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ABSTRACT

A review of early childhood education theories and programs 

reflected a variety of ideological, conceptual and practical problems 

concerning the education of young children. Among these problems is 
the value of educational procedures which tend to emphasize the play 

way of learning and organizing experiences.

This study was conducted in order to investigate and explore 

relationships between play activities and conceptualization processes.
A selected group of four-year-old children was video recorded 

in a preschool setting where spontaneous play was highly encouraged.

The tapes were then analyzed by means of an instrument designed to 

describe relationships between play experiences and concept formation.

The results of this work supported the literature reviewed and 

indicated that young children do rely on immediate perceptual clues to 

assimilate, organize and conceptualize experiences. They also indicated 

that learning is a cumulative process of symbolic transformation of 

experiences. The study also suggested that a spontaneous play environ

ment indeed constitutes an excellent medium for young children's 

transformation of experiences into concepts.



CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Movements in education .frequently reflect society's beliefs, 

assumptions and expectations concerning the education of its youngsters. 

Values regarding man and his social, psychological and intellectual 

development are implicit in such assumptions and expectations, which 

can be traced or delineated through an analysis of educational aims 

and objectives. The history of education reveals the stress of 
different values at different points in time according to the complex 
web of social, political and economical happenings.

In the 19th century, American preschool education became greatly 

influenced by ideas of Rousseau, Pestalozzi and Froebel. Froebel's 

ideas, emphasizing the concept of development in childhood, the notion 

of education as self-activity and the educational value of play, set 

the basis for the child-centered education in America. Since then, the 

"traditional" nursery school education has been based on the importance 

of play experiences.

In the mid-sixties, the validity of a play-based curriculum 

became deeply challenged by some and greatly emphasized by others. On 

the one hand, were the proponents of the socialization emphasis, 

stressing the need to develop the "whole child"; on the other, were the 

advocates of a cognitively oriented curriculum, implying that learning
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occurs just in the latter and not in the former. Between the two 

extremes, the Piagetian theory attempted to explain play in the context 

of cognitive development, providing a framework which considered play 

activities vital to the process of intellectual functioning as well as 

to physical> social and emotional growth.

Commenting on the value of play for education, Sara Arnaud

pointed out that

The prevailing tendency to regard children's play 
as enjoyable and natural for children 'outside of 
school' when they have nothing more important to 
do and to value play in the preschool chiefly for 
its contribution to socialization and peer relations 
has come under renewed examination in the last five 
years or so.

(Arnaud, 1974, p. 72)

In fact, Evans also mentioned that

...the value of children's play and respect for 
its potential contribution to cognitive and 
affective development seem to have been generally 
reestablished among early childhood educators in 
the 70's. .

(Evans, 1975, p. 59)

This study attempts to explore the development of cognitive 

skills through socialization experiences, in a context where play is 
valued as a child's fundamental activity. From manipulation and 

exploration of environment, to role performing or problem solving 

situations, play experiences were seen as the underlying support for 

the young children's course of development.



Statement of the Prob1em 
This study attempted to provide information concerning the 

"growing belief that play is instrumental in the growth of social and 
cognitive skills" (Rubin and Maioni, 1975, p. 172). It attempted to

describe Conceptualization.processes as observed in children's selected/ / - . , ■ ■ ■ .
play activities, exploring relationships between play experiences and 
children's learning processes.

Significance of the Study 

Many article mention the value of play experiences as signif

icant for concept formation and development but fail to specifically 

describe or illustrate such statements. Other articles acknowledge the 

importance of play for socializing experiences but.fail to explicitly 

point out young children's attitudes and relationships in developing 

social concepts and skills. Many authors have observed and described 

children's play activities but very few (Rubin and Maioni, 1975) have 

compiled and interpreted data on play behavior, taking into account 

specific and relevant categories essential for children's social growth 
and development of cognitive skills.

More research based on observations, descriptions and analysis 

of children's play behavior: needs to be done. As Rilley mentioned, "on 

the record, there is little in the way of reports on play research. . ... 

If play is to be understood it must, above all, have its own explanatory 

framework. It needs its own theoretical identity established as an 

outcome of serious study. It is . . , a behavior in search of an
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explanation" (1977, pp. 109, 115). And as Sutton-Smith further 

acknowledged, "we really need thousands and thousands of video tapes" 
(1975a, p. 23).

Assumption

The central assumption is illustrated in a theoretical model 

presented by Smith, Goodman and Meredith (1976). This model, based on 

the already tested assumption (Piaget, 1962., 1968) that child develop
ment goes through stages of increasing growth and complexity, is 

presented as follows: "Increasing experience leads to increasing

conceptualization, which leads to increasing communication heed, which 

leads to increasing effectiveness in communication" (Smith, Goodman and 

Meredith, 1976, p. 17).

Limitation of the Study

This study is an essentially descriptive one as it focuses on 

observations, descriptions and interpretations of one group of 4-year- 

old children. It concerns one "case study" ["A case may be an individual, 

a type, a group Or an institution." (Best, 1970, p. 120)], and the 

researcher does not attempt to make generalizations. Therefore, the 

fact of selecting one school setting and one group of 4-year-old children 

does not constitute a limitation but is a condition intrinsic to the 
study.

The duration and number of observations on selected play areas 

and activities is acknowledged by the researcher as a limitation to the 
Study.



Definitions

Experience: a continuous succession of meaningful interactions with

the environment, leading to a process of growing, thinking and 

learning, related to the individual’s physical, psychological, 

social and intellectual spheres of development.

Development: a gradual and ordered process of growth involving all

aspects of life. In Piaget's terms, implies the interrelation

ships of four basic factors: maturation, experience, social
■ ' " linteraction and equilibration.

Thinking: process originated on experience; method of intelligent

experience (Dewey, 1966); interiorized intelligence (Piaget, 

1976b). Process through which one is able to derive new 

categories of experience from old ones.

Learning: continuous process of interiorization of experiences;

reconstruction of experience (Dewey, 1966); one way of 

acquiring knowledge as function of experience (Piaget, 1976b).

Play: an essential medium for learning; fundamental activity of the

child (Piaget, 1971); one way of dealing and interacting with 

environment, getting meaningful experiences, acquiring knowl
edge and achieving competence.

Perception : process of acquiring information from the environment;

interpretation of sense data on the basis of the rules derived 

through personal experience. A type of concept formation 

(Spitzer, 1977).



Conceptualization (concept formation): a major aspect of transforming
experience into symbol (Smith, Goodman and Meredith, 1976); 

the fundamental process through which humans organize their 

experiences into functional categories.



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Introduction

In the mid-I960's, early childhood education suffered the 

.impact of many facts and factors which have lead to a reconsideration of 

its meaning and purposes, and have energized and boostered the education 

of young children. Among the significant socio-political happenings at 

that time, the civil rights movement brought to the attention of the 

public the poor academic achievement and the inadequate education many 

children were receiving. At the same time, educational psychologists 
and researchers in child development were ready to provide data support

ing the conviction that early environmental stimulation plays a crucial 

role in young children's cognitive development, providing also a ■ 

credible rationale for educating children under 6 years of age (Evans, 

1975; Elkind, 1976). .

In this context, vasts sums of federal monies and substantial . 

energies and efforts were invested and channelized in order to help, 

ameliorate and enhance children's intellectual.abilities and competence, 

at a very early age, specially those from minority groups and from 

poverty backgrounds. As Evans noted, "the name of the game was 'early 

intervention'" (1975, p . .2). Early childhood programs flourished and 

expanded in the 1960's, evidencing a tremendous variety of philosophical



backgrounds and theoretical assumptions which determined the most 

diverse methods and procedures for dealing with and teaching young 

children. Curriculum models were developed and implemented and most of 

them were essentially concerned with ways of educating "disadvantaged" 
children.

Reviews and.analysis of ECE programs showed the variety of 

values,, goals, considerations and definitions which lead to. confusion 

and misinterpretation in the field. Evans (1975), Spodek (1977), and 

Parker and Day (1977) presented a sound analysis of the diversity in 
Early Childhood Education, commenting on its implications and 

proposing basic guidelines for program planning and curriculum construc

tion, presenting as well a framework for a conceptual analysis of early
childhood programs. While Evans focused on the issues of what (program

content), how (methodology), when (timing), who (personnel and staff) 

and where (setting) of early education, he stressed that the "most 

overriding question relevant to the five issues above is the why 

question" (Evans, 1975, pp. 32-33). Spodek, reviewing curriculum 

conceptions and construction, emphasized that

The continuity present in early childhood education 
can be seen in the persistent concern of programs for
one of the two types of goals for young children.
One concern has been for the support or stimulation 
of growth and development. The other has been for 
achieving specific learnings. What has changed over 
time or from program to program is how growth has 
been conceptualized or what particular learnings were 
considered important.

(Spodek, 1977, p. 116)
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Parker and Day stressed the need and benefits of a systematic

conceptual analysis, noting however, that detailed conceptual analysis

is not sufficient for understanding and comparing programs.
Observations of children's activities in the 
preschool setting are also essential... Conceptual 
analysis can be used to guide initial observation 
of children's activities in the preschool, and 
these observations can, in turn, be used to refine 
the dimensions used in conceptual analysis.

(Parker and Day, 197.7, pp. 462-463)

David Fontana remarked that in examining the literature for a

"formulation of a set of clear objectives in nursery school education,

we find the cupboard surprisingly bare." Citing other authors, Fontana

commented on their criticism concerning "those vaguer phrases of child

centered theorists" who

...invoke the 'needs' of the child as a starting 
point for a curriculum dominated by play and free 
experience... while those 'needs,' '.interests' and 
'growth'... are not good starting points for 
curriculum planners because such terms are far too 
vague and ill defined, while free 'play,' as a 
central activity of curriculum content, is too 
diversified and non-serious (i.e., too lacking in 
ethical value).

(Fontana, 1976, p.. 27)

Other sources of literature presented the opposite criticism,

pointing, e.g., that

...in implementing early childhood education (ECE) 
programs, the emphasis often has been on academic 
growth. Pressure has been placed on teachers to see 
that.young children demonstrate gains in reading, 
writing and arithmetic... while such programs... 
need to emphasize affective growth and effective 
social skills.

(Hunter, 1977, p. 141)
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Concerning the controversy and misunderstanding as illustrated 

in the examples above, Edythe Margolin acknowledged that some crucial 
issues have .grown into dilemmas of sizable proportion in ECE, and she 

mentioned that reconciliation of these problems can be "pivotal to the 

direction of further development in the field." Among such issues, she 
pointed out

...first, an erroneous impression that a division 
exists between intellectual (or cognitive) pursuits 
and exploratory play behavior, that one has 'mind- 
making ’ properties and the other does not because 
the latter is less systematically presented; second, 
the noticeable neglect of subsidized grants toward 
the study of esthetic development in young children 
because it is difficult to measure gains in self- 
expression.

(Margolin, 1969, p. 504)

Curry and Arnaud acknowledged, however, that

Early childhood educators who were besieged and 
bombarded by criticism during the 1960's concerning 
the most effective ways of educating preschool 
children have emerged from the fray to discover that 
children's play is once again in favor. . . . With this 
renewed interest, new facets of play are emerging as 
worthy of investigation.

(Curry and Arnaud, 1974, p. 273)

In fact, after reviewing research on ECE programs, William Fowler 

researched the value of both play and structure in early childhood 

education. His findings generally supported "the notion of the equal, . 

indeed essential, value of both symbolic, guided cognitive orientations 

and the self-propelled free play and flexible approaches toward early 

child care and education" (Fowler, 1971, p. 35). In Such framework.
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"well-‘conceived and well-implemented curricula are structured in the 

sense that the relationships of the various components of the preschool 

classroom are planned" (Parker and Day, 1977, p. 472).

Discussing the relationship between play and learning and the 

dichotomy "free" play versus academic skills, "child-centered" versus 
"structured" programs, Doris Sponseller mentioned that there are many 
behaviors which can be called play and many behaviors which can be 

called learning. "Two dimensions by which they can be differentiated... 

are the degree to which active adult guidance is provided, and whether 

the area of emphasis is on process or product" (Sponseller, 1976, 

p. 120).

The Educational Value of Play 

Ethologists' findings concerning animal play, psychologists1 

research related to cognitive functioning, educators' search for better 

teaching methods and results have contributed to initiate, in the 

1960's, an inquiry into human activities, development and learning 

processes, originating new approaches to teaching/learning strategies 

of substantiating old "intuitive traditions." Among these new approaches 

and old traditions, play presently stands as one valid alternative for 

educational practice and process.

Supported by philosophical works of Cassirer, Danger and 

Huizinga; psychological studies of Piaget, Burton White, Robert White; 

psychoanalytic studies of Freud, Erikson, Walder; anthropological 

studies of Smilanski and Sutton-Smith; ethological studies of Gross,

Beach, Eib 1 Eibesfe 1 dt; play has been seen as a unique type of adaptive
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behavior which serves a special function in human experience. As 
Huizinga mentioned, "play is a significant function— that is to say, 

there is some sense to it. In play there is something 'at play' which 

transcends the immediate needs of life and imparts meaning to the 

action. All play means something" (1950, p. 1). This function, 

however, is not explicit; it broadens the chance for a variety of 

interpretations, depending on a specific focus chosen by a theorist.

But whether related to the logical structures of knowledge (Piaget,

1962), or having a prime importance in the mastery of emotional needs 

(Erikson, 1963), play can be viewed as an essential medium for learning.

Millie Almy pointed out that there is "substantial evidence that 

both children and animals, deprived of opportunities for play, fail to 

learn as effectively as those who have freedom to manipulate ,and 

explore" (1967, p. 267). Sara Amaud also acknowledged that variety 

of play seems to be related to the complexity of the nervous system so 

that., the more intelligent the animal, the more playful it seems to be. 

Among significant questions she raises concerning the functions of play 
is "Why is there an apparent association between nervous system 

complexity and variety in play? What function does play serve?" Does 

it serve a function in the survival of species7 It is exploration? 

Mastery? Development of physical skills? Of cognitive skills? Does 

it serve a social function? (Arnaud, 1974, pp. 72-73).

Reviewing different theories and ideas about play, Ira Stamm 

concluded that "play fulfills a broad spectrum of functions." He
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stressed that play "is an indispensable aspect of childhood. Through 
play the child can learn things about himself, about others, and about 
his environment" (Stamm, 1976, p. 95).

In spite of the assumption that play is indeed valuable, doubts 

and questions are continually brought up concerning educational goals.

As Spodek mentioned, "we continue to ask the questions: Is play really

legitimate as a school activity? Is play really an aid to learning or

does play get in the way of learning? (1976, p. 10). Can we have inter

vention (education) and play at the same time?" (1976, p. 21).
Two major problems are implicit in the above questions. First, 

is the tendency to think "in terms of extreme opposites. . .. in terms of 

either-ors" (Dewey, 1974, p. 17), using distinctions as. play or work, . 

recreational or educational, to define terms. Second, as Sutton-Smith 

pointed out.

We are still discussing the widespread sense
that play is useless... But in addition to that
meaning of uselessness, we have to add a more
profound sense in which play seems to be useless
becuase it doesn't yield a product. In today's 
educational jargon, it is process oriented, not 
product oriented.

(Sutton-Smith, 1975b, p. 200)

Eva Newmann, proposing that there is a continuum 
from play to work, came up with three criteria for identifying play 

activities: control, reality and motivation. Each of these three

criteria can vary from an internal aspect to an external aspect. To 

the extent that the internal aspect predominates, i.e., if the child 

can decide whether to be involved or not, when to start and to stop his
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involvement, and when to switch activities, it is play. It is work if 

the external control, reality and motivation are imposed on the child. 

Newmann1s three criteria concerning the internal aspect of play 
corresponds to Huizinga's features of play behavior as "free and 

voluntary activity" (internal control), "stepping Out of real life" 

(internal reality), "with a disposition and meaning of its own"

(internal motivation) (Hiuzinga, 1950, pp. 7-10).

Spodek questioned, however, that

... in educational play, the teacher also has a 
degree of control, also influences the child's 
motivation, also imposes a degree of reality on 
the play of children. When does the activity 
stop being play? When have we gone too far with 
our interventions ?

(Spodek, 1976, p. 21) .....

Sutton-Smith admitted that

We are always interfering, we are always modeling, 
we are always having an influence; so we had 
better consciously decide what our influence is 
going to be, rather than have it happen uncon
sciously.

(Sutton-Smith,. 1975a, p. 13)

The fact is that the role of the adult is extremely influential 

and representative of cultural values, and without, "some adult 

intervention, play ability does not develop" (Smilansky, 1975, p. 39). 

Parents and teachers attitudes in providing for play experiences, in 

encouraging and supporting, or avoiding, play behaviors and activities 

reveal their belief on the value of play (Amaud, 1974).
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Joan Cass admitted that

...society has been slow to recognize or provide 
adequately for children’s play needs. Perhaps 
because play has no end results which can be 
considered as materially useful or productive it 
has been lightly dismissed or frowned upon. For 
the very spirit of play is that it is an end in 
itself, there is no compulsion about it, it can
be laid aside at will for it is its own justification.

(Cass, 1971, p. 11)

The question of the function of play as a curricular tool

becomes particularly significant in the later years of early childhood

experience. Up to about 5 years of age, or until kindergarten or

first grade, play behavior is still acceptable, if not encouraged.

When the child enters school, the play way of learning is not acceptable

nor desirable anymore. Academic instruction dominates the school scene.
Play time is seen as useless and meaningless. Commenting on the "myopia

of the early childhood academicians," Riley noted that

Today, we know more about, what happens to the 
child, mentally and emotionally, in the first 
six years of life. . . .  Yet this new-found knowledge 
brings with it very real dangers. In our eager
ness to see these precious years fully developed, 
we may find ourselves crushing the very heart of 
childhood. . . . However, it is heartening to realize
that...some...are coming to an awareness of the 
tremendous potential of that most natural spontaneous 
and self-directed activity of children— play. And 
whether they call it that or not doesn’t matter 
too much.

(Riley, 1973, p. 148)

Joan Cass also pointed out that the "pressure-cooker approach, 

America's latest gimmick in which four-year-old pre-school children are 

drilled in arithmetic, language and reading and where play is considered
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too time-consuming and superfluous to indulge in, could have disastrous 

effects" (1971, p. 15).

Stressing the educational value of play, Sara Arnaud acknowledged
that

...solidly based experimental and experiential 
evidence indicates that play can serve as a 
powerful support and energizer to some basic 
goals of education: play is a lawful phenomenon...
related to abstraction, symbolization and creative 
cognitive processes. Play integrates cognitive, 
emotional and social elements in the child’s 
thinking and behavior...it fosters initiative and 
diversified problem solving.

(Amaud, 1974, p. 78)

Play in Piaget's Framework
For young children, play is the most obvious body 
of spontaneous cognitive behavior to assess. It 
absorbs much of their interest, is of virtually 
universal occurrence in the early years, and 
involves the deployment of both, verbal and non
verbal as well as.social skills.

(Tizard, Philps, and Plewis , 1976, p. 251.)
Piaget's theory which links social interaction to language 

development and cognitive schemes provides a classification for play

activities supporting the above statement.

In his attempt to interpret play through the structure of the 

child's thought, Piaget stated that "play constitutes the extreme pole 

of assimilation of reality to the ego, while at the same time it has 

something of the creative imagination which will be the motor of all 

future thought and even reason (Piaget, 1962, p. 162). His analysis of

the beginnings of play during the first years stands as "an introduction
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to the study of the s y m b o l a n  attempt to understand the "beginnings 

of representation and its specific method of functioning" (Piaget, 1974, 
pp. 1-2) .

Piaget's genetic epistemology proposes that the child's 

cognitive functioning follows a developmental process towards an 

always increasing equilibrium.

The higher functions of intelligence and 
affectivity tend toward a 'mobile equilibrium.'
The more mobile it is, the more stable it is, 
so that the termination of growth, in healthy 
minds, by no means marks the beginning of decline 
but rather permits progress that in no sense 
contradicts inner equilibrium.

It is thus in terms of equilibrium that we 
shall try to describe the evolution of the child 
and the adolescent. From this point of view, 
mental development is a continuous construction 
comparable to the erection of a vast building that 
becomes more solid with each addition.

(Piaget, 1968, p. 4) 

Recognizing the existence of an "intelligence before language," 

Piaget and Inhelder stated that

This intelligence...succeeds in eventually 
solving numerous problems of action...by constructing 
a complex system of action-schemes and organizing 
reality in terms of spatio-temporal and causal 
structures.

A scheme is the structure or organization of 
actions as they are transferred or generalized by 
repetition in similar or analogous circumstances.

(Piaget and Inhelder, 1969, p. 4)
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In this process of organization and construction of schemes.

Action is disequilibrated by the transformations 
that arise in the external or internal world, and each 
new behavior consists not only in re-establishing 
equilibrium but also in moving toward a more stable 
equilibrium than that which preceded the disturbance.
Human action consists of a continuous and perpetual 
mechanism of readjustment or equilibration.

(Piaget, 1968, p. 7)

Commenting on Piaget’s theory, Richmond stressed that

... intelligence is always organized at all stages of 
the developmental sequence. Thus, although the 
structures change, they nevertheless remain organized 
structures. The two functional invariants of 
intelligence, adaptation and organization, are closely 
connected to one another in the following way. Adapta
tion is the process by which intelligence relates itself 
externally to the environment, while organization is 
the process by which intelligence as a whole is related 
internally to its parts.

(Richmond, 1970, p. 80).

These processes of equilibration and adaptation imply two 

mechanisms: "the filtering or modification of the input is called

ASSIMILATION, the modification of internal schemes to fit reality is 

called ACCOMMODATION." (Piaget and Inhelder, 1969, p. 6).

Infancy and early childhood are characterized by the disequilib

rium between assimilation and accommodation. Early thinking in young 

children oscillates between these two extremes. Because the young child 

is "constantly victim of a confusion between his own point of view and 

that of other people," between himself and the world, and because his 

thought and language processes are characterized by "egocentrism" and 

"precausality" (Piaget, 1971, p. 39), "either there is primacy of



accommodation, resulting in representative imitation, or there is 

primacy assimilation, resulting in symbolic play" (Piaget, 1962, p. 273).

. Piaget stated that

Play begins, then, with the first dissociation 
between assimilation and accommodation. After 
learning to grasp, swing, throw, etc., which 
involve both an effort of accommodation to new 
situations, and an effort of repetition, reproduction 
and generalization, which are the elements of 
assimilation, the child sooner or later grasps 
for the pleasure of grasping, swings for the sake 
of swinging, etc. In a word, he repeats his 
behaviour not in any further effort to learn or 
to investigate, but for the mere joy of mastering 
it and of showing off to himself his own power of 
subduing reality.

(Piaget, 1962, p. 162)

From then on, practice play occurs. The repetitions on the level 

of practical adaptations "are highly instructive with respect to the 

intimate- mechanism of mental evolution” (Piaget, 1968, p. 18).
In the gradual transition . process from sensory-motor stage 

to that of representational or preoperational thought, "the appearance 

of symbolism is the crucial point in all interpretations of the ludic 

function" (Piaget, 1962, p. 162). Play becomes symbolic. Piaget 

mentioned that at this stage, when a schema is applied to an inadequate 

object for fun and pleasurable purposes, pretence and make believe take 

place. The symbol, or "symbolic schema" is what provides the child 

with special means to assimilate reality according to his own desires 

and interests. "Play enables the child to relive his past experiences 

and makes for the satisfaction of the ego rather than for its
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subordination to reality. Symbolic.play is merely egocentric thought 
in its pure state" (Piaget, 1962, pp. 166-167).

Later, at the stage of operational thought, when the child 

enters certain social relationships, games with rules replace symbolic 

play. Such games, "which are transmitted socially from child to child... 

increase in importance with the enlargement of the child's social life" 

(Piaget and Inhelder, 1969, p. 59).: The appearance of games with rules 

"mark the decline of children's games and the transition to adult play 
(games of construction), which ceases to be a vital function of the mind 

when the individual is socialized" (Piaget, 1962, p. 168). Adult play, 

or games of construction, are "initially imbued with play symbolism but 

tend later to constitute genuine adaptations or solutions to problems 

and intelligent creations" (Piaget and Inhelder, 1969, p. 59).

Piaget and Inhelder stated that "symbolic play is the apogee

of children's play."

Obliged to adapt himself constantly to a social 
world of elders whose interests and rules remain 
external to him, and to a physical world which 
he understands only slightly, the child does not 
succeed as we adults do in satisfying the affective 
and even intellectual needs of his personality 
through these adaptations. It is indispensable to 
his affective and intellectual equilibrium, therefore, 
that he have available to him an area of activity 
whose motivation is not adaptation to reality but, 
on the3contrary, assimilation of reality to the self, 
without coercions or sanctions. Such an area is 
play.

(Piaget and Inhelder, 1969, p. 58)
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Furthermore,

The essential instrument of social adaptation is 
language, which is not invented by the child but 
transmitted to him in ready-made, compulsory, and 
collective forms. These are not suited to expressing 
the child!s needs or his living experience of 
himself. The child, therefore, needs a means of 
self-expression, that is, a system of signifiers 
constructed by him and capable of being bent to 
his wishes. Such is the system of symbols 
characteristic of symbolic play.

(Piaget and Inhdlder> 1969, p. §8)
Piaget acknowledged that "symbolic play appears at about the

same time as language but independently of it and is of considerable

significance in the young child's thinking" (Piaget, 1968, p. 89).

In fact, Piaget stated that

The language used in the fundamental activity of 
the child— play— is one of gestures, movement 
and mimicry as much as of words. Such gestures, 
movements and mimicry even completely supplant 
the use of words. But as gestures don't express 
everything, intellectual processes...remain 
egocentric whereas... all language bound up with 
action..and specially with play, will tend to 
become more socialized.

(Piaget, 1971, pp. 61-62)

Play, Language and Conceptualization

In his interpretation of the relationship between thought and

language, Piaget has postulated and described stages of concept

development and intellectual growth, stressing the importance of play

in such development.

Thought structures are built that will support 
new relationships and connections. Children 
will move from one stage of complexity to the
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next, depending on richness of experiential 
background, quality of dialogue with adults 
and peers, and concomitant neurological 
development... If children do not have sufficient 
practice (perhaps PLAY is a better word) in each
stage of thinking, they may remain in one phase
longer than necessary,

(Smith, Goodman .and Meredith, .1976, p. 137) 
Play and languages are processes of symbolic transformation of 

experiences, "the major aspect of transforming experience into symbol 
can be best called CONCEPTUALIZING" (Smith, Goodman and Meredith, 1976, 

p. 101). Language, as an articulate system of symbols and a special 

mode of expression is the main representative of this process. Through 

language, thought becomes discursive and can be communicated. But

there are other forms of symbolism which are non-discursive' in nature,
and that do not fit the linguisting scheme of expression. They are 

meaningful, expressive, but non-discursive. Susanne Langer (1957) 

spoke of them as "presentational forms of symbolism," and among them are 

Ritual, Music and Art. Children's play, involving elements as imitation 

and gestures, sounds and rhythms, scribbles and drawings, constitutes 

the beginnings of Ritual, Music and Art, implying symbolic expression, 

hence conceptualization and meaning.

Piaget provided a way for classifying children's language 

according to two basic distinctive categories: egocentric speech and

socialized speech. He noted that specially concerning egocentric 

speech, there seems to be a play element in language development of 

children. "The child enjoys repeating the words for their own sake, for 

the pleasure they give him, without any external adaptation and without
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an audience" (Piaget, 1971, p. 35). Observing children's behavior and 
language, Piaget concluded that "for the child words are much nearer 

to action and movement... The child is impelled, even when he is alone, 

to speak as he acts, to accompany his movements with a play of shouts 

and words." (Piaget, 1971, p. 36).
In Play, Dreams and Imitation in Childhood, Piaget stated that 

the "first verbal schemas are merely sensory-motor schemas in process 

of becoming concepts" (Piaget, 1962, p. 219). He also acknowledged 

that

Since conceptual schemas are related to the 
system of organised verbal signs, progress 
in conceptual representation will go hand in 
hand with that of language.

(Piaget, 1962 , p. 221)
Piaget stressed the point that "the elementary cognitive

thought of the child...is intermediary between symbolic and logical

thought," and must "be interpreted in relation to the development of

representation as a whole, imitative, lucid and conceptual (Piaget, 1962,

p. 282). Emphasizing the "remarkable unity" of the semiotic function,

he pointed out that

The preconcept, the first form of conceptual 
thought superimposed on the sensory-motor 
schemas as a result of language, is a conceptual 
framework, but one which achieves neither true 
generality (a hierarchy of nestings) nor true 
individuality (constancy of the object outside 
the immediate field of action).

(Piaget, 1962, p. 282)
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Piaget further commented that
During stage II, from the ages of four or five to 
six or eight, however, the various characteristics 
of the preconcept tend towards the operational 
concept, through the construction of a hierarchy 
of nestings, by means of which assimilation becomes 
mediate and generality is gradually achieved...
Between the preconcept and the system of operationally 
connected concepts a gradual articulation of intuitive 
thought takes place. These articulated intuitions 
result in partial constructions, which are still 
linked with the perceptual configuration and with the 
image, but which are already logical within this 
restricted field.

[Piaget, 1962, p. 229)

Reviewing Piaget's play theory, Irene Athey, stated that

Play is the basis of all higher forms of mental 
activity, because it serves as a bridge between 
sensorimotor intelligence and operational thought.
In his play, the child progresses from ritualization 
of an action to new levels of abstraction which form 
the basis for al1 forms of symbolic representation: 
language, concepts, associations, principles, and 
theories. Through play, the child 1earns to under
stand the world on his own terms and to have some 
control over it to meet his own cognitive needs.
Play is where the intellect, the emotions, and the 
will join forces to carry the child forward to new 
levels of coping with his expanding world.

(Athey, 1976, p. 48)

Exploring relationships between play, language and concept 

formation, Eleanor Irwin mentioned that "thought (trial action), 

language and intelligence are inextricably interwoven, as language 

promotes the elaboration of play, and both play and language help 

restructure further the child's cognitive processes" (Irwin, 1975,

p. 19). The more "schemata and images" the child symbolically 1earns
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to label and the more concepts he accordingly has, the more he 
strengthens his abstract thinking and reasoning processes.

Dean Spitzer (1977) remarked that

The extreme significance of early conceptual 
development can better be studied and understood 
through the consideration of language acquisition, 
the formation of the most common type of concept—  
words... But few realize that words without 
experience are meaningless. They are but empty 
concepts... In order for a child to develop a 
foundation of meaningful early concepts, she 
must learn through actual concrete experience...
It is through these varied experiences that 
language and thought are given meaning.

(Spitzer, 1977, pp. 26-27)
And he stressed

It is the cumulative significance of these 
experiences that gives a word or other concept 
its meaning. Meaning is the ultimate content 
of concepts, as interpreted by the individual.
It is continually changing and is reinterpreted 
as the individual adds new experiential evidence.

(Spitzer, 1977, pp. 26-27)

Quoting Eveloff, Irwin (1975) commented that words allow the 

child to "master his environment more efficiently, to obtain objects, 

to influence others, to codify and therefore more efficiently explore 

and master his immediate surroundings" (Irwin, 1975, p. 18).

But as Bingham-Newman and Saunders (1977) pointed out.

One cannot assume that because a child can say a 
word, the concept has been learned, or that simply 
teaching the word will teach the concept... Language 
training alone does not lead to intellectual 
development. Language helps to focus on concepts 
and to retrieve them or sort them out, but it does 
not in and of itself build concepts.

(Bingham-Newman and Saunders , 1977, pp. 63-64)
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Piaget also acknowledged that

A symbolic function exists which is broader than 
language and encompasses both the system of verbal 
signs arid that of symbols in the strict sense. It 
can thus .be argued that the source of thought is 
to be sought in the symbolic function... As language 
is only a particular form of the symbolic function 
and as. the individual symbol is certainly simpler 
than the collective sign, it is permissible to 
conclude that thought precedes language and that 
language confines itself to profoundly transforming 
thought by helping it to attain its forms of 
equilibrium by means of a more advanced schematization 
and a more mobile abstraction.

(Piaget, 1968, pp. 91-92)
Commenting on Piaget's relationship between thought and

language, illustrated in the example above, Smith, Goodman and

Meredith pointed out that

Piaget seems to have been convinced of this 
position because of his vast experience in recording 
and analysing children's symbolic play and their 
manipulation of objects. Children can show without 
words that they understand some ideas by the way they 
manipulate objects in play and in problematic 
situations.

(Smith, Goodman and Meredith, 1976, p. 133)

In fact, Piaget admitted that the study of the development of

operations in the child permits a "highly instructive observation:"

Before he can combine or dissociate relatively 
universal and abstract classes, such as the classes 
of birds or of animals, the child can already 
classify collections of objects in the same perceptual 
field; he can.combine or dissociate them manually 
before he can do so linguistically... Language 
indefinitely extends the power of these operations 
and confers on them a mobility and a universality 
which they would not have otherwise, but it is by 
no means the source of such coordinations.

(Piaget, 1968, p. 93)
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Play, Learning and Concept Formation 

Seeking an explanation for play in the context of our 

contemporary culture and society, Mary Rilley reviewed different 

theories concerning the anthropological, sociological, psychological, 

cognitive and linguistic aspects of play behavior, proposing an 

interpretation of play as a central value in the theory of "universal 

grammaticality." She stated that

We may conclude then that play belongs to the 
class of behavior we call learning and that any 
explanation of play requires some prior coherent 
explanation of learning itself (Rilley, 1977, p. 126).

In the action of play reality is explored via 
curiosity and conflict for the rules of how things, 
events, ideas and people operate. As meaning is 
generated, the searching process produces learning.
The symbolization system becomes enriched as playing 
man constructs the rules of space, time, and purpose.
In play inquisitive man seeks out first the sensori
motor rules, then the rules of objects and of people, 
and finally even the rules of thinking. The capacity 
to know the rules enables man's intellect to know, 
and particularly to. know-how. And this capacity of 
knowing is the act of symbolizing which is a prerequisite 
for learning competency (Rilley, 1977, p. 141).

Man is able through a very special characteristic 
of self-awareness to infer meaning. This capacity 
enables him to reflect upon reality by representing 
reality in symbolic constructs... It is the general 
ability to infer meanings, to symbolize or schematize 
which places man in a unique stance to reality. The 
uniqueness of man's behavior is the product of his 
imagination (Rilley, 1977, p. 143).

In Piaget's framework, the genesis of symbol formation is rooted 

in the sensorymotor phase Of infant development. Sensory and tactile 

stimulation must precede perceptual and cognitive development. Thinking
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and reasoning through action, i.e., experimenting and operating 
externally and concretely precedes the ability to function symbolically. 
The preoperational child operates symbolically through "preconcepts"

: and his conceptualization is -still "perceptual-dominant, since 

organization, classification, and primitive conceptions are determined 

to a large measure by the potency of the apparent physical attributes" 

(Sigel and Cocking, 1977, p. 47).

Analyzing the organization of perceptual experiences and 

the function of perception in early learning abilities Spitzer (1977) 

stressed that

In essence, the process of perception is very much 
a type of ’concept formation'. Through experience 
with different sensations, we build perceptual 
categories under which we group different aspects 
of our experience. The efficiency with which we 
interpret the data from our.sense organs depends, 
in large part, upon the richness of our prior 
experience.

(Spitzer , 1977, p. 60)

Along the same line, William Fowler emphasized

Early experience is critical for development, in 
the sense that the fate of all later learning is 
irrevocably dependent upon the type of early 
experience. Because learning is cumulative, if the 
the first three years have been spent productively 
in the acquisition of knowledge and effective 
problem-solving strategies, the child is better 
equipped to assimilate widely and deeply from all 
subsequent encounters.

(Fowler, 1971, p. 27)

The young child has little experience, and his primary develop

mental task is exploration. Such exploratory activity is "the basis of
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rich concept formation, as well as the associations which permit children 

to form the cross-concept associations that are the foundations of 
generalizations and principles" (Athey, 1976, p. 37).

The young child often 1earns by doing. "He may manipulate 

something in order to discover what, it is like (exploration); he may 

practice doing something (mastery); or he may test out what he can do 

to something (experimentation)" (Carew, Cham, and Halfar, 1976, p. 19).

It is "through play . . . the most intensive and fruitful learning ' 

activity in his whole life cycle" that the child explores and masters 
many and varied experiences (Athey, 1976, p. 37).

Piaget stressed that children play for fun, for its "functional 

pleasure" (Piaget, 1962). Children enjoy playing and children learn 

through play, while playing. Therefore, children enjoy learning. The 

linking of learning to pleasure was explored by Robert White (1959) 

when he pointed out that if the child is encouraged to explore, manip

ulate and interact with the environment, and is given the appropriate 

means to do so, he will develop feelings of mastery and competence, 

achieving highly pleasurable and satisfying results. "This pleasure is 

bound to transfer to other learning activities and will probably have 

a profound influence on attitudes toward future learning experiences" 

(Spitzer, 1977, p. 4).

Reviewing theories of motivation based on different psychological 

approaches. White (1959) analyzed the motivational aspect of play and 

came up with his theory-of "effectance motivation." The need to manip

ulate, explore and master the environment, the satisfaction from



developing competencies in dealing with this environment, and the 

feeling of efficacy, can be interpreted as intrinsic motives or drives 
leading to the play activity. Play is one way of dealing with 

environment, mastering skills, achieving competence and getting 

satisfaction. In the same framework, Bruner has explored the kinds 

of factors which lead to satisfaction in learning suggesting not only 

that children posses intrinsic motives for learning but also stating 

that the "will to learn" constitutes such an intrinsic motive, "one 

that finds both its source and its reward in its own exercise" (Bruner, 
1975, p. 127). ' :

Play does produce adaptations in the behavior of the child 
and it seems that these adaptations result from and contribute to 

developing his cognitive structure. But paradoxically, Sutton-Smith 

noticed that play can be seen "as a form of variation seeking in

its adaptive .context" (1975b, p. 207). He further explained

that

We might argue, for example, that because the 
child’s reactions in play are a form of subjective 
assimilation of experience, they will be, by 
definition, highly idiosyncratic and will develop 
in the child., if he plays extensively, a wide range 
of highly personal reactions to the experiences 
undergone. Given a crisis in the larger culture, 
such as the demandfor creative responses, it would
follow that the child with the larger repertoire
of such idiosyncratic responses would have the 
higher probability of making a useful novel response.
It is in this sense that play may become a source 
of novelty... We could say that play MEDIATES 
novelty.

(Sutton-Smith, 1975b, pp. 205-206)



In this sense, play does not only provide the child with an 

opportunity to solve problems and achieve competence, but also provides 

the ideal situations where flexibility, originality and creativity 

might be exercised without constraints, allowing for the experimenta

tion, formulation and discovery of the child’s own rules and relation

ships .

Commenting on Piaget, Irene Athey mentioned that there are

fundamental concepts which provide the formal structure of thought

processes regardless of its content.
All these concepts— relationships, space, time, 
speed and distance, conservation, causality, 
probability and morality— constitute the structural 
basis of thought through which we process a great 
deal of the content of our intellectual lives. It 
is therefore essential that we provide the young 
child with sufficient number and variety of exper
iences that he can begin to induce these formal 
concepts for himself.

(Athey, 1976, p. 41)

Processes of concept formation, assimilation and attainment 

were explored by authors like Bruner (1963, 1975), Ausubel (1966) 

and Kagan (1966) among others who emphasized the significance of meaning

ful discovery learning. This type of learning is essential for the 

young child's growth of complex cognitive structures and Strategies 

of problem solving.

Young children tend to be attracted to novelty, complexity and 

challenge. Their curiosity and intrinsic motivation to learn leads 

them to explore and experiment their environment in an attempt to 

establish meaningful relationships about their experiences and the
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world. As Spitzer acknowledged, early learning is a direct function 
of experience. "What research evidence there is, and admittedly there 

is not very much, indicates that basic concepts (perceptually oriented 

concepts) form naturally with adequate experience... The quality of 

future experience is large a function of how well previous experience 

has been organized and stored " (Spitzer, 1977, pp. 5, 98).

As Kagan admitted, it is important

... to understand the details of conceptual develop
ment, There are, indeed, states of conceptual 
development, and the stages are characterized by 
different hierarchical organizations of concepts, 
rules, habits of processing information, and motives 
that facilitate or oppose attentional involvement.
The task before us is to describe and understand 
these changing development hierarchies.

(Kagan, 1966, p. 115)

Summary

Piaget's theory provides a model which explains play as an 

essential part of cognitive process and intellectual development. As 

a symbolic function, play serves a meaningful purpose in the process 

of organizing experiences, expressing thought and feelings, achieving 

knowledge and communicating and sharing ideas.

Recent research work supports the assumption that play is 

valid as a learning medium. Indeed, the significance of play behavior 

is seen by some authors as crucial in the development of survival, 
adaptive and learning skills. Bruner (1975) and Sutton-Smith (1975a,b) 

stressed the fact that learning takes place most readily in an 
atmosphere of playfulness. A play attitude toward reality leads to
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experimentation and testing alternate solutions to problems. Play is 

an ideal laboratory for growth and learning. As an adaptive goal- 

seeking process, it promotes flexible attitudes and freedom from fixed 

patterns of conceptualization.

This study is concerned with free or guided types of play 

(the teacher might suggest or initiate an activity but children's 

choices and interactions are voluntary), related to conceptualization 
processes. "These types of play appear to provide the best media for 

the kinds of learning which are considered important for the young 

child’s optimal cognitive, social and emotional development" (Sponseller, 

1976, p. 122).



CHAPTER ITT

STUDY DESIGN AND PROCEDURES

In her book Play as Exploratory Learning,, Mary Rilley (1977) 
pointed out that -

Despite the high visibility of playful behavior 
in daily life, it is a neglected area for systematic 
study. The ambiguity of its concepts and the 
contradictory state of its themes have made this 
activity, as far as behavioral scientists are 
concerned, an undesirable category for study.

(Rilley, 1977, p. 151)

As a highly visible behavior, however, play could be observed, 

described and studied. Talking about descriptive studies and 
observational techniques, Hutt and Hutt (1970) acknowledged that ''the 

conjunction of DESCRIPTIVE and SCIENCE will be an anathema to many 

experimental psychologists, but we maintain that for certain problems 

(and for the study of certain subjects) direct observation of the free 

behavior of the organism is the method par excellence" (Hutt and Hutt,

1970, p. 3).

This study was an essentially descriptive one, attempting to 

provide information based on observations and interpretations of play 

behavior and activities in a selected group of children. "Observation 

provides a way of becoming acquainted with children's interactions with 

materials and people. . . Through observation it is possible to. identify

34
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differences in the ways children learn" (Lindbergand Swedlow, 1976, 
p. 3).

Sample

The group of four year old children from Tucson Community

School was chosen for this study. The school was a private, parent
/

cooperative, non-profit organization. The selected group represented 

a variety of racial and socio-economic backgrounds, and consisted of 

27 children, 11 girls and 16 boys, ranging in age from 4.1 to 4.11 at

the time of the Study. From these 27 children, 16 children came four

days a week and 11 came five days a week, so that the maximum number
of children present each day was 24.

A consent form was sent to all parents asking permission for 

their children to participate in the study. The parents of one child 

did not allow her to participate.

Setting .

The preschool which the children attended was the chosen 

environment. It was a "natural" preschool setting, where exploration, 

play and spontaneous activity were, highly encouraged, and adult 

intervention was minimal. There was a team teaching situation for this 

group, and the daily activities for all children were planned jointly 

by two teachers. As parent participation was required, there was 

always a helping parent, so that the ratio was 8 children per adult.
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Areas of Observation 

Two activity areas--blocks and digging pit— were chosen for 
observations based essentially on the quality and nature of the 
different materials, which allow and incite different forms of physical 

manipulation, determine specific limitations, lead to a variety of 

modes of expression, social interactions and types of symbolic and 

dramatic play.

A review of literature (Hartley, Frank and Goldenson, 1952;

Cass, 1971; Caplan and Caplan, 1973; Lindberg and Swedlow, 1976;

Cherry, 1976) suggests that observations of these activities indicate
their value and significance for socio-cognitive development of young

children. Spitzer points out that -

Sand play,:.like water play,..is ah extremely 
valuable activity that encompasses a great deal 
of intellectual, perceptual, and motor learning...
It presents enormous possibility for the creative 
development of learning activities that are 
highly manipulative, constructive and stimulating.

- ' (Spitzer, 1977, p. 128) .

Blocks can be used for developing fine-motor 
coordination, improving hand-eye coordination, 
providing classification activities, developing 
an elementary concept of number, or just for fun... 
Enormous cognitive and psychomotor development can 
derive from activities involving blocks.

(Spitzer, 1977 , p. 144)

Description of Selected Areas

Digging pit: two digging pits were available to the four year 

old group. As sand had been poured in the small one, it was easier for
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the children to work and dig in it. In the larger one, the dirt was 

hard, and according to the children's dramatic play and imagination, 

many dinosaurs' heads had been "found" in it. Because the larger one 

allowed for better recording techniques with less interference from 

other play activities, it was Chosen as the setting for the study.

The outside toys and materials were set everyday by the helping

parent and a few children. The days the recording took place, the 

digging material was set only in the chosen pit. The dirt was wet and 

turned everyday before the taping took place. The digging material 

consisted of 5 big shovels, 1 pick, plastic buckets with and without 

lids, pans, sifters, spoons, trucks and cranes. Some "treasures"

(toy coins, necklaces, shells, a bone) were actually hidden in the pit.

Block building: the indoors block area was carefully delineated

by the arrangement of shelves and a large piece of flat carpet. It was 

situated in one of the comers of the room, out of the traffic line, so 

that other children did not interfere or inhibit the activities going 

on in the area. Low shelves with large cabinets stored a large quantity 

of non-colored unit blocks, in different shapes and sizes, and classified 

accordingly. On the top shelf, at childrens' sight and reach, were

rubber barnyard animals, small cars and trucks, and a "Creative Play- .

things" airport. On the floor were large trucks, a big wooden crane

and a large wooden boat. -

The children were always welcome to explore and manipulate all

the material available, and special structures and constructions were 

allowed to stay up for two or three days or for as long as interest and 

dramatic play lasted.



Collection of Data 

The children were observed in the selected areas during their 

free play time between 9 and 10 a.m. at the beginning of the school 

day. Their spontaneous behavior and activities in each area were 

recorded once a week over a period of four weeks. The data was collected 

through a SONY black and white video recorder and stored in 30 minutes 

1/2 inch tapes for posterior analysis.

Recording Procedures
By the time the recording period started, all the children 

were well acquainted with the researcher. The researcher had 

previously spent a great amount of time observing the children in order 

to select the areas of study, methods and procedures.

Two trial sessions were taken to get the children familiarized 

with the camera and equipment, and to give the researcher some clues 

on how to procede with the recordings— the most inobstrusive place for 

the camera, techniques of operations, microphone effects. Two adults 

were present at all recording sessions, the researcher and an assistant.

Duration

The observation sessions were- limited to 30 minutes, but the 

actual duration of the tapes varied according to the activities going 

on at the recording time. As the researcher was interested in 

spontaneous and therefore, unpredictable behavior of children, the 

camera was turned on when children were playing in the selected area.
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and it was turned off when no children were in the area. The number 

of children playing in one area at any time varied from 1 to 10.

The total amount of taped activity in each area was as follows:

Sessions
1st 2nd 3rd 4th Total Time

Digging pit 20' 30' . 10' 20' 80'
Block building 25' 20' 25* 30' 100'

Limitations of the Recording Procedures

Having a T.V. camera focusing on one area produced, as it was

already expected, different reactions from the children--some_ "acted 

out," some withdrew from the area, or did not even approach it (the 

girls were particularly inhibited by the camera). The researcher 

acknowledges this fact as a limitation of the recording procedures.

In order to tape the block building area, the camera was set 

half hidden at one of the doors of the room just next to the block area. 

The camera was facing a large glass window which allowed much light in 

the room. The light interfered with the taping in that the camera could 

not be set in its widest angle taking a whole picture of the activities 

going on in the area. Because of 'that; zooming and direct focus had 

to be used many times of certain activities in favor of many others.

The actions described and analyzed were the ones which actually appeared 

in the tapes, and no inferences were made about non-observed behaviors. 

The researcher admitted, however, that the description did not always

correspond to the totality of the action going on in the area.
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The .child who was not allowed to participate in the study 

comprised another limitation. The camera, had to be turned off whenever 

she approached the taped area, until she was redirected to another 

activity or presented different choices by one of the teachers.

Instrument

A check list was compiled by this researcher based on theories 

of learning (Piaget, 1962, 1968, 1971; Piaget and Inhelder, 1969;

Bruner, 1963, 1975;. Elkind, 1976; Flavell, 1977; Sigel and Cocking,

1977; Spitzer, 1977) which state that:

—  learning is cumulative;

—  sensory and perceptual learning is the most efficient learning 

for young children;

—  perception is a learned ability and a type of concept 

formation.

As Hutt and Hutt pointed out, "the use of a check list pre

supposes that the observer is interested in recording a number of 

specific behavior categories, whether they occur simultaneously or not.
A prerequisite for obtaining reliable and valid data from check lists 

is a set of clearly defined categories" (1970, p. 69).

Operational Definitions

Four major categories related to basic process skills necessary 

for concept acquisition and formation and nine subcategories related to 

the observed behaviors in children's play activities were selected for 

coding and analyzing behavior. As Cartwright and Cartwright mentioned.
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"only behaviors can be observed; the processes and the characteristics 

which caused the behaviors are out of sight. They can be INFERRED, but 

they cannot be observed" (1974, p. 7).

1. Observation Skills— gathering data and processing informa

tion by means of perceptual abilities.

a. Visual Selection--the subject looks attentively or 

investigates different properties, attributes and 

qualities of objects, people and actions.

b. Manipulation--the subject experiences with objects 
through tactile exploration. Includes purposeful 

experiencing of the object within the context of the 

situation. It excludes secondary manipulative behavior 

as the fidgeting with the object while observing other 

people, actions and events.

2. Classification Skills--to identify and group or sort.

a. Identification--the subject is able to see or recognize 

similarities and differences. The subject chooses 

objects among other objects.

b. Grouping--the subject combines objects and actions, or 

groups and matches objects presenting the same features, 

or in terms of a given attribute.

c. Correspondence--the subject is able to recognize 

equivalences concerning number, length, symmetry, volume, 

etc.



42

3. Problem Solving Skills.— imply identification and resolution 

of problematic situations.

a. 'Testing--the. subject tries out different actions to see 

the effects he can bring about. Trial and error 

experiences.

b. Inference and Prediction— the subject induces/deduces 

results or solutions to his problems based on perceptual 

clues and past experience. He hypothesizes or antici
pates the outcome of actions; cause and effect 

relationships.

4. Creativity Skills--ability to imagine and discover; to look 

for, to search, to find or to produce "new" things.

a. Imagination--the subject forms and expresses an idea or 

mental image perceived by him. It relates to imitation 

and make believe--"Imitation for Piaget is not an exact 

copy of what was seen, but rather the child's inter

pretation and construction of what was seen which is 

then re-presented in the child's actitivies" (Sigel and 

Cocking, 1977, p. 50).

b. Discovery--the subject perceives or gains knowledge of 

something previously unknown or unrecognized.

Tabulation of these skills is shown in the coding sheet 
sample (Figure 1).
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CHAPTER IV

: DATA ANALYSIS

Prior to presenting and analyzing the data, some points need 

to be stressed:

The instrument was designed to describe the occurrence of

specific and observed play behaviors in a group of four-year-old

children. -

The categories were selected based on a review of literature

on play and on concept formation. They are not mutually exclusive but

they are interdependent and interrelated. Explicit distinctions were 

made through operational definitions in order to facilitate the 

coding and description of different behaviors.

Only the behaviors actually observed were coded and no 

inferences were made concerning the child''s mental processes. This 

means that the child could have been, e.g., imagining, inferring or 

discovering things and relationships, which were not coded because they 

were not expressed through overt or verbal behavior.

The data presented should be regarded as a description of the 

selected group. .

Observation and Coding Techniques 

A pilot study was conducted in order to decide upon the catego

ries of the check list and to determine the best ways of observing,

44
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coding and analyzing the data. Hutt and Hutt mentioned that check lists
are instruments of methods

, . ...which:'..sample preselected categories of behavior 
at regular (and usually brief) time intervals for 
a specified observational period and are collectively 
called TIME-SAMPLING procedures; in such procedures 
all behavior categories occurring in any time 
interval are recorded and measures of frequency and 
duration are approximate and relative.

(Hutt and Hutt, 1970, p. 67)

Quoting Arrington, Hutt and Hutt admitted that

As constrasted with the experimental method, it 
(time sampling) is a form of controlled observation 
in which the behavior, the method of recording, and 
the manner of selecting the behavior to be observed 
are subject to control rather than the situation in 
which observations are made.

(Hutt and Hutt, 1970 , p. 66) 

The sampling time interval was determined after different 

intervals were used in the pilot study to code the same behavior. One 

and two-minute intervals did not present an accurate description of 

activities and processes; a fifteen-second interval, besides being 

almost impossible to code accurately, especially when a group activity 

took place, provided a tremendous amount of data which did not 

necessarily enhance the description. The thirty-second interval seemed 

ideal for the types of interactions going on and it was chosen for the 

time sampling procedure. Concerning the exact point in time the 

sampling was done, the behavior that occupied "most of the just-lapsed 

thirty-second interval" (Hutt and Hutt, 1970, p. 69) was coded in the 
check list.
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The whole group was considered, and all behaviors presented by 
all individuals in the thirty-second interval were coded. Since a 

maximum of five subjects were recorded in any thirty-second segment, 

the group could be reliably coded. Children who stayed in any area 

less than two minutes and did not engage in play activity were not 

considered part of the group and their behavior (usually observation) 

was not coded. The time each child was recorded in the area was also 

checked and determined by observing each subject individually.

All the tapes (4) from the two areas (digging pit and block 

building) were observed, coded and analyzed by the same instrument.

The observed behaviors were coded according to the categories described 

in Chapter III. The results are presented in Tables I through VIII.

Reliability
For purposes of interjudge reliability, the check list was also 

coded by another qualified person with background in Early Childhood 

Education. This graduate student in Early Childhood Education and 

experienced kindergarten teacher has developed observational skills 

concerning children's play activities and is versed on the related 

literature.

Tape I of the digging pit (Table I) and Tape II of the block 

building area (Table VI) were randomly chosen for interjudge reliability 

check. Comparing the results of Tables I and V with the results of 

Tables IX and X respectively, the instrument proved to be 80% reliable 
in the coding of the block building area and 86% reliable in the coding



Table I. Digging Pit--Raw Scores from Tape I.

V)
O Observation Classification Problem Solving Creativity
<D.•r-i
CO

Time in 
Minutes

Visual
Selection

Manipu
lation

Identifi
cation

Groups Correspon- 
ing dence

Test
ing

Inference
Prediction

Imagina
tion

Discovery

S1 5 10 10 8 8 4 1 1 --

S2 4 7 4 2 1 ’ 1 ----.

S3 16 29 29 29 28 23 1 2 1

S4 2 4 4 4 4 1 1 ----

S5 9 17 16 16 16 4 -■ 5 1

S6 9 18 16 16 16 — 6 7 8 2
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Table II. Digging Pit--Raw Scores from Tape II.

V) Observation Classification Problem Solving Creativity
<D
• i i
CO

Time in 
Minutes

Visual
Selection

Manipu
lation

Identifi^
cation

Group- Correspon- 
ing dence

Test
ing

Inference
Prediction

Imagina- Discovery 
. tion

S1 27 54 53 51 50 35 15 3 5

S2 . 5 11 7 7 4 ---- ---- 9

S3 7 ' 15 11 9 4 —— ----■ 2 10 —

S4 9 19 15 10 10 -- 4 . —  ; ' 1

-p*00



Table III. Digging Pit— Raw Scores from Tape III.
to
o

Observation Classification Problem Solving Creativity
<D
•r-v

I Time in 
Minutes

Visual
Selection

Manipu."
lation

Identifi
cation

Group- Corregpon- 
ing dence

Test- Inference 
ing Prediction

Imagina- Discovery 
tion

S1 3 5 5 4 4 •- - 2 1

S2 3 5 5 5 5 i i 2 1

S3 7 13 13 13 13 7 4 1 2

S4 3 5 2 1 1 -- ---- - -  -

4̂to



Table IV; Digging Pit--Raw Scores from Tape IV.

$ Observation Classification Problem Solving Creativity
o
Z" Time in Visual Manipu- Identifi- Group- Correspon- Test- Inference Imagina- Discovery
w  Minutes Selection lation cation ing dence ing Prediction tion

Si 9 18 18 16 16 -  - 9 8 3 1

S2 4 7 7 6 6 ,- 4 5 3 1

S3 8 15 10 7 6 ---- 3 3 - 2

S4 7 13 . 12 8 8 ----. 3 3 1

S5 6 2 10 10 8 ---- 6 1 ---- 2

S6 9 16 16 15 15 9 - 8

S7 8 15 15 15 14 -  - 9 ---- ---- —  ~



Table V. Block Building--Raw Scores from Tape I.

Observation Classification Problem Solving Creativity
<i>
rg Time in Visual Manipu- Identifi- Group- Correspon- Test- Inference Imagine- Discovery
v> Minutes Selection lation cation ing dence ing Prediction tion

S1 5 9 6 5 5 3 2 2 4 1

S2 25 44 29 23 17 1 - 7 6 2

S3 22 38 20 10 10 —  — 10 -- '

S4 25 50 45 34 27 23 - 20 - 2

S5 11 20 13 12 11 3 3 2 6 —

S6 3 5 3 1 - - - - - —

s7 17 31 14 9 8 1 - 1 3 —

S8 6 12 12 12 11 5 - -- - —

S9 3 5 2 2 2 - - - --- 2 —



Table VI. Block Building— Raw Scores from Tape II.

V)■p Observation Classification Problem Solving Creativity
0)•r->
1

Time in 
Minutes

Visual
Selection

Manipu
lation

Identifi
cation

Group
ing

Correspon
dence . . .

Test
ing.

Inference
Prediction

Imagina- Discovery 
tion

S1 17 31 23 21 21 15 2 13 9 2

S2 15 28 22 14 12 9 7 9 —  2

S3 17 29 20 15 15 4 1 4 3 2

S4 4 11 5 2 2 -- - 2 —

S5 3 5 4 3 3 2 1 1 - -

into



Tape VII. Block Building— Raw Scores from Tape III.

V)4->
O<D

Observation Classification Problem Solving Creativity
•o
CO

Time in 
Minutes

Visual
Selection

Manipu
lation

Identifi
cation

Group
ing

Correspon
dence

Test- 
. ing .

Inference 
Prediction.

Imagina
tion

Discovery

S1 19 35 30 26 25 6 14 8 2 1

S 2 5 9 8 8 7 1 5 7 5 2

S3 16 32 30 29 26 16 4 13 19 7

S4 14 30 25 25 24 10 1 6 11 5

S5 7 13 10 10 7 — — -- 1 3 - -

0103



Table VIII. Block Building— Raw Scores from Tape IV.

$ Observation Classification Problem Solving Creativity
. <D

la Time in Visual Manipu- Identifi- Group- Correspon- Test- Inference Imagina- Discovery
co Minutes Selection lation cation ing . dence ing Prediction tion

S1 23 40 33 31 25 15 4 16 12 3

S2 9 19 18 16 15 15 2 11 6 2

V 13 27 26 25 23 7 -- 4 12 4

S4 21 36 35 35 31 13 9 12 22 4

S5 5 8 7 2 2 - - - - -

S6 5 9 4 4 4 - 1 3 -

S7 2 4 4 4 4 1 1 - ---

S8 7 11 11 9 8 5 5 - - -- -

S9 7 12 6 6 6 3 1 1 - 1

S10 6 12 9 5 4 3 1 - - -



Table IX. Reliability Check, Digging Pit, Tape I.

$ Observation Classification Problem Solving Creativity

S' Visual Manipu- Identifi- Group- Correspon- Test- Inference Imagina- Discovery
to Selection lation cation ing dence ing Prediction tion

SI 10 8 8 8 ---- _  _ 1 1 ----

S2 7 4 4 4 ----. ---- —  - 1 —  —

S3 28 28 28 28 - 21 - 1 1

S4 3 3 3 3 -  - - - - -  -

S5 15 15 15 15 - 3 1 5 2

S6 19 17 15 16 ---- 4 6 4 . 2



Table X. Reliability Check, Block Building, Tape II.
tos Observation Classification Problem Solving Creativity
"r—> 1 Visual

Selection
Manipu
lation

Identifi
cation

Group
ing

Correspon
dence

Test
ing

Inference
Prediction

Imagina
tion

Discovery

S1 33 25 22 21 16 1 23 6 1

S2 30 23 16 15 11 10 22 1 2

S3 31 19 16 15 8 1 14 5 1 ' " .

S4 12 4 2 - - — 2 5 --

S5 6 5 4 4 2 1 4 - -

in
Os
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of the digging pit. The overall reliability of the instrument in both 

areas reached 83%. Table XI presents the percentages of reliability 

check for each category in both areas.

The categories under Observation and Classification Skills 

presented a high level of correlation without great differences or 

disagreement. The categories under Problem Solving and Creativity 

required further specifications of concepts, until a consensus was 

reached and expressed through the coding techniques. The percentage 

of reliability declined in the latter categories as it can be seen in 
Table XI. This fact is understandable when one acknowledges that these 

categories related to thinking processes which are much more complex 

than those in the former areas, and that they are not as overtly 

expressed.
The inference/prediction category in the block building area 

presented the lowest percentage of reliable coding and the differences 

could be easily identified. Unless a child explicitly demonstrated 

inference and prediction through verbal behavior, or unless he was 

confronted by an identified problematic situation where inference/ 

predition were overtly expressed, this researcher did not code the 

inference/prediction category.

The digging pit play was easier to code than the block building. 

In the block building area, a greater amount of socialization and verbal 

interaction took place, while generally speaking, children seemed to 

carry on activities in the digging pit on a more individual basis.



Table XI. Percentages of Instrument reliability in each area, category, and totally.

Observation Classification Problem Solving Creativity

o> Visual 
^ Selection

Manipu
lation

Identifi
cation

Group
ing

Correspon
dence

Test
ing

Inference
Prediction

Imagina
tion

Discovery
r—1cti■PoE-h

DP 96% 95% 97% 99% - 93% 80% 70% 80% 86%

BB 92% 97% 91% 92% 81% 85% 40% 78% 80% 80%

Total 94% 96% 94% 95% 90% 89% 60% 74% 80% 83%

tn
00
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Treatment of the Data 

Because the total recording time was not equal in both areas, 

because the number of children in each area varied, and because the time 

each child spent in the area also greatly varied, the following formula 

was applied to the raw scores in each tape in order to normalize the 
data to the same unit.

where is the frequency of behavior in a given category (observations 
per subject per minute)

N is the number of subjects

is the number of behavior occurrences per subject

and t is the amount of time the subject was recorded (in minutes).

Tables XII and XIII present the mean frequency for each category 

in all tapes, in the digging pit and block building areas respectively.

Table XIV presents the total mean frequency of categories in 

each area, calculated using the following expression:

(F ) =c 10

where F^ is the total mean frequency 
kFc is the frequency in a given category in tape k (see above) 

and M is the number of tapes in each area.



Table XII. Mean Frequency per Tape in the Digging Pit.

Observation Classification Problem Solving Creativity

Tape
No., 
of S

Visual
Selection

Manipu
lation

Identifi
cation

Group- Correspon- 
ing dence

Test " 
ing .

Inference
Prediction

Imagina
tion

Discovery

I 6 1.9 1.8 1.6 1.5 0.6 0.2 0.3 0.04
II 4 2 1.6 1.3 1 0.4 0.1 0.8 0.07

III 4 1.6 1.4 1.3 1.3 0.3 0.2 0.3 0.3

IV 7 1.8 1.6 1.6 1.3 0.8 0.4 0.3 0.1

\

ONo



Table XIII. Mean Frequency per Tape in the Block Building Area.

Observation Classification Problem Solving Creativity

Tape
No. 
of S

Visual
Selection

Manipu
lation

Identifi
cation

Group
ing

Correspon
dence

Test
ing

Inference
Prediction

Imagina
tion

Discovery

I 9 1.8 1.1 0.9 0.7 0.3 0.06 0.2 0.3 0.04

II 5 1.8 1.2 0.8 0.8 0.4 0.2 0.4 0.2 0.06

III 5 1.8 1.6 1.6 1.4 0.4 0.4 0.6 0.7 0.2

IV 10 1.8 1.5 1.2 1.1 0.5 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.08



Table XIV. Total Mean Frequency in Each Area (Times Ten).

Observation Classification Problem Solving Creativity

AREA
Visual

Selection
Manipu
lation

Identifi
cation

Group- Correspon- 
ing dence

Test- Inference 
ing Prediction

Imagina- Discovery 
tion

Digging
Pit 18 15 14 12 5 2 4 1

Block
Building 18 13 11 10 3 2 4 4 1

o\K)
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Results and Analysis
The group was homogeneous in age— 11 months was the range— and 

no discrepancies in behavior were anticipated or observed other than 

the natural individual differences.

From the selected sample, 77% of the children were taped engaged 

in play activity; 23% did not play in. the selected areas at any time 

while the recording was taking place. 94% of the boys and 50% of the 

girls constituted the sample actually observed and analyzed through the 

tapes.

Some differences in behavior between boys and girls were 

observed. The girls were definitely less aggressive than the boys and 

they tended to be more intimidated and inhibited by the camera. No 

girls were recorded on the block building area, although it was not 

uncommon for them to play in that area quite often when the camera was 

not there.

The final results from all tapes in each area are illustrated 

in Figures 2 and 3 where the mean and range of activities per 

category have been plotted. Figure 4 presents the mean and range of 

activities per category in both areas, and Figure 5 presents the mean 

of activities in the four major categories for both areas.

Comparing means and ranges of categories in the digging pit 

and block building area (Figures 2 and 3), one may suggest that some 

specific skills seem to develop in each area. The sample described in 

this study demonstrated that the first step in the development of play 

activities and concept formation, are processes of visual selection and
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manipulation. Both areas reached the same mean in the visual 

selection category, but block Building presented a slightly bigger 

range. Children tended to "watch" more in the block building, and 
for longer periods of time. This can be noticed specially when a 

comparison is made between visual selection and manipulation, where 

the mean dropped from 18 to 15 in the digging pit, and from 18 to 15 

in the block building, while the range was the same in both areas. 

Visual selection did not always develop into manipulation, identifica
tion, grouping, etc., or progress into other levels of involvement, 

but took the characteristic of "observational learning" (Sigel and 

Cocking, 1977).

Comparing manipulation, identification and grouping in both 

areas, an equivalent range was maintained while a proportional drop 

could be noticed concerning the mean for each category.

The manipulative behavior that took place either stayed at the 

exploratory level or progressed into sporadic or systematic identifi

cation and grouping. Whenever the child grouped or combined Objects 

and/or actions, he was also coded as selecting visually, manipulating 
and identifying. Quite often children identified objects or actions 

without manipulation of any sort.

Many instances of correspondence could be observed in the 

block building area but none were observed in the digging pit. Due to 

the nature of the material, correspondence was therefore null in the 

digging pit, but presented a large range and a significant mean in the 

block building area.'
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An interesting picture was presented comparing the problem 

Solving skills in both areas. The results of testing and 

inference/prediction categories were practically opposed in the two 

selected areas (Figs. 2 and 3). While the range greatly varied, 
the mean seemed to be almost opposite for each category— 5 and 2 for 
the digging pit, 2 and 4 for the block building. This indicates that 

also due to the nature of the material, children tended to test much 
more in the digging pit, but they tended to predict and infer much 

more in the block building area. Unit blocks give children more precise 

and delimited perceptual clues which allow them to make consistent 

inferences and predictions, many times dispensing with trial and error 

experiences. Because sand and dirt are amorphous, extremely flexible 

and changeable, they constitute an intriguing material for young 

children. They require a lot of testing and experiencing before 

predictions can be made.

Considering the described sample, the results for imagination 

and discovery categories reached the same mean in both areas, but the 

range greatly varied [the range for imagination in the digging pit 

(0-18) was twice that in the block building (1-9)]. These two categories 

scored equal and lowest in the applied instrument for both areas, as it 

was somehow expected. This result appears to confirm assumptions of 

cognitive theories which suggest that learning proceeds from concrete 

and tangible experiences and gradually progresses into more abstract 

and creative patterns.
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Because four major categories constituted the instrument to 

code behaviors in two distinct physical areas, the Chi Square test was 

applied to determine the level of difference between areas. Table XV 

presents the Chi Square for digging pit and block building areas to 

test their difference in the four major categories.

According to the instrument utilised in the study, as a y2 of 
0.32 was reached at 3 df, the two areas proved to be more than 95% 

equivalent in their potential for developing learning skills and 

conceptualization processes in four-year-old children. Their differences 

indicate that each area tended to develop certain specific skills and 

concepts better than the other.

While the block building area involved, e.g., more concrete 

experiences of correspondence concepts, play in the digging pit 

involved more concrete experiences of conservation concepts. The 

digging pit seemed to favor more individual play, and seemed to lead 

to behaviors which are manipulative and testing in nature. In the 

block building area, more group play was observed along with a larger 

amount of verbal interaction. Both areas, therefore, could be seen as 

valuable and important in a setting designed to promote diversified 

learning experiences for young children.

Summary and Conclusions

The coding instrument was designed to describe conceptualiza

tion processes as related to spontaneous behavior in four-year-old 

children's play activities. Indeed the selection of specific process



Table XV. Chi square for determining the level of difference between 
areas related to the four major categories.

Category
Observation Classification Problem Solving Creativity TOTAL

Areas

Block
Building 31 24 6 5 66

Digging
Pit 33 26 7 5 71

TOTAL 64 50 13 10 137

ONto
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skills and behavior categories proved to be very useful for describing 

progress in play activities and development of concept formation. 

Observation and analysis of Figures 2, 3, 4, and 5 indicate that in 
both areas there appears to be a hierarchy from the more concrete 
processes to the more abstract ones. This finding is in agreement with 

play theories which propose that play activities develop from more 

simple and concrete patterns to more complex and imaginative ones.

Describing the process in other words, a play activity usually 

starts from a purely observational behavior. As the child engages in 

such activity, he identifies new elements, combines new actions and 

establishes new relationships. Many times this combination of elements, 
actions and relationships, brings to his awareness problematic situations 

which challenge his imagination. Based on past experiences and 

immediate perceptual clues, the child tests his inferences and predic

tions, searches for new solutions utilizing imitative and imaginative 

abilities, and finally discovers meaningful and significant aspects 

of reality.

Through this whole process, he is able to expand and refine his 

repertoire of concepts. This becomes evident by the observation of his 

overt and verbal behavior during spontaneous play activities.

According to the analysis presented in this study, play and 

concept formation are interrelated processes of organization and 

symbolization of experiences, and in this same framework, the learning 

process is identified as a cumulative and interrelated process of 

refinement of such organization.



CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION

This study was developed within the framework of cognitive 
developmental theories, specifically Piaget's genetic epistemology.

It attempted to explore relationships between children's spontaneous 

play activities, and their ways of learning and organizing personal 

experiences.
A review of Piaget's play theory outlined the process of 

equilibration characteristic of an increasing physical and cognitive 

growth; it stressed the significance of play in young children's 

intellectual development; it emphasized the relationship between play 

activity and conceptualization processes; it described play as a 

function of symbolic transformations of experiences.

A literature review on play and oh concept formation presented 

approaches to learning processes which value a playful context as 

indispensable for meaningful interactions with the environment as a 

point of departure necessary for the development of concepts. This 

review also attempted to provide an explanatory framework through which 

play behavior could be analyzed and understood.

The purpose of this study was to observe and analyze children's 

selected activities in an attempt to investigate the possible relation

ships between play experiences and concept formation, as expressed by

71
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overt or verbal behavior. An instrument was designed to code and analyze 

such behaviors in order to describe specific processes and skills as 

manifested through children's spontaneous play.
The results of this study are consistent with the literature 

reviewed and strongly support theories of cognitive development which 

state that learning is a continuous and cumulative process of 
organization and symbolization of experiences.

The results indicate, in agreement with other current studies, 

that young children at the preoperational stage are perception bounded, 

therefore very much dependent on concrete and immediate perceptual 

clues for conceptualizing experiences.

The study indeed suggests that a situation where spontaneous 

play is encouraged, and where children are free to explore, investigate 

and manipulate the environment, leads to meaningful discovery learning. 

The natural challenges of the environment excite young children's 

curiosity, and as they engage in playful interactions, they develop 

learning, adaptation and mastery skills.

This study has been, above all, an inquiry into the value and 

possibilities of playful behavior, a search for an explanation. It has 

evidenced salient features of the play behavior in intrinsic relation

ship to the learning process. It has indicated the need for a body 

of research which could provide an appropriate terminology and a 

consistent language for classifying and explaining play phenomenon, not 

only in early childhood, but throughout the whole life. As such, it has
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raised many questions concerning educational goals and objectives, 

curriculum methods and procedures, and classroom practices and 
activities.

The results of this study have pointed out some specific 

problems and questions crucial to Early Childhood Education, which 
require constant revision and clarification.

Why, when or how should one intervene in young children's 

course of development? What are the conditions for a child's optimum 

development? How do children learn and develop? What are the 

characteristics of the learning process? What are the play "needs" of 

the child? How does one determine such "needs"? What is the purpose 

of the educational enterprise? What is the function of schooling?

How are "playful" modes of learning characterized in comparison to 

"serious" work-like procedures? Should schools be fun? Should schools 

promote playful processes of learning? Should schools provide for 

pleasurable ways of learning?

This study has also provided some insights concerning the 

responsibility of the early childhood educator. His role does not seem 

to be so much that of an authoritarian director, but essentially that 

of an innovator, a stage setter, an observer, a skillful player in the 

learning process. In confrontation with novelty, change, or the 

unexpected, the early childhood educator should stand as a contributor, 

a partner, a co-inquirer, developing subtle and careful methods of 

awakening and challenging young children to the fascinating discoveries 

they need to be making. In this process, his mastery and competence
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skills should be expressed in the continuous, search for meaningful 

discoveries, and in the constant sharing of significant learning 

experiences. As Rilley expressed, "man begins his adventurous response 

into the unknown by searching for the rules of sensory motor mastery 

in the play of his childhood" (1974, p. 16).
Related to the processes of play and learning, Rilley has 

written a paragraph with which this author would like to conclude 

this study:

Play is a behavior whose central mode of operations 
is to puzzle, to tease, to doubt at reality. The 
1as-if1 of the metaphor, the contradiction of the 
paradox, and the specificity of rule are the realities 
of its substance. For in play man puts himself 
totally and freely in a position of decoding the 
complexities of reality. Playing man accepts and 
anticipates the pleasure of encountering the unknown. 
Indeed, the unknown is homo ludens' adventure.
Doubting the unknown is his game. And the doubting 
man is the man most apt to survive and become adaptive.
Our contemporary civilization, it is clear, continues 
to require modern man, as it did ancient man, to 
doubt his environment and the nervous system of man 
continues to thrive on doubt and to seek certainty.

(Rilley, 1974, p. 141)



APPENDIX A

CONSENT FORM SENT TO PARENTS

January 27, 1978

MEMO: To The Parents of Group B

Ana Smolka is working on a project for a master’s degree in Early 
Childhood Education at the University of Arizona. The project requires 
observation of children in an environment where spontaneous play is 
highly encouraged. Due to TCS’s philosophy and curriculum guidelines, 
it seems that this school is one of the most appropriate for such 
observation and data collection.
Observation will focus on children's general exploration and manipula
tion of their environment, and on peer interactions. The group will be 
considered, and no individual child will be observed or followed 
specifically. No names will be cited.and just the average age of the 
group will be taken into account. Observation will be recorded on film 
and the data will be stored on a video tape for posterior analysis. Two 
adults from the University of Arizona will be present during the 
observations.

The purpose of this study, is to draw relationships, between play experi
ences, concept acquisition and socialization skills in four year old 
children. The video tape becomes the property of the University of 
Arizona and may be used by instructors and students.

Observations will be made in the classroom during the course of the 
regular morning activities. No special materials or instructions will 
be given to the groun. Observations will be made by camera as the 
children engage in the activity of their choice.

If yoU have further questions concerning the procedure used in the 
study, please call Ana Smolka at 327-3692.

Thank you very much for your cooperation.

Ana Smolka
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CONSENT FORM

My child . ____________may participate in the study described
above and I may ask questions at any time during this project; which 
will be ongoing for 6 weeks.

Please cooperate by returning this permission slip to the Tucson 
Community School office immediately so that the study may begin as 
scheduled.

Parent’s Name: Date:
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