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Introduction 

 

This book offers a collection of stories especially written for 2- to 3-year-old 

children, who are at a crucial age for linguistic, emotional, and social development. 

During toddlerhood, children acquire a range of basic lexical, grammatical, syntactic, 

and semantic competences that will enable them to fully participate in their particular 

linguistic and cultural communities. Meanwhile, at this age, children already display 

some ability to recognize their own and others' emotions, and to respond to the needs 

and desires of other by engaging in prosocial behaviors, defined as voluntary actions 

intended to benefit another (Eisenberg et al., 2006). Such positive social behaviors 

include helping a person achieve a goal (e.g., by retrieving an out-of-reach object); 

sharing (e.g., by giving up a limited resource such as toys or food); and comforting 

(e.g., by offering verbal or physical support to another) (Dunfield & Kuhlmeier, 2013). 

Numerous studies show that reading aloud supplies a privileged context for 

introducing, fostering, and maintaining dialogue with children about emotions (La 

Bounty et al., 2008; Brownell et al., 2013; Aram et al., 2013; Ziv et al., 2013). 

Children's books describe actions and interactions between people or animals and offer 

a stimulating pretext for talking about the protagonists' mental and emotional states, 

which in turn are grounded in specific everyday situations and experiences that children 

can easily identify with (Dyer et al., 2000). Furthermore, joint reading facilitates the 

initiation of conversations between an adult and a group of children by providing a 

shared focus of interest and attention. Adults enjoy engaging with children’s questions, 
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comments, and observations while reading a book, and this nourishes a virtuous circle 

between motivation, interest, concentration, and enriched conversational trajectories. 

When children feel that their comments are valued and listened to with genuine interest, 

this gratifies and encourages them, and induces them to remain attentive for an even 

longer timespan. 

The main characters in the four short stories comprising “Tom and Bea. Two furry 

friends” are a dog and a cat who have a series of adventures that make them scared, 

happy, angry, or sad, and during which they display helping, sharing and comforting 

behaviors. Each tale follows a classical story schema: after a brief introduction, a 

problematic situation eliciting a particular emotion occurs, and action is undertaken to 

address the problem. More specifically, prosocial action plays a key part in every story 

as the solution to the problematic situation: the story characters act prosocially by 

comforting another who is distressed, providing practical assistance, or sharing their 

personal resources. For example, in “Bea’s ball of wool”, Bea is sad because she cannot 

reach the ball of wool she was playing with, which has rolled under the dresser; Tom 

sees that Bea is looking sad, so he invites her to play with his ball of wool. The Tom 

and Bea stories also feature a rich psychological lexicon (Bartsch & Wellman, 1995) 

that differentiates them from the books most commonly used with or targeted at early 

childhood audiences. The psychological terms in these stories are primarily emotional 

(he gets angry, she is happy, they are bored, and so on), but some are related to 

perception (he hears crying), volition (I was really longing for an ice-cream), and 

cognition (deciding). 
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How to read the book with toddlers:  

conversing about inner states and prosocial behaviors 
 

Based on our own research at nurseries (Brazzelli, Grazzani, & Pepe, 2020), we have 

developed an innovative story-reading format designed for implementation with 

groups of young children. This procedure, summarized in the table below, comprises 

four phases: the creation of a suitable setting in which to introduce the activity, the 

reading of a story, a conversation about the emotions and prosocial actions thematized 

in the story, and a windup stage.   

 

Table 1. The main phases of the reading and conversation activity. 

 

Steps  Activity 

INTRODUCTION The children are settled in a suitable space and the 

reading material is prepared. 

STORY READING A story from “Tom & Bea. Two furry friends” is read 

aloud to the children. 

CONVERSATION The teacher initiates a conversation among the children, 

using the story just read as the starting point for the 

discussion, and asking specific stimulus questions 

about emotions and prosocial behaviors. 

WIND UP The teacher summarizes the discussion and winds up 

the session. 
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The crucial step in the procedure is the conversation about emotions and prosocial 

actions, which is conducted with small groups of young children. Specifically, the 

moderator of the conversation draws on the story content to focus on the expression, 

comprehension and regulation of emotions (Denham, 1998), and knowledge about 

other people’s inner states (Hoffman, 2000), as well as on altruistic cooperation 

(Tomasello, 2009). With regard to the last-mentioned aspect, the conversation will 

touch on the various forms of prosocial behavior (Dunfield & Kuhlmeier, 2013), 

including helping (physical or verbal, in response to an instrumental need), sharing 

(toys or other materials), and comforting (aimed at alleviating another person’s 

distress). The stimulus questions, of which some examples are provided in the table 

below, are designed to encourage the participation of all the children, giving them the 

opportunity to narrate situations in which they themselves, their family members or 

friends, or familiar cartoon or story characters, have experienced the emotion or the 

prosocial behavior being discussed. 

 

Table 2. Example of a conversation about sharing behavior, based on reading the 
story “Bea’s ball of wool” 

 
 Sample Stimulus Questions 
Emotion 
expression 
[Verbal and non-
verbal indicators] 

How did Bea feel in this story? She was sad. 

What was the expression on Bea’s face? 

What face do you make when you are sad? 
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Emotion 
understanding 
[Understanding of 
the causes of 
emotion] 

Why was Bea so sad? 

Have you ever not been able to get something you really really 

wanted?  

How do you feel if you can't play with your favorite toy? 

Emotion regulation 
[Acting to control 
emotion] 

When you are sad, what do you do? 

What can we do to make a sad feeling  go away? 

Prosocial behavior 
[Response to others’ 
emotions, desires 
and needs] 

Did you seen what Tom did? He shard his ball of wool with 
Bea so that they could play together. 

If we see a child who is feeling sad, what can we do to make 
them feel  better? 

What can we do if a friend wants to play with us but they 
haven’t got any  toys? 

 

This procedure, which may seem unusual for use with toddlers, stimulates the 

development of linguistic, emotional, and social abilities. More specifically, given its 

focus on the story characters’ emotional experience and prosociality, it enhances 

children’s ability to reflect on their own and others’ internal states, the relationship 

between private experience and manifest actions and behaviors, and individual 

differences in emotional experience and outward behavior (Hughes, 2011).  
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Let’s play hide-and-seek 
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Tom and Bea are playing hide-and-seek at the playground. 

They are happy and having great fun together! 
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Bea counts "One, two, three… here I come!". 

Bea looks for Tom behind the rocking horse but he’s not there. 

She checks under the slide but he’s not there either.  
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Bea runs over to the trees, but she trips over a stone and falls.   

"Ouch!", yells Bea. She starts to cry, because she really hurt her paw. 
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Tom hears Bea crying from his hiding-place behind a bush.  

He wonders what’s wrong. 

Tom is worried, so he comes out of hiding and goes over to his friend.  
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"Bea, did you hurt yourself?" asks Tom. The kitten nods, rubbing her paw. 

Tom speaks kindly to her, saying  

"Please don’t cry, I’ll help you get back on your paws". 

The two friends go back to their game  

and play happily together once more. 
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Bea’s ball of wool 
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Bea and Tom are playing with balls of wool.  

The wool is colourful and soft. 

They are having fun rolling the balls around the house, running and 

jumping as they go! 

"Tom, look how far I can throw mine!”, says Bea. 
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But Bea’s ball rolls under the dresser. 

She tries to get it back by moving close to the dresser  and stretching out 

her paw... 

but it’s no good, she can’t reach her ball of wool! 
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Feeling disappointed, Bea goes back to her basket. 

She’s upset because she can’t play with her favourite toy any more.  

Bea looks longingly at Tom’s ball of wool.  
 

 



 16 

 
Tom sees that Bea is looking very sad. 

So, he goes over to his friend and asks her 

“Do you want to play with me? We can play catch with my ball". 

Bea is happy and says OK. 
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The two friends begin to play with Tom's ball of wool, 

throwing it from one side of the room to the other. 

But they are very careful now not to let it roll under the furniture! 
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Oh no! My ice cream! 
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It’s a very warm summer day. 

Tom and Bea are feeling so hot that they haven’t even got the energy to 

play tag! 

They are bored, and can’t think of anything to do ... 
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Suddenly, Bea has an idea: 

"Why don’t we go for an ice cream?". 

"Great idea, Bea! An ice cream is exactly what we need to cool down". 
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The two friends set off for the ice-cream stand. 

Bea orders a bowl of chocolate ice cream. 

Tom chooses strawberry ice cream in a cone. 
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Tom is just about to taste his ice cream, 

when a rabbit on a bicycle crashes into him. 

Luckily, no one is hurt.  

But Tom’s ice-cream cone gets knocked on the ground. 

Tom is very sad…  

he was so looking forward to his yummy strawberry ice cream. 
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Bea sees that Tom is very disappointed, so she decides to give him some 

of her ice cream. 

"Would you like to share my ice cream?" she asks 

Tom thinks for a moment, then says yes. 

"Thanks. Mmm, that’s good! I was really longing for some ice cream", 

Tom barks happily. 
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Tom’s sand castle 
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It is a beautiful sunny day. 

Tom is at the beach with his Mom and Dad. 
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Tom loves playing with sand and wants to build an enormous castle. 

He picks up his bucket and spade… and sets to work! 
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He fills the bucket with sand, turns it upside down, and taps it on the 

bottom. But as soon as he lifts the bucket, the castle falls apart.  He tries 

again and again, but it’s no good... The sand castle just won’t stay 

standing! Tom is getting angrier and angrier, he goes red, throws away his 

bucket and spade, and yells "Bother! I can't do it!". 
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"Tom must be feeling really mad" - thinks his Dad –  

"Maybe he needs help to build his sand castle". 

And so, Tom’s Dad goes over to Tom and says: 

"Tom, can I help you?  

Come on, you’ll see that together we can build an enormous castle! 

Are you OK with that?" asks Dad. 
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Tom accepts his Dad’s help and together they get to work. They fill the 

bucket, turn it over, and whack it really hard. "Ready? One, two… three! 

Just look at our castle!", cries Dad triumphantly. 

Tom is overjoyed! With his Dad’s help,  

he has built a wonderful enormous castle at last! 
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