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Playfulness as the antecedent of kindergarten children’s
prosocial skills and school readiness
Wing Kai Fung a and Kevin Kien Hoa Chung b

aDepartment of Early Childhood, School of Education, Liverpool Hope University, Liverpool, UK;
bDepartment of Early Childhood Education, The Education University of Hong Kong, Tai Po, Hong Kong

ABSTRACT
This study examined the interrelationships among playfulness,
prosocial skills, and school readiness of Hong Kong kindergarten
children across time. Participants were 106 local children (55.6%
boys, mean age = 60.0 months) and their parents and teachers. At
time 1, parents reported their child’s age, gender, and
playfulness. Six months later at time 2, teachers reported
children’s prosocial skills and school readiness. The structural
equation model revealed that children’s playfulness at time 1
significantly predicted their prosocial skills at time 2, and that
their prosocial skills and school readiness at time 2 were
positively associated. The indirect relationship between
playfulness and school readiness as mediated through prosocial
skills was significant, whereas the direct relationship was non-
significant. These findings suggest that children’s playfulness may
contribute to school readiness by fostering prosocial skills.
Practically, results highlight the utility of promoting children’s
playfulness and prosocial skills to support their formal school
transition.
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Introduction

Playfulness of kindergarten children reflects their likeliness to engage in playful situations
(Barnett 1991), and this characteristic may influence their participation in school peer play
(Rentzou 2014) and development in prosocial skills (Newton and Jenvey 2011). Accumu-
lating research has examined the relationship between playfulness and social development
of kindergarten children (e.g. Barnett 2018; Fink, Mareva, and Gibson 2020; Fung and
Chung 2022a), but the findings are inconclusive. Emerging evidence has also suggested
that prosocial skills can support kindergarten children’s formal school transition (e.g.
Blair and Raver 2015; Campbell et al. 2016). However, limited research has investigated
the relationships among playfulness, prosocial skills, and school readiness of kindergarten
children, and even less has examined the associations with longitudinal data.
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Classic developmental theories (e.g. Piaget 1976; Vygotsky 1967) suggested that,
through play, children can explore the context and acquire different knowledge and
skills. In particular, school peer play provides children with a natural context to practise
and develop their prosocial skills (Beaty 2014; Bodrova and Leong 2018). The Hong
Kong Kindergarten Education Curriculum Guide (Curriculum Development Council
2017) highlights the importance of shaping children’s social skills (p.89) to promote
their readiness for formal school transition while these skills can be acquired and prac-
ticed through various daily activities such as peer play (p.64). Therefore, play has been
widely accepted and commonly used as an effective way to foster children’s holistic
development and learning in Hong Kong kindergarten settings (Bautista et al. 2021;
Lau and Li 2018). Nevertheless, early-year practitioners and teachers in Hong Kong
are still ambivalent about implementing play in the daily curriculum and schedule,
with concerns about feasibility, time and space constraints, and parental academic
expectation (Bautista et al. 2021). Many Hong Kong parents hold positive attitudes
toward play. Still, they have yet to be convinced that play is important to children’s pre-
paredness to enter formal schooling (Bautista et al. 2021). One of the primary reasons is
a lack of empirical evidence demonstrating how play may benefit children’s develop-
ment such as prosocial skills and school readiness (Bautista et al. 2021; Fung and
Cheng 2012). Considering that playfulness is a trait-like characteristic that governs
children’s play behaviors across contexts (Barnett 1991), the present study aimed to
fill these gaps by examining the direct and indirect relationships of playfulness with
prospective prosocial skills and school readiness in a sample of Hong Kong Chinese
kindergarten children.

Playfulness and prosocial skills

Playfulness is a construct in child developmental research interlinked with play
(Rentzou 2014). Playfulness indicates children’s inclination to participate in playful
situations and encounters beyond settings and materials (Barnett 1991). Kindergarten
children’s playfulness could be reflected by five indicators including physical spontane-
ity (motor coordination, dexterity, and propensity), social spontaneity (approaches of
and tendency to social interaction), cognitive spontaneity (imaginativeness and inven-
tiveness), manifest joy (expressiveness of emotions), and sense of humor (generation
and appreciation of humorous atmosphere) (Barnett 1991). More playful children
tend to exhibit higher capabilities to lead and enter group play, contribute interesting
and imaginative play ideas, and create positive emotional exchanges among peers
(Barnett 2018). Therefore, these children are more likely to take part in and benefit
from school peer play (Fung and Chung 2022a). To engage successfully in peer play
interactions in school, children are likely to show a variety of prosocial behaviors,
including sharing play materials and taking turns, understanding others’ perspectives
and feelings, and offering help to those children in need (Fung and Cheng 2017;
Fung and Chung 2022a). Helping children develop prosocial behaviors is essential
for social competencies (Beaty 2014).

Previous research suggests that more playful children may engage in higher levels of
peer play (e.g. Fink, Mareva, and Gibson 2020). Those children who engage in more peer
play tend to exhibit better social development (e.g. Fung and Cheng 2017; Newton and
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Jenvey 2011). However, the relationship between playfulness and social development
remains unclear. For example, Fung and Chung (2022) reported that more playful chil-
dren displayed lower peer problems. On the contrary, Fink and colleagues (2020) con-
cluded that kindergarten children’s playfulness was unrelated to teacher-reported
social maturity and peer-rated social preference but that more playful children were
likely to show lower levels of externalizing behaviors. Similarly, Barnett (2018) reported
that kindergarten children’s playfulness was unrelated to their prospective teacher-rated
social competence at grade one. Therefore, the relationship between playfulness and
social development among kindergarten children warrants further examination. The
present study investigated how children’s playfulness would be associated with their pro-
social skills across time.

School readiness in relation to prosocial skills and playfulness

School readiness indicates a child’s capacity to have a successful formal school transition
(Fung et al. 2020). As a multidimensional concept, school readiness includes a wide range
of academic skills such as language, literacy, and mathematics, and a variety of cognitive
skills including focused attention, inhibitory control, and problem-solving (e.g. Duncan
et al. 2007; Eisenberg, Valiente, and Eggum 2010; Portilla et al. 2014). The psychobiolo-
gical framework of school readiness (Blair and Raver 2015) contended that children’s
higher-order cognitive skills are central to their school readiness. Consistently, first-
grade teachers regarded cognitive skills of behavioral regulation and problem-solving
as better indicators of children’s school readiness than their academic skills (Gumpel
1999). In the present study, children’s school readiness was viewed as their academic
skills and cognitive capacities for problem-solving and behavior regulation, as reported
by teachers.

Children’s prosocial skills were proposed as the important predictors of their school
readiness (Campbell et al. 2016). For example, children with superior prosocial skills
can develop positive relationships with peers that help them to navigate through and
engage in various teaching and learning activities (Galindo and Fuller 2010). Alterna-
tively, advanced prosocial skills may enable these children to relate better with class
teachers, motivating their acquisition and internalization of concepts and knowledge
(Hernández et al. 2016). Increasing evidence has supported the predictive role of pro-
social skills in school readiness (e.g. Denham and Brown 2010; Stacks and Oshio 2009;
Ziv 2013). Nonetheless, little attempt has been made to investigate if more playful
children would develop better prosocial skills, which may, in turn, support their
school readiness. The present study has expanded the literature by examining the
indirect relationship between children’s playfulness and their subsequent prosocial
skills and school readiness.

Contrary to the plenteous literature investigating the relationship between proso-
cial skills and school readiness, limited research has examined the direct relationship
between playfulness and school readiness of kindergarten children. Proyer (2011)
reported positive correlations between adults’ playfulness and academic achievement
and further suggested that playfulness may be a coping strategy that facilitated
their academic performance. Although Saunders and colleagues (1999) also reported
a positive relationship between playfulness and coping skills among kindergarten
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children, the extent to which playfulness may directly promote children’s school
readiness remains an open question. Thus, the present study also examined the
direct relationship between playfulness and school readiness of kindergarten children
across time.

The present study

This study investigated the direct relationship between playfulness and school readi-
ness and the indirect relationship as mediated through prosocial skills in a sample of
Hong Kong Chinese kindergarten children. Based on the literature reviewed (e.g.
Barnett 2018; Fink, Mareva, and Gibson 2020; Stacks and Oshio 2009; Ziv 2013), we
propose a theoretical framework that more playful children may develop better proso-
cial skills. Perhaps children are more likely to engage in and benefit from their peer play
activities. Further, children’s advanced prosocial skills would contribute to their school
readiness. Specifically, we expected the indirect relationship between playfulness at
time 1 and school readiness at time 2 via prosocial skills would be positive and signifi-
cant. Given the prior evidence suggesting a possible direct relationship (e.g. Proyer
2011; Saunders, Sayer, and Goodale 1999), we also anticipated that the relationship
between playfulness at time 1 and school readiness at time 2 would be positive and
significant.

Method

Participants

Participants were 106 Hong Kong children (55.6% boys, mean age = 60.0 months) and
their parents and teachers from a local kindergarten located in the low-middle SES neigh-
borhood. This local kindergarten was a partner school in a previous research project, and
an invitation was made directly to the school principal. Most children in Hong Kong attend
kindergarten for three years: K1 (3–4 years), K2 (4–5 years), and K3 (5–6 years). At time 1,
49 children were at K2, whereas 57 were at K3. 77.8% of the participating parental ages
were between 31 and 40, 17.6% were between 41 and 50, and the remaining 4.6% were
between 21 and 30. For parental education, 66.7% of them completed college or above,
whereas 33.3% completed secondary school. Seventeen teachers participated in this
study. Among the teachers, over 90% had a bachelor’s degree in early childhood education,
while the remaining possessed a diploma in early childhood education. Regarding teaching
experience, 58% of the teachers had practised for more than four years.

Procedure

Ethical approval was given by the respective university. The principal of the participating
kindergarten also provided written consent. Informed consent and questionnaire forms
were subsequently sent to the parents of all K2 and K3 children via the kindergarten to
invite their participation. Participating parents returned the completed consent form and
questionnaire; the reporting consent rate was 59.2%. Class teachers of the children with
positive parental consent were then invited to take part in this study, and all invited
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teachers (17 in total) agreed to participate. At time 1 (start of the school year), parents
reported their child’s age, gender, and playfulness by completing a questionnaire that
could be finished in 20 min. At time 2 (six months later), teachers reported their student’s
prosocial skills and school readiness through a questionnaire, which could be completed
in 10 min. Completed questionnaires were locked in a separate research office which was
only accessible to research personnel. Participants were represented by a code, and the
list linking the participant’s identity and the corresponding code was stored separately.
Data from the completed questionnaires were stored in a password-protected computer
accessible by the first author only. The parents and teachers received a supermarket
coupon as a token of compensation for their time participation.

Measures

Playfulness at time 1
Children’s playfulness was assessed by parents’ ratings on the Children’s Playfulness
Scale (CPS; Barnett 1991). The CPS consisted of 23 items under five subscales: physical
spontaneity, social spontaneity, cognitive spontaneity, manifest joy, and sense of humor.
This measure of playfulness was commonly employed in local (e.g. Fung and Chung
2021) and international (e.g. Barnett 2018; Rentzou 2014) research on kindergarten chil-
dren, with acceptable construct validity and reliability (e.g. Fung and Chung 2022a; Keleş
and Yurt 2017). The physical spontaneity (e.g. ‘The child runs (skips, hops, jumps) a lot
in play,’ ‘The child prefers to be active rather than quiet in play’) and the cognitive spon-
taneity (e.g. ‘The child invents own games to play,’ ‘The child assumes different character
roles in play’) subscales had four items, whereas the social spontaneity (e.g. ‘The child
plays cooperatively with other children,’ ‘The child assumes a leadership role when
playing with others’), manifest joy (e.g. ‘The child demonstrates exuberance during
play,’ ‘The child shows enthusiasm during play’), and the sense of humor (e.g. ‘The
child gently teases others while at play,’ ‘The child enjoys joking with other children’)
subscales had five items. Parents rated the items on a 5-point scale: 1 (not at all like)
to 5 (very much like), and reverse coding was applied such that a higher score reflects
more playful in the concerning aspect. Children’s playfulness was represented as a
latent variable including the average scores of the five subscales. Cronbach’s alphas of
the physical spontaneity, social spontaneity, cognitive spontaneity, manifest joy, and
sense of humor subscales were .70, .78, .71, .70, and .73, respectively.

Prosocial skills at time 2
Children’s prosocial skills were assessed by the prosocial subscale of the Strengths and
Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ; Goodman 1997). The SDQ was employed in prior local
research (Fung and Chung 2022a; Li, Lam, and Chung 2020) with fair reliability and val-
idity (e.g. Du, Kou, and Coghill 2008; Lai et al. 2010). The prosocial subscale contained five
items understanding children’s awareness of others’ perspectives (‘Considerate of other
people’s feelings’), helping behaviors (‘Often volunteers to help others (teachers, other chil-
dren)’), and willingness to share (‘Shares readily with other children (treats, toys, pencils,
etc.)’). Teachers rated the items on a 5-point scale to indicate the extent to which the men-
tioned behavior correctly described the child: 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree). The
average score represented prosocial skills. The Cronbach’s alpha was .91.
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School readiness at time 2
Children’s school readiness was assessed by the Chinese version of Gumpel Readiness
Inventory (GRI; Gumpel 1999). The Chinese GRI consisted of six items under three sub-
scales: academic skills (‘Counts forward and backward,’ ‘Demonstrates understanding of
concepts such as before-after, bigger than-smaller than, more-less’), strategic working
skills (‘Is able to work independently without help from an adult,’ ‘Can break down a
complex task into its constituent parts’), and role-governed skills (‘Raises hand when
s/he wants to participate,’ ‘Pays attention during class’). The Chinese GRI was validated
in Hong Kong with demonstrated reliability, validity, and unidimensionality (Ho, Leung,
and Lo 2013). GRI consisted of three subscales showing statistically unidimensional,
computed as a single score. This score has been used to indicate children’s school readi-
ness (Fung and Chung 2022b; Fung et al. 2020). Teachers rated the items on a 5-point
scale to indicate the child’s frequency of showing the appropriate behavior: 1 (never)
to 5 (always). The average score represented school readiness. The Cronbach’s alpha
was .87.

Data analysis plan

The structural equation model for predicting children’s school readiness from playful-
ness and prosocial skills controlling for child age and gender was estimated with the
lavaan package (version 0.6-5) in R (version 3.6.1; R Core Team 2020). A latent con-
struct reflecting children’s playfulness was indicated by five scores including physical
spontaneity, social spontaneity, cognitive spontaneity, manifest joy, and sense of
humor. Intraclass correlations were examined to understand the potential influences
of the nested sampling structure (i.e. class teachers’ ratings on children’s prosocial
skills and school readiness) on the outcome variables, and the values ranged
between .103 and .131. To address the multilevel nature of the data, the lavaan.survey
package (Oberski 2014) was employed to correct the parameter estimates and standard
errors. This statistical approach for handling the non-independence due to the nested
sampling structure was applied in recent research (e.g. Jackson and Cunningham
2017; Stühmann et al. 2020). Overall model fit of the structural equation model was
evaluated by the Chi-square index (χ2, non-significant), comparative fit index
(CFI≥ .95), non-normed fit index (NNFI≥ .95), root mean square error of approxi-
mation (RMSEA≤ .06), and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR≤ .08)
(Hu and Bentler 1999). The significance of the indirect effect on playfulness, prosocial
skills, and school readiness was estimated by using the bias-corrected bootstrapping
approach (Hayes 2009).

Results

Preliminary analyses

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations of the study variables.
The data were complete with no missing value, and the skewness and kurtosis of all vari-
ables fell within the range of plus and minus one. The correlations among the five aspects
of playfulness were positive and significant (rs = .32 to .61, ps < .01). Nevertheless, the
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associations between school readiness and different aspects of playfulness were all non-
significant. Prosocial skills were positively related to school readiness (r = .58, p < .001)
and three indicators of playfulness including social spontaneity, cognitive spontaneity,
and manifest joy (rs = .20 to .28, ps < .05).

Structural equation model for predicting school readiness

A confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to examine the measurement model of
playfulness. The measurement model including the five indicators of physical spontane-
ity, social spontaneity, cognitive spontaneity, manifest joy, and sense of humor, ade-
quately fitted the data: χ2 (5, N = 106) = 11.25, p = .05, CFI = .97, NNFI = .94, RMSEA
= .09 (90% CI: .01, .19), SRMR = .04. The factor loadings of the five indicators were sig-
nificant and substantial in magnitude (.72 - .86). The structural model for predicting
school readiness from playfulness and prosocial skills controlling for child age and
gender was presented in Figure 1, which fitted the data well: χ2 (23, N = 106) = 30.98,

Table 1. Descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and bivariate correlations of study variables.
Correlations

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)

1. Child gender –
2. T1 Child age (months) .00 –
3. T1 Physical spontaneity -.07 .10 –
4. T1 Social spontaneity .07 .09 .58*** –
5. T1 Cognitive spontaneity .08 .10 .32** .55*** –
6. T1 Manifest joy .03 .06 .53*** .61*** .52*** –
7. T1 Sense of humor -.17 .12 .45*** .50*** .52*** .46*** –
8. T2 Prosocial skills .15 -.13 .05 .20* .21* .28** .05 –
9. T2 School readiness .27** .14 -.01 .08 .10 .17 .00 .58*** –
Mean – 60.00 3.91 3.55 3.60 4.12 3.44 3.88 3.97
SD – 7.23 .74 .72 .75 .56 .73 .72 .73
Minimum – 40.00 1.75 1.80 1.67 2.00 1.60 2.00 2.00
Maximum – 78.00 5.00 5.00 5.00 5.00 5.00 5.00 5.00
Skewness – -.10 -.57 -.10 -.40 -.32 .06 -.30 -.61
Kurtosis – -.63 -.06 -.45 -.05 .89 -.54 -.39 -.19
Cronbach’s alpha – – .70 .78 .71 .70 .73 .91 .87

Note: * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. T1 = time 1; T2 = time 2; For child gender, boy = 0 and girl = 1.

Figure 1. Structural equation model for predicting children’s school readiness from playfulness and
prosocial skills controlling for child age and gender. Standardized coefficients are reported. Solid
paths are statistically significant. Dashed paths are non-significant. T1 = time 1; T2 = time 2; * p
< .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. Fit indices: χ2 (23, N = 106) = 30.98, p = .12, CFI = .97, NNFI = .95,
RMSEA = .06 (90% CI: .00, .11), SRMR = .06, R2School readiness= .42, R2Prosocial skills = .11.

EUROPEAN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION RESEARCH JOURNAL 7



p = .12, CFI = .97, NNFI = .95, RMSEA = .06 (90% CI: .00, .11), SRMR = .06, R2
School

readiness= .42, R2
Prosocial skills = .11. The relationships between (1) playfulness at time 1

and prosocial skills at time 2 (β = .25, SE = .10, p < .01), and (2) prosocial skills at time
2 and school readiness at time 2 (β = .60, SE = .09, p < .001) were both significant. Never-
theless, the direct relationship between playfulness at time 1 and school readiness at time
2 was non-significant (β = -.06, SE = .09, p = .42). The indirect relationship between play-
fulness at time 1 and school readiness at time 2 as mediated through children’s prosocial
skills at time 2 was significant (βind = .15, p = .001, 95% CI = [.07, .30]).

Discussion

This study examined the associations among playfulness, prosocial skills, and school
readiness of Hong Kong Chinese kindergarten children. The results reveal that children’s
early playfulness positively predicted their prospective prosocial skills, while their proso-
cial skills and school readiness were positively associated. Importantly, the present
findings have expanded the existing studies (e.g. Barnett 2018; Fink, Mareva, and
Gibson 2020; Fung and Chung 2022a; Stacks and Oshio 2009; Ziv 2013) by demonstrat-
ing the possible mediating role of prosocial skills in the relationship between playfulness
and school readiness of kindergarten children across time.

Indirect relationship among playfulness, prosocial skills, and school readiness

Aligned with the hypothesis, children’s early playfulness positively predicted their later
prosocial skills. Different aspects of playfulness can promote children’s social partici-
pation in school play activities. Specifically, children with high levels of physical sponta-
neity may develop better motor planning, sequencing, and execution skills that enable
them to enter social play effectively (Bar-Haim and Bart 2006). Likewise, children with
advanced cognitive spontaneity may use their imagination and inventiveness to generate
appealing play ideas and lead uncommon group play (Uren and Stagnitti 2009). Children
showing high social spontaneity are able to engage and communicate with peers during
play. Furthermore, those children demonstrating high levels of manifest joy and a sense
of humor are more likely to express enthusiasm and generate a humorous atmosphere
(Trevlas et al. 2003) that may contribute to the positive dynamic in group play. Taken
together, children with high levels of playfulness may be more resourceful in initiating
and gaining access to various peer play situations (Fung and Chung 2022a). These chil-
dren may practise prosocial skills during play. At the same time, the advanced prosocial
skills can also be manifested in non-play situations (e.g. volunteering to help teachers and
peers in learning activities) and affect teachers’ ratings on prosocial skills. Future research
may explore whether heightened peer play participation might explain the relationship
between kindergarten children’s playfulness and prosocial skills.

Concurring with previous evidence underlining the predictive role of prosocial skills
in school readiness (e.g. Blair and Raver 2015; Campbell et al. 2016), this study revealed a
positive relationship between these skills and capacity. More importantly, the results
demonstrated a significant indirect relationship between playfulness and school readi-
ness via prosocial skills. The hypothesized model explained 11% and 42% variances in
children’s prosocial skills and school readiness, respectively. The present findings
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extended our understanding of how kindergarten children’s playfulness would possibly
contribute to their future school readiness. For example, by developing better prosocial
skills, playful children may adapt to the changing learning contexts in the kindergarten
classroom and collaborate with peers in different learning activities more effectively
(Galindo and Fuller 2010). Likewise, these children may develop harmonious relation-
ships with teachers (Hernández et al. 2016). Having positive teacher-student relatedness
may motivate them to regulate their cognition (e.g. attention, inhibition) and behaviors
(e.g. impulsiveness), as reflected in their school readiness (i.e. academic and higher-order
cognitive skills). Future work may include classroom adaptiveness and teacher-student
relationships and investigate how these factors are associated with children’s playfulness,
prosocial skills, and school readiness.

The direct relationship between playfulness and school readiness

Unexpectedly, the direct link between playfulness and future school readiness was non-
significant. Proyer (2011) reported a positive relationship between adults’ playfulness and
academic competence and further proposed that playfulness may function as a coping
strategy for them to achieve academically. This proposition aligned with Saunders
et al.’s (1999) results indicating the link between playfulness and coping among preschool
children. In this study, however, children’s advantages in playfulness did not translate
into higher levels of school readiness. Adults may be able to use their playfulness to gen-
erate alternative mindsets or learning approaches to lower their anxiety in the face of
stressful academic tasks (e.g. examination; Proyer 2011), but this coping may be too
advanced for kindergarten children. Instead, the benefit of playfulness on kindergarten
children’s coping skills may manifest in the day-to-day peer interaction or conflict res-
olution, which was reflected in the positive association between playfulness and prosocial
skills in the present findings. Given that the examination of the indirect relationship
between predictor and outcome variables without a significant direct relationship is con-
sidered legitimate (Choe, Lee, and Read 2021; Hayes 2018), the findings point to the
importance of including possible mediators in the examination of the relationship
between playfulness and school readiness of kindergarten children. Apart from prosocial
skills in the present investigation, future research may consider including other possible
mediators that might explain the relationship between kindergarten children’s playful-
ness and school readiness. For example, self-regulation and the underlying cognitive pro-
cesses of executive functioning have been suggested to be important correlates of
children’s early play behaviors (Bodrova and Leong 2018) and school readiness (Blair
and Raver 2015).

Limitations

The present study has at least three limitations. First, this study relied on informants’
ratings of children’s playfulness (i.e. parents), prosocial skills, and school readiness
(i.e. teachers). As data collection was carried out during the COVID-19 pandemic, tea-
chers had the reduced opportunity to observe children’s play, and thus, parents were con-
sidered the appropriate informants of children’s playfulness. Replication studies may use
independent observational measures like the Test of Playfulness (Bundy et al. 2001) and
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behavioral assessment of school readiness (e.g. reading, mathematics, self-control).
Future research may investigate other elements, such as conflict resolution, communica-
tive skills, relationship skills, self-knowledge, and self-management, to provide a more
comprehensive perspective of children’s social development. Second, although the
present sample size met the minimum requirement of confirmatory factor analysis
(Wolf et al. 2013) and parameter estimation (Kline 2010), the number of participants
was small. Future research with a larger sample size is required to validate the present
results by modeling children’s prosocial skills and school readiness as latent factors.
Lastly, this study used a correlational design, and the results indicated no direction of
effects. Moreover, as both prosocial skills and school readiness were reported at time
2, the research design precluded inference about longitudinal mediation. Further longi-
tudinal studies with repeated measures of prosocial skills and school readiness are needed
to inform the causality better.

Conclusions and implications

Despite these limitations, the present study contributed to existing research by demon-
strating the possible mediating role of prosocial skills in the relationship between play-
fulness and school readiness across time. More playful children may be able to
develop better prosocial skills, which may, in turn, support their school readiness. Prac-
tically, the results of this study also suggest the utility of intervention efforts targeting kin-
dergarten children’s playfulness and prosocial skills to support their formal school
transition. For instance, promoting parents’ (Shen, Chick, and Pitas 2017) and teachers’
(Pinchover 2017) levels of playfulness may be a promising approach to facilitating chil-
dren’s playfulness.

The present findings also support further implementing child-oriented play activities in
the early childhood education and care settings to promote children’s prosocial skills. For
example, there is growing evidence to support the use of sociodramatic play (e.g. Fung and
Cheng 2017; Uren and Stagnitti 2009) in the kindergarten context for children to practise
their prosocial skills. The Tools of the Mind (Bodrova and Leong 2018), which highlights
the positive role of sociodramatic play in children’s social and cognitive development, is an
evidence-based kindergarten program that promotes children’s self-regulation and school
readiness (Blair, McKinnon, and Daneri 2018; Diamond et al. 2019; Solomon et al. 2018).
In particular, teachers should embrace children’s spontaneous improvisation, flexible use
of play materials (Canning 2010), and children’s creative and imaginative play ideas (i.e.
cognitive spontaneity) (Fung, Chung, and He 2021) to extend or change the direction of
a continuous sociodramatic play. These approaches may support children’s social develop-
ment and school readiness in a more relaxed and appealing way.
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