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Abstract * -

Researchers 4=ve studisd Both competence levels and competence motivas
tion in <hilzen. Compste=ce motivation is usually assessed in terms

of childiren'= Spanmtaneous =references for optimal cognitive challenge,
but actuzl spamtangous. pre=grences in free play have selcom been used :
to assess mozivation.” In Zact, competence level and competence motiva=

tion are inseparable since motivation, as it relates to spontaneons

preferemces, must be .asSessed-by comparison with measures of skill
3 . 7; ~ ) i B i . -
(campeterice) level.  -Sévezal studies. were reviewed that Jdemonstrated

how skill levels and Sree-play preferences could be adequately compared:

Results showed that as age increased preschool children showed more
preferences for tasks at lower levels than their niglest possible skill

levels. Reasons for the developmentai shift in preferences are dis-
cussed in terms of difSeremt views of piay and competence. 'Cautior is
needed in assuming tha— children’s competence motivation is reflected

in a sponraneous pyeference for optimal cognitive challsnge.

- - -
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Competence Motivation and Children’s Free-Play Preferences
€hildren, as they develop, “can be expected to.gain moré ‘and more

_SRiiz'ieGéi is necessary to aetermiﬁe ievel of mdtivatidﬁ. : -

7

ccmpetence in. predlctlng, controlllng, and h51ng the1r»env1ronment*

They wiil 1;. for 2xamp1e;;develop and use an understamding of means-

end relations, social-role expectations, and the anr=cedents of Vari-

ous- emotions. In_investigating such déVéldﬁméhtf éﬁﬁé'reSéarcﬁefé

haVe ssessed chlldren S competence in terms of the skills 1nvolved

" and consequentiy the sk111 Ievel reached (see ngCheA, in pr $$3

Goldberg, 1977- Hartzr, in preSs) 1n another Veln, researchers have

thte, i959 1960). in thE'fzrst instance,.a-c6ﬁpeteﬁt child is thdﬁght

—some—specafxc 5«111 or 2 general pattern of

to be one ﬁho demioms?

skills that are 4t a level expected for the child's developmental perlod

In the second anstance, a cOﬂpetent Chlld is thought to be-one who shows

intrinsic motivation to gain competence., The first purpose 6f this paper
. . - A

is to argue that these two aspects—-the skill level reached and .the zoti-

‘vation for developing competence--are inseparable. \rn assessment of

v

In a55e551ng chlldren s competence mot1vat10n, most Investlgators

PRSP

(e:g-; see | Harter' s;.i978a; Systematic refinement of the basic thearyj;

‘This approach to competence (or effectance) motivation has led to the

use of the construct of optimal cognitive challenge in partiaily
explaining the motivaticnal process. A situatidn of optima] cognitive

Y
- o -

- of competence (see Goidberg, 1977 Harter, 1974, 1875, 1578a; Hurt 19655

BN -
AN
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—al MIXes . z:h&maxxml demands o r'xe nz:mn s Cagat__—jes of aagmg .

.5 and J.xﬁ:egratmg the new informawion imtx. IS 9T mmer gre:sent schemes

. e

or skilis. Nevertheless the inpiz® is oz 50 demmme—ag <mat the _person,

=xild thén-chbbsé taSks providing—=is chail: mge== : te highest level

c- which they afe capable; that is it they sre h: <uy - Wsvated to

g competence. “Tasks that they zmss presemt y o vivwgto-master or have
joit recentiy wastarad should be Bos. approwriste in Sroviding the optimal
level of éﬁailéﬁgé;: A ﬁféféféaéé fo Thew= “optowcdl,; difficult” tasks

should :f::f'rease the probablli’ =z gerson. [ ~dicg- measure ln the task

-

rﬁaﬁter 197@), és we 11 as Successfn’.ly proooE:ng .._he‘mamwamomt of .
mfomatlon and thus ga.mmg the most competencs pos= <ibfe.. z

In White's (i959) original thecvr, he . uggested that situations apt
to raflec‘. such preferences and HO%¥=tion 2Were those in which extemai ’

canstralnts;-goalsf and relnforcem . Were # 2 mimimom. -6ne such situa-

-

tiion was thought to be ‘spontaneous: Fze” bla Childrew spend vast amounts

of time playing. -T_hey play at mak -h..l.ngss hapr .n; at language and

social 1nteract10ns and at preten~ing— S.;nce they spend so much time and
effor playlng, it -would vseem that —uz 2 must have some mportant functlons
in ch:':.fdren's developme-nt; Wh’ite s eg;—_;ana:i_’o‘ﬁ of tlie motivation fdt_ 'céinp'é;
tence Seems to éccbuﬁt for much of chilzzen's fres-play behavior; and’ re-
searcmers have assumed that through riay -2aildren seek optimal cognitive
challenges éﬁd; Ehu§ mastery of iﬁ;i? MV izzaments and ém'oticn;;s _(e.g.:;

-
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Iruner, 1972; Eliis; 1973; Errlson, 1963; Millar, 1968). ‘dowever, a

[

is needed. SR

X

preferencs may - decessarily indicate the:r zctual levels of compe-

tence motivazion.

H‘.

A ﬁéiéi'ﬁf&i: @ with many-studies of cozetence motiwEtiom is

-

ih't it is so dif==ciilt to 0perat10n84-y de=fmea.  For exammiie,  Typi-

cally a child’s acility on several grisec —zs«s (e.g., ansgrams jis - . -
éeéie'&; and then =he child is' sked™ = gmmss oz prefrenee or one,_ of

the tasks to determine if the child"=:ie 5 the ij’d;f:_ diffZcu: : ome that

he or she was successful in completizt (s lmrter, 1974, 1975_,,197’82;

2788} ‘In these studies, skill let : Ir__rst assessed, an: =meh prefer-
pnteé ares assessed. Results,iﬁdiCézi thé;;chiidréﬁ tend to v'ﬂ-er thz-

w&lz/ a1f icult tiskS in such limit=: choiz= s:tuatlons. Sté:?conclu-r

sione about ﬁdtitztiéﬁ and preferencs: fs= chal leﬁge would sy impossible
'w'iiﬁaiii an indepercent assessment c=—ukiil iei'rél; but even &ith such an

-

ZSaessment a defln.zlon of high comssrance mctlvatxon,ls somewhat circu-
lar: Motlvated.chzlureﬂ?are those.uno prefer optimaily difficuit tasksf

but preference ZLor difficult tasks is vlrtually the sole de:lnlng Crl-

~

,terlcn or compecence motivation. Addltlonal cr1ter10n~referenced vai:dlty

°
- t

Regarding the possible functzon of free play as pro?1d1ng challenges—

'a more 1mportant problem in the,e studies is that the preferences are

"

measured in a limited, fbrced~ch01ce situation: An‘;nvestxgator.cannOt

say tyat E ch11d's preferences demonstrated any motivation or preference

- for éﬁiiﬁii challenge in situations whefe the child was truly free to

choos ct1v1t1es, i.e.; in spontaneous free play.

Q'
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1 a diffsrent area of régééreh--étﬁéiéé of tﬁé-déiélépﬁéﬁt of ﬁiay_-

amothzr-ma;or probiem ex¢$t5' No deternznatxon of actuai sk111 level is

e

availzhle by whzch to asses: preferences (e.g-» Garvey, 1979;. N.collch

1977 . TyinEJLy; chlldren are obserVed in free-piay-sntuations iny; and .

the r=2searchers must assume that-what the chxid shows is what e cﬁzld is
capi==:of. In this dase, free-choice preferen:es are assessed put with=

out intiependenf®conparisons of actual competence im terms-of the highest
_ skill ieveis availabie.to the zhild.

e
T B - v

- - . 2

In both the stud1es of - competence mot1yat1om ind the studies of

‘ree »lay; 1nfbrmat1on is 1ack1ng th:* would aiIbw the Investiga*ors to

" actually determine if chx@dren 39 indeed prefer optimal cognitive 'ch’al'-J

lenges in free pley. Admittedly, such infpmmation could contribute greatly

6 an uﬁéérstaadiﬁg of ‘a theory of competence motivation, but in any case
the zaradigm, based as iizis on asseSsxng optimal E&éﬂifiﬁé challenge,
may lead only to a aéaa,eaa, as I will e;tempt to illustrate.
) - Assessment of Skill Levels and ?féé:§iay‘§référéﬁCEs

- o -

To avoid 100:e or circular definitions of a chxid's optimal chaiienge,

iiﬁeStIKHtOrS'SHOUld first Seek.an ;ndependent assessment of tlie child’s
skill -or competence level and tﬁéﬁlbﬁSETVé tbw child's subsequent, Spcii-

> taneous, non-forced preferences in a free-piay situation. Bﬂé'ﬁ&SSiBié -

tecknzque that we have recently used is to requxre chxldren to demnnstrate

sonme behaV16r at each Step of a prédlc;ed develbgmeﬁtal sequéﬁte-ln some

S v

skill domain and then score the behawiors as pass or fail for each step in
. the sequence (Watson &-Fischer, 1977, in press): The tasks used for each
. = -step are similar to ééeh-BEBeisexéept for some controlled aspect of com-

. o«

© S . -
. . - -

o)
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piéxity or djfficulfy that is systematically warce ‘across the sequence.

- e

((scz Table B. Do ;

-

-
N To facilitate chlrdren S demonstratxons off ==7 task, an adult

ﬁbael flrSt demonstrates the pretendlng task oo sty for each-Stép.i'

kfter the demonstration of each step, the @odes :nmltes the.chlid to

B <

A
demonstrate thrOugh imitative pretending his o= nier own task or story.

PreV1ous research has shown that children, in ﬁretenalng, do not bllndly

mzmxc a model’s behaV1ors but Selectlvely 1m1:ate only those aspects

tnat they ue erstand those behaV1ors that tneg'can assrm:iate (Gottlleb

1977— in press). In addition,, children use such modeling as 4 cue to
> perform beh371ors beyond -hose speclflcal iy demonstrated This’ method

occmodellng and 1m1tatlon does not provrde assessments of chzldren's free

-

'play, but 1t nevcrtheiess, provides assessments of their skills and
<
understanding. In fact, in one domaiﬁ::thét of léﬁguége écéﬁiSitiéﬂ-- -
imitation may fall hehind Spontaneocus préaﬁctiéﬁ; depending on the task

difficulty (ses Bioom, Lighbown, & lood, 1975; Eloom, Rocissano, § Hood,
1976) - The main point is that imitation is not necessgrlly_ghead of_or ,

behind sportaneous production or comprehension: It is simply another

' o e gl . gl . 5
task requiring understanding. . 5 :
- B 4 ‘ 5 .
) ] Witﬁ'éccess to these 1ndependent asSessments of each step 1n a pre-

dicted sequénce we then uSe scaIOgram analy51s for cross-sectionai data‘_'
to verlfy the ord r of the steps 1n the sequence (Green i956--F15cher'
Note'1j. If we . find that the steps are truly sequeﬁfliiﬁ we then have a

measure of each chlld's hlghest level in tle sequence since each ch11d

- performs On each task (either pass or- fallj
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T " 1n- order to subsequently assess preferences in free play, we naVe_

-~ -

chosen tasks that'seem to be of ifiterest to normai preschoolers. The

L

-

- tasks chosen 1nvolve rep_esentatlonai and’ role-play skllls. Of course,

any one Ssequence can be used to assess sklll 1eve1 only in the ‘context of -

~

the specrfrc tasks (e £2-5 role playzng g51ng doc.or patient, and nurse

dolls al’ows assessment of'skrii 1eve1°1n only Oﬁe area of role-coucept

deyelopment). 0bv1ousiy, a chlld's skill - eVe} in one domain and Bﬁaér

-one set of circumstances cannot be generalized.automat:caiiy to other do-

rmarns, but no study has’ been able to support such generallzatlons for

-skill levels or motxvatronai leveis in chlldren. Nevertheless; such se- .

quences make posszble some valid assessment of skiii 1eveis*
.SubSequen* to the=as§é§§ment of.sk111 1evels we observe the children
5 B - -

ir. free-play ;nd assess whrch:steps from the previbus sequence they spon- :

"téneousiy demonstrate; In this phase they are glVen r.o rernforcement or
. ”7'77 7/7” L .
suggéstiaﬁs as to what to perfbrm. In this manner ws have boih a systemarlc-

-

and Independent assessment of thelr actual skill levels and an assessment
of thelr free-pley preferences (if any) in the.same skill domain; If they

prefer -an 0pt1mai cognitive challenge in that doma1n they shouid choose to

.

- perform in free play the h1ghest step5°that they had prev1ously demonstrated

-

in elicited 1mltat1ve-pretendzng::~_ . > -
- ST L 4 -
The Studies . . , : .
In three experiments, related tasks wete used d< discussed above to
assess children's preferences.

Expériméﬁt~i:;Thé Development. of Agent Use

- First, we assessed the representatlbﬁal skills of 36 children; 14, 19,

“

- and. 24 months of age, in u51ng agents, of action in eirii preteﬁdiﬁg (ﬁét: .

sofn G Frscher; 1977). (Table 1 gives the‘combiﬁed se quence of all steps
B . - Y

e .

Yoo AU R /
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that we predxcted in the three studles The First four steps were . R

_,tested in Study l.) As can bc seen in Table 1, we.predlctéa thet chzidren's

-

uSe of agents or sources of action in their 1m1tat1ve preten&rng would

[N

5:T5f‘—*"; doverop “from™ Cf}‘“slng orily the self as an agent “of action to (2) u51ng

another agent (e g., a doll) as a passzve rec1pe1nt of act1on to’ (3) sub-

stituting a nondescrrpt ‘object for an agent to E43 eventually 6§iﬁg an-_

“other agent as an actlve, Jndependent 1n1tlator of actions. .

':; ) . _
******* - »

T s s - - ——— - ————

>

. As in au the studies, each child was tested individually, ind the
order of steps modeléed wds caﬁféfaﬁéﬁeé&} 'A’fter observing a model
demoristrats all -'stép's in the sequerice, each child was allowed to play - _
freely. iIn this first study, we did not .fo'Staiii an assessment of child-
ren's ékiii levels 1ndependent of their free-play preferences, and this

. deficiency reduces the strength of the results.

.

Under no pressure to imitate, 32 of 36 children nevertheless fit

the Sequence perfectly and Wemonstrated that the sequence was scalable
(Green s Indax of Con51stency .58} and age related. More iﬁﬁérféﬂfiy;

as age 1ncreased chiidren -omitted ear11er steps whlle demonstratlng in-<

éréésiﬁéi} higher steps (Watson § Flscher 19’7) TheSe results 1nd1cated

they were allowed spontaneoas preferences The ch11dren could, _ofc course,

detionistrate a wide’ range of behav16rs besides pretend piay. Inv0171ng agent

" use, but all but elght chlldren plcked up cn the modellng cues and ex-

-

hlblted pretend play with various agents. Tye childréﬁ di@ not indiscrimi-

(< S 4 . - “ _ ' :iij
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nantly or. randomly imitite 6r'éﬁbésé’i56ig free-play act’VItlé B _ ,;/j;;

[
p)

” .

“seemed to prefer tasks at an optimal level of mastery rather than easier
s - ' , : S
tasks. - . o - - © R

- . R ) .

-

were alsc £ound td discriminantly imitat efbehav1ors on tasks that seemed

-~

to be of moderate dszlculty rather thax zein g too easy or too diffi-

¢

cult "for them. As agé_xﬁcreaséd; the iﬁf&ﬁts chose behav1ors modeled

in increasingly difficult tasks: Although this study did not assess -
true free ﬁiéy; it iisé lends support to the hypothesis that children pre= -

fer tasks prov1d1ng an bptlﬁa’ chel lenge, tasks at the level of their

H

; hlghest\mastery. o , ? . o
, . e

§§per1men* 2--Ihe,ﬂe1einpment,o£ Social=Recle Concepts : L

In view of the results ¢ .%: first study; we completed a second

study to test the deve10p .+ -3quence of sﬁéiii role ﬁﬁ&erstéﬁd:

- ‘

1ng that seemed to ‘be b«sea or. t% - - >vious development .of independent

agent use EWatson & Fischer, in press). Tie major hyﬁﬁtﬁesis was that .

preschool children in thelr e11c1ted imitation wouid demonst*ate a scal-

able, dede10pmental sequence and in free play would choose to demonStrate

only the highest steps that they %ore capable of 45 a.ready measured in
elicited imitation: . .

Steps 4 thr ough 9, as shown in Tabie i, were assessed in this ex-

periﬁéﬁt. Step 4, aetiﬁé_aiﬁéieigéni' was the last step of the previous

study. Before children can rble play, they must péssess an understanding.

of agents who can be independent from themselves.: fSEéb;S, behavioral - .

. - ) o R > . - —_— )
role, is a compounding of several behaviors which are associated to form
_— b : ° - Do .
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a particular role or category of people:(e.g., 2 medical doctor does—— .
certain things that are eventually recognizéd and associdted with the

doctor role by young children)- y

— Step 6, so“*:I‘rﬁI“—“requlr 2 neW”CUmBihzfIbﬁ'bf;réIEfiﬁé‘ﬁﬁé—rﬁré,-»\

g with its attendant behav1ors, to aﬁother complem_niary role, wltﬁ its

- and behavlors of the complemeﬁt (see_Deutsch & Krauss, 1965). The roles

s .

— | -now become truly social. §+ép 7 is simply an expanSion of fhé complemen-

e tary relations begun in the pravxous step. Step 8 Iﬁrersectzonmof,sQCIai

Ioles; is a new comb1hat10n of two roles for the same agent related to the -
~

‘ respectlve complementary soc‘ai roles of another agent Esee Chambers 3

Tavuchls, 1976 S1ge1 Saltz, & Roskind, 1967). Now a persan can be in .

- .

tworroies 51mu1;ane0usiy (e.g:; father and doctor)siﬁé can coordinate the

:  expectations from the complementary roles (e.g., daughter and patient).

f/)’ Step 9 is Simply an expansion of the role intersections that were begun
- RN . : :
in the previous step: ) 5 -

.- Of-course an understanding of roles deveibps beyond this sequence )
and in other wais ﬁbfiiﬁciy&éd here; but this Sequence represents the .
basic stz%c@ \changes in role.relations that childzen mist deai with

to gain éﬁvédﬁif'iéGEi 6f Eéﬁﬁéféﬁéé in their féii-ﬁéfi& seclal rela-

.f : iibﬁé;' One wOuld expect then,, chlldren to 1nc1ude in thelr pretend play

- some practlce of these role relatlons 1n\order to galn mastery of thqm.

’ in preiiminary, naturaixstxc sbservatxons, we did observe piay s:mliar

to all theSe steps o ~ : .o .

- - : . -

- We assessed the SRllIS of 68 chlldren, not psed 1n the preylous \
7

. study, who were d1vxdéd into Five age groups-wlth mean ages of 14,_3; i‘

- : . = . . : - -

« . .

L3

[%BJi;; o . o o ‘Flié o | T?u | ' ;-*
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41, 6, ‘and 7% years. The E&déiiné-aﬂ&_iﬁifitioﬂ procedure was used as o
,discussed preﬁiousiy’and was foiioﬁed By.a period of free piay-in which =~

(R ?. quests from the experlmenter. Thus, in thzs stLdy we obta1ned 1ndependent ‘
?TTT"'*‘ assessments of both skill levels and free-play preferences.
“~ The 51x-step ;equence (Steps 4-9) was found to be h1ghly scalable

'7;(Index"of Con51stency = .89); and 65 of 68 ch1ldren f1t the sequence'peri

te fectiy.: In addxtxon as age Incrcased there was a sxgnIfIcant 1ncrease_3 .

i

1n hzghest step demonstrated. Also age correlated 76 wrth h1ghest step ;,ff

e -

,‘ " reached. To summarlze, by 2 years of age most chlldren could use agents 7' "__?

-

C~

independently; by'S yearsrof age most chlldrenpcon}d'gfe behavioral roies;

by 4 yé’afgm*;y éhii&féﬁ E:&iiic’i; use. §66iai faiééf and by 6 years many chil-

dren could use role 1ntersect10n$. Thus we had 2 develOpmentally sequen- SRR

S t1al ser1es of steps to use as a ba51s fOr compar1ng subsequent free—play

preferences (Watson & Fxscher, in press)

B -

-5_~-‘7“ : Based on the results of Exper1ment 1 and.the assumpt1ons alread) dls-i_

; : _ cussed' we predlcted that the chlldren in free play would choose to per- - _;:fﬁf
) form the hlghest one or two steps that they had prevxously déﬁonStrated
3
and would omIt eas1er steps. Thxs pattern uas true for the younger Chll—
i,. - .

dren who demonstrated Steps 4 or 5 Only. EIn free play the sequence was - R

- °

‘ not scaiable because of the many ch1ldren who omitted e351er steps 2) ;;,'f
: \

,(‘_

HoweVe at around 46 Years of age and w1th the onset of Step 6 (soc1al

) role), chlldren began drOpplng back in free-play preferences to easier

- =

‘f'l‘, tasks than - the1r h1ghest levels. There was 1o, 51gn1f1cant0difference bé- - -;lh-

hxghest step shown in e11c1ted 1m1tat10n and free play for ChII-:V ;.:tf;?%;

. tween

+
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Prom theSe results a methodologlcal questlon arises: Is the shift V
c : r 1 .
“in free-play preference patterns truly developmental or merely an. art1-»

fac; of the testlng procedure’ Perhaps the hlghest steps were so atypl- s

(S

cal of normal play that no chlld would use *hem 1n free play. Thrs ex- Do
'planatlon does not seem valld because ait steps,.Includzng step 6 (soc1a1 LT

role) where the sh1ft to lower preferences began, were based on role- :

s

play1ng behavrors typrcally observed in chlldren. When Step 6 for ex-
' _'ample, was not the highést step p0551ble for a chiid but was an eaS1er

--Step, it was usually not om1tted 1n free play as it was when 1t was the o

T

hlghest step poss1b1e.‘ In fact each 'step was demOnstrated by some chri- ;
,dren-In free play;; S;mply put the level of steps that children preferred”
- 1ncrea5ed w1th role-play1ng sk;lls but the preferences dropped preclpl--

_ .tou§1y at Step 6 and thereafter dId not- keep pace W1th assessed sklll f
'levels., “'ai o .- °t“ ' "3',' w

e

At least one-other study supports the f1nd1ng of‘preferences For ff- PR

‘3_:only moderate sklll Ievels. Aithough Harter had origlnally postulated

iv?a. 11near reiatzon between'tasks proV1d1ng optlmal challenge and prov1s1on

-

quently extended the l1near model to a curvrirnear model, 1n~wh1ch‘the

- - e e e e v -
JUU
- ,'__._4

m«i4ﬂ~4fmost d1ff1cu1t tasks that a chIId could solve may not be prefenred be-:'iii‘A,;_f:ﬂ

' :5;canse of the extensrve t1me and effort requzred for solv1ng them (Harter

-

e m5:;;197833 In a‘study 1nvolV1ng anagram problems, Harter (1978b) fOund a _::T R




7',-ask why the younger chxidren don't show 1ower preferences as.the older

-~ The same method of assessxng sk111 leVel by modellng ano elxcxtlng 1m1ta-;t

"’1:were aga;n,observed; 'oubgects were 40 ch:idren not used in. the preV1ous ‘-
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;1curV111aear relationshxp between smlilng and d1ff1cut:y level. Aithouéh_
her study did not deal wlth free-play preferences, 1t.prov1des support
'-h for the f1nd1ngs concernlrg shzfts in roie-piav preferences.

- Experlment Sf-The,deyeiopment of égent Use and’ Role Concepts

Another statlstlcal artlfact may have 1nva11dated the resaitS'
ﬁerhaps the.youngér children seemed to prefer their highest §kiii levels
only because the task was a forced-cholce task afterall. 51nce they had

so few steps mastered and ava11ab1e for the1r use; they had—reiatrveiy

: fewer.cholces than.the older chxldren who had mastered several more

steps-in the séqaéﬁéé. ThIS sxtuatlon would cfeate a. floor effect that

aaﬁid InthIt the younger ch11dren from demonstrating lower preferencesf'

T e+ o e

Instead of asklng why the deve10pmenta1 shxft occurs, perhaps ‘one should

- -

children had done. Th1s 11ne of reasonlng nece551tates a change from -

e

the orlglnal assumptlons about ch11dren preferring optxmaiiy difficuit

. v
Pl

_ﬂLtasks to. chlldren generaliy not preferrrng optrmal chadiénéeé

In a th1rd Experlment the agent-uSe Sequence and the xole-playlng

-

-

: sequence weTe comblned and tested in chlldren 11 to 4 years of age to L T

determlne 1f any floor effects 1nh1b1ted the younger chlidren from drop-.

_i_plng back/ln preferences. By addlng the lower steps f aaent use~to the

‘

"*.hxgher steps of role play, we attempted to glve the younger chlidren-more o ’_7}f§

e .. e

' chU1ces of steps below the1r~h1ghest levels. I I cooe L

““If this experlment, Steps 1 thrcugh 6 were teéted (seeafahie ij oo

<
- %

'4ilft1ve pretendlng of each step was used and then free-play prererences -f 5 -

-

v

74
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studies. Tiere were aﬁ'équai.ﬁumbcr in each 6£ fbur age groups, ﬁith re- . . .-

increase’. there was a 51gn1f1cant 1ncrease in highest step~demonstrété&.,,

(WétSéﬁ & Fischer, iﬁ'press);
In free piiy, the-sedueﬁcefwas not scalable because of the number Of
_chlldren who omltted easy steps. NeVertheless tﬁeecérféiétiéﬁ of ﬁiéﬁ-

est" step aemonstrated in ei;cited Imrtatron and in free play was extreme-

iy hrgh r(38)=.94, 2<;001 The Only drop 1n free-play preferences from

3

o i'hlghest step was at Step4674the_last_stepmassessedfw_Only;fxve_chi1dren~- - s

Step 6 as theIr hzghest step _ *ﬂ L - L ‘c57":'“i;_f ;f_up:;Lf~L-
These results 1nd1cate that the Shlft in preference startlng at Step ‘

6 ESOC1a1 role) waS'not due to a floor effect. Th:s stuay also repixcates LT

and 1ntegrates the: sequences of the prevxous studres and shows that leSS‘._f

b ~ < : .
. R

"'advanced chrldren do 1ndeed prefer thezr hlghest levels wh11e more ad- o

- .

- vanced chlldren do not._ L "f-’ - ;53~- S ; ";

- R et _ o . SN
F N -~ Ct . 1 - -

Although theSe studles are 11m1ted to only a few aspects a: a vast-

f_range of play_behaV1ors and deVe10pmental domalns :hey provzde am exampie

———t A,_A_..‘ ——

:~"-~“;‘i"of"ho free-piay preferences can be ass,ssed. Ta aifrne level of’spon- -,

,:taneous preferences in terms of optzmal cogn1t1ve cﬁallenge is simply

~ e

ol impossrble W1thout an 1ndependent asSessment of a chlld's sk111 level.to S

'-uSe as a comparlson.; Otherwlse, the concept of opt1mal cOgnrtr»e chai- 3j e

. _;f.’ -
2

e lenge becomes~meanrng1ess.g
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of preferenc s s not separate from aﬁ assessment of’ competence level

.

- - ~ - - -,
¢ - -

#nother def1c1ency of past stui;es of motxvat:on has been the lack

‘..

of assessment of preferences 1n free play, in which the chozces are not

11m1ted to. few constralned tasks Only witk obse:vatlon of spontan-

éaag, non-constra1ned behav1or can, White's. or1g1na1 theory be further
i

_ i
EN 4 - -
' .

'

tested and ref1ned . . . : L :_‘ ;

Prefercnce,for,Ehailengg_and Competence M0t1vat*on 7=W»E .

Together theSe studles 1nd1cate that riot ‘aii ch:idren demonstrate

o spontaneous preferences 1n free piay for the hlghest sﬁ;;l 1e961s;avai1-‘

able in the1r repeItOIres One explanation for thlS lag 1n preferences .

behxnd hrghest sklll 1eVels is ehat older preschooi ch:ldren 51mp1y do -

nof'prefer tasks prOV1d1ng them w1th an optrmai cognxtlvelchallenge,

-

HEY

_ contrary to WhitE's and others suggestlons. But thls lag 1n ﬁreference

“

P does not.necessarriy demonstrate a lack of competence motxvatron.v There

- N

'_are severai related reasons why ch11dren may .not prefer opt1ma11y chal-nﬁ

’» . f

'?Iengzng tasks and nevertheless ‘be strongiy motzva*ed to deve10p competence.

Flrst with the cont:nuzng development of representatlon,skliis In

. .

o . the iate~preschool years ch11dren seem to deVelop the ab:ixty ‘to 1nter-

;coordznate two. repreSentat1ons Ee g., the “two *oles coordlnated in Step EEEE

6to fbrm soclal roies) ThIS ablllty allows_the .child greater use- of ‘}yfu%w-

fepresentatxon and greater freedom' the chlld has more degrees of freedom

“im the cholce of. act1v1t1es and content (See Ftscher 1n press) ‘The older.5

- -

chlldren were not t1ed to the spec:flc storles, doIls and obaects used

L2l
L . - L . el - - -

Af in the.modeiing, and they thus showed more’ var1at10n.

- T PR P . .




R N - . competerice Motivation

M : y . o . ) . ."

X _ et L 16

e ' N ' _

Second the age changes in prcferences may reflect the 1nc1ea51ng'
2

complexity of free play 1tself Bascd on thc 1ncreased freedom 1n

representat1ons as age 1ncreases chxidren's spontaneous pretendrng may

be used more and more for work1ng out conflict and_polntsaof.con£u51on_ jig_;_;

-,rn their 1ﬁmed1ate soc1al-eﬁV1roﬁﬁeﬁt tha }a‘ l1ttle to do w1th mastery

of théfcoﬁﬁlexitiés that a particular researcher is Interested in. iIn o

our studxes children's prefe -ences for challenge ma} haVe exlsted st1ll

- . .

but dynam1c and affect1ve concerns may haye been more_coypelllng for the

- older chlldren ‘than the role relations. that;ﬁéfﬁere trying to 5§§é§§;1_oﬁén'.ru::£

child For example, clearly showed the ab111ty to understand ‘role rnter- .

-

sectrons but in free play used only behaV1oral roles Yet her stories

A
s i

. cons1sted of complex cha1ns of behav;ors‘concernlng chzld bxrth

‘Iater questxoning, she ment:oned that she was echted>about a ne1ghbor ﬂho _"'};

was g01ng to the hosp1tal to haVe a baby._ She may well have preférred an

K

structure of role relat1ons._ In play a.chrid may drop back to. already

—
~

mastered tasks at one ievel 1n order to sh1ft fbcus to challenges 1n some
I A .

Other content area at another quel in other words '1n any,part1cular“”

'
R

' -
- C - a*

study, the researcher may not be tappIng the area of- Interest to the chxid

-

-at that tIme. Assessxng the area of" challenge becomes a much more'diff1-"”

LN

- oy =

S cult task as ch1ldr=n get older and have more-freedom-to choose\the1r be-«

. -

,*’ Y

S U S,

preselected and iimxted aiternatxves are not valxd measures of actual pre£-.

'éi-éﬁéésf A : ,:, .o

'7if?t 5§ they prev.odsly dId as younger chzldren.' Elay may be used more and more
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as an escape or rest from the demam.s 151&;—;&% upon them in school and
. . A o ;_
other sitﬁations. Errkson (1963), Sor example, dxscussed such changa.ng

.

— functxons of play as pe0ple get olaer: In fact many adults seem to .

——A\_-_.‘_._ Jecngmze_thatizttle adult. play is used for mastery attempts Rather

<

)
the escape function seems to mcrease wrth age. Many r..searchers thlnk
,tha;t even for chlldren there are tlmes that they prefer to process fa-
miliar and already comprehenslble 1nformat10n or tasks rather than tasRs

tl_l_at test the h:mits of their capabihtres . ’Fiaveii* 1977);

- EN
-

- A fourth reasom prov:.des a synthes;.s of the :eascms d1scussed a

ready. A Iugh level of competence séems to 1nclude an eff1c1ent ch01ce e

of when to mee* a chaiienge and tax one's skills and when -to save one's

energy - and allow challenges to gc M It does not seem especially ‘

ﬁh adapthe for an 1nd1v1du¢l to ahass prucess 1nfo’ri;natio’n anci act ,:n a way

- - - that reqtures a maxmum output of energy and »e'..‘;:fort; Eompetence may re-,
_ quire picﬁig:an& choosing between difficult tasks 'i'he development of. the
;abmty to chmee and’ the deVelUpment of play as an escape may allow such P o

'compet.ence to JncreaSe. o ‘ : o

in seVeral studxes of competence mozivation ann percewed competence, )

vana:tion»was found :Ln what was defln:*l as cptmtal challenge (Harter 1975),

o -

and chlldren were found to shou smultaneously dlfférent levels of compe--A

In d«escmbmg tbe changes in cognxtxve sk:.lls in azlui;thomd I;aboune-V:.ef

ENote 3) concJuded that adaptatl.on by 1ts very nature mvolves a'trade-off - f--

= ~

- of specJ.allzec adaptatum 1n otie- context -at ﬂze expeme of fa.xlure to

/

- ad;apt in a;nother. True coﬁetae, then, requ::res som degree of specraiz- o

azatmand certamly a f_reedon zmm every lrttle s;.tuat:tonal demand that

— T e ] T
o - 5 :

DN
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arises: #s Stoufe (1979) has argued, only by viewing a child's total = -
I's

_funct1on1no can 1nvestzgators assess the chlld‘s adaptab111ty and coherence.

The. concludlng point of thxs dISCUSSIOH is that a preference for

optlmal cognrtrve challengo may not be an adequate or.useful reflectlon ‘ ,

adequately.assessedf es;ecxaiiy in older nreschoolers; COmpetence-motiva:

. tion may or may not include preferences for challenge 1n any partlcular I

5 o task and- it seems h1gh1y unllkely that any researcher could control a

chlld's entlre repertOIre to.the exten& necessary to know if the chIId pre-
ferred an optxmai challenge. While thIs conc1u51on seems laced with pes-~'

=

simism, this problem nevertheless ex1sts. In any case, a sllght Shlft 1n
our view of what competence is, in rélatlon to competence motivation; -
- T S e -
~could lead to a greater understanding of its development. -
3 ) I a -
N N _ < . 77
. - - " ST
N : ——
.,_ . ’ LN
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_ e .
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1. o Self as Agent

2., Passive Other Agent
3. Passive Substitute Agent

4. . . Active Other Agent: -

6. " Sacial Role

7: - “Social Role with Two
Complementary Roles -

- =

A

—_—— ] =

Al

6taiaryﬁgaéé§§é and thus acts as. -

ca doctor:

. amines;a-patlent-doi; WhO;IS_S;Ck;:

<

’

Competence Motivation

. | .
- Table 1. - - -
) Combxned Sequerce of Agent Use and Social Role Conceptsn;h :
| Experxments 1 through 3 . . . -
s - skin . Modeled Behavior

from an empty cup-

Experimenter feeds doll with cup.
Experzmenter feeds biﬁch thét is
substituted for a §éf§§ﬁ'6i &6&&5’

Experimenter pretends that a doll

 picks up cup and.drinks as if. it
_Wéré§éttﬁiii;2%artiih§'Bﬁf the
Ferea EEE

| Experimenter pretends:that‘a doc-

_ tor=doll uses-a thermometer and

s e -~

)
-Experime‘mer pretends that a adc:
= - S

to*-doll 1nteracts w1th and ex-

= -
B

Experimenter pretends -that a doc-

tor=doll.appropriately interacts,

‘with a patiéﬁt-aaii and a nurse- -

'&611*’ Aii dolls respond appropri- -

-

ately to each ot her.
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i \‘a\ 8. intersection of Social  Experisenter pretends that a "
¢ : . - ) , . . :
~¥Q » \\- : - Roles o doli -is Siﬁﬁiféﬁéaﬁiif both a
, X\ \\~ - T _- ;_"E a@gg@;'sﬁa % Tather for Bitiiet -
N Y B o ? - doll 6hafis simuitaﬁéau;i& both
i ' .. his patient and daughter: Both o

, ~ dells respond appropriately in - .

their roles.
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Intersection of Social “Experimenter pretends that.a
Roles with Multiple Com- .dol} is simultaneously a doctor, - «©
\ s o oo _ - = e
\ . Pplementary Roles . - father; and husband.for one: doll
\. . . . - < .. LY ) v;__ : e
A . vho is his patient and daughter’
- \ - l ] o ;,'77 E,,f,f,:,f ;,: I :‘ - ; .
- \ : , oL - and for another doll who is the
- LT _patient’s mother and the doctor's -
e ] g ~wife. All dolls respond appropri- .
o B ©  ately in all roles. _
" Note: For details of sequence, See Watson & Fischer (1977, in press).
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ﬁgaﬁ Highest Step Béﬁbnstraté&-by Children-

at each Age in Experiment 2
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. _ ° Age (in years)
T Condition 1% s a e T4

_Assessment - 3.5 . 4.9
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