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ABSTRACT . ’ : .
This research report jis based on a study designed to

explicitly test Sigel's '""Distancing Hypothesis'' by examining the

relationship between a cluster of seven maternal behaviors related to

''distancing' and representation in a total of 60, 3~ and h-year-old boys.

The boys were administered three tasks (in their nursery.school) which ' “
. measurgd representational skills, and latér, with their mothers, were

observed |nteract|n3 in a univerSIty laboratory setting. A significant i .
relationship was found between certain maternal teaching strategies and .
influence techniques coded .in the laboratory session and children's performance v
on the representational task. . It is suggested. that parental use of o
communi‘cation styles which restrlct a child's .attention to the immediate o v
, physical and concrete preseft may ‘disgourage.the child from exercising his LT
. * cymbollc capac1ties in-problem sotving situations which requite their. '

' utilization. (Author/GO) -
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Abstract ' . ’ -

-

Sixty 3~ and 4—year-6;d boys weré‘administered three tasks

.

_ measuring representational skills in their nursery schools.  The

- boys and their mothers were later observed interacting in a uni-

.

versity laboratory setting. A significant relationmship was found

4 -

. P M
between certain maternal teaching strategies and influence techni-

e

{ques coded in the laboratory session and children's performance
on the representational tasks (p < .01). It is suggested that

y ‘parental use of communicition styles which restrict a child's atteny

- \

. .o ) .
tion to the immediate'physIEai>and concrete present may discourage

- P

the child from fxefcising his symbolic capacities in problem sblving

-situations which require their utilization.
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. THE RELATIOUSHIP DETULEN MATEPNAL BIFAWINR

"’ , AdD REPRESENTATION I YOUNG CHILDPEN
= 4 - /
i . AMIE DOHOVAL : .
" Paper presented at the bigﬁﬁﬁél meeting of the Society for Research 4n Child
* Development Denver, Colorado  April, 1975 ) h
. ’ « L c T ?
) L .

In recent years there has been a proliferation of psychological studies

.

focusing on the relationship between family variables and “intellectual function-

_ing in young children. However, within this domain of research the relatYonship
Between cognitively stimulating parental behaviors and the development of symbolic
- ) - -,
skills in preschool children has not been thqqoughly investigated. -
. y; '

'Sigel (19279, 1971a, 1971b) has proposed that the acquisition of representa-

. rd

-

tional competence -~ the ability to s&mbolizé'reality - 1s a function of certain -

individual from the immediate temporal and spatial present. <ore specifically

he has suggested gbai parents may assume a,critical "distancing” role during

. .
»

motor period to the preoperational stage of intellectual developgent. It 1is

during this time that the child becomes capable of symbolic thought (Piaget,

3

1962). .

rd

T A reinterﬁ}egation of findings geﬁeraféd from parent-child studies investi-

.
'

ggiing social class differences in parental teaching strategies and control

techniques (e.g. ess & Shipman, 1965; Rice, 1970; Rossﬁan; 1973) provides

indirect support for Sigel's "Distancing" Hypdﬁhe§€s. In addition te parent-
- . L #§

Ehild research, data yielded from the assessment of a number of experimental
N ‘ - y

home and preschool intervention programs indicate that teaéhing techniques which

- .
can be conceptualized in terms of "distancing” have had significant effects on

s children's thinking processes (Gray & Klaus, 196?; Dlank, 1968; Blank & Solomon,
1969; Levenstein, 1970, 1971; Sigél, Secrist, Sofce & Priebe, 1973). In general

the most effective and successful mothers and feachers appear to initially orient
Q . ’ ’ Ce R - .
. o, . a

It{\()/t . ‘ . - v,

psychosocial behaviors and events vhich serve to "distance" or separate the _

the child's life (two to four years of age) when he is progressing from the sensori-

&y




-2-"
g . . \' ' :
xchildrgn to future task goals and to qualify requests aimed at redirecting

o, . - L . ..
, children}s behavior. (Furthermore) they encourage children to recall past

A

/ B
events, to describe their futureitehaviars, to infer cause and effect relag}bnr

p—— N .
ships, to develop their imaginatibn, and to interaet with a diversity of repre-

|

sentational modes. -

The present, research report is based on a study designed to explicitly test

Sigel's "Distancing Hypothesis" by examining the relationship between a cluster
< / *

of seven maternal behaviors related to "diétancing" dnd representation in three

.

and four year old boys. 1In an effort to pinpoint specific salient aspects of

- v

the epvironm:nt which transcend social class and race, the sample studied was

[4

restricted to a white ﬁiddle—class population. The research was conducted in

two parts., In the first phaseg60 middle-class whitg—boys between the ages of

‘3 yéars 3 mont?s and)4 years/gamonths vere asse;sed for their representational
coﬁpetence in their nursery schools. Three tasks were devised a$ meabures of
representatlon: a Ph§sical Anticipatién Task, a Social Anticipgtion Task and -
a Spatial Hgmcry Task. In thg Physicgl Aﬁficipation Task squecté vere prasented
with a hypothetical situation b& the'experimehter and asked to predict the conge-

. ]

. . 5
quence of possible actions.'upon specific three-dimensional inanimate objects.
. [ &

t

The Social Anticipation Task was designed to asses; the young child's ability

to ;nticipate the appropriate fge}ings, atti;ﬁdes, or actions ;f a child o¢r his
mother.which would bé élicited by certa&n common‘incidents arising in the home
setti;g. These situations Qere depicted in 2-dimensional fo;m. In the;épatial
ifemory Task, subjecEP were required to éeéall the location of familiar objects ‘
;hiddeén by‘theLeXperimenter in various rooms of a dollhouse. These three tests

vere indivﬁduélly administered tod each subject and combined to yileld a composite

representational index score. v
. .

N




”n

'teaching strategy aimed at picture comprehénsion, illustration of. stony coptent

. . . ) » ° a

- .

’

In the second phase of the’study the childrgn and their.abthers were Observed

> . . .

¥,

. ‘ . I'd
in a structured university laboratory setting. A set of 42 predetermined maternal.

-

‘behaviors vere coded by<;n observer behind a one-way mirror while the mbtbefs

e O c . .
taught their children'a block~sorting task (which was adopted from Hess and
Shipmgp's study) and engaged in a étory—reqding session with their children. °

In the block—sotting task, mothers were expected to teach their children

how to phystcally sort a grodb of blocKs according to two criteria and to verba-'
. . . ' L o :
lize these relevant-classification criteria. In the story-reading task, each

mother was asked to "go through the book, The Little Red Bicycle" as she wo@ld

go through it at home. As a compleﬁenE ‘to the block task, this latter Eask was
. -« 3% -
chosen to provide a less structured, more naturalistic setting within which

mdther—child interactions could take place. ( !

fiom a complex inventory of behavioral categories which were defined

f )

accérding té function , i.e. the inferred intended outcome of the behﬁvidr,-,
’ . [

- -

a subset of five behaviqrs were selected as the best examplifiers of maternal

"

o . . .,

. - - ' s

distancing. The following behaviors constituted the five distancing categories:
v ) . . . " .
(1) RECALL - a teaching strategy aimed at the reconstruction of padgt or associar-
Id
tion to gpatially-distant present-édvents or happenings (2) ANT;CIPATIOH’— a

k2 L]

‘teaching strategy aimed at predicting, planning, hypothesizing a future event,

~
Te

occurrence, or feeling emotion, attitude; this also includes 6rienting the child. |

’ L4

to task goal in terms of what is to be done (3) POLE-TAKING - a-teachihg

-

v » ~

strategy aimed at pretend behavior; this may involye gthe use of inanimate ijects

., / ¥
"as if" they are something elsé or person or animal dramatization (4)1CLASSIFI—

]

‘ 9
CATIOW - VERBAL - a teaching strategy aimed at the verbalization of the block-

. ’ -~ . ’ ’
gorting principle or any relevant grouping criteria (5) PICTORIAL SCENE ~ a

4 L

w

through two~dimensional repreSeht%tiqn; the focus is on the activity or event as

e

' ” L5006 %




. - ~

a vhole depicted in the picture rather than the recoghitioh of individual objects,i

-

people, or animals represented iﬁ-the picture.” ~ e ..

Two impottant behaviors cited as agtithetical to "distancing” were |

- . -, . v

(6) LABELLING - avteaching'strategy aimed at the recognition, identification,

” -4

>

or description of‘ -single animate or inanimate object based on the physical

) attributes or perceptually salient cues - and (7) UﬂQUALIFIED POVER ASSERTIOM

-

~ N
a control\qtrategy'in the fotm of verbal command issued without explanation,

It vas expected that the above cluster of seven maternal behaviors would be
: 1 ’ y
significantly\related to'children.s overall” representational competence as well

d -

as their performance on each of the tdsks measurim representatign. In additiop

it was hypothe;}zggftham withiu the above'gnoup of maternal behaviors RECALL;
[y B ‘ % ) ’ ’

L 3 .
v B T

ANTICIBATIQN, ROLE-TAKING, "CLASSIFICATION-VERBAL and PICTORIAL SCENE would. be

' ,“ e \ . te v R » .
positively related to children's représentational competgnce. It was anticipated

that LABELLING and UNQUALIFIED POWER ASSERTION would be negatively correlated c,
st . . ' . % <l . . ‘
~ with children's,performance or the representational tasks. -
- .0 . '\ - ™ 4 , N
, The findings yielded from this investigatioh\éemonstrated that the cluster .

of seven naternal behaviors (five dfstancing and tfo anti-distancing) was siggifi-

. [ - v
- .

-

. -
cantly related to the overall battery of three repreEentational taegs (p<.0l). .

Forty-one percent df the variance in the composite fepresentational index score

was significantly accounted for by the set of ‘seven maternal behaviors. In

N .

addition the cluster of seven maternal behaviors vas significahtly related to

oerfotmance Sh each of the three tasks measuring represengational competence. *
The seven maternal hehaviots significantly accountgd for 36 percent of the variancé
in performance on the Spatial lfemory Task, 27 percent of the va;iance on the’

Social ﬂnticipation Task and 25 petcent of the variance on the Physical-Antici-

pation Task (TABLE 1). _ " - .o . .-
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However; an,examination of the zero-order correlations bgtween maternal

behavibral variables and child PerformanCe variables ETABLE 2) indicated that

- 1
(]

among the five maternal behaviors considered to be examoIes'of distancing, only

- .

one was sigpificantly positively EOrqelated with children's performancé. Maternal
use of CLASS;FICATION—VERBAL behavior was poeitively associated with chiidren's

. kY T . ¥ . )
performarice on the Sﬁatial lemory Task (p .05). The most striking relation-

P

ships between mother and child variables involved LABELLIPG and UNQUALIFIED

. - L .

POWER ASSERTION , the two maternal behaviors which were hypothesized to be

A . . - i
antithetical tg-distancing and therefore inhibitory #n their effect on Eepresen—
’ * ' « . [} . .

.tation. ~Consistent with the investigator's expectations, these two maternal

-

behaviore vere significantly'negatiﬁely,related to children's scores on -each of

v
N

» ’ L - -
the three representatignal tasks as well as their overall performance score. It

»

o is apparent that,the maternal behaviors antithetical to distancing were- the

mpst powerful predictors of ehildren s representational competence. .
The resuits of the research reported here - provide a clue as tp particular

-~

Jarental behaviors which may Stimulate or impede the use of representational

gkills in young children. A cluster of .seven maternal behaviors related to
~ .
distanaing accounted for approximately 40% of the variance in children's overall
'-' . ‘'
representational scores. levertheless, major consideration should be given to

() . ./
the 60% of the'variance which remains unexplained by the particular set of

~

maternal behaviors. Two sets of explanations one whith relates to theof§ and

the other to methodology, might be used to interpret this residual varjiance.
4 . .
In regard to theory, the possibility exists that maternal Pehaviors unreldted

A

to distancifig assume greater importance in the development of representational '

‘ .
compétence in q 1ldren. It may ‘be that attentional techniques, maternal feed-

back and socielfemotional variables are more significantly related to,children'a

.

representational functioning than cognitive elements in the mother behavior.

. 5.,-
g ~ LY o . -




However, data optained fqpm the present st&dy suggest that mothers'of high anq
low representational children did not vary significantly in the degree to which

3 fhey éxhibited(qttention—recruiting techniques and positive feedbaék.

I - 'In terms 5f methodology it is ﬁossible’that the artificiality of the . .
laboratory situation hay haye servé& to mask the depth and breadth of materhal
distancing behaviors manifested by these same mothers in the natural environment

a of the home. 1It-.is ﬁuite'probable that the behaviors sémpled in the laboratory

I'd
do not constitute a comprehensive measure of distancing. Distancing behaviors
- / ‘ .

-

may’ emanate from fathers and siblingslés well. In addition the structure of
‘the home environment itself - in terms of the systematic sgheduliqg of ‘events

might encourage the child to develop representations of past and fuiure happen-

1
.

ings. sAnother factor which may have 4q5ressed the strength of the relationship
between distanéing and representation relates to the nature of thelmaternal
“categories coded.’ In the present study categories were defined in terms of

function. ilo distinctions were made in terms of the form of linguistic behaviogé#?

(uvith the exception of the control category, UNQUALIFIED POWER ASSERTION). There-

fore, 1f a mother vas coded for exhibiting RECALL she could have herself recalled

.
.

a previous event, commanded her child t¢ do so, or asked her child to remember it,
. . ) 1 - . :

One ﬁight speculate that the mother” who aéks her child to verbalize a recalled

N .

event 1s piacing greater distancing demands on her child than a mother who does

» H

) the recalling herself. In the former, case, the child is asked to actively

fesﬁond; in the latter he may be only & passive reci;ient of.tbe message.

.’.A second major finding_of’:£e present research indicates that within the
cluster of seve; maternal. behaviors related t; distancing, the,twé behaviors
anti:hetical to distaﬂcing (LABELIING and UNQUALIFIED fOWE& ASSERTIOIN). were the

most powerful predictors of representation in children. It is possible that

the development of representational competence in children proceeds naturally

RO00Y :

-




Ne

and universally and is neither facilitated nor impeded by behaviors positively .

-

related to.distancing. Howvever, in-terms of representational performance,
maternal use of behaviors which restrict the child's attention to the here and

now, i.e. to his present behavior or to concrete, perceptually salient elements .

in the environment, may function to discourage him from capitalizing upon symbolic
skills in problem solving situationg vhich require théir utilization.
It should be pointe% oug that the present investigation constitutes only

a first attempt in terms of asseséiﬁg the relationship between parental behaviors,

- L
related to distancing and tepresentational performance in young children. A

thorough exploration of behaviors related to distancing in future research may

¢

shed more light on tﬁeir role, vis-a-vis, the young child's cognitive function-

-

ing.




« —

References
Blank, . Problems in the teaching of young children. 7in’A,J. Biemiiler
(Ed) 'The Ontario Institute for Studies in Education., Report of the
Conference on Problems of Teaching Young Children. Toronto, Canada,
Harch 1968

—

Blank, !i. and Solomon, F. How shall the disadvantaged child be' taught?
Child Development, 1969, 40, 47 61% "

?  Gray,S. and Klaus, P. An experimental preschpol program for cultnrally
deprived children. Child Development, 196;h 36, 887-8984+—

- o,

lless, R. and Shipman, V. Early experience and the socialization of cognitive

modes in children. Child Development, 1965, 36, 869-886. ]
Levenstein, P. Cognitiwe growth in/preschoolers through verbal interaction
with mothers. = American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 1970, 403 426—
432,

.
> L3

Levenstein, P. Verbal interaction project: Aiding the cognitive growth in
, . disadvantaged preschoolers through mother-child home program. Final .
*, Report to Children's Bureau, Office of Child Dévelopment, Department
of Health, Education and Welfare, 1971.:
¢ ’ Y
_Piaget, J. Play dreams and imitation. Wew York; W.W. Norton, 1962.

~

Rice, D.L.. lMaternal control and cognitive development: A replication.
Doctoral dissertation, University of llichigan, 1970. '

Rossman, E.. Hother-child interaction, I.Q., and social clasg. Paper
presented at the meetlnp of the Society for Research in Child
Development, Philadelphia, April, 1973.

- .Sigel, I, The distancing hypothesis. a causal hypothesis.for the
. ' acquisition of representational thought. In M.R. Jones (Ed) §
Miami Symposium on the Prediction of Behavior, 1963: Effect of
Early Experiences.‘ Coral Gables, Florida. University of Miami
", Press, 1970.. o ' \ :

~ 2

. Sigel, I. The distancing ﬁypothesis: A neo-Piagetian view of the)acquisi-
tion of representational thought. Paper presented at a meeting of
the American Psychological Association, Miami, Florida, 1971a.

‘Sigel, I. The distancing hypothesis revisited: An elaboration of a meo-
Plagetian view of the development of representational thought.

. Paper presented, at the Third Annual Western Symposium on Learning,
Western Washington St.ate College, 1971b. .

Sigel, I., Secrist, A., Sorce, J., and Priebe, K. Changes in Cognitive
Structure between the Ages of Two to Four: A. Longitudinal Study.

N -Paper presented at the meeting of the Socilety for Research in

Child Development, Philadelphia, April, 1973,

’

[

) ~ .
}

e ‘ 00011




B

* ’
A L d / _
N . =4
” M . ' ‘ N . . —
[} ﬁr ' . - - ' ) \
“ ~‘ . \ . ..
TABLE 1 . . - .
. - , ‘ - . . -
[ . /STRENGTH OF ASSOCIATIONS BETWEEN 7 .
e _ HATERNAL BEHAVIORS AND CHILDREN'S . .
REPRESENTATIONAL PERFORMANCE L7
Dependent Square o e T
) Variable ™ Multiple R F P -4 value ' ¢
N : \ v
1Y s . . .
- Phygical Anticipation ) .25 2.54 N . Lt
Social Anticipation 27 T 2,71 we U . )
Spatial ilemory 36 4D owx
. \ o " . .
Composite (Sum) 4l 5.17 ' LN T
Total AT . RN ¢
3 M ’ re L A
R . b 4
% p<.05 : ) . . l T .
PR A . - 3
& ‘ ‘ o
/ ’ '
3 £ »
. Vo= .
— s
. .
3 N "
. ' : * i S " '
¢ 'F -«
"




. \ i .
) » g ~ ~ . A.u Mm.ﬁ °
. . : ‘ . 5
B . . / L e . ) .
. + \
. . &
. ) . ; . < N ,
. - e ’ . S
v - . . T . y JT00 2 does
. . ) . . - . mo. > Q "
\ . s . :
. xx9E - T e w68 - IT° - i 60'- X ST’ -6T° a3¥soduo)
L S - S . Kaowe; .
RETX S . *»QC° - <A RS L e’ T 6T 61" - TeT3eds ' )
- .. o O . W o . .. o~ . ;
e Coa uoT3

. : . . ~edyor3uy
. ¥el€°- . ¢y T0°- ST® . $0°~ - %0° 13 TETo0S

» . .
. . . N 4 b . - o . .
J
e . 2 . g T

10013

.. RN o I . B . K .fawmauuﬁﬁ
R AR toxte- g0 soLre - 20° ST° yT° © TEdTsAud
. o - ey < T - . . _
UoT3I98SY" - w.cﬁ.nﬁmﬁ.ﬂm.q ' ;¢ *uads 189397 maﬂvﬂmw "uorzed. - TTeoOOy am ASVL
amog . - ' TPTI030Fd - °  UOFIBD | -3T0Y ~FoT3uy . e
x _ porgyrenbuy © . T - . ~TJISSETD . _ ,
T , . SUSVZ ToHOLIVINASIIATY : . : s

< . . . N0 FOUVHEOIEId 'S .ZNMQAHEU” anNv’ wﬁOH\w&«mmm . N . " .
\ . TVNUEIVA WAINIAY SNOILVIIYN0D waduo- IS¥Id p, . .
) " » . L N . o . - : . / %

L . ‘ . cTEIavL T

“

‘.
N
/
Q
IC

1
’-
.
» \
A}
-
LY
.
JAruiiText Provided by ERIC

?
F
f,‘,’




-

Maternal Categories Related to Distancing
. > . .

Positivelv Related:

Negativelp Related:

[
.

» N . s
¢ )"

Pecall - a teaching strategy aimed at the reconstruction of past
. or association to spatially—distant present events or
« happenings.

Anticipation -~ a teaching strategy aimed at pre&icting, planning,
hypothesizing a future event, bccurrence, or feeling,
¢+ . enotion, attitude, this also includes orienting the thild
* to task goal in terms of what.is to be done.
Role-taking - a teaching strategy aimed at pretend behavior; this may
' involve the use of inanimate objects "as if" they are
b something else or person or animal dramatization.

Classification-Verbal - 4 teaching strategy aimed at the verbalization
! of the block-sorting principle or any felevant grouping
criteria. .
Pictorial Scene - ‘a teaching strategy aimed. at picture comprehension,
O 1llustration of story content through two-dimensional
' représentation. . , . ’
s - ' o * ®

s
.

)

Labelling - a teaching strategy aimed at the recognition, identification

or description of a single animate or inanimate object
based on its physical attributes on‘perseptually salient
N cues. ' &- - ~ - '

' Unﬁualified.Powér Assertion - a control strategy in the form of a

verbal command issued without explanation; this is aimed
~ at redirecting behavior and is sometimes accompanied by
physical restraint,

[}

- » . -
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