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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Statement of Problem 

Play, its definitions, the observed behaviors associated with it, 

and the benefits of play for the cognitive, social and emotional 

aspects of a child's development have been researched by numerous 

investigators (Fein, 1979; Garvey, 1977; Herron and Sutton-Smith, 

1971; Singer, 1973; and Tower and Singer, 1980). Play has often been 

defined as "what children do when not involved in biological need 

reduction or chores" (Vandenburg, 1978). Play is difficult to define 

because it is affected by different sets of experiences each child 

brings to a play situation and because it cannot be isolated from the 

other ways of behaving by the child (Bulter, Gotts, and Quisenberry, 

1978). Researchers (McGhee, 1979; Singer, 1973) have explored the 

signals used to communicate a playful intent, social aspects of 

play, the body activity associated with play, the youthful practice 

of play, and the exploration and experimentation behaviors associated 

with play. 

v Tower and Singer (1980) have especially dravm attention to the 

importance of make-believe or pretend play for various aspects of a 

child's development. They suggested that pretend play is not only 

enjoyable for children, but also contributes to the acquisition of: 

1) a varied vocabulary, 2) imaginative skills, 3) the ability to 

tolerate waiting periods, 4) empathy skills and 5) the learning of 



various social roles. Pulanski (1973) found that pretend play is 

"... a cognitive skill related to concentration, fluency, spontaneity, 

and the ability to mentally organize and integrate diverse stimuli. " 

In 1977 Singer suggested that "early make-believe stimulation may be 

the origin of important capacities for more complex verbal and 

imagery processing." Singer listed the following component abilities 

of a child's learning in which it is believed that pretend play is 

involved: 1) the ability to form mental images, 2) the ability to 

store and retrieve mental images, 3) the ability to recombine, in

tegrate and replay mental images for internal stimulation. Singer 

also suggested that the mental manipulation done in order to pre

tend provides positive emotional reinforcement for children, j 

X n , - • ^ • • • , ^ 

For purposes of this study the terms pretend play, imaginative 

play, fantasy play, and symbolic play are used interchangeably. 

Researchers in the area of symbolic play have attempted to sort out 

the definitions surrounding these terms but no general consensus 

of opinion has become established, i 

While prior symbolic play research has focused on the establish

ment of basic developmental trends (Fein, 1979; Nicolich, 1978), 

on the role of object substitution (Elder and Pederson, 1978; Over

ton and Jackson, 1973), parental interactions (Durrell and Weisberg, 

1978; Feitleson and Ross, 1973), and little attention has been given to 

the influence of the "realistic" quality of objects (toys) on 

imaginary play with those objects. 

The thought given to toy selection by caretakers of young 

children is often casual and without much attention directed to the 



influence of toy structure levels upon the manner in which a child 

uses a toy (Singer, 1973). The importance of studying toy structure 

and its relationship to sjTubolic play becomes an issue when equipping 

nursery school and day care centers with toys conducive to imaginative 

play. Previous investigators (Phillips, 1945; Pulanski, 1973) 

explored the effects of different levels of structure of toys on 

symbolic play. Their definitions of structure were confined to the 

degree of realism present in toy replicas for only two levels of 

structure. Toy structure can theoretically be conceptualized across 

a full range of levels from very realistic to completely unstructured. 

This study uses toys which represent the full range of structure 

possibilities in addressing the issue of how toy representativeness 

affects fantasy and make-believe play. This is accomplished by 

examining verbal responses which are evoked by play with toys of 

varying degrees of realistic representation. 

To follow in the review of literature will be a brief examination 

of studies dealing with: 1) the theoretical aspects of symbolic play, 

2) the developmental progression of symbolic play, 3) the influences 

of parental interaction in the symbolic play process, and 4) the 

affects of the socioeconomic variable on s5Tnbolic play and a more 

detailed examination of the literature on toy structure and how it 

affects symbolic play. 

Review of Literature 

Theoretical Framework. To date, the writings of Jean Piaget 

offer the most comprehensive basis for research on symbolic play and 

the developmental acquisition of symbolic representation. Symbolic 



play is "... the result of a child's constructing internal under

standing of actions and objects which are then expressed behavior-

ally" (Nicolich, 1978). For example, when pretending to feed a doll, 

the child is expressing an understanding of the feeding situation as 

experienced or observed in reality. ""̂ According to Piaget (1962) 

S3nnbolic play starts to occur during the transition from sensori

motor to pre-operational thought stages or between 15-18 months of 

age. Piaget saw play as a form of assimilation which is initiated 

not as an attempt to learn, but for the pleasure and power it pro

vides (Tower and Singer, 1980). For Piaget symbolic play is ego

centric thought in its purest state. The sole aim of symbolic play 

is ego satisfaction. McGhee (1979) added to the definition with his 

closer look at assimilation. He suggested viewing assimilation in 

two ways: 1) reality assimilation, and 2) fantasy assimilation. 

Reality assimilation is defined as occurring when a child encounters 

a new object or event and attempts to accommodate or stretch previous 

schema to incorporate the new information. Fantasy assimilation is 

defined as the child's attempt to use familiar schema, but to assim

ilate inapproriate objects to them, thereby pretending. In other 

words, children use inappropriate objects which they assimilate into 

familiar schema for the purpose of pretense, not for effective adap

tion-

The theoretical research base for symbolic play is further 

elaborated on by Fein (1979). She explored the propensity to pretend 

and how it changes over the first two years of life. According to 

Fein "... at 18 months the child discovers that a doll can be fed 



and put to bed as if it were a baby. But at this age the doll must 

be doll-like and the cup must be cup-like if they are to be used in 

this way. Between 18 and 24 months the requirement for object like

ness becomes more relaxed". The ability to pretend requires selec

tively ignoring some of the object's features (cues) and selectively 

tuning into others. Progression of sjrmbolic play, on a monthly 

basis, will give the reader an idea of how the transformation from 

needing more real to less real objects proceeds as the child pro

gresses toward maturity. 

Both Piaget (1962) and Fein (1975) have contributed theoretical 

research on the progression of how S3mibolic play changes. Fein 

(1975) suggested the following progression of symbolic play during 

the preschool years: 

1) 12 months - a child pretends to drink from an 

empty cup. 

2) 18 months - (shifts from self to others) now the 

child pretends dolly drinks from empty cup. 

3) 20-26 months - (pretense now not dependent on 

particular features of objects used) the dolly 

may now be a stick and cup a rock. 

4) 3-6 years - child can now pantomine gestures. 

Fein used the term "transformation" to explain the mental movement of 

the child from needing a realistic replica of an object to being able 

to use less realistic replicas. Prior to Fein, Piaget described a 

sequential order of pretend behaviors: 

1) Initial realistic treatment of objects. 



2) Pretend activities moving toward more abstract 

and more complex levels. 

3) Beginning of pretend behaviors which are planned 

and thus mentally represented in advance of the 

performance. 

Piaget felt that these changes occurred between the ages of nine to 

twenty-four months, but did not specify steps of progression monthly. 

Developmental Trends. According to Nicolich (1978) data con

cerning the development of symbolic play are still sparse, but some 

developmental trends can be suggested. It seems clear that real 

objects have been used for the child's everyday activities for some 

time before they are used in pretending. For instance, before pre

tending to eat or drink with cups, children must have such experi

ences in reality. This supports Piaget's theory that behavioral 

expression (s3nnbolic play) must follow understanding of reality 

(experiences or observations) as was discussed in the previous sec

tion of this paper. Nicolich concluded that the first pretend 

activities concern the care-giving experiences of everyday life. She 

stated that the first pretense probably occurs in response to objects 

in the environment that are "real" or highly prototypical. This 

initial pretend play is bounded by object properties and object 

availability. For instance, the child will pretend to drink from an 

empty cup, but will neither use the cup for a hat nor pretend to 

drink in the absence of an appropriate object. Nicolich reported on 

the first shift and subsequence sequences of pretend behaviors "... 

self-pretend clearly precedes pretending at other's behaviors or 
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pretending that others do the child's behavior."j Nicolich's findings 

/ 
are supported by the work of Fein (1975) previously reported in the 

theory section of this paper, (in other vjords, children first pretend 

at what is known with objects that are known. 

Watson and Fischer (1977) also offered a systematic pretending 

behavior sequence for one- and two-year-olds: 1) uses self as an 

agent, 2) uses an object as a passive agent, 3) uses a substitute 

object as a passive agent, and 4) uses an object as an active agent. 

Thus, young children's behavior moves from understanding their own 

actions in symbolic play to understanding that objects can be used 

as independent agents of action in symbolic play. Lowe (1975) ex

amined spontaneous non-verbal behavior in structured S3rnibolic play 

situations. She found that young children first applied their pre

tend play to themselves. Her study confirms the findings of Watson 

and Fischer (1977).j 

The issue of toy preference as it relates to capacity for symbo

lic play must also be addressed. It has been assumed by this re

searcher that toy preference, as well as a need for objects to appear 

at a certain level of representativeness, also becomes a consideration 

in the child's choice of toys. In other words, just because children 

have the cognitive capacity for symbolic play with very unstructured 

objects does not necessarily mean that they would prefer that struc

ture for all their imaginative play. Hrncir's (1978) study suggested 

that children need both low and high prototypical toys in order to 

play symbolically. 

Parental Influences on Symbolic Play. In addition to the issue 
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of toy preference, parental influences also affect make-believe play. 

Singer (1966) suggested that the following parental behaviors fostered 

fantasy play development: 1) a willingness on the part of the parents 

to participate in fantasy games with children, 2) story-telling and 

re-telling experiences, 3) exposure to stimuli which affect fantasy 

(e.g. trips, theater, books, plays), and 4) opportunities for privacy 

and solitary play. Durrell and Weisburg (1973) concluded that parents 

who had received training in fantasy appreciation were more distinc

tive models and were more likely to be imitated by their children. 

According to Gershowitz (1974) the ideal pretend play model is the 

better educated and empathic adult who initially shows considerable 

play direction to the child, but who later steps back and allows the 

child to express himself fully. 

Feitelson and Ross (1973) found that parental modeling of sym

bolic play is an essential prerequisite for acquisition of such be

haviors. They concluded that children who were just given toys alone 

to improve the quality of their symbolic play were not benefited as 

much as when they participated in play-tutoring sessions where adults 

modeled an "as if" situation for them. 

Watson and Fischer (1977) concluded that the modeling of symbolic 

play elicited pretend play from one- and two-year-olds and that their 

pretending usually generalized beyond what had been modeled. They 

found that children imitated behavior at or near their highest capa

cities and ignored those they had long mastered. 

Socioeconomic Status and Symbolic Play. Another variable affect

ing symbolic play is socioeconomic class. An impoverished repertoire 



of experiences to draw from may explain why the socioeconomically 

disadvantaged chidren have demonstrated less fantasy skills than more 

fortunate youngsters (Singer, 1966). The quality of the environment 

appeared to make a difference in the quality of fantasy play in a 

study of social class differences in black children (Griffing, 1979). 

Griffing found that the family and school did contribute to the 

child's fantasy ability in a direct manner. For instance, if the 

family and school supported and encouraged pretend play the children 

demonstrated greater use of fantasy in their play than did children 

from schools or families where pretend play was not encouraged. 

Those children from higher socioeconomic levels showed higher scores 

for such fantasy skills as: 1) imitative role-playing, 2) pretending 

with objects, 3) verbal expression of the pretend play situations. 

4) social interaction with other children within the play episode, 

and 5) verbal communication within the sociodramatic play episode. 

Smilansky's (1968) investigation was carried out with young, 

poor Israeli children. She found these children unable to transcend 

the constraints of reality in play situations. For example, if the 

play called for pretending a stick to be a gun, these children were 

unable to ignore the salient features of a stick and imagine it to 

be a gun. Eifermann (1971) questioned Smilansky's findings, suggest

ing that the ability to transcend reality simply occurred at a later 

age for the disadvantaged, rather than not occurring at all as Smilan-

sky believed. 

A Rosen (1974), after replicating Smilansky's (1968) findings that 

disadvantaged youngsters are exceeded in amount and quality of socio-
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dramatic play by advantaged youngsters, selected poor kindergarteners 

and gave them forty days of instruction and practice in sociodramatic 

play and improved their problem solving behaviors. 

Freyberg's (1973) study confirmed the following hypotheses about 

the effects of socioeconomic status on make-believe play: 1) lower 

socioeconomic class kindergarten children who received training in 

imaginative play played more imaginatively than a group of children 

not receiving the training, 2) lower socioeconomic class children who 

received training in imaginative play demonstrated more positive affect 

during their play than those children who did not receive the training, 

and 3) lower socioeconomic class children who received training in 

imaginative play played with a higher degree of concentration than a 

group not receiving the training. 

Because of the apparent importance of the socioeconomic variable, 

this study chose to control for it by limiting the sample to one 

socioeconomic class. 

It can be concluded from the previous studies that some of the 

disadvantages to children accompanying lower socioeconomic status 

can be improved by instruction in imaginative play and by modeling of 

symbolic play either by their parents or teachers. 

Toy Structure and Symbolic Play. Toy structure is another factor 

affecting fantasy and make-believe play. Pulanski (1973) examined the 

structure of toys and its effect on the play of children five, six, 

and seven years old. A distinction between high and low structure 

was made. Some examples of high structure toys sets were: 1) paint 

sets with raised pictures to facilitate accuracy of painting, 2) 

cookie cutters used to mold Playdoh, 3) a preconstructed service 

station, complete with tools and cars and a fully furnished six-room 
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metal doll house with realistically dressed, bendable, rubber dolls, 

4) Barbie dolls dressed as brides and a Ken doll in a dark suit, plus 

G.I. Joe dolls dressed in sea-diver suits and Army fatigues, and 5) 

specific, child-size costumes such as a nurse's outfit, bride costume. 

Army uniform, and silvered astronaut suit. Examples of Pulanski's 

low structured toy sets were: 1) drawing paper and paints, 2) Playdoh 

without molds, 3) cardboard cartons, pipe cleaners, Scotch tape, and 

a Fisher Price Doll family, 4) rag dolls with yarn hair and smaller 

stuffed stocking dolls, and 5) a box of "dress-up" materials with 

lengths of velvet, satin, "junk-jewelery", flowered hats, purses and 

a parasol. For the boys, there were guns, holsters, and a false beard, 

hat, belts, and a top-hat and tails. Pulanski's findings showed that 

a greater variety of themes were produced when the subjects played 

with the low structured toys. Pulanski also reported that the highly 

structured toys elicited more manipulative type play than did the low 

structured toys. 

Phillips (1945) examined the effects of materials of varying de

grees of realism on preschool children's doll play. She defined this 

realism in terms of the lifelike qualities attributed to the toys. 

Examples of her high realism toys were a set of miniature real-life 

house furnishings and five clothed dolls made of wrapped string on a 

pipe-cleaner base, with woolen hair. The clothing was made of cotton 

or felt. The dolls were sufficiently flexible so they could be placed 

in a sitting position. Examples of Phillips' low realism toys were a 

set of ambigious, block-like toy furniture constructed to crudely 

represent common chairs, tables, beds, etc., and five dolls that were 
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sexless, undressed, stuffed bodies with arms, legs, and head. Joints 

were bendable so as to allow for sitting. Phillips found exploratory 

play occurring more often with the high realism toys than with the low 

realism toys. This finding was confirmed in the Pulanski (1973) study. 

Neither Phillips nor Pulanski addressed the issues of sex differences 

nor age differences as they applied to the use of the various toys. 

Elder and Pederson (1978) described symbolic play development 

in terms of the relationship between objects and referent objects. 

These investigators defined their realistic objects as a small comb, 

telephone, cup, hammer, shovel, and pitcher. The referent objects 

were sub-divided into two categories: 1) similar objects - which 

represented the realistic objects in size and general shape with no 

defined characteristics, and 2) dissimilar objects - which did not 

represent the realistic objects. Elder and Pederson's usage of the 

terms realistic, similar and dissimilar are used in the same context 

that this investigator used highly structured, moderately structured, 

and unstructured. The subjects for this study were children in the 

two and one-half and three and one-half year age range. The findings 

were that by the age of three and one-half years children's pretense 

could be performed with dissimilar objects. Prior to three and one-

half years of age children demonstrated a greater need for the similar 

objects. Overton and Jackson (1973) used children in an age range of 

three years to eight years for a similar study. They found the three-

and four-year olds used an extended finger to replicate a toothbrush, 

whereas, older children (8 years) could pretend by pantomiming the 

toothbrush. The need for a similar object to play pretend was so 
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strong in the three- and four-year old group that when presented with 

a dissimilar object and asked to pretend with it, they were unable to 

do so, and frequently used the object according to its own appro

priate use. Both studies support the developmental view that symbolic 

play is a function of age and similarity between object and referent 

object. That is, regardless of age, similarity between object and 

referent object enhances sjTnbolic play. 

Toys used by the previous investigators span only part of a 

theoretical continuum from highly structured toys to unstructured 

toys. To fully explore the extent to which toys of various levels of 

structure affect symbolic play it is necessary to use toys which 

represent the full theoretical spectrum. 

Properties of toys can be conceptualized along a continuum from 

miniature, lifelike, moveable replicas of the original version, to 

wooden cut-out models resembling the original in silhouette only and 

finally to simple wooden blocks which become "toys" by the mental 

assignments which occur in a pretend situation. To clarify this 

conceptualized continuum, a baby carriage serves as an example. A 

baby carriage can be a moveable miniature object on wheels, into 

which a small doll can be placed, or it can be a wooden three dimen

sional figure which represents a baby carriage in its silhouette 

design, or it can be a wooden block having no features in common with 

a baby carriage which a child designates as a carriage. Theoretically, 

a figure can lie any where along this continuum. 

The preceeding review of studies relating toy effects on symbolic 

play indicates that there is some question as to the specific structure 
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category into which a toy is placed. For instance in the Pulanski 

(1973) and Phillips (1945) studies, rag dolls were placed in the low 

structured category, yet it can be argued that a rag doll is a much 

more realistic representation of a baby doll than an elongated block. 

Thus, the entire theoretical continuum of structure was not represent

ed. In the Elder and Pederson (1978) and the Overton and Jackson 

(1973) studies it was clearly demonstrated that object and object 

referent likeness affects S3mibolic play. Hence, all these studies 

point to a need for clearer definitions of what is meant by structure 

levels and a broader representation of choice of toys to reflect the 

full theoretical continuum. 

Definition of Terms 

For purposes of this study the term "structure" will denote the 

form of a toy. Structure is a broad term referring to: 1) the 

object's size, 2) the degree of replication the object holds 

with some other specific familiar object, 3) the extent of detailing 

features or overlaying lines, and 4) the dimensionality of the toy. 

Objects are defined as highly structured, moderately structured, and 

unstructured depending on the number of salient features present. 

Salient features are those perceptual properties of a toy which 

differentiate or associate the toy with another object. An example 

of a highly structured toy was a toy which was considered to be life

like, but miniature in appearance, in comparison to the object which 

it represented. It had moveable and/or bendable parts (when appro

priate), and was three dimensional. It had detailing features and 

outside overlaying markings and colorings. A specific example of a 
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highly structured toy used in this study was a black plastic cowboy 

which had bendable joints, and a black hat and gun-belt and red scarf. 

The cowboy had distinctive facial features and overlaying lines de

tailing clothing. A moderately structured toy was defined as a three 

dimensional wooden cut-out, with a silhouette vaguely matched to the 

object which it represents. A specific example of a moderately struc

tured toy used in the present study was a wooden, three dimensional 

cut-out of the highly structured cowboy's silhouette including an arm 

extended as if holding a gun. No overlaying markings to designate 

clothing or salient features were present. Unstructured toys were 

defined as three dimensional wooden blocks which did not share the 

silhouette or any other salient features of another familiar object. 

A specific example used in this study was a rectangular shaped wooden 

block. 

Rationale 

Previous research had demonstrated the importance of early make-

believe play for children's cognitive and social development (Singer, 

1973; Tower and singer, 1980). There is limited evidence which sug

gests that the development of make-believe play is influenced by both 

parental modeling and support of make-believe activity (Feitelson 

and Ross, 1973; Watson and Fisher, 1977). Little is known (Pulanski, 

1973; Phillips, 1945; and Elder and Pederson, 1978) about what levels 

or combinations of toy structure are optimal for promoting a better 

quality or quantity of make-believe play at different ages. If indeed, 

toy structure makes a difference in the development of ŝ nnbolic play, 

information on toy structure is then essential to the equipping of 
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day-care centers and preschools with toys conducive to the optimal 

development of symbolic play in the child. 

Previous researchers (Phillips, 1945; Pulanski, 1973) have 

limited their toy selection to two levels of structure or realism, 

yet as was previously discussed, toys could lie along many levels of 

a continuum. The toys for the present study represent three levels 

of realism (highly, moderate, and unstructured). These structure 

levels represent three points on the continuum, spaning it from the 

highest level to the lowest level. The validity of where to place a 

toy on the continuum was determined by children in a validiation 

study, which previous investigators have not done. Until a researcher 

has determined how the objects (toys) used in an investigation are 

being perceived by the children the investigator cannot be sure that 

the child's definition coincides with the researcher's (Hrncir, 1978). 

Toy validity was established and will be discussed in the method sec

tion of this paper. 

Male children only were chosen for this study because although 

no previous researchers have shown any sex differences in the symbolic 

play of children as it relates to toy structure, those studies either 

used children of a different age.range, or did not carefully provide 

a toy set which was balanced for both sexes. Since no conclusive 

data support there being no sex-typed effects on pretend play and toy 

structure this investigator chose to control this variable by using 

only one sex. 

The methods of evaluating the resulting symbolic play in this 

study included an attempt to measure both quantity (amount of time), 



and quality (level of symbolic functioning) of pretend play. Piaget 

(1962) considers the announced substitution of one object for another 

a criterion for advance to a higher level of symbolic functioning. 

It is most difficult in the transitional period, (15-26 months), 

according to Fein (1979), to decide whether or not a play episode 

involves object substitution because of the meager verbal abilities 

of children of this age. 

The reliance on verbal self-reports as an indicator of the 

occurrence of symbolic play was chosen by this investigator because, 

as Klinger (1971) indicated, fantasy is a covert activity and must be 

investigated largely by relying on the subject's verbal abilities to 

express inner thoughts. Klinger suggested that fantasy is "... the 

verbal reports of all mentation whose ideational products are not 

evaluated by the subject in terms of their usefulness in ... advancing 

some immediate goal". The verbal self-reports pose a problem in the 

field of fantasy research especially at the early age levels, yet 

appear to be the only method of tapping symbolic play which appears 

to demonstrate what goes on inside a child's mind. 

The symbolic play episodes were recorded by an independent 

observer who was unaware of the hypotheses. The coding was done 

simultaniously as each child played. It was recorded in an alternating 

pattern of fifteen seconds of observation, and fifteen seconds of 

recording for a total of five minutes or until child self-terminated. 

Hypotheses 

The following hypotheses were tested by the present study: 

1) A set of highly structured toys will elicit fewer conven-
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tional usages normally associated with them in the play of older 

children (3i$-5 year-olds) than in the play of the younger children 

(2-3̂ ^ year-olds). The literature supported this hypothesis in 

revealing that older children compared with younger children have more 

refined mental structures which allow them to ignore more easily the 

salient features of highly representational objects (Fein, 1979; 

Carvey, 1977; Jeffree & McConkey, 1976; Nicolich, 1977; Piaget, 

1962). 

2) Older children will incorporate a greater number of struc

ture levels into their pretend play than younger children when 

all three levels of toy structure are available. This is supported by 

Fein's (1979) data which indicated that pretend play becomes more 

elaborate with age and less dependent on realistic replicas. Hrncir 

(1978) suggested that children prefer objects from more than one 

level of structure to play pretend. 

3) A set of highly structured toys will elicit longer periods 

of time devoted to manipulative and exploratory behavior for all ages 

than will the moderately or unstructured sets of toys. This statement 

was supported by the research done by Phillips (1945) . She indicated 

in her study that children appear to tune into the moveable or bend

able parts on the realistic toys and fingered or manipulated the 

unrealistic toys less often. 

4) A set of unstructured toys will elicit longer periods of 

pretend play for the older children (3̂ 1-5 year-olds) than for the 

younger children (2-3-̂  year-olds). This was supported in the 

research of Piaget (1962) and Singer (1973). Their work indicated 
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that older children are better able to mentally tune into or ignore 

the salient features of objects than are younger children. 

Summary 

This study has attempted to build on the studies of Phillips 

(1945) and Pulanski (1973) by validating the toys used so as to be 

sure how children perceived them. Care was taken to define the 

terms used as well as to define specifically each variable with 

examples. Previous researchers. Elder and Pederson (1978) and 

Overton and Jackson (1973) have varified the benefits of similarity 

between objects and referent objects on symbolic play. This study 

was designed to use validated objects (toys) of structure levels 

representing the full range of a theoretical continuum to determine 

if indeed structure level affects children's pretend play. 



CHAPTER II 

METHOD 

Validation of Levels of Toy Structure 

Purpose. The preliminary study was designed to obtain three 

levels of toy structure as determined by the perspective of children 

at the same age levels as those used in the main study. Twelve 

objects (toys) were shown to children and their responses determined 

in which category of structure the objects were placed for the main 

study. 

Subjects. Ninety male middle socioeconomic class, predominately 

Anglo children were chosen for the validation of the toys' structure 

levels. The subjects v;ere equally distributed within the following 

age groups: two-year-olds, three-year-olds, and four-year-olds. 

These children were chosen from preschools and day-care centers 

throughout Lubbock, Texas. 

Materials. Twelve "masculine" toys were either purchased from a 

store or hand-made from wood. The purchased toys were a plastic 

cowboy with flexible joints to allow for sitting, a metal truck, and 

an airplane with moveable wheels. All three toys measured no more 

than three inches long along their longest dimension. The wooden 

toys were nine cut-out shapes of various degrees of likeness to the 

purchased toys. Some were similar in silhouette to the purchased 

toys, others were vaguely alike in silhouette, and still others were 

blocks which did not resemble the purchased toys at all. 

20 
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Procedure. The children were shown a mixture of the above 

toys in three sets of four-toys-per-bag. Within each bag the entire 

range of levels of structure (high, two levels of moderate, and un

structured), as perceived by adults was represented. The two levels 

of moderately structured toys represented points along the theoretical 

continuum between highly structured and unstructured. The children 

were individually asked to pull a toy one at a time from each bag 

without looking into the bag. After each bag was used by a child the 

toys were replaced and shaken-up. This manner of selection controlled 

for the angle of perception first visually seen by the child and made 

the manner of selection random. Order of presentation of the bags 

was controlled by assigning ten children from each of the age levels 

to the same mixture of structure levels to insure that the order of 

selection did not affect the subsequent identification of the toys to 

follow within the bag. As each child selected a toy from the bag he 

was asked, "What do you call this?", or "What would you name this 

toy?" In addition to the following questions, each child was asked, 

"Could it be anything else or have any other name?" These responses 

of the children to these questions were written down along side each 

toy. 

Results. Agreement on identification of the objects (for the 

three structure levels to be used in the main study) from the child

ren's responses was sought at 90-100% for the high structure cate

gory, at 50-75% for the moderate structure category, and 0% for the 

unstructured category. Table 1 summarizes the finding for high 

a b 
structure (H), moderate structure (M and M ), and unstructured (U) 
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toys. Because of the variability of moderate (M^) structure, it was 

rejected in the case of every toy. 

Table 1. 

Percentages of Agreement in Object Identification for Each Toy 

Across Age Groups 

Airplane Cowboy Truck 

86.6% (H)* 96.6% (H)* 80.0% (H)* 

76.6% (M^) 43.3% (M^) 83.9% (M^) 
63.3% (Mb)* 50.0% (Mb)* 66.0% (M^)* 
0% (U)* 0% (U)* 0% (U)̂ '̂  

*(These items were later selected for use in the main study) 

Main Study 

Subjects. Thirty males representing the middle socioeconomic 

class strata were selected from preschools and day-care centers in 

Lubbock, Texas. They were considered to be middle socioeconomic class 

on the basis of the tuition fee required by the preschools and day

care centers from which they came. The subjects were grouped accord

ing to age, including 15 at ages 30-55 months (x = 37.07) and 15 at 

ages 45-60 months (x - 51.27). The age range for this study {2h-^ 

year olds) was chosen to span the preschool years V7hen pretend play 

most contributes to the overall development of the child (Singer, 

1973; 1977). These children did not participate in the validation 

study. 

Materials and Measures. The three types of masculine toys — 

trucks, airplanes, and cowboys — were chosen because they are norm

ally found in child care centers. The levels of toy structure of 

these toys were determined in the previously outlined preliminary 

study. The toys were grouped in sets as follows: 
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1) Highly structured (H) - a small, bendable black plastic 

cowboy, and a small metal airplane and truck, each with moveable 

wheels. These toys had color and overlaying markings denoting 

salient features such as clothing on the cowboy and doors and win

dows on the truck and airplane (see Appendix A, Figure 1). 

2) Moderately structured (M) - small wooden, cut-outs of the 

highly structured level cowboy, truck and airplane. The cut-outs 

vaguely matched the objects they represented in silhouette, but had 

no color, overlaying markings or salient features present (see 

Appendix A, Figure 2). 

3) Unstructured (U) - three small wooden blocks, shaped in a 

square, a solid cylinder, and a rectangle. Each set of toys was 

kept in a separate cloth bag (see Apendix A, Figure 3). 

4) Composite (All) - a set of all the previous toys, across all 

levels of structure. This set was given to each child at the end 

of the play sessions so that he might demonstrate his toy preference 

from the entire spectrum. 

A code sheet (Appendix B) was devised to include numerous types 

of play within the toys' three structure levels and the final session 

in which all the toys were present. The various types of play mea

sures considered were as follows: 

1) Exploration/Manipulation - play in which the child visually 

explored and/or handled the toy. 

2) Pretend Compatible - pretend play in which the child used 

the toys in a manner consistent with their normal properties or func

tions. For example, the child might move the airplane through the air 
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3) Pretend Distortion - pretend play in which the child used the 

toys in a manner inconsistent with their normal properties or func

tions. For example, when pretending with the cowboy, the child 

might bend the toy's joints to make it more rounded as if it were 

a pig. 

4) Pretend Inanimate to Animate - symbolic play in which the 

child endowed an inanimate object (e.g. truck, airplane, or block) 

with life or life-like qualities. For example, the child might make 

the truck "walk" or "talk" to the cowboy. 

5) Pretend Inanimate to Inanimate - pretend play in which the 

child used an inanimate object in place of another inanimate object. 

For example, the child might use the truck as if it were a boat. 

6) Pretend Animate to Inanimate - symbolic play in which the 

child used an animate object as if it were inanimate. For example, 

the child might use the cowboy as a part of a fence he was building. 

7) Pretend Animate to Animate - make-believe play in which the 

child might pretend that an animate object was another animate object. 

For example, a child might pretend the cowboy was an astronaut. 

8) Constructions - a special sub-category for the unstructured 

level of toys. For example, this category was reserved for the 

child's actual building of items with the toys (e.g. a bridge or 

airport with the blocks). 

The categories were not considered to be mutually exclusive of 

one another. In other words, a specific play could bridge more than 

one category. For example, a child might construct an airplane of 

the blocks and it would be coded "constructions" and then endow the 
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airplane with life and it would then also be coded "inanimate to 

animate". 

All the categories of play variables were not relevant to 

every structure level because some would be inappropriate. For 

example, the code sheet (see Appendix A) contains 

no "pretend distortion" category under the unstructured toy category. 

Play with unstructured toys cannot be distorted if the toys' 

original use are undefined. 

Reliabilities were obtained using the first nine subjects. 

Observers were highly reliable (r = .98) in determining whether 

or not a given behavior qualified as some form of pretend at each 

structure level, even though they could not always agree on the 

specific nature of the pretend activity. Three out of four parti

cular pretend play behaviors never occurred with the first nine 

subjects at the high structure level. The three behaviors were: 

pretend distortion, pretend inanimate to animate and pretend in

animate to inanimate, consequently they were dropped, except in 

their inclusion in the global measure of total pretend. The fourth 

pretend play behavior was pretend distortion in the moderate structure 

level, it was dropped because its reliability was 50%. It only 

occurred twice in the pretend play of the first nine subjects. 

After eliminating the above mentioned categories the coders 

established a reliability range of 73-98% agreement for all the 

variable, except one variable which showed 63% agreement. 

Procedure. Each child was asked to go with the investigator 

to a place near his regular room at the day-care center or preschool. 
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He was given three bags of toys, one bag at a time. Order of 

presentation of the three bags was randomly determined for each 

subject, with the restriction that five children at each age level 

received a given combination of structure order. This procedure 

assured control for any effect that order of presentation might have 

on the quality of the resulting symbolic play. The order of toy 

set presentation was: Order A resulted in the child seeing the highly 

structured (H) toys first, the moderately structured (M) toys second, 

and the unstructured (U) toys third; Order B̂  resulted in the child 

seeing the moderately structured (M) toys first, the unstructured 

(U) toys second, and the highly strucutred (H) toys third; and 

Order Ĉ  resulted in the child seeing the unstructured (U) toys first, 

the highly structured (H) toys second, and the moderately structured 

(M) toys third. 

In the initial conversation with the child the examiner said 

that she had some toys she would like for him to play with for as 

long as desired. The child also was told that the examiner would 

be asking the child some questions about the play as it progressed. 

At this time, one bag of the toys was handed to the child and he was 

told to spill them out all at once. The investigator then paused 

and allowed time for the child to explore the toys. During this 

time the investigator said nothing to the child and waited for the 

child to give some clue that play i-jas beginning. Ulien the child 

started touching or taking notice of the toys the timing and coding 

of the play behaviors began. At this time the investigator encouraged 

the child to tell her what was occurring, by asking questions such as: 
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"What's happening now?" or "Now what is going on?" or "What are you 

playing now?" 

This procedure was repeated for each of the three structure 

levels and again for the final section when the child was given all 

the toys to play with at once. 

Data were recorded for the first five minutes or until the child 

voluntarily stopped play in each of the structure levels and also 

when given all the toys. The data were recorded by an observer 

other than the investigator. Each of the sessions was timed with a 

stop watch and play behaviors were recorded at alternating fifteen 

second intervals. This procedure was repeated throughout the child's 

play at each of the structure levels for the five minutes or until 

the child stopped voluntarily. The child then was returned to his 

room. 



CHAPTER III 

RESULTS 

Scores for the various types of play measures were computed by 

determining for each subject the percentage of 15-second periods in 

which a given play category was scored. The various scores were 

obtained by using the following formula: 

Number of frames in which a play category occurred for all three toys 
Number of total fifteen second frames played 

This computation was necessary because not all children played the 

full five minutes of allotted time per toy set. 

Because of the failure of some of the pretend play categories at 

each structure level to occur, analysis of the effect of toy structure 

on specific forms of pretend was not possible. However, the two 

observers were highly reliable (r = .98) in determining whether or not 

a given behavior qualified as some form of pretend at each structure 

level, even though they could not always agree on the specific nature 

of the pretend activity. Accordingly, a total pretend score was 

obtained for each subject on the basis of the total number of pretend 

activities across all categories scored for a particular fifteen 

second period. The total pretend score for highly and moderately 

structured toys included: pretend compatible, pretend distortion, 

inanimate to animate pretend, and inanimate to inanimate pretend. 

For unstructured toys, the total pretend score was based on the fol

lowing categories: inanimate to animate pretend, inanimate to in

animate pretend, and pretend constructions. If a particular toy 

28 
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was used in more than one type of pretend play within a fifteen second 

period it was still counted only once for this particular measure. 

Since three toys were available (in the first part of the session), 

a child could obtain a maximum score of 3 for each fifteen second 

time frame. With the exception of the test of hypothesis 1, total 

pretend scores were used for all the analyses of pretend data 

reported below. 

Tests of Hypotheses 

1) In order to determine whether or not the set of highly 

structured toys elicited fewer conventional usages normally asso

ciated with them in the play of older children than in the play of 

younger children a Jt̂ -test was done. The t_-test showed no significant 

differences in the number of compatible uses of the highly struc

tured toys shown by the older and younger children, t_ (28) = -.752, 

£ < .10. 

2) A ̂ -test was also computed in order to determine if older 

children incorporated a greater number of structure levels into 

their pretend play than the younger children when a choice of all the 

toys was given. No significant differences were found, t̂  (28) = 

.529, £ < 10. 

3) In order to ascertain if a set of highly structured toys 

elicited longer periods of time devoted to exploration/manipulation 

play across both age levels than a set of unstructured toys a 

2 (age) X 3 (order of presentation) x 3 (structure level) repeated 

measures ANOVA was computed on exploration/manipulation scores. 

These scores were obtained using the same formula described earlier. 
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Again, since three toys were present in each condition, the maximum 

possible score would be 3. If the child engaged in exploration/ 

manipulation play with each of the three toys in every frame, this 

would produce an average score of 3 ("^Q^ = 3). A significant main 

effect for structure level indicated that the unstructured toys 

produced the greatest amount of exploration/manipulation, with 

moderately and highly structured toys producing progressively less 

exploration/manipulation, F (2,48) - 20.49, £ < .0001. The structure 

level means associated with this effect were: 2.01 (H), 2.34 (M), 

and 2.87 (U). No other significant main or interaction effects 

were obtained for exploration/manipulation scores. 

4) To test whether a set of unstructured toys elicited longer 

play periods for older children than younger children a ̂ -test was 

computed on play duration scores. Play duration was the number of 

fifteen second frames played when only one toy structure level was 

available to the child. No significant age differences were found, 

jt (28) = -1.09, £ < .10. 

Additional Analyses 

In addition to the analysis of exploration/manipulation scores 

reported in connection with hypothesis 3, 2x3x3 repeated measures 

analyses of variance were also computed on subjects' total pretend 

scores and duration scores (number of 15-second frames before the 

child terminated play) when only one toy structure level at a time 

was presented. An age main effect for total pretend indicated that 

older children showed more pretend (x = 1.29) than younger children 

(x = .69), F (1,24) = 8.46, p < .01. (A significant structure level 
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effect indicated that unstructured toys produced the greatest amount 

of total pretend (x = 2.23), followed by highly (x = .90) and moder

ately (x = .57) structured toys, F (2,48) = 46.25, £ < .001. Finally, 

a significant interaction effect between age, structure level, and 

order of toy set presentation was also obtained, F (4,48) = 3.00, 

p < .05. The means associated with this effect are presented in 

Table 1. 

Table 1. Mean Total Pretend Scores as a Function of Age, 
Order of Presentation and Structure Level. 

Groups 

Older 

Younger 

Order 

A(H,M,U) 
B(M,U,H) 
C(U,H,M) 

A(H,M,U) 
B(M,U,H) 
C(U,H,M) 

High 

1.02 
.95 

1.29 
(1.08)^ 

.75 

.61 

.78 
( .71) 

Toy Structure 

Moderate 

.98 

.49 
1.41 
( .96) 

.33 

.51 

.70 
( .51) 

Unstructured 

1.47 
2.91 
2.10 
(2.16) 

2.28 
1.80 
2.81 
(2.30) 

(1.16)^ 
(1.45) 
(1.60) 

(1.12) 
( .97) 
(1.43) 
(7.73)"̂  

^ Numbers in parentheses indicate average mean scores, 
b Overall mean. 

With the older children orders B(M,U,H) and C(U,H,M) elicited more 

total pretend, than order A(H,M,U). Unstructured toys also elicited 

more total pretend (2.16) as compared to highly structured (1.08), 

and moderately structured (.96). With the younger children order 

C(U,H,M) elicited more total pretend than either orders A(H,M,U), or 

B(M,U,H). Unstructured toys again, elicited more total pretend 

(2.30) followed by highly structured (.71) and moderately structured 

toys (.51). Across both age groups, order C(U,H,M) produced more 
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total pretend than orders B(M,U,H) or A(H,M,U), as did the unstruc

tured toys. 

The analysis of duration of play scores yielded a significant 

main effect for structure level, with highly structured toys pro

ducing longer durations of play than either of the other structure 

levels (see Table 2), F (2,48) = 11.08, £ < .001. However, structure 

level was also found to interact with order of presentation, F (4,48) 

4.09, £ < .01. Unstructured toys were played with for a relative 

long time (an average of 11 fifteen-second frames) only when they 

were presented first, with both of the other orders of presentation 

leading to the lowest duration scores received for any condition. As 

long as unstructured toys were not presented first (Order A and B), 

amount of structure showed a direct relationship to duration of play. 

When presented first, however, unstructured toys produced play times 

which were almost as long as those for highly structured toys and 

about four times as great as those associated with the other two 

orders of presentation. 

Table 2. Mean Duration of Play Scores as a Function of Order 
of Presentation and Structure Level. 

Order Toy Structure 

a 

High Moderate Unstructured 

A (H,M,U) 11 .50 4 .40 2 .70 (6 .20) 
B (M,U,H) 7.50 6.60 2.90 (5 .66) 
C (U,H,M) 13 .40 5.20 11.00 (9 .86 ) 

( 1 0 . 8 0 ) ^ (5 .40) ( 5 .30) 

- Numbers in parenthesis indicate average mean socres. 

Two 2 (age) x 3 (order of presentation) nonrepeated measures 

ANOVA were computed on subject's exploration/manipulation, and total 

pretend scores, obtained when all toy structure levels were simul-
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taneously presented to the child. No duration of play scores were 

obtained because 36% of the children played the total time allowed 

and 51% played nearly the fully allotted time. This would have 

given an artifically high indication of duration time. All the F 

values obtained for main or interaction effects for either explora

tion/manipulation scores or total pretend scores failed to reach 

significance at the £ < .10 level or better. 



CHAPTER IV 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the influence of 

the "realistic" quality of objects (toys) on children's pretend play 

with those objects. The question posed was whether or not toy struc

ture makes a difference in the development of symbolic play. The 

study was based on a sample of thirty male children representing two 

age groups spanning the preschool years. 

All significant findings for the measures used were obtained 

only when subjects were presented with one structure level of toys 

at a time. No significant results were obtained when all the stimuli 

were present. 

The Role of Toy Structure 

The findings of this study indicated that the unstructured toys 

elicited a greater amount of exploration/manipulation play. These 

data contradict the studies of both Phillips (1945) and Pulanski 

(1973), where the highly structured toys elicited more exploration/ 

manipulation play. In the studies of Phillips and Pulanski the 

minimum levels of toy structure were defined by the non-suggestive 

nature of the toys chosen, thus leading to a greater number of 

possible ways they could be used. The present study elaborated on 

the above definition by adding the third structure level (moderately 

structured), by validating the toy set, and by spanning the entire 

theoretical structure level continuum. The toys chosen for this study 

34 
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were novel to the children because of the manner of presentation and 

because the moderately structured and unstructured toys were also 

novel in their general qualities. The toy sets were seen in isolation 

from one another until the end, hidden in bags, and limited to a 

small number within each bag. Seldom, in real play situations, are 

children given only three small blocks or three wooden toys which 

look like puzzle pieces. The novelty of this presentation possibly 

explains why more exploration/manipulation play with the unstructured 

toys was seen in this study than in the earlier investigations by 

Phillips and Pulanski where the presentations were more natural. 

The children in this study may have explored and manipulated the 

toys while trying to accommodate them to a schema, but found this 

process somewhat anxiety producing. The novelty of this presentation 

may have been too great for the child's current expectations. 

Unstructured toys also produced a greater amount of total 

pretend in both age groups (when children had only one toy structure 

level from which to chose) than did the highly structured toys. For 

example, within the high structure category, older children played 

pretend 72.8% of the total available frames while younger children 

played 54.5% of the total frames. Within the moderate structure 

category, older children played pretend 54.7% of the total available 

frames as compared to the younger children's 26.4%. For the unstruc

tured category, older children play pretend for 88% of the total 

available frames as compared to 73.2% for the younger children. 

These findings support the findings of Phillips (1945) and Pulanski 

(1973) that subjects played pretend more with the unstructured toys. 
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These data, however fail to support those of the Elder and Pederson 

study (1978) in which children prior to three and one half years of 

age demonstrated a greater need for similar objects in order to pre

tend than did the older children. It should be noted that the 

subjects in this study were generally older than those in the Elder 

and Pederson study which may possibly also explain the difference in 

findings. Again the lack of structure in toys places the child in 

a position of having to cognitively construct mental possibilities 

of V7hat to do with these toys or else not play pretend with them at 

all. In the Elder and Pederson study for children to receive a score 

they had to "perform" an action sequence using a substitute object 

(less realistic) or no object at all with an observer present. For 

example, the child had to use an unrealistic object or none in pre

tending to be talking on a telephone. Possibly what Elder and Peder

son saw was not an inability to pretend with unrealistic objects 

prior to three and one half years of age, but rather a preference not 

to do so with an observer present or an inability to verbalize their 

pretense. The children in this study were not pressured to perform, 

but rather simply asked to tell the observer what they were playing. 

Because of the manner in which total pretend play was defined 

there existed a possibility of penalizing the child who played pre

tend for several frames with only one of the toys rather than with 

all three. A finer analysis of the scoring procedure might be 

obtained by recounting the data and giving credit to the child who 

chose to use only one toy for several frames. 

Duration of play was also significantly affected by structure 
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level. The highly structured toys produced longer play times than 

either moderately structured or unstructured toys. Highly structured 

toys were also associated with low exploration/manipulation scores 

and low pretend scores. Highly structured toys appeared to have 

suggested themes of play which required little initial exploration/ 

manipulation of the toys. For example, the highly structured truck 

and airplane were often made to "roll" and to give the cox̂ boy a 

"ride»" These scenarios were seen often. The children seem more 

inclined to use these toys in a manner consistent with their pro

perties and not to pretend with them. The highly structured toys 

could have been so familiar that they were readily dealt with mentally 

and offered no challenge, yet led to a comfortable relaxed play time. 

Duration of play was found to interact with order of toy set pre

sentation. This interaction will be discussed in a later section of 

this chapter. 

Age Differences 

The present study demonstrated that older children (45-60 months) 

showed more total pretend than younger children (30-44 months). This 

finding supported the works of Fein (1975) and Piaget (1962) in 

which they suggest that pretend play expands along a developmental 

progression with increasing age, at least up to the age of five years 

or so. 

No significant age differences were found for exploration/manipu

lation play or duration of play. Findings in this study did not 

support the hypothesis that unstructured toys would elicit longer 

periods of play for the older children than for the younger children, 
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when the children had only one toy structure level from which to 

choose. Again the possibility that both the younger and older 

children saw the unstructured toys as nontypical of any they had 

encountered before and, therefore desiring more time for discerning 

their qualities and characteristics for play. 

Data on play with highly structured toys in this study did not 

support the hypothesis that highly structured toys would be used in 

a greater number of compatible ways normally associated with them in 

the play of the younger children than in the play of the older child

ren. There were no differences found in the number of compatible 

uses of the highly structured toys by the older and younger children. 

These data suggested that the younger children were as capable as the 

older children in their compatible usage of the highly structured 

toys. At first appearance these data seemed to conflict with 

theoretical (Fein, 19 75; Piaget. 1962) assumptions that the more 

mature child would better be able to ignore an object's salient 

features than a younger child, but the data more likely reflect 

children's preferences rather than abilities. As previously stated, 

mental abilities do not dictate preferences. 

The present study's findings did not support the hypothesis that 

older children will incorporate a greater number of structure levels 

into their pretend play than will the younger children. The data from 

the final toy session, in which all the toys were given to the child

ren, showed that they seldom chose only one structure level, but 

rather chose to use the entire group of toys as "part of" or "support 

for" play with a particular chosen toy. This supports the findings 
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of Hrncir (1978) who suggested that children need both high and low 

levels of object prototypicality in order to pretend. In the present 

study, when combining age groups, 78% of all the children used two 

or three of the structure levels in their play when given a choice 

of all the toy structure levels. 

Temporal effects. Younger children showed an expected pattern 

of reducing their exploration/manipulation play in the first-half 

of the total time they played and increasing their total pretend 

play in the second-half for two out of the three structure levels 

(see Appendix C). The exploration/manipulation play of the older 

children increased in each category from the first-half to the 

second-half of their play. This finding may be a reflection of the 

manner in which the play was recorded. For example, an older child 

might have begun his play by exploring and/or manipulating the toys, 

then moved into pretending with the toys, and once that pretense 

ended, moved back into exploring and manipulating the toys once 

again. This return to exploration/manipulation could have occured 

while the child was cognitively processing a new pretense for the 

toys. 

The younger and older children showed an increase for total 

pretend in the second half. The increase was larger for the older 

children. This is supported in the previous research of Fein (1975) 

and Piaget (1962) that suggested older children (up to age five or 

so) find the act of symbolic play easier. The greatest increase for 

total pretend in the second-half came at the moderate structure level 

for the older children and at the high structure level for the 
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younger children. 

Interaction Between Age, Structure Level, and Order 

The findings of the present study indicated that order of set 

presentation interacted with age and structure level to affect both 

total pretend and duration of play. Order C (U,H,M) produced the 

most total pretend for both the younger and older children. One 

possible explanation for this is that the unstructured toys, with 

their lack of salient features, caused both ages to better be able 

to play pretend. Highly structured toys when coupled with order 

C (U,H,M) produced more total pretend for both age groups, but when 

paired with order B (M,U,H) produced less total pretend for both 

age groups than any other possible combinations. A possible reason 

for this was that the children grew bored with the highly structured 

toys if they were seen last after moderately structured or unstruc

tured toys. Moderately structured toys when coupled with order 

C (U,H,M) produced more total pretend for both age groups than any 

other possible combinations. The data indicate that children needed 

both the unstructured and highly structured toys to aid their cog

nitive processes as to how to use the novel moderately structured 

toys. The problem of viewing the moderately structured toys as 

puzzle pieces will be explained later. Unstructured toys when 

coupled with order B (M,U,H) for older children and order C (U,H,M) 

for younger children produced more total pretend than any other com

binations. In each of these orders of presentation unstructured toys 

were seen first or second, indicating again the eliciting power of 

unstructured toys to issue a challenge to children rather than 



41 

provide a direction for play as did the highly structured toys. 

Structure level and age also interacted in this study. Un

structured toys produced more total pretend for both age groups. 

Moderately structured toys produced the least total pretend for the 

older and younger children. These data further demonstrated that 

the unstructured toys possibly offered the moderate challenge to 

children in both age groups to simulate pretend play, but that the 

moderately structured toys were possibly too novel. 

The duration of play was affected by an interaction between 

order of toy set presentation and structure level. When the order 

of presentation means are average across age groups, order C (U,H,M) 

elicited the longest duration of play for the children, while order 

B (M,U,H) produced the shortest. One possible explanation for this 

is that the unstructured toys, when seen first, contributed to the 

length of play with all the toys, whereas if the novel moderately 

structured toys were seen first the reverse reaction was true. 

Highly structured toys, when seen first, produced longer periods of 

play, but did not do so when presented second or third. Maybe this 

occurred because the highly structured toys were harder to incor

porate into already on-going play. 

Quality of Pretend 

The percentage of pretend play time the children spent within 

the different total pretend categories is presented in Appendix D. 

The highly structured toys produced much more pretend compatible type 

play than any other pretend play category for both younger and older 

children. Moderately structured toys produced more pretend com-
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patible, pretend distortion, and inanimate to inanimate type play for 

the older children than the younger children, but less inanimate to 

animate type play. Unstructured toys produced more inanimate to in

animate and constructions type pretend play for the older children 

than for the younger children, but less inanimate to animate type 

play. 

Play With All Structure Levels Present 

When given all structure levels, no significant main or inter

action effects was obtained for any of the dependent variables. 

When given all the levels from which to choose, the child usually 

renewed his previous play with the toys and incorporated them with 

one another. This choice was always presented to the children last. 

The lack of significant findings in this category may be a reflection 

of the children's preferences rather than their abilities. The 

previous play sessions seemed to preclude the need to create a new 

play. In other words, the children seemed to prefer to finish or 

elaborate their previous play scenes than to make an effort to 

create a new play direction. 

Problems Posed Within This Study 

This researcher recognizes the difficulty of relying on child

ren's verbal abilities in communicating their pretend play. This 

is even a greater difficulty with very young children. It is essen

tial for the child to tell the researcher what it is he is doing with 

the toys or the investigator has little comprehension of what pretend 

play is occurring. For example, one child in this study used the 

elongated block as an angel, but without his ability to tell the 
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investigator this, this rather sophisticated pretense would have 

been lost, because none of the non-verbal behavior gave any clues as 

to the "identity" of the block. Relying less on the oral communica

tion of children would be optimal and less prejudicial to internal 

validity, but in the "real life" conditions of collecting data from 

young children it is not easy to attain. However, the issue should 

not be ignored by future researchers attempting to do studies of 

how toy structure affects pretend play. 

The present study has pointed to a need to do a similar study 

with real toys that can be placed along the structure level con

tinuum. There is difficulty in finding toys which represent the 

middle steps of the continuum, however, because most real toys are 

either highly structured or unstructured. It is for this reason 

the toys specific to this study were made of wood and in the manner 

chosen. In solving this once problem, another was created, espe

cially with the moderately structured toys. These toys were con

structed of wood and vaguely matched the highly structured toys in 

silhouette, but had no overlaying markings or collorings. Much of 

the play surrounding these toys was an attempt to "fit" the pieces 

together and treat them as parts of a puzzle. This problem did not 

occur in the pilot study because there the structure levels were 

mixed within each bag, whereas, in the main study all of only one 

structure level were present within each bag. 

Other researchers (Phillips, 1945; Pulanski, 1973) have en

countered problems with their selections of toys also. Rag dolls 

were chosen by both Pulanski and Phillips as representative of 
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moderately structured toys. It can be argued that a rag doll is 

still very representative of a doll. It has bendable arms and legs, 

and overlaying details depicting facial features. It can be played 

with as any other doll. To represent more fully the structure level 

continuum toys must be found to bridge the steps from highly struc

tured to unstructured toys. 

Conclusions and Implications 

The findings of this study indicate that unstructured toys lead 

to an increase in children's pretend play perhaps because of the 

challenge they issue to children to find a way to incorporate them 

into play. The data also demonstrate that both younger and older 

children have the capacity to pretend with unstructured toys, even 

though that pretend play may not be of the same quality. 

The findings of this study serve to: 1) point to a need for 

caretakers of young children to expand their knowledge about toy 

structure and how it affects children's cognitive development in 

general and their pretend play specifically, and 2) consider the 

issue of toy structure when equipping a day-care center or preschool. 

At this point in time it would be presumptuous to omit any structure 

level, but rather to be aware of the assets and liabilities of all 

structure levels of toys. Teachers and caretakers of young children 

should be aware that the children may not seek out unstructured 

toys on their own initiative. Through the use of indirect or direct 

guidance techniques and positive reinforcement for use of unstruc

tured toys teachers can guide young children to using these types 

of materials more in their play. 
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One question which emerged from this study concerns how the 

children would have been affected had each of the bags of toys con

tained all three dimensions of one toy (for example, had the highly 

structured, moderately structured and unstructured cowboy been present 

within one bag). This approach to the effects of toy structure on 

pretend play needs to be explored. 

This investigator is aware that numerous variables affect 

children's pretend play. The research of Singer (1977) and Dorothy 

and Jerome Singer (1976) point to the effects of television viewing 

habits on pretend play. In an effort to keep the effects of toy 

structure in perspective with other important variables (socioeco

nomic class, parental intervention, television viewing habits), it 

should be remembered that the use of fantasy is a cognitive skill 

and is interrelated with concentration, fluency, spontaneity, and 

the ability to mentally organize and integrate numerous stimuli. 

As we discussed in the review of literature, pretend play positively 

contributes to children's: 1) cognitive growth by mental exercises 

required to store, recombine, retrieve, and integrate diverse stiumli, 

2) emotional growth through a safe avenue of release for fears, and 

3) social growth by opportunity to try on new roles. Any study of 

pretend play must control for or at least be aware of these many 

contributing factors which affect symbolic play. 

Recommendations for further research are: 1) comparison of how 

toy structure affects the various types of pretend play, 2) investi

gation of how children from varied ethnic and socioeconomic back

grounds respond to toys of differing structure levels, 3) investi-
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gation of how "female" toys coupled with the unstructured, non-sex-

identified toys would affect the pretend play of female preschoolers, 

4) examination of how toy structure may or may not affect group 

sociodramatic play, 5) a reassembling and validation of a toy set 

with multiple steps of the continuum of structure level represented, 

5) investigation of the possible effects of intervention and training 

in the use of a specific unstructured toy set to see if that inter

vention leads to improved pretend play with other toys. 
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Figure 1 Highly Structured Toys 
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Figure 2 Moderately Structured Toys 
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Appendix A 

Figure 3 Unstructured Toys 
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Appendix C 

Comparison Between First-Half and Second-Half Scores for 
Exploration/Manipulation Play as a Function of 

Structure Level of Toy and Age. 

Toy Structure 

High Structure 
Mod. Structure 
Unstructured 

First-
Younger 

2.07 
2.77 
2.70 

-Half 
Older 

1.86 
2.29 
2.27 

Second-
Younger 

1.79 
2.25 
2.51 

-Half 
Older 

2.03 
2.52 
2.77 

Comparison Between First-Half and Second-Half Scores for 
Total Pretend As A Function of Structure Level 

of Toy and Age. 

Toy 

High 
Mod. 

Structure 

Structure 
Structure 

Unstructured 

First-
Younger 

.61 

.53 
1.93 

-Half 
Older 

, 

2 

.84 

.64 

.62 

Second-
Younger 

.88 

.41 
2.05 

-Half 
Older 

1. 
1. 
2. 

22 
16 
,47 
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Total 
Pretend Play 
Categories 

High Structure Mod. Structure Unstructured 
Older Younger Older Younger Older Younger 

Pretend Compatible 88% 77% 52% 26% 

Pretend Distortion 23 18 

Inanimate-Animate 

Inanima t e-Inanima t e 

constructions 

11 

19 

—— 

51 

22 

— 

4 

19 

77 

8 

26 

66 

100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 










