specifically developed for the study,
were presented in a book format. The main characters, two rabbits,
experience a range of emotions—fear, happiness, anger, sadness—
through a series of adventures. The narratives adhered to a traditional
story schema: after the scene has been set, a critical situation eliciting
a particular emotion arises, and action is required to resolve the
ensuing crisis. The story texts were enriched with emotional language
(e.g., gets mad, is scared, is surprised, is happy, and so on), and other
mental state terms. The training sessions with the experimental group
followed a four-step procedure: setting the appropriate context for the
activity, reading the story, discussing the emotion thematized in the
story, and concluding with a windup stage. The crucial element of this
procedure was the conversation about emotions, which was conducted
with small groups of young children. In contrast, the control group
only participated in the first two steps. The authors reported that the
training group significantly outperformed the control group in both
the use of emotional state lexicon and in understanding emotion.

Further analysis of this data corpus by the researchers revealed
additional findings regarding a sub-sample of 95 toddlers aged 26- to
36-month-old (Ornaghi et al., 2017). The toddlers who participated
in the intervention described above, based on SBR and conversations
about emotions, displayed a significantly higher propensity to engage
in prosocial behaviors compared to the control group, who listened to
the stories but did not participate in conversations about emotions.

Brazzelli et al. (2021) conducted an intervention study where
trained teachers read prosocial stories to small groups of toddlers and
facilitated conversations about the featured emotions, following
specific guidelines. The sample comprised 142 toddlers, divided into
three groups/conditions, who participated in a two-month program
conducted three times a week. In condition 1, toddlers participated in
SBR followed by conversations on emotions and other inner states
(TEPP: Toddlers Empathy Prosociality Program). In condition 2,
children participated in SBR and conversation about concrete actions
and physical states related to the story characters. In condition 3, after
listening to the stories, toddlers engaged in free play without
structured conversations with adults. The authors observed that
toddlers in condition 1 significantly improved both their empathy and
prosocial behaviors compared to the other groups, concluding that
SBR and conversation on emotions can make a key contribution to
enhancing toddlers’ socio-emotional skills. These findings align with
those of a smaller study by Grazzani et al. (2016b), in which 68
toddlers were divided into an experimental group (33 toddlers
participating in shared story reading and conversation about
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TABLE 1 Characteristics of the intervention studies listed alphabetically by Author.

10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1622536

Educational Trainer = Number and age  Duration of Target Measurement tools
setting of participants intervention components of
SEC
Bergman Preschool M.A. 116 preschoolers (M =75; | 30-min sessions for Emotion lexicon and Direct measures
Deitcher students SD =0.28) 2 weeks social problem-solving
etal. (2021) skills
Betawi Nursery Teacher 10 toddlers (24— Daily sessions lasting Social and emotional Indirect measure
(2015) 36 months) 5-8 min for 3 weeks skills (in general)
Brazzelli Nursery Teachers 142 toddlers 2 months Prosocial behaviors and | Direct measures (validated
etal. (2021) (M = 28.5 months; empathy tasks) and indirect measure
SD =3.92) (validated parent questionnaire)
Giménez- Preschool Teachers 60 preschoolers (4 years 30 weekly sessions Emotion Direct measures (validated
Dasi et al. old: M = 52 months; comprehension and tests)
(2013) 5 years old: strategies for social
M = 64 months) interaction
Giménez- Preschool Two trained | 43 preschoolers 22 weekly sessions Emotion comprehension | Direct measures (validated
Dasi et al. teachers per | (M =59.8 months) and strategies for social tests)
(2017) class interaction
Grazzani Preschool Researcher 100 preschoolers Two-month period (using Emotion Direct measures (validated
and Ornaghi (3-5 years; 16 stories developed by the | comprehension tests)
(2011) M = 52 months; SD = 9.9) authors)
Grazzani Nursery Teachers 105 toddlers 21— Two-month period: at least | Emotion talk, emotion Direct measures (validated
etal. (2016a) 36 months (M = 29.8; four sessions a week using comprehension, and tasks), video observations and
SD =3.78) eight stories developed ad prosocial behavior indirect measure (validated
hoc parent questionnaire)
Grazzani Nursery Teachers 68 toddlers (24— Daily 10-15-min training Emotion Direct measures (validated
et al. (2016b) 35 months; sessions for 1 month; comprehension and tasks) and indirect measure
M =29.9 months; stories developed by the emotional theory of (parent questionnaire)
SD = 3.50) authors mind
Grazzani Preschool Researchers | 61 preschoolers Two-month period: twice- = Emotion understanding | Direct measures (validated
and Valle (3-6 years; weekly training sessions and prosocial tasks)
(2025) M = 54 months; SD = 9.8) using eight stories orientation
developed ad hoc
Ornaghi Nursery Teachers 95 toddlers 26-36 months | 42 x 15-min intervention Emotion Direct measures (validated
etal. (2017) (M = 29.8 months; sessions over 2 months comprehension and tasks), indirect measure
SD =3.78) prosocial behavior (validated parent questionnaire)
and video observations
Ornaghi Preschool Researcher 70 preschoolers 35— Twice-weekly 20-min Emotion Direct measures (validated
etal. (2011) 57 months sessions over 2 months, comprehension and tasks)
(M = 3.10 months; based on 16 stories comprehension of
SD =5.96) developed by the authors emotion verbs
Ornaghi Preschool Researcher | 75 preschoolers 12 sessions conducted Emotion Direct measures (validated
etal. (2015) (M = 60.1 months; twice weekly over 6 weeks comprehension and tasks)
SD = 6.83) prosocial orientation
Schapira Preschool Pre-service | 77 preschoolers One session per week for Empathy Direct measures (validated
(2024) teacher (M = 54.95 months; 6 weeks tests)
SD =23.19)
Schapira Preschool Pre-service | 205 preschoolers One session per week for Empathy and social Direct measures (validated
et al. (2024) teacher (M = 56.60 months; 6 weeks values tests)
SD =10.34)
Voltmer and | Preschool Teachers 110 preschoolers 36— 5 months, with six modules | Emotion knowledge Direct measures (validated
von Salisch 66 months completed in 40 h tests)
(2022) (M = 49.41 months;
SD =7.23)
Frontiers in Psychology 05 frontiersin.org
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emotions) and a control group (35 toddlers engaging in shared story
reading and conversation about material entities and actions featured
in the storybook). The experimental group significantly outperformed
the control group on measures of emotion understanding.

Let us now turn to SBR studies conducted in preschool settings.
Ornaghi et al. (2011) carried out a study with 70, 3- to 4-year-old
children randomly assigned either an experimental or a control group.
During a two-month intervention, children in small groups attended
SBR sessions, where they listened to 16 stories enriched with mental
state language, including both emotional and cognitive lexicon.
Following a structured program developed by the authors, the
experimental group took part in language games and conversations
designed to encourage the use of mental terms after each story reading
session. In contrast, the control group did not participate in any
structured or targeted conversational activities. Following the
intervention, the experimental group outperformed the control group
on both language and emotion comprehension measures.

Utilizing the same SBR-based program, which included the word
launch technique and language games, and focusing specifically on
stories that highlighted emotion terms, Grazzani and Ornaghi (2011)
achieved comparable outcomes with children aged 3-5 years (range:
35-70 months). The conversations about emotions, conducted in
strict fulfilment of the program guidelines (for a recent detailed
description of the validated program, see Grazzani and Ornaghi,
2022), significantly improved emotion comprehension, particularly
among 4-year-old participants. In a recent study, Grazzani and Valle
(2025) used this same program, that they called PSULG (Promoting
Social Understanding through Language Games), with a new sample
of 61 preschoolers (range: 38-71 months). Controlling for age, the
authors found that the training had a significant impact on
participants’ emotion understanding and a marginally significant
effect on their prosocial orientation.

In a study by Ornaghi et al. (2015), a six-week intervention was
implemented in a preschool setting. Children, in small groups, were
presented with brief illustrated stories based on emotional scripts.
Following the shared story reading, the training group (N = 38)
engaged in discussions about the nature, causes, and regulation of
emotions, while the control group (N = 35) participated in free play.
The authors reported that the intervention, which included both SBR
and conversations about emotions, significantly enhanced emotion
comprehension and prosocial orientation in the experimental group
compared to the control group. Furthermore, they noted that the
positive effects of the intervention remained stable 4 weeks after the
project concluded.

Giménez-Dasi et al. (2013) examined the impact of a Philosophy
for Children: Thinking Emotions intervention on the emotional and
social development of 60 preschool children (4- and 5-year-olds) from
middle-class families in Madrid. The study involved four preschool
classes, with all children participating; two classes served as
experimental groups and two as control groups. The year-long
intervention consisted of 30 weekly sessions (1 h each), following a
three-step approach: story reading, guided discussion, and interactive
activities (e.g., drawing, role-playing). Teachers facilitated discussions
without providing answers and concluded each session with a
summary of key ideas. The program included 16 sessions on reading,
questioning, and dialogue, 10 sessions on specific emotional topics,
and 6 sessions on coping strategies to help children manage negative
emotions and develop prosocial behavior. The parents of the
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experimental group children were involved in complementary
activities at home once a month, while prior to the intervention the
teachers received training in facilitating discussions and delivering
emotional coaching. The authors found that the 5-year-olds in the
intervention group displayed gains in social performance and emotion
knowledge, whereas the 4-year-olds only displayed increased
competence in navigating social interactions without a corresponding
improvement in explicit emotion knowledge. These findings
underscore the effectiveness of Philosophy for Children (P4C)
interventions and the need for age-specific adaptations to optimally
enhance children’s social and emotional skills.

Another study by Giménez-Dasi et al. (2017) used the Philosophy
for Children: Thinking Emotions program to enhance emotion
knowledge and social interaction strategies with 43 Roma children
(aged 4-5) in Valencia, Spain. Roma children, one of the largest
minority groups in Spain and Europe, often live in poverty, face social
exclusion, and present delays in cognitive, linguistic, and emotional
abilities. The children were divided into experimental (N = 21) and
control (N = 22) groups, with the 22-session intervention led by two
trained teachers per class. The experimental group displayed
significant improvements, particularly in emotion knowledge and
social interaction strategies.

A further study in a low socio-economic status (SES) population
by Bergman Deitcher et al. (2021) examined the impact of a small-
group SBR intervention on mental-emotional conceptualization and
social understanding among 116 Arab preschoolers, aged
68-80 months (65 girls) from 13 kindergartens in northern Israel. The
study used the wordless picture book “When Night Fell” with two
Arabic text versions: one focusing on mental-emotional states
(intervention) and the other on character descriptions and actions
(comparison). Children were randomly assigned to intervention or
comparison groups. They participated in five 30-min sessions over a
two-week period, conducted by trained M.A. students. The authors
reported that the intervention group displayed significantly greater
gains in their mental-emotion lexicon and social problem-
solving skills.

Voltmer and von Salisch (2022) developed the Feeling Thinking
Talking (FTT) intervention to train early childhood educators in
language support strategies (LSS) for enhancing language skills and
emotion knowledge in young children. Conducted at five early
childhood centers in a low-income district of Hamburg, Germany, the
study involved 110 children (M = 49.41 months), divided into an FT'T
intervention group (N = 43) and a “business-as-usual” (BAU) control
group (N = 67). The intervention included a 40-h teacher training
program covering six modules, focused on the application of LSS
techniques during SBR, reminiscing, and everyday conversations. The
FTT intervention was implemented over a five-month period. The
children in the FTT group displayed greater progress in emotion
knowledge, particularly in understanding mixed emotions, with
significant effects persisting at follow-up. Two studies presented at
international conferences and published in peer-accessible conference
proceedings explored the impact of SBR interventions on preschoolers’
empathy and social values (Schapira, 2024; Schapira et al., 2024). The
first study examined how SBR intervention programs contribute to
preschoolers’ empathy. A first study focused on the emotional
discourse of pre-service educators on teaching practice in preschools,
particularly while interacting with small groups of preschoolers
during SBR sessions using both narrative and educational texts.
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Participants were 20 pre-service preschool teachers and 77
preschoolers (M = 54.95 months, 34 boys, 43 girls). The pre-service
educators were first trained in emotional discourse and then randomly
assigned to an intervention or a control group. The intervention group
participated in six SBR sessions enriched with emotion discourse,
while the control group participated in six book-reading sessions
without conversation. Both groups displayed significant overall gains
in empathy, with boys initially scoring lower than girls but showing
greater gains post-intervention. These outcomes suggest that the
emotion discourse strategies learned by the pre-service teachers
before the intervention program were effectively applied to various
situations in the preschool setting, enhancing children’s empathy in
both intervention and control groups. The second study (Schapira
et al, 2024) investigated empathy and social values (children’s
perspective on universality, benevolence, and power) in preschoolers.
Twenty pre-service preschool teachers, on teaching practice in
preschools, worked with 205 children (M = 56.60 months). Each
teacher randomly assigned four children to an intervention group and
four to a control group. The intervention group participated in six SBR
sessions that included guided discourse on emotions, while the
control group read the same books without any discussion. The book
selected for the intervention focused on themes of cooperation,
helping others, and promoting goodness. Relative to the control
group, the intervention group displayed significantly enhanced
empathy, but no significant changes in social values. This study was
the first to examine the link between empathy and social values in
young children, complementing existing research conducted with
adolescents and adults. Table 1 summarizes the main characteristics
of all the reviewed studies.

7 Conclusion

This narrative review underscores the potential to leverage SBR as
an effective educational tool for enhancing social and emotional
competence in early childhood, a critical period for the development
of these abilities (Denham, 2007; Harris et al., 2016). Although these
interventions are time-consuming, they highlight the importance of
starting early to use books and engage in emotion discourse to
promote children’s social and emotional skills. However, few studies
have likely explored this approach extensively due to the considerable
time and investment required to implement such program. Given that
children spend a significant portion of their day in educational
settings, nurseries and preschools offer ideal environments for
fostering emotional learning and development (Denham, 2023). The
studies discussed in this review affirm the view that teachers play a
crucial role as emotion socializers for young toddlers and preschoolers,
specifically because they have privileged opportunities to engage in
emotion discourse with children.

In this conclusion, we highlight key considerations aimed at both
enhancing the practical implementation of SBR in educational
contexts and informing future research on this topic.

7.1 Training educators and teachers

It is essential to equip educators and teachers not only with
practical competence in SBR but also with a thorough understanding
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of social and emotional competence research (Ferreira et al., 2025).
We cannot assume that education practitioners are familiar with this
area of scientific inquiry. Training in the practices of shared book
reading and conversation about emotions provides teachers with a
powerful tool for fostering children’s emotional competence. Through
guided discussions with a teacher, children progressively learn to
identify the emotions of story characters, recognize their own
emotions, differentiate their feelings from those of others, regulate
their emotions, and even develop empathy across a variety
of scenarios.

7.2 Choice of book

Most of the studies reviewed used books or stories specifically
written for their respective research or intervention programs.
However, three studies utilized commercially available story books. It
is crucial to continue exploring a diverse range of books across various
genres to evaluate their effectiveness in fostering emotional discourse.
Selecting books grounded in pedagogical and psychological principles
enables practitioners to implement high-quality activities centered on
discussing emotions while focusing on the landscapes of both action
and consciousness within the stories. Books that feature texts and
illustrations dedicated to the inner world of emotions provide an
excellent starting point for discussion. Such conversations can delve
into not only the explicit aspects of the stories, such as the actions of
the protagonists, but also the implicit, internal dimensions of the story
characters and the children themselves.

7.3 Shared book reading in small groups

Most of the interventions reviewed [except the studies by
Giménez-Dasi et al. (2013, 2017) and by Voltmer and von Salisch
(2022)] were conducted with small groups, facilitating meaningful
interactions between adult and children. In these settings, guided
discussions during SBR sessions help the children as a group not only
to develop an understanding of emotions and refine their ability to
regulate feelings, but also to enhance their perspective-taking skills.
Educators and teachers play a critical role in these discussions, helping
the children in the group to actively engage in conversation about
emotions. This direct involvement helps children to distinguish and
compare their own emotions and those of others, fostering a greater
awareness of others’ perspectives and feelings. This interaction can
be understood through the essential triadic structure of SBR: the
adult, the child, and the book. The adult mediates between the book’s
narrative content and the child’s internal world, enabling personal
connection and emotional reflection. The child, in turn, actively
contributes by making sense of the story and relating it to their own
experiences, while the book provides a structured context that evokes
discussion and learning (Mar et al, 2011; Mol et al, 2008).
Recognizing this dynamic interplay can guide the development of
more nuanced intervention programs.

With regard to future research, it would be useful to include a
follow-up phase in intervention studies to evaluate the long-term
effects of SBR and discussion of emotions. Currently, only two studies
in the present narrative review reported follow-up findings (Ornaghi
etal., 2015; Voltmer and von Salisch, 2022). Additionally, exploring
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the impact of these interventions on diverse populations, such as
children from low socioeconomic backgrounds or those with special
needs, could provide valuable insights. In fact, there is limited research
demonstrating significant benefits of SBR interventions for children
in disadvantaged settings, yet these findings suggest that structured
discussions on emotions can effectively support social and emotional
development in challenging contexts (Bergman Deitcher et al., 20215
Giménez-Dasi et al., 2017; Voltmer and von Salisch, 2022).

Building on the initial promising results from studies conducted in
the nursery context, we believe that further research should focus
specifically on toddlerhood. Numerous studies have shown that social
emotional competence begins to develop from the first year of life
(Trevarthen, 1993) and that even very young children can actively
participate in social interaction, thereby learning about the social and
emotional world. As the groundwork for emotional understanding and
social competence is established during these formative years, it
becomes increasingly important to introduce SBR and emotion
discourse early to ensure the greatest developmental impact. Thus,
future research could delve deeper into optimizing the characteristics
of SBR and conversations about emotions. This could include exploring
the optimal duration of sessions, determining the most effective
number of participants in group activities, and identifying the best
methods for scaffolding toddlers’ learning through questions,
comments, and other forms of dialogue.

Additionally, emotional socialization practices are shaped by
cultural values and norms, influencing how adults talk about
emotions with children (Basabe et al., 2000; Kili¢ et al., 2025). For
example, Carmiol and Schroder (2019) found that Costa Rican
mothers engaged in more frequent emotion talk during SBR
compared to German mothers. Despite the growing interest in SBR
interventions, little is known about how cultural factors affect the way
teachers engage in emotion discourse during reading. Future research
should therefore explore cross-cultural differences in SBR practices
to better understand emotional socialization processes and to inform
the design of culturally sensitive interventions that consider the
values, communication styles, and emotional practices of
diverse populations.

Overall, SBR combined with structured emotion discourse serves
as a powerful mechanism for fostering social and emotional
competence among young children in educational settings. By
embedding emotion discourse into early childhood education,
educators can significantly enhance children’s social and emotional
abilities. These abilities are crucial because they are correlated with
positive outcomes such as wellbeing, academic achievement,
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