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Introduction

Help-seeking is an important soclsl problem-solving strategy in children (Nelson-Le Gall, 1985),
yet its origins snd early devclopment are largely unknown. Studies of the omset of intenilons!
communication (¢.g., Bates et al., 1975) have used early forms of heip-seeking as an index of
intentionality, and studies of attachment have included help-seeking as an Index of soclal
competence. However, no research has examined help-seeking qua heip-seeking in toddlers. Help-
seeking Is comprised of several ccmponent soclal/social-cognitive skills, including awareness and
representation of one's goal directed activities and capabllities, awareness that skillzd others may
assist in goal attainment, and communicative abllities. Hence, its origins would be expected to lie
in the second year, when profound changes in the child’s representational abilities occur (e.z.,
Mandler, 1983), as well as increasing self/other differentistion (Plaget, 1954), and accompanying
soclal/soclal-cognitive developments (Browne!l, 1086).

During the latter half of the second year, many children begin to exhibit a desive to be
insizumentally effestive, as shown in their improved performance on tasks set by adults, as well
ss in their attempts to master more chailenging tasks on their own. Young children become
increasingly sensitive to standards set by adults and their abllity to meet goals, both seif- and
other-generated, based on these standards (Kagan, 1081). That young children have
representations of these goals is evidenced by mastery smiles when goals are achieved and by
distress or avoidance when tasks appesr too difficult to accomplish alon2. Hence, chlldren have
begun to exhidbit self-awareness, Particularly awareness of their solliies and competencies in
relation to & particular goa! (Kagan, 1981).

Becsuse young children are zelatively inexperienced In a wide variety of cogunitive and social
domains, however, ey may be likely to encounter difficuity in attaining their goals. One option
that children have when they experience task difficulty Is to Pequest assistance from more
competent others. In older children (e.g., elementary school children), seeking help from more
competant others has been conceptualized as & prodlem-solving strategy that aliows children to
remaln Involved with difficult tasiks and that enhances opportunities for learning (Nelson-Le Gall,
1081; 1985). Chlidren’s instrumental help-sceking, especially that of young children, has received
little attention from researchers. In most cases, help-seeking has not been defined as a mastery-
oriented bebavior In young children, but as a component bebavior In early cooperative
interchanges (Eckerman et al., 1975; Hay, 1679; Rheingold & Hay, 1978), sharing {Rhelngold et
al., 1876), or sltrulstic helping (Eisenberg-Berg & Hand, 1679; Yarrow, Waxler, et al., 19786).

Several studles have demonstrated that young children csn exhibit cooperative and helping
behaviors in structured sltuaiions. Rheingold (1982) simulated common household tasks in the
laboratory and found that children 2g<d 18-30 months were willing to spontaneously help their
parents with these tasks. In additlon, toddiers will work with one another to achieve a
construction, ss in siternatingly placing blocks in s tower formation (Bronson, 1981; Eckerman &
Stein, 1081; Eckerman et al., 1975), or In solving cooperative problems (Brownell, 1082). It may
be that these ecrly prosocial and cooperative behaviors are precursors to more mature forms of
helping, but help-seeking as & problem-solving strategy remalns virtually uaexplored in the very
young child. Given the importance of help-seeking as an effective problem-solving strategy
during the school years as well as its importance to the immediste mastery of the environment, it
{s important to ldentify the forms that early help-seeking might take,




The purpose of the present study was to iavestigate the alternative forms of young chiidren’s
help-seeking In free play and probiem-solving contexts. Severa! quentions were addressed: 1) are
there age differences In toddier's abllity to discriminate problem-solving situations that afford
help-seekiag? 2) what forms docs eerly help-seeking take, and how does It change over the second
year! 3) can the young child discriminate appropriate heipers and, in particular, are peers of
different ages considered appropriate/inappropriate as helpers? 4) Is help-seeking subject to
Infiuence by individus} differences, such as the child’s temperament?

To address these questions, children were observed in pairs In free play and problem-soiving
settings. Dysds experienced different social contexts - same-age Vs. mixed-age pairings. Both
mothers and an sdult femsie experimenter were present with .he children, permitting four
possible targets of help-seeking for aach child.

Methods

The subjects for this study were 36 18 month-old and 36 24 montu-old toddlers and their
mothers. Equal numbers of males and females were included at each age. The children were
assigned to same-age dyads, composed of two 18 month-olds or two 24 month-olds, or to mixed-
age dyads, composed of an 18 month-old and s 24 moath-old.

Esch dysd and their mothers met for a play session In sn attractive laboratory playroom,
furnished with sge-appropriate toys. All Interactions during the session were videotaped.
Foliowing a 15 minute free play session, toddiers were presented with four probiem-solving
toys/tasks of Increasing conceptusl or motoric difficulty (see Appendix A). Each toy was
presented for wpproximately seven minutes. Mothers were irstructed to let their children work
on the probiems Independently, but to respond to any bids for help that the children made.
Mothers completed the Attachment Q-Sort (Waters & Deane, 1985) and the Toddler
Temperament Scale (Fullard, McDevitt, & Carey, 1978).

Results

Analyses were conducted on rates of help-seeking usiag 2 (sex) x 2 (ege) x 2 (dyad composition)
x 2 (toy condition) x 4 (help-seeking style) Anovas. Dyad composition was either same-age or
mixed-age. Toy conditions were free play snd problem-solving. Help-seeking styles were vocal,
direct gestural, indirect gestural, and imitation (see Appendix A). The first three factors were
between subjects and the latter two were within subjects. Heip-seeking rates were adjusted for
time In esch condition. All reported contrasts were significant at p < 0.05.

1. Age: 18 months vs. 24 months

No sge effects; overali, younger and older children engaged in equivalent smounts of help-
seeking.

2. Dyad Composition: Same-age vs. Mixed-age

No main effects for dyad composition. Children in same-age and mixed-age dyads engaged in
equivaient amounts of help-seeking.




3. Problem-Solving Toys: Irdividusi-Easy vs. Individual-Difficult vs. Manipulation (Individual;
Cooperstive)

a. Individusl-difficult toy elicited the most help-seeking.

b. Individual-difficult toy elici‘ed more vocal help-seeking and more iraitatlon than did the
individual-easy tor; No differences for gestursl belp-seeking.

¢. Cooperative mauipuiation toy elicited more vocal help-seeking, less imitation, snd more
direct gestural help-seeking than did its individual analog.

4. Motorically vs. Conceptually Difficult Toys

Females engaged in more help-seeking on motorically difficult toys, whereas males sought help
more often on conceptually difficult toys.

6. Toy Conditlon: Free Play vs. Problem-solving
a. More help-seeking occurred in the problem-solving setting than In the free play setting.

b. Qualified by an interaction with sge: 24 montb-olds, but not 18 month-olds, exh:bited more
help-seeking in the problem-solving condition Trelative to the free play conditlon (SEE FIGURE 1).

6. Help-Seeking Style: Vocal; Gestural (Direct; Indirecs); Imitation

3. Vo i help-seeking was most frequent, followed by direct gestural and ‘mitation, and then by
indirect gestural.

b. Qualifted by an interaction with age: 24 month-olds engaged in more vocsi help-seeking
than did 18 month-olds, and vocal help-secking was the most preferr-d style for the 24 month-
olds; 18 month-olds, on the other hand, engaged In more direct gestural help-seeking and
imitation than did 24 month-olds, sithough the younger children also used vocal help-seeking
(SEE FIGURE 2).

7. Age x Toy Condition x Help-Seeking Style

24 month-olds used markediy higher rates of vocal help-seeking srd showed more modest
increases in gestural styles of help-seeking In the problem-solving condition relative to the free
plsy condition; 18 month-olds exhibite¢d higher rates of direct gestural help-seeking and only a3
modest Increase In vocal help-seeking, slong with lowered rates of imitation In the problem-
solving condition as compared to the free play condition (SEE FIGURE 3).

8. Help-Seeking Related to Temperament

Aduptabllity and mood correlated negatively with total rate of help-seeking (-.33; -.20) and
positively with latency to seek help (.83; .24), le., less adaptable children and children




characterized by more negative mood engaged in help-seeking less cften and took loanger to
initiate their requests.

Discussion

Tuese data argue that by 18 morths children engsge in explicit, goal-speclfic heip-seeking when
vonfronted with challenging problems. Indeed, the toys determined a priori to be the most
difticult elicited the grestest amounts of help-seeking from both 18 and 24 month olds. An
interesting sex difference emerged for the motorically and conceptusily difficult toys. Across both
ages, girls sought more help on the motorieally difficult toy whereas boys did so on the
conceptually difficuly toy. It is not clear what to make of this sex difference in the absence of &
pretest of motor and conceptual abilities. Nor, ss far as we know, do the literatures on sex
differences and soclalization suggest early soclalization differences slong these lines.

Eighteen month olds’ rate of help-seeking 4id not differ between the free play and problem-
solving conditions, whereas the 24 month clds’ did. This might suggest that only the older
children were sble to discriminate situations that posed cognitive difficuittes znd to adopt
strategies to surmount them. However, s more detalled look at several aspects of help-seeking
style clorified the underlying patterns, and proved this Interpretation incorrect. Specifically, 18
month olds did increase thelr direct gestural help-seeking in the problem-solving conditlon reiative
to the 7ree play condition, while 24 month olds Increased their rates of vocal heip-seeking. This
pattern points to a couple of conclusions. First, even 18 month olds are capable of adopting task-
related goals and of monitoring and evaluating their performance sud abiiities in relation to these
goals. Second, help-seeking style changes over the second year in conjunction with developing
symbolic skills. The 24 month olds were able to communicate their difficulties and their needs
over s distance by using verbalizations. The 18 month olds, on the other hand, were forced to
depend on direct, physica! gestures or actions on the potential heiper to ccmirunicate the same
information.

It should be noted that Indirect gesturai heip-secking was relatively rare, even in the younyer
group. This form of appeal - looking back and forth between the troublesome task and the adult,
while manipulating the apparatus - is considered by some (e.g., Bates et al., 1075; Feagans et al.,
1084) to be the halimark of intentionsl communication in still younger children. But indirect
gesturai beip-seeking is nct specific to either the child’s particular difficulties with respect to the
intended goal, or to the helper's particular role in mediating the problem. Hence, indirect
gestural help-seeking does not imply the sophisticatior of soclal knowledge entalled in direct
gestural and vocal help-secking. It may, however, be considered perhaps the earliest form of
intentiona! attempts to influence another’s behavior on one’s owa behalf.

A second distinctive pattern in help-seeking emerged for imitation, Specifically, while 18 month
olCs imitated each other during free play more often than did the 24 month olds, the reverse was
true in the problem-solving setting. Although this study did not explicitly examine problem-
solving strztegies, imitation can be considered » problem-soiving strategy as well as an
instrumental help-steking strategy. In that light, what this pattern of results suggests, then, is
shat the 18 month olds were using imitation primarily in the service of soclal play, abandoning it
during problem solving, while the 24 month olds were able to use imitation adaptively, subsuming
it to a cognitive goal, i.¢e., a8 8 strategy for enbancing their own goal-related outcomes.




Together, these findings llustrate the emergence during the sccond year of some iraportant
social-cognitive skills. Most broadly, perhaps, young children’s explicit, goal-directed heip-seeking
must be premised on the achievement of self-awareness (e.g., Kagag, 1081) and seif-regulation and
control (e.g., Kopp, 1982; Vaughn et al., 1984). Ip particular, it Is indicative of the more specific
ability to monitor one’s own performance and ability relative to an externally imposed goal or
outcome. The child’s performance is motivated by 3 goal established by somieone other than the
¢bild herself. She must be able to represent that goal as well as her own attempts 10 achieve it.
Moreover, she must be able to evaluate her performance in terms of its success or failure to
achleve the goal, and to plan alternative strategies, such as help-seeking, when she has judged her
attempts unsuccessful. All of this suggests & Quite sophisticated representation of the seif.
Finally, the young child’ ability to make strategic, instrumental use of social resources to assist
in schieving goals lliustrates awareness not only of on¢’s own agency (i.c., the abdliity to effect
ottcomes intentionally and sutonomously) but awareness of other's agency as weil. Existing
Tesearch has shovn that the latter understanding emerges between 18 snd 24 moatbs (ct., Fein et
al., 108¢). The present research conf'rms the existence of this global understanding that others
can act as independent sgents, and it further indicates that the very young child understands
precisely what the other is capable of, .e., when and where the other might appropristely exercise
his agency to be of assistance. Hence, aithough this research did not set out to index directly
those specific aspects of social-cognitive development, the results iliustrate them nonetheless.

The manipulstion of social context proved unproductive. This is probably not surprising, given
that nearly all help-seeking was directed to the sdvit experimenter, and there was no reason to
expect adult-directed heip-seeking to vary In same-age vs. mixcd-age groups of chiidren, It is
possible tuat the chlldres's preference for an adult as & helper was based on their understanding
of the aduit's greater competence relative to peers. It is siso Ppossible, however, that Deer
interactions are st’:l too infrequent at this age to be able to detect significant or reliable help-
seeking from one another.

On the whole, few relat'sns emerged between heip-seeking and temperament. Temperament
style did not predict help-secking style, but total help-seeking and latency to seek help reiated to
two different aspects of temperament. Children perceived as less adaptable and as more negative
in mood sought iess help and took longer to initiate requests when they did need help. Aithough
one must be cautious in interpreting correlations, particuiarly when they are generated from 3
larger pool of potentis!l reiations, the particuiar pattern found here may warrant further
exploration. 1If instrumental help-seckicg Is conceptualized as an important probiem-solving
strategy (e.g., Nelson-Le Gall, 1985), such chlidren may be underutilizing these resources during
problem-solving. Alternatively, perhaps these children are less task-Involved or less goal-directed,
and hence, less likely to seek help. These are intriguing possibiiities, particularly if temperament
is suspected to affect multiple dimensions of functioning (Coll et al., 1984). Future research may
address such possibilities more directly.




Appendix A
Description of Problem-Sciving Tasks/Toys

1. Individual-Easy: Keys of Learning - child’s task is to fit colored blocks into different shaped
pests and then turn 8 key to release them.

2. Individusl Manipulation-Retrieval Task - child’s task Is to depress & lever that ralses a cup
filled with small attractive animals to sb opening in & box. The toys can then be removed from
the box.

3. Cooperative Manipulation-Retrieval Task - & cooperative version of the preceding toy that
requires the child to request additional assistance to remove the toys (e.g., it cannot be solved
independently). A Dplexi-glass barrier Stretches across the toy, preventing the child from
retrieving the toys whire pushing the lever.

4. Individusl-Difflenit: Form Fitter Task - & motorically difficuit task requiring the child to fit
plastic forms to s ‘wheel in order to form a bail. OR Buzzer-Key Task - a conceptually difficuit
toy requiring children to depress two buttons simultaneously to turn on play centers snd ring &
bell concealed within the toy.

Help-Seeking Style Coding Variables

Vocal Requests - the child verbalizes 8 need for help. In older children, these requests often
took the form of specific task-related comments. For younger children, questioning verbalizations
were sccompanicd by looks to the heiper, and by pointing to specific azeas of the toy or by
bringing the toy to the helper.

Direct Gestural Requests - the chiid uses past of thie helper’s body to assist in attaining a goal,
e.g., taking the helper's finger and pushing it down on & button that was too difficult to push
alone.

Indirect Gestural Requests - gestural behaviors directed to the toy itself, such as making
pushing motions on a lever, and sccompanied by alternating looks to the toy and to the helper.

Imitation - imitation of the peer's or an adult’s problem-related actions within 5 seconds of the
actor's actions.




FIGURE 1
KATE OF HELP-SEEKING AS A FUNCTION OF AGE AND TOY CONDITION
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FIGURE 2

RATE OF HELP-SEEKING AS A FUNCTION OF AGE AND HELP-SEEKING STYLE
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FIGURE 3
RATE OF HELP-SEEKING AS A FUNCTION OF AGE, TOY CONDITION, AND HELP-SEEKING STYLE
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