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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to ascertain what differences 

existed in concepts of Tucson preschool children--stratified into 

groups of age, sex, and socioeconomic status--with consequent 

implications for teachers.

Fifty-six preschool children, from the University Preschool 

Laboratory, St, Mark's Nursery School and Tucson Nursery School were 

presented with thirty-five nouns selected at random from Marcum*s (1944) 

list of words, the comprehension of which she concluded was necessary 

for interpretation of basal reading material. Subjects* responses 

revealed their concepts of these words* • Responses were recorded; 

classified into categories of fluency, hierarchy and accuracy; and 

evaluated by means of descriptive statistics*

No appreciable differences were found between boys and girls in 

concept-forming ability* Age groups exhibited the greatest difference 

in fluency and accuracy, and socioeconomic groups evidenced the largest 

difference in hierarchy of concepts*

Conclusions were that preschool teachers should:

1* Ascertain the adequacy and extent of students * concepts;

• 2* Assess students * concepts for emotional attitudes that may 
affect learning;

3* Correlate curriculum planning with primary grade teachers 
so sequential concept development may be achieved;

4* Present an organized system of concept-instruction,
emphasizing cause and effect, perception of relationships,

. and categorization*



CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Probably no area of child study has received more attention 

than the acquisition of concepts. Authorities in the fields of 

psychologyj education, and child-study alike seem to agree concerning 

the importance of concept formation in individual development 0 In his 

extensive compilation of research findings concerning the thought 

processes of children, Russell (1956) stated: "It would seem difficult

to overestimate the importance of concepts in any thinking done by 

children or adults. More than anything else they are the premises, the 

foundations, and the structural steel of thinking," Rosenstein (1964) 

considered concepts to be among the most important materials of children's 

thinking, and Sigel (1964) concluded that concepts function as an adaptive 

mechanism through which we cope with reality," Darrow (1965) saw the 

process of conceptual learning as cyclical:", ..observation, examination, 

reflection and back again with abstraction setting in to influence new 

observations in an eyer-spiraling pattern of growth toward understanding.

How concepts are developed and in what order has been the 

subject of much research. Another important field of study has been the 

relation between concept formation and academic achievement, particularly 

in the area of reading and allied language art skills. Smith (1950), in 

relating reading to concept development, noted: "Concepts constitute



the medium which makes experience usable in interpreting reading 

symbols," and he stated further that "Faulty concepts seriously hamper 

reading proficiency»" As Ward (1957) expressed it:

Words are tools in the process of thought and in the 
communication of thought. For the young child their meaning is 
built through experience and association* The extent of the 
understanding of the meaning of words and the ability to use.them 
effectively depends on the completeness and comprehensiveness of 
the experience through which that meaning is built* Therefore 
the experiences of a young child are of vast importance to him. 
Through his experiences he develops concepts * * * that will 
serve him well or ill, depending on their truth, accuracy and 
broad application to life*

Because the preschool years are recognized as especially 

propitious years for new learning (Fowler, 1962) and because of the 

current era's accelerating demands for greater knowledge at an 

increasingly earlier age, educators have been under much pressure to 

teach formal reading skills in preschool and earlier* Too often 

emphasis has been on teaching skills without also teaching comprehension. 

As a result empty verbalism, or "word-calling" is too frequently 

prevelant in our schools* John and Goldstein (1964), Hall (1883),

Vernon (1965), and Marcum (1944) concluded that empty word-calling 

cannot be eliminated until the child possesses concepts which will 

enable him to interpret the symbols (words)* Allen (1963) maintained 

that words have no inherent meaning but are ".*.sound symbols which 

rouse meaning in the listener," and that in order to read, a child must 

be given words that arouse meaningful response based on the experience 

of the individual learner*

Wann, Dorn and Liddle (1962) investigated the ways in which 

,young children deal with information, and they hypothesized: "Too
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frequently the desire to move formal reading programs into the 

kindergarten or even into the nursery school „ . e deprives children . 

of the needed background for really effective reading*" Smith (1965) 

reported that pupils who entered first grade early were significantly 

poorer in achievement than pupils who entered later* She also 

maintained that the "*•* bulk of research available indicates children 

are not at an advantage academically because of earlier structured 

reading instruction***and that* *»pressuring children to read, before the 

organism is ready is of no advantage in the long run and may have 

harmful effects»M

It would seem, therefore, that in teaching children during the 

preschool years, the emphasis should be on providing them with a wide 

variety of experiences out of which they can build concepts, rather 

than on teaching them formal reading skills* Concepts and experiences, 

however, cover a wide field, and immediately the questions arise, "Which 

concepts?" and "What kinds of experiences?" Few studies seem to have 

been reported concerning the concepts which preschool children need to 

learn to prepare them for acquiring language-art skills and 

comprehension in the primary grades* Wann, Dorn and Liddle (1962) 

state:

We need research not only on the most effective way of 
teaching but also on how to select what to teach* Children's 
spontaneous interests, which at one time were advocated as a 
basis of selection for an emergent curriculum, cannot be relied 
on to lead the child into all the areas of knowledge he will 
need to explore in order to interpret today's world* * * It 
appears that young children can become interested in most any 
topic or idea which is brought to them in a meaningful way*
The educator* * *has no clear-cut way of selecting certain 
elements for child consumption* The need for an adequate rationale 
for the selection of content for young children is a pressing one*
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The study undertaken by this investigator indicates a direction for 

further work by researchers and educators in the area of providing 

answers to "Which concepts?" and "What kinds of experiences?" with 

the ultimate goal of building a more nearly adequate preschool 

curriculum.

Obviously the first step in deciding which concepts to try to 

develop in the preschool years would be to ascertain which concepts 

children in this age group already possess. The purpose of this study, 

therefore, was to determine which concepts, of a random selection taken 

from Marcum* s (1944) analysis of concepts needed for interpretation of 

basal reading material, were already possessed by four- and five-year- 

old preschool children in the Tucson area; to discover whether or not 

the concepts acquired by five-year-olds showed any appreciable increase 

over those possessed by four-year-olds; to ascertain whether there were 

any differences between boys and girls in the quantity and quality of 

their concepts; and to learn what differences, if any, existed between 

children of middle and lower socioeconomic levels in the possession and 

expression of these concepts,



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Because of the extensive amount and variety of literature 

related to concept development it became imperative to limit and focus

the material used for this study» Some of the aspects explored were:
, ’ , *

The meaning and function of concepts, the development of cognition, the 

acquisition and retention of concepts, and various implications for 

education.

Definition and Function of Concepts 

Wann, Dorn, and Liddle (1962) defined a concept as "...a 

generalized idea or understanding embodying many images and memories 

which have been blended into a meaningful whole,H and they stated 

further: ,fA system of concepts provides the basis for efficient

learning through reducing the complexity of the environment. It is the 

framework into which he can fit new experiences and on which he can 

categorize old ones*H Smith (1950) referred to concept as "crystallized 

experience" and maintained further: "Concepts constitute the medium

which makes experience usable in interpreting reading symbolse"

Darrow (1963) termed concepts the "ordering of experience" and the 

"ingredients for thinking0" Church and Stone (1957) defined concept 

as "a percept that has been given a meaningful label*" Sigel1s (1964)
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research let him to report that concepts serve as a "crucial link

between the environment and the individual," and further:

One major reason we function so efficiently is that we have 
developed a system of concepts that serves as an experimental 
filter through which impinging events are screened, gauged, and 
evaluated--a process that determines in large part what 
responses can and will occur. Concepts function as an adaptive 
mechanism through which we cope with reality.

Cognitive Development 

Two of the major theories as to how cognition develops are:

(1) through definite stages according to heredity and (2) as a result 

of experiences. The first, of whom Piaget (1932a, 1932, 1929) is the 

outstanding exponent, holds that there is a definite, -sequential order 

of development (Falvell, 1963), Gesell (1943, 1946) reported this 

sequential order as hereditarily based, Sigel (1964) synthesized the 

studies done in this area of fixed and sequential stages of development 

and summarized them as follows: First is the Sensory-Motor Period

(birth to two years) in which schemata are acquired by the processes of 

assimilation and accomodation. Second is the Preoperational Thought 

Period (two to seven years) in which the child is beginning to reach the 

point where he can function symbolically. This second period includes 

(a) the Preoperational Phase (two to four years) in which the child is 

egocentric, judges things on face value and categorizes on the basis of 

single characteristics of objects and is unable to classify the 

multifaceted aspects of stimuli simultaneously, and (b) the Intuitive 

Phase (four to seven years) -- so-called because the child may not 

verbalize or demonstrate awareness of his classifications--in which the



child is able to think in terms of classes5 see relationships, and - 

handle number concepts. Third is the Period of Concrete Operations 

(seven to eleven years) during which the child evolves a coherent, 

stable conceptual organization,and is able to think in categorical 

termso Finally, the fourth stage is the Period of Formal Operations 

(eleven to fifteen years) which marks the final steps to abstract 

thinking and conceptualization» For the first time the child can 

ignore content, can make inferences, create hypotheses and deduce 

logical conclusions„

Many investigators disagree with the sequential development 

theory Russell (1956) has summarized criticisms of Piaget's methods 

and findings as follows:

lo Most of Piaget's records are obtained in one type of 
rather peculiar play situation and in interviews with only one 
adult

2 o Piaget does not agree with other writers in his
definition of terms...

3. Other investigators find it difficult to fit children's 
language responses into Piaget's narrow classifications...

4. Some of Piaget's findings and hypotheses are based on 
small groups of children rather than on a variety of types from 
different backgrounds...

5. Piaget's work shows almost complete disregard for the 
use of experimental controls and does not utilize any of the 
scientific methods of child study. . ,developed in the United 
States and Great Britain.

6 . Piaget.•. .avoids any statistical treatment of his 
data.

7. Other investigators have found much lower percentages 
of egocentric speech in children...
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8 e Many studies have found evidence of reasoning ability in 

children as early as three or four years of age.

9 o Piaget fails to stress the wide differences among 
individual children in language, concepts, and problem-solving 
abilities.

10. Piaget overstresses the importance of stages in 
thinking.

11. The egocentric nature of children's concepts may be 
accepted, at least in part, but this does not necessarily 
distinguish children from adults.

The second theory of the development of cognition is that a 

child is a product of his learning experiences, showing different 

levels of ability, knowledge, and skills as a result of such experience. 

"Order of development is not an invariant order; instead, the rate and 

quality of change depends on the particular kinds of experiences." 

(Sigel, 1964) Other researchers sharing this viewpoint are Heidebreder 

(1936, 1945a, 1948), Hunt (1961), and Fowler (1962). Skinner (1960), 

however, goes a step further in maintaining that not only is a child a 

product of its learning experiences but that these experiences can be 

controlled by reinforcement--"operant conditioning"--and influence.the 

child's behavior in whatever direction is desired.

That children's concepts change with increasing age but more in 

the form of graduate progression than of definite stages was the 

conclusion reached by Rosenstein (1964). He further hypothesized that 

change does not occur at the same rate for all children.

Johnson (1958), in his survey of experimental studies in the 

area of cognitive learning in infancy and early childhood, concluded 

that the presumed inability of preschool children to learn large blocks



of knowledge might well be more apparent than real. His research 

suggested that concept formation begins in infancy and that "...concept 

learning sets, habit patterns and interest areas may well be more 

favorably established at early than later stages of the developmental 

cycle."

Though there is disagreement among investigators as to whether 

the cognitive processes in children develop according to an invariant 

sequence, there is much evidence to support the theory that concepts 

themselves, the products, tend to be attained in a definite order.

Hull (1920) established that simple experiences were more efficient in 

the evolving of concepts than complex ones and that a combination of 

abstract presentations and concrete examples were more efficient than 

either method alone. He further hypothesized that "...concepts evolved 

by the combination method may be less efficient in coping with new 

situations of exceptional difficulty than when evolved by the simple- 

to-complex method; and that moderate familiarity with each number of an 

evolution series is perceptibly more efficient than twice as thorough 

familiarity with one-half as many cases."

Heidebreder (1947, 1948) found that concepts of concrete 

objects were regularly attained first. Concepts of spatial form, color 

and number followed in that order.

Experiments.by Welch (1940) and Long (1940) indicated concepts 

organize themselves into heirarchies of relationships. They further 

concluded that in general, children's abilities to handle heirarchies 

increased with age.
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Acquisition and Retention of Concepts

"Concepts are built by a process of seeing relationships,

categorizing, discriminating, and generalizing about those things which

the child sees, hears, and feels in his environment" was a conclusion

from the research of Wann, Dorn and Liddle (1962)» They further

maintained that no one ever achieves complete or adequate concepts,

since "One1s conceptual framework is subject to continuous change as

new experiences provide new insights and demands for revision of

understandings»"

Russell?s (1956) summary of studies in concept acquisition

indicated that:

Knowledge of concepts is related closely to background of 
experience and positively to such factors as chronological age, 
mental age, socioeconomic level, and, in some cases, sex.
Children develop breadth and depth in their concepts only after 
much firsthand and vicarious experience in the area involved.

Implications for Education

The child enters school with concepts already more or less 
developed. Whatever they are, whatever they become, they are 
currently the child's material for exploring, ordering, 
solving, creating and predicting. These same concepts are the 
teacher's raw materials for teaching.

The quotation above reflects a conclusion of the Research Committee of

the Association for Childhood Education International (Darrow, 1963).

Many implications for education can be found in the large quantity of

research which deals with the importance of concept development.
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In his study of factors influencing the learning and retention 

of concepts Reed (1946) reported: "A set to learn meanings as well as

names yields a much higher rate of learning and degree of retention 

than a set to learn names only." He also found that nonsense syllables 

which are conceptualized have greater retention than nonsense syllables 

which are not conceptualized. Still another finding was that more 

logical concepts result when names and their meanings are learned than 

when names only are learned.

From his review of concept studies Sigel (1964) concluded that 

the acquisition of language, emotional attitudes, motivation, "states 

of adjustment and acquired predispositions" may influence the attainment 

of concepts. A further conclusion was that mental ability, as usually 

measured, is not the most important factor in the child's attainment of 

concepts, but that children with higher I.Q.'s may attain concepts 

more readily, as a result of the employment of hypotheses in learning 

concepts. "Accumulating evidence of studies strongly suggests that a 

child cannot be taught the concept in question unless he has already 

attained a particular cognitive level of maturity."
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Concept Formation and Academic Achievement.

The strong correlation between concept formation and academic 

achievement is borne out by the research of Braun (1963)3 who 

reported:

a e There was a positive relation between concept-formation 
ability and reading achievement in boys in the third, fifth,, and 
seventh grades,

b. The magnitude of the relation between concept formation 
and reading was greater than that between reading and intelligence.

Co The relation between reading and concept formation 
increased significantly with the age of the boys.

d. Overachievers in reading performed significantly better 
on a test of concept-formation ability than did underachievers 
in reading.

These findings were in agreement with Russell1s (1956) summary of 

child development research. He concluded:

The one agreement among all psychologists concerns the 
importance of concepts in the child's and adult's thinking.
The clarity and completeness of a child's concepts are the 
best measure of his probable success in school learning, 
because meaning is fundamental to such learning.

Acquisition of Concepts

Implications for helping children acquire concepts can be found 

in Serra's (1953) hypothesis that concepts are better developed when 

provision is made for a wide variety of experiences. This was also 

the conclusion of the Research Committee for the Association for 

Childhood Education International (Harrow, 1963): "Experience itself

seems to count as the greatest single factor in conceptual learning, 

far outweighing mental age or vocabulary strength."
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Hall's (1883) pioneering research; into the contents of 

children's minds led him to conclude "There is next to nothing of 

pedagogic value the knowledge of which it is safe to assume at the out

set of school life. Hence the need of objects and the danger of books 

and word cram," He found that the concepts which children acquire 

earliest are those most common in their locality and he hypothesized 

that "Every teacher, , ,should undertake to explore carefully section 

by section children's minds with all the tact and ingenuity he can 

command and acquire, to determine exactly what is-known,"

The importance of preserving the child's natural curiosity and 

love of learning was emphasized by Wann, Dorn and Liddle (1962), who 

indicated that such preservation could only be accomplished "0«.as 

parents and teachers feed and further extend the desire to know and as 

we respect children1s efforts to learn and use their knowledge,"

Utilization of Concepts

Concepts are of little value unless they can be utilized. In 

planning concept learning for the preschool child it might be well to 

keep in mind Lee's (1965) study in concept utilization. He concluded 

that concepts of number, form, and size have greater probability of 

being utilized by children of preschool age than concepts related to 

sex-typed objects (used predominantly by males or females) or 

similarities based on component parts of a stimulus (the* number of 

wheels on a vehicle, the number of limbs on a doll),
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Reed's (1938a) findings indicated that perception of meaning is 

an important aid in the transfer of training. A further hypothesis was 

that memory for prose substance depends not so much on repetition as 

upon other factors— notably comprehension.

Hess and Shipman (1965) attempted to evaluate, the effect of 

early experience and socialization on cognitive development of preschool 

children. They verified that:

Enrichment for the sake of enrichment may miss the point 
that it is not additional, or even more varied stimulation that 
is needed, but experiences which give stimuli a pattern of 
sequential meaning. Such programs must not merely teach the 
child new words but must show him how ideas and events are 
related to one another and, further, that a transition from a 
cognitive style of immediate reactivity to one of problem 
solving must be made by experiences with authority..."

Their investigation revealed that, contrary to the belief held 

by some researchers, it is not lack of stimulation that impedes the 

acquisition of language and cognition in children of so-called 

"culturally deprived" groups, but lack of the type of verbal 

stimulation fostered in family control systems„V.. .which offer and 

permit a wide range of alternatives of thought and action" and that 

cognitive growth "...is constricted by systems of control which offer 

predetermined solutions and few alternatives for consideration and 

choice." Examples of verbal communication of the latter type tend to 

be simple commands--"Shut up!", "You go to school." Such an environment 

"...produces a child who relates to authority father than to rationale" 

and whose behavior is "not mediated by verbal cues or by teaching that 

relates events to one another and the present to the future."
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Unfortunately this same type of instruction--stressing 

obediance to authority and convergent thinking--is all too character

istic of much of our instruction in the schools, as well as at home. 

Divergent thinking, featuring cause and effect, relationships, a 

variety of solutions and answers tends to be discouraged.

It is the contention of Wann, Dorn and Liddle (1962) that 

"v..since the great expansion of knowledge in modern times makes it 

virtually impossible to teach all there is to learn about a body of 

knowledge11 a promising approach might be to give children experiences 

that would help them to acquire and use key concepts in each of the 

bodies of knowledge--reasoning and logic, social science, science, and 

language. They state further nThe learner is thus given a conceptual 

framework on which he can fasten new facts and information and against 

which he can test the pertinency and revelancy of ideas. Early 

beginning toward a development of this framework provides a base for 

later learning,"

A somewhat different teaching approach is advocated by Bereiter

and Engemann (1966) whose experiments led them to conclude that for

disadvantaged children, at least, the preschool curriculum should be 

highly structured and concentrated, They further stated that frills or 

"enrichment," as it is commonly conceived, should be omitted. Their 

reason for these conclusions is that since disadvantaged children are 

already at least a year behind the other children when they begin

school, they must learn twice as much in the same amount of time as the

more advantaged children in order to catch up. It is their contention
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that this can be accomplished most effectively by sharp curtailment of 

activities that are recreational and strong emphasis upon structured 

.teaching— ^lessons, drill, feedback, etc»

Language and Concepts .

Serrar s (1953) review of research in concept development led 

her to hypothesize that careful instruction in word study should be 

provided to extend the vocabulary and the knowledge of word meanings, 

and that high-level concepts should be related to those at lower 

levels.

It was a premise of Wann, Dorn and Liddle (1962) that:

There is.much evidence to indicate the close relationship 
of language and thought.... It becomes essential, then, in 
the process of fostering thinking and conceptualization that 
we help children expand their vocabularies and their ability 
to understand and use their language.

Sigel!s (1964) "research provided him with the following 

conclusions concerning language and concept development:

Since experience and language so influence our ability to 
conceptualize, exposure to a wide variety of revelent 
experiences and encouragement in the acquisition of verbal 
skills may increase both the quality and quantity of a child's 
concepts by providing a more coherent and stable cognitive 
organization.

There is also a need for teaching techniques in which 
children can work on certain problem without necessarily having 

. to provide verbal explanations. This may be particularly 
important in the education of children from culturally under
privileged groups, where verbal facility often lags behind 
intellectual potential. Excessive demand for verbalization may 
.bring about a withdrawal or rebellion from other aspects of 
learning.

Regardless of whether concepts are developed according to the 

stage-determined theory of Piaget, et al, or whether they develop
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solely through experience, research has verified the positive relation 

between concept-formation ability and academic achievement. . It 

becomes, therefore, of vital importance that children acquire as many 

correct concepts as possible. A preponderance of recent research and 

investigation indicates more favorable results are obtained by providing 

preschool children with a variety of experiences and by teaching them 

concepts, rather than by teaching them reading and writitig skills, as 

such. A number of current researchers, however, have expressed a 

growing conviction that these experiences may need definition and 

directiono There is some evidence that for the disadvantaged child 

these experiences may need to be much more highly structured and 

defined than for the average or advantaged child.



CHAPTER III

PROCEDURE

Subjects

The. subjects for this study were fifty-six children, four and 

five years of age, who were attending preschools in the Tucson area. 

Preschools from which the subjects were selected were: the University

of Arizona Preschool Laboratory, St, Mark1s Nursery School, and the 

Tucson Nursery School,

It was the recommendation of Dr, Hughes, Head of the Research 

and Reading Development Center of the University of Arizona and who is 

also a member of the Research Committee for the Association for Child

hood Education International, that fifty to sixty subjects would be a 

minimum valid number for this investigation. Teachers from the 

participating preschools chose from among the children in attendance at 

the time of the investigator1s visit those who filled the pre-determined 

classifications of age, sex, and socioeconomic status. A description of 

subjects may be found in Table 1,

Age classification was determined by the age of the subjects at 

the time of the interview. An equal number of four-year-olds and five- 

year-olds were selected but no attempt was made to obtain equal 

distribution of subjects within each age group. Table 2 indicates the 

frequency distribution for the two age groups,
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Table 1

DESCRIPTION OF SUBJECTS

Socioeconomic
Status .. .Age Sex

Number of 
Subjects.

Lower 4 years F
(N = 56) 
7

M 7

5 years F 7

M 7

Middle 4 years F 7

M ' 7

5 years F 7

M . 7
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Table 2

AGE DISTRIBUTION OF SUBJECTS

Fours Fives
No. of No. of
Subjects Subjects

Age F M ..... .....Age F M

4 yrs. 0 mo. 1 0 5 yrs. 0 mo. 4 , 2

4 yrs. 1 mo. 2 1 5 yrs. 1 mo. 2 3

4 yrs. 2 mo. ' 1 1 5 yrs. 2 mo. 1 4

4 yrs. 3 mo. 1 1 5 yrs. 3 mo. 2 0

4 yrs. 4 mo. 3 2 5 yrs. - 4 m o . 1 0

4 yrs. 5 mo. 3 3 5 yrs. 5 mo. 0 0

4 yrs. 6 mo. 1 2 5 yrs. 6 mo. 3 0

4 yrs. 7 mo. 1 1 5 yrs. 7 mo. 0 2

4 yrs. 8 mo. 0 2 5 yrs. 8 mo. 1 1

4 yrs. 9 mo. 1 0 5 yrs. 9 mo. 0 1

4 yrs. 10 mo. 0 1 5 yrs. 10 mo. 0 1

4 yrs. 11 mo. 0 0 5 yrs. 11 mo. 0 0
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Socioeconomic status of the subjects was determined according 

to the occupation or occupations of their parents as listed in the 

Index for Occupations in the Detailed Classification of the Bureau of 

the Census, 1950, as reported by Reiss (1961)0 This occupational index 

is based on income and occupational information. Occupations receiving 

a rating of forty-five or below on the Socioeconomic Index were 

considered as belonging to the lower socioeconomic class,. Those above 

were considered as belonging to the middle socioeconomic class.

Construction of Instrument

The instrument used was based on Marcum's (1944) survey of 

concepts needed for interpretation of basal reading materials used at 

preprimer, primer, first grade and second grade levels. As a result of 

this survey 287 concepts were found to be common to five or more of the 

leading reading series in use in the United States at that time. From 

this list of concepts the investigator eliminated those common to 

second grade readers, leaving 109 concepts which Marcum judged to be the 

minimum necessary for interpretation of preprimer, primer and first 

grade reading materials.

Because the average attention span of preschool children is 

relatively short the investigator felt this revised list was still too 

long to be administered to children of preschool age in one interview.

It was decided, however, to limit interviews to only one per child, for 

the following reasons:

1. Problems of administrative arrangements--repeated inter
views tend to interrupt schedules and activities;



2 o Possible difficulties in obtaining more.than one interview 
from the same subject, since attendance at nursery school-- 
especially of the lower socioeconomic group--tends to be 
somewhat irregular;

3 o Potential influence on the validity of a subject's 
responses if he had to be taken away on successive 
occasions from play situations in which he was engrossed;

4e Limitations of time available to the investigator„ 

Consequently, it became necessary to reduce Marcum's (1944) list again.

The investigator's work with preschool children led her to 

judge thirty-five words were the maximum number to which most preschool 

children could be expected to respond at one sitting. Actually, the 

amount of time subjects required to respond to each concept-word varied 

from subject to subject and from word to word with the same subject, 

but ranged from a quickly spoken "I don't know" to approximately two 

minutes for the most verbal and, paradoxically, for the least verbal, 

who had to be drawn out by the interviewer. Total time of the inter

views varied from thirty minutes to forty-five minutes each.

By employing Bernstein's (1964) table of random numbers, a 

selection of thirty-five words was made from those remaining on 

Marcum's (1944) list after the concepts common to second grade readers 

had been eliminated. These thirty-five randomly-selected words 

comprised the list which was used to obtain responses from each of the 

subjects:

airplane hay

animal henhouse

baby hibernation

barn hill
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bear home

bed mother

birthday pony

boy postman

cat spring

chicken snow

city * story

country table

cow tree

dog turtle

duck wagon

father - water

girl yard

grass

Responses to the words presented in the interview were to be, 

classified into three categories--fluency, hierarchy9 and accuracy of 

ideas« These categories are discussed in more detail in the section 

entitled "Treatment of Data*"

A copy of the instrument used in the interviews may be found in 

the Appendixo With the instrument is a copy of the data sheet which 

was used to record pertinent information about each subject.
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Collection of Data 

Since a child's thought processes cannot be examined under a 

microscope, some other means of assessing his concept attainment had to 

be utilizede Most frequently his vocabulary is used as a measure of 

concept developmente This method is not completely accurate because 

the very young child may have concepts he is unable to verbalize and 

may use words which he does not fully understand (Hall, 1883).

However "...despite these exceptions, it seems true that the child's 

store of concepts and his functioning vocabulary are usually composed 

of many of the same items," (Russell, 1956). Vocabulary may therefore 

be considered the most reliable index which is presently available.

The type of vocabulary test which Russell (1956) considers to 

be the best known measure of concepts is one which requires 

."... definition and knowledge of relationships such as opposites and 

analogies." Since most preschool children have not yet reached this 

stage of abstraction in their concept development it seemed more 

productive to use the free response and association technique suggested 

by the Research Committee of the Association for Childhood Education 

International (Harrow, 1963), who reported: "In this technique children

try to tell all they know about something, without guiding cues from the 

teacher and without questions with implied answers." This was the 

method employed throughout this study.

Subjects were asked if they would help the investigator "play k 

game." They were not pressed to do so and if one declined, another 

subject was selected. However, out of the fifty-eight approached only
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two declined. Interviews were conducted with one subject at a time in 

a small room where privacy and freedom from extraneous distractions 

could be assured. In order to help overcome reticence on the part of 

the subject, the investigator began the interview by showing the 

subject a picture of (1) a doctor examining a child and (2) a policeman. 

It was assumed most children would have some familiarity with these two 

"community helpers," Neither of the words "doctor" or policeman" was 

included in the instrument (and the subjects' answers were not 

recorded) but served solely as "icebreakers," -

Subjects were next shown pictures— arranged on a single page-- 

of a grocer, baker, construction worker, and postman and they were 

asked to find the postman and to tell all they could about him. On 

another single page was the next series, which was composed of pictures 

of articles of furniture--rocking chair, dresser, table, footstool, bed 

and lamp--and the subjects were asked to pick out a table and a bed and 

to tell what they knew about them. The same procedure was used with a 

series of pictures, all on one page, representing members of a family-- 

parents, grandparents and children--and the subjects were asked to find 

the father, mother, baby, boy and girl. The final series consisted of 

two pages of animal pictures, and the subjects were requested to find, 

one at a time, the bear, the cat, the chicken, the cow, the dog, the 

duck and the pony, and to tell about them.

Pictures were used with some of the concepts presented, since 

it was felt that visual stimulus was more apt to elicit responses 

(McConnell, 1964)--at least initially--than auditory stimulus alone.
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The pictures used were representations of concepts thought to be most 

familiar to subjects and therefore conducive to willing responses and a 

feeling of accomplishment on the part of the subject. This sense of 

achievement would act as motivation for the auditory stimulus, alone, 

#hen visual stimulus was not used. Visually reinforced concepts 

totaled fifteen and were presented in the following order: postman,

bed, table, .mother, father, boy, girl, baby, bear, cat, chicken, cow, 

dog, duck, and pony.

After presenting words with which pictures were used, the 

investigator returned to the instrument and presented the remaining 

words in alphabetical order: airplane, animal, barn, birthday, city,

country, grass, hay, henhouse, hibernation, hill, home, spring, snow, 

story, tree, turtle, wagon, water and yard.

Occasionally a child, noticing the transition from visual and 

auditory stimulus to auditory stimulus alone, asked where the picture 

of the airplane was. The interviewer replied: "I don't.have a picture

of an airplane but I'm sure you have seen one and know what it looks 

like. Tell my everything you can about airplanes." All the children 

responded readily to the word airplane, making the transition from 

words-with-pictures to words alone an easy one.

Subjects were encouraged to tell all they could about each word 

presented to them. Questions such as the following were used to elicit

free response: "What can you tell me about a __ ______?" or "Have you

seen a   ? Tell me all you can about it." and "What do you know

about __________?" If a subject had particular difficulty in verbalizing
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about a concept, questions such as: "Can you tell me how it looks?"

and "Can you tell me what it does?" were used. No record was kept as 

to how often,these questions were used, but to the best of the 

investigator's recollection, they were used with no more than four 

subjects, all of whom had little verbal facility. Such questions were 

kept to a minimum in order that the subject's answers be as free from 

the investigator's suggestions or influence as possible.

Subjects’ responses to each concept presented were recorded 

immediately on the interview forms. A copy of the Interview form may 

be found in the Appendix. After all the interviews were concluded the 

responses were classified according to the number of ideas expressed, 

their heirarchy and accuracy0

Each subject was praised for helping and, upon completion of 

the interview, was given a small toy, which was purchased from a 

variety store at a cost of not more than ten cents. The toy apparently 

served as an excellent "recruiter," as none of the children declined to 

participate after seeing those who cooperated return with a toy.

Treatment of Data .

Responses of each subject were classified according to the 

following categories suggested by Dr. Marie Hughes:

1. Fluency--the number of ideas the subject expressed about 
each concept-word.

2. Hierarchy--what the subject's responses indicated about his 
ability to see relationships, to categorize, and to 
generalize; i.e., whether his expressed ideas were specific 
and personal, whether they reflected the beginnings of 
generalizations, or whether they were true generalizations.
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3 o Accuracy--whether the subject1s responses reflected

inaccuracies or fantasies, or whether they were accurate.

In order to classify the subjects1 responses, the following

criteria were devised:

Category I In the column headed "Fluency of Ideas" were 
-. to be recorded the number of ideas expressed about each of 

the concept words regardless of the number of words or 
sentences used by the subject»

Category II
A» If the subject's verbalized idea indicated a specific

and/or personal experience, or if it related to a single
individual, it was to be recorded in the "Specific and 
Personal" column.
1. Example: "I saw a bear at the Desert Museum."

Bo If the subject's expressed idea indicated that he is
beginning to genefalize--to attribute to all or to most 
members of a species, or classification, a trait or 
characteristic possessed by one or more individual members 
of that species--it was to be recorded in the column 
headed "Beginnings of Generalizations."
1. Examples:

a. "Bears are black."
b. "We eat on tables." (generalization based on one

function--tables are to eat on)
c. "You play in the grass." (meaning that grass is 

to play on)

C. If the subject showed by his verbalization that he could
think in categories--for example, cows, horses, dogs, etc.
are all animals--the idea so expressed was to be recorded 
in the column headed "Generalizations."

Category III -- The last two columns were used to record whether 
the subject's statement indicated
A. Inaccuracy or fantasy 

1. Examples:
a. "A postman sells letters."
b. "Airplanes land at my house and pick my mother up."

B. Accuracy
1. The idea was to be regarded as accurate if

a. It were within the realm of the possible
b. The evaluator had no certain knowledge that the 

idea was other than accurate.



29
If a child merely recognized a picture of an object but did not 

verbalize about it such recognition was not considered a score, since 

pictures were not used with all of the words0 Furthermore, unless a 

child could verbalize about his concepts there was little basis for 

evaluating them.

Data obtained from classification of responses was compiled 

and descriptive statistics--composed of tables and graphs--were employed 

for the purpose of comparison of data* See Chapter IV for discussion 

of the data.

Reliability of Interpretation

A measure of the reliability of the investigator's interpreta

tion was established by having two graduate students in Child Develop

ment and the investigator rate independently the responses of identical 

subjects to the same concept words. Procedure for establishing 

reliability of interpretation was as follows: A random selection of

fifteen words was made and the responses of sixteen subjects-~two in 

each age, sex, and socioeconomic grouping--to the randomly-selected 

fifteen words were evaluated according to the criteria previously 

described. (A copy of the concept evaluation chart, used in 

establishing reliability, may be found in the Appendix.) Ratings of 

the investigator were compared with each of the two evaluators and a 

percentage of agreement in each of the thre^ categories was computed. 

Percentage of agreement may be found in Table 3.
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Table 3 '

RELIABILITY OF INTERPRETATION AS MEASURED BY PERCENTAGE OF 
AGREEMENT BETWEEN INVESTIGATOR AND TWO 

INDEPENDENT EVALUATORS

I II III
Fluency of Classifica- Accuracy of

Ratings  Ideas ' tlpn of Ideas Ideas_____ _

Investigator
with
Evaluator #1 95% 85% 94%

Investigator
with
Evaluator #2 93.5% 80% 92%



CHAPTER IV

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Comparisons of subjects responses were analyzed for groups of 

children according to age, sex, and socioeconomic status» Individual 

respons&s were likewise analyzed and compared according to age, sex, 

and socioeconomic status. Responses of individual subjects were also 

qualitatively analyzed. f

Total Responses of Groups

Age

Comparison of the fluency or number of ideas expressed 

revealed that the five-year-old subjects showed greater fluency than 

the four-year-old subjects for the entire group for both boys and girls 

of the lower socioeconomic class and for boys of the middle socio

economic class. In this group of subjects the four-year-old girls in 

the middle socioeconomic class expressed a slightly larger total number 

of ideas. However, the difference is slight, and in so small a sample 

just one or two very verbal or intelligent children could affect the 

scores significantly, which may be the explanation of the exception to 

the expected pattern. These results are reported in Table 4.

The largest differences between groups in fluency of ideas 

occurred between four-year-olds and five-year-olds when responses of

31
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Table 4

TOTAL-NUMBER OF IDEAS EXPRESSED, ACCORDING TO AGE, SEX, 
AND SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS

'  Socioeconomic Status______________
Lower __________________   Middle_•_'

Age _____  Boys  Girls___________ ;____ Boys_____ ______Girls

4 years - 350 413 439 504

5 years 502 537 582 487
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lower and middle class subjects were combined. Between lower-class and 

middle-class subjects there was a difference of approximately one-half 

the magnitude of the difference between the age groups. In comparing 

the fluency of ideas expressed by boys and girls there was virtually no 

difference. These comparisons are shown in Figure 1.

The increase in concept acquisition of fives over fours, as 

well as the increase in their ability to verbalize about concepts is 

evident in both the lower socioeconomic and middle socioeconomic groups. 

These findings would, therefore, support the hypothesis of numerous 

researchers in the field of Child Development; that the preschool years 

are especially propitious ones for the growth of ability to 

conceptualize and to verbally express the concepts acquired. The 

importance of providing rich learning experiences for preschool children 

is self-evident. Since in this study boys showed a larger increase in 

ability to express concepts than, did girls, it seems of particular 

importance to provide concept teaching for boys of the lower socioeconomic 

class during this period of their lives.

A decrease of egocentricity, as expressed by their specific and 

personal verbalization, was manifested by the five-year-olds as compared 

with the responses of the four-year-olds. Furthermore, the responses 

of the five-year-olds indicated an increase in beginnings of generali

zations. Actual generalizations, however, were almost identical for 

four-year-old subjects and five-year-old subjects. Lack of generaliza

tions may indicate that preschool children--at least those used in this 

study--had not been taught techniques of conceptualization, which



include observation, examination, seeing relationships, discrimination, 

categorization and generalization. Another implication might be that 

the preschool children had not reached a stage of conceptual develop

ment which enabled them to form generalizations0 This would be in. 

accordance with the theories of. Piaget, et al, but would be in 

contradiction to the findings of more recent research (Wann, Dorn and 

Diddle, 1962)o

Percentages, based on total responses, of verbalizations in 

each hierarchal classification may be found in Table 5„ Because of the 

differences in the number of responses of the various groups, the 

investigator felt that comparison of percentages of the total responses 

would give a more accurate picturee Graphic representation of these' 

percentages may be found in Figures 2 and 3.

Table 5

HIERARCHAL CLASSIFICATION OF VERBALIZED CONCEPTS BY AGE

Ages
Four Years Five Years

Specific and Personal 

Beginnings of Generalizations 

Generalizations

25%

74.2%

.8%

18%

81%

1%
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Except for four-year-old girls in the middle socioeconomic 

class, whose responses reflected a larger number of accuracies and a 

slightly smaller number of inaccuracies than did the responses of five- 

year-old girls of the same socioeconomic class (and in the two groups 

the percentage of accurate and inaccurate responses was almost 

identical), greater accuracy of expressed concepts was shown by five- 

year-olds of both sexes and in both socioeconomic groups. Results are 

shown in Table 6 e Graphic comparisons of the accurate and inaccurate 

responses of age, sex and socioeconomic groups can be found in 

Figures 4 and 5,

That five-year-olds showed greater accuracy of concept 

responses was according to the expected pattern, but a departure from 

the expected pattern was the very few inaccuracies or statements of 

fantasy expressed in this study. Either today!s preschoolers have, 

attained more factual knowledge through mass media, parents or siblings 

with an increased amount of education, etc., or they talked about only 

those subjects concerning which they felt they had definite knowledge.

According to the results of this study, as well as the 

investigations of Johnson (1958), Russell (1956), Wann, Dorn and Diddle 

(1962) and others, preschool children are apparently capable of 

acquiring correct and even quite extensive concepts. It therefore 

behooves educators and parents to take a long look at curriculums used 

in preschools to see if they are utilizing these students' potential to 

the greatest advantage of the children.
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Table 6 •

Responses

TOTAL ACCURACIES AND INACCURACIES OF IDEAS' EXPRESSED, 
ACCORDING TO AGE, SEX AND SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS

Socio
economic
Class

Fours
Boys Girls

Fives
Boys Girls

Accurate Lower

Middle

308

414

380

488

479

551

516

469

Inaccurate Lower

Middle

42

25

33

16

23

31

21

18
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Sex

Responses of girls evidenced slightly greater fluency than the 

responses of boys in both four- and five-year-old groups of the lower 

socioeconomic class and in the four-year-old groups of the middle 

socioeconomic group. Five-year-old boys were slightly more fluent than 

five-year-old girls of the middle socioeconomic class. This exception, 

to the pattern might be attributed to the fact that most of the five- 

year-old girls in the middle socioeconomic group were young fives, . 

while some of the boys in the five-year-old group were nearly six. 

Differences were* so slight, however, between boys and girls, that no 

conclusions can be drawn except possibly the one that boys are fully as 

capable of learning concepts as girls and also verbalizing about them.

For comparisons of fluency see Table 4. Graphic presentation of fluency 

may be found in Figure 1.

Differences in the two sexes as to heirarchy and accuracy of 

concepts was negligible. Heirarchy comparisons may be found in Table 7 

and graphic representations are given in Figures 2 and 3. For accuracy 

comparisons refer to Table 6 and for graphic representations of 

accuracies refer to Figures 4 and 5.

Socioeconomic Status.

. With one exception comparison of responses revealed a greater 

fluency in children of the middle socioeconomic group than was shown by 

children of the lower socioeconomic group in both age and sex categories. 

Five-year-old girls in the lower socioeconomic group exhibited greater
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fluency of ideas than girls of the same age in the middle socio

economic group. Comparisons of fluency are shown in Table 4 and 

graphic representations of fluency are shown in Figure 1.

Table 7

HIERARCHAl CLASSIFICATION OF VERBALIZED CONCEPTS BY SEX

Sex
Classification Boys Girls

Specific and personal 20.0% 21.7%

Beginnings of Generalizations 79.0% 77.7%

Generalizations 1.0% .6%

Greater fluency in children in the middle socioeconomic group 

is the expected finding since these children presumably live in an 

environment more "favorable to concept formation than those in the lower 

socioeconomic level. The exception to the apparent pattern may well be 

the reflection of two extremely verbal and bright girls in the under- 

privileged group, one of whom had the highest number of expressed 

concepts of any of the fifty-six subjects. When the total number of 

subjects is not large, even one or two individuals who differ in marked 

degree from the usual pattern can considerably affect the total scores.

Implications which can be drawn from these comparisons of 

fluency are: (1) disadvantaged children need to experience an

environment which will give them an abundance of opportunity to acquire
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concepts and to learn to communicate their ideas; and (2) nursery 

schools which can supply such an environment may be one of the most 

effective means of closing the fluency.gap between children of 

different socioeconomic levels.

Total responses of subjects in the lower socioeconomic group 

reflected slightly more than twice as high a percentage of "specific 

and personal" verbalizations than did the total responses of the middle 

socioeconomic group. The greater egocentricity of the disadvantaged 

children held true for all age and sex groups» Responses of boys and 

girls and both age groups of the middle socioeconomic level revealed a 

higher percentage of "beginnings of generalizations" than did the 

responses of corresponding members of the lower socioeconomic level. 

Percentage of responses which reflected true generalizations were 

almost identical for both socioeconomic groups. Results are shown in 

Table 8. -

Table 8

HEIRARCHAL CLASSIFICATION OF VERBALIZED CONCEPTS 
BY SOCIOECONOMIC GROUPS

Socioeconomic Class
Classification Lower Middle

Specific and personal 29.0% 14%

Beginnings of Generalizations 70.0% 85%

Generalizations 00 1%
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The greater egocentricity of the lower socioeconomic group of 

subjects, as shown by their specific and personal responses, together 

with the more advanced concept achievement of the middle socioeconomic 

group, as shown by the beginning of generalizations reflected in their

responses, the hypothesis of Hess and Shipman (1965), that acquisition%
of language and cognition is impeded by lack of the type of verbal 

stimulation which is fostered in "...family control systems which offer 

and permit a wide range of alternatives of thought and action." It 

would seem imperative, therefore, that these underprivileged children 

have the opportunity of the type of nursery school training which would 

make up for their deficit in concept-building experience, and 

communication.

The total number of generalizations was small and was 

approximately the same for both socioeconomic groups of subjects. • This 

could indicate (1) the subjects of this study have not yet achieved a 

stage of concept^development that would enable them to form generaliza

tions, or (2) they have had no training in the processes by which 

generalizations are achieved.

The greatest differences between groups in the hierarchy of 

their concepts as reflected by their responses occurred between subjects 

of middle and lower socioeconomic status 0 Between lower and middle 

class subjects there was a difference of approximately twice the 

magnitude of the difference between age groups in both specific and 

personal responses and in beginnings of generalizations. There was



41
virtually no differences in egocentricity or in beginnings of 

generalizations expressed by boys in comparison with girls. These 

comparisons are shown in Figures 2 and 3.

Responses of the middle socioeconomic group showed more 

accuracies and fewer inaccuracies than the responses of the lower 

socioeconomic group. The difference in magnitude of the difference in 

accuracy between lower and middle socioeconomic subjects was 

approximately one^half the difference in accuracy between age groups. 

Results of accuracy comparisons are shown in Table 6. Graphic 

representation of group differences in accuracy may be found in 

Figures 4 and 5.

A higher rate of accurate responses and a lower rate of in- • 

accurate ones for the middle socioeconomic group, as compared with the 

responses of the lower socioeconomic group, followed the expected 

pattern and emphasized again the need of preschool and school experiences 

that will increase the conceptualization and language development of all 

children, but particularly those of the more disadvantaged socioeconomic 

groupo
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Responses of Individual Subjects 

In analyzing the total number of ideas expressed by individual 

subjects it was found that scores ranged from a high of 131 to a low of 

32, Comparisons of individual scores were made on a basis of age, sex, 

and socioeconomic status,

Age

Comparison of the number of ideas expressed by individual
.

four-year-olds with the number expressed by five-year-olds revealed a 

wide difference. For the four-year-old group, the mean was 60,50, with 

approximately half the scores falling below 60o The mean for the five- 

year-old group was 71,57, with half the scores falling above 70. 

Comparison of age-group scores is shown in Figure 6, These findings 

bear out the conclusions reached by comparing total ideas expressed by 

all the four-year-olds with the total number of ideas expressed by all 

the five-year-olds.

Sex

The smallest differences in the fluency scores of individual 

children occurred between the number of ideas expressed by boys and the 

number expressed by girls. The mean for boys was 63.21 and for girls 

was 64.07. Graphic illustration of these scores may be found in 

Figure 7. There is a close correlation between the individual scores 

of boys and girls and the total scores of boys and girls and the same 

conclusion becomes valid in both instances: that boys and girls have

equal ability to develop concepts and to express them verbally.



Socioeconomic Status

In comparing the number of ideas expressed by individuals in 

the lower socioeconomic group with ideas expressed by individuals in 

the middle socioeconomic group it was found that while differences were 

not as great as between individuals in the age groups, there was 

definitely greater fluency among the individuals of the middle socio

economic group„ Half the scores fell below 60 in the lower socio

economic class, while for the middle socioeconomic class half the scores 

were above 70, The mean for this group was 69,72 and for the 

individuals of the lower socioeconomic group the mean was 62.29. These 

figures, which are graphically represented in Figure 8, indicate the 

need for teaching that will increase the concept acquisition and 

language skills of the preschool children in the disadvantaged group.
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Number of Responses to Individual Words 

Verbal responses to individual words ranged from a low of nine 

responses for the word hibernation to a high of one hundred ninety- 

responses for the word mother, A frequency distribution for the 

number of responses to individual"words is given in Figure 9*

Qualitative Analysis of Word Responses 

Number of Responses

It is recognized that the number of responses- to a word do not 

always indicate the completeness nor the correctness of a child's 

concepts--for instance there was an accurate response from every 

subject to the word^postman, yet only four subjects verbalized beyond 

the one idea of the postman bringing mail. One subject maintained the 

postman "sells letters." Nevertheless, the number of responses or 

fluency of ideas is one valid indication of a child's concepts, and 

definite patterns did emerge from the word-responses in this study.

As might be expected, the highest number of responses were 

given to such words as mother, father, dog, and cat. As an indication 

of the influence of the space age airplane was next highest in the 

number of ideas expressed.

Words at the bottom of the scale were words with which urban 

children are generally unfamiliar: henhouse, hay, barn, hill, as well

as words which tended to be somewhat abstract. Such words, and some 

accompanying responses, were:
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Word Response

country "It's where the whole world is."

- "My Country TTis of Thee"

city "Japan, Arizona, California, Tucson, Chicago,
people, trees and houses."

spring "It is a month and summer is a month and
July is a month."

Rather surprisingly boy and girl were words which elicited few 

responses, perhaps because today little distinction is made between boys 

and girls in modes of dress, hairstyles, etc. One little girl1s 

comment was: "Girls always have long hair (she did) and they’re nice

to marry."

Quality of Responses

In addition to the wide range between words eliciting the most 

and fewest conceptualizations there was wide variation in the quality 

and quantity of responses to the same word. For the word city comments 

varied from "Don’t know" to "Cities have a lot of people and a lot of 

buildingso They have sidewalks, skleets (streets) and chimneys."

Responses to animal ranged from no verbalization to: "Some

animals have fur and some have wings, like ducks„ Some animals have 

wool like the lamb we just got through petting. Sometimes they have 

whiskers like a lion and sometimes they have a pointing-out think like 

an elephant."
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Verbalizations to bear ranged from: "They'll bite people" to

"1 saw one at the animal zoo. Some are very growly and anxious and 

scare people away. Sometimes they act like diabolical devils. They're 

sort of clumsy." The latter responses are not typical, but are from a 

verbally-precocious, only child born late to a well-educated father 

and mother.

Comments on cows ranged from: "They look like a horse" to

"They go 'moo.' Some are called bullsJ That's a mother cow. (points 

to picture) because of that (udder), and the baby drinks from those 

sticking-down things."

Though most children, when asked to tell what they could about 

a word, responded in terms of its description or function, some children 

were able to understand and express more than one meaning, or concept, 

for a single word. When presented with the word spring one subject 

stated "when it's real nice out" and then, the second concept: "Some

has a faucet and water comes up."

Most subjects responded to table by expressing it's uses, but 

one boy's answer was "They're made out of wood. Some are made out of 

metal. They're for to put the supper on the table."

The majority of subjects referred to birthday in terms of a 

party, presents, ice cream and cake, but several also understood’the 

relationship between age and birthdays: "If you be one and two and

three and ten. If you want to be seven and go to school. You just put

candles on 'em and blow 'em out."



Emotional Implication of Responses

One factor for which the investigator was not testing, but 

which has much relevance for the teacher or anyone who works with ■ 

children, is the emotional implications of their responses„ For 

example, many responses of two of the subjects contained reference to 

killing or destruction:

Word . Response

animal "They come and kill everybody."

airplane "They have machine guns."

bear "They eat people up."
"My dad killed him (bear) with a knife."

birthday . "They're.cake and presents....I got a machine
gun for Christmas."

chicken "I saw one fighting one."
"My dad stabs kangeroos (chickens) like this 
with a knife."

city "Buildings and policies. My dad gets police
guns."

mother "They cook. They whup somebody."

turtle "They hit me one.time."

father "They whip everybody."

Verbal expressions of another subject showed an almost 

obsessive concern for cleanliness and order:
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Word Response

babies "...break stuff, mess up bedrooms and spill
things.11

barn "Animals* live in them. They don't have bath
rooms. They have a huge pile of pee-pee 
(manure)."

birthday "When people are eating they blow out the
candles and spill the cake."

cats "...tear clothes."

dog "Sometimes-we have to vacuum all the hair off."

father "Sometimes when they get home they see the mess
on the table and they get so mad."

story "When pages are torn the people can't read."

turtle "People have to change the water. They say
'phew' where is that smell coming from?"

water "We use water in washing machines."

There were also emotional implications in the subjects' 

responses to the concept of parents. The responses designated as un

favorable would seem to indicate a negative emotional component when 

compared with the more typical responses designated as favorable: 

MOTHER

Favorable

"They are pretty and beautiful 
and lovable and I kiss my mommy. 
She works for the telephone 
company. They feed girls and kiss 
them and love them and buy clothes 
for them."

"Mothers help you if they're home. 
If they're not home, daddy's help 
you. "

Unfavorable

"They cook. They whip somebody."

"They feed you. They whip you 
when you're bad."



Favorable Unfavorable

"They help little babies if they "They slap you when you talk
have oneo She gives me snacks back to them. They work."
and wonderful surprises."

FATHER

Favorable Unfavorable

"They love ladies and girls. My "The mens go to the work. They
daddy loves me." go to sleep in my mamma1s bed."

(Father not in the home.)

"They work. Daddy gets lots of "They whip everybody."
money so I can get a fishing 
pole. He makes me boats -n 
stuff."

The subjects' verbal expressions were not without humor. One
o

child's response to the word home was: "Home is where you take a

bath."

Misconceptions

Many of the children's misconceptions are somewhat humorous as
' ' * - ■ . ■ ■ ■ ' ' ■  , ' ■ ■■ '

Hall (1883) pointed out in his famous early observations of preschool 

children. Some of the misconceptions appearing in this study were: 

"They (hens) eat corn out of cornflakes."

"My Daddy's an angel now. He had a heartbreak (heart attack)." 

"A cow puts milk in the carton."

Misconceptions, however, amounted to only 5.5 per cent of the 

total verbalized expressions of the subjects. Possible factors 

contributing to this low error-ratio may have been: information more



57
readily available through inass media9 greater educational opportunities 

and techniques, and increased education of parents.



CHAPTER V

. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This investigator has verified that differences exist in the 

quality and quantity of concepts possessed by preschool children of 

similar ages in the Tucson area. Because of these differences, the 

widest of which appear between socioeconomic classes, the following 

conclusions have been reached:

Conclusions

Evaluation of Concepts

All subjects' tested were deficient in some of the concepts 

presented* Subjects in the lower socioeconomic group were deficient 

in many of the concepts* Before attempting to teach conceptsj. there

fore, the preschool teacher should ascertain and evaluate, as far as 

possible, the adequacy and extent of her students' concepts so that 

she may:

1* Build on concepts already possessed, .

2 * Correct erroneous ones,

3 * Develop iiew ones which have r eve lance for the child and
on which future comprehensions can be built,

4* Introduce concepts he will be required to know in order 
to correctly interpret basal reading material.

58
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Curriculum Planning

Results of this study revealed discrepancies in types and 

amounts of concepts possessed by children of different ages and back

grounds. Such discrepancies strongly indicate that rather than 

employing a hit-or-miss system, which too often typifies the 

"enrichment" program of most preschools, a teacher should present a 

well-planned and organized system of concept instruction. The emphasis 

of such a program should be on teaching techniques of conceptualization-- 

recognizing of cause and effect, categorizing, understanding relation- 

ships--rather than on reading skills. As Wann, Dorn and Liddle (1962) 

express it:

Adult guidance is the key to programs which extend and 
develop the mental capacities of,children. Young children are 
continuously involved in a process of concept development. They 
explore; they seek answers to their questions whether adults 
help or not. Their seeking and exploring is not always as 
fruitful as it might be. Their insights are limited because 
they lack the means to take apart or test many possible 
reactions to objects in their environment. The kind of adult 
guidance so essential to intellectual development is the kind 
which enables young children to do better and more effectively 
that which they rather continuously do anyway.

Though the findings of Bereiter and Englemann (1966) led them 

to hypothesize that for culturally disadvantaged children their learning 

experiences should be more structured and accelerated, this investigator 

feels that unless such children are also taught techniques of 

conceptualization they will be at a considerable disadvantage in meeting 

today's and tomorrow's speeded-up education requirements. ■

In preschools which have as their goals (1) the maximum develop

ment of their students and the construction of foundations for more
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formal schooling9 it would seem there should be close correlation in 

the planning of the curriculum for preschool and primary grades so that 

preschool teachers may provide concept-teaching experiences which would 

better prepare pupils for primary grade instruction, and so that 

primary grade teachers may build on concepts introduced in preschools.

Such a program is working very successfully in Whitmore School 

in Tucson School District Number One* A parent-sponsored kindergarten 

has been built adjacent to Whitmore School0 Kindergarten and first- 

grade teachers meet together and plan courses of instruction that will 

provide sequential development for their pupils.

This correlation of curriculums could also be accomplished in 

other areas through workshops or planning meetings with primary and 

preschool teachers in attendance. Such joint planning could be 

sponsored by early childhood education groups, such as the Association 

for Childhood Education International, in cooperation with local school 

districtso Key concepts to be taught might then be selected from 

several fields, leaving each teacher free to develop and add to those 

key concepts according to the age and ability of her pupils and 

relative to her own teaching strengths.

Emotional Implications

Assessment of a child's concepts might well be utilized to 

discover emotional attitudes and problems that may affect a child's 

acquisition of knowledge, though the teacher must be on guard against 

generalizations and unwarranted assumptions.
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It is recognized that all these conclusions presuppose pre- 

schools of high educational standards with well-trained personnel. It 

is fully as important that preschool children have every educational 

advantage as it is for elementary, secondary, and college students—  

perhaps it is even more important, since preschool education lays the 

foundation for later education. It is more urgent of course that 

concepts be taught in kindergarten, but it is equally important that 

they should be taught to three-year-olds and four-year-olds on a level 

that they can comprehend.

Recommendations

It is recommended that further testing be done, in which words 

eliciting the least response in this present investigation could be 

presented along with visible stimulus--such as a picture or object--to 

learn whether verbal responses would be increased over those obtained 

with just auditory stimulus.

Further recommendations are: First, that research in the area

of concepts needed for interpretation of basal reading material should 

be continued to a greater depth involving more subjects and additional 

words. Suggested word categories would include words denoting position, 

relationships, action and description or modification, as well as nouns.

Second, preschool curriculums should include systematic teaching 

of concepts in key areas involving the cognitive processes of discrimi

nation, seeing relationships and categorization. Third, sequential 

concept instruction should be developed by cooperative planning between 

preschool and primary grade teachers. -
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TABLE 1

B a s i c  L i s t  o f  C o n c e p t s  N k e d k d  f o r  I n -

T F R P R K T A T IO N  O F  B A S A L  R E A D I N G

M a t e r ia l s  i n  E a r l y  G r a d e s

TABLE 1— Continued

C o n c e p t *

a irp lane (means of transpor
ta tio n ) ......................................

a irp lane  ( t o y ) ............................
a irp lane  p ilo t (o p e ra to r). . .
an im a l (b e a s t)...........................
ant ( in s e c t) ................................
apple ( f r u it ) ...............................
app le  tree (p la n t ) ...................
arrow  (m iss ile )..........................
a u n t (sister of one’s parent)

baby (hum an in fa n t ) ...............
ba ll (a rtic le  for p la y ) ...............
barn (b u ild in g ) .........................
barnyard  (place for fa rm  an i

m als) ...........................................
basket (c o n ta in e r).....................
beach (s tra n d ).............................
bear (a n im a l) ...............................
bed ( fu rn itu re ) ............................
bee ( in s e c t)...................................
being lost (m is p la c ed ).............
bell (ringing in s tru m e n t)------
bird  (dying fo w l) ........................
bird-nest (bed for eggs and

y o u n g )........................................
b irth d ay  (anniversary of

b i r th ) ..........................................
b irth d a y  cake (decorated

c a k e )............................................
b lan ke t (bedcover)....................
book (p rin ted  record )..............
boot (covering for hum an

fo o t ) ............................................
bu ttle  (c o n ta in e r)......................
bow (w e a p o n ).............................
bowl (vessel)................................
box (recep tac le )..........................
boy (m ale  c h ild ) ........................
bread (fo o d ).................................
breakfast (m e a l) ................. ..
brook (s tre a m )............................
brother (m ale  s ib lin g ).............
brush (im p lem ent for care of

h a ir ) ........................................
bucket (p a i l ) ...........................   .
bus (means of transporta tion)
bush (s h ru b ).................................
bu tter ( fo o d ) ................................

cage (structure for confine
m ent) ..........................................

cake ( fo o d )....................................
camel (a n im a l) ...........................
cam ping (using tem porary

quarters o u td o o rs )..........
can (c o n ta in e r)......................
candle (source of l ig h t ) . . .
candy (c o n fe c tio n )...............
cap (covering for h e a d ). . .
car (a u to m o b ile ). . .   .........
carefulness (painstaking

w atchfulness)...................
cat (a n im a l) ...........................
cellar (room  below ground  

surface )............................... .

N u m b e r  o f  R o o k s  
U s in g  C o n c e p t

p rim 
ers

P rim -

9
15

First-
Grade
Read-

15
7b

Scc-

G radc
Rcad-

515
b
9
90
8

61314 
7

§15

613

60r.3

I

6N
S15

*  T o  avoid possible confusion due to m u ltip le  meanings 
of a word form , explanations are given in parentheses.

N u m b e r  o f B o o k -> 
U s in g  C o n c ept

C o n c e p t
Pre- 

p rim - 
vrs

P r im 
ers

First- | 
G rad e ; 
Read

ers

Sec.
(»n<;

Gr:ui,-
R c„i

IT:.

chair ( fu rn itu re ) .........................
chicken (barnyard  fo w l) . . . . 0
chicken (young of h e n ).......... TO
Christm as (h o lid a y )................. 5
Christm as tree(decoratcd tree) 
circus (organized exhib ition) ' 5 

7c ity  (urban a re a ) .......................
clock (tim e p iec e )........................

i ;

clothes (g a rm en ts )....................
cloud (visible mass of p a r

ticles in a i r ) .............................
clown (actor in c ircus)............ 5

7coat (g a rm e n t)....................
cook (one whose business is 

c o o k in g ).................................... ' I
cookie (fo o d )................................
cooking (preparing fo o d ). .  . .
corn (fru it  of corn p la n t ) . . . .
corn bread (fo o d )......................
cornfield (tra c t for c o rn ) . .  . .
country  (ru ra l a r e a ) .................. 6
c ountry  (n a t io n )........................
cow (a n im a l) ............ .................. 12
crow (b ir d ) ....................................
crying (w e ep in g )........................ 8

dancing (rh y th m ic  m ovc-

darkness (lack  of l ig h t ) ..........
deer (a n im a l) ...............................
d inner (m e a l) ...............................
dish (c o n ta in e r)..........................
dog (a n im a l) ................................. M M
do! 1 ( t o v ) .......................................
dream  (im age during sleep)
dress (garm en t) ........................
dressin" (p u ttin g  on c lo thes).
duck (sw im m ing fo w l) ............ / !  '
duck (young of species).......... 5

E as ier (h o lid a y ) .........................
electric lig h t (electric source 

of l ig h t ) .....................................
e leohant (a n im a l) ...................... g
e lf (m y th ic a l b e in g ).................

fa iry  (m y th ic a l b e in g )............ 6
fa m ily  (parents and children) 
farm  (tra c t for agricu lture) 13 i-l
farm  ( t o y ) ..................................... 5
farm er (operator of fa*rm)
fa ther (m ale  p a re n t )................ 15 15

6
15
sfear ( f r ig h t ) ..................................

fence (inclosing b a rr ie r ) .........
field (trac t for t i l la g e ) .............
fire (m a te ria l in com bustion) 13
fireplace (h e a r th ) .................... .
fish (w ate r a n im a l) ................... 0
fishing (try in g  to catch fish) "  "  V
llower (p la n t ) ...............................
flower garden (tra c t for llow-

food (nourishm ent) ............
forest (w o o d s )............................. 8
friend  (esteemed associate) 6
frog (a n im a l) ...............................
fru i t (fo o d )....................................

6 0
8

gam e (scheme of p la y ) ............
garden (tra c t for vegetables) 
gate (passageway in  fence) 8
g ift  (p re s en t)................................
g irl (fem ale c h ild ) ...................... 13 15
goat (a n im a l) ...............................
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TARLK Continued TARLK 1 ~~Cu)ilinitcd

C o n c e p t

p>](l (m e ta l) ..........................
guuse ( fo w l) ...........................
g ra n d fa th e r (fa ther of one’s

p a re n t).......................................
grandmother (m other of one's

p a re n t)....................................
:;rass (p la n ts ).............. .........
-round (soil surface of earth ) 
guessing (c o n jec tu rin g ). . . .

Halloween (h o lid a y )............
handkerchief (cloth for w ip 

ing fa c c )..................................  •
happiness (pleasurable satis

fa c tio n )......................................
harness (gear of d ra ft an im a l)  
hat (covering for h e a d ). . . 
hay (p lants cut and cured)
hen (barnyard  fo w l) ............
hen egg (reproductive body

of h e n )................................
henhouse (structure for chick

ens) .
hibernation (w in te r in g ). . . .
hiding (concealing).................
hill (e levation of la n d ) ..........
huh; (open ing )...........................
home (one's dw elling place)
honey (product of bee).........
horse (a n im a l) ...........................
horse ( t o y ) ..................................
house (structure for hum an

h a b ita t io n )  ..........
hunger (craving for fo o d ) . 
hunting (pursuing to capture  

or k i l l ) ...................................

ice cream (fo o d ) ....................
Indian (n a tive  A m e ric a n ).

jar (c o n ta in er)........................
joke (action or saying in  

s p o rt).....................................

kettle (vessel)..............................
killing (s lay in g )..........................
king (ru le r )...................................
kitchen (division of house). .

landing of a irp la n e ....................
letter (e p is t le ).............................
lion (a n im a l) ................................
living-room (div ision of

house).........................................
log (piece of w o o d )...................
loneliness (depression because

of s o litu d e )...............................
lunch (m e a l) .................................

man (hum an m a le )...................
master (c o n tro lle r)....................
meat ( fo o d )...................................
milk (d r in k )  <....................
milkman (m ilk  d e liv e re r)-----
money (m edium  of exchange)
monkey (a n im a l) .......................
mot.n (heavenly b o d y )............
mother (fem ale p a re n t ) ..........
mountain (e levation of la n d ), 
mouse (a n im a l)...........................

name (d e s ig n a tio n ).. . . .  . 
newspaper (p u b lic a t io n ).

N u m b e r  o k  H o o k s  
U s in g  C o n c e p t

Pre-
prim - P rim -

6
15

F irst-
C.rade
R ead -

13
7

13
9

7

15

Sec
ond-

G radeRcad-

70
713

IS
714
IS

9

5
7
S
9

S14 
9

I
5
7

1558
‘313

7

IS5

C o n c e p t

night (t im e  between dusk and
d a w n ) ..................................

n u t (seed w ith  separable  
s h e ll) ............................................

ocean (large body of salt
w a te r )  ........................

orange ( f r u i t ) ...............................

package (b u n d le ).......................
p a in tin g  (representing

through a r t )   ...............
pa in ting  (covering w ith  color)
paper (fibrous m a te r ia l).........
parade (procession)...................
park (area of beautified p lan t

l i f e ) ..............................................
p a rty  (social ga th e rin g )..........
pasture (m e ad o w )  .................
pa th  (trodden w a y ) .................
penny (c e n t) ................................
pet (creature kept for p la y ). . 
picnic (m eal spread outdoors) 
picture (graphic representa

tion )  ................................
pig (a n im a l) ..................................
p lan ting  (p u ttin g  in  ground

for g ro w th )...............................
p low  (im p le m e n t) ......................
pocket (p o u c h ).......................
poem (com position in  verse),
policem an (c ity  o n ic er)..........
pond (in la n d  body of w ate r).
pony (a n im a l) .............................
porch (v e ra n d a ). . . . . ------
postm an (m a il c a rr ie r )............
pot (vessel)...................................

ra b b it (a n im a l) ...........................
race (c o n te s t)...............................
ra in  (fa llin g  w a te r ) ...................
river (n a tu ra l s tre a m ).............
road (p lace for t r a v e l ) ............
rob in  (b i r d ) ..................................
rooster ( fo w l) ...............................
rope (c o rd )....................................
row boat (means of transpor

ta t io n ) .............. ..........................

sack (b a g ) ......................................
sand (g ranu lar s o il ) ..................
saying g o o dbye ........................ ..
school (place for in s tru c tio n ). 
sea shell (shell found on

s h o re )......................  . . . .
secret (unrevcaled m a tte r . .  
seed (reproductive body of

p la n t ) ..........................................
selling (exchanging for ,p ay :

m e n t ) ........................................
sheep (a n im a l) ............................
shoe (covering for hum an

fo o t ) .....................• . . : . :
sickness (illn e s s ).........................
sign (p rin ted  s ym b o l)..............
s ilver (m e ta l)     ......................
sister (fem ale s ib lin g )..............
sky (f irm a m e n t) . . . .   ............
snow (w h ite  mass of frozen

c ry s ta ls )............... ........... .........
spring (season)....................
squirre l (a n im a l) ........................
stairs (flig h t of s teps)..............
s tar (heaven ly  b o d y ) ...............

N u m b e r  o k  Bo o k s  
U s in g  C o n c e p t

Pre- P rim 
ers

I'irs t- 
(bade 
Read

ers

13
9
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TABLE Continued

( ’ON'f’KPT

N v m i ik r  o p  H o o k s  
U s in g  C o n c g v t

V rim -
1‘irsl-

Kcad- crs .
Sve-

( i m d u  
Kc:ul-

s ln tion  (term ina l for means
of Iran .s p o rla lio n ).................

steam ship (means of trans
po rta tio n ) .................................

stick (piece of w o o d )...............
stone (ro c k )..................................
store (place where goods arc

s o ld ) ..........................................
storekeeper (tra d e s m a n ). . .
story (n a rra t io n )......................
stove (m eansof c o o k in g ). .  . 
straw  (s ta lk  of grain a fte r

th resh ing )..................................
street (th o ro u g h fa re )...............
string (c o r d )   .................
suit (com plem enting gar

ments) .........................................
sum m er (season)........................
sun (heavenly b o d y )................
supper (m e a l) ..............................
surprise (unexpected occur-

tab le  ( fu rn itu re ).........................
tab le  ( t o y ) ....................................
teacher (in s tru c to r ) ..................
telephone (means of com m u

nion t.ion )....................................
Thanksg iv ing  (h o lid a y ) ..........
tiredness (w eariness)................
town (v i l la g e ) .............................
toy (p la y th in g )...........................
track (ra ils  for v e h ic le )..........
tra in  (means of transporta 

tio n ) ...................................
tree ( p la n t ) ..............................
trick (clever perform ance)
tr ip  ( jo u rn e y ).........................
truck (v e h ic le ) .
trunk (piece of luggage)..
tu rkey  gobbler ( fo w l) .........
turn ing  of color of leaves in

au tum n  ............ ...................
tu rtle  (a n im a l).......................
tw ins (siblings of same age) 
ty ing  (fas te n in g )...................

um bre lla  (p a ra so l)....................
uncle (brother of one’s par

e n t ) ..............................................

vegetable (p la n t),  
v is it (s tay  as guesi

wagon (conveyance). . .  .
wagon ( t o y ) ........................
w ater ( l iq u id ) ....................
way robins nest and  

young
week (seven days})...................
w heat (fru it  of w heat p lan t)
w ife (m arried w o m a n )..........
w ind (a ir  in m o tio n )..............
w in ter (season).........................
w o lf (anim a 1).............................
wom an (hum an fe m a le ). . . .
wood (m a te r ia l) .......................
woodchuck (a n im a l) ..............
w orld  (e a r th ) .............................
w orm  (a n im a l) ..........................

y ard  (inclosurc about house) 
year (tw elve m o n th s ). . . .
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APPENDIX B

INTERVIEW SHEET

Name of Child_ 

Address

Birth Date_ 

Sex

Ordinal Position

Father 1s Occupation^

Mother 1s Occupation^

Phone

Race or Ethnic Group_

School Attending^

No. of Siblings^

______  Education^

Education

Does child have a bilingual background?_

Concepts

1. Airplane

2. Animal

3. Baby

4, Barn

5 o Bear

64



6. B e d ...

7. Birthday

8. Boy .

9. Cat

10. Chicken

11. City

12. Country

13. Cow

14. Dog

15. Duck

16. Father

17. Girl ■
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18. Grass {

19o Hay

20o Henhouse

21o Hibernation

22. Hill

23. Home

24. Mother

25. Pony

26. Postman

27. Spring

28. ’ Snow

29. Story



30. Table

31. Tree

32. Turtle

33. Wagon

34. Water

35. Yard



APPENDIX C

CONCEPT EVALUATION CHART

Evaluator________________     Child's Name
Number

Word
Fluency 
of Ideas

Specific 
& Personal

Beginnings of 
Generalization Generalizations

Inaccurate 
or Fantasy Accurate

Airplane

Animal

Baby

Barn

Bear

Bed

Birthday

Boy

Cat

Chicken

City

Country

Cow



Word
Fluency 
of Ideas

Specific 
& Personal

Beginnings of 
Generalization Generalizations

Inaccurate 
or Fantasy Accurate

Dog

Duck

Father

Girl

Grass

Hay

Henhouse

Hibernation

Hill

Home

Mother

Pony

Postman

Spring

Snow

Story



Word
Fluency 
of Ideas

Specific 
& Personal

Beginnings of 
Generalization Generalizations

Inaccurate 
or Fantasy Accurate

Table

Tree

Turtle
•

Wagon

Water

Yard

TOTAL
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