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ABSTRACT

The findings of nine studies comparing the symbolic
play of middle-class and lower-class children are summarized and
examined 3in detail. Related research problems are discussei and
d:rectisns for future research are indicated. Examination 0of the
stuiies indicated that few general contlusions can be drawn from then

_about the-relative quality of symbolic play among lower-class and e
middle-class children. However, there is agreement among studies that P
*he content of play themes and roles is the sanme among middle-class
and lowar-class children, and that the amount of verbalizatipn is

.qreater among middle-class’ than lower-class children. Hore
tnvestigators report that.group play is more prevalent among
m! ddle-class than lower-class children: more report that "persig® )
g}av (o>ften called role-differentiation and similar to what Piaget
called collective symbolism) is more prevalent among middle-class
than lower-class children: ‘and more report that middle-class children
are more -likely to use semi- and non-representative as well as
imazinary signifiers than lower-class ‘childreny while lower=-class
children are more likely to use representative signifiers than¢
middle-cygss children. Concerning the relative cognitive maturity of
the phay of the two populations, no general conclusions can be drawn.

.0bher factors which may have affected the studies' results are -
suggested and the need for a more ho¥istic, integrative, and )
qualitative approach is indicated: (Author/RH) 3

; ) ,

~

A ol o R R R A KRR AR KR KR K A ROR R KRR R R Rk kK
* Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best t%?t can be made «~ *

* from the original docuaent. *
e o i ek ook ok o o ook R sk ik o o o ok ok o o ok o o o o ok ook ok o o e ek o o ook ok ok Rk o ok e s e ok ok o ok ok ok ko .
Q ' )

3 * P

, *
- L . .




Sy NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF EOUCATION €] Minor changes have beon made to smprove
EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION reproduction quaity M
X"“’ o cEN:\E:(i:i) duced s ® Points of view Or dpmnions stated i ths docu
trom the oc'ocgmunon m:::;o;:;vomanw represent offical NIE
onginabng « e Co.
The Symbolic Play of Lower-Class. and Middle-Class Children: .
N 4’" & . .
I~ - Mixed Messages from the Literature
-
AR : N
10 ; .
J Virginia Stern “RERMISSION TO REPRODUGE THIS
. MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY
A
= Bank Street Coliege _ V\VQJ\Y\\Q'.S*Q\’Y\
L]
. X
. TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
» , - INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)."
Which of the following statements is true? ' T
. 1. The symbolic play (dramatic play) of middle-class preschool
- .\ i
' children differs in almost every way from tha% of lower-class>
children of the same age. ‘ . ¢
® 2. Ihere are very few systematic differences in the symbolic play
)

US. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION . ~

of middle’ class and lower-class children of preschool age.
If a poll were taken of teacher%, psyci'wologists, and' other observers of
young children, it is likely that a high proportion would subs‘cribe to the-
first statement. Moreover, if questioned further, they would also inter-

- . - ?
' pret the difference to mean that symbolic play not only occurs more

e

fi'f:quently among middle-class children, but also that-it is of a higher

- quality than that of lower-class children. * | i
This belief in the superiority of the play o\\zniddle—class children,
triggered by observations in Head Sigrt .centers where large numbers of
children from "pgverty-level" families attended .preschool 9ducational pro-

grams for the first “time, was reinforced by the publication in 1968 of

émilansky's book,  The Effects of Sociodramatic Play on Disadvantaged

liminary comparative study and a’'study of the effects of training on the

symboljc play of lower-class children. In the'preliminary study, Smilansky

|
H Preschool Childfen. In th1’§ 'bqo}'( two studies were des.crib'ed'— a pre-

M
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. . . ) X
-compared the symbolic play of two groups of children attending preschoo!:
ra . T
classes in Israel. One group (which she characterized as "disadvantaged")
N -

consisted of lower-class ‘children of immigrants from Middle Eastern and

\

Nor‘th African countries; the other .(called "privile¢ged”) consisted of"
middle-class children of European descent. She described the play of
- these two groups as being at opposite poles, with respect to the incidence,

elaboration, and complexity of symbolic play. The impact of her findings
- A
is due not only to the fact.that her study was the first of its kind, but

S also to the i’r{'mﬁerences she drew from the findings that the play: of the

'brivile¢ged chf,ldren'was more advanced cognitively than that of the dis-

advantaged children, and that the latter necded specific trax%ing to learn K

to play symbolically.

4

That the Head Start children did not seem to engage in symbolic play

3

! as much as and/or in the same ways as did the m\jddle-—clas"s children who

*

atiended indeperdent nurs’ery schools and who had, until then, been the

usual subjects of investigations of symbolic play, was a source of concern
-~

to those who believed’ that young children learn prirr;arily through pfay and
that symbolic play is importan& for children's cognitive and affective

development. ' - e

.

& This, in addition to a mdFe/'general concern about the difficulties

“ experienced. in school by children from economically impoverished homes
. . N

(which was one of the r‘easdn-s for the establishment of the Head Start

.

- 2 Al
program), led to a rash of studies aimed at documenting the specific

differences in  ‘cognitive functioning between lower- and middle-class

-

. . ¢ .
. children as well as the sources of these differences (Bloom, Davis, &

Hess, 1964). On the basis of their findings, many of the investigators

A

prescribed, and often translated into reality, intervention programs de-

<+ -
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. , _ < signed tdo overcome the "cognitive deficits" which theys found in disadvan-
D N . .

taged preschool chi‘ldr‘en (Feldmafm, 1964).‘ Siilansky's work stimulated -

the mtroductlon of programs aimed at teachmg lower‘\_kabs children to play

symbollcally and erfcouraged studles of the effects of training on young
~adb

A

chlldren”s play.

PR

Despit.e thg renewed interest of rescarchers in play in general, and in

" symbolic play in particular, there have been very few corﬁparative studies

of the symbolic p.lay.of lower-and middle-class children. Of those studies

' - ‘ - -

" that have been dQn?, some support Smilansky's. findings, xothers contradict

them.1 Moreover, if looked at in close detail, the picture that emerges

4

: \ . . ’ . L4 .
from these Stugiqs is more confusmg/rﬁan gnlightening, "and offers more
“questions than ahswers about both finding‘s and methodology. ' Thé sources

of these differences in 'results are “important to consider in relation to

LY -

. - . , . .

~further“ research in the field. In this paper I shall summarize briefly the
nine most relevant comparative studies in an offort to clarxfy their dlspar—
ate fmdm_gs, discuss some’ of the problems' m\mlved in this kind of

research, and finally,\,outlige possible next stg:ps.

~ 4 ""“
Brief Description of Nine Comparatlve Studiesg .

Smilansky (1968) compared the symbollc pJay of middle-class and

<

lower-class 3- to 6—year3-old children. F‘Or evaluatlon of the chlldrens
play, she chose six elements which she bonsiderpd gssential to symbolic

i play. Four of these apply to‘symbolic play in general (that is, when the.

AT R

child is playing aIé:?ne or with others) and two to ’socfodramatic’play (in
» . . t
which two or‘more children intere‘ict).' ’Becausg.he‘c.findings are almost’
entirely descriptive and she\does not re'po‘rt 'or; t'Twése six element§ Sysfem-'
atically, it is dlfflCUlt to dlsentangle them from aod;ﬂlonal more qualit’ative

aspects of symbolic play Whlch she also 3dlscusscs Qne can, however,

find scattered’ (though often unclear) references to all of them. a4
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) and of the rdles the children enact.

2
schools.

work.
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=

lnythis comparative study, Smllanfley found  differences betwaen the

two groups on all dimensions “studied except for the content of play themes

She states that while all s¢x elements -

S

were ooserved in thc symbolic play of\mlddle -class: chlldrcn at age 3, most
.
of the elements were lacking in the play of lower—'class children-from ages

3 to 6. From this she concluded that the differences between. the two

®

' groups are not “due to dlfferences.m rate o development but that they .

v
lnvolve a difference in basic style. :

Questlomng Smllanskys flndlncs that the chlldren.of Mlddle Eastern ,
and North Afrlcan |mm|grants do not develop the ablllLy to engage in
symbollc play, Eifermann (1971) studied the symbolic play of 6- to 14-
year—olq_ lowe*r— and middletclass Israeli- ch#dren.in two elemeAtary -

She found that more lower-class 6-and 7—year—olds (of ‘the same D

¢

'cultural background as Smllanskxs sample) engaged in symbollc play than,

middle-class 6-and 7- year.olds Eifermann suggests that lower-class

children reach the peak of symbolic pl at -a later age tban do midd_le—'
class children; that is, there is a developmen\tal lag in the symbolic play of

v

lower-class children. She considers that her findings refute Smilansky's

conclusion,

Two American psychologists also based their studies on Smilansky's

. /
Griffing (1980) used Smilansky's. six play components3 and found-

statistically signlficant differences (in the same direction as Smilansky)
between 5- and 6-year-old black middle-class and lower-class children with

regard~to all six components _In contrast to Smllansky, Grlfﬁng deflned, o

her categeries clearly, and used a more refined system for coding play .

(4-point rating scales) and statlstlcal methods for determining differences

.

]
between the two groups. In general, her study was more carefully exe- -

she did not confound

cuted and, unlike several of the oth,ej‘ studies,

ethnicity and social class. . 5
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Rosen (1974) |compared the play of black Iower—class .and white .ntddle—

class. klndergarten chllcfren as (2 prelude to an mterventlon study: with a

sample of lower-=class cmldren. She found that the “.WhltC‘ middle—class

kindergarten “childden engaged in more sociodramatic play and often at a

more sophisticated | levél than the black lower-class children (p. 926).
Howev'er,'s'he does hot define sophistication. - ot

"

‘Rubin, Maioni and Hornung (193%6) compared‘the gymbolic’ play- of
‘ . ' ' - W .

middle-class and -I'ower—class 3- and 4-year-old Canadian children with

+ “respect tosParten's (1932) social play hlerarchy and Smllansky% translation

i

N
-

. of Objects reIative'to "replica” u's'e

of Piaget's three play stages into the following, four categories: functional

J

play,’ constructlve p\lay~ dramatic play, -and games with rules Rubin et

» S {/
Zal. found® a marglnaHy sngnlflcant d|fference betwoen the two groups with
fy

respect to "coopera:tlve" symbollc play. The Iower—class children engaged
'm less coopera(\tymbohc play than the middle-class chlldren »
Smith and Dodsworth (1978) compared the "fantasy" (symbollc) play
of 3-and Y4-year- old children from middle-, and wérking-class backgrounds
in England. . The study was desig d to examine quantltatlvely Elfermann s

l

developmental lag hypotheSIs at the preschoo! age range. They used three

.criteria (which the investigators halve shown to be developmental |nd|ces
~

\( 4 Y

‘which determine whether a developmental lag exists): (1) "elaborated" use

-

(2)®the number of participants in play;

. and (3) tHe Iength of play eplsodes They also |nvest|gate€r the amount of

group ‘play and the level of verbahzatlon and compared their flndlngs with

> 3 ~

Smllanskys Smce statlstlcally significant dlfferences were found between
,n‘ndd_le—class and lawer-class children with‘respect to two of their criteria
and v'erbali'zation,. they concluded t’ha’t‘ J'the data give some support to
Eifermann's developmental Iag‘hypotl‘)esis"/(p. 189} .

a
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Golomb (1975) compared the s'ym'bolic as well as other kinds of playu

. -

that of lower-class children of the same age " She constructed a complex
4 . . IS

¥symbolic play scale, combininy a number of play behaviors, some +of which
v » - - . T :
are coded as .separaté categores by other investigators. She also coded

~several of the 'play-scale components individ—Lially. In addition, ‘;several of
her, categories,. which in other studies_i apply, to symbolic pla;/;i":alone,
include other play activities. She found np systematic ’differences between
the two groups on any of the symbolic play variables investigated' nor in
the developmiental changes. which occurred in ‘each social-class group'.‘

. In studyinQ the play of English childlr,en, Tizard, Philps, and F;lewis
(1976b) ‘investigated thelinfl”uences of social class and educatipnal orienta-'
“tion .of 'the preschool centers attended. In a‘dd.ition t’b _sy'mbol ic play, their
'Spcial—classb comparisons incleu_c'led a wide‘ ranée of other kinds éf play

- -

activities :(sandf‘play,grgugh‘and tumble play, construyction). Their defini-

al., '197.6a, pp. 232-253, for their categorization‘of play.) Although this

«
categories they .used for coding play--”dramatic impersonations"--is com-

/

parable to those used by other investigators ' Here, they found no

. d_ifference) in. frequency bet/een the 3- and 4- year-old’ lower- class'~ and

middle-clasy children. éﬁ\g

<
As part of a study aimed at lnvestigating the developmental changes

that take place in young children's symbolic play, Stern, Bragdon, and
1 S

Gordon .(1976) compared the pIay of middle~class .and tower- &class 3-%and
B-year-old childram td -determine areas of similarity and difference. Their

" . \

- [y

of 3-to 6- -year-old ‘middle- and upper -middle- class American chLLdren with |

a

: anne would not preglude gomparison with other studies, only bne of the v

|
g ' ic blav. unlike (o , NN - l
tion of symbolic play, unlike those used in most o studies, subsumed }
- Y. ; : > ! '
other types of 'symbolic representation, such as drawing. (See Tizard et - . 1
. ‘ - >




s't.ud‘y differs from those mentioned above -in, that it examines the play
- > & . . - ..

FoL . behaviorf‘ of childrem who do .play, and not, as did the others, the play of
. * " all. children In the sélected classes. Sterm et al. found very few differ--

ences between the mlddle—class and lower-class groups when compared on

k)

23 Symbolic play behavuors >

. Detailed Presentatlon of Fmdmgs of the Nine Comparatlve Studies (see

a Table 1) '

-

v

Be;:ause the vocabulary of symbolbm«play varies from study to study,

| shall use The terms deflned by Stern_ et al. (1976) in presenting the

vy . . {

findf’ngs of the 'compar‘ati\‘/e studies. Equivalent terms used by. other

investigators fer what appéar to be the same or similar play behaviors are

given.-. But first some. of the most basic terms mus} be clarified.

'_”When & child acts as if she/he were another person (a docter Using a
‘o .stethescope on:a doll), an animal (moving around on aH fours and barking

-

¢ Iike a- dog), %r even an mammate object such as. an anrplane (running

swnftly with arms=out stretched and maklng motor sounds), is clear to

Y

. “most people tgﬁat she/»he is ehgaged in' role-play--often used as a_synonyrr{

A K e 'y

for symbolic play. This kind of play was called "pérsig" play by Stern et

_— al. b&"persit_';'" standfng‘for person as sfgnif‘i‘er). When a child (who is not

a "persig") makes an ob!eg act as if it were a person, animal, or object.

’ (moving a small square block along a curvy block road, saying "beep

)

beep," -as. if the smaII square were a car) this is also symbollc play. 6

- H " 1} " u 4
Stern et al., called th.Ls . obsnc_? ] play ('obsrg standing lfor _object as .
signifier) to distinguish’ it from persig play, and because there is no

commonly used term for it, Smilansky's term, "imitative r:ole play," (and
. Griffing's "role (play") are equivalent to persig play, and apply both to
mdlvxdual cmd group play, and thelr sociodramatic pIay is equuvalent to

“
group persig pIay Even when the use of ob)ects as sngmflers is included




in their _gnalyses, none- of ‘the other inveéstigators except Tizard et al.

(1976a) and Golomb',(1975)’, appears'to differertiaté _t')etwec;m obsig and.
,pe;:sig‘.p'fay:as Stern etv al. .(1976):do. (but cf. P?aget's"ldefm'ition, 1962;
also,'Cur:ry ar]:i Arna:dd,' 19714.; Halfar, 1970; Huston-Stein, Friedrich- ~ R
. ",C‘c‘)ffer, & Susman, 1977).

. .
e — i e i e e S e e o S =t e e s e

~

Al . ) o . \

~ - N \ -
. Only the findings on the eleven symbolic play behaviors which are
included in two'or more studies will be, presented here.. Id order to

. compare the finaings ofythes’é‘st'udies, ‘it' is often“necess'ary To treat as
equi'valgnt categories which. ére not. The categorfes used in th;:se studies
vary in degree‘of i.nclusiv,eness as v;/ell as in consistency of inclusiveness.
They may‘co,ver gr‘OL‘Jp and individu’al play, group play alone, individuai

4 b . N

play alone, ‘other play activities as well as symbolic play and, in one case,
non-play activities; they may also be-composite (combining two or more

: .- different play behaviors) or simple (only one). ‘ p
T Group play is included in afl but one study (Table 1). The Sternlet

al. group pléy .ca'tegory differs from Smilansky's, Giffing's, Rosen's, and -

-~

Rubin's et al. in that it includes obsfa play, while; the others apply only
to p.>ersig play.7 GOmb's category is moréjin‘clusive thar)’ the rest bécause
it.-covers play activities ofher than symboliq%plax.‘ erpilannsky‘, G,riffing,
éosen.‘, a,nd‘Rubin @t al. fourtd that the incidence of group symbolic play
was greater ,;mong the middle-class than the lower-glass children.‘ Smith
and Dodsw?ri;/h's group play catego'ry includes both asséc%/e a;rd cc.)(yzpe(a’-

’

tive play (Parten's categories,” 1971). In estimating the "am‘gunt.of grou

play, they also included other play activities as well as.symbalic play

.
9 ‘
.
.
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' ~ Table 1 :
' ) Comparisonhof Symbolic Play of Lower-Glass and Middle-Claés Children: Results of Nine Stu‘d\i§
v ) ‘ ‘ .
© v R } "‘ . . - N RUbin,, "
Stern, Bragdon - - © - Tizard, Philps Smith & ‘ \ . ' Maioni _
g 2 ,Gordcfn Golomb & Plewif Dodsworth Smilansky . Griffin]g Rosen & .Hornung o Eifermanp
Categor‘iesz (1976) (1975) ~ (1 276) (1978) ¢ (1968) (1980) (1974) (1 976) (1 9.71 ), ‘
= Group “Play (Cooperative - N (Tnteraction)  (Interaction) (Socio- (Cooperative (Sﬁynﬂo@ﬁlc'
' Pretegse |, . : “dramatic”  dramatic play)
, S Play) . , . . play), - play)
. m.c.=lc. m.c.=l.c. .+ * e, = lc. m.c. ) l.c m.c.> l.c | m.cyl.cc m.c.>l.c l.c.>m.c
. \ * N - ) . 4:
(Role Ptay) ~ (Dramatic o (Imitative (Role Play) (Role Play) . Z.
Persig Pldy’ , ) *.  impersonations) . role play) , : ) .
. ’ ‘ _m.c.éJ.c; m.c.;l.c. .m.co=l.c. ¥ ¥ . m.c. M l.c. m.c.)l“\c. m.c.> l.c . .
ez - ) .
. (Representative’} (Objeets as . (Toys) . ("Make be- ,
Type of ot replicas) . , ~ (Replica use) T lieve with
Signifier - S Ve L , " objects" = all
s ’ ' . ‘types of s -
. e ) l.c.>m.c l.c.”m.c. signifiers) "
(Semi-represent.) - ) (Elaboréted * ’ + .
------ e e use of objects= ——~—==—mwm ’ - -
: (Non-represent.)  (Undefined semi repres. Undefined )
- ) ) objects) & imaginary) . objects
e I, - ¢ S S, »
- ° (Imaginary) (Imaginary)’ i (Make believe i
. ’ ' ) . . . re objegts) .
. m.c,=}.c. m.c.=l.c. m.c.>l.c m.c.>1l.c. m.c.>xl.c. > ”
Emotional N [Affective - — (NG Specific P ,
, ‘Stance ) . invol vement) , s term) ’ .
m.c.=l.c - m.c.=l.c., . fm.c. _only
Persig Age 3 , (Appropriate ~ < (No specific - -
Differenti- m.c.=l.c. role . term) ‘ s
ation Age 4. division) P . N . .
' m.c.=l.c. m.c.=l.c. " m.c: only - ‘
i L ((ijigiasode ' (Persistence- (Persist"encég . N
Length of uratjon)) . (10" +) most of 5" '
’ Play Unit <« o . ’ period)
Qo . m.c.zle. . m.c.=l.c. m.c.=l.c. m.c. >l.c. ‘m.c.>l.c. /

10
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T . [ Table 1 (cont.) - : . .
< ' R T T o " Rubin,
. _ Stern, Bragdon , . Tizard, Philps Smith & . ' Maioni '
. t ... & Gordon Galomb. . & Plewis Dodsworth Smilansky ° Griffing Rosen , & Hornung Eifermanp
Categories (1976) (1975) (1976) ' (1978) (1968) . (1980) . ° (1974) ° (1976) " (1971)
"Themes and '(Pléy themes _(Themes and
Roles - .. and roles% , N roles) )
’ ) o m.c.=l.c. . Y . mc.=l.c. ’
,  Amount of . - ~ * (Vert;aliza- (Amount of~ (Verbal com- K
Verbalization . ’ tion) speech) munication)
: ° m.c.=l.c, S0 . m.c.> l.c. m.c.=2xl.c, m.c.> l.c.
- < \ > - '
X Age 3: - - - (No specific ~ v
Persig m.G.=l.C. ‘ ~ tefm)’ ]
Language , - Age &4: . . o~ (Verbal
. . T.c. mc. - m.c. only expression) /
- .Labeling B ‘ ' of make—v’ . I
of Play . ' «__believe) -
., m.c.=l.¢€ . m.c. M l.c. .
¢ . / N i iy
Socialized " (Socialized ,c?gf:%i A 7 A .
.Communica- ) language) : TR * -0
° tion® m.c.=l.c, m.c.=l.C. " ~ .

s

Vstatistical tests were used to determine the presence of significant differences between the lower-class and middle-class groups.

gre statistically sjgnificant. .

-~

a

2 . ' ’
wtwwm “m.c. = middle-class group; I.c. = lower-class group.

-
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~

3

P

3Parenthesc;‘s around a category name indicates that this j& the term that the invcsitgator(s)yscd.‘f
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Although they found more’ grouplpray. in the middle-class group than in-
:che lower-¢lass, the difference was not significant. Ncither golomb nor
Stern et al. found any difference .between the groups, whercas Eifermann

found that at ages 6 and 7. (combined) more lower-class than middle-class

“children engaged in group symbolic play.

Of the six investigators who.compared the lower-class and middle-

class chul‘dren with regard to the incidence'of persig play, three

4

(Smllansky, Grlfflng, and ROSen) found that it occurred more freouently
i middle-class than in lower-class groups; three (Stern et al., Golomb,

and Tizard et al.) founc?:@no difference between the groups. The Sterr1 et

-

al. .category applies only to group play, while, in the other 'studies, itt
applies\? individual play_as weld. The Golomb -category is part of her

symbolic play scale. - "

.

When children play, they usc objects, reat or imaginary (called

’

Usignifiers") to represeﬁt‘ pedple, other objects, animals, story or TV

R : .
characters ("the signified"). The degree to which the signifier and the
sugmfled resgmble each other may vary. For example, a child may use -a

. ~N *
stick, a pillow, or a very/g,uman like doll to ‘represent a baby. Five

studles took account of the type of signifier chlldren‘ use. Stern et al.

defined four types of signifiers in terms of the distance ‘between the

‘signifier and the signified with ‘respect to perceptual, functional, and class

-

relations%ps. Representative signifiers closely resemble ‘the signified (a
AN :

toy car _with many details of a real one); semi-representative signifiers

bear some resemblance to the signified (a cl?set represents a jall)

non- representatlve sngmflers have little or no reseémblance or functlonal

relatronshlp to the signifieg (a block répresents a baby); and an i_rrla_g_i_r_marx

. - 7
1
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signifier is an imagined object or person of which we become aware because

Al

.of the child's actions or wdrds. ‘ N

Stern et al. found no differcnce between the two groups in the usc of

the four types of signifiers. They found, moreqver, that appfoximately

half the signifiers used by both groups at ages 3 and 4 were representa-

tive. The child's use of representative, non—representative., and imaginary
- . ' . © 3
signifiers serves as one cue for his/her score on Golomb's symbolic play

scale, Golomb fod?d no differences between the two groups on this scale.

7

Smitansky's category, '"make-believe: in regard to objects," -refers to the

~use of attions and verbalization *as substitutes for toys, equiva!ént to

7/

imaginary signifiers. She found t?\{at middle-class children tend to use

imaginary signifierséand also "undefined objects"_ (non-represéntative
signifiers), awhile lower-class childrén “tend to‘-) use toys {representative
signifiers). Smith and Dodsworth found that m‘iddle—class children showed
more "elaborated use of objects" (i.e., semi—represent.ative and ‘imaginary

objects than lower-class children, while lower-class children. were more

-

likely to make " "replica use of objects" (i.e., repxgsentative objects).

Griffing found that middle-class children engage in "make believe with

t

ohjects" more than lower-class children; i.e. they use more signifiers--

~

representative, non-representative, and imaginary combined. ..

Emotional stance has to do with the way children express emotional

. . “ f . )
qualities--through their actions, language, or -facial expresgions. In
. . # R

symbolic play, "mother" ma>; be bossy or loving ‘or punjtive; may be con-_

-

cerned with the "baby's" need feor food agd tenderness, or may igno're it.

Stern et al. found no difference between the groups in the incidence of

> i
this kind of behavior at ages 3 and 4, Golomb's "affective involvement" is,
.- A
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defined Ssimilarly to emotional stance.8 She also found nod difference

between her groups in this respect. Smilansky describes t&'e middle-class
_children in s‘imilarf" terms, but states,’ that lower-class children do not
behave this way. .j/ The* middle-class child, she says, "really plays the

. < / e . . . .
part, |imitates tong and gestures, 'spoils and is spoiled, shouts in mock
< ! . M

ahger, speaks pompously" (p. 37) Wwhile, among the lower-class children,

¢
~

"there is no evidence of dramatic text, verbal identification of thé child

-

with this role, or'/ other signs, gestures, and so on, of dramatic involve-

ment" (p. 39). y . . C .

Persig diffeﬁ'entiation9 refers to the fact that.when children play

~

LI |

> i "train" together, one may be the conductor, another the engineer, and

others passengers. Smijansky's description of how the middle-class child

1 . ‘ . g
" reacts dramatically to the dramatic image projected by his fellow player,

from within his. own role" (p. 37) probably.refers(k‘fo similar behavior.
Smilansky- founc{ that this occurred only.in the play of ufiddle-class
children. Golomb found no difference " in "appropriéte role-division"
between her two g;oups, whereas Stern et al. found that, althoucjh at age

3 the groups are similar, at age 4 there is a marginally significant differ-

ence in the incidence of persig differentiation--more among the middle-class

+ " _

than the lower-class children.
\ Five S'ﬁdies include a measure of attention, span, but the mode of

meagurement 'varies somewhat from study to study, Smilansky and Griffingé’
measured children's play attention span in tefm% of specified time limitsS

Smilansky defines "persistence" as "the child persists-in aap'lﬁy: episode for. ,
at least 10 minutes," and, therefore, apparently ign%rés all play lasting a
shorter time. Griffing rated the length of the ‘play on thé basis of 5-

minute play segments. Smith and Dodsworth estimated "length of episode"

Q 16 . »?‘
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_Stern et al. and Golomb, on the other

<

_measured the duration of ' the play episode,

(within each S5-minute time samplg).
hand, whatever its length.

Stern et al. defined length of play unit as the number of minutes during

N

which a child stays with a specific play content even thOL‘Jgh she/he may
interrupt it one or more times in response to external ‘or ,ninternal‘stixr{uli.
Golomb also divided the play of each child into épispdes {for symbolic piay

her criterion is change in character of the play resulting, for example,

-

from change in participants) and measured "episode duration." Stern et al.
found that, at both age levels, the two groups were similar with respect to

. length of group play units, in those lasting 20 minutes or less as well as

21 minutes or longer. Smith and Dodsworth report no significant differ-

ence between middle-class and lower-class children in_the mean length of

play episodes. Golomb also found no difference in the length of play

episodes. Both Smilansky and Griffing found that middle-class children's

sociodramatic play lasted longer than' lower-class children's. Only two

N
"studies compared the two groups with respect to the content of play

themes and roles. Both Smilansky and Golomb found no differences.

’

Five sédies' were. concerned with the use of language in symbolic
- . 4
play--the extent to which it is used, the functions it serves, and the use
of socialized: language. Comparing the two social-class groups with respect

to amount of verbalization (average number of symbolic play-related state-

Stern et. al.

-

ments per child), found . no difference between the two

groups. Griffing, however, found that verbal communication was greater

in the middle-class than in the lower-class group. $mith and” Dodsworth

»

scoréd verbalization “for each one-minute period in which the child was
"seen to make a meahi“ngful statement" (p. 187). _  They found that middle-

class children we%\mor,e likely to verbalize than \Iower—class children.

h]
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They mcluded statements made durmg both symbolic and non- symbollc ‘

play Srmlansky found that the average number of,words per child in the

middle-class group was twice that of the lower-class group. However, her

-

category is not« really equ’ivalent to the categories of other investigators

2 .
because she not, only included language spoken during drawing, painting,

- [y

“and building 3s well as during symbolic play, but also language that is not

play-related: Smilansky states, however, that the differences between the

. . ¢
- groups would probably be greater if only play-related’ language was

*included. / ’ .

Stern et al. define persig language as language spoken by a child

when she/he is a signifier (e.g., AL aboard,! when a child is a con-

_.ductor on a train); that is, it is an integral part of the play symbolism.

«,They “fourid no difference between the groups at age 3, but at age 4 the

lower-class children surpassed and the middle-class.children. In contrast,
XY 4 - 4

. . B A
. Smjlansky feund that only middle-class children used persig language.
. . ‘ N

‘there was ho d|fferencubetween the groups in frequency of use.

Griffing's "verbal expr:ess'ron of make-believe" combines persig language

\ ¢ Lo . ‘ .
and verbal descriptions accompanying symbolic actions. She found a

Righly - sngnIFcant dlfferente between the groups on this variable, the
mlddle—class children greatly exceedlng the lower—class chlldren in their

verbal 'express;on. The Stern et al. category, labeling of play, is similar

to Grnffmgs "verbal expression” category (without persig language), but

’1

~

Stern et al. .and Golomb found no difference between the two groups

at 3 L

in the use of socialized commuhlcatlon (the child talks wnth the intention of

communicating ‘with another person). Golomb's categoryjapplies to other

play activities as well as to symbolic® play. '

18
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-Summary of Findings

This review of study findings indicates that there is an almost com-

. .-

plete split "between Smilansky'/CriF‘fing‘/Rosen/Ru,bin et al. and Golomb/

Tizard et al./ Stern et al. Within each of the two groups, the, number of ™~
’ " i

. . - . \ ~
studies in which the results are the same for any play category depends ;}

almost entirety on the number of . studies in which the category was

included. Smith and Dodsworth ca.n' not be included‘ in either 'group, =

- because with respect to two categories they are in agreemént\with each

M -

group. o .

. fithift the Smilansky grdup, all four studies found that. the middle-.
- .
class children engage in more-group play than the lgwer-class children.

.
A ]

Smilansky, G‘riffing, and ,Rose;'\ found that middle\—class.children engage in
persig play more than do lower-class cl('rild;?‘en; Smilansky and Grif‘ﬁng
found that symsolic play lasts .Ionger, and that ghére is more verjt—)_;l com-
munication in'th‘e?.middle-\élass,;‘gro.upﬁan in the !ower-cfass group. S;nit
and Dodsworth also .found more verb‘al'. communication in £he middle—claj;

group than in_the lower-class group. Smilansky found that the middle_z-‘ !

[ » » <

class children use non-represent%\‘e and imadinary signifiers more than

12

the lower-class children, and lower-class children use represénpatiVe *
signifiers more than middle-class children, while .Griffing' found - tHat .

middle-class children use more of all types of signifiers than do lower-class
. s;_; R
children. Smith an8 Dodsworth alsq reported that. middle-class children
- . “ . . R
use semi-representative and imaginary signifiers more than lower-class

3

children, and lower—class children use repfesentative.Signifiers more than '

.

middle-class children. Of the remaining five categories, four (emotional

' stance, persig differentiation, -persig language, and cgrtént of themes and

#

— ¥ . -

19




roles) were included *as distinct cafegories only in-the Smilansky study,
.o . “ "
and one (labeling of play in combigation with persig language) .only in the

Griffing study. The only exception to the pattern of higher incidence of

each play behavior in the middle-class group than in the lower-class group

was in relation to content of themes and rbles, which Smilansky found to

- Lo~ [
be the same in both” groups. o .

Golomb, Tizard et al., and Stern et al., on the other hand, found no

difference between the middle-class and lower-class children .in the amount.

#

of persig play. Golomb and Stern et al. also found: no differences in the

. " amount of group play, in the use of representati\;gz%uo‘n—repres‘éntative,
. and imqginary signifiers, and in emotional stance, length of play unit, and

socialized communicaton. Smith and Dodsworth also found no significant
difference between the middle#class and Jower—class children with regard to

v group play and length of play unit. Goigmb found no difference in the
4 ‘6,

amount”of persig differentiation, but Stern et al. found no ‘differen‘ce o

at age 3. The re_n‘ﬁlining three categories were included only in the Stern

o et al. stud.y. No difference was found in persig. lariguage at age 3, but,

the,lower]—class children used persig language more than the middle-class .
children at age 4; there was no difference in Ia@'él%bg of play or amount of

v
verbalization. -

A8 - ¢
Y

Similarities between "the middle-class and lower-class children are

~

minor. Both Smilansky and Golomb, who were the only ones to investigate
~— o :
the content of themes and roles, found no différences between.the two

groups. Like Smilansky who, however, did not differentiate in terms . of

’,

age,. Stern et al. found that at age 4 there was more persig differentiation

P

*in the middle~class than in the IoWer—class_chiIdreQ's play. o -

y N
. * S
.
. . .

.
- \ 4 R s . .
4 Lot
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. play of. imiddle~class children was similar to or different fiom that of lower-

Discussion

. s =
into clear focus the amount of

¢These contradictory findings bring
. 4 3 ﬁ

v ‘Q bl
dissaray in this area of research.

. ~

virtually impossible to answer the questions which prompted this review,

-~

+ ~

~but also raise new ones which are equaIIX unanswerable,

. - Iy . . -
. The first question raised concerned the ways in which the symbolic

.
>

clas$ children. It is evident now that '\Xe'ry fw géneral conclusions can be

3

drawn about the relat|ve quality of symbollc play among Iower class and

‘
.

middle-class children. Excludlng the f?ndlngs of Stern et al.

,

&fermannlo, for  those play categorles reporgfed in two or more studies we.

. ¥ s
find the following : o LT , .

-

. 1. il'here is a_greement that the content of themes %nd roley is the

*
samg among mlddle c‘lass and Iower—élass chllgreg and that the

"amount of verbaanatxon (however: defined) is greater among

. ‘ mlddle~class than Iowﬂer—cIaS‘s chLIdren '
2. More mvestngators ‘(Five 35 compared to one) report that group
. ‘%Iay is more pr alenﬁt among r-’-"mldd/le class than lower-class
- )children'; more (.t.hree etg t'\_ﬂo’z that persig play is more prevalent
. w“ ¢ . - [ 4

- among middle-class than¢ lo_wer-cla_ss children; and more (two to

v ‘ . - .
one) that middle=clads children are more likely to use se‘ml—, and

© - non-representative as  well as imaginary signifiers than are

.

{ .
6 LY
lower—-class children, and that

- . .

representative signifiers than are middle-class

.
\3 - ¥

lower-class children are more
likely to wuse.

-

children.’

s y
+The consistency of these esu‘lts

methodology and in the characterlstlcs and backgrounds of the samples, is

despite the many differences_in

an indication of their validity. These flndmgs however, provide Iittle

a f . 1 \

- - N " PR

- . .
5 ’ - . .
. .
L . .
M

Rindifgs to date not only make it

and °

3

v
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enlightmenf about the nature and, especially, the quality of the symbotic.

-

play of middle-class as compared with '[owe'r—class childrer. : ‘Although

there is, as yet, no substantiating cvidence, the findings of the Stern et
al. study suggest that the symbolic play of lower-class and middle-clasg 3-

and 4-year olds is similar, in many respects. The findings of Eiférmann

" )

.and of Smith and Dodsworth suggest that there may be a developmental lag’

’ a, ) ) »

«in the symbofic play of lower-glass children.
"‘ LS \ w

+ . L]
The second question 'was: “What inferences, if-any, can be made

' .

about the relative cognitive maturity jof the play of middle-class and lower-
class children? In order to make inferences about the relative cognitive
‘ L]
maturity of the play of middle-class and lower-class chlldren‘ there must
be deence of a posutlve relatlonsh:p between age andlor mtelllgence (or
L
1
some Sther clearly cognitive characteristic) and the incidence of specific
. . . ) «\
play behaviors, L . . : X

" In five of the nine studies, the relationship between age and specific

>

symbolic p.la.y behaviors was investigated. The combined findings of Stern’q

et al., Golomb, and Rubin et al. indicate'posihtive rel§t"tonships between
' 1

. age and many symbolic play behaviors. All three found a positive relation-

_ship between 'age and incidence of roup piay, and both Golomb and Stern

et al. found relationships with a number of others (e.g., length of play
. + ' l ’
unit, emotional stance, persig differentiation, the wuse of imaginary

‘ signifi\ers). "Smith and Dodswof?éh, 'on the other hand, report that age was

» . »
not an important factor in influencing the number of $amples in which

s
P

symbolic play was observed. .
Smilan‘sRy” found no relationship between age and scores in her six
basuc symbollc play categorles mclqdmg group play, but she does mention

some ager ~related ghanges in the play of the middle-class children other

‘N

22
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than the six components: "Th_e play becomes more complex, more fulfilled,

{ : more completed, more sustained, more flexible w?thin-expanding"lndnits, and

so 5n" (p. 40}.- In addition, both Smilansky12 and Gr:ffir;g13 Fepont no )

'

P 1 Ty Bi A

relationship between intelligence and symbolic ialay. It is interesting to

note, however, that Smilansky  does  make assumptions about the relative .’

» cognitive maturity of the six basic play behaviors. In all cases', a hig;iér
4 R f“ﬁciQénce of th'ese; play behaviors is assumed to be more advanced. éhe
COOCILEQ_Q., therefore, that the play of the middle-class childien is more

- ad\}aqced .tmﬁ:.that of the IoJ\}Ner—cIaSS children, f

~

Thus, there is ‘some evidence from these stucies that ‘age influences
14

L adl e

spécific' play behaviors, but -there is only negative cvidence with regard
- ~ .'.\ ’ " ’
to the relationship :between intelligence and symbolic play behaviors. On

the® basis of 'age an?:' we might conclude that middle-class cifildren are

v

more cognitively 3(]\4 nced than lower-class children with respect to amoéunt
Y of verbalization,: incidence of gf’ogp play, and use of imaginary signifiers

2

- in symbolis_play. No general conclusions, however, can be drawn from

*+  these studies regarding cognitive differences between middle-class and

} <.

lower-class children.-

1)
-
'S

All these studies started out with the assumption that socioeconomic
status coutd influence the quantity andfor quality of children's symbolic

play. %Since, in mo/st studies, the differences in socioeconomic ba.ckgro'und
N o]
. between the comparison groups were very Iarge,15 thehpresence of so

o . _ ; s s " v -
many contradictory findings implies that socioeconomic’ status, by itself, is

not the overriding Ainflbe‘:nc@ in the symboli¢: play of ‘yoOngj chitdren. .

Apparently Smilénsky found “this to be true. In_her experimental stu&y',of
. ] 2 . y) a4l

2] gt . &

the effect of teaching on disadvantaged children's play, she combinéd intQ;,,:,

—

. . 2 K 'S L . ]
one control group both lower-class and middle-class Israeli’ children of
» . * i

¢ L : ' "

~ * N

L

.
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(see Table.2)-

“their sociodramatic play" (p.

tive -study. T SR

* »
~N s * “ -

o

Eurapean - extraction because fwe _did not find significant “differences in
urapea g . )

0 ‘ 109). - Fhis not only supports the findings of

-

Golamb-and Stern et al./f “but also suggests that cultural factors mlght he

responsibie for “the dramatic differences Smllansky found‘ in her compara-

3 N

_ i x - T e Lol e
Smilansky, who stre‘sses cultural différences, describes the hdme o
2 ! . » - ° T N ' ' *
si'tuations of the lower-class lsraeli children of Middle* Easte’m .and North

“

Afrtcan immigrants and those of the mnddle class chlldren“% of European

cxtractlon as very different with respect to the nature of the parent-chlld
\

relationship (partlcularly the authorlty relationship); the presence of toys,

didactic gaNes, ahq books in the home; encoukagerpent of antd particip,ation'

. > o . L,
in. their children's .symbolic. play; responsiveness’ to children's néeds and

’

L . . - * .
attitudes toward play vs. non-play activities.  The.paucity of information

about cultural and family baél{gr"ounds in the_ other studies precludes any

- < ® -

. sod

comparisons. a

[y

7
’

It is.'untikely, however, that the cultural differences between the

lower-class and middle-class populations in the United States, England,

, - N P N
. N - . - ..
and CanadW, where the other studies were located; are as vast as those -

)

Smilansky describes in her "disadvantaged" and“'priviledged" populations.
Smilansky herself suggests that “tRe culturally deprived

children of “Asian-African" extraction ih. Israel are different from the

-

European extraction because of the

differences in lhome experiences as well as in the "different stimuli that the

culturally deprived children _ of

environment {outside tAe family) affords the culturall>; deprived child(ren) P

of European ‘extraction (television, for example)" "(p.i 62)'." Yet many

have -dssumed

American psychologists as well as educators "that “her .
findings apply to Americanmiddle-class "and lower-class children. At the

s N . -
LI . N

. e ‘ . L
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”’s‘ame.time the cdntraductory ‘results of the studies reviewed here suggest

- tory flndings7 NS ‘ :

»

¢
-that the degret, to whnch the comparuson gxoups differ w;th xegard to

& .
cultural background is not-a primary nnfluencmg factor.

.

sz We are still faced, ,therefor:e, wit’h*wé\re;lated, unansw&ed.questLons: -

H T b4

If. social- class _and/or cultural differences cannot e cdnsndered responsuble -

LR

for S|m|Iar1t|e> and/or dlfferenc&& in symbollc play on the bas1s of these

(VRN

@
-~ -~

.

studies, what "can? An(déwhat factors are responslble for th’e contradlqs

.

. / .

: Informatuon from the, studues about the characterlsttc%%of\ the sample,
. )

type -of schgol and play situation,., data collection® procedures, analytic

methods, as’ well backgreund factors, were tabulated in order to find

out if there wereRlm systematic differences between middle-class and

' lower—class ¢children- which might provude clues. Only those which are

S

reported on by all eight mvestlgatorsl6 were exammed (see Table 2).

¢ -
’

They are: (1) country_in which the study was: located; (2) age range of

the‘sample population; (3) socioeconomic status of the families;‘ (2;) racial

and/or ethnic background-" (5) type of educat'lonal institution attended by
. -

the chiIdren (G) numbér of schools/,penters attended by the chaldren (73

_ site of observatlons (8) type of data £9l focus of obServatlon- and (10)

analytlc measures. Inspectlon of these data |nd|cated that although there

~ »

'are( no * systematlc dlfferences between th two groups there are many

@ 4

'dlfferences within each grqug,osllghtly more within the Smilansky study,

»

. o ‘ '
however, than in.the other studies.. p ) s
. —t e ’ 1 »
(- . o - ” ) - R
oo Insert Table 2 about here, , g‘ -
. N "' X -~ .
" _ - .
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Table, 2

‘@

{

- . - Background Factors in Eight Studies °
» * - . - i
’ i g Rubin,
. Stern, Bragdon Tizard, Philps Smith & . ‘ ) Maioni
: ] & Gordon ~ Golomb ’ & Plewis . Dodsworth Smilansky’ Griffing Rosen & Hornung
~ Categories . (1976) (1975) (1976) (1978) - (1968) (1980) (1974) ' (1976)
* Location , \ — QQ ‘
of Study United States United States {ngland England * Israel United States United States Canada
- ' : A -
-Age of N _ . ]
Sample 3s & Us 3tob 3s & Us 3s & lUs 3to6 5s & 6s ., "Kinder- Mean age-
, ) % ) © garteners" 3.88
1 .
Socio- m.c.'-—uppr'er- m.c.-middle- & m.c.-middle- m.c.-middle- m.c.-high- m.c.-middle- m.c.="culturally m.c.-upper-
*© gconomic m.c. l.c. - upper-m.c. class class *sociocul- class advantaged! m.c
© Status of -"poverty level" l.c.-welfare" I.c.-working I.c.-working tural" l.c.~-welfare l.c.="cul- l.c.-welfare
Compgrison ' or low income class \ class l.c.-low or unskilled turaily
Groups . - "sociocul- labor ‘disadvantaged.:
. p tural" . \ .
Ethnic m.c.-~ white m.c.-white m.c. & I.c. m.c.-European m.c. & I.c. m.c. - white m.c. & [.c.-
and/or l.c.- 80% black, ' l.c.~mostly white Not extraction black l.c. - plack white
Racial 20% white white, some ‘ reported l.c.-Middle
Background : Puerto Rican / Eastern & ’
, of Sample . North Afri-
. N can extraction )
T m.c.-independent  Nursery School  Traditional m.c.-2 state Nursery and Public School m.c.-P.S. m.c., & l.c.-
* Type. of - Schools . * Day care center nursery nursery schools kindergarten  (P.S.) kin- kindergartens Universit
"Educational l.c.-Head Start Kindergarten schools - classes dérgartens l.c,~-P.S. Early ild-
L Institution and Day Care classes Trad. Nursery l.c.-1 state . kindergartens hood Genter
; ‘ : schools nursery school . A Day care centers ° )
P with 1 state, day T . ' . :
. . . ' language nuFsery "~ ' .
. emphasis
\\ . Day Care R .
. . L wgs
{* Number of m.c.-§ independ- m.c.-T nursery m.c.-2 of m.c. - 2 m.c.-18 «'m.c.=-6 "suburb- m.c.-1 Kkin- m.c. & l.c:
Schools/ ent schools school each ty classes an" P.S.s * dergagten 1 University
“l.c.-5 Head Start l.c.-1'day care l.c.-2 0 l.c.-18 l.c.=3 "inner- l.c.-2 P.S, Center .
centers, .1 _day center < each type l.c.-2 classes, city" P.S.s .kindergarten
care center ” 2-kindergarten . ‘ . - classes; 2 day
classes . © 08 care centers
1 ' -
' ~For all studies, m.c. = middle class ‘group; l.c. = lower-class group% | y
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Table 2 (cont.)
“. . / * . R Rubin,
T Stern, Bragdon Tizard, Philps . Smith & ‘- Maioni
: .o & GCordon Golomb- & Plewis Dodsworth _ Smilansky Griffing Rosen & _Hernung
Categories (1976) ’ (1975) > (1976) (1978) (1968) (1980) (1974) (1976)
- . M /
Site of Ob- - Classroom & Classroom Classroom & A special
servations Classroom Classroom Qutdoors . Outdoors Playroom Classroom Classroom
Pencil & Paper Narrative Pencil & Selected details Pencil & Pencil & paper ’ Ratings on Play behavior
Type of Narrative records paper dictated into paper Narrative g"standardized " checklist
Data records ‘Narrative into tape re- Detaiied records observational
7 records corder records . schedule" .
Focus of Individual Child Individual Individual Individual chiid Play Individual individual Chiid Individual
observation & interaction child § K child & & interaction child & > child ~——
with others ‘interaction interaction with others interaction i
with others with others with others
Analytic 1) Presence/ 1) Content 1) Frequency 1) Presence 1) Content 1) Ratings on 1) Frequency 1) Type &
Measures absence during analysis during 5' time  analysis A4-point scale : ' duration of
- o play unit 2) Score on period 2) Presence/ . ©  social &
* 2) Frequency of symbolic play 2) Fregency absence of cognitive
occurrence scale . of occurrence play elements play categorie
M 3) Ratings ’ 3) Verbal & -~
¢ description
; 4) Average ’
. number of
words per . 2
¢ child . ”

f1¢
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There are many possibilities which should not be ignored even thpugh

the data from the studies have not provided any clear indicators. It must

"be emphasized. that many categorics of inforfngtion arc not reporte‘d in all

studies and that the information given frequently lacks the kind of detail
that might differentiate between stucﬁés. Thus, to infer from such gross
data that differences in home or school environments are not réSponsibIe in
any- way for the differences in children's play would be naive, a's would be

the assumption that any single factor is responsible.

The quality of the school environments, for example, cannot be dis-
counted és a contributing source of differences in lower-class and middle-
class children's symbolic play, and possibly as a source of difference in
results. ‘Thé comparability of the lower-tlass and middle-class classrooms/

schools was not reported by Smilansky, Rosen, and Rubin et al. The
4 ) : N e ‘
situations reported on by. the other five investigations differed from each

other. Griffing reports that all schools serving middle-class children,

except for a Montessori kindergarten, had spacé and equipment for

symbolic play and that schools for low-SES childrep were at least as well-

equipped with play materials ag were the 'schools for l'wigh—SES \children.
. ’ e . L

Golomb reports that there were noticeable differences between the lowar-.
- * . ’ . / *.

&
U

and middle-class classrooms in supplies, open 5paces, provisions for house

1

play, as well as in teacher personality .and educational phil‘osophy. -She .
s A . *

does not, however, specify how they differed. Tizard et al. report that

~ for each of the three types of*schools the teacher role was similar\for-

lower~class and middle-class childrén——the_re was' little stimulation of: or
participation in the children's éymbolic play by theg tQ._a_chers. .

Stern et al. tried to control for teacher's attjtudcs_ar,rd'practices in

. ‘ B : )

relation to symbolic play. Because of the large number of sample selection

. .
[l r \.
fin , &,
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- not equally or in thé same ways.

“and their findings.
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3
A
.

criteria, this was not ?ntirely successful. The teachers of two of the six

tlésses of lower-class children (consti'tuting 50 percent of the lower-class,

L

-
L-year-old seample) displayed little interest in the children's symbolic play

" but scheduled a regular free play period” during which _many of the

children engaged in symbolic play. The other teachers of both lower-class

and middle-class children tried to encourage and stimulate play, aithough
The Head Start and day care classes
tended to have more, newer equipment and materials than the indé:penaent
schools, while the latter tended to have better-trained tecachers, who were

more sophisticated ‘about symbolic play and child development. That there

!

was symbolic play occurring in all the classes selected suggests that these

teachers may have resembled. each other in ways that Stern et al. did not
‘2
take into account, and which aré not seen as crucial by investigators in

general.
)

Smith and Dodsworth report that all four nursery schools were similar

in design, equipment and daily routine, but one lower-class school differed

from the others in that it was staffed by nursery.nurses, while the other
three had trained teachers. Except for the amodnt of teacher—child inter-
action, which varied from~Sshool to - school, no further description was

given of the nature or quality of the teaching. They found, however,

that there was no significant relationship between teacher-child interaction

-

*

Educators and researchers have suggested that the standard equip-

m'e.nt and/or arrangement of symbolic play areas in preschools are

unfamiliar to children who do not come from middle-ciass homes and/or who

L) % .
are not members of the dominant ethnic group and these areas, therefore,

may not be conducive to symbolic play—(see Curry, 1971).

31
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There are other factors which may have affected the study results,
o : -
B

not the play itself. One is the underlying ap;'broach of the investigator to
children's symbolic play.  Smilansky and Stern et al. in reporting' their
studies have articulated their approaches in some detail. One aspect is

the value the investigator places on verbalization--the value of verbaliza-

"tion as an indicator of cognitive level as well as the weight given to it in

the category system and in coding procedures. Smilansky places very

high value on verbalization, seeing it as essential to the development and

elaboration of the child's play and also as providing additional sources of

satisfaction which are not available to children who engage only in action-
: ' ,

“oriented play. In compariﬁg the two groups, she points out that for the

L4

middle-class children it is sufficient "to record the verbalization during

play in order to understand fully the unfolding of the theme," while "only

a detailed record of the actions of. the lower—class children will reveal the

roles and themes of the play" (1968, p. 39). The implication is, there-

fore, that middle-class children's play is more advanced. Of her six basic’

components, only fwo do not involve verbalization.

Stern et al. on the other hand, view ndn-verbal behavior as an

important componeht of young children's play. Excluding the categories

o

which are -specifically f0cuse/d on language, there are many which require

the tecording “and coding “of symbo'lic«' actions and other non-verbal

-

. At . . . 4 . y ' .
behavior. .Detailed directions were given to the observers for recording

.

non-verbal behavior, since this is more difficult to record than verbaliza- :
tion, and the coding of non-verbal behavior is essential. In my view, to
equate young children's verbalization during ,symbolic play with the total

meaning of their play is to look at children's play W“lth‘adultl,efies/ alone.

Only if non-verbal and verbal behavior are given equal co\nsideration is it

tm

- 32




<

e . k }

possible to perceive ‘the richness of children's symbolic play as well as the

ambiguities.” Since, .for childrens both ~verbal and npoh-verbal behavior

are essential for ekpr‘essing their meaning, recognizixig both allows the .

researcher to see play from the child's point of view. This difference in .

coding method might contribute to diffefences in results in some cate-
-— .

gories, suchg as emotional stance, .persig . differentiation, or type of

signifier. . . ,

Anothetr factor is suggested by Schwartzman (1978) in her wide-
. ) \
ranging cross-cultural analysis of children's play. She points out some of

the problems in research studies that propose that lower-class children’ are

'fimaginatively disadvantaged‘." She states that "these children are found

to be deficient in the style of play associated with middle- and upper-

middle~class children, which is then taken to indicate (or at least suggest)

deficiency™n the cognitive, verbal, and social skills said to be associated

>

with this form of play and these children" (p. 120). She adds, "in order .
to correct '“this~,(aeficit...researchers then proceed to train children to play

. . . %
in a 'middle-class' my nner, which is then said to produce improved scores

in the display of cagnitivg,'v'verbal ande social skills" (pp. 120-121).

VI ’

What, then, ve we learned, and what can we learn from reviewing

these findings?. For teachers ‘of children, ?’r future teachers of children,

o

it should be a reminder that there are Iow'er—classvchi'ldren‘yvhose s ymbolic
play is similar to that of middle-class children,m‘ and that objective
N PRI

observatioﬁs of the children's behavior should indicate which children,
. . / . .
middle- or lower-class, have the capacity to play, as wellk as those who

L ]

need special help. [t is unfortunate that there has been a tendency to

assume that Iower—&ass, minority-group children in the United .Stateé are

PR

. N ! .
comparable (in their economic and cultural batkgrounds) .to Smilansky's

» .
"culturally disadvantaged" and, therefore, that they(too are not capable of
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playing symbolically except on the very lowest level. Since teachers'

e - .
expectations are likely to influence their behavior in relation to children,

x O . v . 1 .
and, therefore the children's behavior, these e¢rroeous assumptions may

even have affected study results

We now know that resharch (?p this area has been unproductlve in that
it has not answered most of the questions; it hasAnot cIarlfled_ hypotheses.
about the ways in which the _symbolic play of lower-ciass and mi;ddle'-class
children are the same or c'iifferent, nor has it. provided any clear evidence

L]

of the' sources of conflicting findings. It has been pro‘ductiveg, however,

in that we now know that we do not knovy' the answiersl and that we must-

find a way to get more valid results.

»

We also know that research in this area»'gls in a very primitive state.

The relatively small number of studies, ag well as the number,of categories

-

\inve“stigated, is evidence of the impoverished nature of this rese@h. For

-

half the studies, the comparison of the symbolic play of middle-class and’

lower-class children was not the only, nor even the major, focus of investi-

gation. A majority of’the investigators focused on four categories--persig

play, type. Qf sugnlfler group . play, and Iéngth of unit--only the first two

of which are |ntr|n5|c to symbolxc play Only three studies in¢luded as

many as eight or nine similar categories. When one thinks of ‘symb'olic
play irt all its fullngss and complexity and thdmany ‘aspects that could be

- + , ’ \ < ) . -
studied--the cantent of symbolism, the use of .‘the self versus use of
‘ g ' R

objects gs. self-signifiers, the use of symbols to ‘represent the child's’

conscious and unconscious needs and wishes', blay as an expression of the
child's perceptlon of reallty, formal aspects of the play, such as degree of-
[

g
complexity, coherence, organlzatlon-—-one reallzes how little has been done,

Only. the content and some formal characterlstncs of the play, represented

A T

-
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-

by the categories | ‘hdve been discussing, have been exbl.ored. Excépt for

-

Golomb's rating scale, which covers a number of kinds of symbolic play

, .
behavior, the categories studied ‘are simple, and the measures used, with

'
e ¥

the exception of Smilq’nsléy, are quantitative.- At the same time, it is

understandable that maqst researchers tend to 'cho_os,e the simplest and,
’ ‘ A N 'Y + =

therefore, the most easily ‘quantifiable characteristics of play to‘inyesti’gate

s T [} k4 . . . - " ) . c *

first, ’ - &

’ ‘ s ° ’ b : &

But, considering the results of this approach, perhaps .we should

A

question its usefulness. Although the Stern et al. study included a;much

larger number of symbolic play behaviors than those with which we have

- °

. been concerned here, each one was censidered separately. Also, the

«

.' study focused on the éonscious, cognitive aspects of blam. At its comple-

— - 4 ’
tion | felt that in using this atomistic, relatively simplistic approach, much

'0f what was essential to symbolic play wds. being ignored and that,

perhaps, .a more holistic} qualitative approach mif;ht’ be more fruitful.

.« 2
'

'£he need for a more integrated’ approach to factors influencing
children's symbolic play behavior is also indfcated‘. Classifying children

¢ ¢

grossly in terms of social class or ethnic background has provided little
fal

enlightenment, Sophisticated methods for. checking relationships between

combinations of home and .school environmental factors and. more comtplex
3 Gl ,

S w v

! s

v~

" symbolic play behaviors should be used. - . '~ .

v

The process of trying to understand ‘exactly what’ was meant by the

-

various terms used in these studies, and. especiatly to determine the

~.equivalence of different cétegcy‘/y names across a nymber of studies

- - s .
emphasizes the importance of clarification of meaning.”  Although stan-

dardization of symbolic plgy terms would be ;most useful, | suspect that
_ o . . ) . L] f .

people-vﬁll not .easily give up their terms. But; régardléss of the words

.
’
- . [S
. ¢ . . e -
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used, they must be' defined so that others can ‘unJer_stand /them, and

~ ~

good, unambiguous examples of each term or category are ecssential. This

will not only improve communication, but also will help rescarchers clarify

°

© for themselves the meaning of the terms they use.

3

analysis were fairly well reported in these studies, they are not delincated

sufficiently for the reader to understand how the results were obta.ined,19

Because symbolic play is considered so important) for young children's
cognitive and affective .development, prc;gress in research on f_ymbolic play
is very desirable. It seellns to me that one way of attaining this would be
for r‘esearchers to describe the probl\\éms‘encountered in their resea'rch,
the compromises made (ofter] because of too little tir;1e and rr;oney), and
what they would do différently if they were able to continue research in

. b3 .
this field. Researchers need.to learn from others' experiences and new

. 14 *
understandings as well as from their own. Perhaps the suggestion made™  *

by Shulman and, Tamir '(1973), in relation to research on teaching in the

. i . .
natural sciences, is appropriate here. They emphasize the need "to

develop centers of research in whigch groups of investigators coordinate,

- their efforts in joint attacks on common prop,len’s" (p. 1139). -
e ‘. - ' P
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Although the data, data collection procedures,” and methods of
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Footnotes

This revtew does not cover studi#s of the effects of training.

»

» L4
This was part of a large scale, s'ystematic study, conducted in~ 14
p g Y . .

schools, grades 1 through 8, aimed mainly at challenging Piaget's
- Y

theor§that all games with rules are competitive.
—— ’ * ‘

Several of which she defined somewhat differéntly.

v oo

Motor play, exploratory ac’civity',. arts and crafts, constructional

games, etc. ./ . >

4
°

The difficulties experienced by Stern et aJ, (1976) in’ locating centers

attended” by lower-class children in which symbolic play could be

) ’ . . ) )

observed was a clear indication that, whatever the reasons, there®was
., s s ° . ’ .

more simbolie/plax in schools attended by rmiddle-class children than

in those attended by lower-class childregs .

-

q »

6. That is,. the object is not yjusut a’ signifier in persig play, it is the

major signifier. ¥

4

X\
\\

However, in the Stern et al. (1976) .study, more than. four-fifths of

the group symbg& play at ages 3-and 4'consisted of persig play.

(S

And was coded separately as well as =being part of the symbolic play

_ [ 4 -
scale. . —_

7
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then called role-differentation, and similar to what Piaget (1962) calls
o« . [ .. . R s

. collective symbolism.

t
1

A ‘ . [

10 L o . ,
Stern et al. because their sample includes only children who engaged-

in symbolic play and Eifermann because her sample is not within the

age range covered by the other studies. bt

-

Ve
- '

1 Smilansky §tates 'that her conclusiops about the influence pf age were
based on "general observations" (p. 40). To determine the effect of
K :

chronological age, she checked "the presence or absence of the major

elements of sgciodramatic play" .{p. 39). She found that most of the
B

middle-class children_used all six basic components by age 3, whereas.

the-_lower-class child "lacks! mosttof them. . No increase in the

ol L . . y M
number of components was observed with the increase in age.

. 3
Smilansky states that her\uonclusions about the influence of "1.Q." |

' were based on "general observation" (p. 40). She does not mention
which test, if any, was used to measyre -intelligence. o

C el .
T

7

. » -

13 Griffing, who.used the Goodenough-Harris Drawing 'Tesf as a measure

of mental maturity, pointed out that "the imaginative and <cognitive

1Y

. skills involved in socio-dramatic play may represeifit types of cognitive

fuéct'ro’mg different from those tested in traditional 1Q tests" (1980,

P

p. 27). . - .
- ) - \' . .
L There is a considerable amount of support for this finding in other

studies, <€.g. Halfar ('1970); Lunzer (1959); Markey (1935); and

Piaget (1962). ¢ ..

~
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15 Sgme of Griffing's "high-SES"- group are describ@d .as "semiskilled"

[y

workers,” while Smith and Dodsworth c¢haracterize their lower-class

\ N J

group as mainly working class and Tizard et al,, characterize theirs

as working class. "Thus', some of Griffings "higﬁ—SES“ group may be
- y " similgr vto some of Smith and Dodsworth's and Tizard's et al. lower- -

r T 7 class group. -

-~
-
s @
a

16

What is repo‘rted‘zdepends 'par'tly on the design of the study and
partly on whéreﬂ the study is reportgfi——in a book or uhpublished

"
- ?

report or in a journal where the constraints due to lack of space are

considerably greater. (And it is not always possible to distinguish

which is the primary ‘reason). Eifermann is not included because her
- . ¢ . °

3
. ~

study belongs in neither group. _' ’ .

» 7. c'n
. . . LN A

$

P v The ambiguities evident when nonverbal behaytor is recorded also

makes coding much more difficult than if coding is based on verbaliza- , -~

tion alone.- “ _ ' ' ’
- | . ' < I X
. & ,
18

Griffing p'oints out . that "it would be a mistake to conclude that all,

s high-SES children pérformed well and all low-SES children performed
T d poorly, Highly imaginative play episodes were observed-among lower-

. , .
class childre_n‘.,a number of high-SES children Feceived very low .

«

play scores" (1980, pp. 25-26). ' .o .
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Smilansky's study is an 'extreme_y.-éxample of this. Her observers
recorded- play ebisodé's ‘in different play areas, not the play of
indiv’idtéal children. Since her report is almost enti)n;ely descriptive,

one does not know whether she ai:tually counted the number of

children in each p;Iay episode who were engagyed in persig. play, or

. T D -
+ just counted the number of persig play episodes, or counted at all.
, e ' ' '
.We do not know if her description was based on her impressions from
\ ’ .
reading and records taken by her observerssor from going into some

.

Nor do we know .whether some children in a class

1

«classrooms herself,

part.icipated in"more than one of the recorded play epjsodes.

N ‘
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