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 All right.  We want to continue today talking about Piaget’s stage, preoperational 

thought.  What I want us to do is to take a couple of minutes real quickly and kind of 

review what we talked about the last time.  Partly because, as I’ve said a couple of 

times, that this is the information that students tend to struggle a bit more with, partly 

because there are so many new terms and concepts, you know.  I’ve looked at them so 

many times it just seems automatic.  But if you’re only hearing it for the first time or only 

a couple of times, it’s a little harder to kind of hold onto.  So what we want to do is just a 

real quick review and then we’re gonna finish up cognitive development today, and then 

we’re gonna look at some aspects of social development.  We may get to — we clearly 

won’t finish, but we’ll also then look at emotional development as well or maybe begin 

that today and then finish that up the next time. 

 So again, we’re looking at preoperational thought — again, Piaget’s second 

stage.  We had broken it down into two stages.  And again, I’m not as concerned that 

you memorize or remember the substages or what they are.  I had asked you to kind of 

remember a key word in terms of what the transition to this stage is really focusing on.  

Anyone remember what that word was?  Because you will see it again.  What type of 

thought?  And it’s kind of what we’re transitioning from when we were talking about 

sensory motor to — anyone remember the word?  One key word I wanted you to hold 

onto.  Symbolic.  Again, you want to remember that what we’re talking about is a 

transition to symbolic thought. 

 And so as we were talking about that first substage, we’d identified kind of three 

characteristics of this stage or this period.  Can anybody tell me one of those 

characteristics?   

 [Inaudible student response] 

That was one of the limitations, and we’ll look at that.  But one of the characteristics of 

how they’re able to think.  Anyone remember?  Okay.  One of them was deferred 
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imitation.  Excellent.  Which simply means what?  And don’t worry about the exact 

words in your notes.  Just your understanding of it. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Okay.  Excellent.  When we talk about deferred imitation we’re simply talking about the 

ability to remember something that we’ve seen and then to repeat it or to imitate it in 

some other situation or place.  Excellent. 

 So we talked about deferred imitation.  What else did we talk about? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Mental representation which simply is?   

 [Inaudible student response] 

Exactly.  Mental images or the ability to think about people, places, and things.  And 

again, as you said, it’s kind of creating that mental picture.   

 So we talked about deferred imitation and we talked about mental representation, 

and then we talked about symbolic representation.  Excellent.  Which is?  Mental has to 

do with the ability to think about people, places, and things.  Symbolic representation is?   

 [Inaudible student response] 

Excellent.  The ability to use symbols or to represent people, places, and things as 

symbols or using symbols to illustrate or represent again people, places, and things. 

 So again, you want to remember — because the test is simply gonna give you a 

description of something and you need to simply be able to identify what that is most 

characteristic of.  It’ll kind of be a scenario of something that a child is doing and then 

what you simply need to do is to be able to identify that that’s mental representation, 

symbolic representation, or deferred imitation based on the characteristics that the child 

is exhibiting. 

 All right.  Then we began to talk about some of the limitations, some of the 

thought processes that this age group has some difficulty with, and one of those was 
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egocentrism.  And again, in your own words, simply means what?  What is 

egocentrism? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Excellent.  Simply the basic belief that children tend to see the world from their own 

point of view, their own perspective, and they have difficulty realizing that other people 

may have a different point of view or a different way of seeing it.  It doesn’t mean that 

they aren’t able to at all, but they tend to have some difficulty.  And at this point, 

particularly early on in this stage, that life kind of tends to revolve around themselves.  

And typically this will decline as the child gets older. 

 So we talked about egocentrism.  Anyone remember another one of the 

limitations that we talked about?  Anyone remember how they think, their reasoning? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Well, that is one of the limitations with centration.  Which is — which is also related to 

how they reason.  Again, in your own words, what was centration?  Think of it in the 

concept of centering.  They tend to center or focus on one thing or one aspect of a 

situation.   

 So we talked about egocentrism, we talked about centration, and then we talked 

about — anyone remember the term we used for how they reasoned?  Transductive.  

Exactly.  Anyone remember what that was?  They reason from — from particular to 

particular.  Again, different from inductive or deductive reasoning which goes from 

specific to general or general to specific, they tend to focus more on things that are 

closely related to each other.  So we talked about transductive reasoning. 

 Then there was one other thing that we talked about in terms of limitations.  

Anyone remember what seriation was? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Yeah.  Limited ability to be able to put things in order into a sequence.  Now, we also in 
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terms of characteristics — we had talked about those deferred imitation.  We talked 

about symbolic representation, mental representation, kind of characteristic of that first 

substage. 

 We also talked about a couple of characteristics of children in that second 

substage or that intuitive thought.  Anyone remember a couple of characteristics of 

children in that second substage?  They weren’t necessarily terms that we identified but 

just characteristics. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

They know what they know.  They’re really sure of it.  But they have difficulty knowing 

how they know it or why they know it.  Excellent.  What else does this age group tend to 

do a lot of?  Comes out of their curiosity, their desire to figure things out.  Ask lots of 

questions.  Exactly. 

 All right.  So with that, what we want to do is to kind of continue and finish up 

looking at limitations.  Another one of the limitations — and this kind of follows through 

or follows from to some extent the centration that we already talked about:  the fact that 

young children tend to focus on a particular aspect or a single aspect of something 

makes it difficult for them to classify.  And classification is nothing more than the ability 

to group things based on some similarity or some difference.  So, according to our 

definition, limited.  Children of this age group have a limited ability to organize objects 

into groups based on similarity or differences. 

 Now, to just simply illustrate this, what I’d like you to do is just look around the 

classroom in terms of others in this class.  What would be some different ways we could 

classify the 12 of you? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

More specifically. 

 [Inaudible student response] 
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Okay.  We could classify based on wearing jeans or wearing something else, or blue 

jeans versus other pants, or long pants compared to short pants or shorts.  How else 

might we classify or group? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Could do it by the grade or — you know, freshman, sophomore, junior, senior.  How 

else could we classify? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Parents and non-parents?  Yes.  Those who are parents and those who are not.  How 

else?  There’s numerous ways we could classify this group.  What are other ways we 

could group you all? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

We could clearly group you by gender.  It’d be a little bit lopsided but true.  What else? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

We could do it by hair color, we could do it by eye color, you could do it by those that 

are wearing certain jewelry versus not jewelry, those that wear glasses versus those 

that don’t wear glasses.  So again, as you look across this room, you know, we could 

come up with 20, probably 30 or more different ways that we could group this class. 

 Young children have difficulty.  They tend to focus — again, it goes back to that 

centration — tend to focus just on one or two characteristics.  And if we had a group of 

preschoolers in here, what do you think they would probably first recognize if you asked 

them to group the class?  Very likely girls and boys, you know.  And there may be a 

couple of other things they may come up with.  Another way of illustrating it.  If you were 

to give a group of preschool children just shapes, different shapes, different sizes, 

different colors, and then you would ask them to put them in groups, what do you think 

they would be inclined likely to do? 

 [Inaudible student response] 



CFD 155 Lecture 13 6 

Colors and they might also do shapes, you know.  But when you begin to think about all 

the different variations of classifications, they would have more difficulty with that.  They 

tend to again focus on classifications in one or two, and again it’s related, I think, to 

often that centration, kind of that centering focusing on one aspect of something, and 

having difficulty seeing the other aspects of whether we’re talking about shapes or any 

other object.  So classification. 

 Conservation.  Difficulty understanding that quantities remain the same, even if 

their appearance changes.  In simple terms, young children have difficulty or can often 

be confused by what?  What’s this saying?  What do they have difficulty with?  This 

group here would have no difficulty at all.  But when you change the appearance of 

something, they can easily become confused by that. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Yeah.  Sure.  Money.   

 We’re gonna look at some of Piaget’s just simple classical examples of 

conservation.  Now, he would show some children a couple of balls of clay.  And 

children would look at that and, like I would ask you, “Do these appear to be fairly 

similar in the amount of clay?”  And the group would look at that and say, “Pretty much 

true.”  And we could do this even in front of the children — it wouldn’t make any 

difference — and just take one and simply roll it out and make it into something that is 

longer, and we would want to make it fairly uniform in its length.  It’s old clay so it 

doesn’t roll very good.  And I would probably typically make it much longer.  Now, if you 

were to ask the children if those were the same, what do you think a young child would 

likely respond?  Which one do you think they actually would think had more?  Your left, 

yeah.  They would often think that this has — now, what do you know, hopefully?  

They’re the same.  What we didn’t change was the quantity.  We only changed the 

appearance.  A lot of times they become confused easily by a change in appearance or 
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looks. 

 A little hard to see this one, but I’ve got eight chips, two rows of four.  I could put 

them evenly spaced apart and you could ask — and even kids are able to count — and 

you could ask them, “Do the two rows have the same amount in them?”  And young 

children will answer, “Yes, they do.”  I can then simply take this row and spread it out 

and ask them now, “Are they the same, do they have the same amount?”  And what 

would you guess young children are likely to answer?  No?  Which one has more?  

They would tend to think that the longer one somehow had more.  Even though the 

actual quantity hasn’t changed, the appearance of how they’re organized has changed 

and leads them to believe that somehow the quantity has changed. 

 Do the same thing again with a stick, straw, whatever it might be.  Identical 

lengths.  Put ‘em together and ask them if they’re the same length.  Children will often 

respond very quickly, “Yes.”  And then just simply shift one where they’re not in the 

same place, and they’ll actually believe often that this one is longer than this one.  And 

again, they’re kind of easily deceived again by visual kind of perceptions of how 

something looks. 

 Another kind of a classical one again is illustrated here.  On this side here we 

have two glasses of water, identical size glasses, and we take the water from B and we 

simply pour it into a tall, thinner glass.  And then obviously what happens is the level of 

the water rises.  And invariably most children will say, “Which glass has the most water 

in it?” and they typically will answer C.  Exactly.  Because it appears to have more water 

in it because the water level is higher.  Now, hopefully you realize that it only is different 

because of the shape of the glass, that the actual amounts of water haven’t changed, 

you know. 

 And so again, one of the things that happens with this age group a lot of times is 

they will become kind of easily confused if something appears to not be the same or 
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appears to not be fair.  Actually can be easily frustrated or upset by something simply 

because it looks different, not because the amount or quantity is actually changed in a 

given situation.  So again, conservation.  Difficulty understanding that quantities remain 

the same even if their appearance changes in some way or another. 

 All right.  And finally reversibility: the inability to mentally go through a series of 

steps in a problem and then reverse their order.  Again, one of the things we’ve talked 

about a couple of times is that again, with preoperational thought is difficulty a lot of 

times with the logical order or operational processes of something, and this is an 

example of that.  I’m gonna just give you a simple example of their difficulty in terms of 

reversing the sequence or order of something.  And I’ve actually had some students that 

struggled with this momentarily as well. 

 Who has some sibling of the same gender?  Okay.  I’m gonna let you be my 

volunteer today.  Do you have a brother?  You have two brothers.  What’s one of your 

brothers’ names?  Brent.  Does Brent have a brother?  Okay.  What would a lot of 

young children answer?  Fortunately, you answered very quickly correctly.  Now, it 

could be the fact that you have two brothers and a young child might, if they had more 

than one brother.  But a lot of times when you ask a young child, you know, “Tell me 

your sister or your brother’s name,” and you ask them if they have a sister or a brother, 

whichever the same gender is, and a lot of times they’ll very quickly say, “No.”  And 

what do they have difficulty realizing?  Again, reversing that order that obviously — that 

they are their brother or sister.  And again, it’s just a matter of making that connection or 

that process.  So they had difficulty with reversibility, inability to mentally go through a 

series of steps in a problem and then reverse the direction. 

 All right.  Again, I strongly encourage you to continue to reinforce the concepts 

and the ideas, both in terms of characteristics of Piaget’s second stage as well as the 

limitations because there are several questions on the exam from this material.  And it is 



CFD 155 Lecture 13 9 

again, as I’ve said several times, somewhat more challenging material to try to 

remember.  But if you just keep reinforcing it, going through the definitions and the 

concepts and get that really familiar to you, you shouldn’t have a lot of difficulty with 

that. 

 All right.  What we want to do is to shift gears.  We’ve looked at physical 

development of early childhood or preschool years.  We’ve now looked at cognitive 

development.  What we now want to do is shift to and begin to take a look at social 

development.  We’re gonna focus primarily — in your readings, you’ll look at some 

issues around sibling relationships and relationships with other family members.  We’re 

gonna focus primarily in terms of social development with relationship with peers, same 

age group.  And some of these are just some overview characteristics and then we’re 

gonna look more specifically in a little while about friendships because friendships at 

this age really begin to emerge and to be important parts of the child’s not only social 

life, but an important part of their social development. 

 During this period the number of children they play with at one time tends to 

increase.  Now, a lot of that is that for many children they are in often — at this age of 

life may very well be in a preschool or child development center of some kind, you 

know, and they’re simply in larger groups of children.  But even if a child had entered a 

child development center even as an infant or toddler, what we would find is that even 

though they were with a group of children we would still see differences.  In fact, really 

young children actually don’t do as much interaction and playing with other children as 

they do what?  For those that again have been around this age group or worked with 

this age group.  They spend a lot more time really watching or playing in the vicinity of 

other children.  They may be playing with the same type of toy or object that other 

children are playing with, but they don’t tend to necessarily be playing with them. 

 I mean, you could have two — you know, two toddlers who might be playing with 
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blocks.  But you’ll see real differences and a lot of times they will often be playing 

individually with blocks.  They may be watching another child playing with the blocks but 

you don’t see a lot of sharing of blocks or necessarily building together with blocks.  

When you get to this age, you will actually begin to see more of that where they are 

actually much more engaged in playing together in the same activity or playing with the 

same objects differently than younger children do.  And clearly again with infants and 

toddlers, and more in the case of toddlers, you may see one or two in the vicinity are 

playing together where here it’s not uncommon to see two or three gathered together or 

even more in a group.  So again, the number of children that they’re interacting with, 

that they’re playing with, does increase. 

 Probably not a big surprise, but what we find is boys and girls tend to play 

differently.  Now again, these are generalizations and we will always see exceptions to 

these.  But boys and girls do tend to play differently and neither seems to like the 

other’s style.  Again, generalizing to a group for a second.  Now, can you think of some 

differences?  Again, if any of you have had some opportunities or experiences again 

with this age group.  Any of you recall any ways in which they played differently? 

 [Inaudible student reply] 

Boys like to crash things.  Okay.  Can you think of other examples of differences?  I 

know some of you have been around a child development center some.  What would 

you guess? 

 [Inaudible student reply] 

 Again, what we do find is a generalization that girls tend to be a little bit calmer, a 

little bit quieter in their play, and boys tend to be not only a little bit more physical but 

tended to move a lot more.  When I was over at the center for a year and actually 

oversaw the preschool classes, we had a group of boys -- and there were a lot more 

females in this particular group than males.  But we had a particular group of males.  
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Many of them played together and they clearly were much more physical.  They were 

on the go -- particularly when you were inside, on the go a lot.  Girls tended to be at 

other activities.  Not near as active, a lot more quieter kind of play, much more around 

the dramatic play area, puzzles, reading books.  

 But the boys — and they were very creative in their play.  They were a lot louder.  

They loved the musical instruments.  If they could find anything that they could bang 

and hit, and they literally would — we were fortunate that we basically had kind of the 

floor to ourselves and so we could probably allow some things differently than if there 

was another group of children in the room.  There wasn’t at that particular time.  And so 

they would create marching bands and march around the room.  Like you said, they 

loved to crash things.  They loved to get, you know, the toy trucks and cars and stuff 

out.  They loved the blocks, you know.  And then they would crash things into the 

blocks.  They were just simply much more physically active.  And we had to be really 

careful because they did have a tendency at times — not in any kind of aggressive way, 

but to even be more physically active just with each other. 

 And they were probably our greatest challenge in terms of they were constantly 

really wanting to run inside.  And so to kind of get them to kind of slow down and walk 

inside was real difficult.  And we even saw differences when we were outside in terms of 

their interaction, their play.  And again, it’s not a statement, you know, that the females 

also, you know, wouldn’t engage in some of that, but we saw some real differences 

there.  So boys and girls do tend to play differently and neither tend to be drawn to the 

other, but there clearly are exceptions. 

 Most interactions with others, especially peers, tend to be positive.  They engage 

in fewer arguments than one might think.  We tend to think, you know, if we get a group 

of preschoolers together that all they do is constantly argue and fight, and that’s really 

not the case.  You may have some individual children that may be somewhat more 
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aggressive than other children, but as a group they really get along pretty well.  In the 

year that I had the classroom that I worked with, I bet you that we had less than five 

arguments the entire year.  There were just very, very few arguments over anything.  

They really got along well.  There were behaviors that we had to redirect and modify but 

they rarely weren’t so much interactions with each other as much as simply interactions 

that we simply couldn’t allow inside.  Like I said, just simply redirecting some behaviors 

of the group but not necessarily interactions with each other. 

 Now again, there are other classrooms where that would not — that number 

would not be near as low as the group that we had, but generally as a rule they really 

get along a whole lot better than we tend to believe or think that they do.  Conflicts do 

occur.  What do you think they typically occur over at this age? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Typically occur over possessions.  The conflicts that do occur simply don’t last very long 

and the most common issue or source of that conflict is often possessions. 

 Again, we mentioned this the other day — again, particularly for young 

preschoolers objects tend to be an extension of themselves.  And it’s not just an issue 

of necessarily unselfishness but a way for them to help create, you know, their sense of 

boundaries.  And again, kids are pretty capable — not necessarily in always the most 

positive way, but they are pretty much capable of resolving these conflicts and they tend 

to not last very long. 

 What would be your guess about how they are typically resolved at this age 

group?  Be a preschooler.  Any thoughts? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

It sometimes turns out that way as a tradeoff.  And again, it makes a difference in 

whether there are adults who are intervening or not.  But if an adult doesn’t intervene in 

the situation, typically the result of the conflict is what we call insistence which simply 
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means what?  What tends to happen? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

They don’t stop until they get their way and usually somebody does what?  Gives in.  

Exactly.  And so you have this kind of conversation: “It’s mine.”  “No, it’s not.  It’s mine.  

I had it first.”  “Well, you had it too long.  It’s my turn.”  They’ll go back and forth, back 

and forth, and then typically someone will often give in.  The other one becomes more 

insistent.  It often tends to be the child who maybe is a little bit more intimidating, maybe 

a little bit more aggressive than the other child, and the other child just simply — again, 

we’re talking here whenever an adult doesn’t intervene and one child typically will 

simply give in and go do something else.  And then that’s how it gets resolved. 

 Suggesting alternatives and compromises are not often used unless it’s 

encouraged by an adult.  They are very capable of working through — particularly older 

preschoolers, 4- and 5-year-olds are very capable of working through, solving some 

problems, coming up with options or fair alternatives.  They don’t tend to do that a whole 

lot on their own unless they’re kind of guided and directed again by an adult.  Now, the 

hope is that over time, if someone has taught them how to do that process and has 

guided them in that process, that they eventually do acquire those skills.  But to say that 

you’re gonna see a couple of 3-year-olds sit down and work out a compromise — again, 

unless they’ve had a lot of experience in that or really been guided in that — is unlikely 

going to occur real often. 

 I remember one particular incident.  We were outside.  This was a different 

center than here, a different university.  We were outside and there was a group of 

preschoolers.  And one of the favorite activities that the children enjoyed was a tire 

swing.  It was a tire swing that hung down and so typically kids would — as soon as we 

hit the outside, a bunch of kids would run to the tire swing, someone would quickly jump 

into the tire swing, and then they would want to do what?  Easily willing to give in and 
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take their turn and let others?  No, they wanted to stay in the tire swing as long as they 

could and they also wanted somebody to push them.  So everybody else was expected 

to push them and they expected they would stay in the tire swing until they got tired of it, 

which could be a really long time.   

 So I just kind of walked over and there was a group of four or five girls that were 

at the tire swing this particular day, you know.  We were talking about it — just talking 

about it and describing the situation, “Looks like all of you want to ride on the tire swing.”  

You know, they all yelled, “Yes, we all want to,” and then they all kept talking about it, 

“It’s my turn.”  And so I just simply asked them — I said, “Can we think of some way that 

we can work this out where everyone gets a chance?”  So they just thought about it for 

the longest time and then they finally came up with their own solution.  Very logical, very 

simple solution.  Any guesses of what they came up with?  Be a preschooler.  What 

would be a simple way to work out something that would be fair and everybody would 

get a turn? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

That’s not the one they came up with totally.  All of them sit on it and me pushing, 

though that would have been probably a reasonable request.  May have been one they 

requested and it’s not what I agreed to completely.  What might be another possibility?  

Because I thought it was, you know, really pretty smart of ‘em, what they came up with 

and it worked really well for them.  What would be a reasonable solution to that 

problem?  They took turns, and how did they determine the turns?  See, that’s the 

hardest part.  We can talk about, “Well, we need to take turns,” but one of the difficulties 

is determining what?  Who goes first and when does my turn end. 

 So what would be a solution? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

That would be a good solution.  We could sing a song and when the end of the song 
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was, it was someone else’s turn.  It’s not the one they came up with, but that would 

work.  What they had come up with was so many pushes.  If I remember right, it was 

five or six pushes or something.  And so the child got in the swing and the others 

pushed.  And so when the swing went up and back, that was one, and then two, and 

then they as a group counted, you know, which they could do.  And so they had set 

some number and they counted, and soon as they’d gotten through five or six, or ten or 

whatever it was, then they changed.  Someone else got out and the others pushed, and 

then from that point on they could monitor themselves.  Because they were capable of 

counting.  It seemed fair to them because everyone got the same number of pushes.  

The others were involved in pushing while the other one was sitting, and then they were 

fine.  Now, would they have come up with that totally on their own?  Probably not.  But 

with a little direction, a little guidance, they are capable of coming up with something 

that feels like it’ll work for them.  But again, not something they tend to do that much on 

their own. 

 Again, apart from adults being involved or engaging in the activity or in the 

conflict situation, most conflicts tend to have a winner or a loser.  And again, it’s one of 

the reasons why I think it’s really important at a very early age, you know, that adults 

begin to help teach conflict management.  You know, that there are ways to resolve a 

situation where everyone feels like that they’ve won and we need to start that at a much 

earlier age.  We tend to not do that.  We expect people to learn that somehow on their 

own and we live in a society where, for the most part, in relationships and in work 

situations there often is a feeling that someone wins, someone loses.  And so anyway, 

it’s a skill that we need to teach and we can begin that much earlier than we often do. 

 Again, possibly a new term, the opposite of this we’re somewhat more familiar 

with.  We often talk about antisocial behavior.  When you mention that term people very 

quickly can come up with examples of what antisocial behavior is.  But probably more 
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importantly is how we instill pro-social behavior in children as they then grow to become 

adults.  Pro-social behavior tends to be infrequent at this age unless requested by 

adults.  Now, it does increase as children get older.  And again, a lot of that has to do, I 

think, with the guidance and direction that they’re provided. 

 Now, what do you think would be some examples of pro-social behavior?  

Because we’ll use this term again.  Thinking again about preschoolers, what would be 

some of the basic examples of pro-social behavior?  That we don’t see real frequently.  

They will respond when directed by adults.  Anyone think of probably the most basic 

pro-social behavior?  And you’ll see it on occasions. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Well, playing in groups but what about when playing in groups?  What would be an 

example of pro-social behavior?  Sharing.  Exactly.  Sharing would be probably the 

easiest example.  Again, this age group has difficulty sharing.  Now, when they’re 

directed to or guided to do that, then they’ll respond.  But to say that children just on 

their own easily and frequently share may not necessarily be true. 

 If you think about sharing, what would be some other examples of pro-social 

behavior?  Can you think of any others?  And they do learn it.  We do see it again 

increase as we move through this stage.   

 [Inaudible student response] 

Compromise clearly would be pro-social behavior.  Again, which they’re capable of 

doing that we’ve said again often, though, when they’re guided or directed on the part of 

adults.  Kids get to, you know, kind of roughhousing or kind of rough and tumble play, 

and a child gets pushed down and gets hurt.  What might a child have some difficulty 

doing in terms of response?  They are gonna have some difficulty with empathy.  Again, 

often they’re directed to say what?  I’m sorry.  But children on their own typically don’t 

often say I’m sorry.  And some of the reason they don’t say they’re sorry is they may not 
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feel sorry, you know.  They may not in any way intend to hurt the other child but they 

may not necessarily feel a great sense of empathy, particularly young preschoolers.  So 

again, apart from being directed or guided to say that — you know, a lot of times kids 

will respond, “I’m sorry,” and at the same time not necessarily really mean it or even 

understand why they’re being directed to make that response.  You as adults do but not 

necessarily young children. 

 Children don’t often at this age, though it increases as they get older, often give 

positive affirmation to other children or reinforce positive behaviors, you know.  Again, 

those are things that children gain and learn as they get older.  And I think in a lot of 

ways we teach and guide and model pro-social behavior.  And it’s not that they naturally 

do that.  I think it’s something more than anything that they learn to do. 

 Two types of aggression that we often see — and we will see it from both 

genders, but we’re more likely to see physical aggression from males.  Now, a lot of 

times we tend to think that females are — and they clearly are.   I mean, one of the 

more consistent differences is that males tend to be more aggressive.  But often what 

we really mean is that males tend to be often more physically aggressive.  But females 

also exhibit aggression as well.  They just tend to exhibit it differently.  Any thoughts 

about how females tend to exhibit aggression differently than males?  You see it 

probably more characteristic at the next stage and you’ll see it more clearly during the 

elementary school years.  But you will see it some at the preschool years.  Any ideas? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Emotional.  We often think of it in terms of what we call social aggression which involves 

insults or social rejection. 

 Now, you’ll see this again in both genders, but what would social rejection be in 

young children? 

 [Inaudible student response] 
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Exactly.  Not letting one play with the group.  And it doesn’t mean that males don’t do 

that, but males tend to get upset and kind of angry with each other momentarily.  They 

may get into some pushing or some shoving or something, which is not untypical of 

adult males, and then pretty soon it’s over and they resolve it and they move on.  With 

females, again it tends to be more “You can’t play with us.  You’re not a part of this 

group.”  And are more socially isolated and for a somewhat longer period of time. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

I don’t think it’s anything that’s — I wouldn’t think that it’s something that’s necessarily 

innate and I think that’s true both with males being more physically aggressive as well 

as females exhibiting more social aggression.  I think for the most part they are 

behaviors that we learn and they’re things that we see modeled within our society, be 

that TV, be that at home — you know, those kinds of things. 

 Just to give you a simple example, a number of years ago there was a little boy 

— and I may have shared this example.  I don’t remember.  There was a boy on the 

playground, on the outdoor play area — I shouldn’t call it a playground.  He was a really 

aggressive kid.  I mean, if he wanted something, he just went and got it.  And he was 

pretty intimidating to a lot of the other kids.  And so the other kids pretty much just kind 

of gave in, you know.  And so I went over to him — that’s kind of how I am.  You know, I 

like to figure out where the kids are kind of coming from and stuff.  And the staff were 

spending a lot of time trying to redirect that behavior and get him to learn to deal with 

that aggression differently.  But I thought maybe we could understand maybe where 

some of that’s coming from.   

 So we were just sitting down outside, you know, and we were just having a 

conversation, and I just turned to him and I said, “You know, I notice that when you want 

something, you just take it.”  And he says, “You’re darn right.  My dad told me that if 

you’re bigger and you’re stronger and you want something, you just take it.”  All of a 
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sudden it became pretty clear to me, you know.  He had been, you know, basically 

instructed, kind of taught, you know, from his father which probably had modeled that in 

some other kinds of ways.  If you want something, you take control of the situation.  

That’s exactly the way he was in his class.  He was very aggressive.  You know, when 

he wanted something or wanted to do something, he just did it.  And my guess is he had 

learned it and had seen it modeled.  And I think, you know, even with the social 

aggression, I think what happened is we tend to see that differently and we tend to 

identify with others, you know, from the similar gender. 

 I don’t think it’s necessarily any innate differences.  And again, we’ll see females 

who are equally physically aggressive as we do males, and vice-versa.  But I think we 

tend to learn patterns, you know, as we kind of go through life.  And again, we’ll see this 

much more characteristic, I think, even when we move again to the middle school, 

elementary school years — see these distinctions and these types of aggressive 

behaviors. 

 Aggression tends to be — tends to decrease with age overall.  Now, this one 

may be a little hard to understand.  We’ll try to sort it out.  But it is a fairly stable 

individual characteristic.  Now, in a moment I’m gonna ask how those are different 

because it is important to understand the distinction.  But just overall, if we were to take 

a group of 100 preschoolers, you know, and we looked at them when they were age 3 

and again when they were age 5 and then looked at them again at age 9 — you know, 

looked over a several year period of time — what we would find as a group they would 

become less aggressive.  

 Now, one, can you think of some reasons why?  Why do young preschoolers 

tend to have more difficulty with aggression or acts of aggression? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

One is they’ve clearly not had as much social conditioning.  And so they’re still learning 
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how to function in social situations and how to deal with when they want something, 

how to get that in a more socially acceptable way. 

 Why else, particularly in terms of the physical aggression?  And we’ll see again 

males and females both to be somewhat physically aggressive when they’re really 

young.  Again, still males somewhat more than females.  Why do you think they tend to 

act out aggressively more so?  And I know it’s hard to have a frame of reference for 

that.  What else hasn’t developed really well at this point that they will begin to use 

when they get older to deal with those same situations?  Well, definitely reasoning, for 

sure.  And then also along with reasoning is?  When you get older, when you’re at this 

age, what do you use to solve conflicts — hopefully?  Well, you use compromise.  But in 

order to use compromise, you have to use language.  What do really young children 

have difficulty with?  Language and being able to know how to verbalize what they’re 

feeling, what they’re wanting. 

 And so what happens is, I don’t know how to tell you that I’m upset or I’m mad or 

I’m frustrated.  And so what do I do?  I take it, you know.  I act out, you know, and I 

respond out of that.  Because again, I’m still trying to figure out how to use my words.  

And again, as my ability to reason improves, you know,  and as I begin to understand 

more about compromise and then acquire the language abilities — because again, to 

be able to compromise, you know, requires a certain amount of ability to reason, you 

know, is the ability to do that in a form of communication.  And so as communication 

improves, the ability to use language improves, then we see a decrease in overall 

aggressiveness. 

 Now, how is the first statement different from the second?  Because that’s the 

part that can be confusing.  Aggression tends to decrease with age overall, but it is a 

fairly stable individual characteristic.  Any thoughts?  It may appear to be a contradiction 

but it’s really not. 
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 [Inaudible student response] 

That’s part of it, definitely a part of it.  What it simply means is that as a group we’ll see 

a decrease.  But children who individually tend to be more — there’s some children who 

tend to be again — maybe environments or patterns that they’ve learned in the course 

of life.  If those patterns continue to be reinforced, there are certain children who will 

continue — while other children are becoming less aggressive, they will continue 

individually to be aggressive.  And if there’s no intervention into helping change that 

behavior, when they hit the elementary school years they will still be what?  Very 

aggressive.  Both verbally — and again, particularly with males — and physically. 

 So individually, those kids again who tend to be more aggressive than other kids 

— again, if there’s not some intervention, learning some different social skills, and 

they’re in environments that tend to reinforce aggression, they will move on up into 

middle school years and will be aggressive and will actually move right on into 

adolescence and on into adulthood tending to be more aggressive.  

 And again, you know, we could talk about a lot of factors that tend to contribute 

to aggression, but overall we do see a decrease.  And a lot of kids tend to be 

aggressive as a result of a lack of verbal skills and other, you know, social skills.  And 

as they acquire those, they tend to become less aggressive.  But there’s some 

individuals  — and again, I’ve spent a lot of time in elementary schools, and clearly 

there are some kids that are just more aggressive and there’s some kids who just tend 

to act out aggressively without any overall apparent motivation for it other than to be 

aggressive.  I mean, I’ve watched kids playing relay games and watched kids just pick 

up a ball and throw it, you know, with someone who’s back was turned to ‘em.  And I 

tend to watch some of the same kids, you know, always pushing, always shoving, 

always hitting somebody, you know, constantly at different times.  They’re just more 

aggressive.  And then real struggles to know exactly what to do with that.  So again, 
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tends to decrease overall but can be a very individual stable trait over time. 

 What we will do next time is we’ll take a look at friendships during the early 

childhood preschool years and then we’ll move on and we’ll do emotional development.  

And then that’ll take us through this stage. 


