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Abstract: Preschool is one of the most important periods in a child’s life, and it can influence their
social development. A lack of attention to this important life period can increase the risk of serious
injuries to a child’s growth and development. The aim of this study was to examine the level of social
skills in preschool children from teachers’ perspectives and investigate the relationship between
social skills and the child’s environmental and cultural background. A cross-sectional study was
conducted on 546 children studying in the preschool centers of Rasht city, Iran. They were selected
using a multistage cluster sampling method. Data was gathered using the children’s and teachers’
demographic questionnaire and the Social Skills Rating System-Teachers (SSRS-T). Descriptive and
inferential statistics were used for data analysis via SPSS software. It was found that the majority of
children had moderate skills in terms of cooperation, assertion, self-control, and total social skills.
Also, a statistically significant association was reported between total social skill scores and the
mother’s age, mother’s education level, mother’s job, family’s income, teacher teaching experiences,
and number of children in each classroom. The Iranian children were at a relatively low risk of
problems with social skills. To improve children’s social skills, more attention should be paid to
factors related to familial and socioeconomic status such as income, parents’ education level, maternal
age, teacher’s selection for this age group, and number of children in each classroom.

Keywords: Social skill; preschool children; teachers

1. Introduction

Children are considered the national wealth of each society [1]. Therefore, sufficient attention
should be paid to their physical, psychological, and social health, as well as growth and
development [2,3]. The World Health Organization (WHO) has developed the life skills approach,
which is situated in three main areas of social, cognitive, and coping-emotional skills [4]. Since
individuals configure their life through social skills, they cannot live without them. Social skills
have been defined as the complex set of skills and behaviors that empower an individual to interact
appropriately with others and avoid unaccepted responses in the society [5].

According Elliott and Gresham, social skills can be measured by assessing children’s cooperation,
assertion, and self-control [6]. Cooperation is a social interaction by which individuals develop their
activities in an organized way and interact with each other to achieve a shared goal. It includes
behaviors such as provision of help to others, partnership, and following rules and commands [7].
Assertion involves initiating behaviors such as obtaining information from others and introducing

Children 2019, 6, 64; doi:10.3390/children6050064 www.mdpi.com/journal/children

http://www.mdpi.com/journal/children
http://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9017-380X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2861-6037
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5157-4886
http://www.mdpi.com/2227-9067/6/5/64?type=check_update&version=1
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/children6050064
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/children


Children 2019, 6, 64 2 of 12

themselves to them [6]. Self-control is the expression of personal emotions and consists of behaviors in
various situations that require appropriate reactions by the child [8].

Preschool age is a crucial period for social and emotional development [9,10]. Preschool children
acquire social skills for an effective performance, adaption, education, and improvement in quality of
life [11,12]. At this age, children develop social and personal skills, acquire problem-solving skills,
develop academically, and learn to express their desires and feelings [12]. Deficits in social skills in this
period can lead to internalizing and externalizing behavioral disorders, poor academic performance,
inappropriate reconciliation in interpersonal relationships, educational and cognitive impairments,
isolation, and psychological issues later in life [4,12–14]. Development of social skills in this age period
is influenced by the family income, parent education level [15], parent age [16], home and school
environment, peer relationships, and sociocultural background [17]. Childhood problems can be
attributed to a lack of attention to children’s needs during this sensitive life period [18].

Differences in the development of social skills between boys and girls during the preschool
period have been shown [19]. For instance, in an Iranian sample, girls showed higher social skills and
academic competence, while boys had higher behavioral problems [20]. Many studies have reported
higher levels of social skills in girls compared to boys [20–22], although some studies have found no
gender differences in social skills [23,24]. Therefore, the association between gender differences during
early childhood in terms of social skills needs further exploration [25].

Children mostly spend their time in social environments such as preschool centers, which impact
the development of their social skills [26]. In this regard, preschool teachers represent the children’s
first nonfamily caregivers. Since the education of preschool teachers is needed to acquire appropriate
knowledge of the developmental process of children’s psychology, these teachers have a more in-depth
knowledge of children’s development in the preschool period [27]. Therefore, preschool teachers are
the most important sources of information about the social and emotional behaviors of children in social
environments [20,26] and can provide a reliable report of children’s development [27]. In addition, these
teachers can monitor and compare children in terms of development in the same environment [28,29].

Children’s social skills are influenced by environmental and cultural factors [30]. In different
cultures, various emphases are placed on communication and socialization skills [31]. However, the
association between social skills and cultural factors have not been studied in non-Western societies
including Iran [20,31]. In the pre-school period with the age range of 3–6 years [32], children in Iran
enter kindergarten and preschool centers. Preschool education (preprimary education) is an optional
one-year period in which children that have reached five years of age and have reached the age of six
are prepared to enter elementary school [33].

This study was conducted with the aim of improving our knowledge of social skills in preschool
children from teachers’ perspectives, understanding differences between girls and boys in terms
of social skills, and describing the relationship between social skills and the environmental and
cultural background.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Design and Participants

A cross-sectional study was conducted on all preschool children studying in preschool centers in
Rasht city, Iran in 2015–2016. Inclusion criteria for the recruitment of samples were age of six years
(born between September 23, 2009 to September 23, 2010), residence of Rasht city, no known physical
and mental health problems, living with both parents, at least 3 months passed from the acquaintance
of the child with the teacher, and studying at one of the preschool centers under the supervision of
Rasht Ministry of Education (regions 1 and 2) and the Welfare Organization.

The sample size was estimated using the results of Sheikhzakaryaie et al.’s study on preschool age
children in the city of Tehran [30]. In addition, the standard deviation of the total scale in preschool
children was 19 with a confidence level of 95%, assuming that the accuracy of estimating the average
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score of social skills of children from teachers’ perspectives was at least 2 scores. The sample size using
the following formula and the cluster model design (design effect = 1.5) was calculated as follows:

n =
z2s2

d2 ⇒ n =
1.962

∗ 192

22 = 350⇒ n = 350 ∗ 1.5 = 525 (1)

A two-stage random cluster sampling method was used. The total number of preschool age
children studying at preschool centers was obtained from education authorities. Next, the population
was classified based on preschool centers under the supervision of the Ministry of Education region 1
(boy’s, girl’s, and coeducational preschool centers of the public and nonprofit types), the Ministry of
Education region 2 (boy’s and girl’s preschool centers of the public type), and the Welfare Organization
(coeducational preschool centers of the private type). The number of children in each of these classified
preschool centers was divided into the total population of preschool children and then multiplied by
the number of estimated samples (n = 525). The number of children who should be selected from
public and nonprofit preschool centers under the supervision of Ministry of Education region 1 and 2,
as well as private preschool centers under the supervision of the welfare organization, was calculated.
The number was divided into the average number of children in each classroom, and the number
of classrooms was calculated (n = 28 classes). The same number of preschool centers was selected
randomly; then, from each center, only one classroom was randomly entered to the study (Figure 1).Children 2019, 6, x FOR PEER REVIEW 4 of 11 
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2.2. Measures

Data was collected using the children’s and teachers’ demographic questionnaire and the Social
Skills Rating System-Teachers (SSRS-T). The children’s demographic questionnaire included three
categories of questions about children information (gender, birth rank, going to kindergarten), children
familial information (parent age, parent education level, parent job, number of children in the family, and
family income), and exclusion criteria (physical and mental health problems, living with both parents).
The teachers’ demographic questionnaire included questions about age and teaching experience, as
well as characteristics of the classroom (number of children in each classroom) and preschool centers
(type of organizational affiliation, preschool type).

The Social Skills Rating System (SSRS), as the most comprehensive rating scale for the assessment
of social skills, was used for data collection [2]. The SSRS-T assesses social skills from teacher’s
perspectives. The psychometric properties of the SSRS-T have been reported in a previous study.
Internal consistency using the calculation of the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.94. Moreover,
the four-week test–retest reliability coefficient for social skills was 0.85 [34]. In Iran, the test–retest
reliability within a 4–5-week interval was 71%, and the correlation coefficients between different
subscales of social skills ranged from 38% to 66% [21].

The SSRS-T is a standardized 30-question questionnaire with a 3-point Likert scale (0 = Never,
1 = Sometimes, and 2 = Very Often). The SSRS-T consists of three subscales of cooperation (19 questions),
assertion (8 questions), and self-control (3 questions), and the total social skills’ score is calculated by
summing up all subscale scores. The score for the cooperation subscale is from 0 to 38, 0–16 for the
assertion subscale, and 0–6 for the self-control subscale. The total social skills score ranges from 0 to
60. If the raw score calculated in each subscale and the total social skill are one standard deviation
higher and lower than the mean, it indicates moderate social skills. If they are one standard deviation
above the mean, it indicates high social skills, and if they are one standard deviation below the mean,
it indicates low social skills [21,34]. In the normative sample, the percentages of children in the low,
moderate, and high categories have been reported to be 16%, 68%, and 16%, respectively, for the teacher
rating [35].

2.3. Data Collection

A total of 28 preschool centers were recruited randomly (Figure 1). Only one classroom in each
preschool center was selected. In preschool centers with several preschool classrooms, a classroom was
selected randomly. The data collection was conducted from December to January of the school year of
2015–2016. After obtaining permissions, children’s names were coded, and the questionnaires including
the teachers’ demographic data and the SSRS-T questionnaires were delivered to the teachers to be
completed. In addition, the children’s demographic questionnaire was completed by the children’s
parents when they were referred to the preschool center. Considering the possibility of sample dropouts,
598 questionnaires were distributed for collecting data.

2.4. Ethical Consideration

The research proposal was approved by the Social Determinants of Health Research Center at
Guilan University of Medical Sciences (decree code: IR.GUMS.REC.1394.52). The permission to enter
the research zone was obtained prior to the study. The teachers and children’s parents were informed
of the purpose and method of the study, and that collected data would remain confidential. The willing
teachers and parents signed the informed consent form to enter the study.

2.5. Data Analysis

For data analysis, descriptive and inferential statistics via the SPSS v. 22 software (IBM, Armonk,
NY, USA) were used. Raw data was entered into the software, and social skills’ scores were calculated
for cooperation, assertion, self-control, and the total social skill. Data was evaluated in terms of normal
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distribution using the Shapiro–Wilk test and the Kolmogorov–Smirnov test. The one-way ANOVA
test and independent samples t-test were used to examine the relationship between total social skills
and research variables. In addition, the normative sample was used to divide the samples into three
categories of low, moderate and high social skills.

3. Results

Out of 598 questionnaires, 52 questionnaires were excluded due to incomplete completion by the
subjects (n = 17) and no compliance with exclusion criteria (n = 35). Therefore, 546 questionnaires
were incorporated in the data analysis and reporting.

The demographic characteristics of the subjects are presented in Table 1. The majority of them
were boys (57.9%), single children (52.2%), and the first child in the family (65.6%). In addition, 45.6%
of them went to kindergarten during childhood. The majority of the children’s mothers (57.3%) and
fathers (57.3%) were 30–40 years old. The mothers had a high school education level (46.1%) and were
housekeepers (74.4%), but the fathers had an academic education level (38.7%) and were self-employed
(60%). Most of the children had families with an income of $150–300 per month (49.6%). The teachers
were 35.36 ± 5.29 years old with a teaching experience of 8.86 ± 3.85 years. The children were studying
at public preschools (57.5%) and were in classrooms with 11–20 students in each classroom (42.7%).

Table 1. The participants’ characteristics and their associations with the total scores of social skills of
preschool children from the teachers’ perspectives.

Independent Variables Children Total Social
Skill Scores F # p-Value *

n (%) Mean (SD)

Child’s gender Girl 230 (42.1) 39.13 (9.60)
−0.360 ## 0.71 **Boy 316 (57.9) 39.43 (9.61)

Number of children in
the family

One 285 (52.2) 39.39 (9.36)
0.074 0.92Two 223 (40.8) 39.27 (10.16)

Third or more 38 (7) 38.76 (8.10)

Child’s birth rank
First 358 (65.6) 39.44 (9.58)

0.123 0.88Second 166 (30.4) 39.09 (9.85)
Third or more 22 (4) 38.68 (8.24)

Going to kindergarten Yes 249 (45.6) 40.09 (9.65)
1.76 ## 0.07 **No 297 (54.4) 38.63 (9.52)

Mother’s age
<30 173 (31.7) 37.82 (9.78)

3.10 0.0430–40 313 (57.3) 40.07 (9.30)
>40 60 (11) 39.58 (10.30)

Father’s age
<30 56 (10.3) 37 (10.68)

2.54 0.0830–40 313 (57.3) 39.17 (9.41)
>40 177 (32.4) 40.26 (9.49)

Mother’s education
level

Elementary 21 (3.8) 36.42 (8.26)

3.56 0.01
Guidance school 65 (11.9) 37.47 (9.17)

High school 251 (46.1) 38.73 (9.78)

Academic 208 (38.2) 40.86 (9.47)

Father’s education
level

Elementary 40 (7.3) 37.77 (10.34)

1.73 0.16
Guidance school 102 (18.7) 38.08 (10.15)

High school 193 (35.3) 39.12 (9.17)
Academic 211 (38.7) 40.34 (9.52)

Mother’s job Employed 140 (25.6) 40.69 (9.58)
1.98 ## 0.04 **Housekeeper 406 (74.4) 38.82 (9.57)
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Table 1. Cont.

Independent Variables Children Total Social
Skill Scores F # p-Value *

n (%) Mean (SD)

Father’s job
Employee 210 (38.5) 39.64 (9.72)

1.86 0.15Self-employed 328 (60) 39.24 (9.49)
Unemployed 8 (1.5) 33 (9.97)

Family’s income
(USA dollar)

<150 67 (12.3) 38.98 (9.74)
8.82 <0.001150–300 271 (49.6) 37.76 (9.92)

>300 208 (38.1) 41.41 (8.75)

Teacher age (year)
<30 76 (13.9) 39.86 (8.15)

2.07 0.1230–40 391 (71.6) 38.82 (9.68)
>40 79 (14.5) 41.13 (10.32)

Teacher teaching
experience (year)

<5 123 (22.5) 37.40 (8.66)
5.23 0.0065–10 168 (30.8) 41.02 (9.64)

>10 255 (46.7) 39.08 (9.84)

Number of children in
each classroom

≤10 31 (5.7) 38.93 (7.63)

7.06 <0.001
20–11 233 (42.7) 40.64 (9.06)
30–21 122 (3.22) 40.54 (9.25)
≥30 160 (29.3) 36.47 (10.41)

Type of
organizational affiliation

Ministry of
Education 1 202 (37) 38.97 (9.47)

0.201 0.81Ministry of
Education 2 181 (33.1) 39.41 (10.16)

Welfare
Organization 163 (23.9) 39.58 (9.20)

Preschool type
Public 314 (57.5) 38.64 (9.84)

2.83 0.059Nonprofit 69 (12.6) 41.62 (9.13)
Private 163 (29.9) 39.58 (9.20)

* One-way ANOVA; ** Independent Samples t-test; # F value; ## t-value.

A statistically significant association was found between the children’s total scores of social skills
and the mother’s age (p = 0.04). According to the post hoc test, a statistically significant difference was
found between the children with mothers aged <30 years and the children with mothers aged between
30–40 years (mean difference (MD) = −2.25, p = 0.01).

In addition, there was a statically significant difference between the mother’s education level and
the children’s total scores of social skills (p = 0.01), and based on the post hoc test, there were statistically
significant differences between the children with mothers with the academic education level and the
children with the elementary education level (MD = 4.44, p = 0.04), and the children with mothers with
the guidance school education level (MD = 3.39, p = 0.01), as well as the children with mothers with a
high school education level (MD = 2.13, p = 0.01). In addition, those children whose mothers were
employees achieved higher scores for their social skills (p = 0.04). A statistically significant difference
was reported between the social skills’ scores and the children’s family income (p < 0.001). According
to the post hoc test, a statistically significant difference was found between the children with a family
income of $150–300 and the children with the family income >$300 (MD = −3.65, p < 0.001). In addition,
a statistically significant difference between the teachers’ teaching experiences and the social skills’
scores was observed (p = 0.006), and the post hoc test revealed a statistically significant difference
between the children with teachers with less than 5 years of teaching experience and the children
with teachers having 5–10 years of teaching experience (MD = −3.62, p = 0.001). The same result was
found in children with teachers with 5–10 years of teaching experience and the children with teachers
with more than 10 years of teaching experience (MD = 1.94, p = 0.04). Finally, there was a statistically
significant difference between the number of children in each classroom and the social skills’ scores
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(p < 0.001). According to the post hoc test, a statistically significant difference was found between
those children who were studying in classrooms with more than 30 students and those children who
were in classrooms with 11–20 students (MD = −4.17, p < 0.001), and the children in classrooms with
21–30 students (MD = −4.07, p < 0.001) (Table 1).

In addition, from the teachers ‘perspectives, the majority of the children had moderate skills in
terms of cooperation (65%), assertion (67.2%), self-control (72.3%), and the total scores of social skills
(67.4%) (Table 2).

Table 2. Social skills in the preschool age children from the teachers’ perspectives.

Dimensions of Social Skills Total Mean (SD)
Range

Low Moderate High

Cooperation n (%) 25.44 (6.21) 93 (17) 355 (65) 98 (18)
Mean (SD) 15.66 (3.29) 25.69 (3.38) 33 (1.59)

Assertion n (%) 10.2 (3.50) 76 (14) 367 (67.2) 103 (18.8)
Mean (SD) 3.82 (2.02) 10.04 (1.91) 14.50 (0.71)

Self-control n (%) 3.84 (1.42) 93 (17) 395 (72.3) 58 (10.7)
Mean (SD) 1.50 (0.68) 4.07 (0.80) 6 (0.00)

Total social skills n (%) 39.30 (9.60) 84 (15.4) 368 (67.4) 9 (17.2)
Mean (SD) 23.70 (5.17) 39.56 (5.55) 52.21 (2.50)

4. Discussion

This study aimed to investigate social skills in preschool children from teachers’ perspectives and
to investigate the relationship between social skills and the environmental and cultural background.
Social skills enable children to develop positive relationships with teachers and peers that foster their
success at school [10]. According to the findings of this study, the social skills of most children in
the subscales of cooperation, assertion, self-control, and total social skills were at the moderate level.
The research by Sheikhzakariae (2012) on the social skills of preschool children in the public centers
of Tehran showed that the social skills of preschool children from teachers’ perspectives were at the
moderate level in all subscales of social skills and total social skills [36]. In addition, Tan and Camras
reported that the social skills of children were at the moderate level [35]. The children in the preschool
centers acquired their first experience of socialization, and their initial experiences were at the moderate
level from the teachers’ perspectives. However, Garmaroudi and Vahedi Nia showed that the social
skills of middle and high school students were at the low level [37]. The reason for differences could be
variations in the personal characteristics of each age group [38].

Most studies have shown that girls’ social skills are higher than those of boys. Conversely, in the
present study, no difference between the total social skills of girls and boys was reported, which could
be attributed to the Iranian context and related societal expectations. Gender roles and behaviors are
educated by cultural stereotypes [20]. In the Iranian context, female children are expected to be more
cooperative, submissive to tasks, kind, gentle, responsive, and empathic than boys in childhood [31].
Therefore, prescribing more other-oriented and well-controlled behaviors for girls than for boys are
expected [20]. Since Iranian teachers commonly show less tolerance for girls’ social problems, they
evaluate girls’ social skills in a lower level [21]. Taverna et al. believes that cultural differences have
very important roles in creating different expectations in children [39].

The finding of this study showed a significant association between the children’s social skill scores
and a high family income and high maternal education level. Higher parental education levels enable
parents to acquire more knowledge and skills about child development [15]. In addition, it is believed
that higher maternal education levels compared to those in fathers are associated with positive parental
attitudes such as talking to children warmly or supportively, which is associated with better child
development outcomes including social skills [15,40]. Furthermore, high family incomes enable them
to invest more in their children’s growth and development in terms of goods and services, stimulation
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of learning, living standards, and living environment that fosters the child’s development [41,42]. On
the other hand, Berry and O’Connor stated that poverty is a predictor of poor social skills in preschool
children [43]. Conversely, Kumari and Khadi reported no relationship between children’s social skills
and family income status [44].

The results of this study showed a significant association between the scores of social skills and
the mother’s age. It is believed that older maternal age is associated with positive parental behaviors,
including the mother–child bond, which can influence a child’s social development [45,46]. Younger
mothers may have less parental skills [46,47], because mental health and maturity are enhanced when
the mother grows older [16].

It was found that the children with employed mothers achieved higher scores of social skills.
Maternal employment may have negative effects on maternal tasks, but early maternal employment is
associated with both positive and negative child outcomes [48,49]. For instance, maternal employment
can lead to an early-starting and long-lasting care by others and an earlier entrance into the social world.
In the preschool period, it helps with the development of social skills and adaptation, and also leads
to a reduction in the risk of psychological problems and isolation [48,50]. In addition, employment
brings more financial resources into home and allows families to afford high-quality child care and
services [50,51].

The findings of this study showed that children with teachers having 5–10 years’ work experience
achieved higher scores in social skills. Preschool education is a critical period for the development
of social skills [52]. Parents and teachers influence the development of children, but the teacher has
an important role in forming children’s perspectives regarding school and their work habits [53].
According to Sheikhzakariae, the social skills of preschool children who had older teachers and with
more than 10 years’ work experience were higher [36]. From a social-cognitive perspective, those
teachers who have better teacher–child interactions can educate children how to adapt to and solve
social problems and teach social and cognitive skills, which can improve the development of social
skills [26,54]. Therefore, teachers with more work experience have higher skills in the education of
social skills and are appropriate role models for children [26,55].

The number of students in the classroom was one of the indicators of social skills’ development.
Students in smaller classrooms in their early years of schools have a better performance. In addition,
classrooms with less number of students enable teachers to perform their teaching tasks more
effectively [56]. Fredriksson et al. showed that children with a lower number of children in the
classroom in their early school years benefited more from the education given by the teacher [57].
Therefore, classrooms with more than 30 children reduces the level of social interactions between the
child and the teacher, which affects children’s social skills.

The present study was carried out on Iranian preschool children; therefore, the generalization of
the results to other sociocultural contexts should be performed with caution. Furthermore, the social
skills of children were evaluated from the teachers’ point of views. Therefore, parents’ perspectives
and the use of other data collection methods, such as observations, are needed to contextualize the
complexity of children’s social skills. In addition, samples were limited to preschool centers and
children in their 6th year of age, and other children were not included, which are factors that should be
considered in future studies.

Contributions and Implications

Since data regarding social skills was collected from teachers as the reliable sources of development
data in the school setting, our findings extend previous knowledge of social skills in the preschool
period. Overall, this study recognized the importance of family income, parental education, maternal
age, maternal employment, teacher’s experience, and preschool classroom in terms of numbers
of children on children’s social skills. Policymakers and programmers should educate teachers to
stimulate the development of children’s social skills through group work and collaborations [26,58].
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In addition, younger mothers should be educated about parental tasks to enhance their positive
parental behaviors, which can lead to better children’s social development [59,60].

5. Conclusions

The majority of children had moderate skills in terms of cooperation, assertion, self-control, and
total social skills. In addition, a statistically significant association was reported between total social
skill scores and the mother’s age, mother’s education, mother’s job, family’s income, teacher’s teaching
experience, and number of children in each classroom. The Iranian children were at a relatively low
risk of problems with social skills. To improve children’s social skills, more attention should be paid
to factors related to familial socioeconomic status such as the family income, parent education level,
maternal age, teacher’s selection for this age group, and the number of children in each classroom.
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