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This paper reports on a study which was one of a series begun in 1971
and undértaken at the Hofstra University Child Development Genters The
focus of these studles was on gsex role behaviors, perceptions and aspiration
levels in 3, 4 and 5-year old children. This series of studies was designed
both to reveal children's attitudes and behaviors and to provide data which
will lead to revised curricula and instructional practice.

In this study our primary objective was to gathsr data on preschool
children's typical social interactive patterns in a setting free of adult
direction, Our secondary objective was to ascertain whether these patterns
were differentiated by sex. '

Theoretical Framework: The literature on social learning indicates that auton-
omous, independent and assertive behaviors are necessary for success in school
and later vocational endeavors. Accepting the notion thet these behaviors are
necesBary for school and vocational success we attempted to ascertain if one

~ could observe different levels of these behaviors in a relatively unstructured
group situation in preschool children. Further, we wished to test two related
assumptions, one bsing that these behaviors are more frequently and regularly
developed in boys, (see Frazier and Sadker, "Sexiam in School and Scolety!),
-and second that by preschool age, children already had incorporated stereos
typic notions of appropriate social, sex role behavior. (see Maccoby).

Samplet 77 middle class children enrolled in a private preschool program
Tocated on a university campus. ' ' ‘

Method and Techniques: In order to gather information on children's social
Tnteraotive patterns we constructed a situation in which it would be possible
to observe childrent!s spontaneous social interactions without adult direction,
We conduoted and videotaped a series of &30 minute parties for the children.

Tt was our contention that the environment created by a party setting would
maximize pleasure and elicit spontansous, normal soolal patterns of behavior

on the part of the participants. We called the series of parties "Interaction
Parties", Because we wished to test the notion that children's social inter=
active patterns may be differentiated by sex, and we wished to observe girls
interacting without the presence of boys, and boys interacting without the
presence of girls, and boys and girls interacting together, we conducted and
videotaped a series of six parties -- two all girl parties, two all boy parties,
and two coed parties. Our total sample of girls was 35 and our total sample of

~ boys yas b2, The parties were conduoted in the famillar setting of the pre- -

~ .school olassroom during the second

nonth of the sohool yesrs The teachors and
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other adults generally present in the classroom setting (observers, student
teachors, aides) were excluded from the party setting. Tables and chairs
were moved to one section of one large classroom and an overhead microphone
and video camera were placed inconspicuously in the corner. Party favors,
balloons, blowers, cups and plates were set for each child. Candles, cakes,
and pitchers of milk were provided in the center of each table, On the day
before the first party the children were informed by their teachers that on
the next day the girls would be having a party, and on the day following the
boys would have the same privilege. The following week the children were
told by their teachers that they all would be having a Thanksgiving party.

Before entering the videotaping room each child received a large paper
hat with his/her name printed on its, This strategy permitted the researchers
to identify oshaviors of individual subjeots. The videotaping began as the
first child entered the room., One of the authors greeted the children as
they entered and informed them that they were free to select any seat they
wished. No other instructions were given. The authors remained out of camera
range as did two research assistants who observed and recorded the conversa«
tions and physical movement of the children, It was our intent to interact
as little as possible with the children. Thus, we responded only to requests
for assistance and initiated action only when a child appeared in danger,

Data Sources In addition to our comprehensive study of the tapes as a whole
we developed a method for a more rigorous inspection of the data. We stopped
 the videotape every two minutes and inspected the still segment of tape to
observe the folTOWing' '

the number of subjects pictured

the percentage seated

the percentage standing and/or in motion

the percentage interacting,

The table below reprosents the result of this analysis:

Girls Co~-ed Boys

No. of subjects pictured 113 3 9N
4 seated Tug 5% ' 51%
¢ standing and/or in motion 318 23% 55%
- % Interacting 12% 17% 5%

Results and/or Conclusionss Differential social interactive behavior patterns,

 Were exhibited by groups. During the all girl parties and coed parties more

 sitting, less interacting, less standing and moving behaviors were exhibited
_ than dnring the'allvboy parties.

Our‘early conclusionu based on obseryations:}*;i‘“
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made at the time of the "Interaction Parties" and later from a careful study
of the tapes was that the children generally were orderly and capable of
functioning with & minimal amount of adult direction and supervision, How=
ever, our observations revealed that the boys showed more independent,
asgertive and autonomous beshavior in that they asked for less help, initiated
activities more frequently, and left the party area without seeking per-
mission. At some of the parties some boys became destructive of objeots in
the room, and began fighting with each other. The girls behavior was more
restrained, more orderly, and more dependent upon adults as evlidenced in
their numerous requests for adult assistance, During the coed parties we
observed that the boys and girls tended to modify the extremes of each others
behaviores Thus, thers was less gross destructive behavior by the boys and
greater independent behavior by the girls. Since we had initlally instruoted
our filmer to follow those children who moved, our numerical study is somee
what inconsistent with our live observations since the tapes reflect the bias

we initiated,
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In assessing what was observed "1ive" and on videotape, the following
questions are suggesteds

1) Was the choice of & party setting "neutral or did its social
nature call forth already incorporated, learned, sex=stereotyped
social behavior?

We are presently engaged in & study designed to explore this
question further, Working again with very young children we
have, however, broadened our cample base to include a larger
population from differing social classas.,

2) Are the differential patterns of observed social interactive behaviors
exhibited: by some boys and girls the products of differential
child rearing practices, innate physiological differences, or an
interaction of the two?

Educational or Scientific Implicationss Schools have typically attended to
Those students who exhibit an over abundance o” assertive, independent and

autonomous behaviors , The absence of these behaviors howsver, has not, in
the past, signalled a need for attention on the part of the school authori-
ties, However, if we are to accept the notion that the presence of a healthy
amount of assertive, independsent and autonomous behavior is not only desire=
able but necessary for school and ‘vocational success, schools will have to
focus as much attention and enorgy on those who exhibit too few of these
behaviors (at present mostly girls) as they do on those who exhibit an in-

‘;appropria te amount, or num ‘rzof these behaviors (at present mostly boya). 5:f;f_5;7‘:k



