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Abstract
Background. Vygotsky’s idea of the affect and intellect unity continues to be 
developed empirically. Much attention is paid to the child’s emotional develop-
ment, which affects social and academic effectiveness. Knowledge regarding the 
relationship between language and emotional development within the social situ-
ation helps to better understand the developmental characteristics of preschool 
children in general and create the necessary corrective programs.
Objectives. The aim is to study the characteristics of the relationship between lan-
guage and emotional development (based on the general and emotional vocabulary 
size) and the level of emotion understanding at preschool age.
Study Participants. The study involved 341 children aged 57 to 90 months 
(M = 75.42 months; SD = 7.65 months). 170 children were from the senior groups 
of the preschool educational institution (M = 69.09 months; SD = 4.4 months), 
and 171 children were from the preparatory groups of the preschool educational 
institution (M = 81.67 months; SD = 4.2 months).
Methods. To assess the general vocabulary size the Peabody Picture Vocabulary 
Test was used. To assess the volume of active and passive emotional vocabulary, the 
Roepstorff “Emotional Vocabulary” test was used. To assess ability to understand 
emotions in preschoolers, F. Pons’s “Test for Emotions Comprehension” method 
was used.
Results. It was found that age is significantly associated with indicators of general 
and emotional vocabulary size, as well as with the understanding of emotions in 
all identified aspects. Different levels of emotion understanding have different 
relationships with vocabulary, both general and emotional. An important result 
is the identification of the significance of the contribution of active rather than 
passive emotional vocabulary to emotion understanding, suggesting a significant 
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role of verbalisation of the emotional state, helping preschoolers to better under-
stand emotion.
Conclusions. The study showed that language development influenced the un-
derstanding of emotions in preschool age. At the same time, with age there is an 
increase in the size of children’s general and emotional vocabulary, as well as their 
ability to understand emotions.
Keywords: preschool age, emotions understanding, general vocabulary, emotional 
vocabulary
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 Introduction
L.S. Vygotsky showed that not only higher mental functions, but 

mental development as a whole is based on sign mediation, the role of 
which in the development of emotions has been far less studied (Veraksa, 
Dyachenko, 1996; Pervichko, 2016). From this point of view, the problem of 
the relationship between emotion understanding and speech development, 
vocabulary in particular, in preschoolers receives a new interpretation 
(Shablack, Lindquist, 2019; Sarmento-Henrique et al., 2020). Preschool age 
is a period of active emotional and personal development (Elkonin, 2006; 
Solovieva et al., 2021). Therefore, studying this relationship during this 
period is not accidental (Fomina et al., 2023; Joukova et al., 2023; Voltmer, 
von Salisch, 2022). Understanding emotional expressions and situations, 
as well as the ability to talk about the causes of emotions, helps children 
communicate their own feelings and predict the behaviour of others (Liew 
& Zhou, 2022). Understanding emotions is a significant tool in managing 
one’s feelings and resolving interpersonal conflicts (Torres et al., 2015). 
The ability to understand emotions mediates emotional expressiveness, 
guilt, and prosocial behaviour in children (Strayer, 1980; Denham, 1986), 
promotes self-regulation skills (Morosanova et al., 2022; 2023), and is 
significantly associated with social competence and positive relationships 
with peers (Denham et al., 1990). Additionally, the development of emotion 
understanding has been shown to be positively correlated with later aca-
demic success in school (Cavadini et al., 2021; Voltmer, von Salisch, 2022).

The development of the emotional sphere is closely related to sign 
mediation (Zaporozhets, 1986; Leontyev, 1971; Rubinstein, 1946). Human 
thinking occurs in the form of concepts, and they, in turn, need support 
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from words. Based on the teachings of L.S. Vygotsky, the ability to realise 
one’s emotions and feelings can be attributed to higher mental functions 
(HMF). Speech is the means of formation, while communication and play 
are the conditions (Vygotsky, 1983).

Thus, identifying predictors of emotional development, in particular 
the level of children’s understanding of emotions, remains an important 
and urgent task for modern psychology. This article makes an attempt to 
determine the contribution of the child’s general vocabulary and emotional 
vocabulary to the level of emotion understanding. It also seeks to monitor 
whether this contribution changes from the senior group of preschool edu-
cational institutions (aged 5 years) to the preparatory group (aged 6 years).  

Development of emotion understanding, emotional vocabulary 
and speech at the preschool age 
The development of the affective sphere follows the same logic as the 

development of other mental functions. The development of emotions 
occurs in the direction of awareness and differentiation. Emotion under-
standing develops as a result of children’s assimilation of social experience, 
and emotions themselves regulate their activities (Vygotsky, 1984). All 
emotional experience is reflected in the process of verbal communication. 
As a result of the experience in interacting with the environment, a person 
develops an individual version of the language system and the unique 
picture of the world.   

Research shows that at the age of 3–4 years, a child begins to under-
stand his own and other people’s emotions and their reasons. This is how 
the “model of mind” (Sergienko et al., 2009) or “theory of consciousness” 
(Pons et al., 2010; Almazova et al., 2018) is formed. However, for a child 
at this age, it is still difficult to separate himself and the “other”, as well as 
to evaluate feelings outside the situation. Significant changes in the de-
velopment of theory of consciousness occur at the age of 5–6 years, when 
children are able to compare their own view of the situation with that of the 
other. Thus, situational independence is formed (Sergienko et al., 2009).

A child’s emotional vocabulary develops through activity. The very 
mastery and development of emotional vocabulary is associated with the 
understanding of emotions as the highest mental function (Zaporozhets, 
1986; Veraksa, Dyachenko, 1996). Particularly significant are the motives 
and goals that form emotional ideas about reality (Zaporozhets, 1986). 

Preschoolers’ emotional vocabulary grows with age, with older chil-
dren learning more emotion words than younger children (Roepstorff et 
al., 2022). 
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Within the framework of the cultural-historical concept of L.S. Vy-
gotsky, it is important to mark the theory of the development of emotions 
perception in preschool children based on sign mediation, developed by 
A.M. Shchetinina (Shchetinina, 1984). Based on the collected empirical 
data and previous works of A.V. Zaporozhets (Zaporozhets, 1986) on the 
formation of an understanding of emotions in preschoolers (from 4 to 
7 years old), the author identifies five levels, which indicate a gradual in-
crease in the complexity of emotion perception. These levels are described 
as follows: inadequate, situationally specific, the level of verbal designation 
and description of expression, the level of comprehension in the form of 
description, the level of comprehension in the form of interpretation and 
the manifestation of empathy. It must be emphasised that, according to 
Shchetinina, the most important criterion for a child’s transition to a new 
level of perception of emotions is the ability to verbalise emotions, which 
emphasises the role of speech and vocabulary development in the deve-
lopment of emotion understanding in preschoolers (Shchetinina, 1984).

Currently, the most common theory of the development of emotion 
understanding is the theory of F. Pons, P. Harris and M. de Rosnay (Pons 
et al., 2004; De Rosnay, Hughes, 2006). They identified three components 
in the ability to understand emotions: external, mental, and reflective 
components (Veraksa et al., 2021). “External” understanding of emotions 
involves recognising emotions, identifying emotions that are caused by 
external causes, and recognising that memories can recreate a previous 
emotional response. Pons and colleagues found that children begin to 
understand these aspects of emotion by the age of three and that most of 
them demonstrate mastery of these concepts by the age of five. The “men-
tal” component of emotion understanding involves latent affect and the 
knowledge that desires and beliefs cause emotional responses. Children 
demonstrate a basic understanding of these components of emotion by the 
age of five, with most demonstrating mastery by the age of seven. Finally, 
the third component of “meta” underlies regulated, ambivalent and moral 
emotions. About one third of children express understanding by the age 
of seven, and at least half of children by the age of nine (Pons et al., 2004).

On the other hand, at the preschool age, the child activel develops 
speech and vocabulary increases significantly (Vygotsky, 1983; Stahl, 1999). 
In communication, values are acquired; social connections are formed; 
knowledge of the surrounding world occurs; and cultural and social norms 
are assimilated (Bezrukikh et al., 2021; Vygotsky, 1983; Zaporozhets, 
1986; Leontyev, 1971). The development of speech is closely related to the 
development of consciousness and knowledge of the surrounding world 
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(Leontyev, 1971; Zaporozhets, 1986; Vygotsky, 1960, etc.). At the preschool 
age, a transition to non-situational-personal communication occurs. The 
child can talk about objects that are not in his field of vision (Vygotsky, 
1983; Lisina, 2009). 

At the senior preschool age, awareness of the relationship between 
an object and the word that denotes it develops. Denoting the function 
of the word, L.S. Vygotsky termed this “subject relatedness” (Vygotsky, 
2021, p. 142). With its help, a person can evoke images of objects needed. 
Initially, a word stands out in a certain situation and is relevant only to it. 
Further, as a result of development, the word loses its connection with a 
specific situation and receives a stable subject reference (Vygotsky, 2021).

Thus, the emergence of emotions is most often associated with the 
child’s assessment of an object and with the expression of the attitude to-
wards this object in the process of interaction with an adult, which indicates 
the internal relationships of communicative activity and emotions (Lisina, 
2009). In addition, emotional development is often associated with the 
development of empathy (Kornilova, 2022).

The relationship between vocabulary and emotion understanding 
at the preschool age 
Language can not only translate feelings into words, but can also help 

define those feelings from the very beginning. The dictionary of emotions 
is a collection of verbal designations of emotional states that help to realise 
them. The formation of such a vocabulary occurs precisely in preschool 
childhood (Gordeeva, 1995).

Language as a general means of cognitive representation helps children 
mentally store and access knowledge about emotion concepts, including 
associated experiences, causes, and consequences. It plays a key role in the 
acquisition and development of emotion understanding (Pons et al., 2003; 
Harris et al., 2005; Cole et al., 2010; Holodynski et al., 2013). 

The work of F. Pons and coworkers made a great contribution to the 
development of this concept. They conducted a study that found that age 
and language ability together explained 72% of the variance in emotion 
understanding, 20% of this variance was explained by age alone, and 27% 
by language ability alone (Pons et al., 2004). P. Harris and F. Pons (Harris 
et al., 2005) in the course of their study concluded the following regarding 
the connection between language abilities and understanding of emotions: 
the better the speech development, the better children understand emo-
tional experiences. To date, a body of empirical evidence shows a strong 
relationship between preschoolers’ individual differences in language skills 
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(especially vocabulary) and emotion understanding (Denham et al., 1994; 
Cutting, Dunn, 1999; Izard et al., 2001; Pons et al., 2003; Ruffman et al., 
2003; Bohnert et al., 2003; Bosacki, Moore, 2004; Trentacosta, Izard, 2007; 
Downs et al., 2007; Beck et al., 2012).

Most research on the role of language in children’s understanding of 
emotion has focused on the influence of general vocabulary (Denham et 
al., 1994; Cutting and Dunn, 1999; Izard et al., 2001). However, the role of 
emotional vocabulary in children’s development of emotion understand-
ing has not been taken into account. V. Ornaghi and I. Grazzani revealed 
a connection between children’s vocabulary specific to emotions and the 
components of their understanding (Ornaghi, Grazzani, 2013). F. Pons 
and colleagues also confirmed that the vocabulary of emotions is related 
through an intermediate link to both the speech and emotional develop-
ment of the child (Pons et al., 2003). The relationship between the develop-
ment of emotional vocabulary and the level of emotional competence of 
preschool children has been confirmed (Strubel et al., 2020). The size of 
emotion-specific vocabulary has been shown to be a strong predictor of the 
level of development of emotion understanding. The contribution of emo-
tional vocabulary was higher than the contribution of general vocabulary.

Purpose and hypotheses of the study
As noted above, scientific research shows the relationship between 

emotion understandin emotions and vocabulary size (including emotional) 
in preschoolers (Denham et al., 1994; Cutting, Dunn, 1999; Izard et al., 
2001; Pons et al., 2003; Ornaghi, Grazzani, 2013; Streubel et al., 2020). 
However, the direction of this connection, the cause and the effect, have 
not yet been clarified. Based on the ideas of Vygotsky (Vygotsky, 1983), 
we assumed that speech predetermines the understanding of emotions. 
At the same time, modern studies of the relationship between vocabulary 
and emotion understanding (Ornaghi, Grazzani, 2013; Streubel et al., 2020) 
demonstrate a greater contribution of emotional vocabulary as an inter-
mediate link (Pons et al., 2003) rather than that of the general vocabulary. 
Thus, the main hypothesis of our study was the assumption that emotional 
vocabulary makes a greater contribution to preschoolers’ understanding of 
emotions compared to general vocabulary. This is consistent with the idea 
of sign mediation in the development of emotions as HMF (Zaporozhets, 
1986). It is the ability to name emotions and emotional states that allows one 
to move to a new level in the child’s emotional development and improve 
performance in understanding emotions.
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In addition, it is not well understood whether there is a relationship be-
tween vocabulary size and emotion understanding throughout the preschool 
period of childhood or whether this relationship differs depending on the 
age of children. It seems that this aspect is extremely important, since it is the 
preschool educators, along with the family, that constitute the social situation 
of the child’s development and determine their emotional and cognitive de-
velopment. Accordingly, early childhood education programmes vary based 
on age group rather than the actual age of the child (Veraksa et al., 2016).

Thus, this study attempts to trace how sign mediation in the under-
standing of emotions affects the development of their understanding in 
children from 5 to 7 years old, including the analysis of age-related changes.

Sample
Our study sample consisted of 341 children aged 57 to 90 months 

(M = 75.42 months; SD = 7.65 months). Of these, 172 (50.4%) were boys 
and 169 (49.6%) girls. 170 children (49.9%) aged 5–6 years, from older 
groups of preschool educational institutions in Moscow (M = 69.09 months; 
SD = 4.4 months), and 171 children (50.1%) in aged 6–7 years, from prepa-
ratory groups of a preschool educational institution in Moscow (M = 81.67 
months; SD = 4.2 months).

Techniques
To assess the general vocabulary size of preschool children, the Peabody 

Picture Vocabulary Test, 4th version (Dunn, Dunn, 2007), which was tested 
in Russia (Kartushina et al., 2022), was used. The Peabody Test is a 175-
page booklet with each page containing 4 illustrations of common objects. 
The test is carried out as follows: the examiner names a stimulus word (for 
example, “candle”) and asks the subject to point a finger at the correct pic-
ture corresponding to the named word. For each correct answer, the child 
receives 1 point; for an incorrect one — 0 points. The technique stops when 
the child chooses 8 or more incorrect answers in a block of 12 questions. 

The Emotional Vocabulary Test (Roepstorff et al., 2022) was used to as-
sess the size of active and passive emotional vocabulary. To diagnose passive 
emotional vocabulary, children were given a page with four photographs 
of children depicting different emotions. The child had to choose a photo 
that depicted a specific emotion. For a correctly selected photo, the child 
received 1 point. Children were presented with 3 series of tasks, 4 images 
each. Accordingly, the general level of the passive emotional vocabulary is 
expressed by a sum of points from 0 to 12. To diagnose the active emotional 
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vocabulary, children were given one photograph and four options for dif-
ferent emotions. For the correctly chosen name of the emotion, the child 
received 1 point. There were 4 pictures in one series; in total, the children 
were presented with 3 series of tasks. Accordingly, the overall level of active 
emotional vocabulary is expressed by a sum of points from 0 to 12. 

To assess emotion understanding in preschoolers, the Test of Emotion 
Comprehension (Pons, Harris, 2000; Veraksa et al., 2021), intended for 
children aged 3 to 11 years, was used. Test stimulus material is an illustrated 
book with simple stories. In each task, the child is told a story and then 
asked to choose “the feeling that the character of the story experiences” 
from four drawings with different facial expressions of the character. 
Children’s answers are non-verbal; they only need to indicate the selected 
option. The test contains questions to evaluate child’s understanding of the 
stories. The technique has a three-component structure for understand-
ing emotions, which includes external, mental and reflective components. 
For each of the three components, scores vary from 0 to 3. The final score 
according to the method is calculated as the sum of the points received by 
the child for the three components (from 0 to 9 points).  

Procedure
The study was conducted individually in a quiet and bright room of 

the preschool educational institution, which the children were visiting at 
the time of testing. One meeting lasting 15–25 minutes was organised with 
each child. For participation, all children received a small gift (sticker). All 
methods were presented to children in the same established order. The as-
sessment was carried out by trained specialists (students and graduate stu-
dents of the Faculty of Psychology of Lomonosov Moscow State University). 

All parents were informed of the purposes of the study and gave writ-
ten consent for their children to participate in the study.

Research results
Checking the distribution using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test showed 

that the values in some cases did not correspond to the normal law, and 
therefore nonparametric tests were used in further analysis.

A comparative analysis of indicators of development of vocabulary size 
and understanding of emotions among children of two groups (5–6 and 
6–7 years old) showed that children from these groups have significantly 
different indicators of vocabulary volume and understanding of emotions 
(Mann-Whitney test, p < 0.001). As can be seen from the results presented 
in Table 1, with age, preschoolers understand emotions better, and their 
emotional and general vocabulary increases.
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Table 1
Descriptive statistics for vocabulary and emotion understanding development 
in different age groups 

Group of children 
5–6 years old

Group of children 
6–7 years old Mann-

Whitney 
criterionMean Standard 

Deviation Mean Standard 
Deviation

General vocabulary 109.5 19.6 119.8 19.6 10282*
Passive emotional vocabulary 9 1.9 10 1.7 10331*
Active emotional vocabulary 9.4 1.8 10 1.4 11902*
Emotions comprehension, 
External component 2.4 0.7 2.7 0.5 12487*

Emotions comprehension, 
Mental component 0.8 0.6 1.7 0.9 7846*

Emotions comprehension, 
Refl ective component 1.1 0.8 1.4 0.9 13362*

Understanding emotions, Total 
score 4.4 1.3 5.8 1.5 7851*

* — p < 0.001

Analysis of the relationship between emotion understanding and 
vocabulary size in preschool children
Correlation analysis (using Spearman’s correlation coefficient) of the 

relationships between the results on the techniques for general and emo-
tional vocabulary showed that the volume of active emotional vocabulary 
was interrelated with the volume of general vocabulary in both age groups 
(at 5–6 years: r = 0.253 at p < 0.01; at 6–7 years: r = 0.353 at p < 0.01), while 
passive emotional vocabulary did not significantly correlate. Moreover, a 
significant relationship was found between active and passive emotional 
vocabulary in children 5–6 years old (r = 0.375 at p < 0.01) and 6–7 years 
old (r = 0.424 at p < 0.01).

In addition, a correlation analysis of the relationships between indica-
tors of general and emotional vocabulary and the level of understanding 
of emotions was conducted separately in children 5–6 and 6–7 years old 
(Table 2).  

It is interesting to note that the mental and reflective components 
of the Emotion Understanding Test correlated significantly with general 
vocabulary size in children aged 6–7 years only, and the total score on this 
test correlated with general vocabulary size for both age groups. 
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Passive emotional vocabulary correlated with the reflective compo-
nent and total emotion understanding scores only at ages 6–7 years. Active 
emotional vocabulary correlated with the total score and the external com-
ponent of the Emotion Understanding Test in both age groups, as well as 
with the mental component at age 6–7 years.

Results of the analysis of the contribution of general and emotional 
vocabulary to emotion understanding in preschoolers
In order to test the hypothesis regarding the greater contribution of 

the emotional vocabulary to the understanding of emotions by preschool-
ers, a linear regression analysis was carried out on the contribution of the 
general and emotional vocabulary. Using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, 
the normality of the distribution of the total sample of all children aged 
5–7 years on which this analysis was carried out. 

The dependent variable was the total score on the Emotional Under-
standing Test. The independent variables were the results on tests of general 
vocabulary and active and passive emotional vocabulary. To control for 
significant age effects when analyzing the contribution of children’s vocabu-
lary to understanding emotions, we introduced the factor of membership 
in a specific age group, corresponding to the preschool group the children 
attended: 5–6 years old (senior group) or 6–7 years old (preparatory group). 

Table 2
Relationships between the results of techniques for general and emotional 
vocabulary and for emotion understanding in children aged 5–6 and 6–7 years 

Emotions 
comprehen-

sion. External 
Component

Emotions 
comprehen-
sion. Mental 
Component

Emotions 
comprehen-

sion. Refl ective 
Component

Emotions 
comprehension. 

Total score

5–6 
years

6–7 
years

5–6 
years

6–7 
years

5–6 
years

6–7 
years

5–6 
years

6–7 
years

General 
vocabulary 0.121 0.131 0.139 0.223** 0.107 0.292** 0.200** 0.336**

Passive 
emotional 
vocabulary

0.024 0.127 –0.081 0.041 0.112 0.234** 0.066 0.190*

Active 
emotional 
vocabulary

0.172* 0.241** 0.086 0.201* 0.146 0.143 0.226** 0.279**

** — p < 0.01; *— p < 0.05 (2-tailed)
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The resulting model predicted 37.9% (regression model parameters: 
R = 0.616, F = 42.309, p < 0.001) of the total score on the emotion under-
standing test. This regression model shows that general vocabulary size 
and active emotional vocabulary are predictors of emotion understanding 
in preschool students. At the same time, the volume of passive emotional 
vocabulary is not a predictor of the level of development of understanding 
of emotions in preschoolers (Table 3). The age group of the children is also 
significant, which once again shows that children 6–7 years old (prepara-
tory group of the preschool) showed significantly higher results in the 
method for understanding emotions than children 5–6 years old (older 
groups of the preschool).

In addition, the value of the Durbin-Watson test (DW = 1.923) shows 
that the existing correlations between tests for general and emotional vo-
cabulary do not distort the connections identified using regression analysis. 

Table 3
Regression model of the dependence of understanding emotions on indicators 
of speech development

Model 
Unstandardized 

coeffi  cients Standardized 
coeffi  cients t p

B Std. Error
Constant 4.526 0.663 6.823 <0.001
Age group –1.520 0.165 –0.460 –9.212 <0.001
General vocabulary 0.013 0.003 0.203 3.967 <0.001
Active emotional vocabulary 0.107 0.048 0.118 2.209 0.028
Passive emotional vocabulary 0.055 0.041 0.070 1.339 0.182

The discussion of the results
The purpose of this study was to empirically study how, at the ages of 

5 to 7 years, the sign mediation of a child’s emotional development occurs, 
particularly emotion understanding. This process was analysed based on 
the relationship between vocabulary size and understanding of emotions 
in different stages of preschool.

It has been shown that with age, preschoolers begin to understand 
emotions better, and their emotional and general vocabulary increases. The 
data are in good agreement with the results of previous studies (Sergienko 
et al., 2009; Pons et al., 2004) and, in particular, with data from a study of 
emotion word understanding in preschoolers conducted by I. Ropstorf and 
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colleagues, which similarly showed a general effect of age on emotional 
vocabulary size (Roepstorff et al., 2022).  

In all age groups, general and emotional vocabulary techniques were 
significantly associated with emotion understanding (total technique 
score), which is consistent with a large number of previous studies (Den-
ham et al., 1994; Cutting, Dunn, 1999; Harris et al., 2005; Bohnert et al., 
2003; Izard et al., 2001; Trentacosta, Izard, 2007 and others). However, this 
relationship is expressed differently in different age groups.

As a result of correlation analysis, data  showed that, in all age groups, 
there is a relationship between the general and emotional vocabulary of 
children, which is consistent with the results of L. Beck and colleagues who 
studied the relationships between several components of linguistic and 
emotional competence and showed a strong positive correlation between 
competencies, regardless of age (Beck et al., 2012).

The development of emotional vocabulary, passive and active in par-
ticular, according to our research, is closely related to the understanding of 
emotions. The work of B. Streubel and colleagues also revealed a relation-
ship between the development of emotional vocabulary and the level of 
emotional competence in preschool children (Streubel et al., 2020). The size 
of emotional vocabulary was a strong predictor of the level of development 
of the ability to recognize emotions.  

In order to test the hypothesis that emotional vocabulary makes a 
greater contribution to preschoolers’ understanding of emotions compared 
to general vocabulary, a regression analysis was conducted. Results showed 
that age group, general vocabulary, and active emotion predicted children’s 
performance on an emotion understanding test. This is consistent with the 
cultural-historical concept of L.S. Vygotsky that emotional development 
should also be mediated by a sign (Pervichko, 2016), which is most clearly 
manifested in the development of the child’s emotional vocabulary and 
reflects the direct influence of speech on emotional development (Vygotsky, 
2021), and with the data obtained by F. Pons and his colleagues who found 
that age and language ability together explain 72% of the variance in emo-
tion understanding (Pons et al., 2004). In addition to previous studies, our 
results highlight the importance of emotional vocabulary for the successful 
development of understanding emotions at the preschool age, since it al-
lows various emotions and emotional states to be recorded in a sign (word).

However, it is interesting to note that in both correlation and regression 
analyses, active emotional vocabulary had a stronger relationship with emo-
tion understanding than passive emotional vocabulary. This result can be ex-
plained by the fact that it is the verbalisation of the emotional state that helps 
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to better understand and realise the emotion (Shchetinina, 1984). According 
to this approach, children first begin to understand the difference between 
their thoughts and the thoughts of another person, and only then can they 
verbally express their understanding (Vygotsky, 2021; Zaporozhets, 1986; 
Shchetinina, 1984). Our study, which showed differences in the role of active 
and passive emotional vocabulary, allows us to partially confirm the idea that 
children’s correct use of emotionally specific words is more important for 
understanding their emotions than the volume of the emotional vocabulary. 

At the same time, the contribution of general vocabulary can be explained 
by the fact that the success of children in performing a test for understanding 
emotions will depend on the general level of speech development of the child. 
Our assumption is consistent with the idea that the development of theory of 
mind and understanding of emotions is built on the basis of language as a sign 
system (Vygotsky, 2021; Zaporozhets, 1986; Harris et al., 2005). 

Our results are consistent with data obtained by I. Grazzani and V. Or-
naghi (Ornaghi and Grazzani, 2013), showing the contribution of emotional 
vocabulary, which was measured using the same methodology as in our study 
(Emotion Understanding Test), in ability to understand emotions.

However, it is necessary to highlight several limitations of the study, 
which can become directions for further study of the relationship between 
the speech and emotional spheres of preschool children. Firstly, it is neces-
sary to expand the study sample, which should not be limited to Moscow 
preschoolers. Secondly, for developmental psychology it is important to 
study the age dynamics of the development of the speech and emotional 
spheres of preschool children. This requires not only the inclusion of 
children from other age groups, but also a longitudinal study that would 
allow us to track the development of vocabulary and understanding of 
emotions throughout the preschool period. Thirdly, it is necessary to study 
the influence of cultural factors (native language, national characteristics 
of the expression of emotions), socio-demographic factors (in particular, 
the level of education and financial situation of parents, the composition 
of the family of preschoolers), which were not taken into account in this 
study, but which are attracting attention in recent studies (Kyuchukov, 2022; 
Jabeen, Maqsood, 2023). The study did not take into account the influence 
of intelligence, which is noted in various studies.

Conclusions
The purpose of this study was to empirically examine the role of sign 

mediation in the development of emotion understanding through the re-
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lationship between vocabulary size and emotion understanding at the pre-
school age. As a result of the analysis, we found a relationship between general 
vocabulary and emotional vocabulary, as well as emotion understanding at 
the preschool age. Moreover, depending on the age group, this relationship 
had its own characteristics: for both groups (children 5–6 years old and 
children 6–7 years old) a significant relationship was found between general 
vocabulary and emotion understanding, as well as between active emotional 
vocabulary and understanding of emotions; in the group of children 5–6 years 
old (senior preschool group) there is also a significant relationship between 
passive emotional vocabulary and emotion understanding. 

Our study showed that sign mediation through vocabulary develop-
ment influences the understanding of emotions at the preschool age. At the 
same time, with age, children’s general and emotional vocabulary increases, 
as well as their ability to understand emotions.

There are many multidirectional connections between speech and 
emotional development, and therefore, as L.S. Vygotsky showed (Vygotsky, 
1997), in the development and education of children it is necessary to pay 
attention to both aspects.

The results obtained can serve as the basis for the development of 
developmental programmes to improve the development of speech and 
emotional spheres at the preschool age.

Practical application
The results of the study can be used in educational work with parents, 

for whom knowledge of the relationship between speech and emotional 
development will help them to better understand the developmental char-
acteristics of their children, and will be useful to educators and child psy-
chologists in the form of an educational programme for the harmonious 
development of preschool children.
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