UNDERSTANDING SILENT VOICES AND SOOTHING EMOTIONAL SCARS:
INTEGRATING FEELINGS/EMOTION PICTURE CARDS IN EARLY CHILDHOOD
EDUCATION

by

AISHA OMAR KADI

A dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment of the
requirements for the degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY IN EDUCATION:
EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION

2026

Oakland University
Rochester, Michigan

Doctoral Advisory Committee:

Tomoko Wakabayashi, Ed.D., Chair
Ambika Bhargava, Ph.D.

Julie Ricks-Doneen, Ph.D.

Rebecca Vannest, Ph.D.



© Copyright by Aisha (Ayosha) Omar Kadi, 2026
All rights reserved

i



To my mother and father, who have given me love, support, and prayers throughout
my life—this work is a fruit of your generosity and prayers. Thank you for your
endless prayers for me. Everything I have accomplished is thanks first to God, and
then to the foundation you have built for me over time.

To my loving husband and life partner—
Qussay—
You are the light that illuminates my path and the smile that eases my weariness.
Thank you for your solid support, filled with your love, motivation, and assistance,
which have nourished my journey, and for your steadfast belief in my abilities.

To my beloved children—
Yazan, Mayar, Omar, and Kayan—

You are the reason I believe that every feeling has a voice that deserves to be heard.
Your innocence, curiosity, and tender hearts remind me daily of the importance of
emotional understanding. This work is dedicated to you, and to every child whose

silent feelings deserve to be seen, heard, and embraced with compassion.

To my dear brothers and sisters—
Basem, Raed, Mohammed, Abdulrahman, Ibrahim, Areej, Fatima, Alia, Asmaa, and
Bakr— who strengthened and reinforced me with unwavering patience and loyalty
across the vast oceans and great distances that separated us.

And to my sisters-in-law—
Tamadhr, Amjad, Sumaya, Wafaa, Sarah, Samia, and Nahla—
who stood lovingly by my side. Thank you for caring for my young children during
various periods of my studies without complaint, and for supporting me with your
sincere prayers and heartfelt wishes for my continued success. This message is for
you. May God bless your work and your hearts.

il



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I would like to express my sincere gratitude to everyone who supported me
throughout my doctoral journey. First and foremost, I thank God, who granted me the
strength, perseverance, and ability to complete this work. This dissertation is a reflection
of His blessings and guidance throughout my academic journey. Then, I especially want
to thank my parents, husband, children, and family for their love, prayers, and patience,
which sustained me through the challenges of graduate studies. You were my inspiration
and my source of joy. Your resilience, laughter, and daily presence reminded me of the
importance of understanding the emotional world of children.

Likewise, I also extend my deepest appreciation for the extensive mentorship
provided by my dissertation supervisor and doctoral advisory chair, Dr. Tomoko
Wakabayashi; thanks are also due to the doctoral advisory committee members, Dr.
Ambika Bhargava, Dr. Julie Ricks-Doneen, and Dr. Rebecca Vannest, whose guidance,
encouragement, and valuable feedback were invaluable at every stage of this study. Their
mentorship was a source of growth, clarity, and confidence.

Moreover, I am deeply grateful to my colleague, Dr. Red Douglas, whose
insightful comments, support, and expertise have enriched the quality and depth of this
dissertation. To my brother, Dr. Abdulrahman Kadi, who offered encouragement, advice,
and support throughout my journey, I am eternally grateful. I would like to extend my
heartfelt appreciation to my children, Yazan and Mayar, who helped create the facial
expression figure used for this study. Their creativity, enthusiasm, and willingness to
participate brought these emotional expressions to life in a truly special way. I am deeply
grateful for their contribution to this research. I would also like to thank all my brothers’

Y



sons and daughters, whose emotional encouragement, joy, and loving support brought
comfort and motivation throughout my doctoral journey.

Furthermore, I express my sincere thanks to the principal and kindergarten
teachers at Mahad Al-Ebtikar School for generously sharing their time, expertise, and
insights. Their openness has been instrumental in completing this study and has made it
meaningful and valuable. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.

Finally, I would like to acknowledge my role as a lecturer at Umm Al-Qura
University and as a scholarship student sponsored by the Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission
(SACM). During the data collection phase, this research received financial support from
the university. While I am deeply grateful for this academic support, I want to emphasize
that this funding did not influence the research design, data collection procedures,
analysis, interpretation of results, or conclusions of this study. All research decisions
were made independently, and the results presented reflect the genuine opinions of the
participants and my academic responsibility as the principal investigator.

Statement on Language Use and Al Research Support Tools

As an international doctoral student, English is my second language. |
acknowledge that in order to support the quality and clarity of my academic writing, I
utilized several digital tools throughout the research process. First, the Grammarly plug-
in was used to improve my grammatical accuracy, academic tone, sentence structure,
paragraph organization, and overall writing quality in my dissertation. I also used Google
Translate, mainly to support the translation of my data, notes, and participants’ stories
and responses from Arabic to English. In addition, I acknowledge that the ChatGPT
platform was used as a supportive tool to verify the coherence of the written analysis,

v



enhance paragraph flow, and confirm the logical consistency of data interpretation. I
limited the use of these tools to language support, translation assistance, and writing
coherence. Notably, none of these tools influenced my research design, data collection,
data analysis, interpretation of the findings, or the scholarly conclusions of my study.
Also, the generated output was reviewed, edited, and used only for language and
structural support for this dissertation. Therefore, all analytical decisions and

interpretations remain the sole responsibility of me as the principal investigator.

Aisha (Ayosha) Omar Kadi

vi



PREFACE

This dissertation represents the culmination of years of academic study,
professional experience, and personal reflection. My journey into understanding
children’s emotional expression began long before I formally studied the subject, through
my early work as a kindergarten teacher, observing the subtle difficulties young learners
face, and witnessing the emotional discoveries of my own children at home.

When I began my doctoral studies, I felt a strong desire to explore how early childhood
educators could support children’s emotional communication, especially those who might
not have the words to express their inner worlds. This desire led me to study
Feelings/Emotional Picture Cards (FEPCs), a tool at the intersection of visual art, child
development, and trauma-sensitive education. Completing this dissertation amidst
motherhood, professional responsibilities, and personal challenges required patience,
perseverance, and faith. The research process itself became a journey of empathy toward
children and myself as a researcher. I hope this work will support teachers who strive to
understand children with open hearts, and that it will be a step towards promoting
trauma-informed and emotionally sensitive teaching practices in our educational
environment. I pray that this study will lead to further exploration of trauma-informed
and culturally sensitive practices in early childhood education throughout the Kingdom of

Saudi Arabia and beyond.
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ABSTRACT

UNDERSTANDING SILENT VOICES AND SOOTHING EMOTIONAL SCARS:
INTEGRATING FEELINGS/EMOTION PICTURE CARDS IN EARLY CHILDHOOD
EDUCATION
by

Aisha (Ayosha) Omar Kadi

Adviser: Tomoko Wakabayashi, Ed.D.

Young children who have experienced trauma often struggle to communicate their
emotions verbally, making it challenging for early childhood teachers to identify and
respond to their needs. This qualitative case study explored how kindergarten teachers in
Saudi Arabia understood, implemented, and reflected on the use of Feelings/Emotion
Picture Cards (FEPCs) as a tool to support emotional communication in early childhood
settings. The study addressed three research questions: (1) What are kindergarten
teachers’ understanding and perceptions of FEPCs before and after training?; (2) How do
teachers describe their implementation of FEPCs, including the challenges, student
reactions, and daily classroom practices?; and (3) What best practices do teachers identify
for effectively incorporating FEPCs into early childhood education settings? Six
kindergarten teachers from a private school in Makkah, Saudi Arabia, participated in the
study. Data were collected through pre- and post-training surveys and two rounds of
semi-structured interviews with each teacher. Thematic analysis revealed significant
growth in teachers’ conceptual understanding of FEPCs following professional
development. Teachers integrated FEPCs into morning routines, transition activities,
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conflict resolution, and reflective discussions, noting improvements in children’s
emotional vocabulary, empathy, and self-regulation. Challenges included time
constraints, cultural sensitivities, and uncertainty when responding to trauma-related
disclosures. Teachers also reported a notable shift in their professional identities,
recognizing the importance of emotional attunement and trauma-informed practices
alongside academic instruction. This dissertation contributes to the limited literature on
trauma-informed, art-based emotional tools in non-Western contexts and underscores the
critical role of visual strategies in supporting young children’s emotional well-being. By
focusing on kindergarten teachers in Saudi Arabia, this study addresses that gap and
extends the literature on trauma-informed, art-based strategies in early childhood
education.

Keywords: Feelings/Emotion Picture Cards (FEPCs); Childhood Trauma,;
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs); Emotional Expression; Emotional
Communication; Trauma-Informed Practices; Art-Based Interventions; Art-Based
Strategies; Kindergarten Teachers; Qualitative Case Study; Saudi Arabia; Visual

Communication Tools; Teacher Perceptions; Children’s Emotional Development
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CHAPTER ONE
UNDERSTANDING SILENT VOICES AND SOOTHING EMOTIONAL SCARS:

INTEGRATING FEELINGS/EMOTION PICTURE CARDS IN EARLY CHILDHOOD
EDUCATION

Introduction

In many kindergarten classrooms around the world, teachers are often the first
adults—beyond parents—to notice when a child seems withdrawn, anxious, or
emotionally overwhelmed. These moments can be subtle: a child who avoids eye contact,
who does not speak, or who draws pictures filled with storms and shadows. For some
children, especially those who may have experienced trauma, words are not always the
easiest way to say, “I am hurting.”

It is essential to take the necessary measures to confront this worldwide dilemma
and limit the increase in adverse effects on innocent children who have been subjected to
painful trauma. According to art therapist Lisa Bennett, stress and painful trauma can be
described as a “pressure cooker” as an allegory for emotions and stress building up within
us, emphasizing the need for a release, lest we “blow our top” (L. Bennett, personal
communication, October 9, 2023). Emotional experiences can be described as riding
waves; our emotional journeys are not linear but more wave-like, requiring us to address
and manage each crest and trough (L. Bennett, personal communication, October 9,
2023).

The worst aspect of childhood trauma is the absence of support and availability of
appropriate treatment for children (Rubin, 2005). This lack of treatment may worsen

matters and lead to these traumas being passed on to subsequent generations, causing



widespread crises with negative consequences (World Health Organization, 2023).
Teachers want to help, but many feel they do not have the tools to truly connect with
children who are carrying emotional burdens they cannot explain. In Saudi Arabia, as in
many parts of the world, there is growing recognition of how trauma in early childhood
affects a child’s ability to learn, relate to others, and feel safe. Yet, there is still a long
way to go when it comes to equipping educators with simple, accessible ways to support
these young learners.

For the sake of humanity, justice, and equality among all, and to preserve what
remains of these young people’s childhood, through my dissertation, I sought to discover
one of the simplest emerging, yet most effective, ways to help alleviate the side effects of
trauma children may have experienced, or from which they may still be suffering
helplessly in silence. This promising approach involves the use of Feelings/Emotion
Picture Cards (FEPCs)—a tool designed to help children express their feelings through
images instead of words. While these cards have become increasingly popular in early
childhood settings, little is known about how teachers actually describe their use in real
classrooms or how they may truly help children to open up and express their emotions in
a more natural way.

In order to listen to the silent voices in early childhood classrooms, this study
dives into that very question. By listening to the voices of kindergarten teachers at one
Saudi school, I sought to understand how teachers perceive the role of Feelings/Emotion
Picture Cards in supporting the emotional needs of all children, especially those who may
have experienced trauma. In a world where childhood mental health is finally getting the

attention it deserves, this research aimed to offer deeper insight into the use of FEPCs as
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a simple, powerful and meaningful art-based tool, as well as into the educators who, by
implementing it, bring it to life through their daily classroom practices.
Background

For decades, early childhood education in Saudi Arabia focused mainly on
literacy, math, and preparing young children academically for school. Emotional well-
being, especially in very young children, was often overlooked and assumed to be the
family’s responsibility or simply something children would grow out of. Indeed, this
subject received no attention, unlike academic subjects, which required structured
teaching. This occurred not because it was viewed as unimportant, but because people
believed it would develop naturally through natural processes rather than require the
purposeful teaching methods that academic subjects required. There was also a limited
understanding of the strong connection between children’s emotional well-being and their
academic engagement, behavior, and social relationships. However, over the past decade,
educators and researchers have begun to understand a deeper truth: children do not learn
well when they do not feel safe. And trauma—whether from neglect, abuse, violence,
illness, or even instability in the home—can have a lasting impact on how a child
behaves, trusts others, and connects emotionally.
Childhood Trauma and Resilience

Childhood trauma may arise from common behaviors, such as exposure to
bullying, whether by family or friends. It may also occur from terrible things, such as
children being exposed to abuse, whether sexual, emotional, or physical. Unfortunately,
now, with the presence and availability of technology at the fingertips of young children,

they may be exposed to secondhand trauma, or secondary trauma, including watching or
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being exposed to various types of traumas. For example, secondhand trauma may result
from the misuse of technology (Erdman et al., 2020, p. 5). Watching terrifying,
pornographic, or violent scenes, especially news coverage of wars, is not appropriate for
children. In this way, “a child might experience second-hand trauma through watching
news footage of a terrorist attack, hearing about community violence from adults, or
having a close, trusted adult who has experienced trauma” (Erdman et al., 2020, p. 5). It
may lead to deep psychological trauma among children that can last for long periods and
develop into worse symptoms, if not addressed appropriately.

I was six years old when I saw the first thunderous war scene on television. This
scene has been stuck in my memory ever since. I continue to see these resounding war
scenes repeated and continued in many parts of our beautiful planet. The unfortunate
thing is that these wars not only cause the destruction of land, property, homelands, and
lives, but their impact extends to the destruction of childhood innocence and leaves
behind deep traumas that may last for several generations. Trauma and its effects are
personal and subjective; how a child understands and reacts to an event will depend on
their perspective and previous experiences (Erdman et al., 2020). If left unaddressed,
trauma can persist for several years after witnessing events. We are in a continuous cycle
of producing trauma around the world, and there are still many children globally who are
living in active combat zones. However, it is worth noting that childhood traumas are not
caused only by wars. Rather, they may arise from seemingly straightforward things, such
as neglect and abandonment, or they may be due to violence and abuse inside or outside

of the home, or even the death of loved ones (World Health Organization, 2022).



According to statistics published by the World Health Organization (WHO) in
2020, about one billion children around the world suffered from long-term impact—
including mental, emotional, physical, social, or economic consequences—due to trauma
exposure. Moreover, per the WHO (2023), one out of two children around the world
between the ages of two and 17 experiences some form of violence annually, and about
300 million children suffer from violent disciplinary methods from their parents or
caregivers. Being exposed to violence, whether in the home or the community, is a
terrifying adversity that can cause trauma in childhood and adolescence (WHO, 2022).

Such violent events have the potential to impede a child’s development and ability
to cope and, if they occur often, destroy feelings of security, which can result in traumatic
stress. This trauma may manifest as behavioral problems, persistent psychological
distress, or trouble controlling and expressing emotions (WHO, 2022). Trauma is more
than just the event itself; it is also about how children react to stress and how it affects
their ability to manage various things in their world (Erdman et al., 2020). As a result,
children who have experienced trauma are vulnerable and more likely to experience
several adversities. Per Felitti (2019), adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) have a
significant impact on how people evolve throughout their lifetimes. Researchers have
found a close connection between having many adverse events as a child and a range of
detrimental social and health outcomes later in life. Similarly, Erdman et al. (2020)
stated, “Researchers found that a higher ACE score puts individuals at increased risk for
later negative outcomes in health and well-being, including mental illness, risky

behaviors ... and educational opportunities” (p. 5). Trauma in early childhood can



severely hinder a child’s ability to express feelings verbally. These children may struggle
to express their emotions with a limited vocabulary and fear of verbal communication.

Therefore, those who were exposed to trauma are at higher risk and subject to
grave and often dire long-term consequences. This is true both in terms of (1) mental
health challenges, such as anxiety disorders; reckless behaviors and substance abuse,
including using alcohol and drugs and having unprotected sex; (2) physical health
outcomes, such as chronic diseases, including cancer, diabetes, and heart disease; social
issues, such as participating in acts of violence or crime; and (3) academic shortcomings,
such as poor educational achievement (WHO, 2023). These consequences are one
explanation for the significant impact of trauma on children’s emotional well-being,
behavior, and academic performance, stressing the need for teachers and other
educational professionals to collaborate. As a child goes through a traumatic situation, it
might unleash overt emotional or behavioral responses that can be harmful if they are not
prepared or not adequately supported. Even with parental support, it is always necessary
to respect the child’s need to develop appropriate coping mechanisms for adequate
defenses, as well as their psychological need to accept forbidden impulses and process
difficult or conflicting emotions in a safe and supportive environment (Rubin, 2005).

In the Saudi cultural context, emotional expression is particularly important
regarding feelings such as fear, sadness, or vulnerability. These feelings are sometimes
shaped by social norms that emphasize strength, privacy, and family honor. As a result,
open discussions about children’s emotional struggles may vary across families. This
reality may influence how emotional tools such as FEPCs are perceived and supported at

home and in other settings.



Art-Based Techniques and Emotional Expression

My approach in this dissertation is informed by the belief that creative and visual
arts can support emotional expression. It can also help with healing for young children
who may have experienced trauma. There are multiple methods for supporting children
through artistic and creative activities. Some of these methods require extensive training
and professional certification, such as Art Therapy, which is a licensed mental health
profession. The role of a kindergarten teacher, however, is not to serve as a therapist.
Therefore, my study does not engage certified and/or implement formal art therapy
practices. Instead, I focus on art-based strategies and wellness-oriented activities that can
be integrated into early childhood classrooms to help teachers foster emotional
expression and create supportive environments for children.

It is important to recognize that there is no single, universally accepted definition
of Art that has remained unchanged over time and across cultures (Sansi, 2022). Art
includes a wide range of human activities and artifacts that span from creative and
imaginative skills to those that inspire meaningful experiences (Vilhauer, 2024). These
experiences may contain emotion, notion, technical skill, beauty, ritual, critique of
society, or community identity (Bonard & Humbert-Droz, 2024). Art in one culture, such
as oral storytelling, ritual performance, calligraphy, or digital media, may differ from the
arts in another (McGiveron, 2024). The practice of creating meaningful, expressive, or
skillful materials and experiences is nearly universal; therefore, art exists even in
societies without a specific term for it (Bonard & Humbert-Droz, 2024). In brief, a broad,
globally informed understanding of art might be: art is a universal human activity

encompassing a wide range of creative practices and expressions. Sansi (2022) described
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art as culturally, historically, and individually shaped, which can reflect the contexts in
which it is created and experienced. Other researchers emphasized the role of art in
evoking, communicating, and embodying meaning and emotion across societies (Bonard
& Humbert-Droz, 2024). In addition, McGiveron (2024) offered a contemporary
perspective that art may take multiple forms and share values, whether through visual,
auditory, performative, or digital media, without fixed boundaries. This concept
acknowledges that art’s limits are not set in stone and that it can connect people from
diverse cultures. Thus, it is not limited to a single definition, allowing it to reflect and
shape the human experience.

Arts-based interventions began to emerge in the mid-20th century as a therapeutic
alternative for people impacted by trauma. In 1969, the American Art Therapy
Association (AATA) formalized the field and was founded on the premise that art can be
used as a form of therapy (Junge, 2010). The AATA has defined Art Therapy as a
professional relationship between an art therapist and people who have experienced
trauma, intending to increase the client’s self-awareness of dealing with trauma. Thus,
Art Therapy helps people face their struggles and trauma, express their feelings, increase
self-awareness, support emotional healing, and develop strategies to better manage their
behaviors (AATA, 2017).

In this study, I draw from Art Therapy’s foundational ideas and principles. One
idea is the understanding that creative expression can facilitate emotional release, self-
awareness, and healing (Junge, 2010; Rowe et al., 2017). Similarly, the Reggio Emilia
educational philosophy emphasizes the “100 languages of children,” which highlights
how young learners express their emotions and understanding through artistic forms

8



(Scott, 2023). Building on these principles and theoretical perspectives, my study
conceptualizes practices of manual arts, such as drawing, coloring, and the use of visual
symbolic tools, as part of a broader art-based approach to emotional expression. Although
the use of Feeling/Emotion Picture Cards (FEPCs) is not traditionally identified as a
formal art-therapy technique, my study positions FEPCs as an art-based strategy that is
informed by art therapy principles and expressive arts literature, rather than as a clinical
art therapy intervention.

In my study, I focused on the use of FEPCs, which are visual tools that display a
range of facial expressions and emotional cues. These cards help children identify, name,
and communicate their feelings in a non-verbal and accessible way. Although FEPCs are
not a form of drawing or painting, they support emotional development through visual
representation. This approach using FEPCs aligns with the broader concept of art-based
interventions, where visual tools are used to support children’s emotional awareness and
social-emotional learning.

Art-based techniques are rooted in the idea that creative expression can foster
healing and mental well-being (L. Bennett, personal communication, October 9, 2023).
According to art therapist Lisa Bennett, it can be an effective way for people to explore
emotions, develop self-awareness, manage stress, and boost self-esteem (Personal
communication, October 9, 2023). There is a growing need to address the silence of
childhood trauma. I firmly believe that art and image are a common language for all
children. Through it, children can communicate their emotions, their voices, and express
their feelings easily, spontaneously, transparently, and without pressure. Since trauma

often remains in children’s memories as visual images rather than verbal narratives
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(Kometiani & Farmera, 2020), art-based techniques combined with a wellness-oriented
curriculum may provide structured opportunities for children to process these images
effectively in a safe and supportive way.

In early childhood education, a wellness curriculum generally refers to an
approach that integrates its content through two methods that help children learn to
manage their emotional and social needs by expressing their feelings, developing
emotional control, and building social connections (Campbell, 2010). This framework
enables children to use art-based activities as expressive tools to convey their inner
experiences through non-verbal means, including trauma-related images. Likewise, many
children suffering from trauma resort to escaping and not confronting their experience
(Rowe et al., 2017). As a result, emotional withdrawal and avoidance are frequently
observed among these children. For this reason, art-based techniques can encourage
children to gradually acknowledge and express their feelings (difficult emotions) in less
stressful, more flexible ways, so that the fear and silence of children become audible
voices.

Given that trauma often manifests in children as emotional withdrawal, behavioral
changes, or psychological symptoms, such as anxiety and fear, providing safe and
developmentally appropriate expressive outlets is essential (Campbell, 2010; Kometiani
& Farmera, 2020). From this point of view, my study positioned FEPCs as a gentle,
child-friendly means for expressing difficult emotions that can help transform their
silence into voice. Over time, these visual tools may promote confidence, resilience, and
emotional growth in all young children, especially those who may have experienced

trauma.
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In conclusion, the field of trauma-informed education emerged from the
understanding that trauma and ACEs impact children throughout their lives. It calls on
teachers not just to notice behavior problems, but to ask, “What happened to this child?”
rather than, “What is wrong with this child?” In many countries, schools have begun to
adopt strategies that create safer, more supportive learning environments. However, in
Saudi Arabia, while awareness is growing, trauma-informed approaches are still in early
stages of implementation—especially in early childhood classrooms. At the same time,
there is growing interest in tools that help children express emotions without needing
advanced language skills. One such tool is FEPCs, a collection of illustrated cards that
show different facial expressions and emotional scenarios. These cards are designed to
help children name and discuss their feelings by pointing or selecting an image that
matches how they feel. For children affected by trauma who may struggle to speak or
understand what they are feeling, this visual support can be a lifeline. But how are these
tools actually used by teachers in real classrooms? Do they find them helpful? Do they
feel confident using them? Do the cards really help children open up? These are the
questions that inspired my research. Thus, in this study, I focus on a group of
kindergarten teachers in a private school in Makkah, Saudi Arabia, who will be trained to
use FEPCs in their daily practice. The goal was to understand their experiences,
perspectives, and insights—not only to learn more about the tool itself, but also to
contribute to a bigger conversation about how to bring trauma-informed practices into
early education in ways that are culturally relevant, sustainable, and centered on

children’s emotional needs.
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Theoretical Framework

Through a constructivist lens, my study explored the use of FEPCs with early
school-age students from an art-based techniques framework to support emotional
expression and understanding. My theoretical framework was grounded in multiple and
interconnected perspectives. Hence, this framework informed my study’s focus on
emotional communication in early childhood settings. The framework draws on
constructivist theory as the overarching lens through which I focus on theories of
childhood trauma and resilience, emotional expression, and early learning contexts.

The first constructivist framework that guided my study included pertinent early
childhood theorists, including theories of cognitive and emotional development. One of
these theories is Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, which is incorporated to emphasize the
role of social interaction, language, and guided support in a child’s emotional learning
and meaning-making (Vygotsky, 1978). Second, Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory
of human development was used to situate children’s emotional expressions within the
larger contexts of children’s world. Third, I incorporated theories of emotion, such as
Paul Ekman’s work on facial expressions. Ekman’s work offers insight into how
emotions are recognized and communicated through visual cues (Ekman, 2006). Overall,
these theoretical perspectives provided a coherent framework for examining how FEPCs
function as an art-based strategy in order to support emotional expression and
understanding among young children in their educational settings.

Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory of Cognitive Development
According to Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, social interactions and cultural

tools strongly influence cognitive development, which is shaped through
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them (Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky emphasized that learning is deeply rooted in social
interactions and cultural contexts, including interacting with parents, teachers, and peers
who support children’s growth by providing appropriate guidance that scaffolds
them (Mooney, 2013; Vygotsky, 1978). “Scaffolding” can be defined as that which
entails more knowledgeable people helping the child learn and acquire skills faster than
they could alone. Instead of isolated learners, Vygotsky believed “higher cognitive
functions develop from these social interactions” (as cited in Crain, 2011, p. 232). Young
students develop independently of individual stages because of social interactions.
Vygotsky (1978) claimed that humans were born with four elementary mental
functions: (1) attention, (2) simple sensations, (3) perception and reorganizing perception,
and (4) memory and thinking (Vygotsky, 1978). These basic abilities are developed and
expanded through social experiences within the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) -
the range between what children can do independently and what they accomplish with
help (Vygotsky, 1978). Furthermore, Vygotsky believed that social interactions stimulate
higher cognitive functions that individuals internalize (Ormrod, 2011; Vygotsky, 1978).
In addition, Vygotsky’s (1979) ZPD illustrated that learning is a deeply social process
where children advance cognitively through “active engagement within their cultural and
social contexts” (as cited in Crain, 2011, p. 232). Finally, this theory highlights the
important role of cultural tools like language and symbols in cognitive development
(shaping thinking), as does scaffolding, where knowledgeable others help children learn
more than they could alone (Mooney, 2013; Ormrod, 2011). Through guided
participation and interaction, children internalize knowledge and can build their capacity

to regulate their own learning.
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Vygotsky’s concepts can be highly applicable in several different ways in the
classroom, especially regarding strategies that encourage group work learning and
conversation, verbal interaction, and guided support. Personally, I was genuinely
influenced by Vygotsky’s emphasis on the three main ideas: social interaction,
scaffolding, and the cultural context of learning. These ideas shifted how I thought about
child development and early intervention programs for children who have been through
trauma. In real life, this theory supports using scaffolding in diverse classes, where each
child can get the help that they need to reach their full developmental potential (Ormrod,
2011).

In his writing, Vygotsky (1978) noted the critical role of adults in shaping
children’s learning through speech and imitation:

Indeed, can it be doubted that children learn speech from adults; or that, through

asking questions and giving answers, children acquire a variety of information; or

that, through imitating adults and through being instructed about how to act,
children develop an entire repository of skills? Learning and development are

interrelated from the child’s very first day of life. (p. 84)

Vygotsky’s ZPD can help educators establish education for students at their level and
challenge them to move forward (Ormrod, 2011). Vygotsky’s theory can provide insights
into social interactions within the early childhood environment, mainly through his ideas
about scaffolding and the ZPD (Cole et al., 1978), as well as through play. It can be
mediated through tools like FEPCs and may facilitate emotional and cognitive
development in young children. Indeed, this theory connects meaningfully to emotional

development. In the context of my study, tools such as FEPCs can support young
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children’s ability to recognize and express emotions. For younger or less emotionally
aware children, the FEPCs can be used to introduce basic emotions such as “happy,”
“sad,” or “angry.” For older or more emotionally aware children, discussions might dig
into more complex emotions or situations that generate specific reactions and feelings,
pushing their ZPD boundaries. Often, children reproduce and repeat actual situations they
have experienced and emotions they have felt during their play (Scharer, 2017). For
example, a child whom a parent abuses may repeat what happened to them on the small
doll he is playing with. It is through play that children make meaning to their emotional
experiences. Art-based techniques, such as drawing, can also support this process by
offering children a visual for emotional expression. These interactions can be planned to
help students talk about and work through their feelings in a safe and supportive space.
For example, children can express their feelings and thoughts by drawing. They might
draw a representation of their family not based on direct observation, but on memory and
emotional perception. Vygotsky (1978) explained this phenomenon:
If asked to draw their mother sitting opposite them or some object before them,
they draw without ever looking at the original-not what they see but what they
know. Often, children’s drawings not only disregard but also directly contradict
the actual perception of the object. (p. 112)
This insight reinforces how expressive tools like art and FEPCs can mediate internal
experiences in order to help children make sense of their world. Although these methods
are not formal therapy, they serve as developmentally appropriate strategies within a
wellness curriculum that encourages emotional communication and self-awareness in
early childhood.
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Theories of Emotion

There is a vast field of theoretical knowledge pertaining to emotions, and over
time, several theories on emotions have emerged and continue to help shape the ideas
behind this study. Collectively, these theories of emotion continue to provide humanity
with different ways to look at how individuals who have been through stress might feel
and talk about their emotions. In their study, Zhang and Provost (2019) explained that
emotions send essential clues about the individual’s intentions and actions. The goal of
automatic emotional recognition was to separate feelings from facts about behavior.
Emotion, on the other hand, is a subjective term; it may mean different things to different
individuals. It could mean the emotion an individual thinks they showed, felt, or self-
reported, or how other people viewed their emotions and actions. Intentionally choosing
how to define these terms impacts how a study is designed and how well it is executed
(Zhang & Provost, 2019). The way that emotions are defined and interpreted directly
impacts how emotional regulation tools are designed and applied. In the context of my
study, this theory is relevant to the use and development of FEPCs. For instance, FEPCs
are used as the visual representation of emotions that align with how young children
recognize emotions and communicate their feelings.
Theory of Facial Expressions

Theories of emotion are broad, but one specific theory that relates to this work is
the theory of Facial Expressions. This theory originated from Charles Darwin’s early
hypotheses, which posited that certain facial expressions are universal indicators of
specific emotions (Ekman, 2006). In his 1872 publication, The Expression of Emotions in

Man and Animals, Darwin repeatedly stated that facial expressions of emotion are
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biologically based can be observed across species, including animals and humans.
Darwin’s work opened the way for additional research on facial expressions and
emotions, exploring the connection between emotion and facial behavior (Ekman, 2006).
Afterward, Paul Ekman expanded this idea to become a theory that is not based on
culture but on biology and is universal among humans.

In 2006, Ekman authored a book entitled Darwin and Facial Expression: A
Century of Research in Review. In his book, he argued that feelings have evolved “traits”
humans share. Ekman’s work was one of the most critical studies of feelings and
individuals’ expressions through facial expressions (Smith & Ellsworth, 1985). In the
1800s, Darwin made the first important step toward understanding people’s feelings by
developing the basic principles of the theory of universal facial expressions by studying
the way animals used facial expressions (Ekman et al., 1971). In the late 1900s, Ekman’s
work built on this idea and proved it valid (Ekman, 2006). Ekman conducted several
examinations and found that people from a wide range of Western and Eastern cultures
agreed on choosing emotional names that fit facial expressions and emotions (Ekman et
al., 1971; Ekman, 2006). Yet, there is some work on how facial expressions can be read
in different ways by individuals from different cultures.

Ekman is best known for his work on how everyone shares facial expressions—
the universal emotions that are recognized among people (Smith & Ellsworth, 1985).
Through numerous cross-cultural studies, he demonstrated that people worldwide could
recognize and understand certain facial gestures and emotional expressions (Ekman et al.,
1971). Ekman identified a set of basic emotions that people worldwide exhibit similarly.

These emotions include the six basic emotions: happiness, sadness, anger, fear, surprise,
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and disgust (see Figure 1.1). Some researchers also include contempt as a seventh
universal emotion (Ekman, 1973; Smith & Ellsworth, 1985). These emotions are
associated with specific, instinctive facial expressions that may appear across various
cultural and linguistic groups. Nevertheless, some people still believe that the Prateek of
human reflection in their representation of facial expressions differs from one culture to
another, which they do not agree with Ekman’s work on the universality of facial
expressions. Indeed, since my study was conducted within a single school setting as a
case study, I argued that, in Saudi culture, people are within shared cultural norms.

Figure 1.1
Basic Emotional Expressions That Remain Similar Worldwide.

Sadness

Contempt

Ekman’s (1973) work supported Darwin’s earlier claims that facial expressions

are based on biology. Ekman believed that these basic feelings were natural and that
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everyone experienced them. They are followed by facial gestures that are the same across
different cultures (Ekman et al., 1971). This universality highlights the importance of
facial gestures in nonverbal communication and emotional recognition across cultures.
Because these feelings are universal, these techniques work well in many different
cultures. This makes them especially valuable in early childhood education settings. This
idea provides scientific support for tools like FEPCs, which utilize facial expressions to
convey basic emotional states. Children may learn to name and recognize their feelings
with the help of these pictures, even if they are unable to express them yet.

Although there are several theories related to the Facial Expressions theory, my
study benefits from Ekman’s Facial Expressions theory because it offers three essential
advantages that make it suitable for my dissertation: (1) His theory provides researchers
with an easily defined method to detect fundamental emotions by tracking facial
expressions, which in turn (2) shows a structure of how people from different cultures
understand basic emotional expressions. Finally, (3) I have had long-term personal access
to Ekman's original work, including his seminal book, which I have thoroughly studied
over time.

Facial-Feedback Theory of Emotion

Based on Darwin’s study of the idea of facial feedback, William James developed
and presented the idea that awareness of an individual’s bodily experiences is the basis of
emotion (James, 1984). James (1984) stated that “our various ways of feeling and
thinking have grown to be what they are because of their utility in shaping our reactions
to the outer world” (p. 11). This theory of facial feedback became popular later.

According to the facial-feedback theory of emotions, there is a link between emotional
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experience and facial expressions (Cherry, 2019; Cole et al., 2019). Per James (1984),
“After stressing the limitations of simple reaction-time experiments, James went on to
describe how they might be made useful for psychology” (p. 6). Early on, James and
Darwin observed that occasionally, physiological reactions might directly affect mood
rather than just being a byproduct of emotion (Ekman, 2006). James (1984) also
hypothesized that thoughts and feelings, regardless of the terminology used, are simply
transitory states of consciousness. Hence, alterations in the facial muscles are closely
related to emotions (Ekman, 2006). For instance, those who feel compelled to grin
amicably during a social gathering would enjoy themselves more than if they had
scowled or had a more neutral look (Cherry, 2019). However, while Cole et al. (2019)
also proved that facial feedback did have an overall effect, it was not very big. According
to the facial feedback theory, how individuals move their faces affects how they feel
emotionally. In sum, this theory suggests that when children mimic the expressions on
FEPCs, it may help them recognize and connect with different emotions. The act of using
facial muscles to imitate expressions can also enhance their emotional awareness and
self-understanding.
Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Theory of Human Development

Urie Bronfenbrenner’s theory is called the Bioecological Systems Theory.
Bronfenbrenner (1979) developed a comprehensive model to explain how multiple
surroundings influence child development. In his book The Ecology of Human
Development: Experiments by Nature and Design (1979), Bronfenbrenner described how
environmental layers/systems of the environment impact a person’s

development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). The four main components of this theory
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are “Proximal Processes,” “Person,” “Context,” and “Time” (Bronfenbrenner & Morris,
2006, pp. 797, 810, 814). For instance, playing with parents helps children develop social
skills and confidence, which is an example of the Proximal Process (Swick & Williams,
2006). Proximal processes are complex interactions children learn and develop in their
immediate surroundings (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Secondly, the Person is a part
of the model that examines personal characteristics that affect how a child interacts with
the environment around them. These characteristics might be physical (genetic traits) or
behavioral (a child’s reaction to various stimuli) (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Third,
Bronfenbrenner implied that the environment has multiple systems of context, each
simulating a person’s growth (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). These systems include the
Microsystem (i.e., direct interactions with parents, teachers, and peers), Mesosystem (i.e.,
connections between family experiences and school life), Exosystem (i.e., parent’s
workplace), Macrosystem (i.e., cultural values, economic situations, religions, and social
beliefs), and Chronosystem (i.e., changes in family structure or societal standards;
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Finally, Time includes “Micro-
time,” “Meso-time,” and “Macro-time” (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006, p. 796). In sum,
each part of Bronfenbrenner’s theory intricately presented the related and dynamic nature
of human development. It is influenced by many environmental and personal factors over
time, educating us about the complexity of child development.

In this study, I focus on the individual teacher-level; however, I consider its
implications on the five systems described by Bronfenbrenner. Each includes rules and

norms that contribute to a child’s psychological development. Below, I explain the
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characteristics and influences of different systems (i.e., microsystem, mesosystem,
exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem).
Microsystem

This level comprises different people and environments that a person deals with
continuously. For instance, it includes those who live with them, go to school with them,
or are members of a specific religion. In the microsystem, children can directly interact
with their immediate environments around them, such as their interactions and
relationships with their parents, friends, teachers, and everything and every person with
whom children can directly interact (Bronfenbrenner, 1995; Rosa & Tudge, 2013).
Additionally, children can receive anything from their environment and contribute to the
environment where they interact (Bronfenbrenner, 1995). I believe that children are like
little sponges who soak up everything around them. This vision is what Bronfenbrenner
meant when he stated that children absorb from their environment. For example, children
learn to greet guests the same way they see their parents do. They may then share their
toys or provide snacks when their cousins or friends visit. Today, children contribute to
their surroundings as well. This concept demonstrates how children not only soak up
information from their environment but also shape their development. Notably, these
interactions are two-way; they can affect the children positively or negatively, or the
children can affect them.
Mesosystem

The mesosystem is the intermediate link between the various relationships and
interactions that occur within the microsystem and that are present in the children’s

environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1995; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; Rosa & Tudge,
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2013). For example, parents’ communication and interaction with their children’s
teachers or vice versa are among the most critical findings from the interview. It is a
system of microsystems that consists of the connections and interactions that occur
between two or more settings, at least one of which does not include the developing
person, but in which things happen that have an indirect impact on the processes going on
in the developing individual’s immediate environment. When two of the person’s
microsystems connect, it symbolizes the effects that contact has on the individual.
Interactions between adults at a child’s early development program and their household is
one example.
Exosystem

The policy of the school the children attend is an example of an exosystem. In
contrast to the previous two systems, the exosystem interacts indirectly with children,
thereby affecting the children’s microsystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1995; Bronfenbrenner &
Morris, 2006; Rosa & Tudge, 2013). Examples of people who may be in a child’s
exosystem can range from acquaintances, such as their parents’ coworkers, to close
relationships with a member of their household. A shorter deadline at work might cause
stress for a family member, which affects both children and their families at home.
Another example is teachers’ level of education and experience, which indirectly
influences the effectiveness of interactive environments for children with trauma.
Macrosystem

The macrosystem reflects society as a whole, including the media and the many
cultures that influence individuals (Bronfenbrenner, 1995; Bronfenbrenner & Morris,
2006; Rosa & Tudge, 2013). The macrosystem directly or indirectly affects the previous
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systems that interact with children. It also includes the economic, social, and cultural
situation (i.e., environment) in which children live (Bronfenbrenner, 1995). Accordingly,
this may positively affect the health of children with trauma.

Chronosystem

Crosby (2015) stated, “The chronosystem refers to development throughout the
life course and the influence of time on one’s development. As individuals age, they may
encounter life events that alter how they interact within these systems” (p. 225). The
chronosystem includes all children’s interactions within all four previous systems
(Bronfenbrenner, 1995). For example, children’s level of interaction with peers and tools
in the classroom varies over time. At the middle and end of the school year, children
often interact with their peers in dramatic play more openly than they do at the beginning
of the school year. This happens for several reasons, all related to time, the development
of children’s experiences, and the way they interact with other children in interactive
environments.

For effective intervention, all components of a child’s environment must be
considered, and interventions must be comprehensive and contextually relevant (Swick &
Williams, 2006). Bronfenbrenner’s ecological strategy ensured that teaching techniques,
such as environmentally responsive education and trauma-informed practice, are
responsive to family dynamics and social policies that affect children (Swick & Williams,
2006). Bronfenbrenner’s theory can help integrate FEPCs into the environment for

children to ensure consistent behavioral and educational interventions.
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Problem Statement and Research Questions

Problem Statement

We often talk about childhood trauma in abstract terms, such as statistics,
diagnoses, or clinical symptoms. However, in real classrooms, trauma shows up in quiet
ways: the child who isolates themselves, who reacts with aggression, or who simply shuts
down. These emotional wounds are not always visible, but they affect everything from
relationships with peers and the ability to learn to a general sense of safety. I liken the
traumas that happen to individuals during childhood to wounds that may heal but leave
scars that remain in their adulthood. Scars from childhood trauma are reactions of the
individuals affected by trauma and the ways they deal with traumatic experiences. These
scars may change as a result of what happens following the trauma that individuals have
suffered. Naturally, individuals may be disturbed by traumatic events and also by
remembering or thinking about their trauma. According to Erdman et al. (2020), within
the context of treating childhood trauma, children do not fit neatly under specific boxes;
there is not one method that works for everyone. Erdman et al. (2020) defined trauma as
either “Acute trauma” (a single exposure to a massive traumatic incident, and it can also
result from witnessing a violent event) or “Complex trauma” (chronic and persistent
abuse or neglect at the hands of another has a long-term impact). Erdman et al. (2020)
stated that:

Trauma can be experienced in different ways. Firsthand trauma refers to events

that happen to a child or to the child’s family member in a way that directly

influences the child’s experience. This could be an acute traumatic event or a

complex, ongoing trauma. (p. 4)
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Another analogy to trauma is dishes falling to the ground. Sometimes, glass plates
do not break, and nothing happens to them, while other times, they may suffer cracks
without breaking completely. Yet, in most cases, glass dishes often break into small
pieces that are difficult to return to their original shape. However, we hear about the glass
restoration process and how specialists can restore broken glass to its previous form.
Results may vary based on the craftsman’s skill, the extent of his experience, and his
dedication to restoring glass. This is my perspective regarding the types and degrees of
trauma that can be experienced in childhood, the quality of its treatment, and the
effectiveness of the treatment, which depend on the skill and experience of the
professional.

There are also the characteristics of the children themselves. Based on Erdman et
al. (2020), “the way an individual experiences trauma is completely dependent on that
person’s perspective, no matter how an outside person views the experience” (p. 5). Some
children show remarkable resilience even though they have been through ACEs or
trauma. Protective factors, such as helpful relationships, positive school experiences, and
community resources, can mitigate the effects of ACEs. How a child copes with and
recovers from trauma can also be affected by their genes and personality traits. Finally,
early interventions can play an essential role in helping children to regulate their feelings,
especially those who may have experienced trauma. Some techniques for early
intervention, such as Feeling/Emotion Picture Cards (FEPCs), which children can use to
express their emotions, can aid in their recovery. Therefore, it is necessary for classroom
teachers to not only to become trauma-informed, but also, to be trained on effective tools

and strategies to help children mitigate trauma (Erdman et al., 2020). Teachers are on the
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frontlines of this reality. In early childhood settings, especially in Saudi Arabia, they
often face the challenge of supporting children without having specialized training in
mental health or therapeutic tools. That is where Feelings/Emotion Picture Cards
(FEPCs) come in—simple visual tools designed to help children express their emotions
when they may not have the words to do so. But how are these tools actually used in
practice? Do teachers find them helpful? Are they used consistently? What happens when
a child finally points to a picture and silently says, “This is me”?

For my dissertation, I conducted a qualitative research study in the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia (KSA), using teachers’ descriptions (stories) as part of the case study
design. I trained teachers on the effective use of FEPCs and then explored how they use
these strategies with students in early childhood (aged between three and six years old),
especially with students who may have endured trauma. This approach helped me gain a
deeper understanding of both the children’s and teachers’ experiences.
Research Questions

My primary focus was to investigate the teacher-reported effectiveness of using
FEPCs for students in early childhood classrooms. I was especially interested in how
FEPCs can support the social-emotional development of all young children, specifically
those who may have experienced trauma. My research explored the following
overarching questions:

1. What are kindergarten educators’ perceptions regarding the application of FEPCs
with children who might have undergone trauma?
2. What best practices are identified for successfully incorporating FEPCs into
kindergarten educational settings? What do teachers think about it?
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Using these questions, I sought to explore and understand changes in teachers’
perceptions of knowledge, competence, and confidence in incorporating FEPCs in their
classrooms as a communicative tool to facilitate emotional expression and understanding
among children in early childhood school settings for children ages three to six in the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. By breaking down the issue into these components, the study
aimed to capture not only how FEPCs are used but also how teachers feel about their role
in supporting emotional healing, even when they are not trained therapists. Their voices,
often overlooked, were key to understanding how schools can become safer spaces for all
children—especially the silent ones.

Significance

It is important for teachers to understand their children’s feelings by listening to
their quietest voices. Every teacher has met a child who will not speak, will not play, or
who seems somewhere else. Often, these children are not just shy or quiet but rather may
be carrying invisible emotional wounds caused by trauma. Moreover, while academic
achievement remains a top priority in schools, educators are beginning to realize that no
meaningful learning can happen unless a child feels safe, seen, and emotionally
understood, elevating the importance of my research.

In Saudi Arabia, conversations around childhood trauma, emotional expression,
and mental wellness are still emerging. Tools like Feelings/Emotion Picture Cards offer a
practical and visual way for young children to express their feelings, especially when
they do not yet have the words to articulate them. However, we know very little about
how teachers actually utilize these tools, whether they believe they are helpful, and what

support they need to use them effectively. By listening and documenting the real-life
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experiences of teachers who have tried using FEPCs in their classrooms, this study gave
voice to a group rarely heard in educational reform. Early childhood educators can work
directly with children affected by trauma. Their insights could inform new teacher
training programs, shape school policies, and influence how emotional support tools are
introduced and used, not just in Saudi Arabia, but across cultures where silence is often
misread as strength.

More broadly, this study contributes to a growing global shift. For example, from
classrooms focused solely on achievement, to classrooms that value emotional
connection, healing, and care. In this way, it is not only about picture cards or trauma; it
is about reimagining what it means to teach, and what it means to listen to children who
may not yet know how to speak their truth. Chapter One established the problem,
purpose, and significance of this study; the next chapter turns to the existing body of
knowledge that informs and shapes my study. Chapter Two provides a comprehensive
review of the relevant literature on childhood trauma, art-based strategies, and the use of
visual tools such as FEPCs. This review lays the conceptual foundation for this

dissertation and highlights the gaps my dissertation seeks to address.

29



CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW

Review of Relevant Literature

In this review of literature, I sought to identify effective strategies to change the
undesirable behavior of children resulting from their exposure to trauma that affected
their psyche. The study was primarily designed to investigate teachers’ understanding and
views on applying and using FEPCs within their classrooms, with an emphasis on the
methods, strategies, and practices employed. Secondly, I aimed to explore and advise on
some of the best practices for incorporating FEPCs into early childhood educational
strategies. The effectiveness of this strategy lies in providing a safe environment for these
children to participate in the practice of manual arts, such as drawing and using images,
to help them remove or reduce Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). PTSD in children
can manifest through a range of behavioral, emotional, and psychological responses.
According to Campbell (2009), there are many ways that can show behavioral
manifestations like excessive eating, isolation, lack of desire to sleep, involuntary
urination, and externalizing behaviors, such as self-harm or harming others. Other
behavioral problems that may appear due to trauma-related responses in children at risk
may present as emotional and psychological symptoms, such as depression, anxiety,
stress, feelings of guilt or shame (Kometiania & Farmera, 2020). In addition, children
who experience trauma develop attention problems that share characteristics with
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) symptoms, mainly among those who
face high-risk factors (Campbell, 2009).
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The purpose of my qualitative study was to explore the most effective solutions
and strategies that can be applied in the early childhood classroom to alleviate the
suffering of traumatized children through the practice of art and imagery, such as the use
of FEPCs within their classroom.

Search Terms

I conducted searches in Scopus Preview, Google Scholar, Academia, and the
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) database for peer-reviewed journal
articles published from 2004 through 2024 using the following terms: trauma*, child*,
art*, picture cards, emotion*, feeling cards, painting, and drawing. The key term, “art*”
was included in the search because peer-reviewed journal articles about feeling emotion
cards were extremely limited, and because art-based techniques and feeling emotion
cards overlap in terms of their use of visual art to bring awareness to one’s feelings and
emotions, extract silent voices of victims of trauma and buffer negative impact. When I
searched in ERIC using some of these terms and with the option of “Peer reviewed only”
and “Full text available on ERIC,” my search yielded 69 results. At the same time, when
using Google Scholar with all the terms and ranges published, my search yielded 513
results, while in Scopus Preview, my search yielded four results. Lastly, I used all the
above terms under the empirical article search when I searched on the Academia
platform. My search yielded 16 results.

To narrow my results from Google Scholar, I used the “filter list” function and
applied only the terms “children with trauma” and “art®,” which retrieved 51 empirical
articles. From these articles, I selected six studies from Google Scholar and the Scopus

Preview database that specifically addressed the use of art-based techniques, emotion
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cards, and interventions related to children who may have experienced trauma. The
selection was guided by several criteria: (1) the study involved early childhood or
kindergarten-age participants; (2) it focused on emotional or psychological support
through creative or visual art activities; and (3) it was published in a peer-reviewed
journal. I then returned to the ERIC database and limited the publication date range to
“last five years.” This yielded two results. After reviewing their abstracts, I found one
article that specifically addressed art-based interventions for traumatized children through
the use of imaging and drawing. Finally, I include two additional relevant studies from
the Academia platform. Therefore, in total, nine peer-reviewed empirical articles met the
above-mentioned inclusion criteria and were reviewed in this dissertation.
Exclusion Criteria

Studies were excluded if they did not directly address the emotional or
psychological support for young children through art-based or visual techniques. Non-
peer-reviewed sources, such as blogs, conference abstracts, and opinion pieces, were also
excluded to maintain the scholarly rigor of the review.
Operationalizing Terms

Throughout my paper, I relied on the following definitions: (1) Art, in the context
of this study, is defined broadly and includes many different abstractions. It does not refer
to formal Art Therapy, a licensed mental health profession requiring board-certified art
therapists. Rather, art here consists of a range of expressive and visual experiences, such
as drawing, painting, and engaging with emotional visuals, including tools like FEPCs.
This type of practice is better described as an art-based intervention and art-based

techniques, which refers to the use of artistic elements to support emotional development;
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(2) Feeling/Emotion Picture Cards (FEPCs) are cards that help children to learn about
emotions and build their emotional intelligence. Each card has a facial picture that, on
one side, expresses an emotion that young children may recognize (ABC Learning
Center, 2020); (3) Emotion is frequently described in psychology as a complicated state
of feeling that causes physiological and psychological changes that affect cognition and
behavior (Cherry, 2022); (4) Trauma, according to Rodriguez (2023), refers to the
adverse effects that result from individuals being exposed to events that endanger their
physical, emotional, and psychological well-being, as well as their safety. The individual
may experience feelings of being overburdened and overwhelmed due to a lack of
sufficient resources to effectively contend with or overcome such events (Rodriguez,
2023); and (5) Children with Trauma, according to The National Child Traumatic Stress
Network (NCTSN) (n.d.), are those who may exhibit indications of stress as a result of
their anxiety of losing a loved one, being subjected to violence, abuse, or harm.
Organizing the Literature

After reading the articles, the following three themes organized my review: (1)
Art-based intervention and positive change in children with trauma, (2) drawings and
images lead to discovery and assist children with trauma, and (3) the use of art-based
techniques in addressing the long-term effects of childhood trauma into adulthood. These
themes provide an understanding of the value of art as a supportive and expressive
medium for children who have been exposed to trauma. Within the context of early
childhood education programs, art-based interventions are implemented through their
wellness-oriented curriculum to support children in developing their emotional, social,
and psychological well-being (Campbell, 2010). The most critical features of art-based
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interventions within this framework include engaging children’s senses, supporting social
and emotional development, and conveying and depicting children’s thoughts and ideas
visually. These features help them express their emotions through the art-making process,
creating meaningful experiences and outcomes that yield pleasing works, experiences,
and emotional healing and growth.
Art-Based Intervention and Positive Change in Children with Trauma

Four studies sought to understand the positive changes in children with trauma
while practicing art-based intervention. Waller (2006) conducted qualitative research
using art-based interventions, such as art therapy, to help children with emotional,
developmental, and behavioral difficulties. Waller (2006) explained, “The aim of art
therapy is to facilitate positive change through engagement with the therapist and the art
materials in a safe environment” (p. 271). Waller (2006) illustrated a descriptive study of
several cases from previous research. Conforming to a narrative method, these case
studies described the benefits of art-based interventions and the changes to undesirable
behaviors that occur among children. In Waller’s (2006) explanatory study, it was
emphasized that children who find it challenging to practice specific social skills can gain
confidence to do so through art-based intervention sessions within safe environments. In
addition, the researcher claimed that it is not necessary for children to be professional
artists for a positive change in their behavior to occur. An important takeaway from this
study was the spontaneous formation of children’s art, which expresses their pent-up
feelings and depicts traumas that they suffer from and struggle to reveal (Waller, 2006).

One of the case studies examined by Waller (2006) occurred three decades ago.

The case study included six children who suffered from various behavioral and
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psychological problems between the ages of eight and 15 years. These children were
enrolled in a three-month art-based intervention course that met twice weekly for two
hours per session. The art therapist noticed that some children were very violent and
uninterested in therapy. Thus, the art therapist decided quickly to build relationships with
all the children to help them better while preventing them from hurting one another
(Waller, 2006). Waller (2006) asserted that group art-based intervention causes changes
in the behavior and feelings of children’s group members as children develop trust in
each other and the art therapist. The researcher explained that the results of the
methodical treatment yielded fruitful results in a short time. One of these children was
suffering from hyperactivity, which is now known as attention deficit disorder. At the end
of the group sessions, the art therapist noticed an apparent stability by merging art-based
interventions with three-dimensional art forms without distraction (Waller, 2006).

The researcher also conducted a case study of an abused child who was self-
harming and had suffered from violence and abuse from an early age. Waller (2006)
stated that after several weeks of art-based interventions, the child’s behavior positively
changed while participating in painting with an art therapist. It was noticed that her
ability to trust others increased, and she was ready to share her experience of suffering
severe scars on her arms with her family. This child was able to recognize her pain and
see her weakness and was better able to control her feelings and actions. Therefore, art-
based interventions caused a positive change in her behavior (Waller, 2006). Waller’s
study also highlighted an eight-year-old girl with confusion and behavioral struggles. As

a result of exposure to violence and emotional neglect, art-based interventions provided
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her with the opportunity to safely express her feelings of anger and shame through her
drawings and sharing them with the art therapist (Waller, 2006).

In summary, Waller’s (2006) study proved that through the practice of art,
children can understand how their world is constructed and how they grow and change.

In addition, the benefits of sharing this artwork with an empathetic adult for care and
support help reduce the negative feelings of children who have experienced trauma. Art-
based interventions offer children a way to symbolically or non-verbally express their
feelings and fears, which cannot be easily expressed in words. This, in turn, frees children
from these feelings by sharing them with the therapist. Art-based intervention is a means
of communication between children and the outside world around them (Waller, 2006).
Finally, the researcher found that evidence has been presented across several studies to
show the positive impact on the behavior of children with trauma after practicing drawing
and painting in groups. Although teachers are not licensed therapists, the findings from
Waller’s (2006) study are meaningful because they relate to the root of my study, which
is focused on emotional healing within early childhood settings.

In a meta-analytical study by Eaton et al. (2007), the researchers discussed the
power of engaging traumatized children with active manual art, such as painting and
drawing, as a method of helping them overcome their trauma. The research team gathered
a total of 26 peer-reviewed articles. The breadth of traumatic experiences covered in the
literature included children being sexually or physically abused, having exposure of any
kind to violence or negligence, or exposure to grief after losing a loved one. Only 36% of
the studies reviewed by Eaton et al. (2007) provided information regarding the length of

therapeutic intervention with children. However, there was a difference in the length of
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treatment programs across these studies; it was difficult to ascertain the exact length of
the art intervention with the children who suffered from trauma (Eaton et al., 2007).

Eaton et al. (2007) viewed the outcomes that described the effect of participating
in an art-based wellness curriculum as successful in a variety of the 26 studies reviewed.
However, the data revealed several limitations regarding the data analysis process from
those previous studies. Most of those studies used a case study methodology, and the
outcome of a wellness curriculum was evaluated using qualitative, non-statistical
observations (Eaton et al., 2007). In summary, they found that the art-based wellness
curriculum provided a common language between the child and the therapist through
which they could communicate. Furthermore, this study concurred that art was a way for
children to describe experiences, memories, and emotions that may otherwise be difficult
to express in words (Eaton et al., 2007).

In a qualitative methods study, Sitzer and Stockwell (2015) collected data using a
qualitative tool (group study) and a quantitative measure (i.e., survey). In contrast to the
studies presented by Waller (2006) and Eaton et al. (2007), Sitzer and Stockwell (2015)
sought to operationalize a wellness curriculum (a 14-week art therapy program for
children and youth with trauma) to enhance coping skills and resilience. The Wellness
Curriculum, as defined by Sitzer and Stockwell (2015), was focused on “building
communication skills... [because] they are the primary vehicle for change, ... students
learn to listen, describe their artwork and personal experiences, and provide feedback and
encouragement to their peers” (p. 72). The art therapist applied 14 lesson plans at a rate
of one per week. Each unit contained a set of goals, directions, and exercises to achieve

skills that helped children overcome their painful experiences. Examples of these goals
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included building trust, creating and strengthening an inner sense of security, exploring
the feelings behind anger, establishing short and long-term personal goals, and
developing resilience and integration (Sitzer & Stockwell, 2015).

Sitzer and Stockwell (2015) gathered data from 42 primary school students who
were selected to participate in the wellness program. The participants’ ages ranged from
nine to 12 years; 23 were girls and 19 were boys. The wellness program of art-based
intervention was implemented along with other treatment modalities, such as cognitive
therapy and behavioral therapy (Sitzer & Stockwell, 2015). The results indicated positive
changes in the resilience of the participating children and increased social and emotional
functions. The results also showed that this improvement was more significant for boys
than girls participating in the study. Furthermore, follow-up studies indicated that
children participating in an art-based wellness program were significantly less likely to
develop depression compared to children on the waiting list who had not yet participated
in the program (Sitzer & Stockwell, 2015). The researchers concluded that allowing the
wellness program to focus on art-based interventions, such as art therapy, would be
beneficial. In addition to discussions after the session, it provided an opportunity to
develop self-monitoring skills in participating children, and this helped them overcome
many negative feelings and behaviors (Sitzer & Stockwell, 2015).

Rowe et al. (2017) studied the effect of an art-based intervention institute that
provided programs to 30 Burmese refugees aged 11 to 20 years in reducing trauma-
related symptoms. Among the 30 participants, there were 20 male and 10 female
participants. Most of them lived in the United States for approximately five years before
beginning the Burma Art Therapy Program (BATP; Rowe et al., 2017). According to the
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researchers, 39% of refugees arriving in the United States are children (Rowe et al.,
2017).

Data for the study were gathered through the Art Therapy Institute (ATI), a
community organization providing art-based consulting services. The BATP is a unique
program serving refugee children and teens, along with various others at ATI (Rowe et
al., 2017). The researchers stated that the ATI believed art therapy was an effective
psychological treatment for people with trauma because the trauma is stored in memory
as images. Art is an effective tool for processing these images. In addition, ATI focuses
on providing a sense of safety in school and school belonging due to its beliefs that
protect against post-traumatic stress disorder, depression, and anxiety (Rowe et al., 2017).

This study demonstrated that a wellness curriculum helps refugee children safely
communicate their experiences and process their thoughts and feelings. The study
included 12 evaluation tools to demonstrate the positive change that art-based
intervention makes in helping children deal with trauma. These standard tools have been
shown to be effective in capturing some of the effects of wellness curriculum. However,
most assessment tools focus on improving psychological and behavioral problems and
not on recognizing and developing refugees’ personal strengths (Rowe et al., 2017). A
qualitative case study was conducted during the 2013-2014 school year. An outcome
assessment of the BATP measured participants’ mental health outcomes, behavioral
issues they experienced, their exposure to trauma, and the effect of art-based
interventions.

According to Rowe et al. (2017), one of the most significant findings in their

study was the decrease in the proportion of participants reporting severe difficulties in
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school from 16.7% to 11.5%. In contrast, the overall positive self-concept of the
participants increased from 26.7% in the first session to 38.5% after they completed 16
sessions. Finally, the participants’ anxiety symptoms decreased from 20.0% to 19.2%.
Data were collected both times using four clinical assessments that were validated to
measure participants’ mental health outcomes for each of self-concept, anxiety
symptoms, depression, and previous experience of trauma. In addition, the information
on the participants’ strengths and difficulties were compiled by their teachers and social
workers (Rowe et al., 2017). The evaluation revealed critical gaps regarding the way
trauma outcomes and the mental health of the children and adolescents participating in
the study were assessed. Rowe et al. noted, “Qualitative findings suggest that specific
benefits of art-based interventions were not adequately captured with the tools used”
(2017, p. 26). The evaluation demonstrated the effects of art-based interventions on all
refugees who participated in the program; “however, symptom-focused assessment tools
are not adequate to capture clients’ growth resulting from the traumatic experience and
this unique intervention” (Rowe et al., 2017, p. 26).
Drawings and Images Lead to Discovery and Assistance for Children with Trauma

Four studies explored the effects of drawing (non-verbal therapy methods), to
effectively show the extent to which it reflects actual violent experiences. According to
Lydia and Aurora (2014):

The drawing has three meanings: a playful meaning (to create), a narrative

meaning (to tell oneself), and a cognitive meaning (for asking and answering

questions). However, especially, the drawing has a projective value: it allows one
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to explain one’s conflicts and anxieties that, assuming concreteness and becoming

something external to it, can finally be dealt with less anxiety-provoking. (p. 17)
Furthermore, Talwar (2007) conducted a qualitative study based on previous literature
and his experience in the clinical treatment of children and individuals with trauma.
Talwar (2007) designed an art therapy trauma protocol (ATTP) “to address the non-
verbal core of traumatic memory” (p. 22). The researcher defined ATTP as “a method to
target specific traumatic memories in a larger theoretical framework ... in which the
ATTP protocol addresses the affective distress experienced by the client” (Talwar, 2007,
p- 28). Also, Talwar (2007) defined ATTP as “a method that has an integrative approach
offering a positive adaptive functioning model, but successfully using this method
depends on each individual’s internal self-representation” (p. 34).

Talwar (2007) aimed to develop ATTP to treat traumatized children’s
“nonverbal” memory using art-based intervention, or what the researcher called “non-
verbal, somatic memory of traumatized clients using right- and left-brain methods based
on a positive adaptive functioning model” (p. 26). ATTP is based on using the right-brain
and the left-brain techniques together to build a “positive adaptive functioning model”
(Talwar, 2007, p. 26). As Talwar (2007) noted, the right brain “deals with [visual-motor]
activities, intuition, emotions, body, sensory, automatic skills and ... creativity.” In
contrast, the left brain is “responsible for language, speech, analytical thinking, and
sequential processing” as well as logic (p. 26).

In this article, Talwar (2007) focused specifically on “somatic memory” therapy
for individuals with PTSD. At the beginning of his article, Talwar (2007) explained the
most significant recent developments related to human memory and the brain and how
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the brain works to retrieve, store, and erase memories through the five senses, such as
smells, sensations, images, etc. The researcher linked this to post-traumatic stress
disorder; memories can be regulated by “regulating the sensory imprints associated with
trauma” (Talwar, 2007, p. 22).

According to Talwar (2007), “in trauma treatment, it is not the verbal account of
the event that is important, but the non-verbal memory of the fragmented sensory and
emotional elements of the traumatic experience” (p. 23). After the researcher knew the
meaning of the shock, he established the mechanism of shock disruption to the brain’s
normal functioning (Talwar, 2007). This mechanism integrates experience and memory.
After that, the researcher called for the necessity of using and approving art-based
intervention to improve the operational brain functions after being damaged by trauma.
Right and left-brain functions were enhanced to better incorporate the experiences of
children with trauma, especially at the level of nonverbal memory. Thus, the researcher
developed the ATTP protocol to achieve the goal of this paper (Talwar, 2007).

Talwar (2007) aimed to adapt and treat children who had been directly or
indirectly traumatized (witnessing traumatic events) in a safe manner utilizing art-based
strategies. He explained in his paper that children would deal with their trauma in one of
two ways, namely “the adaptive method” or “the non-adaptive method” (p. 23). Firstly, in
the adaptive method, children process their trauma or stressful events in supportive
environments to move from the stage of grief or loss to the safe stage of emotional
stability (Talwar, 2007). In contrast, children whose brains rely on the second “non-
adaptive method” forget trauma or stressful events through addiction to reach temporary

emotional relief (p. 23). In this context, addiction means anything that children do or
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engage in to forget and reach ecstasy and temporary happiness. Examples of addiction
that children with trauma may suffer from are excessive eating, watching TV for a long
time, playing with iPads or electronic devices excessively, masturbation, etc. Per Talwar
(2007), this addiction may continue beyond puberty and maturity, where the matter may
worsen, and some of them resort to smoking, drinking alcohol, drug abuse, and other
harmful behaviors. One of the most important reasons for the brains of these children to
adopt the non-adaptive method is that they did not find someone to support and help them
during and after their traumatic exposure (Talwar, 2007).

Talwar (2007) described these traumas as their “sensory experiences” related to
their traumatic memory and that these traumas persist even over time; they may persist
for months or many years after the traumatic event. Thus, this may cause an imbalance in
the information storage center in the brain, leading to an imbalance in “the seat of
emotions” (Talwar, 2007). Accordingly, these children may display alarming reactions
and behaviors as they remember the traumatic event (Talwar, 2007).

After reviewing the previous literature related to trauma therapy and dealing with
the human brain, Talwar concluded that the application of ATTP to trauma clients has
been more advanced than other therapies, especially concerning PTSD, as “clients report
positive results in processing speechless traumatic memories” (2007, p. 33). The
researcher also mentioned that the children with trauma who received art therapy showed
positive results in their behaviors. These results included a statistical reduction in acute
stress symptoms they were experiencing due to their trauma. However, the studies that

used clinical experience with traumatized children did not produce significant positive
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effects associated with PTSD compared to wellness curriculum, confirming the
effectiveness of art-based interventions on children with trauma (Talwar, 2007).

Allen and Tussey (2012) explored the effectiveness of one art-based strategy,
projective drawings. Projective drawing is a technique that reflects what individuals have
in their minds, such as their hidden emotions and internal conflicts. Interestingly, their
study directly aligned with my problem statement. The researchers systematically
reviewed published research studies in peer-reviewed journals before 2011 (Allen &
Tussey, 2012). They provided a “comprehensive review of the empirical literature to
determine whether the analysis of children’s drawings using identified indicators or
defined scoring systems in order to detect sexual or physical abuse is supported by the
scientific evidence” (p. 98). The researchers used meta-synthesis analysis via an
observational instrument, clinical observations, on children who have been physically or
sexually abused to capture indicators in their drawings that can distinguish them from
non-abused children (Allen & Tussey, 2012). They explored whether any pictorial
indications (i.e., genitalia, omission of body parts) or established scoring system can
reliably and correctly distinguish abused children from non-abused children (Allen &
Tussey, 2012).

Allen and Tussey (2012) described two primary methods that have been used to
interpret children’s drawings to identify who has been sexually or physically abused: one
of these methods focused on identifying specific features of a children’s drawing or
graphic indicators, and the other method concentrated on defining a scoring system or
algorithm to distinguish between children who have been abused of sexual or physical
abuse and those who had not been subjected to it (Allen & Tussey, 2012). Their research
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findings revealed that previous individual studies supporting various indicators or scoring
systems are limited. This limitation was due to methodological deficiencies and alternate
interpretations of the results, which may undermine the significance of the findings.
Thus, no graphical indicator or scoring system has sufficient empirical evidence to
support its use to identify sexual or physical abuse. To overcome this bias, Allen and
Tussey (2012) noted that clinicians should ask children what they meant to express in
their art to avoid making assumptions that could be impacted by individual subjectivity.

The researchers also found that the most specific and well-studied indicator of
child sexual abuse was children’s drawings of their genitals. In summary, although the
presence of genitals in children’s drawings may alert professionals to the possibility of
children being sexually abused, “the current review finds that the sensitivity of this
technique to the experience of sexual abuse is poor as very few sexually abused children
actually draw explicit genitalia” (Allen & Tussey, 2012, p. 107). This is often because
very few sexually abused children tend to draw their genitals explicitly, some tending to
draw hearts, over-focused or omitted body parts, or elongated objects, wedges, or
overlapping circles. Finally, Allen and Tussey (2012) concluded that the review of the
current literature based on attempts to identify projective indicators of sexual and
physical abuse in children’s drawings neglected contradictory results, which led to poor
methodology and poor reliability, and focused only on essential findings as evidence of
the validity of this approach (Allen & Tussey, 2012).

In Lev-Wiesel et al.’s (2020) mixed-methods study, the researchers aimed to
examine the extent to which children’s drawings express their personal experience of

violence, with which the level of distress symptoms can be shared. The study sample
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consisted of 83 participating children, 40 girls (48.2%) and 43 boys (51.8%) ranging in
age from eight to 12 years old. Participants were drawn from low-income communities
where these children had experienced one or more of the following traumatic
experiences: physical abuse, an illness that caused hospitalization, loss of a family
member, rejection of friends or loved ones, and abuse (Lev-Wiesel et al., 2020).

Lev-Wiesel et al. (2020) analyzed data from participants’ drawings and narrations
by using a phenomenological approach, arguing that “Incorporating drawing into
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) design provides a vehicle through which
participants can better explore and communicate their experiences” (p. 4). The
researchers found that drawings may reveal unconscious struggles and difficulties as
children express their perceptions and actual experiences of violence in drawings and
novels. The results indicated that the drawings of the first group included scenes of
emotional or mixed violence, especially the drawings of girls, and less interaction
between the aggressor and the victim. In contrast, the drawings of the second set included
many scenes of physical violence, a more direct interaction between the aggressor and the
victim, and more symbols of injury (Lev-Wiesel et al., 2020).

The researchers also found that 37% of the sample reported having experienced
violent abuse. High-level Medical Somatic Disintegration Questionnaire (MSDQ) scores
were found in participants who reported exposure to both actual physical assault violent
experiences and hospitalization experiences. Substantial evidence showed that children
conveyed their experiences, feelings, and perceptions in their drawings (Lev-Wiesel et

al., 2020).
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In conclusion, Lev-Wiesel et al. (2020) used children’s drawings of violence to
distinguish whether their images were directly related to their personal experience and
whether children exposed to violence and children who were not exposed to violence had
similar perceptions of what violence is. Despite the strong evidence that the use of
drawings encourages and enriches children’s narratives, one of the problems and
difficulties that researchers faced in their study was that some of the participating
children did not disclose the abuse they experienced because they believed violence to be
familiar and therefore did not recognize it as abuse (Lev-Wiesel et al., 2020). Finally,
more research is needed to study methods that use drawings or graphics as accurate tools
for determining whether children are being abused and as remedial tools to encourage
children to express their experiences and thus help them receive appropriate treatment.

Goldner et al. (2021) conducted a qualitative, observational study on 97
traumatized children of Arab and Jewish origin. Fifty-seven of the study sample who
participated in the research were males, while 40 girls participated in this study (Goldner
et al., 2021). The children participating in the research ranged from six to 17 years old. In
their study, the researchers aimed to understand child abuse and its meaning from the
children’s own perspective, which is evident in their drawings and novels. During this
study, Goldner and his fellow researchers asked the participants to draw what child abuse
meant to them on an A4-sized sheet of white paper (Goldner et al., 2021). Each
participating child was given 12 crayons, and the researchers did not specify a time to
finish the drawing. Next, the researchers asked these participants to write a narrative or
novel explaining their drawings. The researchers assumed that children’s drawings
explain their feelings and thoughts so that the therapist could know their perception of
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their families and the people around them through their drawings. Additionally, “colors,
shapes, and motifs can all represent the unconscious, ideas, distressful feelings” (Goldner
et al., 2021, p. 2).

Goldner et al. (2021) encoded the participating children’s drawings and stories
quantitatively to facilitate their analysis. They found that nearly half of the drawings
contained some descriptive words for the drawing. It also included a drawing of 84
children participating in the scene of violent abuse, whether physical, sexual, or
emotional. Fifty of these children represented abuse within the family, especially one or
both parents’ children (Goldner et al., 2021).

One abnormal result was that about a third of the participants could not
distinguish between the concepts of “abuse” and “violence”; they referred to them
interchangeably during their narration and explanation of the drawings (Goldner et al.,
2021). In addition, the researchers found that 39 participants (roughly half of the study
sample) focused on emotional abuse more than other types of abuse. Emotional abuse
was the most common type expressed by the children participating in their drawings. In
contrast, peer abuse was the most common type of abuse outside the family environment,
which 18 participants reported during their drawings and narration (Goldner et al., 2021).

Furthermore, Goldner et al. (2021) deduced several headlines from the
participating children’s drawings. Forty-four participating children expressed
humiliation, sadness, loneliness, guilt, and shame in their drawings (Goldner et al., 2021).
In comparison, 32 of the study sample participants expressed their drawings of distress
without clear emotions and no reference to abuse. Finally, when the researchers

compared the data from analyzing the study sample’s drawings and the description of this
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participating sample for these drawings, they concluded that 82 of the participating
research samples agreed with their drawings. Yet, 14 of the participants’ drawings did not
match their narratives (Goldner et al., 2021).

The Use of Art-Based Technique in Addressing the Long-Term Effects of Childhood
Trauma into Adulthood

Although this theme draws primarily on a single study, it was intentionally
included because it directly addresses the long-term impact of childhood trauma into
adulthood. This theme illustrated how art-based techniques continue to support emotional
healing beyond early childhood. Notably, the limited number of studies in this theme
reflects a gap in the literature. This theme highlighted the need for further research on the
long-term effects of childhood trauma, as well as the role of art-based interventions
across the lifespan.

Indeed, Kometiani and Farmer (2020) looked explicitly at the effectiveness of art-
based techniques with adults who have experienced trauma since childhood. According to
Kometiani and Farmer (2020), the application of art-based techniques enhances the
resilience of sex-trafficking survivors who have experienced traumatic childhood
experiences. They defined resilience as “adaptability to adversity, is a component in
working through trauma, but recovery cannot occur solely in isolation” (p. 3). Art-based
techniques and intervention also facilitate and provide hope for a better future through
emotional catharsis, helping to connect with others and improving and strengthening the
self-concept of women survivors of sex trafficking who have been traumatized since
childhood. As the researchers explained, “Sex trafficked survivors are subjected to

countless and repeated forms of abuse, oppression, exploitation, and neglect. They live
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without control over their own lives and, subsequently, struggle to feel safe” (Kometiani
& Farmer, 2020, p. 2).

A qualitative case study was conducted to find out the outcome of the art-based
techniques, such as an Art Therapy, and applied to two separate groups: five women
survivors of sexual exploitation aged between 23-43 years, who were traumatized since
childhood and their professional advocates to understand better the role of group Art
Therapy in their lives (Kometiani & Farmer, 2020). Through an anti-trafficking program
at an agency in northwest Ohio, group Art Therapy was introduced as a new therapeutic
practice alongside other support services for study survivors. The group Art Therapy
program included 12 sessions, an average of one session per month for survivors of
human trafficking that started from April 2016 until April 2017. A board-certified
registered art therapist, a licensed social worker, and the participants attended these
sessions. Each session ranged from one hour to an hour and a half, including art making
and discussion. Kometiani and Farmer (2020) explained, “The goals of the Art Therapy
treatment for the survivors were feeling identification and catharsis, experiencing
empowerment, building a community of support, improving self-worth, and providing
[an] opportunity for trauma processing” (p. 5).

The study used the following techniques: “Co-facilitation with a familiar
professional, establishing group rules together, and using drawing as a means to develop
self-regulation were the primary ways to develop a sense of security and serenity for the
women at the beginning of therapy” (Kometiani & Farmer, 2020, p. 5). Data were
collected from participants’ direct observation, informal interviews during group

sessions, and from personal artwork created during an Art Therapy session through a
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comprehensive assessment by an art therapist. The results showed that “through the use
of color, expressive marks, and symbols, the survivors were able to communicate about
their personal feelings in a non-threatening way” (Kometiani & Farmer, 2020, p. 8).

Kometiani and Farmer (2020) found that both survivor participants and their
advocates responded positively to group Art Therapy techniques directed by an art
therapist. Findings validate how using art-based techniques with a professionally trained
art therapist can advance recovery through a structured process to support trauma
resilience and assist survivors’ transition to reintegration into society (Kometiani &
Farmer, 2020). Based on a review of previous studies in my literature review, all studies
demonstrated the effectiveness of Art Therapy sessions with children who were exposed
to trauma and their positive effects on their recovery from trauma by restoring their self-
confidence and encouraging them to express their experiences and losses in trauma. Art-
based techniques help increase self-awareness so children can express themselves safely
and comfortably through drawing and coloring.

Conclusions

Art-based techniques and art-based intervention are one type of wellness-oriented
curriculum that is the practice of artistic, creative processes, including drawing, coloring,
painting, and images to express patients’ feelings and reflect on their thoughts to help
them restore their lives to draw a new, brighter life. According to Rubin (2005):

Art is a powerful tool—one that, like the surgeon’s, must be used with care and

skill if it is to penetrate safely beneath the surface. Using media with those who

are significantly handicapped or disturbed (even without analysis of process or

product), requires an understanding not only of art, but also of the world of those
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with whom one is working. The use of art with all kinds of children or families as

a symbolic communicative medium is a clinically demanding task, which carries

with it both a tremendous potential and an equally great responsibility. (p. 387)
Thus, individuals may share their traumas, which reduces their feelings of fear, anxiety,
and isolation (Jiyan Foundation for Human Rights, n.d.).

Based on the review of nine empirical articles, I found that participating in
therapeutic art sessions and practicing handicrafts such as drawing, painting, coloring,
and using images seemed to alleviate the effects and the impact of trauma, violence, and
the negative characteristics that children and adults who were exposed to trauma in their
early childhood. The essence of art-based technique is to provide a safe and attractive
environment during art practice for children with trauma. Lydia and Aurora (2014)
stated:

[It] is the method that reduces ... physical issues and improves [the] interpersonal

skills and socialization of the individual suffering from social discomfort. What is

important is mainly the creative process in itself: [they] express themselves [and]

create rather than the final artistic product. (p. 21)

In summary, although art intervention encompasses various methods (such as music, art,
drama, dance, yoga, and writing), this research focused on the integration of images. In
this regard, the literature review revealed a gap. Through my research, I attempted to
answer my research questions by drawing on existing literature. These questions delved
deeper into specific aspects of the broader research inquiry, offering a special and
detailed exploration of the impacts of FEPCs on facilitating emotional expression among

young children. Art helps children understand themselves and control their efforts (Kohl,

52



2017). Nevertheless, despite advances in art-based techniques over the years, rigorous
testing of their effectiveness is still emerging (Eaton et al., 2007).

In the end, having reviewed the theoretical, empirical, and practical foundations in
both Chapters One and Two, the next step is to explain how this study was
methodologically designed to explore teachers’ experiences with FEPCs. Chapter Three
details the research methodology, including the research design, setting, participants, data
collection procedures, and analysis strategies. Together, these components establish the

rigor and credibility of the study’s qualitative approach.
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CHAPTER THREE

METHODS AND DATA ANALYSIS

Overview and Research Design

My research employed a qualitative case study design that reflected and explored
the perspectives and experiences of kindergarten teachers in Saudi Arabia. The aim was
to understand how the training and use of FEPCs, as part of a broader art-based approach,
impacts classroom practice. A case study was appropriate because it enabled an in-depth
investigation of real-life teaching settings and facilitated the collection of rich, narrative
data from participants (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). In my study, I also considered
how visual tools, such as FEPCs, support emotional expression in young children, which
allows for nonverbal and creative communication. This type of expression is often linked
to art-based strategies in early childhood education.
Rationale

I employed a constructivist design that utilized a qualitative method for several
reasons, including its alignment with the purpose of exploring how kindergarten teachers
understand and perceive their experiences, rather than measuring outcomes through
numerical data. Moreover, it supported my study's aim of capturing the meanings
teachers construct through their interactions with children and the use of FEPCs.
According to Creswell and Guetterman (2019), constructivism posits that each person’s
experiences directly influence their ideas and shape their perception of the world. This
philosophy highlights the dynamic and context-dependent nature of the early childhood
education environment. Constructivism is also closely related to relativism, which
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suggests that knowledge and understanding are influenced by individual experiences,
relationships, and cultural backgrounds (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). Per this view,
truth is not absolute but shaped by social and emotional contexts in which individuals live
and learn. Thus, Relativism, as a philosophy, is not indicative of static certainty; instead,
Relativism holds that experiences, relationships, and backgrounds give each person a
distinctive perspective on the world. As a result, scientific knowledge can be developed
through both inductive and deductive reasoning (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019).

A qualitative case study is the most appropriate approach for this research, as it
enabled me to explore how kindergarten teachers perceive and experience the use of
FEPC:s in their classrooms. Their personal insights, emotions, and reflections were central
to understanding the effectiveness of this intervention—how this approach may support
emotional communication and trauma-sensitive teaching practices. By focusing on
teachers’ narratives (e.g., their personal experiences, interpretations, and classroom
stories), [ was able to collect rich and detailed descriptions of data about emotional
communication and expression within early childhood settings.

This design also supported the goal of improving trauma-informed teaching
practices, recognizing that qualitative data can help explain the processes and meanings
behind teachers’ actions rather than focusing solely on outcomes. It helped uncover how
teachers apply arts-based interventions and techniques, such as prompting children to
express their emotions using FEPCs in real-life situations, and what challenges or
successes they face in doing so. The case study method provided the depth necessary to
comprehend these complex experiences and generate both practical and theoretical

insights. Thus, this approach offered valuable visions into best practices and areas for
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professional growth. Overall, the qualitative case study design aligned well with my goals
to assess and then understand the effectiveness and nuances of using FEPCs in an
educational setting for children who may have experienced trauma.

Ultimately, my study was designed for multiple audiences, including teachers and
parents interested in utilizing FEPCs with young children, educators working with
children affected by trauma, and researchers exploring the integration of art-based and
emotional expression strategies in early childhood education. Therefore, a case study
design was an appropriate fit because it allowed for a detailed, context-rich understanding
of teachers’ lived experiences and practices in real classroom environments that offered
parents a glimpse into teachers’ perspectives.

Research Questions
1. What are kindergarten teachers’ understanding and perceptions of FEPCs before
and after training?
2. How do teachers describe their implementation of FEPCs, including the
challenges, student reactions, and daily classroom practices?
3. What best practices do teachers identify for effectively incorporating FEPCs into
early childhood education settings?
Conceptual Model

The conceptual model guiding my study was grounded in the constructivist belief
that knowledge and understanding are formed through individual experiences and social
interactions (see Figure 3.1). In this context, my study sought to explore how
kindergarten teachers in the KSA understand and describe their experiences using FEPCs

with young children who may have been exposed to trauma. The model assumed that
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teachers’ perceptions and practices play a key role in shaping how FEPCs are introduced
and utilized in classrooms to support children’s emotional expression and
communication.

This conceptual framework also reflected the idea that art-based and emotion-
focused strategies, such as FEPCs, can provide a safe and supportive environment where
children feel encouraged to express emotions that might otherwise remain unspoken. By
promoting emotional awareness and communication, such strategies may help reduce
feelings of isolation, stress, or anxiety among children (Kluft et al., 2000). Within this
framework, my study does not aim to establish causation but rather to understand
teachers’ perspectives on how these tools may contribute to emotional safety, healing,

and social connection in early childhood settings.
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Figure 3.1
Conceptual Model of Kindergarten Teachers’ Use of FEPCs to Support Emotional
Expression and Trauma-Informed Practices.
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As illustrated in Figure 3.1, this conceptual model is grounded in the
constructivist and relativist paradigms. It viewed knowledge as co-constructed through
experiences, relationships, and cultural contexts. Teachers’ point of view and
understanding of FEPCs influence how they integrate these tools into their daily
classroom activities. Through art-based and emotion-focused strategies, FEPCs may
foster emotional expression among young children. It can also support the development
of trauma-informed teaching practices and promote emotional well-being in early
childhood settings. Ultimately, this model aimed to provide educators, parents, and

researchers with meaningful insights, practical approaches, and recommendations for
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integrating FEPCs into early childhood education. Doing so fosters empathy, resilience,
and emotional stability among kindergarten children.

Researcher Role
Researcher Description and Positionality

I bring both professional and personal experiences to this research. I spent almost
three years as a kindergarten teacher before transitioning to a teaching assistant role at
Umm Al-Qura University (UQU) in Saudi Arabia. Later, I was awarded a government
scholarship to pursue my graduate studies in the United States, where I earned a master’s
degree in Early Childhood Curriculum and Studies from Cleveland State University
(CSU). During that time, I conducted research on issues related to children and trauma. I
also developed a strong interest in understanding children’s emotional development and
the impact of trauma on learning. Based on my own experience, I came to view early
childhood trauma as a critical issue that often remains invisible in classroom settings.
Through my academic reading and research, this issue continues to deeply influence
children’s emotional regulation, behavior, and ability to engage in learning. While
pursuing my doctorate in Early Childhood Education (ECE) at Oakland University (OU),
I also served as a lecturer in the ECE Department at UQU.

In addition to my academic journey, I have worked as a field supervisor for two
years, supporting early childhood student teachers as they transitioned from theory to
practice. I am also a mother of four children, through whom I have learned many lessons
that no textbook could have taught me. Motherhood has provided me with daily lived
experiences that enrich my understanding of young learners’ emotions beyond what

academic study alone can offer. These combined experiences have shaped my
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commitment and deep interest in exploring emotional communication, trauma-informed
practices, and the real-world challenges teachers face in early childhood classrooms.
Reflective Insight on the Researcher Role

As a qualitative researcher, I recognize that my background, beliefs, values, and
professional identity inevitably influence how I explain data and interact with
participants. Furthermore, being a native Arabic speaker allowed me to communicate
effectively with the participants. It also helped me understand subtle linguistic cues and
interpret culturally embedded meaning during interviews. Meanwhile, my dual
perspective as both an early childhood educator and researcher offered a unique lens for
interpreting the data.

In this study, I was not a participant within the research setting but rather an
observer and facilitator of teachers’ voices and reflections. While my prior experiences
could predispose me to certain interpretations, they also allowed me to understand
teachers’ language, challenges, emotional, and instructional choices when using FEPCs
more deeply. This insider knowledge enhanced the depth and sensitivity of my
interpretations, particularly when analyzing teachers’ reflections on trauma-informed
practices. However, I remained mindful of the possibility of viewing the data through my
professional assumptions. To reduce potential bias, I employed reflexive journaling and
regular meetings with my dissertation chair throughout data collection and analysis to
ensure that my explanations were grounded in participants’ authentic voices rather than
my expectations. This balance between professional insight and reflective awareness
ultimately strengthened the credibility and depth of my study’s findings. I also
consistently made my assumptions and documented my reflections to remain aware of
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my positionality and ensure the trustworthiness, transparency, and authenticity of my
conclusions.
Setting

My study was conducted at Mahad Al-Ebtikar School in Makkah, Saudi Arabia.
The school includes five kindergarten (KG) classrooms: one for KG1, two for KG2, and
two for KG3. KG1 classrooms typically serve children aged three to four years, KG2
classrooms include children aged four to five years, and KG3 classrooms serve children
aged five to six years. Each classroom includes approximately eight to 13 children,
depending on the level. This setting was selected for its cultural and educational
relevance. Importantly, this setting enabled my research to fill a significant gap in the
literature on this topic, as there are currently no studies on non-Western educational
contexts. The Mahad Al-Ebtikar School emphasizes Islamic Studies and the Arabic
language and represents a typical early childhood environment in the Saudi context.
These characteristics offer a meaningful setting to examine how teachers perceive and
apply FEPCs in real classroom situations outside of Western environments.

This setting was purposefully selected as a single case study site because it
reflects a typical early kindergarten educational environment within the Saudi context. In
this setting, kindergarten teachers interact closely with young children and implement
daily practices for emotional and social learning. The school provided a naturally
occurring context for understanding how teachers integrate FEPCs in real classroom
situations. Thus, these reasons made the Mahad Al-Ebtikar School ideal for exploring

kindergarten teachers’ lived experiences in depth.
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Policies in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia

As I planned to conduct my dissertation research in Saudi Arabia, I consulted the
policies of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA). Education policy in the KSA aims to
develop human resources and enhance national identity (The Embassy of the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia, 2024). Education policy emphasizes the importance of Islamic values and
incorporates religious teachings into its curriculum at all educational levels. It also aims
to strengthen national identity through history and social studies (The Embassy of the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 2024).

In Saudi Arabia, kindergarten is optional and serves children aged 3 to 6. It
includes three levels of kindergarten (KG; e.g., KG1, KG2, and KG3). These levels of
education focus on developing social, emotional, and cognitive aspects through play and
interactive activities (The Embassy of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 2024). Kindergarten
is followed by primary school (i.e., elementary school). Primary school is mandatory for
children aged 6 to 12 years. There, students learn basic skills in reading, writing, math,
and arithmetic, along with introductions to science and social studies. Students then
continue their education in intermediate (middle) and high schools, which deepen their
knowledge and offer academic and technical options to enhance learning and prepare for
their future career (The Embassy of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 2024).

This system is considered modern and is currently approved in all national
schools in the KSA. Based on my experience, this system aims to facilitate the
application of innovative educational strategies more effectively, as it allows the
academic load to be distributed in a balanced manner throughout the year. These

strategies may include using tools such as FEPCs practices to help children, especially
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those who may have experienced trauma, express their feelings and process their
experiences in a way that is consistent with their cultural and religious values.
Accordingly, this system provides students with sufficient rest periods between classes to
regain their energy and enhances their ability to learn and recover emotionally within an
integrated educational environment.

Ultimately, the Saudi government endeavors to enhance the quality of education
by refining curricula, teaching methods, and evaluation processes (The Embassy of the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 2024). Additionally, it qualifies and trains teachers every
semester to achieve these goals. It also aims to expand the scope of higher education by
establishing additional universities and colleges, as well as stimulating scientific research
and innovation (The Embassy of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 2024). All of these
policies support the continued development of the education system in line with Saudi
Vision 2030, a national initiative aimed at implementing forward-thinking social and
structural improvements. Therefore, it is dedicated to further developing the KSA and
achieving a prosperous society. Finally, these national policies collectively create an
environment that values emotional development, teacher training, and innovative
practices in the kindergarten educational settings. Hence, these are all factors that align
directly with the focus of this study and justify the selection of Mahad Al-Ebtikar School
as the study site.

Participants and Recruitment

The participants were purposefully selected to align with my study’s focus on
understanding how kindergarten teachers in Saudi Arabia utilize FEPCs to support young
children’s well-being. This study included six kindergarten teachers at Mahad Al-Ebtikar
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School in Makkah, KSA. The small sample size was appropriate for a qualitative case
study. It also allowed for in-depth exploration of each participant’s perspectives and
experiences while maintaining a manageable data set for detailed analysis. Participants
were selected based on their willingness to participate and their interest in using FEPCs
in their classrooms. Additional selection criteria included teachers who had previously
participated in a professional development training on the use of FEPCs with young
students and had begun integrating the cards into their daily teaching practices. Clearly,
the eligibility criteria required that participants (1) be full-time kindergarten teachers at
Mahad Al-Ebtikar School; (2) have attended the FEPCs training sessions before data
collection; and (3) be actively using FEPCs in their classroom settings. Moreover,
fluency in Arabic was also important to ensure clear communication and accurate
expression of their reflections during interviews.

Finally, these criteria emphasized that all participants possessed both the
knowledge and practical experience necessary to provide meaningful insight into the
application of FEPCs within early childhood settings. All participants were female
kindergarten teachers. Their ages ranged from 24 to 51 years, and their teaching
experience varied from a minimum of two years to a maximum of 16 years in early
childhood education. This diversity in age and professional experience contributed to a
range of perspectives on the use of FEPCs in classroom practice. Exclusion criteria
included failing to provide a narrative response and failing to complete the training or
pre- and post-surveys. Two teachers were excluded because they did not answer all of the

questions during the interview. This purposeful inclusion and exclusion process indicated
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that the sample represented teachers with direct and relevant experience in implementing
FEPCs. Thus, it enhanced the depth and contextual relevance of the data.
Recruitment Procedures

Recruitment for this study began after obtaining approval from first my
dissertation advisor, Dr. Tomoko Wakabayashi, and then the school principal of Mahad
Al-Ebtikar. Next, I contacted the principal to explain my study. Then, with her support,
an invitation and an information sheet were shared with all kindergarten teachers at the
school (see Appendix C). The information sheet briefly explained the study’s goals, what
participation involved, and participants’ rights, including the right to withdraw at any
time without penalty. No signatures were required (participation was based on informed
consent and voluntary agreement). The consent form briefly described the purpose and
objectives of the research, assured that no recordings or photographs would be used, and
outlined participants’ rights, including the right to withdraw at any time without
repercussions. Moreover, I outlined detailed steps for my study, including timelines for
recruitment, intervention, data collection, and analysis. This outline included the
scheduling of training sessions and two surveys, the period of FEPCs implementation,
and the times set aside for interviews and feedback collection.

After that step, the school principal and I chose the best day and time to meet with
the teachers to train them in how to elicit children’s emotional expressions using FEPCs
in the Summer of 2025. This training included (1) an overview of childhood trauma and
its impact on emotional development; (2) introduction to FEPCs and their purpose; (3)
how to use FEPCs with young children through games and discussions; (4) strategies to

help children recognize and name emotions using the cards; (5) examples of age-
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appropriate questions and classroom applications; (6) benefits and limitations of FEPCs
in trauma-informed settings; and (7) opportunities for teachers to ask questions and share
ideas.

After obtaining permission from both the school and the university’s IRB
approval (see Appendix D), an online information session was held to provide additional
clarification about my study. Initial contact with the participants was made through the
school principal, who helped facilitate communication. In addition, in order to ensure
privacy and voluntariness, the principal was not involved in any stage beyond forwarding
the initial invitation. Thus, I met with each interested teacher privately and individually
via Zoom to explain the study procedures, answer questions, and obtain their verbal
informed consent prior to data collection.

Teachers were informed about the study and invited to participate voluntarily.
Consent was obtained digitally through an online form shared via official school
communication channels. During the informational meeting, I emphasized the voluntary
nature of participation, confidentiality, and the absence of any video or photographic
recordings. Teachers who expressed interest were scheduled for professional
development training sessions on the use of FEPCs. Two training sessions on using
FEPCs introduced participants to the tools and demonstrated how to implement them in
trauma-informed classrooms. These sessions included slides, demonstrations, and
discussion (see Appendix C). These sessions, which were held virtually via Zoom,
explained the study and answered questions.

Participants completed a brief survey before the training to assess their initial

understanding (see Appendix A) and another survey immediately after the training to
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evaluate what they had learned (see Appendix A). These surveys focused on descriptive
rather than inferential statistics. After using FEPCs in their classrooms for several weeks,
each teacher participated in two separate, in-depth interviews conducted remotely via
Zoom to reflect on their experience and provide feedback. Recruitment concluded once
the six teachers, who met the eligibility criteria and expressed continued interest,
consented to participate. Notably, all recruitment, training, and data collection activities
were conducted in alignment with ethical research practices, prioritizing participant
comfort, privacy, and confidentiality.
Rationale for Selecting Saudi Kindergarten Teachers

The selection of Saudi teachers in Saudi Arabia as the focus of my study was
strategic and purposeful. As a Saudi student, my academic pursuits are deeply intertwined
with the cultural and religious fabric of my communities. This cultural identity has
significantly informed the direction of my study. Thus, it led me to seek out research
environments that mirror the cultural and religious environment from which I hail. In this
manner, my paper was deliberately oriented toward Saudi kindergarten schools. These
institutions contrast with the conventional choice of a local, public, American educational
setting. Kindergarten-aged children are at a crucial developmental juncture at which
intervention can significantly alter the trajectory of their emotional development (Salisch,
2001). Hence, my dissertation focused on training this demographic about FEPCs in the
KSA to provide locally actionable, scalable insights in a broader context. Indeed, I would
continue the EFPCs training for Saudi teachers in the future in the KSA. In sum, this
purposive sampling approach aligned with the qualitative case study design of this

research, as it prioritized depth of understanding over breadth of representation.
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Therefore, by focusing on teachers who voluntarily engaged with FEPCs and expressed a
genuine interest in the topic, my study captured rich, context-specific insights that reflect
authentic classroom experiences and cultural perspectives within Saudi early childhood
education. Thus, it leads to prioritizing depth of understanding and contextual richness
over representativeness or generalization.

Data Sources and Data Collection Procedures

This study utilized multiple qualitative and descriptive data sources to explore
how kindergarten teachers in Saudi Arabia understood, implemented, and reflected on the
use of FEPCs. The instruments used included pre- and post-training open-ended surveys,
two semi-structured in-depth interviews with each participant, and documentation related
to the professional development (PD) sessions on FEPCs. These tools were selected to
gather rich, multi-layered data that align with the study’s constructivist orientation and its
emphasis on teachers’ lived experiences.

The first data source consisted of two open-ended surveys administered before
and after the FEPCs training (see Appendix A). Before conducting the training session
via Zoom, | asked all participants to fill out the pre-survey. This survey was administered
through a secure platform (Qualtrics). It was designed to explore teachers’ initial
understanding, expectations, prior knowledge of FEPCs as a communicative tool for
supporting children’s emotional expression, and their perceptions of FEPCs (see
Appendix A). After the training, participants completed a post-survey to assess what they
learned and how their perceptions may have changed. To collect rich and detailed
qualitative data, I conducted two individual semi-structured interviews with each teacher

(see Appendix B). These interviews explored their experience using FEPCs in the
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classroom and their observations of how children responded to the strategies. All
interviews were conducted online and audio recorded (with participant consent) for later
transcription and analysis.

Instruments and Measures

Survey Questionnaire

This study utilized two open-ended surveys, one administered before and one
after the training sessions on FEPCs. A pre-survey was the initial tool in this study,
focusing on exploring teachers’ understanding, expectations, and ideas for using the
feelings/emotion picture cards strategy with young students prior to training. Next, I
conducted two four-hour training sessions and two two-hour training sessions for Mahad
Al-Ebtikar School teachers. These sessions covered the purpose, use, and potential
impact of FEPCs in the classroom, specifically for children who may have experienced
trauma (see Appendix C).

After the training, the post-survey was used to assess any changes in kindergarten
teachers’ understanding and perspectives. Survey questions were developed specifically
for this dissertation and were guided by my research questions and conceptual
framework. Both surveys addressed four key constructs to determine changes in their
perceptions and the effectiveness of FEPCs in facilitating communication with young
students who may have experienced trauma:

1. What FEPCs are (opinions)—teachers’ understanding on FEPCs;

2. How they are used (strategies)—perceived instructional strategies for using
FEPCs;

3. Why they are used (experiences); and
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4. The perceived usefulness of using FEPCs in trauma-informed classrooms
(effectiveness).

Specifically, these constructs directly reflect the study’s aims of understanding teacher
perceptions before and after training and examining how FEPCs might support
kindergarten students’ emotional communication. It focused on the potential benefits,
methodologies, and age appropriateness of using FEPCs from educators’ perspectives.
Although these surveys generated descriptive rather than inferential data due to the small
sample size, they provided a structured way to capture shifts in kindergarten teachers’
thinking across time. It was not designed to make inferences about relationships between
variables.

Each survey contained seven open-ended questions, including prompts about
defining FEPCs, methods of application, purposes of use, and which children are likely to
benefit most from them (see Appendix A). Using purposive sampling, the survey
questionnaire was non-randomly distributed via email to teachers at Mahad Al-Ebtikar
School in the Makkah Region, KSA, to understand their perspectives on using FEPCs
before and after training. For the purpose of my study, I stipulated that participants
should actively use FEPCs and interact with early childhood students after completing the
training. The pre- and post-surveys were distributed via email using Qualtrics, and each
took approximately 10 minutes to complete.

I started the questionnaire with a welcoming note to express my gratitude towards
the teachers at Mahad Al-Ebtikar School in Saudi Arabia for their participation. My
written introduction emphasized the voluntary nature of the study and the anonymity of

the responses, setting a tone of mutual respect and cooperation. Participants also
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completed six demographic questions only on the pre-survey to provide context, such as

their years of experience, grade level taught, and educational background. This

demographic data aimed to understand the diversity within the participant pool and how

it might have influenced their perceptions and usage of the FEPCs. Table 3.1 summarizes

the data collection components:

Table 3.1

Conceptual Scheme for Study Methodology.

Method Participants Number Purpose Procedure Data Analysis
Explorm’g Conducted .
2 Surveys teachers online via Descriptive
Pre-and post- (before and understanding Qualtrics comparison
surveys after training  and before and (no statistical
about FEPCs) perceptions of . testing).
after training
FEPCs
One-on-one in- Eélvgi?ziﬁgrlsg Conducted via
. . Zoom (audio Transcription
depth Semi- (2 per teacher  implement recorded) and thematic
Structured kindergarten = 12 total) FEPCs and ADDIOX. 3 (’) 45 analvsis
Interviews reflect on their PP OX- YIS
. minutes each
1mpact
Teachlr}g and Conducted via
describing Zoom using a
. FEPC &
- . 2 Online . structured .
Training Session . strategies and . Not applicable
Sessions how to appl PowerPoint
them in y presentation;
no recordings
classrooms

The diversity of my data collection methods ensured a robust examination of the

topic from various angles. In my initial recruitment phase, after obtaining IRB approval

to conduct the research, I mailed explanatory and invitation letters to the principal of

Mahad Al-Ebtikar School, asking her to distribute the letters to potential participants who

agreed to participate in my interviews and surveys.
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Individual Interviews

The second major data source I used in my study conformed to in-depth,
phenomenological model proposed by Seidman (2019), which involved multiple
interviews with participants. Each participant engaged in a series of two individual semi-
structured interviews (a total of 12 interviews), conducted via Zoom. The interview
questions were developed based on the conceptual model, the literature on art-based
interventions, and the goals of the FEPCs training sessions. The protocol was piloted with
one early childhood teacher before data collection. Thus, minor adjustments were made
to clarify wording and improve the flow of questions. I had previously piloted this
interview approach and found that participants were both willing and able to meet two
discrete times, especially since the meetings were conducted via Zoom.

The semi-structured interviews were guided by open-ended questions that allowed
participants to reconstruct and reflect on their experiences using FEPCs in their
classrooms. According to Seidman (2019), “at the root of in-depth interviewing is an
interest in understanding the lived experience of other people and the meaning they make
of that experience” (p. 9). Also, Seidman (2019) emphasized that in-depth interviewing
“affirms the importance of the individual without denigrating the possibility of
community and collaboration. Furthermore, it is deeply satisfying to researchers who are
interested in others’ stories” (p. 14). It can also help participants reconstruct the details of
their experiences by asking follow-up questions. The revised interview protocol was
further adapted from the initial protocol to continue exploring teachers’ experiences with

using the FEPCs with their young students (see Appendix B). Each interview lasted
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approximately 30 to 45 minutes and was audio-recorded with participant consent for
transcription and thematic analysis.

Moreover, according to Seidman’s (2019) approach, each interview should have a
distinct purpose. The first interview should be focused on “the context of the participants’
experience” (Seidman, 2019, p. 17). This interview explores the participant’s
background, relevant previous experiences, and any past exposure to the phenomenon.
The goal is to place the participant’s experience within a broader personal and
professional context. Second, interview two allows “participants to reconstruct the details
of their experience within the context in which it occurs” (Seidman, 2019, p. 17). This
session focuses on participants’ actual engagement with the phenomenon under
investigation. Questions should be asked regarding the specifics of their experience(s).
The goal is to capture vivid and detailed accounts of what happened in practice.

Third, interview three, which should be focused on “Reflection on Meaning,”
encourages the “participants to reflect on the meaning their experience holds for them”
(Seidman, 2019, p. 20). The final interview prompts participants to reflect on their
experience. For instance, in this study, participants were asked to reflect on what the use
of FEPCs has meant to them professionally and personally. Moreover, they were asked
how their perceptions of teaching and emotional communication may have shifted, and
what long-term insights or applications they see from this experience.

Although Seidman’s (2019) approach calls for three interviews per participant, to
streamline the process for a dissertation timeline and to ease the time burden on
participants, I merged interviews one and two, keeping the third interview separate. Thus,

I conducted two interviews with each participant, resulting in 12 total interviews. The
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protocols for both interviews were based on the structure outlined by Seidman and
tailored to the specific context of the study (see Appendix B). This approach emphasized
understanding participants’ lived experiences and the meanings they construct from them.
Professional Development (PD)

The professional development (PD) session training program on FEPCs served as
an additional source of contextual data. These two online training sessions provided
instructional demonstrations, opportunities for discussion, and structured guidance for
using FEPCs in trauma-informed classroom settings. Although the PD sessions were not
designed to generate formal research data, these sessions played an important role in
preparing participants for the implementation of FEPCs and in establishing a shared
instructional baseline across participants. The content and sequence of the PD sessions
informed the development of survey questions and interview items; as a result, they
provided participants with opportunities to interpret, learn, and reflect.

Finally, for accuracy, transparency, and cultural appropriateness, all instruments
were prepared in English and then translated into Arabic. The Arabic versions were
reviewed as an IRB requirement by a bilingual expert familiar with research and
educational terminology to ensure clarity and equivalence in meaning. As a native Arabic
speaker, I conducted all interviews in Arabic to support participants’ comfort and
authentic expression. This bilingual process emphasized that the data collection
instruments aligned with participants’ linguistic needs while maintaining fidelity to the
study’s conceptual design.

In sum, the combination of data collection instruments created a robust set of data

sources that allowed for triangulation. They also provided deeper insight into teachers’
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evolving perspectives and experiences. These instruments were intentionally selected and
designed because they directly map onto my research questions and conceptual model.
Thus, they allowed the study to examine how teachers’ understanding of FEPCs changed
over time, how they applied the tool in practice, and how they interpreted its usefulness
in supporting young children’s emotional communication within kindergarten
classrooms.

Instrument-Practices. Given the global increase in trauma among young people
and its impacts on their early education and childhood development, I sought to use safe
artistic tools, such as picture cards, drawing, or coloring, to help all children express their
feelings, including children who suffer from stress, trauma, or ACEs. I chose the FEPC
strategies because they may help children relieve their psychological stress and tension in
safe ways and without exposing themselves to any harm.

Secondly, it may help teachers understand children’s feelings in a safe
environment. Therefore, teachers can help by communicating with experts and
psychological counselors and finding appropriate treatment for them without the need for
pharmacological intervention. According to Moussa—a professional mental health
counselor with expertise in behavioral and cognitive health services, special education,
and art education—art is vital to the development of emotional intelligence (Z. Moussa,
personal communication, November 11, 2023).

All feelings are essential and natural, with their own energies rather than being
simply right or wrong. People should be aware of their feelings, such as sadness, while
focusing on essential daily responsibilities, such as attending school or work. By creating

art, people can better understand and express their feelings, thereby building a more
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comprehensive emotional vocabulary. This step is crucial for understanding the worth of
each feeling and using art-based activities to explore and share those feelings (Z. Moussa,
personal communication, November 11, 2023). Therefore, there is a need to confront and
discuss challenging issues like grief, loss, depression, challenging topics, and anxiety to
feel connected and less isolated.

Giving children who have experienced trauma creative experiences helps lessen
their problems and enables them to communicate their worries and trauma in secure
atmospheres (Eaton et al., 2007; Kometiani & Farmera, 2020). Additionally, emotions are
essential for communication, understanding, and expressing human thoughts (Lutz &
White, 1986; Singh et al., 2022). Therefore, it is critical to take the necessary steps to
confront this worldwide difficulty and limit the increase in adverse effects on innocent
children who have been subjected to painful trauma by applying FEPCs.

I was keen on finding and providing FEPCs, from blank canvas through to healthy
healing, which could be continuously applied across various locations and practiced with
all children, essentially those who may have experienced trauma. It is essential to include
artistic and art activities to improve mental health and resilience (Z. Moussa, personal
communication, November 11, 2023). To help in this regard, adults can use FEPCs to
explore their own feelings, as well as those of their children (see Figure 3.2). According
to Erdman et al. (2020), “creating a safe environment with consistent routines and
establishing trusting, strong relationships give educators numerous tools they can employ
with the children they work with” (p. 18). These tools are beneficial in enabling people to

notice and manage their emotions, like sadness and anger.
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FEPCs, as non-verbal tools, could offer a potentially valuable means for these
children to communicate their feelings without pressure. As they rely on illustrated facial
expressions, FEPCs function as a form of visual art, making it part of an art-based
strategy through which children connect emotionally via images rather than words.

Figure 3.2
Example of FEPCs Used in Participants’ Classrooms.

Because of the deep emotional effects that witnessing or experiencing trauma at such a
young age can have, supporting interventions such as Feelings/Emotion Picture Cards are
necessary to close the communication gap and encourage emotional healing. The need for
practical tools, such as FEPCs, that children can use to safely express their emotions in a

healthy way is critical. Traditional verbal communication may not be viable for young
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children who have suffered trauma; their ability to express complex emotions verbally is
often difficult. This is where FEPCs enter the balance, serving as a bridge for expression
and understanding.
Data Collection Procedures

During this qualitative case study, my data collection followed a systematic,
ethically grounded, and culturally responsive approach. This approach is consistent with
established qualitative research frameworks that emphasize international planning, ethical
responsibility, and sensitivity to participants’ cultural and social contexts (Creswell &
Guetterman, 2019). I designed this process to explore kindergarten teachers’ perceptions,
implementation practices, and interpretations of FEPCs in Saudi early childhood
classrooms. The procedures described below reflect what occurred during my study. The
process also aligned directly with my research questions concerning teachers’
understanding before and after training, their classroom implementation of FEPCs, and
their identification of best practices. Moreover, access to the research site was obtained
through formal approval from both my dissertation advisor at OU and the principal of
Mahad Al-Ebtikar School in Makkah, Saudi Arabia. Once site permission and IRB
approval were obtained, the principal forwarded an email containing an information sheet
and invitation to all eligible participants. To ensure voluntariness and confidentiality, the
principal’s involvement ended after the email was distributed. Teachers who expressed
interest contacted me privately via email or phone, thereby protecting their anonymity
and reducing any perception of administrative pressure.

Following initial contact, I met individually with each participant via Zoom to

explain the study in Arabic-reviewing the information sheet, answering questions, and
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obtaining their verbal informed consent before any data collection. Data collection
consisted of two phases: (1) pre-training survey, FEPCs professional development
sessions, and post-training survey; (2) FEPCs implementation period; and (3) two semi-
structured interviews with each participant. The timeline and procedures for each
component were carefully planned to align with my study’s goal and research objectives.
Phase One

All participating teachers completed a digital pre-survey administered through
Qualtrics before the first training session. This pre-survey gathered baseline information
about teachers’ initial understanding and perceptions of FEPCs, which directly addressed
the first research question of my study: What are kindergarten teachers’ understanding
and perceptions of FEPCs before and after training? Participants also completed
demographic questions, including years of experience, grade level taught, and
educational background, to contextualize their responses.

After that, teachers participated in two online PD sessions, conducted via Zoom,
focused on FEPCs, childhood trauma, and some strategies for supporting emotional
communication in early childhood settings. These sessions introduced FEPCs as a tool,
demonstrated instructional methods, and presented scenarios relevant to Saudi
classrooms. Although the PD sessions were not sources of research data, they served as
the foundation for teachers’ subsequent implementation of FEPCs. Following the PD
sessions, participants completed a post-survey via Qualtrics to assess changes in their
understanding and perceptions of FEPCs after the training. This post-survey data
provided insight into how teachers’ knowledge evolved, thereby further addressing the

first research question of my study.

79



Phase Two

Kindergarten teachers implemented FEPCs in their classrooms for several weeks,
documenting challenges, students’ reactions, and classroom applications. This
information directly aligned with the second research question of my study: How do
teachers describe their implementation of FEPCs, including the challenges, student
reactions, and daily classroom practices? Participants then engaged in two individual,
semi-structured Zoom interviews. The first interview (combined Interview One and
Interview Two following Seidman, 2019) explored teachers’ context, prior knowledge
and experiences, and detailed classroom implementation of FEPCs. This interview
directly addressed the second research question of my study. The second interview
(Reflection on Meaning) focused on how teachers interpreted the usefulness of FEPCs,
the best practices they identified, and the long-term significance of FEPCs in early
childhood settings. Thus, it addressed the third research question of my study: What best
practices do teachers identify for effectively incorporating FEPCs into early childhood
education settings?

All interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ permission and transcribed
verbatim. Participants were then invited to review a summary of their interview
transcripts via WhatsApp for member checking to verify accuracy and provide
clarifications. This process strengthened the credibility and trustworthiness of the data.
Furthermore, throughout data collection, all materials—including survey responses, audio
recordings, transcripts, and communication logs—were stored securely. Electronic data
were password-protected and stored on encrypted devices, and only I, as a researcher, had

access to them. No identifying information was linked to the findings. In summary, my
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data collection procedures were intentionally structured to support a deep, nuanced
exploration of teachers’ evolving understanding of FEPCs, their classroom
implementation experiences, and their identification of best practices. These procedures
ensured that all data gathered directly aligned with my study’s research questions,
conceptual framework, and qualitative case study design.

Table 3.2
Data Collection and Analysis of Data

Week1  Week 2 Week 3 Weeks 4-13  Weeks 14-15 Week 16  Week 17
Meeting  Meeting The second  Using First one-on-  Second Using
withthe  with section of FEPCs in one in-depth  one-on- FEPCs
school’s  teachers, training, their interview one in-
principal  pre-survey, post-survey classroom with 6 depth
and field and first and using teachers. interview
proposal  section of  FEPCs in Using FEPCs  with 6

training. their in their teachers.
classroom classroom

Data Analysis Strategies

This study was situated within a broader inquiry focused on how kindergarten
teachers perceive their experiences using Feelings/Emotion Picture Cards to support
emotional communication with all children, especially those who may have experienced
trauma. My study sought to understand their perceptions, experiences, and interpretations
of using FEPCs in Saudi early childhood classrooms. Accordingly, for this analysis
specifically, qualitative thematic analysis and descriptive survey analysis were employed
to address the three research questions regarding: (1) Teachers’ understanding before and
after training; (2) Their implementation experiences; and (3) Best practices identified for

FEPCs use.

81



Data Analysis

Data analysis in my study followed a systematic, iterative, and interpretive
process aligned with qualitative case study methodology. Interview recordings were first
transcribed verbatim, and survey responses were downloaded from Qualtrics and
organized into files. I engaged in an initial round of open coding to identify recurring
concepts. This step was followed by axial coding to cluster related ideas into broader
categories that reflected teachers’ understanding, implementation practices, challenges,
and emerging best practices related to FEPCs. Themes were continually refined through
constant comparison across participants. Therefore, it ensured that patterns accurately
represented the lived experiences of kindergarten teachers in Saudi early childhood
classrooms. This analytic process was guided directly by the three research questions,
which focused on changes in teachers’ understanding, descriptions of FEPCs
implementation, and reflections on best practices. Notes, training materials, and
contextual insights from the PD sessions also supported analysis by providing additional
interpretive depth.
My Approach

I analyzed the data using a qualitative methods approach, including a thematic
analysis of the interview data and a descriptive analysis of the survey responses. This
dual-method identified significant changes in teacher perceptions and student behavior.
Concurrently, thematic analysis explored the nuanced impacts of FEPCs on children’s

communication skills, as reported by the teachers.
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Descriptive Comparison Analysis of Surveys (No Statistical Testing)

The pre- and post-training surveys were analyzed descriptively to examine
changes in teachers’ perceptions across four dimensions: (1) opinions about FEPCs, (2)
strategies for use, (3) personal experiences, and (4) perceived effectiveness. Given the
small sample size (n = 6), inferential statistics were not appropriate. Instead, I used
simple descriptive comparison techniques, such as visual charts and thematic summaries,
frequency descriptions, and conceptual grouping of responses. Therefore, these
descriptive patterns helped illuminate shifts in understanding that were later triangulated
with interview narratives to address Research Question 1.

Qualitative Analysis of Interviews

Interview data were analyzed using an inductive thematic analysis approach, as
described by Braun and Clarke (2006). They stated that “Thematic analysis is a method
for identifying, [analyzing], and reporting patterns (themes) within data. It minimally
[organizes] and describes your data set in (rich) detail” (2006, p. 6). This method allowed
patterns and themes to emerge directly from participant narratives rather than imposing
pre-defined categories. The analysis followed six steps: (1) familiarizing myself with the
data; (2) generating initial codes; (3) developing themes; (4) reviewing themes; (5)
defining and naming themes; and (6) producing the final report.

I developed themes based on the participants’ responses to my research questions
by using Dedoose, a qualitative data analysis software. This method supported the coding
process and efficiently managed data organization. Thematic coding was done in two
rounds. The first round, Open Coding, was exploratory in nature and involved line-by-

line coding of the participant’s language to test major codes. The second round, Focused
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Coding, involved refining and grouping codes into overarching themes that align with the

research questions. This process helped organize the data for retrieval and analysis.

Therefore, this qualitative approach was well-suited to understanding participants’ lived

experiences and generating practical and theoretical insights into trauma-informed

emotional communication tools in early childhood education.

Examples of Round 1: Open Coding. Open coding involved line-by-line

analysis of the transcripts, and initial codes captured the teachers’ language and ideas.

“Children choose cards more easily than words.”

“Teacher uses cards during morning circle time.”

“My student shows sadness through picture cards instead of speaking.”
“Teacher uncertainty about using FEPCs for trauma cases.”

“The children developed a common language.”

“Children have started using the cards without guidance.”

“FEPCs gave me a clear idea of their condition before we started our daily
activities.”

“I now have a permanent corner/area for emotion cards.”

“I don’t have enough time to use FEPCs for each child.”

“I’ve noticed that some children are afraid to express their feelings, even
with cards.”

“Children need more time and consistent encouragement to use FEPCs.”
“I would link the card to a story or religious value, such as compassion or
helping others. This helped the children understand emotions in a way that

resonated with their culture.”
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e “The child now knows how to name his feelings.”
Examples of Round 2: Focused Coding. In the second round, related codes were
grouped into broader, more analytical categories.
1. “Increased emotional awareness.” (Developed from codes about naming
emotions, children choosing relevant cards).
2. “Instructional routines supporting FEPCs use.” (Derived from codes about
morning circles, group discussions, and teacher prompts).
3. “Barriers to implementation.” (Related to uncertainty, lack of experience, and
time constraints).
Theme Development and Findings Structure
I then consolidated the focused codes into overarching themes. Here are the final
themes of my study:
e Theme 1: Growth in teachers’ understanding of FEPCs after training.
e Theme 2: FEPCs as a catalyst for emotional expression in kindergarten
classroom practice.
¢ Theme 3: Instructional practices and daily classroom routines supporting
FEPCs implementation.
e Theme 4: Challenges and contextual limitations in trauma-informed
implementation.
e Theme S: Emerging best practices for using FEPCs in early childhood.
e Theme 6: Teachers’ reflections on emotional growth.

These themes directly map the research questions of my study.
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Integration of Data Sources

The final analytic story emerged by integrating descriptive survey results with
qualitative interview themes. For example, survey improvements in “recognizing FEPCs
benefits” were connected to interview narratives describing how children used the cards
to express emotions. Similarly, classroom barriers reported in interviews were associated
with lower post-survey confidence among some participants. Therefore, this integrative
process emphasized that the findings represented both surface-level descriptive shifts and
deeper interpretive insights. Furthermore, code validation occurred through multiple
strategies, including: (1) rechecking codes across transcripts for consistency; (2)
triangulating surveys, interviews, and PD content; (3) member checking through
transcript summaries; and (4) maintaining a reflexive journal documenting coding
decisions.
Organization and Rationale for Reporting the Findings

The final themes were organized according to the temporal and conceptual logic
of the research questions. Themes about kindergarten teachers’ initial understandings
appeared first (Research Question 1), followed by themes about using FEPCs (Research
Question 2). Then it concluded with themes of best practices among young students and
meaning-making (Research Question 3). Thus, this structure reflects both the conceptual
model and the progression kindergarten teachers experienced during the study.

Conclusion

To ensure trustworthiness and strengthen the credibility of my findings, multiple

strategies were employed throughout the study. Member checking was conducted by

sharing interview summaries with participants via WhatsApp. Thus, it allowed teachers
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to verify accuracy and clarify interpretations. Triangulation was achieved through the use
of multiple data sources—pre- and post-surveys, two interviews per participant, and
documentation from the PD sessions—to cross-validate emerging themes. In addition,
reflexive journaling was used throughout the process to document my positionality,
assumptions, and analytic decisions. Hence, this reflexive ensured transparency and
minimized the influence of researcher bias. As a native Arabic speaker researching
Arabic-speaking teachers, I also took linguistic and cultural nuances into account during
both coding and theme development. Moreover, the use of a consistent interview protocol
and systematic coding procedures enhanced dependability, while maintaining an audit
trail of analytic steps strengthened confirmability.

In addition, ethical considerations were central to every phase of my study. IRB
approval was obtained prior to recruitment, and site permissions were granted site
permissions. Participation was entirely voluntary, and consent was obtained verbally after
participants reviewed the bilingual information sheet. This process was translated and
checked for accuracy by a qualified bilingual reviewer from the IRB center. All
interviews were conducted privately via Zoom to promote comfort and privacy.
Additionally, no video recordings or photographs were taken, and the audio recordings
were stored securely in a password-protected system on encrypted devices accessible
only to me, the principal investigator. Participants’ names and contact information were
used solely for scheduling and member checking purposes and were not linked to the
research findings. Furthermore, all data were stored digitally and were retained securely
for the period required by IRB regulations before being permanently deleted. Through
rigorous analytic methods, careful attention to credibility and trustworthiness, and strict
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adherence to ethical guidelines, my study ensured that the kindergarten teachers’ voices
were represented authentically and respectfully. Therefore, it provided a rich and
contextually grounded understanding of how FEPCs are perceived, implemented, and
interpreted in Saudi early childhood education settings.

In conclusion, the data analysis strategies employed in this study allowed for a
rigorous, systematic, and meaningful examination of how Saudi kindergarten teachers
understood, implemented, and reflected on the use of FEPCs. Through descriptive survey
analysis and inductive thematic coding, the findings present an integrated narrative that is
closely related to the study’s research questions, literature review, and conceptual
framework. Therefore, these findings would offer a culturally grounded understanding of
trauma-informed emotional communication practices in early childhood education.

Finally, with the methodology clearly established in Chapter Three, the focus now
shifts to presenting the voices and experiences of the participating kindergarten teachers.
Chapter Four reports the findings of my study through six integrated themes that
illustrated how kindergarten teachers understood, implemented, and reflected on their use
of FEPCs in trauma-informed classroom settings. These findings provide the foundation

for the broader interpretation and implications discussed in my last chapter, Chapter Five.
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CHAPTER FOUR

FINDINGS

Introduction

Chapter Four presents the findings from my qualitative case study. The study
examined how kindergarten teachers in Saudi Arabia understood, implemented, and
reflected on the use of Feeling/Emotion Picture Cards (FEPCs) to support children’s
emotional communication. Chapter Four is organized around the three research questions
guiding my study (see Table 4.1). It integrates data from pre- and post-training surveys,
two rounds of semi-structured interviews with each participant, and contextual insights
from classroom implementation of FEPCs. The findings are presented thematically and
supported by direct quotations from participants to illuminate their lived experiences and
illustrate the meaning they attributed to FEPCs’ use in their early childhood
settings. Although this dissertation is a qualitative case study, I provided frequency
counts where appropriate to indicate the prevalence of patterns among the participating
kindergarten teachers.

Through a constructivist and relativist lens, this chapter first examines how
teachers’ knowledge and perceptions of FEPCs evolved following the professional
development sessions. It then explores how teachers described the day-to-day use of
FEPCs in their classrooms. It includes challenges, students’ reactions, and contextual
influences shaping their implementations. Finally, Chapter Four highlights the best
practices that teachers identified for effectively integrating FEPCs into early childhood

education environments. Together, these themes form a coherent narrative that reflects
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teachers’ developmental journeys in using FEPCs as an art-based intervention tool for

trauma-informed and emotion-based communication with young children. The analytical

framework in Table 4.1 presents the structure, connecting the study’s findings to the three

research questions through its sections, which explain how each theme aligns with each

research question.

Table 4.1

The Set of Analytical Frameworks and the Connections of Each Theme to the Research

Questions.

Research Question 1

(QR1)

Research Question 2 (RQ2)

Research Question 3 (RQ3)

Theme 1: Expanded
understanding and
awareness of FEPCs after
training

Focus on:

e How teachers’
knowledge changed
after training.

e FEPCs’ new
understanding of the
nature of education

e  Gaining confidence in
its use.

e Transforming from
“general knowledge”
to a “clear educational
vision.”

Theme 2: FEPCs as a catalyst
for emotional expression in
kindergarten classrooms
Include:

e How children used FEPCs
to express feelings.

e (Classroom situations
demonstrating a child’s
ability to choose a card.

e Nonverbal expression
(especially for those
affected by trauma).

e How FEPCs helped in
“opening the door” for safe
communication.

Theme 3: Instructional
practices and daily classroom
routines supporting FEPCs
implementation

Include:

e  During circle time, learning
through play, and free
time—how did teachers use
the FEPCs?

e  Their actual teaching
strategies.

e Prompts: Field applications,
questions.

e Integrating FEPCs with
specific situations.
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Theme 5: Best practices

Recommendations for effective

and culturally responsive use of

FEPCs in EC settings

Include:

e  What the teachers learned
during the experience.

e What advice did they give to
other teachers?

e Best practices in everyday
inclusion.

e Effective communication
strategies with children.

e How did they make FEPCs
compatible with Islamic
values and Saudi culture?




Research Question 1

(QR1) Research Question 2 (RQ2) Research Question 3 (RQ3)

Theme 4: Challenges, barriers,
and contextual constraints in
implementing FEPCs
Include:

e Time constraints.

e Lack of experience with
emotions or children
affected by trauma.

e Difficulty in getting some
children to participate.

e Resistance or shyness
among some students.

e Lack of support or
resources.

e  Cultural factors in Saudi
schools.

Theme 6: Teachers’ reflections on emotional growth—their own and their children
Focus on:
e How did the use of FEPCs reflect on teachers’ views of the teaching profession?
e Their feeling that children began to see themselves.
e Children’s acquisition of a language of emotions.
e The development of empathy skills in teachers.
e Increased awareness of the importance of emotional education.

This table serves as a visual tool in Chapter Four to help readers understand how themes
were extracted from the data and how they relate to the research questions. The
framework shows how kindergarten teachers’ beliefs about teaching shape their
classroom practices, professional challenges, and subsequent reflective thinking. Table
4.1 presents these relationships to establish the research structure, which in turn leads to
the detailed thematic analysis.

Theme 1: Expanded Understanding and Awareness of FEPCs After Training

Before facilitating the professional development (PD) sessions, participants (i.e.,

kindergarten teachers) generally had a limited or surface-level understanding of FEPCs.
Most participants associated the cards with simple classroom activities or believed they

were merely visual aids used during circle time or learning corners/areas. Following the
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training, the teachers demonstrated a noticeable shift in how they conceptualized FEPCs.
They also came to recognize them as purposeful and structured tools for emotional
communication, mainly for children who may struggle to verbalize their feelings or who
may have been exposed to trauma. This development directly addressed the Research
Question 1 (RQ1) as it explored kindergarten teachers’ perceptions and understanding of
FEPCs before and after training (see Table 4.2).

Teachers consistently reported that their knowledge expanded in both depth and
purpose. Initially, they viewed FEPCs as “pictures” or “cute cards,” but post-training
reflections revealed a higher-level and more educationally-grounded understanding. One
teacher noted,

“ 5 gl ygan o ST e JSb AU Calal bl 3 jae e Ll Cildlhy 0 adie [ i€ ey il Jd

Lo 50 e Lk g _yony Jibl) ae Loy 8 5101 Ll bS] ity ) 6 lonl) el lgie o 2l

A< —Quote 1. (Before the training, I thought that emotion cards were just a nice

activity for children, but after the explanation and practical application, I

discovered that they are a powerful tool that helps children express their feelings

without having to speak.)

This quote underlined the transformation from seeing FEPCs as entertainment and
fun to recognizing their instrumental role in supporting emotional communication.
Similar shifts were described by all six participants. Their statements indicated strong
consistency across the sample. Another teacher explained how the training clarified the
structured nature of FEPCs’ use. She said,

“ oaic M Jihl oo Ly 46y phay lgshs o (S (i pe | i€ Lo GS) iduand) 3 ) peall ans posinf CuiS

Uiy bl i 5 dnialy il phs (S iy eyl udills A8 pse o JaZ of rsdi biia
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LuwliaJP—Quote 2. (I was using some pictures in the lesson, but I didn’t know

how to use them in a way that would help a child who is stressed or shy. The

training clarified the steps for me and showed me how to ask the right questions.)
Her reflection illustrated how training provided both methodological clarity and
confidence, thereby showing that the training enabled teachers to move from
understanding use to intentional, trauma-informed application.

Moreover, four kindergarten teachers described a deeper appreciation for the non-
verbal communicative power of FEPCs—a safer channel for expression. One participant
stated,

“ dulus) e e ) Dbl lisy Ula Jibl) o cubis Y YY) i Jibl) 530S e seief cuiS

e Lia ) shen g1 58 g2y Lo AN LY Lo puas 428 (0 & s —Quiote 3. (I used to rely

solely on the child’s words before we learned about FEPCs. Now I’ve noticed that

the child sometimes chooses the card that expresses their feelings faster than they

can put it into words, especially children who don’t know how to describe their

emotions).
This recognition is particularly significant in the Saudi early childhood context, where
emotional expression may vary across cultures and languages. All six participants began
to see FEPCs not as supplementary tools, but as vital instruments for facilitating
emotional expression among children with different communication abilities. Participants
further reported that the training reshaped their perceptions of how FEPCs could be
integrated into daily educational practice. As one teacher described,

LoVl LI (punin Joal 555100 b el s sy sumall s Ll ol 5 sog gy ) 3y

8 puilsa g s 44 yhoy 4uudi e _pmy 4435 —Quote 4. (After the training, I understood
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that FEPCs are not just for education; they are a communication tool that makes

the child feel safe and allows them to express themselves in a simple and direct

way).
This quote underscored the sense of empowerment teachers felt in using FEPCs to
establish emotionally safe classroom environments. This establishment is an essential
component of trauma-informed practices.

Finally, five out of six kindergarten teachers highlighted the contrast between
their initial hesitation and their post-training confidence. This shift demonstrated their
growth confidence following training. One kindergarten teacher shared,

“ sl e S il bS D Lol S elidde s £ s pall Y edpld] 6 500 e IS

lypolaina] 6 Ly 1 pumry Crnandi ¢ ST Sl magsii il Line i iS5 ikl —Quote 5.

(I was hesitant at first because the topic was new to us, but when I saw how the

training focused on the emotional aspect and how the cards helped us understand

the child better, I became encouraged and confident in using them.)
Their growing confidence reflected a broader developmental shift; teachers not only
understood FEPCs better but also perceived themselves as more capable of supporting
children’s emotional needs through these art-based intervention tools.

Collectively, the data shown in Table 4.2 indicate a clear and meaningful
expansion in kindergarten teachers’ understanding of FEPCs—from basic awareness to
informed, intentional, and culturally contextualized application. The training provided
them with a framework for recognizing emotions and prompting children’s expression. It
also provided them with a way to navigate sensitive emotional interactions in

developmentally appropriate ways (see Table 4.2). These evolutions in understanding laid
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the foundation for their subsequent implementation of FEPCs in the classroom, which is

explored further in theme two.

Table 4.2

Analysis of Some Participants’ Quotes Under the First Theme of the Study.

Quotes (Q)

Analysis

Research Implications

Q.1: “Before the training, |
thought that emotion cards
were just a nice activity for
children, but after the
explanation and practical
application, I discovered
that they are a powerful
tool that helps children
express their feelings
without having to speak.”

Q.2: “I was using some
pictures in the lesson, but I
didn’t know how to use
them in a way that would
help a child who is stressed
or shy. The training
clarified the steps for me
and showed me how to ask
the right questions.”

Q.3: “I used to rely solely
on the child’s words before
we learned about FEPCs.
Now I’ve noticed that the
child sometimes chooses
the card that expresses their
feelings faster than they can
put it into words, especially
children who don’t know
how to describe their
emotions.”

Q.4: “After the training, I
understood that FEPCs are
not just for education; they
are a communication tool
that makes the child feel
safe and allows them to

This quote clearly reveals the
teacher’s shift from a “superficial
and apparent” understanding of
FEPCs to a “functional and in-
depth” understanding. Before the
training, she viewed the cards as
recreational activities rather than an
interactive educational tool. After
the training, her perception changed,
and she began to see FEPCs as a tool
for non-verbal communication,
especially for children who cannot
express themselves verbally.

This quote shows that the teacher
was using images in an unsystematic
way, without a clear educational
purpose.

As a strategy for providing
psychological and emotional support
to children who exhibit signs of
shyness or stress, she gained an
understanding of how to utilize
FEPCs after the training.

This quote illustrates a crucial point
in early childhood literature:
Children do not always possess the
language to name their feelings,
especially those affected by trauma
or stress.

The teacher realized after the
training that:

* Relying solely on verbal
communication is limiting.

* FEPCs provide an alternative and
safer channel for the child.

Here, a qualitative shift is evident on
three levels:

1. From “educational tool” —
“communication tool.”

2. From focusing on activity —
focusing on feeling safe
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* Reflects the “before and
after” aspect targeted by the
first research question.

* Reveals the impact of direct
training on professional
awareness.

* Demonstrates a new
understanding of the nature
of emotional communication
in children affected by
trauma.

* Training made the use of
intentional strategies more
effective.

« It indicates an increase in
teachers’ ability to support
children with emotional
needs.

« It highlights the impact of
training in providing teachers
with consistent and targeted
strategies.

* A shift in the teacher’s
educational philosophy.

* Supports the idea that
FEPCs are an “emotional
empowerment” tool, not just
a teaching aid.

* Reinforces the importance
of non-verbal communication
in the culture of Arab and
Saudi children.

* Supports the concept of a
“safe environment” — a
cornerstone of trauma theory.
* Reveals a cognitive and
emotional shift in the teacher.
* Connects FEPCs (Family-
Engaged Kindergarten



Quotes (Q)

Analysis

Research Implications

express themselves in a
simple and direct way.”

Q.5: “I was hesitant at first
because the topic was new
to us, but when I saw how
the training focused on the
emotional aspect and how
the cards helped us
understand the child better,
I became encouraged and
confident in using them.”

Q.6: “FEPCs have specific
methods and a clear
objective, especially for
children who have gone
through difficult
circumstances. Although I
was already using facial
expressions with the
students, this is the first
time I’ve learned that
something called ‘FEPCs’
exists.”

Q.7: “Honestly, the
difference is huge. Before
the training, I thought they
were just pictures; after the
training, I learned how to
start a conversation with the
child based on the card they
choose.”

3. From recreational use — art-
based intervention/emotional use
This quote reflects a very deep
understanding of the correct use of
trauma-informed approaches in
FEPC environments.

This quote presents two important
elements:

1. Hesitation before training
(corresponding to a lack of
knowledge/absence of confidence).
2. Confidence after training
(resulting from a deeper
understanding of the emotional
aspect).

This transformation is very
important because it demonstrates
“growth in teacher confidence,”
which is a crucial component in any
successful training in the field of
early childhood education.

Among the organized strategies
(facial expressions), this quote
draws attention to the difference
between natural, evidence, and art-
based practices such as FEPCs:
The teacher realized:

* The difference between
“spontaneous” and “systematic.”

* The importance of having tools to
help children who have gone
through difficult experiences.

This quote illustrates a very
important step in the analysis: The
teacher moved from using pictures
to constructing a dialogue (dialogic
interaction). The dialogue here is not
only linguistic but also emotional
and is art-based (presented by the
child) (choosing a card).

Classrooms) with children’s
daily experiences and
emotional communication.

* Reflects the impact of
training on improving
teachers’ efficiency.

* Reveals a “change in
professional behavior,” not
just a change in thinking.

* Confirms that providing
real-world examples in
training was effective.

* The training shows an
effect on socio-emotional
awareness in children who
may have experienced
trauma.

« It reveals cultural
sensitivity in the teacher
towards affected children.

* The training transformed
the teacher’s communication
skills. It became a
“conversation starter,” as the
literature (FEPCs) states.

« Strongly supported
Research Question 1.

The quotes in Table 4.2 demonstrate how teachers developed their knowledge of

FEPCs through the training program under Theme One. All six teachers who participated

in the study reported experiencing a fundamental change in their understanding of

FEPCs, shifting from viewing them as general or activity-based to using them as
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purposeful, art-based communication tools. The teachers reported that five of six became
more confident when using FEPCs, and four stated that nonverbal communication skills
help children who cannot speak or express their feelings.
Theme 2: FEPCs As a Catalyst for Emotional Expression in Kindergarten
Classrooms

Following the training and exposure to structured FEPCs strategies, kindergarten
teachers described a wide range of ways in which these cards could act as a catalyst for
emotional expression among their students. Their accounts revealed that FEPCs enabled
their students to communicate feelings that they were unable or often unwilling to
verbalize. Particularly, these feelings were communicated when students experienced
stress, anxiety, or signs of trauma. Indeed, the second theme directly reflects Research
Question 2 (RQ?2), which examines how teachers implemented FEPCs. These
implementations included the challenges, students’ reactions, and daily classroom
practices (see Table 4.3).

Across interviews, five of six teachers explained that FEPCs provided children
with what one participant described as a “non-verbal and emotionally safe tool” to
express complex internal states. According to their stories, for many kindergarten
children, especially those who struggled to articulate emotions in words, these cards
became a preferred mode of communication. For example, one participant explained that
by saying,

“ AM3a) ;S UlS Anlias] JioF i Dl § pilie g g p3S Al Lo A JiB)) f il Y

A dihaie 5 by g prds T 20 e L sy Lo Ll o 2MS)) iy Lo (5 (408 e f—

Quote 1. (I noticed that the child who doesn’t speak much goes directly to the
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card that represents his feeling, as if to say to me, ‘This is what I feel,” without
using words ... They often draw the feelings they experience in the art corner).
See Figure 4.1.
Her observation emphasized the important communicative bridge that FEPCs created for
young children who may lack emotional vocabulary or who may experience
communication barriers.

Figure 4.1
Kindergarten Students’ Drawings of Their Current Feelings
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Also, participants frequently described moments when FEPCs enabled their kindergarten
students to express emotions that would have otherwise remained hidden. For instance,
one kindergarten teacher told,

“ il Cyel 5 e Sl ods ilS | LR Y] agie call Lo pu o jad) Al Jiks LS eali¥) oa) 4

das/ g 4d) 4 2" —Quote 2. (One day, a child picked the ‘sadness’ card without

me saying anything. It was the first time I knew he was sad in such a clear way.)
The teacher’s explanation demonstrated how FEPCs discovered emotional states that
teachers would not have identified through typical verbal interactions alone. By
visualizing and picturing feelings, FEPCs helped kindergarten teachers better understand
their young students’ needs and adjusted their teaching approach accordingly.

In addition to enabling individual expression, FEPCs became an integral part of
“group routines and classroom discussions,” one participant explained. All teachers found
that kindergarten children often engaged in deeper conversations when FEPCs were used
collectively during circle time or morning meetings. One teacher described this effect by
stating that

“ LA iy aginns s ab_elis e salSh NELY) s 5lad ¢ gil] Dl 5 CliLal) Lariin Lot

_wii S saJP—Quote 3. (When we used the cards at the beginning of the day,

suddenly the children started talking about their feelings and encouraging each

other. The whole atmosphere changed.)
This finding illustrated how FEPCs supported individual emotional communication as
well as fostered a sense of emotional community among children. This finding is indeed a
key component of trauma-informed practice. Based on kindergarten teachers’ responses

and narratives, they also observed positive changes in children’s “self-awareness” and
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“ability to recognize emotions in peers.” They underlined that through the repetitive and
visual nature of FEPCs, children began recognizing patterns in their own feelings and
those of their classmates. For example, one participant said,

“ gl saelus pling ey agalia ) ) 58 ey dima ALy ) 58 0y Lol AS yiddio 48] JSBY) i jla

¢/sixP—Quote 4. (The children developed a common language. When they see a

particular card, they know that their friend might need help or support.)

This shift in explanation reflects the development of emotional literacy and empathy
among young learners, an outcome that has been widely reported in the literature on art-
based intervention and visual emotion-based tools.

Furthermore, all participants emphasized that FEPCs worked as a “regulation
tool” during moments of distress. Participants described situations where children
proactively used FEPCs during emotional escalation. For instance, one kindergarten
teacher noted,

“linds e gluae Jib 5 ) g by ) L] LR 5 4y (i85 cuad Ledie JILY) asf

de_yuw o cudl se A Quote 5. (When one of the children got angry, he

went to the cards himself and chose the ‘anger’ card. Then we sat and talked
about the reason, and he calmed down quickly.)
This example clarified how FEPCs supported coping and self-regulation, offering

children a constructive outlet for emotional release.
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Table 4.3

Analysis of Participants’ Quotes under the Second Theme of the Study

Quotes (Q)

Analysis

Research
Implications

Q. 1: “I noticed that the child who
doesn’t speak much goes directly to the
card that represents his feeling, as if to
say to me, ‘This is what I feel,” without
using words. ... They often draw the
feelings they experience in the art
corner.”

Q. 2: “One day, a child picked the
‘sadness’ card without me saying
anything...”

Q. 3: “When we used the cards at the
beginning of the day, ... The whole
atmosphere changed.”

Q. 4: “The children developed a
common language. ...”

Q. 5: “When one of the children got
angry, he went to the cards himself ...”

Q. 6: “... children started using the
cards without any guidance.... became
part of their daily routine.”

Children tend to use FEPCs as an
art-based way to express their
emotions without words. FEPCs
and drawing helped them
communicate their feelings safely
and naturally.

It highlighted that spontaneous
emotional expression occurs
through a visual, art-based
symbol.

It reflected how using FEPCs
improved the classroom
emotional climate and peer
support.

FEPCs became shared visual
symbols that helped children
understand and respond to each
other’s emotions.

It showed children using FEPCs
independently as an art-based
self-regulation tool.

It reflected that FEPCs became a
natural, routine-based art activity
in the kindergarten classrooms.

* Supported non-
verbal, art-based
emotional
expression.

* Helped children
with limited
language.

* Encouraged child-
initiated emotional
communication.

* Supported
emotional
awareness.

* Promoted empathy
and emotional
sharing.

* Supported daily
emotional check-ins

* Built emotional
literacy.

* Encouraged peer
empathy.

* Supported
emotional
regulation.

* Encouraged
problem-solving.

* Supported the
sustainability of art-
based interventions.
* Encouraged
children’s
autonomy.

Finally, kindergarten teachers repeatedly described how FEPCs transformed the

overall classroom climate by making emotional expression more accessible, natural, and

normalized. As a result, kindergarten students began to view feelings as something to

share and manage. As one kindergarten teacher summarized,
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“LgilS | e g 5T o gty Clill] ) peiins |5 jla Jh YT 4] g8 4xd 5] CiS Lo I o i)

Aga st (o £ _ja <L’ —Quote 6. (What I didn’t expect was that the children started

using the cards without any guidance. It was as if they had become part of their

daily routine).

In sum, Table 4.3 demonstrates a summary of the findings under the second
theme of my study. It shows that FEPCs serve as a powerful compound for emotional
expression. Using FEPCs may allow young children to express core situations, participate
in feeling discussions, and practice emotional regulation. Participants’ reflections
indicated that FEPCs enhanced communication and played a crucial role in building
emotionally responsive, trauma-informed early childhood environments.

Theme 3: Instructional Practices and Daily Classroom Routines Supporting FEPCs
Implementation

There were no formal instructional practices provided to the participants during
the professional development sessions; rather, general tips and broad examples on
suggested FEPC use were provided. The kindergarten teachers who participated in this
study integrated FEPCs into their daily instructional routines in multiple intentional and
spontaneous ways, demonstrating how the cards functioned as a flexible pedagogical tool
rather than a stand-alone activity. Their narratives revealed that FEPCs became
embedded within the rhythm of the school day. Thus, using them shaped their morning
routines, transition periods, moments of conflict resolution, and emotional check-ins.

The third theme that emerged expanded RQ2, which was focused on the practical
strategies that teachers used to incorporate FEPCs into early childhood settings. It then

emphasized how these strategies supported kindergarten children’s emotional interaction
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(see Table 4.4). Throughout the interviews, participants explained that FEPCs quickly
became a central part of their “morning routines,” with kindergarten children using them
to express how they felt at the start of the school day. Based on participants’ descriptions,
I found that this practice was valuable to them for identifying emotional states early and
adjusting instructional interactions accordingly. One kindergarten teacher described,

“ e daials 5 S8 ilhe | LLED 138 o gad o _pad Ay Uy Jib S 5h Lia gy 10 U s

L) iy [ai i agill"—Quoote 1: (We started today by having each child choose a

card that expressed their feelings. This gave me a clear idea of how they were

feeling before we began our day).
Thus, this routine allowed teachers to anticipate potential challenges, support children
experiencing sadness and anxiety, and reinforce positive emotional readiness among the
group.

In addition, participants integrated FEPCs into “transition moments,” such as
moving from free play to structured activities and from playing to activity areas. These
transitions could often be emotionally charged for young children. Hence, FEPCs helped
smoothen out the process safely. For example, one kindergarten teacher stated,

“ods Cuaelu ab ysuid e _yund Al LR/ agie calb) i€ ¢ RS N DL o JIEGYS e

AN LLEY A 43 g gy A LY e L goai s Sl ¥ s bl 5 il gy 8 il i)

4isa’—Quote 2: (When transitioning from one activity area to another, I would

ask the children to choose a card that expressed their feelings. This helped to calm
their tension, especially among children who refused to give up an activity they

loved).
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This example stressed the use of FEPCs as a regulatory tool that supported smoother
behavioral and emotional transitions. A significant instructional practice reported
involved using FEPCs during “individual emotional coaching.” Participants stressed that
when a kindergarten child struggled with frustration, conflict, or disappointment, teachers
used FEPC:s to initiate conversations about the child’s feelings. One participant
described,

“edlia j o e j Jib (B IS 13l (5 eni laams DLl LSy 4l e Liall 58 )] sles 4]

i gal) gellai yaii &Sy Llha) LR/ i e bu’—Quote 3: (If a child is upset with a

classmate, I bring them along and let them choose a card. Then we have a short

conversation about why they chose the card and how we can resolve the
situation).
These interactions fostered emotional literacy, conflict resolution skills, and empathy—
key components of trauma-informed practice.

Furthermore, participants also used FEPCs during “story time and thematic
lessons,” integrating them into literacy, art, and social-emotional learning activity
areas/corners. For instance, when reading a story about a character experiencing emotions
such as “fear, joy, sadness, ” etc., teachers asked their kindergarten children to choose
FEPCs that matched the character’s emotional state. One participant stated,

“ ray LLA 38 daadll 8 Cluasidl )i e s Al (g Ly JSLY) L) daad [ 6] Lt

(e ddy phay e liall ) sagds JbY) Jrny g dlelii 43S/ Lail—Quote 4: (When I read a

story, I let the children choose a card that represents a character’s feelings. This

made the story more interactive and helped the children understand emotions in a

deeper way).
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Therefore, through this integration, FEPCs supported comprehension, empathy, and
vocabulary development.

Additionally, four participants emphasized that FEPCs became especially
powerful during “conflict resolution” among most of their kindergarten children.
According to their interview responses, when disagreements arose, children were
encouraged to use the cards to express their emotions before discussing solutions. One
kindergarten teacher explained that

“ llia HIS L3 Clfllall e g s Ul po 45 e Likall 58 ) dand ectlillod] ol S ) ptie s

S i lasey e e il LSy Jib SS 5 e Liall dibiol 58l = 5 i e B Y (o <R

Ar—Quote 5: (I now have a designated corner/area for cards. If there’s a

disagreement between the children, we go to the corner/area, and each one

chooses a card that represents them. Then we start thinking of a solution.)
Her strategy—which included a small mirror, a prompt asking, “What do you see?” and
FEP images for children to choose from on a classroom table demonstrated in Figure
4.2—helped mitigate the conflict and provided a structured way for children to articulate
their perspectives. Moreover, participants believed that FEPCs played a role in helping

children “self-regulate.”
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Figure 4.2
An Example of an Activity Area that One Participant Created in Her Classroom to
Encourage the Use of FEPCs Among Her Kindergarten Students.

All participants observed that some kindergarten children independently

approached the FEPCs station during emotional distress, even without their prompting.

For example, one participant remarked,
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“ dic pai SlLh] 4o 5 ) pa Yl e liadl dibial 4udi po cuads flial Lo S illh da 4

saebue plin/ S oo 4ilS'5 e Loz s AL La2es —Quote 6: (I have a child in my

class who, whenever he’s upset, goes to the cards and chooses a picture. Then he

comes and shows it to me, as if to say, ‘I need help’).

This pattern indicated that FEPCs became internalized as an accessible emotional outlet

that young children could use independently.

Table 4.4

Analysis of Participants’ Quotes under the Third Theme of the Study

Quotes (Q)

Analysis

Research
Implications

Q. 1: “We started today by having each
child choose a card that expressed their
feelings. ...”

Q. 2: “When transitioning from one
activity area to another, ...”

Q. 3: “If a child is upset with a classmate,

E3]

Q. 4: “When I read a story, I let the
children choose a card that represents a
character’s feelings. ...”

Q. 5: “I now have a designated corner/area
for cards (FEPCs). ...”

Q. 6: “I have a child in my class who,
whenever he’s upset, goes to the cards and
chooses a picture. Then he comes and
shows it to me, as if to say, ‘I need help.’”

FEPCs are used as an art-
based emotional check-in
(morning routines) at the start
of the day.

FEPCs as a calming tool
during transitions.

FEPCs support emotional
dialogue and conflict
resolution.

It reflected the integration of
FEPC:s into storytelling as an
art-based learning activity.

It showed the value of a safe,
art-based emotional space.

Kindergarten children used
FEPCs independently to seek
help.

* Supported daily
emotional awareness.
* Helped teachers
respond early.

* Supported smoother
transitions.

* Reduced emotional
tension.

* Encouraged
reflection and
communication.

* Supported peaceful
problem-solving.

* Connected
emotions with
literacy.

* Deepened
emotional
understanding.

* Supported
emotional safety.

* Encouraged shared
problem-solving.

* Supported non-
verbal help-seeking.

Finally, participants also highlighted that consistency in the routine use of FEPCs

strengthened children’s emotional vocabulary over time. Their narratives showed that
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regular exposure helped kindergarten children identify and express their own emotions
and comprehend the emotions of others. Then, this shift could support both emotional
expression and broader social-emotional development.

In conclusion, Table 4.4 shows that FEPCs were seamlessly integrated into
kindergarten teachers’ daily classroom routines. Therefore, the opportunity to engage
with FEPCs offered children structured yet flexible opportunities to express emotions,
communicate needs, and develop emotional awareness. Through these daily instructional
practices, FEPCs functioned as a multimodal tool (see Table 4.4). Accordingly, this tool
supported their communication, behavior regulation, relationship building, and trauma-
informed responses within their classrooms.

Theme 4: Challenges, Barriers, and Contextual Constraints in Implementing FEPCs

Although participants expressed strong gratitude for the value of FEPCs, they also
faced several challenges. Participants stated that these challenges shaped how effectively
they could use the strategy in their classrooms. Also, I found that these challenges
emerged from the structural, cultural, and practical realities of working in Saudi Arabian
early childhood settings. Theme four addressed the key aspects of RQ2. Thus, this theme
illuminated the barriers participants faced, offering insight into the contextual complexity
of integrating FEPCs (see Table 4.5). One of the most frequent challenges that
participants mentioned was the “limited time within the daily schedule.” Kindergarten
teachers explained that while FEPCs were beneficial, using them required committed
time for emotional conversations. They also said that time was often constrained by

curriculum pacing, assessments, and administrative expectations. Per one participant,
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“ Jond IS g sl 58 Y 1A o plhaal] o lial] 5 ALV faa and e 5 sl g Lo gy Lilia/

JbY] grand e lin Luls”—Quote 1: (Sometimes the school day is so busy with

activities and required curriculum that I don’t have enough time to hold an

emotional support session for each child).
This challenge highlighted the tension between the relational, child-centered nature of
FEPCs and the structured demands of the curriculum.

Participants also described difficulty “supporting children who displayed
hesitation or emotional avoidance,” particularly those who may have experienced trauma
or were naturally shy or unconfident. FEPCs created opportunities for expression, but not
all their young students were immediately comfortable using them. For example, as one
kindergarten teacher shared,

“ Jsbl by Gaaling ., ClLL s oas e lie S g e O s8R0 JELY) e of cilis Y

s caii’—Quote 2: (I’ve noticed that some children are afraid to express

their feelings, even with cards. They need more time and consistent

encouragement).
This example reflected wider findings in trauma-informed literature. Indeed, it suggested
that emotional expression must be scaffolded gently and consistently, especially for
children with limited emotional vocabulary or a history of trauma who lack the emotional
intelligence to process their adversities appropriately, or are reluctant to express their
emotions due to cultural norms (e.g., expectations that boys should not cry or girls should
never get angry).

Another challenge centered on “teachers’ confidence and previous training.”

Although the FEPCs’ training sessions increased the kindergarten teachers’ awareness,
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two of them felt they were learning as they went, mainly when addressing sensitive
emotions. One of them explained that
“ o Gl e pued il 5 pliss JL YT Lal sk Y eculilUadl) iaes po Jolail (i lin/ Liliaf
ae/ i plin/ il us) cuasl’—Quote 3: (Sometimes I’m unsure how to handle
certain cards, especially when a child chooses one that expresses fear or anger. I
feel I need more in-depth training). This reflects training for dealing with
emotions like fear and anger, not necessarily on how to use the cards.
Her insight underscored the need for continued PD and ongoing coaching in trauma-
informed emotional interaction. Participants also faced “cultural considerations” that
impacted FEPC’s utilization. In Saudi classrooms, emotional expression is often
influenced by social expectations and family upbringing. One teacher described that by
saying,
“ iagie oS dals Cigsdl o) o ad) Sie el ge alSD aglil G G sy Y e LY /A Y] lans
e gl Alhy agio calhy g Jibl) aa y Ledie 4 sein daly) CiiSE | Cinada [l () pdiny 2g7Y
o s2’—Quote 4: (Some parents don’t like their children talking about feelings
like sadness or fear. They think it’s a sign of weakness. So, I used to have
difficulty when my child came to school and asked for a card or tried to express
his feelings).
This barrier pointed out the importance of cultural responsiveness and the need for
broader community education about emotional development.
Furthermore, “managing group dynamics during FEPCs use” was a notable

challenge. According to participants’ narratives, when their young students used FEPCs
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in group settings, several students became curious or overly reactive to their peers’
emotional choices. One outstanding quote was,

“ Limpuas el a) s 38 5 S aia o i3S Ll o sian il agians iy JSL YT Ulan

e lie 68 L o way Lo AIP—Quote 5: (Sometimes children ask each other,

‘Why did you choose that?’ and this embarrasses some of them, especially those

who do not like to share their feelings).

This quote suggested that while FEPCs promote emotional sharing, children also need
guidance in respecting boundaries and maintaining psychological safety. Additionally,
participants claimed that a smaller but meaningful challenge involved “resource access
and sustainability.” Some participants also indicated that they lacked printed sets of
FEPCs or needed replacements when cards were damaged. One kindergarten teacher
remarked,

“ yaell delh ) cinin) A 5 | g i GIIS y A0S 5] IS e i a7 il an

O e 320 gid”—Quote 6: (My cards tore or some of the images got lost due to

frequent use. I had to reprint them several times).

Such logistical concerns can affect the long-term sustainability of FEPCs’ use in
classrooms that rely on physical materials.

Finally, participants argued that the emotional labor involved in “navigating
children’s difficult feelings.” FEPCs occasionally surfaced deep sadness, fear, anger, or
anxiety in kindergarten students—emotions that participants were committed but not
always fully trained to handle. For example, one participant explained,

“ ol cpiad oS oo Ll G il Al esal] S ) pd o Sy L5 i gi] iy LT ik Lof

Lol g Lnall jolial) o Jaleil] 468 4 435 oy 27 s2ic”—Quote 7: (When a child
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chose the ‘fear’ card and started crying, I felt the weight of responsibility. I tried

to help him, but I wished I had more training in dealing with difficult emotions).
This example reflected a recurring theme: FEPCs open emotional doors, but teachers
need support and training to walk through those doors effectively.

Table 4.5
Analysis of Participants’ Quotes under the Fourth Theme of the Study.

Quotes Analysis Research Implications

Q. 1: “Sometimes the school day is Time limitations that affect » Showed need to embed

’ . - tools int
50 bUS}; I don’t have enough consistent use of FEPCs. art based ools into
time... routines.
. . Emotional expression takes * Highlighted the need
20 f] t . . .
g{ Zress thseoirrnfee ;:l};ﬁd;en a,fe afraid to time, even with art-based tools for patience and
P £S - (FEPCs). consistency.
. 3: “Sometimes I’m unsure how to It reflected teachers’ need for .
. - . « Indicates need for
handle certain cards ... I feel I need deeper training when emotions advanced PD
more in-depth training.” are intense. ’
. . ts’ . .
Q. 4: “Some parents don’t like their It revealed cultural and parents * Highlighted the need

challenges related to emotional

children talking about feelings ...” for parent awareness.

expression.
Q. 5: “Sometimes children ask each It showed peer-related * Emphasized the need
. . , » challenges that may affect for clear classroom
other, ‘Why did you choose that?’... . , .
children’s emotional safety. norms.
Q. 6: “My cards tore, or some of the  Pointed to the article's * Highlighted the need
images got lost ...” challenges of frequent use. for durable materials.

It reflected the emotional
responsibility that teachers feel
when using FEPCs.

* Showed need for
support and training.

Q. 7: “When a child chose the ‘fear’
card and started crying, ...”

Despite these challenges, in addition to those that are outlined in Table 4.5,
participants consistently expressed a desire to continue using FEPCs and to deepen their
skills. The difficulties they encountered did not diminish their belief in the value of
FEPCs. Instead, they highlighted essential areas for future training, resources, and

systemic support.
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Theme 5: Best Practice Recommendations for Effective and Culturally Responsive
Use of FEPCs in Early Childhood Settings

As kindergarten teachers gained experience using FEPCs in the classrooms, they
identified a set of best practices. They stated that these practices supported effective,
meaningful, and culturally sensitive use of the cards with their young students. I found
that these practices emerged from their classroom experiences, trial and error, emotional
observations, and reflections on what worked best in serving the needs of their
kindergarten students. Theme 5 is directly related to and addresses RQ3. Indeed, it
explored the best practices participants identified for implementing and incorporating
FEPCs into the early childhood education settings (see Table 4.6). A central best practice
repeatedly emphasized by the participants was the importance of “establishing a
predictable routine for the use of FEPCs.” Participants noted that consistency helped
kindergarten students understand the purpose of the cards and made emotional expression
feel natural rather than forced. For example, a participant described that

“ s g gy [ jla g lgrle /g0 p2i LY imluall (pis ) (e s Sl Ciaial Ledie

_SP—Quote 1: (Once the cards became part of their morning routine, the

children got used to them and began using them with greater confidence).
I conclude that implementing this practice could create a safe and stable emotional space
where children know they will be heard and supported.

According to participants’ stories, another best practice involved “using FEPCs as
a part of intentional emotional check-ins,” not only during positive moments but

especially during challenging ones. The participants found that pausing a conflict,
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transition, or escalation moment to use FEPCs contributed significantly to emotional
regulation. Per one participant,

“ Gole dilhy sy g b i i Lo | Guliato JShI) ) 5S Lodic pp Ll 2S5 Y iy Jad/

S0 oy 5 gy JibIP—Quote 2: (The best time to use the cards is when the child is

upset. When we pause and choose a card, the child usually calms down and starts

talking).
The participant example explained one practice that reflected trauma-informed principles
by prioritizing emotional safety and promoting self-regulation. The participants also
stressed the value of “modelling emotional expression.” They found that children were
more willing to share their feelings when they saw their teacher using FEPCs in front of
them. As one participant shared,

“ utly ks LLE 4] ) pung aglea i paill 138 JSLY] S 5 g2 G e ALy L] i€

a¢l LisP—Quote 3: (I chose a card that expressed my feelings before the

children. This made them feel it was something normal, not a test).
Her strategy helped kindergarten students normalize their emotional dialogue, as well as
reduce stigma around expressing emotions, such as sadness, fear, and frustration.

In addition, participants mentioned another critical best practice: “linking FEPCs
to culturally appropriate language and values.” The participants emphasized the
importance of using emotion words aligned with the Arabic language and cultural
understanding of empathy, patience, and emotional support. For instance, a participant
explained that

“ O pagss JbY) Jea f3a g 3 Y saclie of daa ) Jia cdain) dad of dnd dil] Loy )f i€

e 8L4T ulii 4d) yhy e LialP—Quote 4: (I would link the card to a story or religious
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value, such as compassion or helping others. This helped the children understand

emotions in a way that resonated with our culture).

As aresult, I found that by contextualizing FEPCs within cultural frames, participants
strengthened both their emotional and moral understanding. My participants also
identified the essential of “asking open-ended, child-centered questions” when utilizing
FEPC:s. Participants found that, rather than directing or interpreting feelings for their
young students, their goal was to create space for the kindergarten children to articulate
meaning for themselves. As one participant expressed,

Gl S b iy Sl gl 138 Al 38 ST SIS i 5 5 Aedies] S S jus JudP—

Quote 5: (My favorite question to ask my students is: ‘What made you choose

this card?’ This question opens up a lot of discussion).

I found that her approach aligns with the National Association for the Education
of Young Children’s (NAEYC) prescribed developmentally appropriate practices
(DAPs), encouraging autonomy and reflection (Friedman et al., 2022). The educational
principles that support DAPs base their approach on child-centered learning that demands
student involvement and developers who connect emotional development with social
growth and cognitive understanding (Friedman et al., 2022). NAEYC defines a DAP as a
method in which teachers establish learning spaces that honor children's personal needs,
cultural heritage, and current developmental stage while promoting self-directed learning
and active involvement. The framework enables children to develop their reflective
abilities while they establish personal connections between their learning experiences

across different developmental domains.
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Additionally, maintaining a “designated FEPC space” in the classroom was
described as highly effective. Participants noted that having a consistent physical location
signaled to children that it was a safe area for emotional support. One of them noted,

“ 551l () smeng Wl agllad ad g 5aly JULY) la s ccliladl dakaia /oS ) Cuanad” —Quote 6:

(I set up a corner/an area for cards ‘Emotions Area’, and the children started

going there on their own when they felt stressed).

This “Emotions Area” supported both independence and emotional regulation for
kindergarten students. Another best practice repeated by the kindergarten teachers was
“collaboration with families.” Participants explained that FEPCs are even more effective
when families understand their purpose and reinforce emotional language at home. One
participant shared,

gl Al i Jamay Jibal) ae Lo 38 Lo Line ag] = il g Jo U Z8LLasl] 5 ) pua s yf i€

Quote 7: (I send a picture of the card to the parents and explained its meaning to

them. This helps the child use the same language at home).

Although this was not always easy due to cultural variations within the Saudi context, as
detailed in Chapter Three, teachers found that it enhanced the child’s emotional
consistency.

Finally, the participants emphasized that it is important to reflect after having
FEPC sessions, both individually and with children. They found out that reflective
conversations helped children build emotional vocabulary, understand cause-and-effect,
and generalize social-emotional skills to other settings. As one teacher described,

“ agl JibI) IS5 138 il ST & s gall an sig i gl (g ogand il JiBI] LS Lo 2e

e/ S o e Lid—Quote 8: (After the child chooses a card, we have a short
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conversation and return to the topic later in the day. This helps the child

understand their feelings more deeply).

Together, these best practices underscored the thoughtful, reflective, and culturally
responsive strategies that kindergarten teachers used to incorporate FEPCs effectively in
their classrooms.

In the Saudi context, culturally appropriate response strategies may include this
method, which links emotional dialogues to Islamic values that promote both empathy
and self-control, maintain respectful communication about family heritage, and consider
emotional display as an acceptable behavior in our cultural background. Thus, beyond
fostering emotional expression, these practices and strategies helped create classrooms
where emotional safety, empathy, and communication were foundational to children’s
learning experiences. Therefore, I believe these insights provide a practical framework

for educators seeking to implement FEPCs in similar cultural and educational contexts.
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Table 4.6

Analysis of Participants’ Quotes under the Fifth Theme of the Study

Quotes

Analysis

Research Implications

Q. 1: “Once the cards became part of
their morning routine ...”

Q. 2: “The best time to use the cards is
when the child is upset ...”

Q. 3: “I chose a card that expressed my
feelings before the children ...”

Q. 4: “I would link the card to a story or
religious value ...”

Q. 5: “My favorite question to ask my
students is: “What made you choose this
card?’ ...”

Q. 6: “I set up a corner/an area for cards

E3]

Q. 7: “I send a picture of the card to the
parents and explain its meaning to them
Q. 8: “After the child chooses a card, we
have a short conversation and return to
the topic later in the day ...”

Routine built confidence and
comfort.

Highlighted FEPCs as a
calming, art-based strategy.
Reflected that teachers are
modeling to normalize
emotions.

Culturally responsive use of
FEPCs.

Open-ended questioning is a
key strategy.

Showed how the
environment supports
emotional independence.

It emphasized the home-
school emotional continuity.

Importance of the intentional
follow-up for deeper
understanding.

* Supported consistency
in art-based practices.

* Supported emotional
regulation.

* Build emotional
safety.

* Reduces pressure.

* Supported culturally
relevant emotional
learning.

* Encouraged reflection
and dialogue.

* Encouraged self-
regulation and freedom.

« Strengthened family
engagement.

* Supported emotional
processing over time.

In sum, the best practices from participant feedback appear in Table 4.6, which

shows how daily classroom activities used culturally responsive art-based methods. The

table above demonstrates that teachers implemented these practices identically through

their purposeful questioning approach while working with families and establishing

emotional support systems to achieve success with FEPCs.

Theme 6: Teachers’ Reflections on Emotional Growth—Their Own and Their

Children

I noticed that the more deeply participants engaged with FEPCs, the clearer their

understanding of children’s emotional needs and the more they developed a heightened

awareness of their own emotional responses, beliefs, and growth. In this study, deep

engagement was characterized by several points. These points were reflected in teachers’
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intentional and consistent use of FEPCs, their ability to articulate the purpose behind the
cards, their use of open-ended, child-centered questions, and their recognition of FEPCs
as an art-based, trauma-informed communication tool rather than a simple classroom
activity. The professional development training led teachers to move from basic
knowledge to purposeful, informed teaching methods, as reflected in their post-training
reflections, as shown in Table 4.2. Their reflections showed a dual process: (1) children
experienced notable emotional development, and (2) teachers themselves underwent
meaningful professional and personal transformations (see Table 4.7). This theme
enriched my findings by illustrating how FEPCs shaped the relational and emotional
landscape of the classroom. It extended beyond simple instructional practice.

The six kindergarten teachers consistently observed “significant emotional growth
among children,” specifically in their ability to recognize, label/name, and communicate
feelings. They strongly stated that many of their kindergarten children who previously
struggled to express themselves verbally began using FEPCs as a bridge to articulate
complex emotions. One teacher reflected,

“ o iy g Aill] Ly Y1 G 6 50l Le S5 OIS o <o) s ansy i pry Jib) L

e bis’—Quote 1: (The children have learned to name their feelings. Before, they

would say ‘I don’t know,” but now they choose a card and explain to me why they

chose it).
This reflection shift indicated a deeper acceptance of emotional vocabulary and an
emergent sense of emotional awareness and control. Participants also noted

enhancements in their kindergarten children’s “empathy and social understanding.”
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Through their repeated use of FEPCs, their young children became more attuned to their
peers’ emotions. One participant shared that

“ 8 jlgo ptic &) phi e luy O sl olag g dia G 8 g gl o nd] ALy LS aglio j o s Ll

ibl=iP—Quote 2: (When they saw their classmate choose the sadness card, they

started to approach him and try to help him. Their empathy skills developed).
Her explanation demonstrated how FEPCs served as a social-emotional learning tool.
This tool strengthened interpersonal connections and compassion within the participants’
classroom community.

Beyond the children’s growth, teachers expressed deep reflections about “their
own emotional and professional development.” Five of them noted that FEPCs changed
how they perceived children’s behavior, shifting from viewing behavior as “misconduct”
to understanding it as communication. One teacher shared,

“ ] e G G GV ki i peal] e S S S o g ol S8 2] 5 f i)

ibll"—Quote 3: (I discovered that behind every behavior lies a feeling. Before,

I focused on the action itself; now I look for the emotional reason).

This reflection implies a profound shift toward trauma-informed practice and
demonstrates the powerful role FEPCs played in prompting teachers to adopt a more
empathetic, attuned perspective. Teachers also described how using FEPCs fostered

29 ¢¢

“greater patience,” “emotional sensitivity,” and “reflective thinking” in their daily
interactions with children. As one teacher explained,
“ ST 8 < pe i) Gy U 5 e L g JELY) e liia 6 4IST 4S5 DR Clilhl] ae o]
L¢s” —Quote 4: (Working with the cards made me think more about the

children’s feelings and my own. I felt calmer and more understanding).
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Such reflections suggest that FEPCs not only benefitted the children but also cultivated
emotional growth and “professional development” in teachers themselves.

Four kindergarten teachers expressed that FEPCs changed their understanding of
their role as early childhood educators. Rather than focusing solely on academic
outcomes, they began to see themselves as facilitators of emotional development and
healing. One teacher stated,

“ i agds Jibal) e Ll . ST (5 )90 O i gl Y] i mgriall aile 5y 50 gl uiS

ol ¥l sy —Quote 5: (Before, I saw my role as simply teaching the curriculum.

Now I see my role as much bigger ... helping the child understand themselves and

feel safe).

This shift in the kindergarten teacher’s role identity underscored the long-term
significance of FEPCs in shaping her philosophy about her students and practice. The
participants also described emotional moments they experienced during FEPC sessions-
moments of connection, surprise, or even heartbreak. One teacher recounted,

“ CliLhal] 8 S Ll g fsar Chsnan eyuil] 6 F puall o CiilR U Mg i gl iy LR i Lo

44 o) iiS - Lo b S a3 Quote 6: (When a child chose the fear card and said,

‘I’'m afraid of yelling in the house,’ I felt a great sense of responsibility. The cards

opened a door for me that I hadn’t seen before).

The teacher’s reflection showed that FEPCs uncovered young children’s emotional truths
that might otherwise remain hidden; thus, it may harm them. Therefore, it highlighted the
emotional weight teachers carried and their growing ability to respond with compassion

and care.
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Furthermore, teachers expressed a newfound appreciation for the power of non-
verbal communication, both for children and for themselves. They recognized that
emotions often surface before words and that visual tools like FEPCs can bridge gaps in
communication. One participant summarized,

“ S dilhal] | Jihal) agdl lie 2SI 5 Y sa 4if Cale?” —Quote 7: (I learned that I don’t

need to speak to understand a child. A card is enough).

Overall, Table 4.7 shows that participants’ reflections revealed that FEPCs did far more
than serve as a classroom activity. Indeed, it became a transformative tool shaping
emotional experiences, relationships, and professional identity. All participants said they
grew more skilled in interpreting children’s emotional signals, more reflective in their
own responses, and more committed to fostering emotional safety in their classrooms.
Concurrently, their kindergarten children demonstrated increased emotional literacy,

empathy, confidence in expression, and self-regulation.
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Table 4.7

Analysis of Participants’ Quotes under the Sixth Theme of the Study

Quotes

Analysis

Research Implications

Q. 1: “The children have learned to name
their feelings ...”

Q. 2: “ ...They started to approach him
and try to help him. Their empathy skills
developed.”

Q. 3: “I discovered that behind every
behavior lies a feeling ...”

Q. 4: “Working with the cards made me
think more about the children’s feelings
and my own. I felt calmer and more
understanding.”

Q. 5: “Before, | saw my role as simply
teaching the curriculum. Now I see my
role as much bigger ...”

Q. 6: “When a child chose the fear card
and said, ‘I’m afraid of yelling in the
house,’ I felt a great sense of
responsibility.”

Q. 7: “...1don’t need to speak to
understand a child. A card is enough.”

Growth in children’s
emotional awareness
through art-based tools
(FEPCs).

Reflected the increase of
empathy among peers.

Showed a shift in

participants’ understanding

of kindergarten children’s
behavior.

Highlighted teachers’
emotional self-awareness.

Reflected a change in
teachers’ professional
identity.

FEPCs revealed hidden
emotional experiences.

The power of non-verbal,
art-based communication.

* Supported emotional
literacy.

* Encouraged social
connection and support.

* Supported trauma-
informed thinking.

* Supported teacher
well-being.

» Reinforced holistic
teaching roles.

* Supported early
identification of
distress.

* Supported inclusive
emotional practices.

Cooperatively, these reflections highlighted the huge relational and emotional

impact of FEPCs. FEPCs are reinforcing their value as art-based interventions that are
culturally responsive, developmentally appropriate, and trauma-informed tools in early
childhood education.
Summary of Findings

In conclusion, the findings of my qualitative case study presented in Chapter Four
explored how kindergarten teachers in Saudi Arabia understood, used, and reflected on
the Feelings/Emotion Picture Cards as an art-based intervention tool. This tool can then
support young students’ emotional communication. Across the six themes outlined above

(see Table 4.1), the data showed a clear developmental progression in the Saudi
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kindergarten teachers’ perceptions and practices. These teachers shifted from having a
limited or surface-level understanding of FEPCs to adopting a more purposeful,
informed, and trauma-informed perspective after the PD (see Table 4.2). FEPCs worked
as a powerful promoter that enabled children to (1) express emotions non-verbally, (2)
engage in meaningful emotional dialogue, and (3) show increased empathy, emotional
awareness, and self-regulation (see Table 4.3).

The findings also demonstrated that kindergarten teachers integrated FEPCs into
their daily classroom routines through a variety of structured and spontaneous
instructional practices. These practices included (1) morning check-ins, (2) transition
support, (3) conflict resolution, (4) storytelling, and (5) emotional coaching (see Table
4.4). Meanwhile, kindergarten teachers faced several challenges. Some of these
challenges included (1) time constraints, (2) children’s hesitation, (3) cultural
expectations, and (4) the emotional weight of supporting children’s difficult feelings (see
Table 4.5). Despite these barriers, all teachers identified a range of best practices that
supported effective, culturally responsive use of FEPCs. The best practices as described
by the six participants were (1) consistent routines; (2) modeling emotional expression;
(3) open-ended questioning; (4) designated FEPC spaces; and (5) collaboration with
families (see Table 4.6).

In sum, kindergarten teachers reflected deeply on the emotional growth
experienced by both themselves and their students. They emphasized the interactive,
transformative nature of FEPC use in early childhood settings (see Table 4.7).
Consequently, all these findings illustrated the potential of FEPCs. These art-based cards

can act as a trauma-informed, culturally relevant, and developmentally appropriate tool in
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order to strengthen our children’s emotional communication in Saudi kindergarten
classrooms. The themes presented above lay the foundation for further analysis and
interpretation of my study’s implications, which are addressed in Chapter Five.

Next, the findings that exist in this chapter provide a comprehensive
understanding of how kindergarten teachers in Saudi Arabia perceived and used FEPCs,
as well as the challenges and best practices that shaped their experiences. Building on
these findings, Chapter Five moves beyond description to interpretation. It also situates
the findings within the broader literature on early childhood education and visual
emotion-based interventions. Therefore, the following chapter will (1) integrate these
insights; (2) discuss the implications for early childhood educators and policymakers; (3)

identify limitations; and (4) offer recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER FIVE

DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Introduction

The purpose of my qualitative case study was to explore how kindergarten
teachers in Saudi Arabia understand, use, and reflect on the use of Feelings/Emotion
Picture Cards (FEPCs) in order to support young children’s emotional communication. I
used a constructivist framework to examine how these teachers viewed children’s
emotional management in the classroom before and after they completed the FEPC
professional development (PD) session training program in this research. Then, based on
teachers’ interviews, I documented their implementation practices in real classroom
contexts and identified their best practices, which promoted meaningful emotional
expression among their young learners. By centering the voices of the six kindergarten
teachers, I sought to explain how art-based strategies can enhance emotional
communication in kindergarten settings.

In Chapter Four, I presented six major themes that emerged from kindergarten
teachers’ surveys and interviews. Through these themes, I found several substantial shifts
in teachers’ understanding, instructional approaches, and emotional awareness as they
integrated FEPCs into their daily practice. The data demonstrated that FEPCs enabled
children to express their emotions while teaching them empathy, and that teachers gained
an understanding of students’ trauma, which helped them improve their teaching
methods. Building upon these insights, in this chapter, I provide a deeper interpretation of

the findings in relation to the existing literature. Also, Chapter Five discusses the broader
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implications of my study, identifies the limitations, and offers recommendations for
practice, policy, and future research in early childhood education.

Because Chapter Five requires interpretation, explanation, and analysis that goes
beyond mere description, I retained the six themes presented in Chapter Four. However,
some of these themes are discussed together in this chapter due to their conceptual and
analytical overlap. Rather than creating new merged themes, in the discussion section I
integrated the related themes to provide a more cohesive interpretation of the findings of
this study. Specifically, Theme 1 and Theme 6 are discussed together, as both address
teachers’ reported growth in understanding and conceptualization of FEPCs under
Research Question 1 (RQ1). Likewise, Theme 2 and Theme 3 are examined in relation to
classroom implementation and practices under Research Question 2 (RQ2). On the other
hand, Theme 5 is discussed in the context of trauma-informed shifts and best practices
under Research Question 3 (RQ3). Similarly, Theme 4 remains distinct in that it
addresses challenges, barriers, and cultural considerations. Therefore, this approach
maintains the integrity of the original structure of the themes while allowing for deeper
and more integrated analytical discussion.

Discussion

The findings of my study aligned with several prior studies that indicated that art-
based and image-focused interventions create safe opportunities for children to
externalize and process traumatic experiences. However, my present study extended this
literature by shifting the focus from clinical art therapy settings to daily classroom
settings for children. It thus stressed how kindergarten teachers in Saudi Arabia can adapt

FEPC:s as a practical, art-based tool to support young children’s emotional expression.
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I organized this chapter around the three research questions. The findings were
interpreted through the four integrated themes that reflected teachers’ evolving
perceptions, classroom practices, and professional experiences with FEPCs. These
themes, together, clarified how FEPCs function as an art-based communication tool that
supports children’s social-emotional development. First, I addressed the dissertation’s
first research question. I examined six kindergarten teachers” FEPC usage patterns during
two time periods—before and after their training. The findings for my first research
question showed that participants experienced significant changes. These changes were in
their understanding, self-assurance, and professional expertise with regard to interpreting
children’s emotions. Teachers developed their understanding of FEPCs from simple
visual aids to recognizing them as essential artistic components that enable students to
express emotions and communicate through art-based and trauma-informed approaches.

Second, research question two focused on how teachers described their use of
FEPCs in everyday classroom practice. It included their young students’ reactions and
challenges. The findings discussed under this second question demonstrated how FEPCs
were integrated into routines, transitions, storytelling, conflict resolution, and emotional
support moments. This discussion also took into account the challenges teachers faced,
such as time constraints, emotional responsibility, and cultural considerations, which
shaped their experiences with FEPCs.

Lastly, the dissertation investigated through its third research question which
early childhood education practices kindergarten teachers found most effective for
implementing FEPCs in their classrooms. My research findings revealed that

kindergarten teachers used specific methods, including demonstrating practices to
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students (modeling), asking open-ended questions, establishing emotional spaces, and
maintaining regular contact with parents through home—school communication. Overall,
these practices showed kindergarten teachers’ reflective growth and their evolving role in
supporting their children’s emotional expression, even though they are not trained
therapists. Across all three research questions, I underscored the importance of teachers’
voices in understanding how schools can become emotionally safer and more responsive
environments during the discussion. By studying teachers’ perceptions, practices, and
reflections, I focused on the potential of art-based interventions, such as FEPCs, to
support emotional expression and healing among young children—particularly those
whose emotions might otherwise remain unspoken.
The Overall Relationship Between Theories, Literature, and Findings

Interestingly, the findings of my study strongly aligned with and extended both
the theories in Chapter One and the literature reviewed in Chapter Two. Both highlighted
in particular the body of my research demonstrating the value of art-based and image-
supported strategies for helping children externalize, process, and regulate difficult
emotions stemming from traumatic experiences.
Theories and the Findings

The main themes I discovered through my dissertation research illustrated how
FEPCs enabled teachers to develop their knowledge, which led to better classroom
teaching methods and improved their work with children, especially those who face
negative experiences. The themes evolved through multiple stages—their progression

reflected a layered process, as described below.
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Beginning with teachers’ enhanced awareness of their kindergarten children’s
emotional cues, the six participants found that FEPCs provided a safe, expressive
medium for their kindergarten children to externalize their feelings nonverbally. Indeed,
these kindergarten children began using FEPCs with greater openness, fostering deeper
trust between teachers and students and resulting in safer emotional environments, better
communication, and stronger classroom bonds. Teachers modified their teaching methods
as classroom relationships shifted, requiring them to establish FEPCs for their regular
instructional work. Teachers noticed that FEPCs evolved into an essential resource that
assisted children who displayed trauma symptoms by enabling them to express their
distress, control their emotions, and decrease their problematic behaviors. Ultimately, the
teachers of kindergarten students expressed a desire for more training and institutional
support because they understood that ongoing PD and organizational support would lead
to lasting achievement.

The integrated pattern demonstrated a single continuous process that began with
awareness development, moved to communication, then to relationship building, teaching
method modification, and ended with professional growth. Importantly, my research
study contained different themes that maintained vital relationships that support the
theoretical frameworks that guided it. According to Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory
(1978), learning and development result from mediated social interactions, which in this
case the FEPCs functioned as a tool to influence children’s emotional expression and
teachers’ reading of their behavior. The bioecological model, which Bronfenbrenner

presented in 1979, demonstrates how teacher-child interactions at the micro-level create
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effects that spread across classroom culture and child behavior, thereby affecting teacher
professional development.

The universality of facial expressions described by Ekman (2006) underpins why
FEPCs effectively bridged communication gaps in a culturally diverse and linguistically
developing early childhood context. My research findings showed that the universality of
facial expressions, as supported by Ekman’s theory, contains common elements that
enable FEPCs to operate successfully between different cultural groups and with children
who cannot speak or follow emotional control traditions. While there are various theories
related to facial expressions, Ekman’s theory was particularly well situated for this study
for three main reasons: (1) it establishes a systematic method to detect basic emotions by
monitoring facial expressions; (2) it demonstrates how people from different cultures
understand fundamental emotional expressions; and (3) to be transparent, I had personal
access to Ekman’s original book, which I was exceedingly familiar with and had
previously thoroughly analyzed. The theory of Ekman has proven to be highly influential,
yet some educators continue to debate about the complete worldwide occurrence of
emotional facial expressions. Research shows that people express their emotions through
cultural display rules that exist in their social environment. Most researchers support the
existence of core emotional expressions, which makes Ekman's framework suitable for
studying FEPCs in early childhood settings, although scientists continue to debate about
these expressions. This research confirmed and expanded previous findings by presenting
new evidence demonstrating that FEPCs function as expressive tools that deliver
effective results, are effective beyond Western clinical settings, and can be meaningfully

integrated into Middle Eastern kindergarten educational environments.
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In integrating these findings, my study demonstrated that FEPCs generate effects
that extend beyond personal/single actions and short-term moments. Instead, the process
of FEPC:s led to changes that affected the entire emotional environment of a classroom.
These tools enable children to express their unspoken needs, while teachers gain insight
into what was previously unseen. Therefore, the practices of trauma-informed care can
start to develop in early childhood facilities, which normally do not have access to
therapeutic services. The different themes that interacted with one another illustrated that
well-designed visual tools can activate multiple healing processes, fostering social
connections and supporting professional development among early childhood education
professionals.

Literature Reviewed and Findings

Prior empirical studies, explained in Chapter Two, consistently emphasized that
children express themselves through drawing and painting and symbolic images, which
function as visual communication tools that do not require spoken language, bypassing
the limitations of verbal expression (Allen & Tussey, 2012; Eaton et al.,2007; Talwar,
2007; Waller, 2006). My dissertation confirmed these claims and validated these findings
through its investigation of a teacher-operated early childhood program, demonstrating
that FEPCs function as emotional symbolizers within a non-clinical setting in the same
way as complete art therapy protocols. The participants in my study explained that

9 ¢

FEPCs function as tools that “opened a door,” “made feelings visible,” and “gave
children permission to speak.” These explanations mirrored the therapeutic tools

identified in prior research on art-based trauma intervention. Hence, educational
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resources that help students express their emotions through visible art-based intervention
while learning to share their feelings with others.

Moreover, the literature reviewed also stressed that emotional expression through
images not only reduces internal distress but also strengthens relationships and fosters a
sense of safety (Kometiani & Farmer, 2020; Rowe et al., 2017; Sitzer & Stockwell,
2015). The kindergarten teachers in my research study demonstrated the same pattern of
child development through their recorded stories, which showed that children developed
trust, improved their communication skills, and engaged in social interaction when
FEPCs were applied regularly. This idea indicated the underlying benefits of art-based
interventions that can be translated into general classroom settings when teachers are
provided with appropriate training and support.

The literature review also highlighted the importance of contextual and cultural
factors in shaping young children’s emotional communication (Goldner et al., 2021; Lev-
Wiesel et al., 2020). Accordingly, my study contributed a new dimension by illustrating
how kindergarten teachers in Saudi Arabia interpreted, used, and adapted FEPCs within
their own cultural, linguistic, and educational contexts. Overall, my dissertation advances
the literature by simultaneously bridging two gaps: it extends art-based trauma research
(1) into early childhood education; and (2) into the Saudi Arabian cultural context.
Indeed, my study revealed that kindergarten teachers who receive basic emotional
expression tools that match children’s developmental levels can create artistic processes
similar to those documented in therapeutic and clinical art-based studies. Therefore, it
demonstrated that FEPCs function as an effective teaching method that teachers can use

directly in their classrooms to deliver emotional support instruction.
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Summary and Implications of Findings
Theme 1 and Theme 6

Summary of Findings and Interpretation. My findings showed that
kindergarten teachers began the study with a limited and often ambiguous understanding
of FEPCs. The FEPCs served as basic picture tools for these educators, who used them as
additional classroom materials. Yet, after the professional development (PD) training
sessions, teachers reported a clearer, more nuanced understanding of FEPCs as
intentional emotional communication tools. These tools could support their kindergarten
children’s expression, emotional vocabulary, and trauma-related needs. The teachers also
explained FEPCs in more detail, including how they defined and used them, as they
evolved into a catalyst for trauma-informed practice that operated as a purposeful and
standalone resource for students.

This shift in conceptualization suggested that structured training played an
essential role in deepening teachers’ understanding. The participants expressed initial
confusion because they lacked motivation or had not been taught about emotion-based
visual tools, like FEPCs, during their tenure in Saudi early childhood education. The PD
training sessions established a conceptual framework that enabled these teachers to
understand FEPCs as emotional communication tools. These tools went beyond their role
as visual materials, helping children who struggled with verbal expression. The teachers
showed rapid learning progress, which demonstrated that early childhood educators can
acquire FEPCs by directly observing their actions and receiving specific examples. These

Saudi teachers developed a better understanding of their kindergarten students because
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the training provided them with the support needed to use FEPCs—art-based and trauma-
informed methods.

Relationship to the Literature Reviewed. The transformation in teachers’
understanding developed throughout the PD programs, which data showed were essential
for teaching educators to adopt trauma-informed and art-based methods. Also, the shift
toward their teaching methods emphasized more intentional, responsive approaches that
align with recent child development research on trauma-informed educational practices.
The research about art-based interventions that was conducted by both Eaton et al. (2007)
and Waller (2006) examined how adults who understand children’s emotions use less-
stressful communication to help children build resilience. Thus, increased awareness that
teachers described after the FEPCs training aligned with Waller’s (2006) argument that
visual and expressive tools deepen adults’ understanding of internal child experiences
that are often hidden or unspoken. Similarly, Eaton et al. (2007) found that art-based
techniques create an entry point into children’s emotional worlds. As a result, they can
allow adults to perceive distress that might otherwise be misinterpreted as misbehavior.
Therefore, my study extended these findings by showing that even non-therapists, such as
general early childhood teachers, can gain similar insights when equipped with simple
visual tools like FEPCs. Moreover, Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (1978) supported the
idea that tools mediate learning and understanding. As a result, FEPCs acted as a
mediating cultural tool enabling teachers to “see” children’s inner states more clearly and
scaffold their emotional development.

At the same time, my study also extended Eaton et al.’s (2007) work by proving
that FEPC training not only enhanced teachers’ emotional insight but also changed their
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pedagogical decision-making. This idea aligned with the literature advocating for trauma-
informed, emotionally attuned teaching practices. Bronfenbrenner’s model additionally
explained these changes as microsystem-level adjustments shaping children’s social-
emotional outcomes (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Multiple outcomes from previous
studies have shown that early childhood teachers often lack formal training in emotional
or mental health strategies. These outcomes created uncertainty in interpreting children’s
behaviors (Erdman et al., 2020; Kometiani & Farmer, 2020). Hence, consistent with the
current findings, researchers highlighted that explicit modeling and guided practice are
essential for teachers to use emotional tools effectively (Eaton et al., 2007). Indeed, the
teachers’ shift from vague awareness to informed conceptualization echoed findings from
Kometiani and Farmer (2020), who found that visual emotion tools help bridge the gap
between theory and practice by offering concrete, child-friendly methods for emotional
expression.

Additionally, the growth in teachers’ understanding reflected principles of
constructivist learning theory. This theory posits that adults advance in meaning-making
when new ideas connect with prior experience (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019; Vygotsky,
1978). Before training, teachers lacked conceptual scaffolding for FEPCs; however, once
provided with structured knowledge, they naturally integrated the tool into their
worldview. This finding supported the findings by Kometiani and Farmer (2020), who
argued that trauma-informed tools become meaningful to teachers only when

accompanied by reflective dialogue and opportunities for application.
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Theme 2 and Theme 3

Summary of Findings and Interpretation. My findings revealed that
kindergarten teachers integrated FEPCs into their classrooms through a larger range of
intentional and spontaneous instructional practices. Teachers used FEPCs during morning
check-ins, activity transitions, conflict resolution, individualized emotional coaching, and
during small-group time, such as storytelling or reflective discussions. These practices
allowed young children to select cards that represented their feelings and explain the
reasons behind their choices. It also promoted their engagement in interpersonal
conversations with their peers and teachers. Over time, FEPCs became part of their daily
classroom routines rather than isolated or abstract activities.

This diverse use led kindergarten teachers to see FEPCs as flexible pedagogical
tools that were adaptable to multiple instructional contexts rather than confined to a
single structured activity. As a result, their practices reflected emergent, useful creativity
shaped by both training and the lived experiences of classroom interaction. The
integration of FEPCs into spontaneous moments, such as handling conflict or easing
transitions, indicated that teachers internalized the tool as a natural extension of
emotional communication instead of being a scripted program. This pattern also
illustrated how FEPCs supported these teachers’ skills to create emotionally safe
environments. It also supported children in externalizing their internal feelings in age-
appropriate, culturally sensitive ways. Moreover, teachers’ decision to embed FEPCs into
emotionally charged moments (e.g., sibling-like peer conflicts, separation, anxiety)

helped children recognize and honor their feelings. That is, the teachers recognized their
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children’s emotional needs more readily and responded with greater empathy and
intentionality.

Relationship to the Literature Reviewed. The implementation practices
identified in my study mainly align with existing research on trauma-informed and art-
based approaches in early childhood education. The literature reviewed herein
emphasized that children, particularly those exposed to trauma, often struggle with
traditional verbal expression. This challenge made visual-based tools essential for
bridging gaps in emotional communication (Allen & Tussey, 2012). Rowe et al. (2017)
similarly found that expressive visual activities built safety and trust among refugee
children with trauma histories. FEPCs appear to trigger the same underlying therapeutic
mechanisms, safety, connection, and belonging within a regular educational context.
Bronfenbrenner’s microsystem concept (1979) also supports this interpretation, as
consistent relational tools like FEPCs strengthen child-teacher interactions, which are
foundational for emotional development.

In addition, my study’s findings also supported the work of Sitzer and Stockwell
(2015), who argued that trauma-informed pedagogy requires flexible, relational, and
responsive classroom practices—exactly the type of spontaneous FEPC use that Saudi
teachers engaged in. Indeed, my findings paralleled Sitzer and Stockwell’s (2015)
conclusion that art-based wellness programs foster trust, belonging, and peer connection.
In my current study, kindergarten teachers observed that their students became more
willing to approach them, reveal emotions, and engage in social interaction once FEPCs

were integrated into daily routines.
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Furthermore, the way kindergarten teachers incorporated FEPCs into conflict
resolution mirrored research showing that visual tools can scaffold children’s emotional
regulation and help them articulate the feelings underlying problematic behaviors (Eaton
et al., 2007). The teachers’ integration of FEPCs into storytelling, transitions, and conflict
management is also consistent with findings by Kometiani and Farmer (2020). The
research highlighted that emotion cards are most effective when embedded naturally
within daily routines rather than used episodically. The teachers’ adaptive
implementation also reflected Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (1978), which holds that
learning emerges through mediated interactions with adults and peers. FEPCs acted as
mediating artifacts that facilitated co-regulation, shared emotional meaning-making, and
opportunities for guided reflection, principles widely recognized in the literature on
socio-emotional learning (Rowe et al., 2017).

Finally, my study contributed to the limited but growing literature on emotional
communication tools in non-Western contexts. Implementation in Saudi classrooms
added important cultural nuance, as the teachers adapted FEPC practices to align with
Islamic values, Arabic-language expression, and local understandings of emotional
appropriateness. This expanded the cross-cultural literature by demonstrating that FEPCs
are not only transferable across educational systems but also capable of being integrated
into diverse cultural and pedagogical landscapes. In sum, the findings added to the
emerging literature on emotional communication in non-Western early childhood
contexts—an area still underrepresented by demonstrating that Saudi teachers respond

positively and critically to structured training on visual-based emotional tools.
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Theme 4: Challenges, Barriers, and Cultural Considerations in Using FEPCs

Summary of Findings and Interpretation. One of the most memorable findings
was that teachers encountered several challenges while implementing FEPCs. The major
challenges included limited time within daily schedules, children’s initial hesitation or
shyness, varying levels of emotional vocabulary among students, and navigating
culturally sensitive or difficult-to-discuss emotions. The kindergarten teachers also
expressed uncertainty about how to respond when their young children disclosed
emotionally heavy or trauma-related content during FEPC sessions. Additionally, some
of them felt tension between allowing open emotional expression and meeting academic
expectations or administrative demands.

Hence, based on these challenges, I suggested that FEPCs, while powerful,
require more than procedural training; they demand ongoing emotional, cultural, and
professional support. The kindergarten teachers’ initial difficulty in eliciting emotions
from young students reflects developmental realities: many young learners lack the
linguistic or cognitive readiness to articulate feelings, especially if trauma is present.
Cultural norms surrounding emotional privacy may also have influenced their willingness
to openly identify feelings such as fear or sadness. Meanwhile, teachers’ doubts when
confronted with traumatic disclosures point to a need for structured guidance in trauma-
informed practice. The tension between academic priorities and emotional support
highlighted a systemic issue: while teachers valued FEPCs, they sometimes struggled to
balance emotional work with an already demanding curriculum. In light of these barriers,
I found that FEPC use is not purely a technical task but a deeply relational, culturally

mediated process that requires time, sensitivity, and institutional support.

140



Relationship to the Literature Reviewed. These challenges mirrored findings in
the broader literature on trauma-informed and socio-emotional strategies in early
childhood education. Teachers’ reported that FEPCs help children regulate behaviors
resembling trauma manifestations (withdrawal, aggression, shutdown) were consistent
with studies documenting behavioral improvements—following art-based interventions
(Sitzer & Stockwell, 2015; Waller, 2006). Talwar’s (2007) art therapy trauma protocol
(ATTP) model also provided theoretical support—using visual stimuli engages sensory
memory and helps children process difficult emotions, reducing dysregulated reactions.
Teachers’ improbability in responding to trauma-related disclosures was consistent with
existing literature. Based on Sitzer and Stockwell (2015), early childhood educators
frequently feel unprepared for trauma-informed emotional work. Their findings are
especially true in contexts where mental health systems are still developing and stigma
surrounding trauma may persist. Additionally, the nervousness teachers described
between emotional support and academic pressure reflected a global issue—educational
systems often prioritize cognitive development at the expense of emotional well-being
(Waller, 2006). The kindergarten teachers’ experiences reinforced the argument that
effective trauma-informed practices require systemic support. It included administrative
flexibility, ongoing professional learning, and clear protocols for safeguarding children.

Furthermore, children’s reliance on images instead of words mirrored findings by
Talwar (2007). He emphasized that traumatic memories often reside in non-verbal,
sensory form, making image-based expression a more accessible medium for children
(Talwar, 2007). Studies by Lev-Wiesel et al. (2020) and Goldner et al. (2021) also found
that drawings and visual symbols helped children externalize painful experiences and
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communicate emotions they struggled to verbalize. The present study adds new evidence
by demonstrating that FEPCs, though less sophisticated than full art therapy
interventions, operate through similar mechanisms. They reduce emotional load, lower
communication barriers, and create psychological distance that enables children to
express vulnerable feelings safely. Moreover, time constraints have been widely
documented as barriers that prevent teachers from fully integrating art-based practices
into daily routines (Lev-Wiesel et al., 2020). The hesitation children displayed when
asked to identify emotions aligned with research demonstrating that young children,
especially those experiencing trauma, often avoid expressing vulnerable emotions due to
fear, shame, or underdeveloped emotional vocabulary (Erdman et al., 2020).

Finally, the challenges observed in this study enrich the cross-cultural literature
by highlighting how FEPC implementation intersects with local cultural expectations,
religious values, and social norms in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Indeed, the Saudi
cultural context added another layer, as emotional restraint and privacy are valued
attributes in many Arab societies, particularly regarding expressions of sadness, fear, or
family-related struggles. This cultural dimension also helped explain why teachers
reported needing to approach emotional discussions with sensitivity. These findings
support calls in the literature for culturally responsive art-based intervention tools,
arguing that emotional strategies must be adaptable to local cultural frameworks rather
than imported without modification (Lev-Wiesel et al., 2020). The Saudi teachers’
perspectives demonstrated that while FEPCs are beneficial, thoughtful adaptation and

sustained institutional support are essential for success. My study contributes new
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insights by showing that FEPCs, used by general educators rather than therapists, can
support emotional regulation in ways previously observed mainly in clinical settings.
Interpretation of Findings as a Whole

As a whole, the findings of my study present a coherent narrative about how
kindergarten teachers in Saudi Arabia make sense of, implement, and grow through the
use of Feelings/Emotion Picture Cards as an art-based intervention and trauma-informed
tool for supporting young students’ emotional communication. Across all themes, one
overarching interpretation emerges: FEPCs function not simply as art-based materials but
as relational, cultural, and developmental mediators that reshape children’s emotional
expression. These outcomes showed that when teachers are provided with appropriate
training and reflective spaces, they are most likely to integrate FEPCs into their daily
classroom practice. These results can happen in ways that address young learners’
emotional needs while simultaneously transforming their own understanding of child
development.

The teachers’ growth in conceptual understanding suggested that FEPCs unlocked
a language of emotions that had previously been inaccessible to many children and
underutilized by teachers. This finding indicates that emotional communication in early
childhood settings is not limited solely to children’s developmental abilities, but also to
the availability of tools and to teachers’ confidence in using them. These findings implied
that emotional expression is a co-constructed process that depends on teacher scaffolding,
cultural responsiveness, and consistent routines. Based on the developmental shifts
observed among children by the participants, there was an increase in emotional

vocabulary, empathy, and self-regulation. These developmental shifts can be interpreted

143



as evidence that visual tools—FEPCs—can reduce the cognitive and emotional load
required for verbal communication, thereby providing young learners with accessible
pathways to express complex internal states.

At the same time, the challenges that kindergarten teachers encountered point to systemic
and cultural factors that shaped how trauma-informed practices are enacted. Limited
time, academic pressures, and cultural norms surrounding emotional privacy all influence
how effectively FEPCs can be implemented. According to these findings, I suggested that
emotional tools like FEPCs cannot exist in isolation; they require supportive institutional
structures, clear guidelines for trauma disclosures, and a school culture that values
emotional development alongside academic learning. The follow-up teachers’ reflections
on culturally sensitive emotions highlighted the importance of grounding trauma-
informed practices within local cultural frameworks rather than importing them
wholesale from Western contexts.

Theme 5: Emerging Best Practices Recommendations for Effective and Culturally
Responsive Use of FEPCs in EC Settings.

Summary of Findings and Interpretation. According to my findings, teachers
identified several best practices that enhanced the effectiveness of FEPCs: consistent
daily routines, modeling emotional expression, using open-ended questions, creating
designated FEPC spaces, and integrating cards into conflict resolution and reflective
discussions. Saudi kindergarten teachers emphasized that these strategies increased their
young students’ emotional awareness, improved peer interactions, and facilitated more
open communication. Alongside these classroom practices, all participants described a

significant shift in their professional identity, moving from seeing their role as primarily
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academic instructors to recognizing themselves as emotional supporters, guides, and
facilitators of trauma-informed communication. Many of them reflected that using FEPCs
not only helped young students but also transformed their own patience, empathy, and
understanding of young students’ emotional lives.

These emergent best practices recommended that teachers internalize FEPCs not
merely as instructional tools but as relational instruments that guided their daily
interactions with children. Their commitment to routine and modeling indicates that
teachers recognized the need for emotional predictability, an essential component of
trauma-informed training. The shift in professional identity reflected a bigger change:
teachers began to see emotional communication as inseparable from learning, rather than
a peripheral aspect of early childhood education. This transformation indicates that
FEPCs created opportunities for teachers to slow down, observe more carefully, and
listen more intentionally to children’s expressions. The emotional disclosures children
made through FEPCs also heightened teachers’ awareness of the invisible burdens some
children carry. It reinforced their sense of responsibility and emotional attunement.
Accordingly, these insights suggested that best practices did not arise solely from
technical strategies but from teachers’ evolving relational stance—one grounded in
empathy, safety, and trauma awareness.

Relationship to the Literature Reviewed. The best practices identified by the
Saudi participants are closely aligned with research that has consistently highlighted the
importance of predictable routines and safe emotional spaces for every child and those
who may have experienced trauma (Eaton et al., 2007). The need for more training aligns

with Eaton et al.’s (2007) critique that many art-based trauma programs lack structured
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support for facilitators. Thus, Saudi teachers’ emphasis on modeling emotional language
reflected foundational principles of emotion theories, which posit that children learn
emotional expression by observing trusted adults (Ekman, 2006).

Likewise, Kometiani and Farmer (2020) emphasized that the facilitator’s skill
deeply influences the effectiveness of expressive interventions. The present findings
reinforce these concerns (e.g., teachers felt more capable after the FEPCs training, yet
desired ongoing support to sustain trauma-informed practice). These findings extend the
literature by providing evidence from the early childhood education sector suggesting
that schools, not only therapy centers, need systemic professional development to
implement visual emotion tools effectively. The use of open-ended questioning supported
Kometiani and Farmer’s (2020) findings that art-based emotional tools are most effective
when accompanied by reflective dialogue that allows children to elaborate on their
internal experiences.

Finally, the kindergarten teachers’ shift in professional identity also reflected
findings in the trauma-informed education literature. Studies reported that as educators
adopt emotionally supportive practices, they often reconceptualize their roles as co-
regulators and relational anchors for children (Allen & Tussey, 2012). This concept
mirrors the transformation described by kindergarten teachers in my study, who began to
integrate emotional support into their sense of teaching purpose. FEPCs functioned
similarly to other visual-emotional tools documented in the literature, acting as mediating
artifacts that help teachers and children co-construct meaning. These tools create
pathways for nonverbal or hard-to-articulate emotions, supporting children’s self-

regulation and interpersonal understanding (Kometiani & Farmer, 2020). As a result, this
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dissertation demonstrated that when given appropriate training and tools, Saudi teachers
can embrace trauma-informed practices. Therefore, they can harmonize with cultural and
religious values, enriching the global discourse on culturally responsive FEPCs.

In sum, perhaps most significantly, the findings revealed that FEPCs served as
catalysts for teachers’ professional transformation. The kindergarten teachers did not
merely learn a new technique. Indeed, they adopted a new lens through which to
understand their kindergarten children’s behaviors, needs, and emotional experiences.
This shift in professional identity—from instructor to co-regulator and emotional guide—
indicated that FEPCs inherently reshape the relational landscape of early childhood
classrooms. When teachers view emotions as central rather than peripheral to learning,
their everyday decisions, responses, and interactions become more attuned and
empathetic. This relational shift has deeper systemic implications: emotional well-being
curriculum is not an add-on but a foundation of high-quality early childhood practice.

When viewed as a whole, these findings advocated that FEPCs offer a culturally
adaptable, developmentally appropriate, art-based intervention and trauma-informed
approach. Therefore, these findings aligned with global movements toward universal
early childhood education, while also resonating with the values and practices of Saudi
educational contexts. The combined results reinforced the argument that emotional
expression is both a personal and cultural act, shaped by children’s developmental
readiness, teachers’ professional beliefs, and the educational ecosystem in which these
interactions take place. Therefore, FEPCs not only supported the children in this study
but also illuminated broader opportunities for strengthening emotional well-being and

trauma-informed capacity in early childhood settings across the KSA.

147



Recommendations

Based on the findings of my study, several recommendations emerged that aim to
enhance trauma-informed emotional communication in early childhood classrooms
through FEPCs as an art-based intervention tool. Teachers need to receive continuous,
organized professional development that goes beyond their initial training about FEPCs.
My research showed that teachers developed a stronger conceptual understanding and
taught creativity through training. Therefore, additional workshops on advanced
applications, modeling, and reflective dialogue would help them build stronger trauma-
informed competencies. Such sessions should include real-case examples, opportunities
to practice emotional coaching, and guidance on responding appropriately to trauma-
related disclosures.

At the policy level, the research findings indicate that policymakers need to
establish professional learning systems that equip early childhood teachers with
knowledge of emotional development tools, visual communication methods, and trauma-
sensitive approaches through pre-service and in-service training. Teacher preparation
programs need to offer targeted training sessions that teach art-based emotional pedagogy
through classroom instruction and actual teaching practice. The curriculum should
include opportunities for teachers to begin their careers with the confidence to support the
emotional development of their young students. Furthermore, schools should consider
creating clear protocols and guidance documents for responding to emotional disclosures
or trauma indicators expressed through FEPCs or similar tools. My research found that

teachers experience uncertainty when dealing with emotionally sensitive content due to
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policy-based systems. These systems require them to follow specific response protocols,
which safeguard students and reduce teacher stress.
Limitations of the Study

My qualitative case study yielded many important findings on Saudi Arabian
kindergarten teachers’ comprehension and application of FEPCs. Yet researchers must
consider multiple study constraints. The research findings maintain their significance
despite these limitations, which define the study scope and require specific evaluation
methods for result analysis. First, the timeframe limited the sample size and scope, as it is
based on six kindergarten teachers from a single private school in Makkah. While small
samples are typical and appropriate in qualitative research, the restricted number of
participants limits the range of perspectives represented (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019).
Although the goal of this study was not to draw generalizable findings, the timeframe for
conducting the study was shortened because it was a dissertation, reducing the number of
teachers and locations from which I could collect data. The participants in my study
shared the same institutional environment, administrative expectations, and training
conditions, which might have led to similar perspectives among them. Thus, it may
minimize the range of answers participants provided about their difficulties, their cultural
perspectives, and their understanding of trauma. As a result, my research findings might
not accurately reflect the full range of teaching experiences Saudi Arabian teachers
encounter across the country.

Secondly, the study was limited by a short duration of FEPC implementation,
which lasted only weeks. Emotional communication and trauma-informed practices often

require extended time for meaningful transformation. My study could have shown more
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detailed emotional changes in children, new teaching methods, and rising difficulties if it
had run for a longer duration. The kindergarten teachers observed that some of their
young students required additional time to learn FEPC procedures, which might explain
their initial difficulties with this tool. Also, my research findings from an extended study
period would have demonstrated how kindergarten teachers and students sustained their
emotional shifts and whether their educational methods progressed or went back to their
original state. Therefore, a brief data collection period limits scientists’ ability to
determine how FEPCs affect schools in the long run and how they function when
integrated into broader school systems.

The third limitation in my study was the constraints of a single-site case study,
conducting the research in only one school, creating contextual limitations. The Mahad
Al-Ebtikar School operates with specific cultural practices that might vary from those of
other educational institutions in the KSA. The specific features of the learning
environment affected teachers’ comfort levels, attitudes toward FEPCs, capacity to
express emotions, and preparedness to use these tools for teaching. The research results
would have shown different implementation methods and faced various obstacles when
the study included teachers who taught at multiple schools across different public
institutions, rural locations, and diverse cultural settings. The research findings from this
single-site study remain restricted to the particular institutional environment and cultural
setting in which the study was conducted.

Finally, the study participants who joined FEPC training did so by choice, which
might indicate they were more receptive and driven than teachers who chose not to
participate. Therefore, my study findings might have been affected by self-selection bias,
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as it attracted kindergarten teachers who naturally show interest in emotional
communication, which could have made FEPCS seem more effective than it would for
other teachers.

Directions for Future Research

The outcomes from my dissertation study opened up several important research
paths: investigating emotional communication and trauma-sensitive methods, and the
application of Feelings/Emotion Picture Cards in early childhood environments. My
study investigated an emerging field of study because there exists only limited academic
work about art-based interventions, emotion-based visual tools, and trauma-informed
practices in Saudi Arabia and non-Western early childhood settings. The research
directions below outline a sequence of scientific investigations that will help scientists
advance this body of knowledge.

First, future research should use larger study groups that represent teachers
working in public and private schools across various locations in Saudi Arabia. The
research would achieve greater transferability of results by expanding participant
selection to include diverse viewpoints. The field would benefit from longitudinal
research studies that track FEPCs’ impact on emotional development at multiple time
points to determine whether children sustain their emotional development after the
research period concludes.

Second, it is crucial for future work to incorporate direct child data, such as
observations and studying their drawings. Since my dissertation relied on teacher-
reported data rather than direct child observations, future research should seek to capture

children’s voices. This would happen more directly through methods such as:
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e Naturalistic classroom observations.

e Video-recorded FEPC sessions (with strict ethical safeguards).

e Child drawings or artwork as emotional indicators.

e Storytelling sessions using FEPC prompts.

e Child interviews (when developmentally appropriate).
By engaging the children directly, researchers can better understand young learners’
FEPC processing through child-centered research methods, which reveal hidden aspects
adults may not notice. The collection of child-generated data will enable researchers to
study how FEPCs impact students’ emotional vocabulary development, their social
abilities, and their skills for handling difficult situations. Doing so would also allow
researchers to examine discrepancies between teacher perceptions and children’s lived
emotional realities.

Additionally, the research needs to include teachers from different regions,
educational institutions, and teaching backgrounds, as my study included only a few
teachers from one private school. Future research should investigate how the FEPC
operates across different educational settings. The research would benefit from teachers
in public schools and rural areas, as well as international institutions and schools serving
diverse economic backgrounds, because their diverse backgrounds would help scientists
understand how environmental factors affect emotional communication methods. Future
research should consider studying three vital elements, which analyze: (1) children’s
emotional expression based on their regional cultural norms; (2) teachers’ perceptions of
FEPCs in rural and disadvantaged educational environments; (3) and how school

administrators affect FEPC program execution. Research findings would become more

152



transferable through studies that use large qualitative datasets and mixed-methods
research to identify universal educational patterns across different learning environments.

Fourth, along the same lines, longitudinal research on emotional development and
trauma recovery is among the strongest needs emerging from my study. Long-term,
longitudinal research can, in fact, track children’s emotional growth over time. Because
emotional development unfolds gradually, short-term studies may not capture bigger
changes. Future research needs to track four elements which show how FEPC works in
practice: (1) The complete academic year effects of FEPC implementation on children’s
emotional vocabulary growth; (2) the duration children maintain their emotional
development after they discontinue FEPC usage; (3) the initial effects of FEPCs on
children’s emotional control and social bonds when they begin using them; (4) the long-
term advantages of FEPCs for children who have gone through traumatic experiences.
Therefore, longitudinal designs could also examine whether teachers’ trauma-informed
beliefs and practices continue to evolve over time as FEPC use continues.

Moreover, the development of culturally responsive FEPC tools requires
immediate attention, as this need emerged as the most critical in my dissertation. The
FEPCs demonstrated their ability to succeed in Saudi educational settings, but they need
to modify their emotional expression strategies because emotional expression patterns
differ across cultural backgrounds. Future research could focus on:

e Designing Saudi-specific or Arab culturally grounded versions of FEPCs;
e Investigating which emotions from different cultural backgrounds (modesty,

respect, and family honor) should appear in visual representations;
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e Investigating how FEPCs operate through cultural adaptation when deployed in
settings different from their original design.
This line of inquiry could significantly enhance the ecological validity and cultural
sensitivity of emotional tools in Saudi Arabia and other Arab contexts.

Finally, the last direction for future research based on my research is investigating
the role of families and home-school emotional communication. Children learn to
manage their emotions through time spent at home and interactions with family members.
Future researchers should investigate four main areas of study: (1) parental understanding
of FEPCs and emotional communication; (2) their effectiveness in home settings; (3)
their impact on children’s emotional openness; and (4) how parental stress and trauma
affect their emotional expression. The research should focus on three main areas: home-
based FEPC kits, parent training sessions, and collaborative school-home emotional
programs.

In sum, the limitations that I identified in this study directly inform the directions
for some future research. Future studies should address the current study’s limitations,
examine trauma-based visual aids in greater detail, use direct child data, consider cultural
differences, and track children’s development throughout various developmental periods
of their lives. These suggested future research paths can work to establish a
comprehensive study plan to develop new emotional communication techniques for
students in the KSA while generating important results for international research on early

childhood trauma, artistic tools, and their associated frameworks.

154



Conclusion

Looking back, this study opened new doors into how art-based intervention tools
impact young learners, especially where culture shapes education. Instead of relying on
familiar methods, it turned to visual expressions as ways for children to show feelings in
places other than Western classrooms. In this dissertation, I studied six Saudi
kindergarten teachers through an in-depth qualitative examination of their real
experiences with FEPCs. I examined facts collected from interviews and surveys while
truly listening to what each teacher shared about their real-life experiences and moments
engaging with FEPCs. I paid attention to what each teacher felt and thought, and
ultimately learned that the moments they shared were shaped by emotion and creativity.
Through careful questioning, patterns emerged showing how art-visual emotional tools
can shift teacher roles, children’s emotional literacy, and strengthen bonds between
children and adults, while quietly reshaping what a teacher being means there. As a
whole, the findings yielded several key conclusions that are valuable to practitioners,
policymakers, researchers, and early childhood advocates interested in supporting
trauma-informed educational environments.

First, based on the data collected via pre- and post-surveys, I found that early
childhood teachers are capable of developing sophisticated understandings of emotional
tools when they receive meaningful training and opportunities for sustained reflection.
Prior to the intervention, teachers expressed limited or vague knowledge of FEPCs. Most
people viewed them as pictures rather than as art-based intervention tools for teaching.
However, after providing structured PD training sessions, the teachers became more open

minded about FEPCs. Their beliefs and practices evolved most effectively when new
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strategies were introduced; they came to see FEPCs as tools that help children share how
they feel. This change had a significant truth and impact on their delivery of early
childhood education. Kindergarten teachers learned more when they observed new ideas
in use through guided modeling, engaged in discussion with others, and tried them in real
classroom contexts.

A second critical conclusion emerging from my study is the importance of
enhancing emotional communication among young children in Saudi Arabia. According
to data collected via interviews, I concluded that FEPCs offer a developmentally and
culturally appropriate approach. Teachers found that FEPCs provided children, especially
those who struggled verbally, with accessible means to express inner emotional states.
Hence, it demonstrated the cultural adaptability of FEPCs. The teachers recorded how
students improved their emotional vocabulary, their ability to understand others, and their
skills for emotional management and peer relationship development. The research shows
that visual emotional tools help children connect their emotional experiences to their
social abilities for expressing feelings.

The third main finding shows that FEPCs prompted teachers to develop new
professional identities alongside different relational approaches. Kindergarten teachers
began to understand that their role extended beyond academic teaching, as they needed to
provide emotional support and co-regulation, aligning with the principles of trauma-
informed teaching methods. The change required special attention in Saudi education, as
current teacher-training programs for early childhood educators do not include trauma
and emotional health education in their curricula. This study thus highlighted an

important professional development need: teachers must be supported and trained to
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interpret children’s behavior through an emotional and trauma-aware lens. This shift has
the potential to reduce teacher frustration, enhance classroom relationships, and promote
more supportive learning environments for children with adverse childhood experiences
(ACEs) or emotional needs.

The study concluded that the effective use of FEPCs requires institutional and
systemic support. Teachers encountered three main difficulties: managing their time
effectively and maintaining cultural sensitivity, and they needed help processing
students’ trauma revelations while working to meet academic and emotional
requirements. The existing problems indicate that independent teacher work will not
solve the problem, as schools need to develop trauma-informed environments through
institutional and governmental initiatives. Educational institutions that wish to implement
FEPCs or comparable assessment systems need to develop specific guidelines,
educational programs, and administrative support that enable teachers to manage
students’ emotional revelations in accordance with ethical and professional standards.

Finally, my study established that FEPCs function as a teaching method that
provides a comprehensive system for transforming how early childhood programs deliver
emotional support. The findings showed that emotional literacy and trauma-informed
communication should be established as core elements of kindergarten education rather
than remaining as supplemental features in high-quality early learning programs.
Teachers who used FEPCs discovered emotions that students would have otherwise
hidden from view. The FEPCs revealed children’s fear, uncertainty, sadness, and
frustration, helping teachers better understand their needs and make improved

educational choices. This discovery provides vital information about child welfare

157



because FEPCs serve as effective assessment tools, enabling teachers to identify
emotional problems at their onset, prevent psychological harm, and foster emotional
resilience in students.

The findings of my dissertation highlighted the transformative potential of FEPCs
as trauma-informed educational tools within Saudi kindergarten classrooms. The results
also showed that teachers require training in culturally appropriate emotional
communication approaches, while national education systems need to adopt FEPCs, and
scientists must continue studying to develop evidence-based culturally suitable practices.
Ultimately, this study affirmed that early childhood educators who receive appropriate
resources, training, and support systems will have a major positive impact on children’s
emotional growth, helping them express emotions, build empathy, maintain healthy
relationships, and succeed in early childhood settings. The research results show that
early childhood education in Saudi Arabia and globally needs to use visual methods that
are sensitive to trauma while honoring cultural backgrounds to establish supportive
educational environments.

In conclusion, my dissertation found that FEPCs can help young children express
their feelings in the classroom and function as an effective method that enables children
to express their emotions when they participate in classroom activities. Indeed, FEPCs
can work with many cultures and fit into daily school life as a tool that supports
emotional expression among children who have been through trauma. The six Saudi
kindergarten teachers’ narratives about FEPCs explained that it made it easier for

children to talk about their feelings. This art-based tool also changed how teachers
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viewed things, brought teachers and children closer together, and helped teachers respond
more effectively, especially when children had tough days.

These findings match what earlier studies showed about art-based support: visual
and expressive tools can be helpful when trained educators use them, even in settings
beyond therapy. The insights gained from my study underscored the importance of (1)
equipping teachers with practical skills and hands-on training in using art-based
emotional tools such as FEPCs; (2) providing accessible emotional-support strategies,
and the need for ongoing professional development; (3) ensuring school-level support;
and (4) offering culturally relevant training. Lastly, my research added to a growing
global recognition that emotional well-being is foundational to learning. By integrating
tools like FEPCs into early childhood education, kindergarten teachers can help young
children feel seen, heard, and emotionally safe, laying essential groundwork for

resilience, healing, and healthy development.
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Appendixes
Appendix A

Questionnaire Survey (Pre- and post-survey)

Pre-survey (pp. 1-5).

Post-survey (pp. 6-10).
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/1vO8thlg-uCqEM5rwGvbugJRUCli9Rzhy/edit?usp=drive_link&ouid=109920298863341173187&rtpof=true&sd=true

Appendix B

Interviews Protocol and Questions

Questions for Interview One: Background, Beliefs, and Initial Use of FEPCs
(pp- 7-8)
Questions for Interview Two: Practice, Impact, and Reflection on FEPCs Use

(pp. 9-10)
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Appendix C

. Information sheet

FEPCs (Online Training)

. Invitation Message to Teachers

Dear Teachers,

I hope you are all doing well. As part of my doctoral research at Oakland
University, I am conducting a study on how kindergarten teachers use Feeling
Expression Picture Cards (FEPCs) to support emotional communication in their
classrooms.

I would like to invite you to participate in this study. Your participation
would include:

* Attending one online training session (about 4 hours).

» Completing two short surveys: before and after the training.

* Using FEPCs in your classroom for a few weeks.

» Taking part in three in-depth online interviews (each about 30—45 minutes)
during the study period.

Your insights and experiences will be very valuable to this research.
Participation is completely voluntary, and all responses will be kept confidential.
If you are interested or have any questions, feel free to contact me directly.

Thank you so much for considering joining this study!
Kindly,

Ayosha Kadi

PhD Student — Oakland University
aokadi@oakland.edu
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