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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Block building is one of the sctivities in which the young child has the
opportunity to relate to materials end through manipulation to create a product
based on ideas or concepts, At the present time very little research has been
done to assess block building of young children of differing sociel classes,

Children's block building activity involves many aspects of their growth
and development, It is an activity which fosters expression of intellectual
concepts and perceptions as well as promotes development of physical=-motor
skills, The placement of the blocks depends on motor skills and/or an under-
stending of the possible reletionships among the forms (Robinson, 1958), The
choice of subjects for building depends on interests, keenness of observation,
background of experience and on imagination as well as on the degree of
involvement in the activity (Krotzech, 1917; Ven Alystyns, 1932), The form and
design qualities of the bulldings are affected by ewareness of the possibilie
ties in the blooks, the skill in plecing them and in ooncern with such aesthetic
qualities as balance, symmetry, simplicity and neatness (Guanelle, 1932,
Robinson, 1958). Completing an extensive structure requires attention to the
task, and often emotional control end patience when difficulties with construc-
tion ocour, Physical, intellectual, emotional, social and personelity factors
combine in block building ectivity just as they do in other activities (Robinson,
1958). |

The effects socio-economic olass has on the block constructions of pre=
school ehildren has not been thoroughly researched, Recent research, (Mattick,

19&; Pavenstedt, et al,, 1967) has indicated that lower-class preschool



children are not as involved in the active exploration of their environment as
are middle-class children, Perhaps this is because the dsvelopment of curiosity
and constructive exploration requires models and guidance in a form not readily
availeble to these children. Children need more than a basic knowledge and
experience upon which to draw if they are to express their creative ability,

The degree of difference in the ability to use blocks creatively or freely

semong children of differing socio-economic classes had not been adequately
explored,

It was therefore with the hope of gaining greater insight into the unique
differences in the block building ectivity of preschool children of the lower
end middle socio-economic clesses that this study was undertaken, The purpose
of this study was to investigate the creative and imitetive aspects of the

structures built by four-ysar-old children of the lower and middle classes using

colored parquetry blocks,



CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Chaerscteristics of Lower-and Middle-Class Children

Dovelopmental theorists such as Erik Erikson (1950) and Jean Piaget (1952)
have long held that the young child gains esn increasing knowledge and mastery
of his word by a process of sctive exploration, As the ¢hild manipulates
objects, creates change, asks questions, he comes to adapt his actions and his
ideas to his accumulating experience; by the time he enters school he is
usuelly equipped with rudimentary concepts of how the world operates and is
structured, According to Minuchin (1968) the active exploration of the envi=-
rorment during the preschool years is probebly useful in his later school
learning, it gives him a sense of process end relativism that is probably
necessary if he is to enter the world of symbol systems and formal teaching,
end gives him an essentiel set toward the satisfaction of learning and finding
out, This process could also foster a child's sense of mastery and his psycho-
logical growth as a confident and effective individual,

Recent work and theory concerned with children of disadventaged families
has suggested that neither this process nor the presurmed concomitant learnings
develop &s fully, for as meny of the children, as they do among middle-class
children. This may be true because the "natural" development of curiosity and
constructive exploration requires models, guidance and response in & form not
readily evaileble to these children, or because it is thwarted by threat and

traums in the enviromment, Mattick (1065); Pavenstedt, et al,, (1967).



Obviously, however, children who are classed as "socially disadvantaged" and
who enter preschool compensatory programs vary considerably in their resources,
their behavior and the extent to which their activities are characterized by
such spontaneous, active exploration, Minuchin, (1968),

According to Lueptow (1965) one basic problem of the disedvantaged is that
children who receive their initisel training in one sub=-culture aré expected to
behave satisfactorily in a different one, The disadvantaged children have
problems, not because they are lower olass, but because there is & middle-cless
system that appraises them and by and lerge does so negatively.

The socialization and psychological nature of the lower=-class disadventaged
seems to adopt three forms, described by lLueptow (1965) as: the specific con-
tent of lower=class velue=-orientations and life styles differ in significant
ways from those of middle class patterns; compared to middle-class performences
lower=-class socialization is less adequate; lower-class system of interactions
and relationships is characterized by what is termed by Lueptow, "primary group
reletedness™ while the dominant middle-cless system is one of secondary as well
as primery interactions and reletionships,

Hollingshead and Redlich (1958) and Reiss and Rhodes (1961) found that the
lower class child lives in a world where social problems appear with greater
frequency than they do in a world of the middle-class child, In this sense,
and probably only in this sense, he comes to school with & broader range of
experiences than does the middle-class child, Becker (1952) found the lower=-
class child lacks the conventional manners end courtesies of the middle-class
child, especially with respect to more formelized patterns end symbolic substi-
tutes for physical action. Centers (1958) and Morse and Weiss (1955) hypo-
thesized that the occupetional velue-orientation of the lower-cless adults

differ in ways that devalue occupations end work, Yhile the middle-class father



tends to view work as importent in itself and to merge his personality in the
occupational role, the lower-cless father views work as & means to other goals,
such as security, activity, and immediete gratification of oconsumer desires,
seldom as an end itself, Closely related to the occupational value-orientations
are the fourth set of distinguishing factors, the cluster of characteristics
desoribed as the achievement syndroms and delayed gratification pattern,

Chinoy (1955), Douvan (1956), and Rosen (1956) found that the lower-class
person compared to one of the middle cless, is less achievement oriented, less
concerned with individual success or with attainment of high status or upward
mobility as a success goal,

The significence of these value orientations for the child probably centers
around the factor of task orientation, Lueptow (1965) suggested, given the
differing adult orientations to occupations, work and achievement, it is likely
that the middle=-class will be more task-oriented and possess greater personsal
competence in task contexts than will the lower-class child, Learning and
school work are, of course, tasks,

In his study of social class and parental values Kohn (1959) found that
the apparent goal of the lower-class mother is to teach the child to conform to
guthority and to be good in the sense of obedience while the middle-class
mother is more concerned with the development of the child's ebility to control
his own behavior end to develop personally as well as socially adequate motives,
From the viewpoint of the school, these differences mean that the middle class
child is better equipped to behave in the task-oriented context of the classroom,

A study by Olim (1967) of 163 urban Negro mothers from lower end middle
classes and their four~year-old children examined the relationship of the
mothers' language styles and techniques of family control to children's cogni-

tive development, It was found that lower-class mothers used imperative



language and were status-normative oriented; whereas middle-class mothers used
ingtructive language and were personal subjective end cognitive rational-
oriented,

Research with inner city disorganized families (Hess and Shipman, 196&5;
Minuehin et al., 1967; Pavenstedt, et al,, 1967) pointed to certain features
that characterize the disorgenized segment of the underprivileged population:
lack of structure and cohersnce in deily enviromment; ineffective adult models;
salience of aggression and threat in the environment; limited gradations of
affect and content in commmication; low individuation of children; lack of
specificity and slaboration in teaching, reinforcemsﬁt and guidance, Such
environments are week in the kinds of models and guidance that presumsbly
enhance optimum development,

The lower-class child through his limited and different experiences brings
to the preschool or elementary school a background and set of atbitudes which
are refleocted in his participations in the progrem, activities and reletionship

with the school personnel and environment,
Block Building

One of the experiences afforded the lower-class or middle-class nursery
school child is the opportunity for building with blocks, In comparison with
the extensive litersture on children's paintings and drawings, very little has
been written about children's block buildings. Two categories of articles and
studies available are: observational studies of young children's interest in

blocks in comparison with other play materiels; studies of the uses of blocks

——

as & constructive material,



Interest in Blocks

As early as 1898-1899 the Burks (1920) did en observationsl study of pley
choices in the ldndergartens of Sante Barbara, California, Four kindergarten
groups were observed during an activity period when the children chose play
materials from a central supply and played with them at their taebles, Basing
their observations on 1,755 choices, the Burks found that clay and sewing cards
were the most popular materials and that beads and blocks were moderately
popular, Boys chose blocks more often than did girls,

On the basis of observations made during the free activity period in the
kindergarten and the first grade at Horace Mann School, Garrison (1926) found
that blocks were used more by the boys than by the girls, Blocks were the most
popular play material at both ages for the boys, It was observed that the sets
of unit blocks used for floor play were an excellent media for promoting group
play at these ages,

Bridges (1927) reported that thres-year-old boys in free play periods in
nursery school spent longer periods of time with blocks {described as brick
blocks) than with any other materiel available, The median time for the boys
was 15 minutes; the girls!' meéian time was eight minutes, and girls chose
blocks less frequently, Color cubes were chosen equally by boys and girls,
Bott (1928) iﬁcluded blocks among the "raw méterials“ which she listed as most
popular with the nine preschool children she observed at nursery school, The
popularity rating of materials was based on frequency of use and the aggregate
of time spent with them during observation periods, Children used large blocks
more than smell blocks,

larkey (1929) asked individual children to make as meny different things

as they could with a set of five small blocks which they used at a table in an



experimental room, The children's scores included the number of items they
built in five minutes, the names assigned and "other items of overt imaginative
behavior and languasge," Total scores for the 89 children increased with age
during the preschool years, Sex differences were inconsistent and unreliable,
With the factor of age held constant, Markey found insignificent correlations
between imaginative behavior in the experimental situation and im#ginative
behavior observed during free play in the nursery school, Large blocks were
used more often than smell blocks,

In an observational study of the free play of 10 four=-year-olds in e
nursery school, Hulson (1930) found that blocks rated highest among all the
available play materials on four counts: number of times used, number of
minutes used, persistance of use from day to day, and social velue for stimu-
lating group activity. Hulson found no relationship between the availability
of blocks in the children's homes and their preference for them at school,

In her monograph on the-choice of play materials of preschool children
Van Alstyne (1932) reported that blocks, clay, and the doll corner were the
most popular of the twenty-five play materials provided in three nursery
schools and four kindergartens, Girls spent less tims with the blocks than did
the boys, This study stressed the value of blocks for stimulating conversation
among the children and promoting active cooperation, MecDowell {1937) observed
the choices made by two-and three~year=-old children in the free play period in
nursery school, In that group boys played with large blocks more often than
did girls; small and medium blocks were less popular, and were equally chosen
by boys and girls, |

These early studies all attest the popularity of blocks as play material
for young children; meny of them indicate that boys play more with blocks than

do girls; end there is substantial agreement that bloeks stimulate active and



sccial play,
Childrents Use of Blocks for Construction

Investigators heve also been interested in the use that children make of
blocks for constructive activity both as individuals and in groups., Some have
attempted to detsrmine developmental stages which might be characteristic of
most children,

Krotzsch {1917) observed and analyzed the constructions of one child as he
grew from 2 years 8 months to 5 years 6 months, On the basis of these data
Krotzsch proposed that there were four stages in the use of blocks:

(1) Planless selection,

(2) Choosing blocks of the seme size and shape and placing them in a row,

side by side or in a pile,

(3) Space forming; subordination of materials to a purpose; striving to

imitate forms in the environment,

(I}) Selection of materials end attempt of child to create his own forms,

Krotzsch (1917) detected four steps in the third stage in which the child
is representing forms in thelenvironmant. First, a single block represents an
entire structure; second, walls are built at angles against the wall of the
room or in the open; third, enclosed spaces are built beside each other (as
adjoining rooms in a floor plan), and finally, enclosures are roofed.

This early study also suggested four aspects or ways of doing further
research in children's bloek building., The four areas Krotzsch (1917)

suggested were:

(1) Reprssentation: What objects do children imitate and create with
blocks? How do they achieve representations?

(2) Uses of blocks: Krotzsch suggested the four stages he listed above,
but these would be supplemented by observing the children.
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(3) Aesthetic characteristics: Krotzsch said there were four progressive
phases in the mssthetic aspeot of the young child's building, These
were: the choice of favored blocks, careful placing in a row,
decorative motif's, and symmetry.

(L) Block building as a form of play,

It is possible that the steps Krotzsch listed in his analyses were more

characteristic of the particular child he observed than of children in general.

In her study of kindergarten children, first-and second-grade children,
Farwell (193%0) found that houses were the most frequently built structures,
followed by a miscellaneous selection of buildings, She reported that girls
built furniture while boys did not., Correlations between ratings on quality
of workmenship and measures of intelligence were low, Hulson (1930) also indi-
cated that four=-year-olds built houses most often, In an experimental setting
with one hundred blocks available, the four-year-olds seldom built construe-
tions higher than twelve inches, The highest construction achieved at that age
was L8 inches, The most frequently used block was a unit with the dimensions
L X2X1 inches,

Ven Alstyne (193%2) used time sampling in observing group play. At two-
years-of -age children spent 25 per cent of their time making "miscellaneous"
use of blocks (such as holding, biting, sucking, and loading them); another 26
per cent of the time was spent building towers; making simple constructions
(19%), "arranging in a design” (14%) and building a "definite building” (11%).
Three-year-olds spent 18 per cent of their time in a "miscellaneous” use but
their most frequently observed uses of the blocks were arranging in a design
(2l¢%) and making definite buildings (26%), Definite buildings (L2%) and simple
constructions (28%) account for most of the time spent by four-year-old

children; all other percentages wers very small, By the age of five the

children were meking two new uses of blooks; they used them as part of a
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project, and they played with the buildings after they were completed, Van
Alstyne listed these percentages as: definite building (L7%); used as part of
8 project (127%); and pley with (22%).

At three the most frequently constructed buildings were garages and
hangers (LlgZ), at four, houses (Ll#), end at five, vehicles (L&%)., There was a
progressive shift over the four years of development from manipulating the
blocks (the micsellaneous and loading categories) to a preponderance of construc-
tion at five (89%). Van Alstyne found no correlation between block building
ebility at schoeol and the child's interests at home.

Bailey {1933) developed a rating scale for block constructions of young
children, She photographed L), block constructions built individuelly by 36
children ranging in age from two to five, and by eight older children from six
to nine years of sge. The ohildren did the building on a platform, L8 inches
by L6 inches, mounted on casters which raised the top surface four inches from
the floor, Each child built anything he chcse, but he was asked to build on a
platform so that a picture could be taken of his building, The photographs
were reted twice by 109 adults using the method of equel appearing intervals,
Two scales were constructed from the two sets of ratings, one when the criterion
was the achievement of a plen and the second when the ratings were done on
symmetry of design and care in placing the blocks, Alfhough there was & cor-
relation of .81 between the median positions of the constructions when raters
used the two scales, it was felt that the two scales were warranted, Bailey
concluded that ebility to plan and carry out a plan increeses with age.

In her monograph The Art of Block Building Johnson (1933) desoribed the

uses of blocks made by children in nursery and kindergerten groups. She noted

first a period of manipulstion which precedes real construction:
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"The first use of blocks among small children is not properly
building, Blocks are carried from place to place or they may be
stacked or massed in irregular, conglomerate piles before the
period of construction begins, During this time, the child is
probebly getting an experience no less real than his later one
when adults can recognize the result as illustrating actual
problems in balence, construetion, design or representation,"

(pe 5).

Between two-and three-years-of-age actual construction begins, usually in
repetitive forms such as towers and rows, In the manner which is character-
istic of many sctivities at this age, the child adds one block to another and
enother, or repeates a simple pattern again and agein, When children can
handle blocks easily, they elaborate the edge to edge style of building
either into spaced arrengements or ones made by alternating the sizes of
blocks,

Before children are 31 months old, they usually master two problems of
construction: bridging and building enclosures, Bridging involves setting up
two bloocks, leaving space between them and roofing that space with another
block, These are later combined into elaborate structures, A simple enclosure
is mede by putting four blocks together so that & space is completely enclosed.
When children have learned this form they usually begin to make repetitive
enclosures,

As children increase in age their bulldings become more eleborate.
Johnson (193%3) found thet there is e steady inerease in facility, imagination,
elaboration of design end actual number of blocks used, She also observed the
tendency to build in balanced end decoretive patterns,

"We have been led to the conclusion that blocks are essentiall& the
most plastic material for young children, because with blocks they seem

able to arrenge, design, to compose.

"I do not wish to imply that any child says, even to himself, 'Now I
will make a design,' but that with child after child in a group, with
ohild after child of age after age, umnamed and unused building appear,
delightful to the adult eye in the rhythm of their balance and the
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originality of their design and decoration," (p. 2l)

Johnson (1933) found that children at two-end three-years-of-sge often
name their buildings, even when there is little resemblance betwsen the struc-
ture aend the name given to it, At this age the children do not use their
building as & setting for pley. The use of buildings for drematic play bvegins
at four and five, and is most evident at five, At four or five the techniques
of building are so well mastered that the children are free to incorporate
block building into more elsborate dramatic play,

The most extensive study of the block building activities of children was
reported by Guanella (193l;) after working with 33 boys and 31 girls over a
four~yesr period, The ages of the children ranged from 13 months to 7 years
& months, Observations wers made in the free play sessions of ﬁursery school,
and some experimental work was done with individual children, Guanella
followed some of the suggestions made by Krotzseh (1917). She was concemed
with four aspects of block building setivity: the genetic development in
methods used for controlling spsce, design qualities, the development in
constructive ability end the space utilized, She classified the uses of blocks
into non=-constructional uses and organized uses., Non=-constructional uses
included noise-meking manipulation (balancing, fitting, pressing) end body
contect (chowing, riding, stepping on, etc,). For orgenized uses she listed
the following: wvertical linear, horizontel lineer, verticai areal, horizontal
areal, enclosed verticel, enclosed horizontal, tridimensional solid, end
enclosed tridimensional space with roofing. The design qualities she observed
in chiléren's buildings were opposition of line, transition of line, repetition,
a center, symmetry and asymmetrical balance,

Guanella (193);) summarized the development in constructive ability in

three statements: "at two-end-a-half a child encloses a vertical space (spans
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two blocks with a third); at three-snd-a-half he is learning to make a roof on
an enclosure; at four he substitutes units in his buildings," Guanella
reported that between ages three and seven the children built buildings that
were wider, higher and longer,

Guanella found no consistent apge varietion in the time spent, the number
of blocks used, or the names given to structures in experimental sessions where
the children had 85 unit blocks and L8 color cubes to use, and where the exper=-
imenter asked them whether they were finished after seven minutes of building,
Most frequently named structures were houses end boats, Guanella used & point
system for scoring the buildings, assigning points for such detesils as chimney,
built=in windows, stairways, porch, etc, She indicated that bleck building
activity "culminates at seven years,"

In a study of many espects of nursery school behavior Slater (1939) rated
the block building spontaneously done by 33 children during free pley periods,
The children were from two=to four-and-a=half years old; many of them were
rated at more than one of the levels she used, Slater described four successive
levels of intricacy:

(1) "The child built unsteadily, making only crude towers which

either toppled over of their own accord, or were joyously demolished

by their maker,"

(2) "™The construction was still on the primitive tower-level, but

the blocks fit together with sufficient nicety so that they would

stand, and there was apparently some joy in workmanship as well as

joy in the crashing blocks,"

(3) "Construction was in accordance with some definite plan,

announced or otherwise evident usually conforming to some imegi-

native idea proclaimed by the child--a train, a house--somewhat

recognizable,”

(L) "Construction was elaborate-=houses with windows, porches,
even doors to open and shut; trains on tracks; locomotives with

cebs, ete,"

At two-snd-s-half years of age all but three of 17 children were reted at the
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first two levels, but one boy was rated at the third level, and two girls were
building at the fourth level, At three-mnd three-and-a-half two-thirds of the
children were still rated at the first two levels, There were few ratings done
at four-and four-and-a-half,

After & period of twenty years when no studies of block building were
reported, Moyer and Gilmer (1956) completed an experimental study éf children's
preferences and use of block in play. They were interested in the children's
preferences among ten shapes of unit blocks, frequency of usege snd attention
span, The subjects were 87 children (27 three-year-olds, 30 four-yesr=olds,
and 30 five-year-olds). Each child built individually in an experimental room
where he was told merely to play with the blocks. Children were observed for
I5 minutes, These investigators found no significant sex differences in the
children's activity, Five=year-olds built more nemed structures and built with
more symmetry than the younger children, The mean attention span wes 22.3
minutes at three; 25,3 minutes at four; and 28,8 minutes at five, The mean
number of blocks used was 51,2 at three, 70,7 &t four, and 70,9 at five,

Moyer and Gilmer found no evidence for stages in the selections and use of
blocks., The individual differences within sn age group were as great as those
between groups,

In swmary, it appears thet investigators have given relatively little
ettention to the block building setivities of children, A number of observa-
tional studies in free-play situations in nursery schools, kindergartens and
the elementary grades, have indicated that blocks are emong the most popular of
the materials and toys provided for children, Boys tend to make more use of
blocks than do girls, Children progress from a manipulative stage (mouthing,
transporting, etec,) to & more and more organized, planful and knowledgeable use

of blocks,



