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LIFE'S LITTILE PROBLEMS: AN INTENSIVE ILOOK AT THE
DAILY EXPERIENCES OF YOUNG CHILDREN!
Bernice J, Wolfson, University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee
Philip W, Jackson, University of Chicago

Life, as we all know, has its ups and downs, no matter what our
age or station. We know equally well that these shifts of fortune vary
greatly in magnitude and frequency, from the rare but memorable suc-
cessos and failures, signalling the beginning or end of definable periods
of life, to the more numerous smaller delights and annoyances that pass
almost unnoticed ‘xfx the course of each day. The psychological impor-
tance of the more dramatic of these events is hardly open to question,
hence their prominence in histories, biographies, and case studies,
The significance of the more abundant yet seemingly trivial happenings
that make up the bulk of human experience is far less clear and, there-
fore, g‘reatly in need of systematic study.

The set of three studies described in this report is concerned
with the more commonplace of these ups and downs and, even more
narrowly, with the "downs' as against ihe "ups.'" The objects of
study, as the title implies, were young children of nursery school age.
The choice of subjects within this age group and the decision to concen-
trate exclusively on the more bcthersome aspects of experience were

based on the authors' hunch that the frequency of these ''negative"




encounters during the early years of schooling was greater than we
and others might expect and might well comprise an ubiquitous, though
commonly overlooked, feature of the young child's world, Further-
more, we hoped that from an examination of these events something
might be learned about the beginning stages of adaptation to the

gchool environment,

STUDY I

The first study has already been fully reported in a previous
issue of this jourmxl2 and need only be described here in brief, chiefly
to revecal its major findings together with the observational techniques
and coding categories that were used with only slight modification in
the two subsequent investigations. The study began as an attempt to
determine the frequency with which children in nursery school undergo
experiences that might be interpreted as interfering in some way with
the natural pursuit of their desires, In addition to their quantity, the
quality of these experiences was also thought to be important and a
classification scheme was sought that would cover for the nursery
school environment all of the common ''varieties of constraint, "

Subjects and procedures, Ninety-seven three- and four-year-

old children who were enrolled in the University of Chicago Nursery

School served as the subjects of the study, This group, which contained




almost equal numbers of girls and boys, included all of the children
attending the School during the spring term of 1967, when the study
was conducted,

In brief, the observational techniciue entailed watching each
child for three periods, each of two-minute duration, every day for
one week, During each two-minute observation the observer made
an anecdotal record of all episodes in which the child experienced
any interference with the natural pursuit of his desire, Descriptions
of these episodes which were transcribed and later typed on cards,
were classified by threce judges into eight categories. These were!

1, "Desire vs, desire' -~ e,g. The observed child is

playing with a toy when another child comes and tries
to take it away,

2. '"Desire vs, teacher expectation' -- e,g. The observed

child is interrupted in the midst of an activity by a
teacher's request or command to do something that
she (the teacher) wants done,

3. "Desire vs. inability' -- e.g, The observed child is

thwazted in his attempt to do something by his lack
of strength, height, coordination, or the like.

4, "Desire vs, teacher overlook' ~- e, g. The observed
child seeks the teacher's help or attention and is
denied it,

5, '"Desire vs, clutter, crowds' -- e, g. The observed

child is jostled or otherwisc prevented from doing e
something by the unintentional actions of other
children or adults.



6, '"Desire vs, environmental limitation' -~ e, g. The
observed child's request or search for an object is
unfulfilled because the object is unavailable,

7. "Desire vs. institutional restriction' -- e.g, The
observed child's activity is interrupted because of
a school regulation, such as dismissal time,

8., "Ambiguous' - This category contained those
episodes that did not fit clearly under any of the
other seven categories,

Results. The distribution of observations among these eight
categories is shown in Table 1, When it is recalled that nearly 100
children were observed, each for one half-hour, the total frequency
of 587 constraining experiences can be seen to be equivalent to about
six per child or, if this frequency is used as an estimate of what hap-
pens at other times, about one such episode every five minutes through-
out his school day., The child at the mediar of the distribution was
observed to have encountered five constraining episodes during the
30 minutes of observation, A few children experienced as many as

15 constraints during this time period; others experienced only one

or two,

Insert Table 1 about here




A more detailed analysia revealed that the occurrence of these
events was no more frequent for boys than for girls, nor did it seem
to matter what time of day or which day of the week the observations
were collected, Somewhat more surprivingly, four-year-olds, who
were in their second year of school attendance geemed to have just as
difficult a time, at least in these terms, as did their three-year-old
classmates, who were in the inidst of their first year of school.

As can be geen in Table 1, more than half of the episodes in-
volved the children's encounters with each other and with their teachers.
(The teacher/pupil ratio in this ‘Sc:hool was approximately one to six,)
Apparently the nursery school world in one in which people interfere
with people much of the time,

Considering the total set of data from this study, the emergent
inmpression is of an environment in which minor mishaps of one sort or
another are the rule rather than the exception. A child's passage through
nursery school seems to be rather '"bumpy, " to say the least, It would
be unwise, however, to be prematurely evaluative about these ''bumps"
by suggesting that a child's life in school is. made miserable 1y them,

\“"‘:, Indeed, visible signs of discomfort, such as crying or fighting, were
;% surprisingly rare in the observers' records. In fact, several instances
--¢ were reported in which the ohserved child emnerged triumphant from

+ his encounter with frustration, All we know for certain iz that these




experiences occurred frequently, much more frequently than we had
expected they would, in a relatively spacious, well-equipped, and well-
staffed nursery school, They comprised, in short, a fact of life with

which all who entered that school had to deal,

STUDY II

One of the more obvious questions raised by the results of the
first study was whether the seemingly high frequency of constraining
experiences was peculiar to the school environment or whether these
experiences might bccur with equal frequency outside of school. We
had begun the series of studies with an interest in the child's adjustment
to life in a classroom and had suspected that the physical and social
restrictions arising from many peopie living together and sharing the
same materials, together with the impersonal authority of the teacher,
would create a set of demands that would be markedly more severe than
in other, less institﬁtionalized, environments. We hypothesized, there-
fore, that constraining experiences of the sort observed in the first study
would be significantly less frequent in observations of young children
outside of school,

Subjects and procedures. In order to produce a set of data that

reasonably might be compared with the results of the first study, we

decided to observe children in those out-of-school settings in which the



environmental press was roughiy the tame as in the free play situa-
tions that predominated in the "Iniversity nursery school, Thus, we
sought situations where several children were present yet where there
was consgiderable frecedom to pursue individual interests and desires.
We also wanted settings where the presence of an adult observer would
not seem too unnatural, Accordingly, we settled on observing children
in an outdoor public playground and, because the observations were
made during the summer months, a public beach, both located in the
same community as the University nursery school.

Because it seemed urdlikely that the same children would be
available for observation on gseveral different occasiors in these
public places, the original procedure of making three two-minute
ohservations on five consecutive days was abandoned. ‘Instcad, each
child was ohserved for 30 consecutive minutes by one of two trained
observers. Upon finding a child who looked to be about four years
old the observer would locate the adult or older person who had accom-
panied the potential subject to the playground or beach, If the observer's
estimate of the child's age was confirrned (enly children between the ages
of 4-0 and 4~11 were accepted as subjects), she then asked permission to
observe the child at play. A running account of the child's activity was
kept in note form and an elaborated version, based on the notes, was

dictated into a tape recorder when the observesr returned to her office.




Typically, the protocol for each suhject was dictated before the next
observation was begun, Typed transcripts of the taped observations
were read by each observér, who then identified those episodes in-
volving some interference with the natural pursuit of each child's
desire, Following this, each episode was labeled by the observer
as belonging. to one of the eight categories described in the first
study. 3 These classifications were later checked by two additional
judges who changed the coding in a very small number of cases in
which they disagread with the observer's judgment while agreeing
with each other. In all, 42 children, equally divided by sex, were
observed,

Results., To our surprise, the children observed in these
out-of~school environments seemed to undergo as many interruptions
of activity as did the children we had observed in the nursery school,
The average number of consiraints for the 42 children was 5, 2; the
median was 4.5, Once again the range of these events was consider-
able,. extending from a few children who were seen to experience only
one or two such encounters in a half-hour to a few who experienced
twelve or more. As before, no differences were found between the
observations of boys and girls,

The distribution of the events among the coding categories is

shown in Table 2. The two most frequently vccurring classes of events -~




"desire vs, desire' and "desire vs, adult expectation' can be seen to
account for more than 75 per cent of the episodes. As hefore, the chief
source of disruption seems to be other children, though the actual per-
centage in that category is noticeably smaller in school than out. The
higher percentage in the out-of-school environment might poseibly be
acéounted for by the presence of many older children, a condition that
was not present in the nursery school, It might also have something to

do with the quality of adult supervision on playgrounds and beaches.

Insert Table 2 about here

However the differences in specific categories might be explained,
they should not distract the reader's attention from the overall similarity
in the frequency of these events in and out of school. Apparently life is as
"bumpy' for the young child on the beach or the playground as it is for him
in the classroom. Obviously we are still at a loss to determine what effect,
if any, this "bumpiness'' might have on a child's development, but the per-
vagiveness of this feature of life is more clearly established by this second
study. There remains the possibility, of course, that in other contexts,
such as the home, the child's expérience is relativeiy free of these types

of constraint, But even if this were so (and evidence on this point is badly
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needed) it would not appreciably reduce the signiffcance of these two
sets of findings, Ewven though he may have periods of greater tranquil-
ity in more sheltered and less crowded environments, the young child
must gtill come to grips with a world that does not always go the way
he wants it to, This study and the one that preceded it call our atten-

tion to how often he is called upon to face this reality,

STUDY III

In botﬁ" of tfxe rirst two studies the range of encounters with these
minor mishaps extended from a few children who may have one or two
such experiences every half-hour to a few who secem to come up againat
this type of situation every two minutes or so. To understand the mecan-
ing of this range of events we must ask whether it is caused solely by
chance variations within t:he environment ~- such that one child encounters
more than his share of these experiences on one day, another on the next ==
or whether certain children are more or less prone to get themselves
into these situations than are others, If these events behave as chance
happenings, irrespective nf who is involved in them, they would tend to be
more evenly distributed in the population, over time, than would be true
if their occurrence were linked to personal traits or habits of individuals,
One of the most direct ways of answering this question is to see whethgr

the children who encounter many or few of these experiences during one
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period of time attain a similar record at some later date, This, then,
became the goal of the third study,

Subjects and procedures, Observations were conducted at the

University of Chicago Nurscry School during the fall of 1967, employing
exactly the sarne procedure as described in Study I and using as subjects
those children who had been observed the preceding spring, This group
of 30 children, 17 boys and 13 girls, comprised all of the returnees £o
the Nursery School who had taken part in the earlier study. All were
between four and five yecars old at the time this third study was under-
taken, As in the first study, thirty minutes of observation -- threc
two-minute periods cach weekday morning for one week -~ were obtain-
ed for each child,

Reasults, A comparison of the frequency of constraining events
obtained from obsecrving the same children duri’ng two school terms,
spring and fall, vielded a correlation coefficient of . 40, which is
statistically significant beyond the . 0l level, Thus, children who had
a high or low number of these encounters in the spring tended to have
a similar relative frequency of such experiences when observed about
six months later. This finding would seem to imply that there is some-
thing about the children themselves that determines how many "bumps"
they encounter in school (and probably outside of school as well), It

does not give any hint of what this "'something'' is, whether it is as
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complicated as a predisposition for self-inflicted discomfort (as has
been posited to account for the phenomenon of "accident proneness'')

or as sunple as a preference for activities such as block~building or
colouring, in which the likelihood of these constraining events might

be consistently high or low. Obviously, more needs to be known.

about the apparent stability of this aspect of the young child's exper-
ience. At present the importént point to keep in mind is that if the
inequalities among children remain fairly consistent over time, the
cumulative effect would be to inc reése the absolute difference between
extremes, Since these avents ’seem to occur with relatively high
frequency in the nursery school in which the observations were made,
the children who were the most ""bump-prone, " so to speak, might
‘undergo, in a year's time, several thousand moie of these experiences
than might their least "bump-prone clasémates. It is well to rem’em-,
ber, of course, that even the latter group will not finish the year unscaﬁh-
ed. A child who experiences only two of these events every half-hour

(a very low frequency) will have undergone about two thousand of them
by the time he completes his first year of nursery school, Dur,ing the
same period a child at the other end of the ¢ontinuum might e#perignce :

fxfteen or azxteen thousand smular evenfs.

A second, and unexpected finding of th.xs third study was that the;' : ’ ;

. frequency of constraining events was sxgmhcantly hxgher in the fall than ;ff. S o
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in the spring. This difference is revealed in Table 3 which shows
the average frequencies for the same group of children during the
two observation periods. The differences are demonstrably signifi-
cant for both boys and girls, Because these differences were unan-
ticipated it is perhaps unwise to speculate for too long on their
possible causes and significance. Yet some comment, hOWeverb

brief and tentative, does secem warranted,

Insert Table 3 about here

The possibility of observer bias must be considered first,

Perhaps es observer‘s become more skillful (several of the same

- observers worked on all three studies) they become more sensitive
to constraining experiences and morc likely to see ones that they

~ might have overlooked at an earlier time, Against this possibility
two counter arguments can be posed, First, andk most important,
is the ecase with which these events can be witnessed and agreed upon
by different observers. Typically they are not hard to see, even by.
’per sons who ha\re had very httle experience with young children. The

‘sechon dealmg with reliabihty in the full 1eport of the fxrst study

s helps to substantiate this point Second, 1£ observers became
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increasingly sensitive to these events they should do so irrespective
of the sub-classes into which the events fall, That is, there should
be an increase in all eight coding categories as the observers gained
experience, That this did not happen is shown in Table 4, which
comparese the distribution.of constraining experiences for the same
group of children at the two time periods. As can be seen, the
frequency of '"desire vs., desire'' conflicts is noticeably higher in
the ’fall, whereas the categories of;"desire vs, inability" and ''desire
ve. teacher overlook' are appreciably lower, Although these two
arguments by no means dispel the possibility of observer bias
operating to produce the differences between the two sets of data,

at least they encourage us to search elsewhere for an explanation.

Insert Table 4 about here

Another possibility is that dhildren are iikely to undergo more
constraining experiences as they age, because of greater mobility,
aggression, or whatever. The troﬁﬁle with this explanation of the
| spring to fallyingrea’se is that it should have been sgppor_ted by a

fj'significéﬁt différénde betweeh the th'ree'-‘ and four-iyear-.c;ildé 'in they_‘ e

' ., ﬁrst study, which it way not.., Also, the observatmns of the four- :

- }year olds"‘on> the7playgrounds‘and“,beacheé during the ;summer, k
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(assuming the equivalence of settings) ought to have yielded frequency
counts somewherve between the spring and the fall figures, which did
not happen,

A third and, in our judgment, more intriguing possibility is
that of there being a seasonal fluctuation in constraining events, re-
lated to a change in the familiarity of the environment to its occupants,
When the classroom setting is relatively new and unfamiliar, as it
commonly is in the fa 11 of the year, we might expect a greater amount
of exploratory behavior and, consequently, a grecater number of con-
flicts centering around issues of property rights and territoriality,

As these issues become settled and a fairly stable pecking order
established, interpersonal conflicts ought to diminish in relative
frequency. This decrease would show up, of course, in the ''desire
vs., desire' category, which is precisely where the greatest difference
appears between the fall and sﬁring samples.k Although this post hoc
“explanation must be regarded as highly tentative, it is at least plausi-

ble and seems to us worthy of further investigation,

DISCUSSION .
These three sbudies, in concert, do little more than establish
; the gross parameters of an mterestmg clasa of events, but m 80 doingf |

they give rise to several questions of both theorencal a.nd practmal
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interest to students of child development and to all who work with
young children. A few of these questions bear brief comment herec.
The most fundamental issuc connected with the methodology
used in these three studies is whether such a microscopic perspec-
tive is worthwhile, Certainly it does reveal data that are, in a sense,
surprising, Unless such an intensive look is taken it is aifficult to
appreciate how much can happen to a child in a very brief period of
time. Yet, at the same time, it must be admitted that many, if not
most, of these events, when considered singly, look insignificant and
unworthy of notice. The crucial question, of course, is whether the
insignificant can become significant by the .sheer we{ght of numbers,
in much the same way as infinitesimal particles of silt accumulate
to clog a river bed‘or harmless rivulets combine to produce a flood,
The answer to this question, staying with the analogy of
geological events, would scem to require a demonstrable and enduring
effeét arising from the gradual aécumulation' of these (xperiences,
“But such a dembnstration cannot be made by st;aying at the same level
of analysis as that required for a detailed description of th;e; events
themselves; Just as ié is impos‘sible' to predict the direction in which'
| a rwer s course mll be deflected by describmg the action ot‘ a few

i ;particles of silt. _so is 1t foolish to conJecture on how a person s hfe

t‘,'_mxght be shaped by a few of the forces actmg on 1t durmg a half hour
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of attendance in nursery school, Kven if we were to imagine such a
set of forces operating for a much longer period of time we would be
hard put to describe their effect without knowing more about the
material, as it were, against which the impact is being made, And
it is at this point that the analogy with erosion and other physical
phenomena breaks down. For humans, as we know, are not passive
recipients of experience. Through acts of intention they transform
their world while in the process of being shaped by it, Thus, if we
are to grasp the long-term significance of environmental constraint
we need know not only how often it is4 experienced by people but what
they do about it. If, for ecxample, a child typically retreats or
dissolves into tears in the face of abversities of this type we have
been describing, it is easy to see how such a pattern of adaptation,
given a high frequency of occurrence, would socon become v)ell-known
to the child's associates and would be a potent factor in determining
friendship choices, the closeness of adult supervision, and other
features of the child's social environnient,

Whethér importa‘nt qualities of a petfson's life style actually
_have their roots in the multiplicity'ofk these mundane events no one ;
'vkﬁows, of cdurse. ; Yet 1t seems reasonable to cxpect théy might. Fi

The fact that the maJorxty of these events are barely remembo red
¢ B

- "’:fvbv the persons, exPerlencing them should not lead us to overlook the e
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possibility of them playing a causal role ';n human development, 1In
fact, the heavy emphasis given to isolated and dramatic happenings

in many theories of deveiopment may have to be modified considerably
as we come to know more about the seemingly trivial details of human
experience,

‘, At the practical level we are faced with the question of whether
we, as adults, can or should do anything about decreasing the frequency
of these tiny encounters, The most likely way of accomplishing this
end would be to reduce sharpiy the opportunity for social interaction -~
either by keeping children physically isolated from sach other or by
carrying on a large amount of highly structured and supervised activi=
ties during which "free' and spontaneous action is curbed, Such pro-
cedures kcould, of course, have the countereffect of markedly raising
the frequency of '"desire vs. teacher oxpectation' encounters while
loweringk the frequency of those involving "desire vs, desire,"

| Between the two extremes of isolation and control there'aro the
more moderate strategies of nﬁodifying the environment in such a way
as to increage the oppormnity for one kind of activity (associated with
certam types of encounters) over some others, Thus, a teacher might

e remove the wheel toys and buxldmg blocks (frequent sources of "deszre

vs. desire" confhcts) while at the same t1me adding to the amount and

- ;variety of art materzals. Another altematwe m1ght be to provide a- :
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superabundance of both supplies and space in the hope that disputes
over property rights and territoriality would be conscquently reduced,
In this connection, however, it is well to remember that the nursery
schoo!l in which the high frequency of these events waé observed is
one in which toys and games of all sorts are unusually plentiful,

Thkuas, by logical reasoning, if not by empirical evidence, the
question of whether adults can alter the frequency of these events in
the lives of children seems to be answered in the affirmative, Whether
adults should attempt to do so is quite another matter, In answering
that question we are faced not only with a lack of evidence concerning
the effects of such changes but also with the difficult task of deciding"
if the effects, whether real or imaginary, are desirable, When we
think of the complexities involved in making such a decision we
probably can be excused for adopting the policy of letting nature take |
its course, But even if uncertainty or a sense kof futility leads us to
do nothipg ’we surely cannot help but porider the meaning of these events
for the children over Whom we have charge,

Fina.lly, one of the chief“values such an intenéive and syst"ematic
look at the daily experiences of young children is that it calls attenhon |

; ‘to both the vanety and complextty of expenence in a way that more

casual observatlon does not. After completing a Sufficient number of . -

fftwo~minute observations of mdividual chxldren the observer bﬂcomes
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acutely aware of the extraordinary abstraction involved in many of
the popular phrases and e#pressims used by teachers and others to
describe what goes on in a nursefy school, ILabels such as 'an
aggressive child" or a "'shy child" and terms such as ''acting out''

or 'free play' lose much of their meaning when gazing at the minutiae
of classroom behavior, The dangerd involved in making hasty
generalizations about children or even about the "climate"iof nursery

school rooms become readily apparent. This effect, we believe, is

salutary,
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TABLE 1

Distribution of Types of Constraining

Experiences in a Nursery School

Type (Desire vs. vevearens) Frequency Percent
Desire ' 183 31,2
Teacher expectation ‘ 148 25. 2
Inability ; 82 14,0
Teacher overlook 79 13,5
Clutter, crowds 28 ‘ 4,8
Environmental limitation 23 ; | 3.9
Institutional restriction 23 | 3.9 |

Ambiguous ' , 21 3.6

e et s - - .

Total . | 587 100, 0
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TABLE 2

Distribution of Types of Constraining

Experiences in Out-of-School Settings

Type (Desire vs. vvivevess) Frequency Percent
Desire 103 47.2
Adult expectation 66 | 30,3
Inability 18 8.3
Adult overlook | : ; 18 8.3
Clutter, crowds 5 2.3
Environmental limitation - 4 1.8
Institutional restriction 0o 0

Ambiguous 4 ; 1,8

Total 218 100, 0
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TABLE 3

Frequency of Constraints Among Children

in the Spring and the Fall

Period of Obgervation

Spring 1967 Fall 1967
N .).(. 8 . ;{- 8 t
Boys 17 6.88 3.3 29,12 3,5 2,15%
Girls 13 5,00 2,5 7.31 3,5  3,29%k
Total 30 6,07 3.1 8.33 3.4  3,48%x

% Significant at the . 05 level

ok Significant at the , 01 level
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TABLE 4

Distribution of Types of Constraining Experience Among

Children Observed in the Spring and the Fall

Period of Observation

Spring 1967 Fall 1967

Type (Desire v8, ¢vovenass) Frequency - Percent Frequency Percent

Desire 53 29. 1 119 47.6
Teacher expectation 49 26.9 57 22. 8
Inability 32 17, 6 24 9.6
'I‘eachef o’verlook 17 9.3 9 : 3.6
Clutter, crowds v/,l-l""‘/ 6.0 16 6.4
Environmental limitation 7 w8 71 2.8
' Institutional restéiction | 9 49 ©12 48
Ambiguous 4 2.2 6 2.4

Totals | 182 99. 8 250 © 100.0




FOOTNOTES

IThe research reported herein wag performed persuant to a
contract from the United States Office of Education, Department of

Health, Education, and Welfare.

zPhilip W. Jackson and Bernice J. Wolfson, '"Varieties of

* Constraint in a Nursery School," Young Children, In press.

3Because teachers were not present in any of the settings,
the;_categories labeled ""desire vs, teacher expectation' and '"desire
v, teaqhe:r overlook' were changed to '"desire vs, adult expectation''
‘and "desire vs, adult ov;erlook. "' The adults in most instances were
parents but they sometimes included older siblings or babysitters,
The category 'institutional restriction" was never used during the
coding pfocess but it was i-etained beéause it conceivably could have
been relevaﬁt in c’ertaiﬁ in,Staric'eS (e.g. As when a child engage'd’in
an a.,c’tivity that wasfpréhibited by a city ordinance, such as ballplaying,

and was told to stop by a life guard,),

24»Jackson and Wolfson, Op. cit,




