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 All right.  We’re ready to move on.  What stage are we focusing on today?  That’s 

the domain and you’re exactly right, but what age group are we talking about?  

Preschool.  Often we refer to early childhood but we’re looking at preschoolers — again, 

a child 3, 4, 5 years of age.  And the domain we’re looking at today is cognitive 

development and the stage — you’re exactly right, though.  That is the correct stage 

within cognitive development of Piaget which is preoperational.  Anyone remember what 

it stands for?  Preoperational. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

That’s the transition to it, symbolic thinking.  But pre means before — before logic.  And 

what we mean by that is before the ability to apply those logical operations that we think 

of as adults, and I think some of that will be clearer as we kind of move through our 

discussion today and as we look at some examples of how preschoolers tend to think 

and tend to look at the world a little bit. 

 But we are talking about Piaget’s — again, looking at Piaget’s theory kind of as 

our foundation for cognitive development, we are looking at preoperational as the 

second stage.  And also it’s been mentioned and it’s real important is that a lot of what 

we’re looking at in this stage is that transition from that sensory motor stage to 

symbolism and looking at how they begin to understand and use symbols.  And again, 

that hopefully will be illustrated somewhat as we go through our discussion today. 

 So what we’re gonna do is kind of break this preoperational stage into substages 

and the first one is symbolic function.  And again, this is not gonna like go away.  We’re 

just gonna transition from this and add to it when we get to the next substage.  So 

symbolic function.  And again, you know, reflecting on that shifting, that movement to 

symbolic thinking.  Again, typically thinking of children, you know, ages 2 to 4.  And 

again, like I said, the second substage will pick up some additional characteristics.  Not 

that they aren’t present at this time, but they tend to be more frequent in the next 
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substage. 

 Looking at the characteristics of this substage.  The first one, what we call mental 

representation and that is the child’s ability to think about people, places, and things that 

are not present.  The ability to think about people, places, and things that are not 

present.  Now, some of this is the result of what?  We talked about this in the sensory 

motor stage.  One of the abilities that they acquire there sets the foundation for this 

ability.  Anyone remember?  I know that’s going back.  Imagination comes into play for 

sure, but what’s the ability that they gained in that sensory motor stage?  Remember 

they gained three — object permanence.  Object permanence was the realization that 

something still exists even though it’s not present.  What we’re now beginning to add to 

that is the fact that children now have the ability to create mental representation or to 

think about or to create a mental picture about people, places, and things that are not 

present.   

 So just a couple of really simple examples.  Again, we’ve got a child, let’s say, 

that’s either 3 or 4 years of age and we’re taking a trip to the zoo.  Now, it’s a trip to the 

zoo and we have been to the zoo several times.  What is that child able to do before we 

ever get to the zoo that would be an example of mental representation?  What are they 

able to create in their mind? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Not only think about it, but they actually are able to create a mental picture of what?  

The zoo itself.  And so not only are they thinking about animals but they’ve got a pretty 

good idea of, when they get to the zoo, what animals they’re gonna see.  In fact, you 

know, we talk about a 4 or 5 year old.  Not only will they be able to tell you what animals 

we’re gonna see.  Many of them will even have a pretty good idea about what?  You get 

to the front gate — where they’re located, exactly.  They can tell you, “Well, down this 

direction are the elephants and the monkeys.  If we go down this direction we’ll see the 
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zebras.”  But they are actually able to create a mental picture not only of what they’re 

gonna see but have a mental image about where different things are located. 

 Another simple example.  You’ve got a 3 year old and you mention to them that 

we’re gonna go see grandma or granddad this weekend.  They’ve been to grandma and 

granddad’s before and they live on a farm.  What are they able to create a mental 

picture of and tell you about?  What would be some examples of things they might say? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

They may have some ideas about how to get there.  What else?  What are just some of 

the mental images they actually are able to create in their mind?  And a lot of times 

they’ll be real excited. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

And again, we’re talking about a preschool age child.  Again, not realizing anybody in 

the class would actually have grandparents that would live on a farm necessarily, but 

again, you know, what animals are on the farm, the color of the animals, some of the 

unique markings of the animals.  Some of their favorite places to go when they get 

there.  You mentioned your son really enjoying the barn. 

 What else might they have a mental image of?  Again, think about yourself as a 

child going to visit maybe one of your grandparents.  Could be smells that are present 

or maybe a situation where every time you go, you know, the child realizes that 

grandma makes cookies or bakes something.  And so they may actually have an actual 

image of not only physically the item that’s been made but even kind of a reference to 

the smells, you know, that are there.  Or some of their favorite things that they’re gonna 

do when they get there.  “We’re gonna go fish in the pond,” you know, or whatever it 

might be.  But what’s different here is again now they’re able to create that mental 

picture, that mental image of people, places, and things.  And then again that will kind of 

play out in some of the other things that they’re beginning to spend more and more time 
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doing.   

 So again, one of the things that’s real important is — you know, I really 

encourage you to keep reinforcing these terms and this information.  It’s not real difficult 

but there are a lot of new terms, particularly in this section probably more than any 

other.  And if there’s any one part that students tend to struggle a little bit, you know, 

come exam time, it is on this stage of cognitive development because there are so 

many new terms.  Again, kind of reinforcing your mind over and over again.  A lot of 

times the terms themselves will give you a pretty good idea about what it refers to. 

 Symbolic representation.  We’re talking about mental representation to build or 

create mental — to think about people, places, and things that are not present to create 

a mental image.  We see this, then, played out in symbolic representation.  That is the 

ability — not only am I able to think about people, places, and things, but I am now able 

to represent people, places, and things and ideas as symbols.  So one is that mental 

image, that thinking about, and now I am able to somehow represent those people, 

places, and things in some form of another. 

 One idea that exemplifies this or as an example of it we’ve already talked about 

and that’s children’s drawings that will continue to improve as they kind of move through 

this stage.  And so children will use drawings, you know, as a way to represent.  And so 

again — and we mentioned this earlier, you know.  A real young child at age 2 will be 

largely doing scribbles.  But then as they become 3, 4, and 5, their pictures begin to 

take shape and form to where we’re able to recognize some of what they’re drawing.  

But again, for the young child, they can describe what those scribbles or what those 

marks — and again, even as they begin to kind of link, you know, different lines together 

that tend to form shapes and then actually be able to create elementary figures, you 

know, they represent something in their world.  And for many preschoolers they tell a 

story and they can tell you pretty much what’s going on.  Now, whether we can 
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understand that early on in this stage, maybe not.  But again, it’s a symbolic form of that 

representation for the young child. 

 The other place that we see it, that we talk a good bit about and you’ll see it also 

in your reading, is in children’s dramatic play or what we often refer to as symbolic play.  

They do a lot of role playing in a sense.  And so they are very creative.  Again, we 

talked about the characteristic of this age group being able to use their imagination.  

Well, one of the ways they do that is their ability to take a given object and have it 

represent something else.  And there’s where we see it again in their symbolic play or, 

again, their dramatic play.  And they are very creative. 

 I can give you a simple example and then I think you’ll be able to come up with 

some of your own.  As we’re beginning to approach -- just a little bit of trivia, about 90-

some days until Christmas -- how many of you remember the cardboard tube after you 

emptied a roll wrapping paper?  Now, as a kid, do you remember what you might have 

used?  Now, obviously, a cardboard tube is simply used to hold the wrapping paper.  

But when the wrapping paper was used up and you had the tube, it became a lot of 

different things for children.  What do children often — I can tell you what we used it for.  

Sword fights.  And so me and my sisters would sword fight with it until they completely 

fell apart. 

 What else might that tube represent or be used for?  That’s what symbolic 

representation is.  The ability to take one object and have it represent another object.  

Can you think of something else a young child might use that tube for? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Yeah.  Kids talking through it and the different sounds it would make.  And it wouldn’t 

matter if you had a couple of young children, one to talk through it and the other listen 

on the other end of it.  What else might a young child use that tube for?  Kind of have to 

think like a child. 
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 [Inaudible student response] 

A telescope?  Yeah, use it as a telescope.  I’m being gender stereotyped for a second, 

but if you’re a boy you’re likely going to use it as a — it’s not a sword — a bat, very 

likely, or a gun, you know. 

 Can you think of some other examples of things that young children use, objects 

that were intended probably originally for something else but they use it to represent 

something different? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Boxes.  And boxes then get stacked up or used again.  Gets combined with their 

imagination to build houses, to build forts.  In a lot of households, even when my son 

was going through this stage, the boxes got combined with blankets and pillows, you 

know, and again, draped over the boxes for something to make a tent or to climb 

through.  Excellent example.  Others?  Things that kids will use one object to represent 

something else.  It’s hard to have a mental image if you’re not around this age group. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Yeah, pots and pans as drums.  My son — and I may have shared this.  I have trouble 

remembering sometimes what I’ve said at one time or another.  But kids love to use 

pots and pans or anything else that they can bang on and to use it as drums, and 

almost get as much enjoyment out of that as they would an actual set of drums.  But my 

son, from the time he was, you know, just an infant, we took him to shows down in 

Branson.  It was one of the things that he really enjoyed doing.  I remember we were at 

one of the shows and he for the longest time would sit on my lap and watch the shows 

so that he could see over the top.  And so one of the things he was really fascinated 

with was the drummer, you know.  One of the things that he figured out pretty quickly on 

his own was that he would take straws.  He would take two straws and they became 

drumsticks.  And he would sit on my lap and all during the show he would drum, you 
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know.  He was using those straws.  And again, we’ll see it in a moment as we talk about 

another characteristic of this age, you know, in terms of imitating someone else.  Those 

straws were drumsticks probably because they were a lot safer than anything else 

would’ve been.  And he literally would just drum away.  He would go home and he 

would set up an entire stage.  And he would get boxes or pots and pans, or whatever he 

could find, and they would represent different instruments.  He would set ‘em up in 

different places, you know, and then he would get something like a magic marker would 

be a microphone.  And none of it was what it was ever intended to be.  And he would 

actually put on an entire show.  He would move from one object to the other, and he 

would sing into the magic marker and make the different kinds of movements and stuff.  

And so again, combining that imagination with other objects again that were intended 

for some other purpose but were used to represent something else.   

 You’ll see this a lot when kids are playing outdoors, you know, in terms of the 

things that they — something as simple as taking a pan, putting dirt and stuff in it, and it 

represented a pie, you know.  All of a sudden an outdoor jungle gym would become 

what?  Again, combining symbolic representation with their imagination.  A fort or a 

spaceship, or any number of things.  And so we have mental representation — again, 

thinking about people, places, and things — and then we have symbolic representation, 

that ability to represent people, places, and things and ideas as symbols. 

 And then combined with that — which you’re already to some extent familiar with, 

but is deferred imitation, the ability to remember events and repeat them.  The ability to 

remembering events and repeat them.  Now, what theory that we’ve already talked 

about is that most closely related to?  Going back to the very beginning of the course.  

Deferred imitation is nothing more than that theory.  Social learning.  Social learning 

simply says that kids remember things that they’ve seen and then they repeat ‘em, and 

then if reinforced that behavior will continue.   
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 And so we find is another characteristic of this age group is that they do a lot of 

imitating of other behaviors that they have seen.  And again, depending upon whether 

it’s reinforced or not will depend upon whether it’ll become lasting behavior.  But this 

group loves to mimic, you know, other people.  Again, you may be able to think of some 

examples maybe that your parents had shared with you when you were this age group, 

some of the things that you might’ve done.  Again, likely either imitating a sibling or one 

of the parents.  And again, we did some examples before when we were talking about 

social learning theory itself.  But this would be a simple example and we see this a lot in 

children’s play — again, their symbolic or dramatic play.  And a lot of what they’re doing 

is simply imitating things that they’ve either seen at home, seen particularly on TV, and 

in a lot of ways that will get integrated into their play, particularly with other children. 

 I don’t know if anyone in here ever put parents’ makeup on.  Deferred imitation.  

And again, I’m not gonna be gender stereotyped because I don’t think it follows 

necessarily any particular agenda.  A child, you know, having watched maybe their 

father shave and it’s not uncommon again if maybe if you haven’t watched too closely, 

all of a sudden the child will come out of the bathroom and before you know it they’ve 

got shaving cream all over their face.  And they will even attempt to shave if there’s a 

razor that’s accessible to them. 

 Let’s see.  I remember one time I was sitting at a table.  The behavior now would 

only be deferred imitation if you saw it again.  But they were having carrots this day for 

lunch and it was a group of preschoolers.  Pretty soon one child had a carrot and was 

beginning to eat on it, and all of a sudden was beginning to imitate Bugs Bunny.  “I’m 

Bugs Bunny,” you know.  And pretty soon, which would not be all that unexpected, 

pretty soon you’ve got a table of about six or seven other preschoolers who are all doing 

the same thing.  Now, that’s simply imitation.  Now, deferred imitation would be if that 

child went home at one other meal at some point in time and carrots were on the table, 
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and pretty soon they were imitating Bugs Bunny again. 

 Like I said, you see this a lot in dramatic play.  There’s nothing probably more 

entertaining than to be in a preschool classroom and watch children, and just again their 

play with one another, and watch them again role play things out that they likely have 

seen before.  Most preschool classes, child development centers, will have what’s often 

referred to as learning centers and one of the learning centers is often dramatic play.  In 

many centers what you’ll find is the dramatic play center often at least at some point in 

time has a kitchen area setup.  And it’s one of the areas that kids just love to be in and 

they will literally imitate being in the kitchen, cooking and setting the table, and doing all 

those things.  Now, where did they probably learn those behaviors?  Watching their 

parents.  What is even more entertaining than just watching them play and pretend to 

cook and prepare meals is to listen to what they say to each other, you know, and to 

listen to what happens.  And again, you can begin to see, you know, different patterns in 

different homes.  And it’s funny when you see a boy come into the kitchen area and 

begin to start to cook, and one of the little girls say, “You can’t do that.  You’re not 

supposed to do that.  Here, I’ll fix it.  You sit down and I’ll bring it to you.”  And you can 

begin to simply hear some of the same kinds of words that probably have been said or 

verbalized in some form or another at home. 

 Watching a group of kids play school, you know, and it’s funny to watch them 

negotiate first off who’s gonna be the teacher.  “Now, I’m the teacher.  You sit there, you 

sit there, you sit there.  Now, don’t talk.  Quiet.”  It’s also funny to watch kids again if 

they’re playing house, you know.  And so you’ve got someone who typically is the 

mother and someone who’s the dad and somebody is most likely the child.  And it’s 

interesting to watch — again, we’re talking the same age group — peers, you know.  

And it’s funny to listen to again this preschooler who’s now the mom or the dad, or 

whatever, disciplining one of the other preschoolers.  And so they’ve gotten in trouble 
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and it’s so funny to hear ‘em say, “Oh, you’re in time-out, you know, so go sit in your 

time-out chair,” you know.  So you can again hear them imitating obviously things that 

they’ve heard, you know, at some place or another.  You’ll see kids imitating Power 

Rangers or their favorite TV show or something that they’ve seen, and so it comes out a 

lot again in their dramatic play.  And again, remembering events, things that they’ve 

seen, an then integrating that, you know — repeating them often again in some of play 

or not. 

 So mental representation.  Think about people and places and things that are not 

present — again, that ability — what you want to do is think about creating a mental 

image, the child’s ability to create that mental image.  Symbolic representation.  Again, 

the ability to represent people, places and things, and events as symbols in some form.  

Again, either in their play, in their drawings, in their language, you know, in terms of 

verbalizing with others.  And deferred imitation, the ability again to remember events 

and repeat them. 

 All right.  Three key kind of characteristics, abilities that children have during that 

first substage.  Then what we see as children get older — we begin to add — and 

again, not that it’s not present in the younger stages, but again it tends to become a lot 

more frequent.  And we refer to the second substage, slightly older children, 4 to age 7, 

as what we call intuitive thought.  And we’ve already said this earlier when we were 

talking about common characteristics of preschoolers, but this age group is very 

curious.  They are very inquisitive.  And again, they are at the earlier stages.  But 

particularly at this stage are much more involved in exploring, figuring out things, having 

explanation for things.  One of the things that we find with this age group is they seem 

sure about what they know.  This age group will tell you exactly the way something is or 

the way something should be, but they are often unaware of how they know what it is 

they know.  And if you were to ask a preschooler, “Why is that?”, what do you think the 
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typical preschooler would say?  Any ideas?  They’ll often say, “Just because.  It just is.”  

They won’t say, “I don’t know.”  They’ll just give an explanation in terms of, “It’s just the 

way that it is,” you know.  And they almost would expect you to what?  Know why or to 

know that that is the way that it is.  But they are often very confident in what they know. 

 I’ll give you an example.  This is something I used to have students do and I 

actually had them go and interact with preschool children, you know.  And so I had them 

give a test and it was done as a game to this age group.  And this age group had a lot of 

difficulty playing the game.  But the game is, “I want you to figure out what happened.  

And the only way that you can figure out what happened is to ask yes or no question.”  

Now, I’m gonna do the same thing with you all.  I’m gonna give you a situation and you 

need to figure out what happened, and you can only ask yes or no questions. 

 Now, preschoolers get real frustrated with having to ask yes or no question.  

They don’t want to do that and most of the time will not.  But they can tell you what 

happened.  Now, here’s the situation.  See if you can figure it out.  A man is driving 

down the road in his car and he runs off the road and hits a tree.  Now, you need to 

figure out what happened by asking yes or no questions, only yes or no questions.  So 

figure it out.  What’s the questions you want to ask? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

No.  She asked if he had a flat tire. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Was he distracted?  Possibly, but not exactly. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

No, he was not asleep. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

No, there was nothing in the road. 

 [Inaudible student response] 
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There was no one else in the car. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

He did not have a heart attack. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

He had no health condition.  Had nothing to do with his health. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

No, nothing ran out in front of him. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Yes, it was raining. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Yes, he slid off the road.  There’s another piece to it.  It was raining.  He did slide off the 

road.  Can you figure out the other piece? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

His brakes were working. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

His windshield wipers were working. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

It was not at night.  But you’re getting close.  There’s just one other missing piece.  

What else might’ve caused him to slide off the road in rainy conditions? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

No, he didn’t cross a river. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Not necessarily.  I mean, he may have gone faster than he should have under the 

circumstances.  But you’re getting closer. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

There’s still one little missing piece. 



CFD 155 Lecture 12 13 

 [Inaudible student response] 

He was going around a corner, yeah.  So what the situation was is it was raining.  He 

was going around a corner and probably was going too fast around a corner, slid off the 

road and hit a tree. 

 Now, preschoolers would have a difficult time and often will not do the yes/no 

questions.  But it’s interesting that if you actually this with a group of preschoolers, what 

would they be able to tell you?  Many of them at this age, particularly 4 and 5-year-olds, 

will tell you what happened.  Any guesses about what a preschooler might say 

happened?  And we’ve done this with preschoolers and they’re very quick.  So you don’t 

need to ask the yes/no questions because they know what happened. 

 Any thoughts about what a preschooler might say?  For those of you who’ve 

been around this age group?  A lot of times one of the more common answers is 

something ran into the road, you know.  And again, that probably would come from their 

own actual real life experiences at some point.  But normally what happens is their 

answer tends to probably be based on something — some similar experience that 

they’ve had.  And when you say something like, “Well, no, that’s not what happened,” 

what is their response?  “Oh, yes, it is.  You’re wrong.  This is what happened.  A 

squirrel ran out into the road and they dodged the squirrel and ran into a tree.  That’s 

what happened.”  “Now how do you know that’s what happened?”  “I just know.  I just 

know.”  

 And so again, they’re often very, very sure about what it is they know but they’re 

not always sure about why they know what it is.  And again, a lot of times based on their 

own experiences.  And again, it’s really funny some of the ways — some of the 

understanding they have and again, how confident — and again, doesn’t do a whole lot 

of good to try to rationalize or argue with this age group.  See, a lot of times you think, 

“Well, I’m just gonna use what?  If I share with them” — and think about this stage.  And 
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this is what we tend to do as adults with this age group.  What do we give them?  Logic.  

We think, “Well, if I just give them a logical explanation for what happened, then 

obviously they’ll do what?”  They’ll understand and they’ll change the way they look at it.  

It doesn’t work because they have their own way of kind of looking at and understanding 

the world, which is often to them very logical.  Simply different.  So a lot of times our 

logical explanations don’t create a lot of change.  

 The other thing that’s characteristic — not that it isn’t at any point in time, but 

particularly becomes characteristic about four years of age is that they want to know the 

answers to all sorts of questions.  And what is one of their favorite words at this age?  

Why.  I went up to a center the other day and was talking with the director, and there 

was a little preschool girl there, you know.  It happened to be in the office at the time.  

And so, you know, I walked in and I was talking to the director and we were having a 

conversation, you know.  And it was so funny because we were — and I don’t even 

remember what I wanted to ask, you know, but she was just standing there.  “Why are 

you here?”  “Came to see somebody.”  “Why?”  You know, and I proceeded to talk — 

you know, say I came to get some information.  “But why?”  And I mean I bet you in the 

course of the 10 minutes I was there, that little girl must’ve asked me 30 different 

questions non-stop.  And I was trying to be, you know, attentive to her and to answer 

her questions with really short, you know, answers.  She just kept — you know, I’ve had 

that experience many times before but not quite — I mean, it was just like a machine 

gun going off.  “Why?  Why?  Why?  Why?”  It didn’t matter what my answer was.  I 

mean, there was still a follow-up question every time. 

 I mean, you were talking about that just a few — a little while ago before we got 

started, that your child is almost four? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

And that’s what happens.  You know, you answer honestly the question and there’s 
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always a why after it.  And it can go on for long periods of time.  And a lot of it is just 

again the curiosity, wanting to try to figure out things, understand things.  It can at some 

point get a little bit tiring by attempting to answer all that.  But they do.  They want to 

know the answers to all sorts of questions.  And some children are clearly more 

inquisitive than others, but they will ask question after question after question.  And it’s 

not a bad thing.  It’s just part of this stage. 

 Again, you might want to highlight, underline, in your reading as we look at later 

stages.  We’ll refer to or talk more about different types.  We often talk about deductive, 

inductive reasoning that you’re more familiar with in terms of general to specific, specific 

to general.  What’s interesting is this age group tends to use what we call transductive 

reasoning and that’s where they reason from particular to particular.  In other words, 

what they tend to do is to relate things that are pretty closely related to in terms of when 

something occurs or events.  However, they may not necessarily always be related 

events.  And again, it’s kind of how they again are beginning to understand or make 

sense out of things. 

 At one point my son was convinced that he knew exactly what caused it to rain.  

What causes something to rain or what is the cause of rain?  Be a preschooler.  If you 

were relate closely related events, what would be something that would be closely 

related to rain falling?  Thunder or lightning.  More often than not thunder.  My son was 

convinced that thunder caused it to rain.  Because typically you would hear thunder, you 

know, or possibly you would see lightning before you actually saw rain.  And so it made 

sense to him that thunder caused it to rain, you know. 

 And again, you combine that with some of the other things that we’ve talked 

about, you know, in terms of their imagination.  What might be an indication of a tree 

being sad?  Leaves falling.  And the leaves falling represents what to some 

preschoolers?  Teardrops.  Again, it’s a matter of again combining imagination, 
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symbolic representation, and an explanation about what’s happening.  And again, their 

ability at times to give lifelike qualities.  There’s a term we call animism — you know, 

give lifelike quality inanimate objects, you know.  And again, try to convince them that 

that’s not what’s happening can be a real challenge. 

 One of the things that we know is that even major events in a child’s life — and 

part of it is related to their transductive reasoning — they tend to believe that they’re 

responsible for.  Again, it’s not uncommon for a family going through a divorce to 

believe that somehow they’re responsible, that it was their fault.  Now, how in the world 

would a young child ever come to the conclusion that their parents divorcing was their 

fault?  Think about it in the context of transductive reasoning.  What might they do?  Any 

ideas? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Exactly.  It may be that something happened earlier in the day — you know, in the 

afternoon they had gotten in trouble for something or one of the parents had gotten mad 

at them for something that they had done.  Again, behaviors probably have occurred 

numerous times before that day, but then it’s on the same day that parents sit down and 

explain to the preschooler or tell the preschooler — probably not much of an 

explanation — that Daddy is leaving, you know, and that we’re getting a divorce.  And 

then all of a sudden they begin to believe that somehow it was their fault.  You know, 

“Daddy wouldn’t be leaving if I’d been good or if I’d been a good boy or girl, or whatever 

it was, and I hadn’t gotten in trouble earlier.  And then that’s why they can’t stay is 

because I’m such a bad child,” or whatever.  They make those kinds of connections that 

are really not related at all to the event that’s occurring but tend to somehow believe it’s 

their fault by simply linking together unrelated events that happen in a fairly close 

proximity to each other. 

 So again, you know, you may — and it goes back to how they understand things, 
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you know.  You may be having a conversation, you know, and they may be even asking 

questions about why related to that.  And they’re trying to explain what causes the 

clouds to move.  How do you think a preschooler might answer?  I mean, you have to 

kind of think like a preschooler.  They might actually give an explanation that the cloud’s 

moving because objects are moving.  You know, people are walking and when people 

walk is what makes the clouds move, you know.  Or wheels turning on a car or on a 

bike.  From our perspective, there’s no logical explanation but they can tend to kind of 

combine some things that to them make sense.  Something else is moving and that 

causes other things to move.  And that’s again why we often refer to this stage in terms 

of preoperational or before logic, or applying the principles of logic as you and I would 

understand it. 

 Now, there are some limitations to their thought processes.  Again, lots of 

terminology.  Some of you may be somewhat familiar with, others that you may not be.  

One of the common characteristics on limitations of thinking is what they call 

egocentrism.  And a lot of times this gets defined — and I’m not so sure accurately all 

the time.  We often think of the child being selfish.  And I’m not sure I would use that 

description.  It may be what appears to be characteristic, but I think it really misses 

what’s going on at this stage.  And it’s simply that egocentrism is that young children 

have difficulty understanding the world except for one’s own point of view.  So they tend 

to believe that other people see the world how?  How they see it.  Exactly. 

 And even with things like objects.  Objects at this young age tends to be kind of 

an extension of themselves and that’s why we tend to find this age group to be fairly 

possessive of objects, you know.  And so we tend to talk about this — you know, 

preschoolers being kind of selfish and self-centered.  It’s more accurate to say that the 

world tends to evolve around them, you know, and they tend to view the world simply 

from their perspective.  And then as they get older, egocentrism tends to decline as they 
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begin to understand that other people have different ways of looking at life, different 

perspectives, that other people are capable of feeling something different than what 

they’re feeling.  But at this age group they tend to be somewhat egocentric. 

 So if something frustrates them, they believe that that’s gonna frustrate 

everybody else, you know.  Or if something makes them sad, then obviously everybody 

else would be sad as well.  They also use it at times again in their own way of reasoning 

why their behavior is okay.  Do we have anyone here who likes cats?  Okay.  We’ve got 

a couple of cat lovers.  You’ll be my volunteer here for a second.  Simple example.  

You’re a preschooler now.  You’re four years of age.  Think like a preschooler for a 

second.  And you’re at Wal-Mart.  And I’m at Wal-Mart and I have a box of kitties, you 

know.  And so you come up and you love cats, so you’re fascinated with these kitties.  

And I ask you, “Do you like cats?”  And your response would most likely be, “Oh, yeah.”  

“These cats need a home.  Would you like to take one of these cats home?  Yes, they 

really need someplace, someone to take care of ‘em.  Would you take care of ‘em?  Do 

you need to ask your Mom if it’s all right?”  “No.”  Why not?  These cats need a home.  

And I like cats so surely who else is gonna like cats?  Parents, yeah.  Exactly.  So it 

makes it okay.  “I don’t need to ask because they would want these cats to have a safe 

home as well.”  So I take this cat and I show up in Wal-Mart with the cat in my arms, you 

know.  And all of a sudden Mom or Dad or whoever is surprised.   

 Cat climbs up into the tree, is in trouble.  “There’s a rule in our household that I’m 

not supposed to climb up trees,” you know.  But what do I do?  I climb up the tree.  Cat’s 

in tree, cat’s in trouble.  Now, am I gonna be in trouble?  Why shouldn’t I be in trouble?  

I’m helping the cat.  And we know that if something’s in trouble we’re supposed to help.  

Exactly.  Now that’s the logic of the preschooler.  What’s the logic of the parents?  

“Shouldn’t have been in that tree.  You knew that was the rule not to be in the tree.  And 

I’m more concerned about your safety than I am the safety of the cat.”  But again, the 
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preschooler is kind of thinking from their own perspective — again, their own reasoning 

— and it makes all the sense in the world, you know, to them.  But again, they tend to 

kind of see the world from their own perspective.  And they tend to believe that 

everyone else sees it in very much the same way.  And if you don’t want to go 

someplace or do something, you know, you shouldn’t have to.  And all the logic and all 

the reasoning in the world is hard to change that perspective. 

 And again, kids kind of experience the world as they do.  And again, we’ll talk 

later on when we get into middle childhood that that does tend to decline and begin to 

kind of shift as children begin to understand that there are different perspectives, 

different ways of looking at things.  So again, egocentrism.  Difficulty understanding the 

world except from one’s own point of view. 

 Centration, a tendency to focus on only one aspect of a situation.  Now, you and I 

know as adults that you take a particular situation or event that’s occurred and we know 

that there be many, many factors that contribute to something occurring or happening.  

And as we weigh all those different factors, you know, then we can kind of piece things 

together and make some logical sense out of a situation or a given event.  But young 

children tend to only focus, you know, or only see one aspect and have difficulty seeing 

other aspects of something.  And again, remember that when they’re pretty convinced 

of something, that’s kind of the way it is. 

 Again, we’re gonna play another simple kind of game, you know.  And this age 

group loves to play the game.  But again, they tend to focus on just one aspect of 

something at a time.  Now, I’m thinking of an object now.  See if you know what the 

object is.  You guess it.  Okay.  It has two wheels, it’s red, has handlebars.  Bicycle.  

Okay.  Now I go on and I say it has a motor and a windshield.  A moped or a 

motorcycle.  Now, what will often happen with the preschooler is they are convinced 

what?  It’s a bicycle.  Why?  And it’s hard to convince them, “No, it’s not a bicycle.  It’s a 
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motorcycle.”  Now why is it a bicycle and not a motorcycle?  What they’ll do is they’ll 

focus on only one or two aspects, and it could be typically the handlebars and the 

wheels.  Once they’re sure of what it is, that’s what it must be.  They have trouble 

bringing in those other characteristics.  Now, hopefully most of you looked at it and said 

that it was a motorcycle or a moped or something else other than a bicycle.  But again, 

this age group tends again to center in and only focus on one or two aspects of 

something.  We’ll see this play out in one of the other — and it has to do with how they 

even look at or realize situations as well. 

 Another limitation is what we call seriation, limited ability to put objects into order.  

Now, remember what we said about Piaget?  We said that he kind of tended to 

underestimate children’s abilities.  And what we found — this is probably one of the best 

examples in that if it’s made simple enough, children really do have some level of 

understanding of limitations.  Now, let’s say I took the 12 of you and I lined you up here.  

I’m not gonna do it, but if I were to line you up in front of the classroom, what would be 

an example of seriation?  In what way might we put you in order?  Age.  Height.  Could 

do it by weight.  But height probably is the one that the classic research was done or 

something similar to that.  You know, Piaget had taken different sticks of different 

lengths and asked children to simply put those in order.  And if there were a lot of 

different lengths — you know, eight or ten — children had a hard time with that. And, 

likewise, you would all be able to order yourselves from shortest to tallest pretty easily.  

With 12 of you, young children would have some difficulty with that. 

 Now, why do you think young children might be able to do if, say, there was only 

4 of you versus 12?  Why would that be easier and why would some children, do you 

think, be able to do that?  And yet have maybe more difficulty if there were 12 of you 

going from shortest to tallest? 

 [Inaudible student response] 
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Well, and what’s gonna be the difference in the 4 compared to what it would be if we 

literally did all 12 of you?  There would be a lot more drastic difference in height.  With 

12 of you there’d be several of you that would be what?  The same height or really 

close.  And to be able to tell that subtle difference of an inch or so would be a lot more 

difficult for a young child.  But if we did it where we had the shortest, the tallest, and two 

in-between, there would be a drastic difference between the heights and then children 

would be able to really distinguish shortest, taller, taller, and tallest.  But with 12, those 

differences would be a lot smaller.  So again, seriation: the ability to put things or 

objects in a sequence or in an order. 

 All right.  We’ll pick up and we’ll look at some more limitations next time. 

  


