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PART 3

THE FIELD STUDY AND ITS FINDINGS



CHAPTER 7

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

The purpose of undertaking fieldwork was to observe and
distinguish between the associations that individual (bio/psychological)
and social variables might have with children's play behaviour.

Figure 1.1 in Chapter 1 suggested that a child's propensity to engage
in a type or mode of play was determined by several sets of variables.
The individual and social variables, shown on the left hand side

of the model, were seen to constitute motivational factors, while

the variables operating in the proximal play environment, shown on

the right hand side of the model, were seen to constitute constraining
factors. The scope of the present study is limited to the former

set of variables. At a theoretical level, the model presented in
Figure 1.1 suggests that a child's predisposition to engage in certain
types and modes of play, (''orientation towards play'), is determined
by a combination of psycho-biological factors in the child's personal
make-up with social factors encountered in its home environment.

The context in which play occurs ('playground situation'')

contains factors which permit or hinder play behaviour from occurring.
The interaction of immediate play environment with orientation

towards play is seen to determine the types and modes of play for

the individual child. At an empirical level, the present study
attempted to secure data appropriate for an examination of the
propositions inherent in the model. This chapter will now turn

to the design framework and procedure of the empirical study.



This chapter is divided into four main parts. The first is

éoncerned with the method of data collection used in the fieldwork
study. It indicates how observation was the main method of data
collection and describes the different dimensions of observation
that were used. The structure of the taxonomy is examined, together
with the methods of sampling that were employed. The reasons

for not using alternative methods of sampling are also considered.
The second part of the chapter is concerned with the variables
covered in the study. It first of all examines the independent
variables and then the dependent variables. The indicators of the
eight aspects of play discussed in Chapter 2 are specified, together
with the reasons for their selection. The role of nuisance variables
is also given attention. The third pért of the chapter describes
the composition of the sample, the background ofvthe children,

the relationship between play supervisors and children and the

play environment afforded by the buses. Part four is concerned with
questions relating to reliability and validity. The meanina of
these concepts is examined together with measures adopted in this
study to assess them. The findings of the two reliability studies
which were carried out are reported and the results of Spearman
Brown split-half reliability tests and Alpha coefficients are also

presented. Factor analysis was used as a method for assessing validity.

The study to be described in the following four chapters took

four years to complete. The main stages involved were as follows:=



PERIOD OF TIME

October 1978-

April 1979
May = July
1979

August 1979

September =

October 1979

October 1979-

July 1980

August -

December 1980

January -
October 1981

November 1981~
September 1982

RESEARCH RESEARCH

STAGE

WORK MODE

out, the fieldwork study was planned and its
locus was decided on

Experimenting - different tools,methods and

focii of observation were experimented with.
Five video-tapes were made for use in Stage 3

-— e ——

——— - ———

gether with a supplementary video-taped study.
Reliability and Validity tests were carried out
during June and July

—— i e e

tests were carried out and their results
interpreted

CHOICE OF METHOD OF DATA COLLECTION

In order to operationalise the analytical model of children's

play in Figure 1.1 and trace the association between the independent and

the dependent variables of play behaviour, it was desirable to try

and keep constant the factors in the immediate play environment.

Children of different ages and sexes and from different social class



and ;ultural backgrounds had to be observed at play in a similar
play environment, so that any differences in play behaviours
Iwhich emerged could be examined in relation to the sampling
variables, without possible interference from characteristics of
the immediate environment. The attempt was made to hold immediate
environment constant. The investigation was therefore located in
three virtually identical Birmingham Playbuses called, George,

Suzie and Sam. These buses are shown in the accompanying video

( No. 1, counter Nos. 019-032 ). The sample was composed of three
groups of English working class children, three of English middle
class children, three of Sikh, three of Muslim, two of Hindu and one
of West Indian children. The numbers of children in these class and

cultural categorieswere:-

Table 7.1 Distribution of Children by Social Group

Social Group Number of Percentage
Children of total
English Middle Class 27 16.4
English Working Class 34 20.6
Sikh 30 18.2
Muslim 33 20.0
Hindu 26 15.8
West Indian 13 7.9
Christian Asian 2 Tong
Total 165 100.1




In order to operationalise the model in Figure 1.1 a
tridimensional matrix was adopted with a 6 x 2 x 2 design (six social
groups, two age groups and two sex groups). This matrix necessitated
a sample size of at least 120 in order to have a minimum of five
children in each cell, and 120 would only suffice for a perfectly
distributed sample. It was considered that five was a minimum number
for chi-square tests. The design of the matrix is presented below
as Figure 7.1. The West Indians are excluded as there were too few

of them to include for most statistical tests.

Figure 7.1 Fieldstudy Matrix
SOCIAL

GROUP ,/”’r////

Working
Class

English

Middle
Class

Hindu :

- Sikh

Asian

Muslim

. AGE
Male Female "//

SEX




In this study observation was the chief method of data
collection. This method of collection was chosen in preference to
other methods such as interviewing, questionnaire or projective
techniques as information was wanted on children's actual behaviours
and their choice of play materials rather than parent's or playleaders'
accounts of children's play behaviour. Projective techniques were
considered an inappropriate tool for this study as they rely on
children's introspection and verbal reports and pre-school children's
grasp of language and powers of introspection are limited during these
early years. The main dimensions of choice available in the use of
observation are set out in Figqure 7.2. Asterisks summarize the form

the observation utilized in the present study.

Figure 7.2 Dimensions of Observation

1. Directness _ Direct* Non-Direct

2. Setting Natural (field)* Artificial (1ab.)

3. Observer Participation High (member) Low (outsider)*

L. Relationship with Close (dialogical) Distant (mohological)*
Subjects

5. Obtrusiveness High Lows*

6. Reactivity High Lows

(""Hawthorne effect'')

7. Disclosure Full (overt)* ———*None (overt)

8. Structure High* *Low
(hypothesis (grounded
testing) theory)



1. Dimensions of Observation

1.1 Directness

Direct observation was employed in this study. That is
observations were made in the research location at the time events
occurred rather than relying on indirect evidence such as the quantity
of different play materials consumed during a previous play session.
One of the main advantages of observing behaviour directly is the
wealth of data obtained. On the negative side are problems relating

to observer reliability, bias, decay and drift.

At the beginning of this century the direct observation of
children in natural settings largely took the form of baby
biographies and diary accounts of behaviour. These behaviour logs
were unsatisfactory for comparative purposes as they lacked uniformity
and suffered from observer bias. As a result of observer bias,
many studies recorded selective observations. To remedy these
two main defects '‘time sampling'' was introduced and refined by
researchers at the University of Minnesota, Columbia University and
the Yale Institute of Human Relations during the period 1920 - 1943.
The year of Arrington's review of time sampling, 1943, may be taken
as a turning point in methodology. Since then American psychologists
have tended to move away from observing children in their natural
settings in favour of more controlled forms of observation in

artificial settings and the use of more precise testing instruments.

Some of the leading researchers in the time sampling of
children's play behaviour were Parten (1932 and 1933), Goodenough

(1928 and 1930), Beaver (1932), Loomis (1931), Arrington



(1932, 1939 and 1943) and Thomas (1932 and 1933). Goodenough

defined this more rigorous approach to observing children as

consisting
"simply in the observation of the every-day behavior of an
individual or a group of individuals for definite short
periods of time and recording of the occurrence or non-
occurrenceof certain specified and objectively defined
forms of behavior during each of these periods. The
number of periods in which the report is positive for a
given individual is then treated as his score. Since
the number and length of the observational periods are
the same for all individuals a direct comparison of the
frequencies or scores is thus made possible. A further
requirement is that all individuals be observed under
similar conditions, either during the performance of
similar activities or when variation in activity is
brought about only through the free choice of the subject
himself. Such circumstances are provided by the ordinary
school classroom, the playground, or the free-hour

in the nursery school or kindergarten'. (Goodenough,
1928 : 230-231 )

Olson (1929) first applied the term 'time sampling' to this
technique of observation in a study he conducted into the ''nervous
habits' of school children. Time sampling facilitated comparisons
of results between different researchers and introduced a measure of
objectivity into the direct observation of children's behaviour.
Time sampling still had its weaknesses. Chief among these was
the tendency of some researchers to attribute motivational states
to their subjects. For instance some observers inferred states
of jealousy or aggression. This often resulted from observers

applying a priori evaluative categorisations.

During the last fifteen years this main defect in time sampling
has been largely remedied due to the application of ethological
methods to the direct observation of children's behaviour in
natural settings. The application of ethological methods to time

sampling studies did little to change the actual methodology



but it did bring about a new critical awareness of the complexities
of children's behaviour. Armed with this added insight observers
tended no longer to attribute motivational states to their subjects

or to apply a priori evaluative categorisations in their studies.

Modern ethology owes its origin largely to Konrad Lorenz. His
approach was followed in this country by Tinbergen at Oxford and
some years later by Thorpe and Hinde at Cambridge. The main
distinguishing feature of the ethological approach is that it

"involves attempts to tackle, from a descriptive base

...questions of immediate causation, deve lopment,
function and evolution.'" (Hinde, 1982: 275 )

It employs a methodology which observes and describes the behaviour of
subjects prior to classifying it. The taxonomy is closely linked

to observed actions so that little inference is required by an
observer. The phenomena being observed are precisely described

and motivational states, such as jealousy and aggression are normally
excluded from study. As a result of the application of this approach
to time sampling studies of children, findings from these have

wider applicability and the comparability of research findings

has been enhanced. Researchers now have the opportunity to utilise
similar taxonomies and know the exact areas of behaviour which have

previously been studied.

The methodological foundations for this present study are the
time sampling studies carried out during the years 1920-1943 and
the more recent studies of children's play which utilise the ethological
approach. Leading researchers in the second category include Blurton

Jones (1967 and 1972), McGrew (1972), Smith (1972, 1973,

10



1974, 1977, 1978 and 1980) and Roper and Hinde (1978). Although
the present study may share a common methodology with the above
stﬁdies, the issues with which it is concerned are not confined
to immediate causation, development, function and evolution but
stretch out into the realms of sociology, anthropology, ethnic

relations and education.

12 Setting

The study was carried out in a natural as opposed to an
artificial setting. In general, studies using the direct method of
observation in natural settings aim at assessing how people or
animals behave in a ''taken for granted'' environment. The normal
environment in which children play are the home, its immediate
vicinity, structured and unstructured play settings. An example
of an unstructured play setting is the beach. Inorder tooperationalize
the matrix presented in Figure 7.1 a large sample of children was
required, evenly distributed between the different age, sex and social
groupings. | did not observe children at play outside their homes
or in unstructured play settings since | would not have been able
to select the groupings | required. | did not observe children at
play in their own homes as | would not have been able to observe their
play with peers and mothers might have behaved unnaturally. The research
study was not located in other structured play settings such as
nursery schools, day nurseries or pre-school playgroups since it
would be unlikely for any two groups of children in one of these

settings to have similar physical environments, spatial arrangements,

11



equipment and ratios of leaders to children. |In contrast, the

three playbuses offered a unique opportunity to study variations

in children's play behaviour along the dimensions of age, sex,

social class and ethnic background, keeping constant such situational
variables as type of equipment, layout, nature of play environment

and ratio of leaders to children.

1.3 Observer Participation

-

Observer participation was low as | did not want to influence
the situation being observed but instead wanted to keep it as
Mnatural'' as possible. Secondly | wanted to note behaviour from an
objective'" standpoint (i.e. what happened) rather than from an
"interpretative' standpoint which was concerned with the meaning
of what happened. | was no stranger to the children as | had been
visiting the playbuses for six months prior to the commencement of the
main study. In common with Smith (1970 and 1980) | attempted to
be non-participative by adopting a passive stance, only answering
children briefly when spoken to and by avoiding direct eye contact.
It appeared that children were little interested in me and | was

usually competely ignored.

1.4 Relationship with Subjects

My relationship with the children was distant. | did not join
in their play and only interfered on the rare occasion to prevent

an accident.

1.5 Obtrusiveness

Children seemed to quickly grow accustomed to my presence. | tried

12



to give no indication to a focal child that he was being observed.
| avoided eye contact and did not follow the child too deliberately

when he moved from one activity to another.

1.6 Reactivity

One research problem, which was not so salient in this present
study, arises from subjects behaving unnaturally when they think they
are being observed. Bailey (1982), Arrington (1943) and Smith
(1970 and 1980) do not consider reactivity a problem in the case
of preschool children since

"extensive observation of groups of preschool children

has demonstrated that observer-consciousness is a

negligible factor at the early age levels, provided

observations are made with reasonable regularity and

observers consistently refrain from participation in

the activities of the individuals concerned. The

presence of observers has no appreciable effect upon the

behavior of the preschool child for the reason that he

has not yet learned to attach any particular meaning to

such observational paraphernalia as stop watches, record

blanks, and the like and is comparatively free from

culture-imposed inhibitions that tend to reduce spontaneity

of action in older children and adults'. (Arrington, 1943: 89)
Barker and Wright (1949) consider that only children over the age of
nine years show an awareness of being observed. In the present study

the playleaders did not consider that my presence on the playbuses

influenced the children's patterns of play behaviour.

1.7 Disclosure

| did not tell the children the purpose of the present study.
| did, however, explain to the playleaders and any interested parents

exactly what | was doing and the reasons for it. Fourteen video films

13



were made of children's behaviour in the playbuses. Near the end

of the study children, parents and play supervisors were given an
opportunity to come on a number of occasions to view the video films
in the University. Refreshments were provided on each occasion and
a party atmosphere reigned. Social Services provided a minibus for
transport purposes and were invited to some of the viewings. Before
the study commenced the approval of the Department of Social Services

had been obtained.

1.8 Structure

1.8.1 Low structure

| wanted to construct a taxonomy which was derived from actual
observed play behaviour rather than impose one on the situation from
without. For this purpose five video films were made of children's
play behaviour during the period May to July 1979. These tapes were
viewed for fifty hours during the following August. At first
distinct activities were hard to discern but eventually patterns of
play behaviour were differentiated and formed the basis of my
categorisation system. The taxonomies used by Smith (1970), Van
Alstyne (1932) and Parten (1932) were also of assistance in drawing
attention to certain behaviours which | might otherwise have over-

looked.

Ho measurement parameters were abstracted for imaginative play.
Instead, it was decided to describe all instances of imaginative play
in longhand, putting the time at the side, so that duration of episodes
could be measured. The results were later analysed from the stand-

point of their thematic content.

14



1.8.2 High structure

| used a highly structured taxonomy as | had limited time and
needed a large sample of children. The coding structure on the record
sheets contained 141 coding categories. The taxonomy was divided into
five sections. The first two were concerned with the content of play
behaviour, namely 'what'' the child was playing with and "how'' he was
playing with it. The third section concerned social aspects of play
behaviour, including interactions, group size and qualities of
relationships. The fourth section concerned*vocalisations. The last

section concerned imaginative play.

1.8.3 Characteristics of scoring systems

A taxonomy or scoring system can be classified along two main
dimensions: Molar/Molecular and Extensive/Intensive. The molar and
molecular systems differ in how close or far the scoring categories are
from the specific actions and in the amount of inference required by the
observer. The molar approach endeavours to combine a number of specific
actions and behaviours into generic wholes or classes which are defined
by the function or outcome of the behaviours or actions under study.

For example, a numberof actions may be categorised under the heading of
aggression or jealousy. |In molar systems a high degree of observer
judgment intervenes between the actual data observed and its coding.

In the present study it was thought preferable to interpret and to make
inferences about data only at a later stage. The molecular observer aims
to record as closely as possible what he sees and no more, recording
whether an individual says or does something, in contrast with the molar
observer who has to depend on his experience and interpretation

of the meaning of the actions observed. In this study a molecular



coding system was used in the attempt to make available for analysis
all that had taken place without prejudging its key overall
characteristics. A molecular taxonomic structure was designed in
which the categories were defined as closely as possible to specific
motor and ludic actions. With the purpose of recording as nearly as
possible what was seen, inference on the part of the observer was kept
to a minimal level. Extensive and intensive dimensions refer to the
degree of complexity found in the taxonomy. It can be defined as the
relative number of coding categories and the distribution of behaviours
over them during the observation period. The scoring system in this
study is extensive in nature and employs a relatively large number of
coding categories. In short, the taxonomic structure chosen can be

regarded as both molecular and extensive in character.

Before employing the taxonomy care was taken to ensure that it
was exhaustive, that is that there was a category for each kind of
behaviour being observed, and that the coding categories were mutually
exclusive, so that each behaviour could only be coded in one category.
In order to ensure that these two conditions were complied with | used
the taxonomy during the end of August 1979 to categorise the video
tapes. When children's play behaviour on these films could be
adequately classified in the taxonomy | was ready to conduct a pilot
study which commenced the first week in September 1979 and finished the
second week in October. The main study then commenced and continued
until July 1980. The pilot study showed that my methodology was adequate
and in analysing the results significant differences emerged along the
hypothesised dimensions. |, therefore, incorporated the pilot results

into the main study.
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2. Sampling

Behaviour sampling can be divided into two main types, according
to whether the observer concentrates on behavioural occurrences and
events, or on selected items of behaviour observed at different points
in time. The first type of sampling is termed event sampling and the
second, time sampling. Time sampling was used in this study. Time
sampling can be subdivided into three main types. First there is
'continuous real time measurement'' which involves measuring each
frequency of codeable behaviour. This method was not employed in the
present study as it would have proved too exhausting to watch all the
behaviours contained in my categories for very long at a time and |
needed to observe children for at least ten minutes at any one time in
order to have a measure of duration for play on different items of
play equipment. Second there is ''discontinuous érobe time sampling“.
which involves sampling codeable behaviours for short durations at
random or fixed probe intervals. This method was not used in the
present study since | would not have been able to measure the

duration of different play activities.

The third method of time sampling and the one used in the present
study is '"modified frequency sampling''. In contrast to discontinuous
probe time sampling, behaviour is observed in real time, but, in
contrast to continuous real time measurement, a sampling interval is
chosen and behaviours are scored once only if they occurred within the
time interval, regardless of how often they actually happened. This
method of observation corresponds to the ''all-or-none'’ recording
described by Goodenough (1928) and the ''one-zero sampling'' described

by Altmann (1974). The number of occurrences of each item of



behaviour listed in the taxonomy is termed its modified frequency
score. In the present study the maximum modified frequency score
for each item of codeable behaviour is 120. Sackett has indicated
that if an accurate measure of duration is required using modified
frequency sampling, the sampling or behaviour unit should be
shorter than the average duration of behaviours being measured.
If this is the case and

""the MF interval is shorter than the average duration

per behaviour change, MF scores can be used to estimate
true frequency and duration.' (Sackett, 1978: 36 )

Smith and Connolly (1972) noted similarly that

""If the time sampling period is much less than the
behaviour duration (bout length) then the distinction
between frequency and all-or-none recording vanishes.
Use of sequential samples gives information on both
number of occurrences and durations.' (Smith and
Connolly, 1972 quoted in Altmann 1974: 254 )
On the other hand, Altmann has made the point that one-zero-sampling
does not give an exact figure for the frequency and duration of

observed behaviours. It only gives a correct measure of the percent

of time spent in a behaviour

""If the behaviour in question took up all of the time
in each interval in which it was scored, and none of
the time in the others' (Altmann, 1974: 255 )
If this did not occur then Altmann considered that one-zero-sampling

only gave a percentage of frequency intervals in which the behaviour

occurred.
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In the present study a measure of duration of infrequent
behaviours such as hitting, biting and taking toys was not attempted.
This also applied to such fleeting behaviours as smile and laugh;
and to such frequently occurring activities as talking and making
play noises. |In all these cases the behaviour measured usually
lasted less than 30 seconds, and in some cases a numbgr of occurrences
took place within the 30 second behaviour unit. In these instances
behaviour was measured as a percentage of occurrences out of 120
behaviour units. In contrast an accurate measure of duration
was required for play activities with equipment and materials. In
order to obtain this measure the behaviour unit had to be longer
than the average time children spent at one activity and the
sampling period had to be longer than the average duration of the

longest attention span.

The shortest average attention span which | found recorded in
the literature was 1% minutes (Herring and Koch 1930). Guided by
this and by the considerations of Smith and Connolly (1980: 4L-46)
| decided to take 30 seconds as my behaviour or sampling unit. Smith

and Connolly maintained that

""a period of 40 seconds was long enough to enable the
observer to appreciate the flow of the child's behaviour
and make accurate judgements about companions and activities
at the end of the period. Some reasonable details of
agonistic encounters could also be gathered...a 30 -

or - 40 - second period was generally long enough to

pick up the behaviour units characteristic of the activity
the child was engaged in; if, say, the child was engaged
in some kind of group activity, the sample was long enough
to pick up the repertoire of social behaviour he or she
was employing in the situation. On the other hand,
periods of one minute or more seemed to be unnecessarily
long, given one-zero coding. The observer was by now
mostly noting items already checked, until the child
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substantially changed activity.'" (Smith and Connolly,
1980: L4L4-46 )

There is a wide discrepancy in the measures recorded for
mean average duration of the longest attention span. Bridges
(1927 and 1929) placed it as high as 37 minutes and Gutteridge
(1935) as 18.97 minutes. On the other hand Tizard et al (1976) found
that in a structured play setting children did not usually spend
more than five or six minutes in one play activity. In order to
assess the longest attention spans of children on the Birmingham
playbuses | analysed my five video tapes for this information.
| found that the average duration of the longest attention span was
between ten and eleven minutes. Taking into consideration the
findings of other researchers and the results of my video taped

studies | decided to take 15 minutes as my sampling period.

| next had to decide how many sampling periods to include
in the study. Again the literature is at variance regarding this
issue. For instance Parten (1932) concluded from her results that
'"twenty one minute observations give a reliable portrayal
of a child's participation in group activities''.
(Parten, 1932: 253 )
While Smith considered that
""Generally high reliabilities were obtained with one
hundred 30 second all-or-none samples for each child"
(Smith, 1980: 47 )
Koch and Streit (1932) used only 15 one minute samples. Iwanga

(1973) also only employed 15 one minute samples. Washburn (1932)
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considered that 3 five minute samples for each child was sufficient,
while Goodenough (1930) recommended 25 one minute samples. Caille
(1933) used 24 samples of five minutes and Olson (1931) 10 five
minute samples for each child. The Oxford Preschool Research Project
(1980) considered 40 half minute samples to be adequate, while Cattell

and Peterson (1958) preferred 2 forty minute periods.

Manwell and Mengert (1934) were concerned with this issue of
adequacy of behaviour sampling and researched into it. They carried
out a series of studies. They observed chiidren for five twenty
minute periods and compared these results with scores on five
alternate periods. They found that some scores were stable across
di fferent watches while others showed marked fluctuations. For in-
stance ''dramatic activity'' was stable between different watches,
while '""physical activity' showed considerable fluctuations. The

conclusion they reached was that play behaviour scores

'""on a series of five twenty minute periods, spread
systematically throughout the hours of the morning and the
weeks of the month, yield, on six items at least,...
stable scores.'" (Manwell and Mengert, 1934 )

Before deciding on the number of sampling periods to include in
the present study | decided to carry out a similar study to that of
Manwell and Mengert. | observed seven children for two hours on two
occasions and compared the results for the first hour with those for
the second and looked at the stability of behaviour patterning over
the eight fifteen minute sampling periods. | found that some of
children's social behaviours, such as their amount of talking and
positive and negative social interactions varied little between the two

hours andovereight sampling periods. On the other hand | found children's
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choice of play materials and equipment showed little stability
between the hours and over the watches, though the manner in which
they used the equipment showed a measure of stability. After
weighing up the considerations and practices of previous researchers
and the results of my preliminary studies | decided to use four

fi fteen minute samples in the present study. | considered that
this period of time should be sufficient to give me an adequate
and representative sample of a child's 'normal'' behaviour in the
playbus, though | should emphasise that it is very difficult to
estimate the exact cut off point where the addition of more
fifteen minute samples would cease to appreciably affect the

measures of frequency and variablity already obtained.

3. Focus of the Study

Before designing a classification system for recording children's
play behaviour, the focus of the study had to be decided on.
During May, June and July 1979, | attempted to observe children
using (1) play materials, (2) a focal child and (3) a group of
children as the focus. The best results came from watching a
focal child as this provided information which was of the greatest
relevance to the hypotheses in question. | could only utilise
the extensive coding schedule which | required if | watched one
child at a time. When materials and equipment was focussed on
| found it difficult to distinguish children according to their
age, sex and social grouping and | was provided with information

on equipment usage which was not pertinent to the present study.

22






