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ABSTRACT

The research comprised of three studies which examined the discussion skills of
preschool children in different contexts.

The first study was concemed with how frequently pre-schoolers could use
complex linguistic strategies (such as giving justifications) in conflict situations, and
In relation to gender, class and play activity. The second study was very similar to
this but examined how complex speech acts were produced in a co-operative
context.

It was found that children could produce complex language relatively frequently in
both conflictual and co-operative contexts. No substantial sex differences were
recorded for the complexity of speech acts used but there were significant
variations noted for class in Study 1, with children from the privately run nursery
showing greater linguistic competence than their state-school peers. Play activity
had a marked effect on the type of dialogue produced. Skilful language was
associated with symbolic play whereas sand & water activities and individual

pursuits were characterised by predominantly simple speech.

The final study primanly built-upon the results obtained in Study 2 which had
revealed that one specific pattern of dialogue often led to the production of
complex speech. In order to further improve this output, this particular pattern of
speech was encouraged via a scaffolding procedure. This was successful in
increasing the amount of individual complex speech strategies produced, but was

less effective 1n frequently eliciting the required dialogue pattern.

Overall, it was demonstrated that preschool children were linguistically more
competent than many theorists or educational guidelines have suggested.
Moreover, it appears that young children are able to engage in complex speech in
both conflictual and co-operative situations, although i1t was also shown that the

type of play activity may influence these discussion skills.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Setting the scene: discussion skills, socio-cognitive srowth and context

1:1 OVERVIEW

The present thesis 1s concerned with the discussion skills of nursery school
children. In particular, the research focuses on young children's use of complex
speech acts - including justifications, alternatives and questions - since these may
provide evidence of the perspective-taking ability which tends to lead to truly
interactive discussion. The aim of this chapter is to provide detailed background
information on the proposed research - beginning with general issues such as the
importance of discussion skills, especially with regard to preschoolers. This will
then be followed by details of linguistic skills in relation to both conflictual and co-
operative contexts and with regard to class, gender and type of play activity.
Finally, the current research will be briefly introduced.

1:2 THE IMPORTANCE & USEFULNESS OF DISCUSSION SKILLS
Before outlining some of the reasons why discussion 1s important, both to
child development and to psychological research, it is helpful to give a definition of
what is meant by "discussion". Although there have been many definitions proposed
over the years, Gall & Gall (1976) give one of the more straightforward accounts
where discussion is described as "the purposeful, systematic, oral exchange of
ideas, facts and opinions by a group of persons" (pg. 108). They then go on to say
that "discussion provides opportunity for students to shape their own 1ideas..and
express these ideas in speech" (pg. 170-171). This overt expression of cognitive
processes is therefore useful - not only for the possible intellectual expansion of

group participants, but also to enable researchers to evaluate such development.

Thus the study of discussion skills in children is very important because 1t enables
those interested in education and development to get some idea of both the amount
of children's knowledge and how well they can use it in social interaction. It 1s
especially important for children to be able to use language in a social way in order
to interact and communicate successfully with others. This interaction, in turn, may

help to enhance children's intellectual growth.



Therefore, language is not only a method of communication: it may also be viewed

as both an indicator of, and catalyst for, learning. Both Piaget (e.g., 1926) and
Vygotsky (e.g., 1962) acknowledged this and their contributions to this area will be
discussed in more detail later in the chapter. Curtis (1986), who was involved in
designing preschool curricula, believes "language is not only a means of
communication, it is also a tool for thinking" (pg. 60). Similarly, Wragg & Kerry
(1979) who researched classroom interaction stated that thought is expressed
through language and therefore an examination of discourse would enable
inferences to be made about "levels of thinking" (pg. 56). Lloyd & Beard (1995),
who focused specifically on classroom collaboration, also emphasise the importance
of dialogue in relation to learning when they claim "the development of good
discussion skills means that children can explain and reveal their true level of
understanding” (pg. 6). Likewise, McCarthey & McMahon (1992) claim "learning
s the result of internalisation of social interaction" and suggest that peer discussion
1s particularly important for learning since "what is implicit is made explicit"
through exploratory talk (pg. 18). Fisher (1994), who studied pupil-pupil
interactions in class, noted that "exploratory talk offers a potential for learning" (pg.
255); this type of speech being characterised by the use of "suggestions with
challenges and explanations" (pg. 256).

It 1s therefore apparent that the development of linguistic skills is strongly
associated with socio-cognitive growth. As noted earlier, it is also true that speech
- being an overt behaviour- makes it easier to obtain an indication of such growth.
Gall & Gall (1976), who advocated use of the 'discussion method' as a teaching
device for effectively enhancing learning, claimed that "discussion effectiveness can
be evaluated from two aspects: the level of skill in discussion and what the
members have learned” (pg. 173). The latter aspect may be judged by employing a
programme of instruction to increase skilful behaviours such as speech acts which
encourage exploratory dialogue - and chapter 4 of this thesis addresses this 1ssue in
more detail. Gall & Gall's first point which was concerned with the level of skilful
language produced is the focus of chapters 2 and 3 of the present work. It should
be noted at this stage that there may be some vanation between researchers when
defining exactly what a skilful speech act 1s. Indeed, McTear (1985) said 1t was not
possible to rank speech strategies in terms of complexity whilst Meadows (1986)
stresses that there i1s "the difficulty of assessing the cognitive complexity of a
language" (pg. 131). Although the issue of 'skilfulness' will be examined more fully
in subsequent subsections, it may now be pertinent to give an outline of, what

appears to be, a general consensus of what may constitute skilful language.

2



To 1llustrate: various Educational Departments, throughout Britain, have outlined
what they perceive as skilful speech. The Scottish Office Education Department's
(1991) English Language 5-14 guidelines suggest that competent discussion
involves providing a variety of views which may frequently require clarification,
elaboration or justification. Similarly, the Department for Education (1995)
suggests that key language skills at ages 7 to 11 should involve "qualifying or
Justifying what they think after listening to others' opinions or accounts" (pg. 11).
Although these documents have a tendency to perceive these abilities as only being
developed in the older child, even curricula focusing solely on preschool children
acknowledge or emphasise the important role of discussion for child development.
In fact, Strathclyde Regional Council Education Department (1994) Partners in
Learning: 0-5 curriculum guidelines states "a group offers children opportunities
to share ideas and uncertainties; offer opinions and explanations" (pg. 27) and
"children may learn how to be flexible, how to share, how to collaborate and how
to negotiate with others. They can learn to be assertive and how to cope with
conflict" (pg. 29). Indeed, this document set out four main cognitive 'skills' seen as
essential for effective communication:

Reasoning - weighing up arguments, giving justifications.

Enquiring - asking questions.

Creating - producing novel ideas\solutions.

Communicative - listening and responding, including seeking clarification and

giving feedback. (pg. 33-34)

In addition, these preschool curriculum guidelines stress the need for developing
such interpersonal skills as negotiation, co-operation, resolving conflict and
responsiveness to others (pg. 52). Tolmie & Howe (1993) neatly sum-up these
issues "a central theme in contemporary education is the importance for learning of
dialogue between pupils. Particular emphasis is being placed on dialogue where
pupils advance opinions to each other, where they challenge these opinions 1n a
constructive fashion, and where they justify these chalienges with additional

evidence" (pg. 191).

However, it 1s not only those who are directly involved with education who are
concerned with the quality of dialogue. Researchers working in the areas of
language and child development also assert the importance of skilful discussion for
enhancing children's social and cognitive competence. It is possible to focus merely

3



on the quantitative aspects of verbal interactions, e.g. "we may conclude that the
frequency of speech, the number of turns spoken and the number of words, can
have importance for children's development” (Sharan & Shachar, 1988, pg. 140)
but it 1s perhaps more useful to concentrate on both qualitative and quantitative
linguistic data. For example, Bock & Hornsby (1977) suggest "a major area of
interest 1s the development of the ability to express different communicative
intentions 1n language through the use of different speech acts" (pg. 72). Indeed,
there have been many studies into the various speech acts employed during
conversation. Barnes & Todd (1977) noted the existence of tag-questions and
requests for information, clarfication and elaboration. Similarly, Cooper, Marquis
& Edward (1986) revealed that significant linguistic features in effective exchanges
include directives as well as questions. Although researchers have often tended to
study tndividual speech acts in all their richness, it 1s also possible to take a more
holistic view and study how each speech strategy inter-relates to form a coherent
and skilful discussion. The importance of studying whole discussions should not be
underestimated as 1t seems to be the discussion process which promotes intellectual
growth. Bruftee (1984) stresses that knowledge 1s only acquired and understood by
engaging in "continual negotiation or conversation" (pg. 646-647). Likewise,
Schober-Peterson & Johnson (1989) suggest three main reasons why discussion 1s
important to both children and researchers, 1.e.

1. 'Early conversational ability appears to be crucial to later academic success'

2. 'Conversational ability appears to be important for the development of social

competence’

3. 'To diagnose and help children who have pragmatic deficits, 1t 1s essential that we
have information about the normal development of conversational ability in young
children’. (all quotes pg. 857).

Although one should always be cautious in drawing causal inferences from young
children's behaviour, there appears to be substantial agreement on the importance of
researching and enhancing discussion skills. Several benefits of doing this have been
outlined in the previous paragraphs but it is also useful to consider the implications
for those individuals who lack the required linguistic skills. Indeed, Walker,
Schwartz, Nippold, Irvin & Noell (1994) believe that "children unable to display
these behaviours are likely to be neglected and\or rejected by their peers” (pg. 74).
This, in turn, would result in a negative feedback process whereby the children who

most need to develop the discussion skills will be the very ones who will get the
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least chance to practise them. It is therefore essential that researchers should
identify and help promote linguistic competence from an early age - in order to
confer the greatest possible cognitive, social and educational advantages to a child.

Indeed, these are very valid and worthwhile reasons for conducting the relevant
research with preschool children.

1:2:1 Discussion Skills and Peer Interaction

The previous subsection outlined the importance of discussion in the
development of children's language and thought processes. However, it should be
noted that many of the studies into verbal exchanges have focused upon
interactions which have been initiated, planned or sustained by an adult - usually a
teacher. Yet Damon (1984) categorically states that "children can have a powerful
influence upon one another's intellectual development"” (pg. 331) whilst Cooper &
Cooper (1984) report that "children's peer relationships can be identified by their
negotiated quality" (pg. 78). Similarly, Cooper, Ayers-Lopez & Marquis (1982) -
who studied kindergarten plus primary school children in both experimental and
naturalistic conditions - stress "peer interaction can be a context for intellectual
development, and consequently that basic knowledge of the patterns of discourse
that typify such exchanges between children is needed" (pg. 177). Forman &
Cazden (1985) also highlight "the cognitive value of peer interaction" (pg. 323).
They state such exchanges involve peers acting alongside each other to produce
something that they could not have produced alone since "peer interaction helps
participants acknowledge and integrate a variety of perspectives” (pg. 330). Piaget
(e.g. 1932) was the first person to make these claims whilst later researchers such
as Musatti (1986) and Verba (1994) also suggest that peer interactions are
beneficial - because there is an equal partnership resulting in less inhibited
exchanges. Curtis (1986) points out that conversations are longer during child-child
interaction whilst Forman & Cazden (1985) explain that, between peers,
"knowledge is equal, or at least not intentionally unequal, and the give and take of
equal status is expected" (pg. 324). Damon (1984), reviewing Piagetian 1deas,
suggests "because peers are closely motivated in knowledge and ability and because
there is no authority between them, they take one another seriously...the child is not
constrained by an expert who 'knows better" (pg. 334).

Thus it appears that peer interaction has a very important part to play in children's
socio-cognitive development and yet research, some of which was outlined in the
previous paragraph, may have all too often been confined to the discussions of
primary or secondary school children in the context of the classroom, and under the

5



direction of a teacher. This may be somewhat unfortunate as it shifts the focus from
nursery school children who probably have most to gain (in terms of cognitive
growth) from early exposure and enhancement of complex language skills.

Moreover, since many of these studies do occur in the formal setting of the
classroom, it is probable that a true picture of competence does not emerge. For
instance, Tizard & Hughes (1984) found that children do not talk as freely at school
as they do at home. In fact, Edwards & Westgate (1987) suggest that teachers
usually take on a dominant role in the classroom which may impose constraints on
the communicative options open to the pupils. This raises important questions
about the influence of context on verbal performance. Indeed, Cooper & Cooper
(1984) claim that "an adequate description of competence in discourse must include
the ways that individuals come to use language in context" (pg. 80) whilst Forman
& Cazden (1985) propose that it is necessary to "isolate the social conditions that
are most responsible for cognitive growth" (pg. 330). It is therefore crucial to

identify and acknowledge the part that contextual factors may play in development
and this will be the focus of the next subsection.

1:3 DISCUSSION SKILLS AND CONTEXT

As stated earlier, context can have a crucial effect on how well children
perform verbally. The structure and formality of the classroom often inhibits
children's dialogue. Donaldson (1978) has strongly argued that children
demonstrate greater social and cognitive skills when a situation 1s meaningtul to
them. Kruger (1994) states that an open-ended behaviour such as role-play, which
frequently involves the speech acts of requesting, countering and negotiation, is
more likely to promote intellectual skills than the very structured or well-defined
tasks usually found in school work. Moreover, Bell, Grossen & Perret-Clermont
(1985), who used conservation tasks to assess children's development and Cooper
& Cooper (1984), who reviewed studies of children's discourse in a varnety of
situations, remarked on how task novelty may inhibit performance - since the
children do not have the relevant experience to draw upon for providing
explanations. Nonetheless, researchers like Wood & Attfield (1996) believe "the
discourse in children's play, the nature of their activity and the outcomes are all rich
in meanings and can provide educators with insights into the content of their
thinking and styles of learning” (pg. 44). It has been well-established that context 1s
an important consideration in any research and, hopefully, it has been highlighted in
the preceding paragraph that cognitive development may be influenced by such
factors as the formality of a situation, the type of task involved, the composition of
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discussion participants and experience, meaningfulness or emotiveness of a
situation. For these reasons, the current research seeks to examine language
complexity in relation to a variety of contextual factors including play activity,

gender and social class - and these will be discussed in more detail later in the
chapter.

In addition, verbal exchanges can be influenced by emotional as well as social
factors, with the 'tone' of any dialogue being liable to affect motivation and
behaviour. This, in turn, may further modify the type of language produced.
Therefore, it may also be pertinent to consider the motivational contexts behind the

use of certain speech acts - and this issue is briefly examined in the following
paragraphs.

Charlesworth & Dzur (1987), LaFreniere & Charlesworth (1987), Charlesworth
(1996) and LaFreniere (1996) propose that people strive to attain the greatest
possible gains from society. To pobtain these objectives, an individual must learn to
'‘manipulate’ skilfully. Such manipulations can range from compromise, persuasion,
negotiation through to coercion, with appropriate skill developing via a process of
'‘trial & error' experiences Iin a variety of situations. For example, Eisenberg &
Garvey (1981) reported that even young children were aware of the fact that giving
justifications could help prevent an escalation of conflict. Similarly, Killen &
- Naigles (1995) noted that boys tended to employ less 'commands' when interacting
with girls and this resulted in more equitable and beneficial exchanges for both
sexes. Therefore, it seems that if individuals wish to increase their chances of
attaining a particular aim or resource, then they will learn to use the appropriate

tactics for a given context.

From a developmental perspective, at least two important contexts for both
language expression and learning are that of 'dispute' and 'co-operation’ - since both
may provide enough motivation to influence the process and pattern of a
discussion. However, one should be aware that it may be difhicult always to
categorise an exchange as being either conflictual or collaborative since the
boundaries can be diffuse and overlapping. For example, LaFreniere &
Charlesworth (1987) state that "interaction involves both co-operative and
competitive striving" (pg. 356) whilst LaFreniere (1996) elaborates, "competition
and co-operation are major features of social interaction...co-operation 1s best

viewed as a variant, rather than as a polar opposite of competition" (pg. 25).



Nevertheless, and in somewhat simplified terms, conflict tends to ensue when
pursuing one's own goal to the detriment of others whereas collaboration involves
Interacting to achieve a common aim. Although it seems entirely possible that one
may also attain one's own target en route to obtaining a group objective, young
children may find it difficult to put their own needs aside in a bid to help others
(Deutsch & Krauss, 1962, pg. 42) since they are "primarily goal-oriented”
(McClintock, Moskowitz & McClintock, 1971, pg. 10). Nonetheless, Bokus (1992)
suggests that the equality of peer interactions enables "confrontation as well as co-
operation" (pg. 274) whilst Charlesworth & Dzur (1987) report that children as
young as four can use a "fairly complex combination of competitive, of self-serving,
and co-operative behaviours necessary to obtain the resource" (pg.200). Jennings &

Suwalsky (1982) emphasise that to be successful in obtaining one's aims, it is
essential to apply "two facets of social competence" (pg. 131). That is, children
should adapt their responses to take account of others' needs whilst making sure
they put their own ideas and wishes across. Hogan (1975) also focuses on this
ambivalence when suggesting that individuals have "communal as well as self-
serving tendencies" (pg. 537).

Hay & Ross (1982) report that both prosocial and antisocial behaviours are
displayed durning children's interactions, and they believe that children do not mdke
the same distinction between positive and negative exchanges as adults do. Oden,
Wheeler & Herzberger (1984) argue that "some children may have learned a limited
and\or aggressive interaction style that achieves the sought after goal" (pg. 148)
whilst LaFreniere (1996) points out that even "when co-operation among peers is
well-established, it is not reasonable to expect perfect harmony and equity, but
rather constant negotiation and reassessment” (pg. 42). Other researchers have also
highlighted the inter-relatedness of co-operative and conflictual behaviour with
Green (1933) viewing quarrelling as "an essential part of friendly social activity”
and Oden et al. (1984) noting that the form of children's speech acts in disputes was
"rather co-operative" (pg. 141). Likewise, Barnes & Todd (1977) suggest that as
long as disagreement is rational (i.e. accompanied by explanations, clanfications
etc.) then it is still comparable with the function of "collaborating in the meaningtul
construction of knowledge" (pg. 44).

Kruger (1993) acknowledges the benefits of both conflictual and non-conflictual
interaction in promoting intellectual growth since she believes that learning is
motivated by exposure to multiple perspectives. Perret-Clermont (1980) concurs
with this "for a task to have educational value, it is not sufficient for it merely to
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engage children in joint activity, there must also be a confrontation between
different points of view" (pg. 195). Kruger (1993) maintains that it is the "critical
examination" of such differing points of view that influences cognitive
development, irrespective to whether the view is embedded within a conflict or
non-conflict situation. She further notes that researchers, who favour dispute as a
vehicle for promoting intellectual growth, stress that cognitive restructuring occurs
through a process of disagreement with associated reasoning.

Similarly - researchers concerned with mental development via co-operative activity
define an effective outcome as ansing from agreement accompanied by an exchange
of 1deas involving explanations, questioné and elaborations. Hence Kruger (1993)
strongly asserts that "in no study does simple agreement or disagreement relate to
outcome. In all studies, success 1s predicted by engaged discussion of the issues,
including explanation, clanfication or revision of 1deas....the importance of reasoned
dialogue in all studies clanfies the common ground of the two theoretical
orientations. Both the conflict and co-operation explanations rely on the child's
encounter with more than one perspective...whether this interactive situation is
described as conflictual or co-operative may be a matter of semantics more than
substance" (pg 166-167). Likewise, Howe (1997) succinctly sums up the position
"group interaction can act as a catalyst for subsequent reflection and learning;
regardless of the quality of the interaction itself" (pg. 20).

Despite the view that it is the presence of reasoning in an exchange which tends to
enhance cognitive growth, there is still some division as to whether the context of
conflict or collaboration provides the most fertile medium for socio-cognitive
development (e.g. Meadows, 1986). Two very influential theorists who studied
peer interaction and learning were Piaget (e.g. 1926) and Vygotsky (e.g. 1962).
Although both highlighted the value of exposure to, and experience of, multiple
perspectives in promoting intellectual growth - each took a different stance as to
how this development occurred. The differences revolved around contrasting
emphases on conflict and collaboration, and so they are highly germane in the
present context. As a result, their two approaches will now be examined in detail.

“Piaget and his advocates believe that cognitive conflict is required betore some
change, resulting in the expansion of mental processes, can occur. They claim that
peers force each other to 'decentre’ by exposing one another to different viewpoints.
When children become aware that there are perspectives which differ from their

own, they experience some dissonance which then motivates them to re-examine
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their own views and alter, or justify, these where necessary. In order to give a
convincing explanation, the children must have a clear understanding of their own
thoughts (plus some awareness of the weaknesses in others' views) and it is this
process of rationalisation which is deemed to be the crux of cognitive gain.

Later exponents of Piagetian tenets, including Perret-Clermont (1980) and Bell et
al. (1985), studied the developmental effects of socio-cognitive conflict using
conservation tasks with 5-7 year old children. They found evidence that reasoning
usually only occurs when there is some exposure to discrepant persectives followed

by attempts at justification and they stress that co-operation is not sufficient to
produce intellectual progress.

In contrast, Vygotsky - and those following in the Vygotskian tradition - tend to
perceive peer exchanges as increasing a child's knowledge base by supplying a
variety of ideas in an equal and supportive environment. The children encourage
each other by providing differing information (which, from this stance, may be seen
as supplementary or complementary rather than merely contradictory) and
obtaining clanfication, elaboration or verification of such input. New solutions are
generated co-operatively and can be discussed until everyone 1s satisfied with the
outcome. Depending on an individual's strengths and weaknesses, a participant can
be either an instructor or learner at various points in a discussion. This shared 'give
and take' of ideas enables a mutual creation of new knowledge plus a combined
resolution of any difficulties faced. Repeated exposure to this process 1s said to
have an effect on children's cognitions which are altered as they begin to internalise

the ideas and mechanisms of discussion which were co-constructed by their peers.

Enthusiastic advocates of this position include Yeomans (1983), who studied
collaborative groups in primary plus secondary schools, and Marshall & Powell
(1990) who examined the problem-solving behaviour of a group of primary-school
girls. These researchers strongly assert the benefits of collaboration in socio-
cognitive development. Cooper & Cooper (1984) reviewed three studies of
children's discourse during peer-learning situations and they remarked that
kindergarteners were still only mastering complex "conversational moves" (pg. 38)
and often failed in the negotiation phase of an interaction. They did acknowledge
the value of collaboration but reported that this was easily diminished by a lack of
focus on their task. They also suggested that pre-schoolers' attention-getting
devices, such as directives, were prevalent but that their "ability to give
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explanations is flawed in many ways" (pg. 81). Cooper & Cooper (1984) view this
as a 'learning limitation' and suggested it was due to lack of experience.

In sum, researchers such as Kruger (1993) have proposed that both conflictual and
co-operative contexts can lead to cognitive gain as long as a process of reasoning
occurs. However, there are many psychologists who still support one of the two
main developmental theories outlined above. Both of these strands are well-
established and very influential, with most empirical research focusing on either one
or the other - even if the boundaries between them are not always clear-cut.
Although the present researcher acknowledges Kruger's point, the current research
will follow the long and robust tradition of examining conflict and co-operation as
separate contexts in relation to socto-cognitive (specifically language in this current
work) development. It is felt that demarcation is worthwhile in the first instance
due to the lack of systematic research covering both contexts, especially in relation
to preschool children, in a natural environment. In fact, Forman & Cazden (1985)
have argued that research into peer collaboration has been sparse whilst Killen &
Tunel (1991) claim that little research has been done on how "young children's
experiences of conflict influence development” (pg. 240). Therefore, the following
subsections will look, in more detail, at the background rationale to conflict\co-
operation and their link with discussion skills.

1:4 RESEARCH INTO DISCUSSION SKILLS DURING CONFLICT

1:4:1 The role of conflict in socio-cognitive development

The importance of this particular context 1s stressed by Dunn (1984) who
mentions that brothers and sisters often exhibit complex exchanges during play and
arguments at home. Conflict 1s especially important since it exists in most everyday
situations and strategies for dealing with 1t effectively will obviously be useful (e.g.
Singer, 1991). Traditionally, conflict has been viewed in a negative light but there 1s
now a large body of research which favours a more positive interpretation (e.g.
Dunn & Kendrick, 1982; Hartup, 1983, 1992 and Shantz, 1987). Shantz & Hartup
(1992) stress that conflict should not be confused with aggression since conflict
rarely involves physical force and, in fact, may actually facilitate learning through
exposure and resolution of conflicting viewpoints. Shantz & Hartup (1992)
therefore define conflict as " a state of resistance or opposition between (at least)
two individuals" (pg. 4) and contributors to this perspective attribute general
developmental progress to such opposition, or rather to the coping with adversity.
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From this stance, Dunn & Slomkowski (1992) claim "Conflict is indeed a context in
which understanding can be fostered" (pg. 87) and Katz, Kramer & Gottman
(1992) emphasise the benefits of conflict management "a likely major benefit of
engaging in conflict is that children acquire conflict management skills - they learn

to negotiate, compromise, take turns, as well as how to persuade another to adopt
their point of view" (pg. 133).

Several researchers have outlined other potential advantages of conflict. Schiffrin

(1984) believes that disputes are a way of 'socially bonding' in Jewish communities
whilst Green (1933) perceives "quarrelling” as a "socialising agent" (pg. 251).
Likewise, Corsaro & Rizzo (1986) - who looked at American and Italian children's
disputes - found that Italian pre-schoolers enjoy disagreement (discussione) for its
own sake. It may be that disputes serve a different function for the gregarious
Italians where squabbles contribute to social interaction and integration. Such
disagreements may therefore be valued and encouraged in children who
subsequently gain more experience with both formal linguistic rules and the socially
relevant rules for communication.

Deutsch (1969) also tended to advocate the benefits of dispute and argued that
"conflict can be productive...it prevents stagnation and stimulates interest and
curiosity” (pg. 19). This view 1s not too dissimilar to Donaldson's (1978) perception
~ that understanding and learning occur more easily when a situation holds interest
and meaning for a child. Similarly, Dunn (1984), Dunn & Kendrick (1982) and
Dunn & Slomkowski (1992) take the approach that conflict aids children's social
and cognitive development because 1t 1s a highly emotional, 'here and now' state
which has real salience for a child - both in terms of matenal gain and also for
giving them a sense of control over the world. Dunn & Kendrick believe that
disputes "are not situations of emotional neutrality, but a situation in which the
child is emotionally ready to attend to, and to learn about other persons in his
words" (pg. 24). Hence, children's self-interest runs deep in an argument situation
and so they will possibly be giving their maximum linguistic performance rather
than a dialogue display limited by situational constraints. As noted earlier,
conflictual circumstances may promote socio-cognitive growth by exposing the
participants to a variety of (or at least one other) different viewpoints. This leads to
some dissonance between one person's 1deas and another's which an individual 1s
motivated to reduce by using all the given information to weigh up the argument.
This increased knowledge and pressure to achieve a satisfactory outcome may

make it easier to restructure the available information and thus resolve the
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discrepancy. Kuhn (1991) suggests that "argumentative dialogue with others
externalises argumentative reasoning and offers exposure to contrasting ideas and
the practice that may facilitate its development" (pg. 294). Continuing along similar
lines, Bell, Grossen & Perret-Clermont (1985) propose that "cognitive progress
only results from socio-cognitive conflict when partners' respective views are
opposed and in need of co-ordination" (pg. 45). There are many exponents and
supporters of this approach including Murray (1982) plus Ames & Murray (1982)
who subjected children to conflicting ideas during conservation tasks - and
Beanson, Magzamen & Filardo (1986) who studied 5 to 7 year olds engaged in a
spatial perspective-taking task. The findings in all of these studies suggest that
moderate disagreement coupled with explanation is best for cognitive growth. In
addition, conflict with peers was also seen as helpful in decreasing egocentrism -
since children faced with different viewpoints would learn to understand and accept
the existence of these in order to maintain their friendships. Some Piagetian ideas,
first introduced on page 9 of this thesis, will now be discussed more fully.

1:4:1:1 Piaget, conflict and discussion skills
Piaget (1926) believed that children's conversations often comprised of

conflicting 1deas and that the children were intrinsically motivated to reduce this
disparity by internalising and restructuning all the supplied information in a way that
made sense. This 'mechanism' involving increased knowledge and balancing of
information to reach a satisfactory solution resulted in a reduction of inner contlict,
enhanced perspective-taking and cognitive growth. This was seen as the main route
to intellectual development and was age-related. Piaget strongly asserted that
children younger than 7 or 8 years old are egocentric in both their actions and
speech. That is, they are unable to put their own ideas across effectively and they
usually fail to take others' views into account. In effect, this would mean that they
would be incapable of giving or asking for reasons for any points they make during
discussion. Dorval & Eckerman (1984) note that Piaget outlined the developmental
stages for both argumentative and non-argumentative speech where "the highest
order for both of these involved giving justifications" (pg. 3). In sketching out his
main stages, Piaget clearly distinguished between primarily egocentric speech,
which consisted of self-centred monologues, and socialised dialogue which took

some account of other participants.

Piaget (1926) proposed that below the age of around 5 years, children's speech
would be mainly egocentric. After this age, children would progress through a

series of three stages involving an ever-increasing ability to engage in socialised
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dialogue. The earliest type of socialised speech (Stage 2, Type 1) consisted of
children merely talking about themselves though noting the presence of another. At
this stage, children tend to attribute their own thoughts and feelings to their partner.
Therefore true negotiation and discussion would be improbable at this particular
stage with simple, mostly physical, quarrels being the main outcome. By the next,
less basic, stage (Stage 2, Type 2) children can engage in 'primitive argument’
whereby simple claims- stating their own position - are repeatedly made. There is
still little evidence of reasoning at this phase (pg. 53). The final stage (Type 3),
which Piaget said occurred at around 7 or 8 years of age, is characterised by
children's increased perspective-taking ability and abstract thought. The children
now show some evidence of reasoning which leads to "genuine argument" (pg. 54).
It 1s at this level that they can more fully engage in complex discussion by asking
for and giving explanations or supplying alternative suggestions. Nevertheless,
Piaget cautions that these speech strategies are still rather simple in nature and do
not approach the quality of those used by older children or adults. In some contrast,
Vygotsky viewed children as sociocentric from an early age and the following

subsection elaborates on the Vygotskian ideas previously introduced on page 10 of
this thesis.

1:4:1:2 Vygotsky, conflict and discussion skills

Vygotsky tended to take a somewhat different approach to Piaget and he
believed that children learn best in a co-operative exchange with a more capable
partner - usually an older child or adult. Unlike Piaget, who viewed learning as an
"internal process of adaptation" (pg. 32, Baines, 1996) heavily dependent on age
and the presence of innate conflict, Vygotsky (1962) perceived learning as being a
"socially mediated process which gradually becomes internalised...through
communicative interaction with a more 'capable' other" (pg. 32, Baines, 1996).

Central to Vygotsky's theory of learning was his concept of the 'Zone ot Proximal

Development'. This zone represents the area between what a child can do by
himself and what he can achieve when assisted by a more competent partner. This 1s
a very versatile mechanism which can be adjusted to suit the partner involved
including taking account of the context and intellectual capacity or developmental
stage of a less able participant. Thus this is obviously a more flexible and sensitive
approach than Piaget's rather ngid stage theory and possibly suggests that
Vygotsky thought that children could develop socio-cognitive skills at an earlier
age that Piaget believed, albeit with some assistance from a more skilful individual.
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1:4:1:3 Educational Curricula and the proposed conflict research

As mentioned previously, many educational curricula are concerned that
children can use skilful language and, on the basis of these, teachers aim to guide
the children to achieve certain age-related targets throughout the school years.
However, the attainment guidelines often suggest that children below 11 or 12
years of age cannot fully take account of other peoples' views, or even put their
own views across effectively. In contrast to this, there have been several suggestive
but inconclusive studies which seem to indicate that young children can employ
complex linguistic strategies in certain circumstances. One aim of this present
research is therefore to examine pre-schoolers' dispute strategies systematically,
especially in relation to 'complexity', gender, class and play activity. This thorough
exploration of children's conflict should lead to clarification and expansion of

previous work - thus having possible implications for future educational policy and
practice.

1:4:1:4 Summary

The preceding subsections considered, from somewhat differing perspectives,
the importance and usefulness of conflict for encouraging discussion skills and
socto-cognitive growth. The following subsections will now extend and elaborate

on these 1ssues by focusing on the relevant background research.

1:4:2 BACKGROUND TO DISCUSSION SKILLS IN CONFLICT SITUATIONS

1:4:2:1 Research with Young Children in Conflict Situations
Investigation into the socio-cognitive development of pre-schoolers 1s

obviously not new but due to criticisms surrounding earlier studies, there has been a
move away from formal classroom research and highly-structured interactions. Yet,
one of the first major studies into disputes was criticised for its 'artificiality’. This
work was conducted by Eisenberg & Garvey (1981) who videotaped dyadic
disputes in a laboratory playroom and recorded over 100 children between the ages
of 2 years 10 months and 5 years 7 months. They focused upon the dialogue within
an "adversative episode" which they defined as "the interaction which grows out of
an opposition to a request for action, an assertion or an action... (which) ends with
a resolution or dissipation of conflict" (Eisenberg & Garvey, 1981 pg. 150). Shantz
(1987) emphasises that thus initial opposition on its own 1s not enough to define an
adversative episode, and that a conflict exchange only becomes such when this
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interaction is itself opposed. For example, the following exchange between two
children is not classified as an adversative episode because there is no verbal
response to the initial opposition.

A boy is digging in the sand with a spade. A girl comes over and tells him not to
do that.

Girl: "Don't dig that"
Boy: (Doesn't say anything but keeps on digging)
Girl: "Don't dig. Don't dig that there"

The boy then begins to dig in another part of the sand.

In this example, the boy's silence defuses any potential conflict. Maynard (1985)
found that "letting opposition pass" was a common strategy used by children to
avold escalation of disputes. He emphasised that children could use more socially
adaptive strategies than adults usually gave them credit for, and these included
'repair’ and responding playfully to opposition by joking or teasing.

The next example of discourse demonstrates what Shantz (1987) meant by conflict

having to fulfil the opposition to opposition requirement.

Two girls are in the home corner and one girl puts shopping into a basket.

1. First Girl :  "This is all my shopping"

2. Second Girl: '"No, it's not"

3. First Girl: "See it is, here's the eggs"

4. Second Girl: '"But the eggs were on the table"

The initial opposition occurs at line 2 when the second girl refuses to accept that
the first girl has the shopping. The first child subtly opposes this by reasserting her
position and showing the eggs in the basket (the opposition to the initial
opposition). The second girl faced with this 'evidence' shifts her stance shghtly,
conceding the presence of the eggs but still getting across her original view by

implying the eggs werent 'shopping' but already in the house - "on the table".

Therefore in order to be counted as a 'real’ dispute, a trigger or antecedent event
(line 1) must be followed by opposition (line 2) which is then itself opposed (line 3).
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The child who displays the initial opposition is known as the opposer (second child
In previous example) and the child who responds to it is the opposee (first child in
the example). Thus as Eisenberg & Garvey (1981) also point out, when children
take turns in an argument, the dispute goes through three main stages. Eisenberg
and Garvey discovered that children can employ a variety of conflict tactics at any
of the stages. These findings are summarised below:

a) The antecedent or precipitating event: Eisenberg & Garvey considered only
verbal precipitators (yet, paradoxically, their definition of an adversative episode
involved opposition to an action). However, others such as Corsaro & Rizzo
(1986) and Maynard (1985) have included non-verbal antecedents.

b) The oppositional event: The majonty of studies take this to be the defining
aspect of an argument.

c) Reaction to opposition/ Development of the dispute: This includes every
exchange that occurs after the opposition event, when the argument begins to 'open

out’.

According to Eisenberg and Garvey, opposition to a particular action or comment
creates a public event which interrupts the flow of interaction until resolution can
be achieved. The means of achieving resolution were theretore ot great concern to
the researchers as well as the type of opposition employed by the children.
Eisenberg & Garvey (1981) uncovered 5 possible verbal strategies of opposition:

a) Simple negation - Where a child says "No" or "Don't" without giving any
reason for the opposition.

b) Justification - The child gives a reason for his/her opposition, with or without
explicit negation.

¢) Countering or Alternative - The child puts forward an alternative proposal, for
example "Here, you have this doll”.

d) Temporising - Child postpones agreement, for example "You can have the ball

later”.
¢) Evasion - Avoidance. Eisenberg & Garvey give the following instance:

"Can I have the car?”

"It's not a car, it's a truck”.
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Likewise, Eisenberg and Gawey (1981) postulated a set of development strategies
which children could produce in reaction to the opposition event.

a) Insistence - Repetition of an utterance, adding no new information.

b) Mitigation & Aggravation - Where a child repeats an utterance either more
politely or more forcefully.

¢) Reasons - These are given to justify the situation, as in the opposition stage.

d) Counter - Child offers an alternative proposal, again this is similar to the
opposition stage.

e) Conditional Directives - These consist of two parts, the first being a promise

and the second a directive e.g. "I will be your best friend if you give me some
sweets' .

f) Compromise - Involves sharing something with another child.

g) Requests for Explanation - Asking for reasons e.g. "Why?". Often used to
elicit a justification where none has been given.

h) Physical Force - Includes hitting, pushing, grabbing, pulling etc.

i) Ignores - Child 1ignores statement.

1:4:2:2 Issues of complexity in '"conflictual speech'' research.

As noted earlier, skilled language tends to be seen as speech acts such as
justification, questioning and compromise since all tend to acknowledge another
person's inclusion within dialogue or behaviour sequences. Yet, it may be argued
that the definition of a concept like 'complexity' is quite subjective. Piaget would
link 'complexity' with increasing levels of abstraction. Language tied to the 'here
and now' would be deemed relatively simple whereas discourse which goes beyond
the concrete situation would be perceived as more skilled. Piaget believed that
young children cannot take others' perspectives (egocentrism) and so at this stage,
they are incapable of abstract thought. As detailed on page 14, Piaget (1926) stated
that there is a developmental progression to argument. Young children engage 1n
‘primitive quarrelling' where they forcefully state their own wishes (often
repeatedly) whilst less egocentric older children get involved in 'genuine argument'’ -
whereby each opponent tries to win their side of the debate by giving reasons.
I ikewise, those who draw up educational curricula appear to judge complexity 1n
relation to degrees of 'self-centredness’. Children who can use language to
generalise, to go beyond the immediate situation, or who can take account of
others' needs, feelings and viewpoints - are perceived to be 'competent’. Eisenberg
& Garvey (1981) also make subtle distinctions in relation to the level of complexity

associated with the various conflict tactics used by the pre-schoolers.
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Some of the strategies are more adaptive and sophisticated than others since they
Involve an awareness of opponents' feelings. Tactics like giving reasons, asking for
explanations, compromising or suggesting alternatives all demand a consideration
for others and thus a less egocentric perspective is required. They found that young
children, in contrast to Piaget's findings, did not only use simple strategies like
negation, insistence or force but could use more complex ones like justification,
requests for explanation and counter. Giving reasons was especially effective in
ending conflict and it seems that children (like adults) appreciate the need
occasionally to smooth negotiations by providing explanations. In addition, children
younger than five showed evidence of understanding others' viewpoints since they

occasionally offered alternatives or compromise to their opponents. However
research into this area has produced some inconsistent results.

Caplan, Vespo, Pederson & Hay (1991) describe children of 1 or 2 years old as
being pretty forceful in trying to obtain toys from another child. They tend to
protest loudly and repeatedly claim objects as "mine". In trying to regain objects
they may retaliate either verbally, or more commonly, non-verbally. Older pre-
schoolers use slightly more diverse tactics which include pulling their toys towards
them, leaving the scene with them, offer reasons for keeping them or using delaying
tactics. Camras (1984) studied the object disputes of kindergarten, preschool and
2nd grade children and it was found that older children engaged in more flexible

behaviour and they were less likely to use force or controlling speech.

Orsolini (1993) found that a high level of justification is common amongst children
during certain play activities and states that "children can produce justifications
from an early age" (pg. 281). Furthermore, Orsolim agrees with Eisenberg &
Garvey (1981) by saying "justifications are expected moves. When speakers do not
produce them, the recipient is very likely to ask for an explanation, or to nsist on
his own position" (pg. 283) - children are therefore not deemed to be so egocentric
that they do not understand social rules and norms! Keenan (1974, 1975) and
Genishi & Di Paolo (1982) disagree that justification 1s widely used by young
children and state that simple repetition is most frequently employed by pre-
schoolers but both Keenan and Genishi & Di Paolo have been crniticised for using
very small samples of children. Baines (1996) also mentions the prevalence of
repetition during co-operative tasks "the majority of mimmal responses took the
form of repetitions” (pg. 147) but he also found that "of all the justifications
produced by the four year olds, 42% were used in a dispute setting" (pg. 166).
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The difficulty of deciding what constitutes a 'complex' strategy was mentioned
earher in the section. It is rather an arbitrary concept which may lead to
Inconsistencies across studies. For instance, some researchers do not perceive
repetition as just a simple conflict tactic but claim it is used to "make it (discourse)
last” (Dunn & Kendrick, 1982 pg. 143); "provides regulation & synchronisation
that 1s 1tself satisfying" (Garvey, 1991, pg. 120) and is "essential en route to
mastery and expertise” (Wood & Attfield, 1996, pg. 65). Furthermore, Maynard
(1985) believes that complex strategies may not always have to involve language
since children can ‘let opposition pass' as a clever deflecting mechanism - used to
avold argument rather than revealing a lack of linguistic competence! These varied
opinions make it essential to carry out clearly defined and rigorous research.

Nevertheless, recent research has tended to reveal that children are more
linguistically competent than has sometimes been suggested. For instance, Iskander,
Laursen, Finkelstein & Fredrickson (1995) showed that young children prefer to
negotiate rather than bully or withdraw from a dispute scenario. Vespo, Pedersen &
Hay (1995) discovered that even children under six years of age could give reasons
to explain their behaviour duning conflict situations. Furthermore, Caplan, Vespo,
Pedersen & Hay (1991) demonstrated that youngsters are sensitive to context and
adjust their behaviour depending on the number of toys available to play with. The
infants were more likely to use compromise to resolve conflict when there were
fewer toys available for play, since this tactic was most likely to confer mutual
benefits. Therefore, at least some of the studies appear to indicate that young
children can employ complex dialogue in a conflict situation and this is encouraging
since skilful language use appears to be linked with socio-cognitive development.

1:4:2:3 Summary
In the previous pages, some of the main studies into children's conflict were

examined. It was noted that the results were sometimes inconsistent and some
reasons were offered to explain this. Past work has often come under fire due to
small sample size, unnatural set-up or for focusing solely on dyads. The point was
also made about researchers employing various definitions of concepts such as
'opposition' (i.e. whether 1t involves a single challenge or a mutual one) and
'complexity' (which is somewhat abstract and subjective) which tends to add to the
confusion. Although Eisenberg & Garvey's (1981) research yielded a lot of
interesting points about conflict complexity, it also explored the types of triggers
required to start off a disagreement - and this is the focus of the next subsection.
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1:4:2:4 Dispute Triggers
Eisenberg & Garvey (1981) were not only interested in the strategies used to
resolve conflict effectively. They also investigated the types of situations that

children argue over which triggers a dispute, and they found that nursery school
arguments tend to be in one of four categories:

a) Arguments over the possession of objects.

b) Disputes over the nature of play.

¢) Conflict over access to 'personal’ space.

d) Disputes regarding claims, opinions or beliefs.

Eisenberg & Garvey (1981) and Genishi & Di Paolo (1982) both found that
disputes over objects occurred about twice as often as disputes over the nature of
play, but again there are some contradictory results. Corsaro & Rizzo (1986) found
the reverse of this and believed that the difference was due to their broader
classification of the nature of play. Corsaro & Rizzo also found quite a hmgh
frequency of access disputes compared to Eisenberg & Garvey and Genish1 & Di
Paolo. As mentioned previously, it was suggested that this discrepancy may be due
to Genish1 & D1 Paolo studying a very small sample of children plus Eisenberg &
Garvey using a sample limited to dyads which they controlled access to - so
'uninvited' children were not likely to be a problem. The proposed study attempts to
overcome these deficiencies by using a larger sample which does not limit group
size. Hay (1984), like both Eisenberg & Garvey and Genishi & Di Paolo,
discovered that children mainly squabbled over objects, "One common source of
conflict in early chidhood................ is the struggle for the possession
of ... toys and other play materials". She found that the mean percentage
of disputes over objects (from various study reviews) was 71% compared to 23%
over access. It is worth mentioning here that Garvey (1991) didn't feel that object
conflict was particularly harmful and she makes this clear when she says "taking an
object from another child is not necessarily an aggressive move on the part of the
toddler and...may not be intended as hurtful" (pg. 53). Allen (1995) also shares this
view of object disputes claiming "pre-schoolers can and do share play objects, they
can use verbal procedures to obtain objects possessed by others; and pronomals
like 'our', 'your' and 'mine' mark possession strategies" (pg. 359). Corsaro (1979)
studied children's access strategies and disputes and found that older children are
more likely to negotiate access whereas younger children just move Into an area -
which tends to cause disruption. He found though that most children attempting

access "relied on more indirect and often non-verbal strategies" (pg. 322). Although
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there are fewer findings with regard to 'play' and 'claim' antecedents, Putallaz &
Sheppard (1992) cited work by Forbes, Katz, Paul & Lubin (1982) which
demonstrated that boys attempt to elevate their status by refusing to accept certain
roles or by making boastful claims. It may therefore be (tentatively) expected that

such antecedents will mainly involve verbal behaviour and be largely confined to
boys.

The study in Chapter 2 will look at the antecedent stage in some detail because of
its importance as the origin of conflict behaviour. It is difficult to examine the
antecedent event In terms of complexity because non-verbal acts would be
impossible to define using a simple-complex measure. However, if one takes a
broad and general approach to the precipitating event, it seems intuitively
reasonable to assume that verbal behaviour is more complex than non-verbal
behaviour in that it can convey a wider and more abstract range of ideas. Similarly,
'object’ and 'access' tend to be tied to the immediate situation and so meaning can be
conveyed at a concrete level by either verbal or non-verbal behaviour e.g. pulling a
toy from another child's hand or physically barring entry into an activity. On the
~other hand, vague claims or complex play rules may need more developed cognitive
processes to communicate and share rather abstract or generalised intent
effectively. It should be re-emphasised at this point though, that unlike the
oppositional and development stages of conflict, the antecedent event cannot be
firmly operationalised in terms of complexity. However, it is intended that the
previous suggestions may offer some guidance to the overall tone of the

antecedent.

1:4:2:5 Disputes and Gender
Most researchers have found that, generally, children's conflict exchanges tend

to be frequent but short. For example, Eisenberg & Garvey (1981) found that over
90% of the disputes they observed were shorter than ten turns whilst O' Keefe &
Benoit (1982), who studied the conflicts of 2 to 5 year olds, found a median of 5
turns per dispute. Researchers have also found differences in frequency and

complexity of conflict episodes across the sexes. Most studies have demonstrated
that girls are less likely to engage in dispute and tend to be linguistically more
versatile than boys. In a review entitled "Peer Relations”, Hartup (1983) remarks
that boys engage in more quarrelling than girls. Similarly, articles by Maccoby
(1967, 1988) report that there are sex differences in behaviour for the years
between preschool and adolescence - apart from the preference of both sexes to
play with same-sex others, girls tend to be more passive and generally more polite
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than their male peers. Maccoby (1988) also states that girls use more 'agreeable’
language because it serves a "socially binding function" rather than the "egoistic
function” (pg. 758) apparent amongst boys. Sheldon (1990, 1992) studied 3-4 year
old children and she focused on the type of language used in a dispute situation.
She found that girls' speech was rather collaborative and mitigating in tone.
Likewise, Miller, Danaher & Forbes (1986), who studied children between the ages
of 5 and 7, discovered that boys were involved in disputes more frequently than
girls and that they tended to use simple strategies of verbal threat or physical force
significantly more often than girls. Girls tried to negotiate or 'soften' arguments
especially 1f these involved other girls. They also stated that boys tend to be
physically more active, aggressive, involved in more conflict and more 'heavy-
handed' in their use of discourse strategies than girls.

There have been several suggestions as to why male and female children differ in
regard to the frequency and complexity of conflict episodes. It has been thought
that boys have more disputes because they are naturally more aggressive, or
because they are encouraged to be competitive and 'stand-up for themselves' -
especially if they are from working class homes. Boys also tend to prefer outside
activities and rough and tumble play which often lead to physical contact and
subsequent conflict. Moreover, girls may tend to get punished more than boys for
engaging in arguments. Sheldon (1992) and Oden, Wheeler & Herzberger, (1984)
believe that there are social pressures on girls to show more co-operation and less
aggression than boys - and so they tend to employ more conflict mitigating tactics
like compromising or justifying their actions. Gilligan & Attanucct (1988) suggest
that females have a natural orientation towards ‘caring' and so maintaimng
interpersonal harmony is one of their prionities. Sheldon (1992) states that girls
achieve harmony by 'double-voice discourse' whereby they use the sensitive tactics
of compromise, giving alternatives, asking for explanations and giving reasons to
assuage their own needs whilst taking account of their partner's requirements. Boys

were found to be more direct in their dealings with others and so used double-voice

discourse a lot less often than girls.

The majority of evidence points to girls using less frequent but more complex
language than boys. But there are dissenting voices - for example, several
researchers found few sex differences in relation to conflict. Hartup, Laursen,
Stewart & Eastenson (1988) - who studied both friend and non-friend interactions
in 4 year olds - claimed that there were no sex differences because "the motivation

to contain negative aftect seems to be as strong among boys as among girls" (pg.
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1600). Likewise, Vespo et al. (1995) didn't find any sex differences in boys' and
girls' ability to give explanations whilst Dunn (1984) proposes "within a family, girls
are just as likely as boys to come to blows" (pg. 103). Garvey (1991) notes that
boys display some of the "characteristics associated with greater cognitive
maturity” (pg. 151) and "boys are also able to use mitigated persuasion
techniques...especially in compatible pairs" (pg. 154). These findings are
contradictory to those mentioned in the preceding paragraphs and such
inconsistency makes further research especially welcome and valuable.

1:4:2:6 Disputes and Social Class
Although 1t has been long (and controversially) assumed that children from

disadvantaged backgrounds are linguistically less accomplished than those from a
privileged environment (e.g. Bernstein, 1960), there still appears to be less research
done on class differences than gender differences in relation to disputes. However,
studies which have examined language, play or other social and cognitive skills
have generally found less advantaged children to produce poorer performances.
- Tough, 1973b (cited by Lomax, 1979, pg. 20) said "children from professional
homes were much more likely to use language to collaborate...to compare possible
alternatives...to give explanations to why and how things happen...and to justify
behaviour". Similarly, Bloom et al., 1965 (quoted in Peters & Willis, 1978, pg. 63)

state that "children from low socio-economic backgrounds are below average in

language ability".

Finnie & Russell (1988) studied children's social skills in relation to their mothers'
soclo-economic background. They found that children of low status mothers used
less skilful strategies with other children when trying to join groups - and this led to
unnecessary conflict as those already in the group became irmtated at their clumsy
attempts at access. Smart & Smart (1978) mention that disadvantaged children are
‘more repetitive in their play whilst Bruck & Tucker (1974) found "middle-class
children give more elaborations...and are less egocentric than their lower class
peers”" (pg. 215). Continuing in the same vein, Rubin, Fein & Vandenberg, (1983)
postulate that "the play of children from lower socio-economic backgrounds is less
complex and sophisticated than that of children from more affluent homes" (pg.
735) whilst Teachman (1995) concurs "greater parental income and education are
associated with greater mental skill" (pg. 216). Interesting though these results are,
they tend to be suggestive rather than conclusive. Other researchers have come up
with a slightly different set of findings to those outlined above. For instance, Tizard
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& Hughes (1984) maintain that there "was no support that working class children
suffered from a lack of exposure to spoken language" (pg. 139) and they stress
"there is no real social class difference in language ability" (pg. 137). Hence it

appears that further research into this area may be useful in drawing nearer to a
definite conclusion.

There 1s even less evidence regarding the frequency of disputes and class but if
working-class boys are encouraged to 'stand-up for themselves' (as mentioned
earhier), there is a strong possibility that this would lead to greater overt
competitiveness and conflict. Furthermore, Argyle (1994) makes the point that
delinquency, including violence and breach of the peace, is higher for the working
classes in society. He says that this could be due to working class parents
employing more punitive discipline, having a negative attitude to authority and
being less likely to reason with their children over aspects of their behaviour. It may

be therefore that less privileged children see conflict as the 'norm’ and so engage in
it frequently themselves.

1:4:2:7 Disputes and Play Activity

Although vanations in language use with regard to class and gender are

interesting 1n their own right, it 1s also useful to look at the possible association of
speech and play activity. In fact, it was noted earlier that it is important to identify
the 'social conditions' most likely to be responsible for cognitive growth. (Forman
& Cazden, 1985). It was also suggested that equal status amongst peers may aid
learning. Verba (1993) proposes that this equivalence 1s particularly noticeable in
pretend play which involves substantial negotiation to 'set-up a scene'. It may
therefore be that some types of play activity are better for providing the conditions

necessary for enhancing development.

Type of play has long been of interest to researchers. In 1973, Quilitch & Risely
differentiated between "isolate toys...primarily played with by one child at a time"
(pg. 573) and social toys such as board games. Sylva, Roy & Painter (1980) and
Ervin-Tripp (1982) proposed that the type of activity had an eftect on children's
behaviour. Sylva et al. found that most exchanges occur in the "looser activities
where there are no clear intrinsic goals". They actually discovered that most verbal
exchanges happened during informal games and rough 'n' tumble play; a moderate
amount of conversation occurs during gross motor play and pretend games whilst
little discussion takes place during construction or whilst using "isolate toys" like
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Jigsaws or books. One might expect least conflict in individual play because there is
no interaction. However it is worth bearing in mind that others may try to 'butt in'
to these activities or try to grab the book or jigsaw being used by someone else.
Tizard & Hughes (1984) state that sand and water play 1s most likely to produce
conflicts between children. It is true that this type of play is quite physical in that it
involves manipulations of sand and water using a variety of objects such as buckets
and spades. Squabbles may break out over these 'tools' and the fact there is very
little space around the sand-pit or water bath. There is also plenty of opportunity

for physical contact such as splashing water or throwing sand, and even if
accidental, 1t may present an opportunity for quarrelling.

In contrast to this, Minuchin & Shapiro (1983) stress that "conflict was much more
associated with block-building...and housekeeping play" (pg. 205). They argue that
activities are conflict-prone if they "involve shared space and equipment which must
be negotiated...and because they create a subgroup of participants who may
exclude other children" (pg. 205). Similarly, Ervin-Tripp (1982) found that in the
construction setting there were a lot of arguments over the possession of building
blocks but afterwards children tended to play alone, engrossed in what they were
doing. Quite a number of researchers have clatmed that "boys are significantly more
interested than girls 1n tower and brnck-building and building with apparatus”
(Lomax, 1979, pg. 59). If this is the case, and boys generally tend to be involved in
more conflict than girls, then one would expect rather a lot of disagreement in the
construction area. It 1s perhaps more difficult to postulate on the degree of dialogue
complexity in the proposed areas. It might be expected that construction and sand

& water areas reveal a lot of simple, possessive dialogue as the children claim
possession of their 'tools' or bricks. However, Wood & Attfield (1996) quote from
Smilansky (1990) who claims constructive play i1s "the manipulation of objects to
create something...it allows the children to represent their own reality...and
stimulates a wide range of cognitive processes which are important for learning"
(pg. 23). It may therefore be that construction play is linked to complex rather than
simple exchanges and it is hoped that further research might clanify this.

Lomax (1979) describes the criteria for all imaginary play by saying "it must be
clear from a child's speech and actions that he was going beyond the present
concrete situation” (pg. 69). Garvey (1991) states that "pretend play is by no means
free of opposition and contlict...but since shared play can only continue if
agreement can be assumed, then it is not surprising that children use their most
sophisticated and persuasive efforts to further pretend play” (pg. 137). This view is

26



shared by Oden et al. (1984) who comment that fantasy play involved a "more
playful interchange which lessened the likelihood of disputes” (pg. 147) whilst
Orsolini (1993) said justification was the most frequently used tactic in symbolic
play. This finding that complex strategies are relatively common in pretend play is
also supported by Garvey (1991) who acknowledges that "denials and refusals do
occur, but children usually accompany them with reasons, alternative proposals or
suggestions for compromise" (pg. 137). Ervin-Tripp (1982) agrees that role-play
produced the greatest amount of compliance and co-operation as children 'worked
together to construct their play frame. Many other researchers who have focused
on pretend, symbolic or fantasy play also have a high opinion of the developmental
value of imaginative activities. For instance, Sawyer (1996) suggests that it is the
lack of a ngid structure in role-play than encourages complex discourse and
Smilansky (1968) also advocates this type of play for young children's
development. Nicolopoulou (1993), who reviews play from a Piagetian and
Vygotskian perspective, stresses how the representational aspect of role-play can
stretch’ a child's mental processes. Rogoff (1993), who provided a commentary on
that paper, highlighted the use of imagination in learning. Goncu (1993) notes how
pretend play leads to the sharing and extending of experience which is necessary for
development and Garvey & Kramer (1989), who reviewed social pretend play in
preschool children, report that this type of activity relied heavily on language for
planning and negotiation. It therefore appears that complex speech acts were
frequent in this play context. '

It should be noted, at this stage, that all types of play are not equally popular or
made use of in exactly the same way across both sexes. For example, symbolic play
1s an activity that 1s especially popular with girls although they tend to limit their
roles to house and family themes. Boys, on the other hand, show a greater
preference for block-building, and have a large range of fantasy play including
super-hero roles (Johnson & Ershler, 1981). Rubin, Fein & Vandenberg (1983)
suggest that construction play is the most common form of activity in nursery
school but Ross & Browne (1993) argue that "girls do not use construction and
mechanical toys as often as boys choose to" (pg. 13) and this is supported by the
findings of Wood & Atttield (1996), and Lomax (1979) as recorded previously.

Likewise, social class differences in play have been noted. Rubin et al. (1983)
report that the fantasy play of middle-class children is more complex than that of
working class children. There 1s also a higher incidence of symbolic play in the
advantaged group. It has been inferred that a lack of familiarity with classroom
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materials may be the cause of these differences (Garvey, 1991). Tizard & Hughes
(1984) found that middle-class girls were more likely to be involved in individual
pursuits or playing table games whilst there was a tendency for working-class girls
to spend most of their free time playing with sand and water or else being involved
In outdoor activities. One reason given for this is that working class mothers tend
to engage their children in more physical games at home (Tizard & Hughes, 1984).

Such apparent differences between sexes and social classes should be treated with
caution because the findings have not been consistently replicated. However, it
should be re-emphasised that a specific play activity may have the potential to
evoke certain behaviours. It has been argued that construction play is probably the
most common form of activity in the pre-school (Rubin et al., 1983) so children
should be familiar and comfortable with it. The mechanics would perhaps be
automatic leaving them time to engage in 'flights of fancy' - Rubin et al. (1983)
commented that when several children were present in the block corner they
engaged in fantasy play but when alone, their behaviour was "predominantly
constructive" (pg. 733). Rubin et al. also highlighted the difficulty of categorising
activities since they claim that sand & water play is 'solitary' in that it involves non-
social and parallel behaviour.

It 1s worth noting that research into the area of 'play and language' has been
relatively sparse and fragmented. Researchers have often concentrated on only one
type of play, or focused on play activity in general but not in relation to class,
gender or complexity. It 1s therefore difficult to directly compare and assess the
findings from available studies, which makes reaching a firm conclusion almost
impossible. One of the primary aims of this thesis 1s to provide a fuller and more
detailed account of play activity in dispute and co-operative contexts, especially

with regard to language complexity, social class and gender.

1:4:2:8 Summary

From subsection 1:4:2:4, it can be seen that the antecedent event may play an
important part in conflict. Many researchers agree that most disputes occur over
objects, but this finding 1s not unanimous. Similarly, studies of disputes in relation
to gender, class and play activity have been relatively sparse, and have usually
produced conflicting and inconclusive results. Bearing this in mind, Chapter 2 of
this thesis aims to rnigorously and systematically investigate children's disputes and
hopes to demonstrate any hink between conflict and discussion skills. The next
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subsection shifts focus slightly to examine the context of co-operation and
discussion.

1:5 RESEARCH INTO DISCUSSION SKILLS DURING COOPERATIVE
ACTIVITIES

1:5:1: The role of co-operation in socio-cognitive development
Marshall & Powell (1990) describe "co-operation in learning as where children

help each other, but where there is some imbalance in the contributions of group
members. In contrast, collaboration enables children to have a more equal
opportunity to take part in the decision-making and in the production of ideas and
tentative solutions within the learning enterprise"” (pg. 51). However, this
discrimination was thought to be too 'fine' in relation to the young age of the
children - thus no distinction was made in the present thesis and the terms co-
operation and collaboration are used interchangeably throughout.

Unlike conflict which primarily involves a person pursuing his own objectives, co-
" operation requires participants to work together to achieve a common goal
(Johnson, 1975; Orlick, 1981a; Garnier & LaTour, 1994). As noted earlier, many
researchers feel that cognitive growth can be promoted, not only by conflict but by
co-operative activity too (Tough, 1977, Yeomans, 1983; Azmitia, 1988, Sharan &
Shachar, 1988; Goncu, 1993 and Bay-Hinitz, Peterson & Quilitch, 1994). Indeed,
Cooper, Ayers-Lopez & Marquis (1982) went so far as to say "collaborative
episodes seemed especially vulnerable to underestimation" (pg. 187) whilst Howe
(1997) states "interaction achievable during collaboration has been shown
repeatedly to have beneficial consequences" and "co-operative interaction 1S

superior to competitive" (both quotes pg. 19).

" In a similar 'mechanism' to conflict-aided development, co-operation between peers
involves exposure to a variety of ideas and viewpoints. In contrast to creating a
disparity of information in an individual, the combined nput simply leads to a
greater knowledge base with which to draw upon for a richer interaction.
Additionally, since a common goal is aimed for, it may be argued that 1t is both
imparted and internalised by those at different zones of proximal development. This
may result 1S some 'scaffolding’ being employed by the more competent children
(Bruner, 1978). Their use of negotiation and persuasion may help in optimising the
understanding and use of complex language - and perhaps lead to decreased
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egocentrism in the less able participants. Or as Vygotsky (1962) clearly explains
"with assistance, every child can do more than he can by himself - though only
within the limits set by the state of his development" (pg. 103).

Hence Vygotsky (1962) and many other researchers have pointed out the
advantages of co-operative activity and these will be further detailed here. Firstly,
co-operation is probably more widespread than conflict and, since it appears to
elicit less self-centred behaviour (Curtis, 1986; Verba, 1994), it is more likely to be
promoted by those in authority. Likewise, parents and teachers tend to discourage
disagreements and thus would be more likely to focus on co-operative contexts
rather than conflictual ones if both are similarly effective vehicles for enhancing
socio-cognitive growth. Indeed, many preschool documents, in particular, perceive
co-operation as a main objective and teachers are asked to "encourage children to
work co-operatively” (Strathclyde Regional Council Education Department, 1994,
pg. 28,). It 1s assumed that encouraging co-operation assists in the development of
social and interpersonal skills as well as possibly increasing academic performance.
Secondly, Shugar (1983) suggested that the most complex dialogue occurs in the
final third of prolonged exchanges. Conflicts tend to be brief but,
commensensically, one would expect collaborative dialogue to be longer. Tough
(1977) lends some credence to this view by stating that nursery children in co-
operative groups appear to engage in "extended, explanatory discussion". Finally,
Vygotsky (1962) reinforces the lasting effects of collaboration by prdposing "what
the child can do in co-operation today, he can do alone tomorrow" (pg. 104) whilst
Yeomans (1983) outlines four main advantages of co-operative\collaborative

behaviour (pg. 100), 1.¢.

1. 'The combined interaction of a group generates more knowledge and learning'.

2. 'Children are forced to use their own language to express their ideas...and have

to clarify their meaning to themselves and to the group'.

3. 'Errors are reduced as the comparison of ideas increases the chances that errors

will be noticed'.

4. 'Social skills are also developed as commitment to the group grows and with it
feelings of empathy, consideration of others, and the acceptance of joint

responsibility’.
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Yeomans then sums up by saying "co-operative group work is more effective than
either traditional class teaching or competitive group work - for both academic
achievement and social development" (pg. 102).

It 1s perhaps worth re-iterating at this point that although a fair amount of research
has revealed the usefulness and advantages of co-operative interaction for learning,
much of this work has been done in the formal setting of the primary or secondary
classroom. Garnier & LaTour (1994) commented upon the lack of more natural
studies in this area. They went some way to addressing this imbalance by examining

groups in play contexts, but they did not have a particular focus on discussion skills
and detailed research is still rather sparse in natural co-operative contexts.

The previous paragraphs gave some of the reasons why co-operative scenarios are
worthy of investigation when seeking further knowledge about children's linguistic
competence. Piaget (1926) examined children's speech in non-conflictual situations

as well as conflictual ones - and details of his proposals are given in the following
subsection.

1:5:1:1 Piaget, co-operation and discussion skills
Although 1t seems apparent that Piaget's (1926) theory of development

focused on conflict (that 1s - conflict, brought about by exposure to opposing ideas,
leads to a degree of socio-cognitive growth), Piaget also developed a parallel model
to account for co-operative conversation. However, this tends to be descriptive -
and less explanatory - than his 1deas surrounding conflict. The non-contlict model
(like the 'argument' one) also stated that Stage 1, involving children under five years
old, comprised of monologic speech. The next stage involved the speaker and
hearer in 'associated' rather than 'collaborative' dialogue whereby various statements
are given but are not supported or elaborated upon. Stage 2 (Type 2) 1s where
children show some evidence of simple, non-abstract collaborative speech - often
accompanied by actions. The final stage, which is comparable to 'genuine argument’
in conflict scenarios, involves children of around eight years of age who can now
engage in more abstract, collaborative discussion. This involves increased
perspective-taking, questioning, and giving explanations. As previously stated,
Piaget and proponents of his theories tend to stress the role of conflict in

development whereas those following the Vygotskian tradition perceive co-

operation as the principal motivator.
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1:3:1:2 Vygotsky, co-operation and discussion skills
As noted earlier in the section dealing with dispute, cognitive conflict is viewed

as a catalyst for change. It motivates children to reassess their old conceptions of
the world and to construct new ones that fit better with the feedback that they are

recewving" (pg. 332, Damon, 1984). In contrast, Vygotsky believed children were
generally sociocentric and therefore able to engage in truly co-operative exchanges
from an early age. Vygotsky (1962) proposed that children of around two years of
age were aware of the symbolic function of words - this being enhanced via adult
interaction "verbal intercourse with adults... becomes a powerful factor in the
development of the child's concepts" (pg. 69). Alongside this, "thought and speech
coincide to produce what 1s called verbal thought" (pg. 47). As social speech
(external language) becomes internalised, children can then use this to guide their
own behaviour. This mastery of the "social meaning of thought, that 1s, language"
results in "intellectual growth" (pg. 51).

Vygotskian theory is particularly useful for understanding peer co-operation in
child development. Forman & Cazden (1985) suggest that during co-operation,
~ children may take on complementary roles whereby language 1s used by one peer 1n
'scaffolding' another's actions or dialogue - and then they may change positions.
Children may therefore actually be organising their own and another's behaviour by
sharing their experience and knowledge of the goal aimed for. Damon (1984)
reviewed some Vygotskian ideas and states "his theory sees a more decisive role for
peer interaction in development.. peer feedback not only initiates change, 1t also
shapes the nature of change itself" (pg. 333). Damon goes on to elaborate on the
'‘mechanics' of this, "peers benefit from one another by internalising the cognitive
processes implicit in their interactions and communications. In other words,
children are introduced to new patterns of thought when they engage in dialogues
with peers. This is because peer dialogue is by nature a co-operative exchange of
ideas between equals and therefore emulates several critical features of rational
thinking" (pg. 333). Damon continues to detail further the process of such
development "after repeated exposure to co-operative peer exchange, the child's
own thinking becomes influenced. The child internalises the very communicative
procedures that the child experiences when interacting with a peer. In this manner,
the child's intellectual abilities are permanently modified for the better" (pg. 334).

1:5:1:3 Educational Curricula and the proposed co-operation research
As reported in an earlier section, many educational documents including the
SOED's (1991) guidelines assess and outline the degree of competence that a child

32



should have attained at a particular age. Although this draws on mainly Piagetian
theory, some Vygotskian aspects are included. This is especially true in preschool
documents such as Strathclyde Regional Council Education Department (1994)
Partners in Learning; 0-5 curriculum guidelines’ which emphasise the need for
adult guidance and support as well as encouraging co-operative group work. Both
the aforementioned documents focus on the importance of discussion skills
including the giving and asking for explanations. It was previously suggested that
these guidelines may have been based on inadequate evidence regarding young
children's ability to engage in discussion using such complex language as
justifications' and ‘requests for explanation' and therefore more research into this
area would be welcome. In contrast to many educational guidelines, Piaget and
Vygotsky tend to be more optimistic about young children's age-related
attainments. Moreover, research into conflict and linguistic competence has
revealed that preschoolers seem able to employ complex language in a dispute
context, a situation which is unlikely to be encouraged in the classroom.

1:5:1:4 Summary

In sum, 1t has been suggested that co-operation, as well as conflict, may be a
useful context for enhancing the production of complex language. Several studies,
conducted in the formal arena of the classroom, appear to uphold this view.
However, little naturalistic research has been carried out in this area and there are
few systematic and well-documented studies which focus on both the frequency and
type of speech acts with regard to 'complexity'. In addition, research into the speech
patterns produced - especially in relation to gender, social class and play activity -
1s rather scarce . Nevertheless, the following subsections attempt to hghlight the
areas of research which have some bearing on co-operation and language

production -albeit somewhat sparse and fragmented.

1:5:2 BACKGROUND TO DISCUSSION SKILLS IN COOPERATIVE SITUATIONS

1:5:2:1 Research with young children in co-operative situations

As mentioned above, research involving young children in language and co-
operative activities is quite rare. Most of the studies have tended to focus on older
children in their classrooms rather than the natural activities of preschoolers which
is the focus of the present research. As with the theory of conflict and development,
it is equally important to assess how children perform in a co-operative setting
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However, many of these 'performance' studies have concentrated on the
interpersonal or more general educational benefits of group work rather than the
specific speech act production. For example, Musatti (1993) states "the
achievement of sharing seemed to increase their pleasure greatly” (pg. 246) whilst
Orlick (1981a) mentions how co-operation improved self-esteem, group affection
and friendship. Gillies & Ashman (1994) view co-operation as a "positive social
behaviour" and Dimant & Bearison (1991) noticed an improvement with problem-
solving tasks. Bay-Hinitz, Peterson & Quilitch (1994) noted an increase in
"academic performance" (pg. 435) whilst Sharan & Shachar (1988) reported that

"students' level of achievement Increases” and, more specifically, leads them to
make "fuller use of their verbal abilities" (pg. 117).

Thus far, it can be seen that most of the research centres on the more general
attainments of older children and adolescents (Webb, 1982). Yet Garaigordobil,
Maganto & Etxeberna (1996) emphasise that "intragroup co-operation has a
significant role in child development” (pg. 149) whilst Sparkes (1991) stresses that
even preschool children engage effectively in co-operative interactions and "show
~awareness of others' wants and nghts" (pg. 45). Schober-Peterson & Johnson
(1989) agree "conversation among four year olds i1s often co-operative and
successful" (pg. 868). In contrast to this, O' Donnell & Dansereaux (1992) argue
that co-operation between young children is rare. Baines (1996) noted that co-
operation and cohesive dialogue was better in 8 year olds than 5 year olds and
Azmitia (1988) would concur with this statement. Indeed, she claims "preschoolers
are unable to sustain the discussions..assumed to mediate learming" (pg. 88).
Furthermore, Cazden (1986) notes that children rarely ask questions (pg. 449)
whereas, somewhat paradoxically, King & Rosenshine (1993) assert the need for
direct questions "to elicit explanations that, in turn, mediate learmng” (pg. 127).

Due to the rather piecemeal findings outlined above, it may be deduced that
‘research into preschoolers' language production during co-operative activities
would be extremely worthwhile. It would be useful to have some comprehensive
research, equivalent to (but more extensive than) the Eisenberg & Garvey (1981)
study into conflict, which outlined the most common speech strategies used...and
gave an insight into the predomnant linguistic patterns produced. It has often been
noted (e.g. Orsolini, 1993) that complex speech acts such as justification are
commonly employed after an opposition, refusal or rejection (prevalent in dispute
context) - but much less work of this type has been conducted in relation to the
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type of linguistic acts in co-operation that may lead into, or help elicit, a complex
speech strategy.

Thus it was deemed useful to peruse studies which looked for the type of speech
acts and dialogue patterns produced. One such work was outlined by Shugar
(1983) who, like Eisenberg & Garvey, has identified discourse formats for ongoing
interactions - including one she called Format II. She proposed two variants of this,
each involving three main stages. One variant involved an assertion followed by a
demnial of this assertion, and then a reassertion or substantiation. This can be seen as
rather similar to the sequence used by Eisenberg & Garvey (1981) to 'capture' the
main moves in an argument. The other variant, which appears to encapsulate the
pattern of non-conflict speech, comprised of the following three turns:

Initiation Turn
Response Turn

Response to the previous response.

This pattern of exchange was used in the present study and it supplied the 'bare
bones' for researching co-operative dialogue but a lot more detail was still required.
A discourse analysis framework similar to that used by Cooper, Ayers-Lopez &
Marquis (1982) seemed most suitable. They examined how peers "maintained
attention” and how they used "instrumental statements...questions, directives and

other descriptive comments; responses to directives and questions and evaluative
teedback" (pg. 179).

Likewise, McTear (1977, 1985) had an interest in both the type and frequency of
various speech acts and how these inter-link during conversation. After studying his
research transcripts, he proposed that the main categones of speech strategy
included those for imtiation, responding, follow-up, attention-getting\attention-
directing (pg. 35) and he also noted the spontaneous production of 'commands’,
'requests’, 'minimal responses’, justifications' and 'claims' (pg. 43-49). There seems
little doubt that such an approach is important. Damon & Killen (1982) claim
"categories of child discourse such as assertions...explanations and questions may
have special developmental significance” (pg. 349) whilst McElroy (1972) asserts
"nerformance can be easily observed by just listening to the child. It does not mean

counting words but observing the child's ability to manipulate the words...in order

to convey ideas appropriately to his audience" (pg. 26).
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Nevertheless, many researchers have continued to focus on a particular facet of
speech, often to the neglect and detriment of the 'complexity’ issue. Piaget (1926)
who was concerned with young children's developmental stages, Ervin-Tripp
(1974, 1976, 1977) who focused on the speech elicited during play, and McTear
(1977, 1985) who examined how different speech acts inter-relate all reported that
directives such as 'claims' and 'commands' are produced more frequently than the
complex speech acts of questions and justifications. Piaget (1926) suggests that
claim’ and 'command' are amongst the first linguistic strategies to appear. It may be,
therefore, that preschool children are more familiar with their use and may be more
confident in employing them in a variety of circumstances. Certainly, a substantial
amount of research has been conducted into these type of speech tactics.
Rheingold, Cook & Kolowitz (1987) propose that command use is crucial for
young children and that such direct orders "teach the names and uses of objects and
meaning of events" (pg. 146). Pontecorvo (1987) believes claims can "open
discussion or construe sequences....(and) can be used to counter or redirect" (pg.
244) whereas Orsolimi (1993) focuses on the importance of an assertion (especially
a negative one) for eliciting an explanation. Pontecorvo (1987) elaborates on this
"the adequacy of the statements and the explanations produced have the function of
stimulating the thought processes, of encouraging and demanding the search for
more satisfactory solutions, explanations and justifications” (pg. 244).

It appears obvious then that speech acts in dialogue may appear more salient if not
examined 1n 1solation. For example, Pontecorvo & Girardet (1993) talk about "the
link that 1s necessanly established between claims and justifications 1s basic and
crucial" (pg. 373) whilst Orsolini (1993) highlights the association between claims
and questions (pg. 284). McTear (1977, 1985) tried to make some order and sense
from the great amount of verbal exchanges collected during his research as he
attempted to establish systematic guidelines for frequent patterns of apparently
inter-connected speech acts. For instance, he argued that each type of ''mtiating
move' (and he noted the presence of commands, claims and questions 1n this role)
tended to require a particular kind of response. In addition, he acknowledged the

enormous difficulties of trying to arrange such nich dialogue into a neat and

consistent pattern.

1:5:2:2 Issues of complexity in ""co-operative speech'’' research
McTear (1985) categorically stated that "it is not possible to rank the various

devices in terms of their complexity...the choice of any given device does not
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necessarily reflect conversational maturity but can depend on the specific demands
of the situation" (pg. 100).

It would perhaps be rather foolish to deny that there 1s, at least, a grain of truth in
the above statement. However, it was argued in subsection 1:4:2:2 that - from a
Piagetian or any other developmental standpoint reported earlier - it would possibly
be logical to associate 'complexity' with increasing levels of abstraction or
perspective-taking. If one examines the vanous speech acts already mentioned, it
may be realised that there are slight differences in the levels of 'involvement with

another'. For example, 'claim' often focuses on one's own wants, needs and ideas,
e.g.

I need that toy.
I want that brick.

'Command' also focuses primarily on self-centred needs and desires but usually
involves addressing another person directly (Steffensen, 1977), e.g.

‘ (zive me that brick back.

Let me in there.

Therefore this speech act seems less egocentric than ‘claim' even though its main
function may be self-serving. Minimal dialogue generally tends to be seen as simple
in nature because it merely maintains an exchange without adding anything new to
it. Nonetheless, it may be worth noting that it commonly functions in response to
another participant's behaviour, e.g. acknowledging a statement or smoothing over
awkward phases in order to keep an interaction going. Questions and justifications
can be deemed most complex of all since one of their main functions is to make
sure input is clearly shared and understood by all participants (Barmes & Todd,
1977, Steffensen, 1977).

Like the conflict studies, research into co-operation has revealed that children do
employ differing amounts of the various speech strategies. Yet results across the
studies are rarely clear-cut thus further research in the area of co-operation could

elaborate on, or extend, previous research. Some of these earlier findings are

outlined in the subsequent paragraph.
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Wootton (1981) states that both claims and questions are frequent at age four
whereas Cazden (1986) suggests questions are rare. Bokus (1992) found a high
frequency of minimal dialogue amongst three and four year olds as did Dorval &
Eckerman (1984). McTear (1977) discovered a high percentage of claims but
fewer commands and questions. In contrast to this, LaFreniere & Charlesworth
(1987) stated that two-thirds of children's actions were commands. To confuse
matters even further, Prinz (1982) found a higher production of questions than
commands with claims being least frequent. Highlighting the importance of a salient

context, Ervin-Tripp, Guo & Lampert (1990) remark that "young children rarely
justified directives” unless a refusal was involved.

It therefore appears, once more, that a somewhat holistic approach and awareness
of circumstance 1s an important consideration when examining speech production.
For instance, Dunn & Brown (1993) argue that justifications are more likely to
occur "in disputes with others" (pg. 108) whilst Cazden (1986) notes that "children
never give directives to teachers" (pg. 449). McTear (1977) uncovered different
speech patterns across mother-child and child-child interactions. It is also important
to note that even the type or function of a particular speech act can influence the
overall pattern of turns in a conversation, and this is also age-related. Orsolin1 &
Pontecorvo (1992) studied the speech of preschool children and found that
‘requests for clanfication' are often followed by 'minimal dialogue'. In contrast,
"children's elaborate answers are more likely when the request is located within a
sequence of discourse in which a claim, evaluation or suggestion emerges" (pg.
129). McElroy (1972) believes that statements and control utterances are more
frequent, and appear early on in children's language, because they are often linked

to a concrete entity, e.g.

[ want a drink.
Stop pulling my hair.

McElroy also asserts that questions, and especially 'why' queries, appear much
later in children's dialogue because they usually involve more complex and abstract

structuring - both of the question and the response.

1:5:2:3 Summary

Given the variation in results for some of the previous studies, systematic
research into the complexity of preschoolers' language during co-operative contexts
would be useful. As with the conflict studies, inconsistencies in the research may
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have been due to such factors as different group sizes\compositions,
formality\emotionality of the situation, age of children, or varying definitions of the
speech acts to be assessed. In addition, there has been little in-depth research

conducted in relation to gender, class and type of play activity. This will be the
main focus of the following subsections.

1:53:2:4 Co-operation and Gender
As with the conflict studies, there appears to be some inconsistencies in the

findings of research into language and co-operative activity. Although a number of
studies indicate that, generally, girls are hinguistically more competent than boys
(e.g., Maccoby, 1988) - there are several dissenting voices. Cooper (1980)
uncovered no apparent sex differences in verbal skills during collaborative problem-
solving tasks, and neither did Dickson (1974) who designed a communication game
to elicit dialogue in potentially ambiguous situations. Schober-Peterson & Johnson
(1989) concur with these findings since they claim that there were few, if any,
significant differences between sexes in either the initiation or maintenance of
dialogue exchanges. On the other hand - some researchers have pointed out that
‘boys actually appear linguistically more competent, in certain ways, than girls e.g.
"the average male initiates more verbal acts than the average female" and 1s more
likely to "make suggestions and state opinions" (Gall & Gall, 1976, pg. 209,).

There may be several reasons why girls, in general, are often perceived to be more
linguistically skilled than their male peers. Interestingly, Gold, Crombie & Noble
(1987) state that teachers' ratings of children's ability tend to differ across the sexes
because "teachers believe co-operative, acquiescent children perform at a more
intellectually competent level...and girls are perceived as more comphant” (pg.
352). Moreover, researchers such as Oden et al. (1984) and Sheldon (1992) believe
that there are greater social pressures on girls to be co-operative. Gilligan &
Attanuci (1988) suggest that girls tend to seek a degree of interpersonal harmony in
their relationships and interactions. Sheldon (1992) proposed that they may
promote this by employing more 'mitigating' speech tactics such as compromise,
asking\giving explanations and being responsive to the other participant(s). Indeed,
Barnes & Todd (1977) explained that the concept of 'collaboration’ 1s partly
indicated by the use of questions, acknowledgement or recapitulation,
modifications, elaborations and qualifications - whilst the Strathclyde Regional
Council Education Department (1994) Partners in Learning: 0-5 curriculum
guidelines assert "explaining not blaming helps co-operation” (pg. 21).
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The majority of researchers would probably concede that girls are more co-
operative than boys, agreeing therefore with Sparkes' (1991) finding that boys were
more competitive during dyadic games than girls. Maccoby's (1988) results are also
consistent with this but it should be noted that others disagree. Crockenberg,
Bryant & Wilce (1976) and Doescher & Sugawara (1992), who all studied
interpersonal behaviour in schoolchildren, found no substantial variations between
the sexes. Nevertheless, there is some evidence to suggest that male and female
peers may produce different amounts of each type of commonly-used speech acts.
Vespo et al. (1995) note that boys employ more commands but less explanations
than girls. Killen & Naigles (1995) also remark on boys' tendency to use controlling
behaviour, and both Maccoby (1988) plus Sparkes (1991) would concur with this
finding. Furthermore, Gall & Gall (1976) reveal that male children are more likely
to make 'claims’' whereas Lloyd & Goodwin (1993) found no consistent differences
between sexes in their use of assertions. They also noted that both sexes produced
similar amounts of requests for information whilst Becker (1986) stated "sex
differences have not been found typically in children's use of requests" (pg. 396).
With regard to justifications, another mynad of results were reported. Sheldon
(1990) proposes that girls use more justifications than boys and Ironsmith &
Whitehurst (1978) stressed that "girls were more likely than boys to provide
feedback" (pg. 348). To further enrich the issue, Kyratzis (1992) suggested that

"oirls and boys used persuasive justifications in markedly different ways...girls were

trying to validate and rationalise behaviour in terms of a group goal. Boys, in
contrast, used persuasive justifications only when they were having trouble getting
their control moves complied with" (pg. 327). This statement may serve to
highlight the 'fuzziness' which seems to exist between conflictual and co-operative
language contexts as noted earlier in the chapter.

1:5:2:5 Co-operation and Social Class
It has long been argued that children from an advantaged background are more

linguistically competent than those from a less privileged environment (Bernstein,
1960: Jensen, 1968), but this view has remained controversial over a number of
years. It is also unfortunate that recent research in this area has been relatively
sparse. In section 1:4:2:6 it was suggested that children of lower socio-economic
status generally may have poorer social\interpersonal skills - which imphes that they
might find co-operative behaviour somewhat harder to achieve than their mddle-
class peers. On the other hand, 1t 1s worth highlighting that working class famihes
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tend to be larger, with less resources to share - so family members may have to
learn to co-operate effectively from an early age

With regard to discussion skills, Dickson (1974) found little evidence of a large
social class difference. In contrast, Whiteman & Deutsch (1968) argued that
children of lower socio-economic status "show verbal deficits" (pg. 102). The latter
go on to explain "the child from a disadvantaged environment may have missed
some of the experiences necessary for developing verbal, conceptual, attentional
and learning skills" (pg. 87). Jensen (1968) agrees with this opinion and states
"language in the lower class is not as flexible a means of communication as in the
middle class" (pg. 119), whilst Bernstein (1960) asserts "the normal linguistic
environment of the working-class is one of relative deprivation" (pg. 276).

It may be perceived that the aforementioned researchers tended to demonstrate the
alleged language differences, in relation to social class, by highlighting rather broad
vanations in speech use. Hence, the subsequent paragraphs will lean more towards
studies which have focused upon the production and use of individual speech
strategies.

Piche, Rubin & Michlin (1978) noted that working class children produced a high
proportion of 'claim' and 'command' speech acts and they suggested that the
children may be modelling their parents' behaviour - as their mothers tended to use
many “imperative controls" (pg. 774). Tizard & Hughes (1984), who
comprehensively investigated children's language in relation to social class, found
that "questions formed a slightly higher proportion of talk" (pg. 103) in muddle-
class children. They also stated that the advantaged children asked more "why"
questions, and they suggest that this 1s due to reinforcement by their middle-class
parents - who are normally well-educated and can themselves pose "frequent and
satisfying questions" (pg. 151). Additionally, they are perceived as having the
greater knowledge and ability to produce more adequate answers or responses than
the working-class parents. Similarly, Smilansky (1968) also recorded working class
children's lack of question (and especially 'why' question) use. Tough (1976),
focusing on the complex act of explanation, remarked "the disadvantaged child did
not readily offer justifications” (pg. 79) and she further stipulated that they tend not
to use language for "logical reasoning" or for "surveying possibilities or
alternatives" (pg. 79). Thus it appears from this evidence that middle-class children
will be more likely to demonstrate skilful language than their less privileged peers.
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Nonetheless, as noted previously, findings into social class speech differences have
often been controversial and any variations may be due, in part, to other contexts. It
would be therefore be interesting to see if the type of play activity engaged in will
exert any influence on the quantity or quality of children's verbal behaviour and
interaction. Hence language use and play will be the focus of the next subsection -
with general issues being detailed at the start before moving on to focus on play in
relation to gender and then social class.

1:3:2:6 Co-operation and Play Activity

As with research into the other contexts, studies into the effect of play on child
collaboration has also produced a variety of findings. Yet, in general, the majority
of researchers acknowledge the importance of all kinds of symbolic play for
enhancing collaboration. Hartup (1983) states that co-ordinated interaction is most
likely to occur in dramatic play whilst Oden et al. (1984) highlight the benefits of
fantasy play for reducing the possibility of conflictual interchanges. Similarly,
Schober-Peterson & Johnson (1989) suggest that children have longer
conversations during symbolic activity and Verba (1993) asserts "pretend play
- managed by the children themselves is an especially rich area of investigation for
co-operative formats" (pg. 268). Furthermore, Smilansky (1968) believed that co-
operation 1s required if socio-dramatic play is to be maintained - and she argues that
maintenance occurs via discussion dialogue, including the use of directives and
explanations (pg. 8). In 