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Naturalistic observational m¢thodology has traditionally played an
¥ .
important role in child_gevelopment_althdugh it has not been the preferred

methodology. in recent decades. The purpose of this study was to determine
the frequene; of studies which utilized naturalistic observation and to

. ;

determine the trends in this methodology during the last 16 years. Fifteen

journals encompagsing child development, clinical and educatienal areas of
research were reviewed. The analysis included only those studies inr which

childrenXrom 2 to 10 years were observed and no experimental manipulations

. . ~‘ .
were introduced by the researcher. One hundred twenty six investigations

")

in the sixteen year period .fulfilled the criteria for .naturalistic observational

studies. The dhildreﬁ obsetved were primarily three to*five year_old,,midd{e
’ ’ /

class children in nursery school settings interacting with the environment,
2 .

iunfrequently-considered. Peer interaction was the most popular behavior

observed. Reporting reliability or more stringent assessments of rellablllty‘

< - » TN
é?!?i ’ ’ . .
other children, or teachers. The reciprocal nature of human interaction was

\

d1d’not improve over the*sixteen year period. 3 tu:i}istic obserVational child
study has been a much underutilized technique#for examining developmental N

proées§es compared to the theory-based laboratory approach. Diversity in the

”

ages, populations, and sett1ngiin which children are observed is needed to

expand the generalizability of naturalistic findings. The advantages of Pnowledge

| ,
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generated from naturalistic observation are discussed in relation to their
b

’ -

ecologically valid and eﬁduring heuristic quality.
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Observational Child Study: An Empirical Ahalysis

‘A
\’

© . of Recent Trends and Directions

Elizabeth J. Susman, Donald L. Peters

P

and

Robert B. Stewart’

’

R Ihe'Pennsleania State, University

The choice of methods within 2 scientific investigation is depcndent upon

f
the specific quest1ons or class ¢f questions one desires to answer. What
o

questions are relevamt at a particular woment depends, on the one hand, upon

the state of théory and knowledge, and on the other,. upon ‘the politigal and
acadenic zeitgeist. Yet, within z field of study there aée both preferred
methods that are used and preferred classes of questions that are addressed.
Hithin'child development there is a minority opini5n that is heard fror time to
time. This is one more such occasion.

“This pa;er znd this synposiun were desighed to once again stress the impor-
tance of naturalistic observational methcdolony to our uvnderstanding of chilgd

-

dovelopnent. “The anfgggispfeported her« was_conducted to bring us up to datg--

+

'to examine if you w111--the progress of observatlonal child study durlnv the

sixteen year period from kright's (1960) analysis through the end of 197S.

<

Historical Perspective T

We feel it is important to view the present effort within the context of a

'Xs

long standing tradition. For ‘example, in the first edition of Child Develop-
o i ‘ <

meﬁt Monographs, Thomis and Associates (1929) described the various methodolo-

gies available for objectively studying the child's reaction to 'the maltiplicity
of stinuli in the environment. The focus of the xeport was gaining objectivity

- . ,
-

of neasyrement through standardization and control of the instrumant--the ,

5/7/76 IFS §320:DLP




observer--whijle gathering data about n-~tural behavior in natural settings.

Thomas et al.

¢

» desired fo move away from the complxcated deductive methodology

Prevalent at ‘the time and tOhards & pureiy empiricist approach 1n "the desc

Tip-

tive study of ch11d behav1or. - ' !

Later, Arrington (1943) was to advocate the use of observational methods

.

in considering research problens of sorial development

,» interpersonal relations

and the etiology of socjal behavior,

She was particularly concerned with
methods where "the method of recording, and the manner of\selecting the behavior

are subject to control rather thar the situation in wh;ch the observat1ons are

.

made." She therefore restricted her review to'"studles involving screntific

observ

ation of social behavior under conditions conducive to natural social

interaction and undertaken with a view to generalization concerning some aspect

of normal behavior of individuals or groups or to the development of methods

which would ultimately contribute to s':ch generalizations®, Arrfngton‘s review

affirmed the value of natural1et1c observation in both describing normative
:

patterns of beha71or and in cross-validating other forps ‘of measurement. She

indicated the part1cu1ar value of observation for lomgitudinal studies of the

etiology of stable behavior patterns. - ' -

.

'

In 1955, Gilbert

observed that the range of s1tuat1ons and subJects that

had been subJected to sys;ematic obsé\xat1qnt¢s very limited. Thé studies

. ! *
reviewed were found to have concentrated on

preschool age children in nursery’

schools who were above average in intelligence,

from high socioeconomic strata,

.and of Judeo-Christian cultural and ethnic background;

In 1960 Wright noted that since 1890 only 8%

of the empirical studies met

the criteria for observational child study and concluded that psychology has

dorte very little, watching, recording,

and examining of* events -in natural’settings.

’
. - .

1
.




Most recently, Bronfenbrenner (1974) has condemned American devekopmentél

. Bsychology as, '"the science of the béhavior of chlldren in strange sxtuat1ons

with stpange adults.” He called for more ecologxcally valid research on, children

~
.

in their natural context

Ke are szmply carrying on the éradition.
e
an can argue that the d1scovery and demonstration of such genera‘lrelation-

-

-

‘ ) shxps in the area of . ¢hild development requires the followxng
1), a concern for multiple, interrelated developmental processes, their
etiolqu and their course. This implies a temporal dimension and

Sequencing as well, ' ‘

2) a focus upon the interactions the child has with his physical and
social environment, that is, how the child acts upon and changes his
; environmeng while he is, ih turn, acted ﬁpon and changed by it.

3) the investigation of the generalizability of behavior across the many

) -~ 1

settlngs a child finds himself'in the course of da11y life.’

»

and 4) the investigation of the generalizability of .findings across differobtl
- 'children,an@ groubg of children, that is, across sex,;SﬁS, age,
ethnic background and the lika. . e
The use of naturalistic-observational methods seems particularly well
suited for the establishment of suchr general relationships.” Naturalistic .
obsérvational studies have the advantage of belng heuristic, hlghly realxstzc,

Televant to 1moortant social problems, and orxented to gnificant theoreti-

e

cal issues (Brandt 1972) ‘Yét,Awe wondered what progress has beon made. Ne

asked such questxons as:

-

-

Has the value of naturalistic gtudy been recognized? . v

Is the number of such studies inéreasing?




L4
. S | - . .
-Are investigatoré studying child development and'beﬁavior in the child's
) enduring context? . . - .
. .y . .
/ Have the pleas been heard for more d1versrty in the s1tuat1ons obServed?
Are different ch11drcn being observed?
‘ I§ the interactive nature of encounters with the environment being
Tecognized? . ~ a
- . ! . d
. Are the methods’ employed becoming rwre sophisticated? '

Method -

Fifteen journals encﬁmpas%ing child developmegt, clinical, and e&ucational
areas of research were reviewed Eo determine trends in naturalistic observatifp-
al Chlld study during the last 16 years. We 1ncbﬂded only those studies in

whlch children from 2 to 10 years were obsg;@ed and no experimental mangpu1a~

tions wére introduced by the researcher.” Each was coded on a variety of dimen-

sions:

--frequency by yedr and journai/

--age of subjects

¥

~-50cioeconomic Sstatus
‘ -~observational sétting {nursery school, home, clinic, -etc.)
~-social environment of subjects (individual, dyad, triad or group)

--cbservational focus (parent-child, teauher-chilq; chi'ld-¢hild, etc.)

et

~~content variables (péer inieraction, sex role dé&e{ppment; etc.)
. =-linear-reciprocal orientation -
--observatiénal technique
--type of reliabilitysr%porteq . _ ' ' , .
Results

Nunber of art1c1es by year. (Slide 1) One hundred- twenty-51x 1nvestiga-

tions in the s1xteen year period fulfilled ‘our criteria for natura11st1c observa-

v

‘ .
. ; .
o .

. <




tional studies. The d1=tr1but10n of articles by year was bas1ca11y tri-modal

-

W1th the greatest number of studies in 1962, 1968; and 197S. These frequencies °

were standardized to account for the number of journals published in a given

-

There was a significantly greater nunber of naturalistic studies conducted

year,

8

during the carly seventies (1972-75) than during the middle sixtiFs (1964-67)

t(6) = 2.65, p < .05. Generally, there was an upward trend in the.seventies

although this is based on'fairly small nunmbers. -

Three of the 15 journals surveyed; Levelopmental Psychologx; Child Develop-

ment, and Journal of Genetic Psychology contributed 21%, 16%, and 10% respec-

— .

tively, or.a total of 47% of the naturalistic studies.

Age.~(siide 2) Three, four, and five year-olds :=re the most frequently ‘

observed children., Forty-eight percent of the studies, compared to 50% in

Wright's (1960) survey, observed preschool children. ‘ . ‘

Socioeconomic status. (Slidé 3) Over one-half (53%) of fhe studies

surveyed failed to report the socioeconomic status of the subjects. The most

L]

frequently reported subject popuIQE;pn was, not sufprisingly, middle class
< A

(20%) followedsby lower (4%)

nd upper clas§.(1%). The 20% is J%dbubtedly an

. . - 3 RS - - .
tinderestimate since many of fhe studies that ‘failed to report socioeconomic -

status were conducted in upliversity and community nursery schools which tend to

be popuIated with middle-£lass children. ’ N

»

0bservat1ona1 setting. (Slide 4) The observational setting was frequently

«

a rursery-school wher?/Lhzldren spend two-to-three hours, one-to-five days a

week. A total of 57% of the studies were carried out in nursery schools, ' s

. 4 I
headstart programs, laboratories or clinics where children spend less_than cne~
« .

-fifth of their day. Few studies (11%) compared behavior patferns across two or
: - ¢

re

-

more observatidnal settings. -

3

Social environment. (Slide 5) The social environment was uisually a group .

. .




decrease im number of studies on aggression and dependency which frequently

setting with the individuoléaslthe focus of pbservation.. Individuals in dyads
. - . F 2

or triad%-were'ipfrequéﬁflx observed. - L ' B -

Llnear rcc1proca1 orlentatlon. The maJorlty of studies (74%) conszdered

the chxld's behaVLor the dependent variable whzle few (17%) ¢on5}dered child

behaviors both as 1ndependent and dependent varxables, Eyenfxn the-latter case

. . : |
.the individuals in the two-person model were treated_sepq;aﬂely. “That is, the

-

reciprocal nature of human 1nteract10ns was mostly meglect

Observatxonal focus. * (Slide 6) Child-child and enV1ronmcnt—ch11d-fe .g. 8

. ¥
child's use of space) 1nteract1ons were the nosr common obs rvational focus.

The category other/adult -child was prlmarily composed of tedcher chxldllnzerac-
tions but was coded as other adult if the adult was not expllc1tly stated to be

the' teacher. Parent-chi‘ld studies remained minimal in number. The Seventies

] .
~ -

(1971-1975) showed an increase in father-child studies bringing the number to

nearly equal mother-child studies during the seventies.. Pigu?&\l shows the

trend in observaizonal foci during the sixteen year period.:* Y
. N Lt
Content varipbies. Figure 2 shows the limited range of behavioral pheno-

.

mena observed in naturalistic settings. A rank-order of these behaviors shows

. e 4 N ’ .
that peer interaction was by far -the most commonly observed phgnomenon. ,Thts

was foilowed by attachient and dependency, saggression, physical and beﬁavior'
. . N . Y

0' . - ‘\
disorders, and sex-typing. \ .
b T Py . A

Observational techniqﬁo There was a significant shift‘fxz = 26.69, p < .00} . '

.’ . ’ 0‘ - :' \
in the observational techpiques used during the 16 year period. Specifically, =
relative to the total number of studies in each quartile [early sixties (1960- \“\'
o)( . \.

. \

1064), middle Slftlea (1964 - 1967)ﬁ\;;te sixties (1968-1971) and Seventies .

corporatlng rating scales decreased and the .

(1972-1975)}, the number of studies

.

number of studies using nayratives increased slightly. This trend reflects the

i

used rating scales, and the increase in the use of narratives in naturalistic
¥

. | .9




’

o?servation_of Ianguage aéquisition Language is one of the most observable o

cognitive functions. Latcgory systeﬁs were the most frequently used technique
for recording bchavxor throughout the sxxteen -year period. -~

Rerlabx 1ty. Thirty-two' ,percent of the ktudxes failed to report any form

-

of reliability estimate. For those studies where“reliability estimates were
*» ’

reported, percent of agreement between observers was the most popular method of "

estimation (61%). Accuracy against a stznddrd (8%) and stability coefficients ~

-
~

(10%) were 1nfrequent1y reported. There was no increase in reportxng rellabll-

ity estxmates over the 16 -years, no¢ was there an increase in the use of more
‘ <

stringent or more sophisticated assesére1ts of reliability or accuracy. In
s

light of recent empirical findings that agreement among’ob:ervers is subject to -

decay over the observational period (Mash & McElwee, 1974; Taplin § Re1d

1973). one wight expect that during the seventies there would be a decrease in

.

the reliance upon single bre~study estinates of agreement. The data do not

support this contention. .
Discussion
Overall, tbe frequency of investigations free of exﬁeriﬁenter-intervention
continues to Jbe minute compared to the volumlnous quant1ty of stud1es using
other- methodologles. The frequency decreased even more in the middle sixties, P
This was probably reflectxve of the change of’ focus in child psychology toward/
cogn1t1ve developmental issues, The middle szxt1es were the "Great Socletyﬁ
'years and remediation programs were started t; équali;e disparities in éellec~
e

- .- . .
tual functioning. Evaluation of changes in cognitive fUnet1ons seem
‘require laboratory experiments and other more structured forms of easurement.
‘The upward trend in naturalistic observétionql Tesearch in the Seventies supports

,our contention that the 7eitge;3£_among some researchers is, congruent with .an
. - ’

ecological concern for real’ life problems in the enduring environment, and a

‘. o “';/// ‘ '
. - 1.0 , "




thange in focus from cognltlvc to/soczal behav1or.

v

Throughout the 51xteen year period naturallstlc observation has been

Testricted to a narrow rangé of settings, ages, sucipeconomic classes, content -

.
~

variables, and persons gbhserved. Previous pleas for diversi;y have not been

<

-children with high 1.Q. continue to be observed in -

\

heeded. Middlg4c1a

nursery schogls,

ﬁBSUCh observations are easy'tp obtain: and they are useful .
H

for soii/pu Oses. They do not, however, increase markedly the generalxzabzlity
7

o

of ?grfk.éhledge Furthernore, it is queatlonable whether the *natural behavior"

LY}

is th€ equivalent of "spontaneous bejavior". Any school behavior is a functiop

-

- . " N ~ .
of the structure the teacher builds into the classroom environment 'to accomplish

\
pregram goals. Even "free-play" is carefully supervtsed by adults and guided
K] ]

*

by the materials ‘made available to the ghlldr/;. Hence, we know little about -

¢

the spontaneous behavior of children 1n¢1ess structured situations.
Our armalysis indicates that the Ln11d behav1or being studied in school

and home se;tlngs has been chatacteristic of only one level of the ch11d'
. - .
cndur;ng environment (Brgnfenﬁrenner, 1974). Behavior was rarely systematically

observed in larger supporting social struatures such as communlty parks ana
shops. These settings are where chlrdren learn how and with whom to engage in
‘socially appropriate behavior for successful functioning in a compiex techno-

logical society. Behavioral stability within or between the two levels of the

»
-

ecology of the child has been even less frequently observed. .
Ovef the years observational-chiid study has produced valuable information

aous the development of peer relationships. waever, we know mere about a

t . . ¢

vor g r'Hld's interactions with strange adults and other unrelated’ ch11drcn !

thad we bnaw 2hout his ‘pzeractions with his parents and siblings. Even in
: .o
ine%a~2:s whnra parcc:” fIL ! interactions were observed the focus was usually

. ~ v

on the chrla 'md either the [ather wr ‘mother* separately rather thai®on the .




-

\ : ' - -9

) : M

family Jyit.. The increase in father- CFlld studies soems to 1nd1ca&e a

13

. voguish reverse bias -from an earlier enphasis on- mother ch1ld 1nteract10ns.

s

)

"While this may fill -some neceded gaps in our knowledge, ong can wonder, 1f a

LNY

greater contrlbutlon ,could be made by’a poré holistic analy51s of the famlly

P
.

LS A o ‘
unit. . . e S ’ ‘

v
R

¢ e ‘ , . v
N K

in the two-perSon models of psycholqudal research each individual 'is
- ! . @'

trea ted separately and the pﬁbcess is v1ewed as un1dlfbct10na1--such as the

. -

cﬁlld s effect on the pareﬁt

P

"The rec1procal nature of human 1nteract1ons 1s

v .

usually 1gnored and attentlon fs on dlrect efFects or the effects of A on B

» 2

.Researchers using an observational’ :

a
» , &

(Bronfenbrenner, 1974; Patterson, 19743.

.« 4

&

approach have the ‘épportunity to loo), -at second-order effects. ' How is the ’

mother-child interaction %ffccted'by the presence of the father or others? ‘
K

Behavior is rarely learned and practiced in tvs-party systems but usually in

complex sett1ngs such as in, the famlly and in 1mportant reference groups.

\
?

At the methodqloglcar 1eve1, few changes were noted in the last- 16 years. °
N 2 . .

»

. - Y. . . SN . : "t
There has been’a slight increcase in the use of*narratives and a slight decrease

Tin the use of rating scales. 1In addition, little or no'improvement in reportiné,'

-
3
[

establishing and ma1nta1n1ng re11ab111t; is evident in the literature. ReL1ab11~

. ‘ -

ity problems assoclated wlth the numan 1nstrument were frequently d1scussed in

* ea

(earlxer rev1ews (e g. Thomas, 1929) and have been contlnuously noted s1nce.

.
. P N .

Yet, _the advancements made and chidings prov1ded seemingly have had little

%

1nf1uence. In this respect older Teviews are?surpr1s1ng1y <urrent.

) .

, The mode preferred by many fort exam:nlng ch11d behav1or is an experzmental

¢ . 14

theory based laboratory approach Yet; in sp1te ‘of its 11n1ted-usage natural-

istic child study does add a r1chness of behav1ora1 detall which far exceeds

N

-

the bounds of laboratory based experimeiits. . The findings derived from the

. .-
Doy - : . < _ SN
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H ‘ [ . . .

. . 1 e b -~ o . “
observation of behavior in natural settings, have an enduring descriptive

- ’

’ . . * - - - - 0}
quality which makes them cont;nually”ﬂeurzsttc and potentially more powerful
in the development of kriowledge. This 4s perhaps bseause naSuralistic ob-"»

L] N ‘l ’ t .. [ -
servational studies have been less explicis Iy tled to theory than have .labora-

N

tory e;periqents(’ History shows that the large’ "p ms" or theoretical

R . ., v [}

:'persp cuives of psychologv accrued in one generat1on are typ1cally dlsenfran-
chised w1th .the next (kuhn, 1962 Xoch 1974). Experlmenzally contrived data

which gain their" meanlng only from theif, particular thepretical perspectzme

.

become the cur1ous artifacts of the his* ory of the Su1encg\~/$uta gathered

d .

. . . -
4 through d1recL oaservarxon .in the naturally occurlnn environments f@haxn the 2
* V 1
hlstorlc records of’?uman beh .vior. "k ”'- .
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1

1968-71"

. 1960-63 1564-67 1972-75
- Frequency $% Fr'equenc} % Frequency % Frequency %
Mother ‘3 R 10 6 § 9 9
Father 0 0 ~ 0 o 4 5 6 6
'Parent—chilq 2 6 2 S 1 1 3 3
Teacher-child 4 1 3 7 .1 14 .13 43
Other Adult-child 100 - 28 . g 21 14 13 13 43
Child-child 7 190 10 24 8. 23 28 28
Environment-~child 7 19 10 24 22 28 24 24
Other 3 8 % 10 2 03 P 3
. 7
. %,
Total 36 42 78 99
[} K1 .
. - Figure 1 Frequency and percent of each observational
. /
focus in four time periods




1060-63 1964-67 1968-71 1932-75

/ 4
Peer Interaction 10 53 -~ 21 -+ 33 .
. * —?
Agaression > 5 7 7 )
. N Achieverent N T 7 c.- 4
Methodology v -7 8 .3
’ Sex-typing 1 & 13 '
. Physical and Bchavior Disorder 4 ‘18 6 )
Attachrent and Dependency . 4 25 9° . 11
. . N A Y
. Moral- Development 2 4 3 2
. Socioeconomic Class ' 2 3 . 3 , 7 )
Language : ’ 0 .0 : S - 11
- Intellectual Develupment o ¢ 0 1 3
‘Creativity 0 L0 1 1
a 0 -
Figure 2 Rank order of percentages. of content-variables
LN for four.tim'@periods. . | '
K . ’ .. - s
P [
":" . ;"‘.. )
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