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ABSTRACT .
A class of preschoolers, aged 44-63 months and
grouped according to age, sex, sibling position, family size and the
occupation of each parent, were the subjects of a 2-part study to
examine preschoolers' perceptions of mothers. In the first part of
the study, each child was shown 4 sets of pictures depicting a
variety of possible mother figures. The child was asked, "W®hich of
these are mothers?" with no limit on the number of choices made. The
findings suggest that age of. the depicted mother was the most
important perceptual detail and that the 'composite mother!
constructed from the most often choserh pictures in each set was a-
middle~aged women with medium-length hair holding her child. The
number of choices made ranged from 3-11 out of a possible total of
12. It is suggested that variability and number of perceptual details
vhich contribute to a child's concept of 'mother! is a representative
measure of his conceptual development. In the second part of the
study, each child was asked to draw a picture of a mother. The
picture ana1y51s suggests that: (1) boys and young children perceive
mothers as more corrective +han girl$ and older ‘children, (2)
children from blue-collar families perceive mothers as gore °
supportive and more feminine than children from white-collar families
do, and'(3) childrens' perceptions of maternal role become broader
with increasing age. (GO)
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A . ) d

.o ) Purpose A : o
\ ~ The title of this papeL- and, in fact, the idea for this particular
research came from a member of the preeschool class which I teachd®
- A few days after a family group picture of me appeared in a local newsppper,

one of my students told me that she had seen the picture of "Mrs, Denne and her

. ¢ family--her h_usband and };er two boyss" The fact that she had seen this picture

N
-

was mentioned several times afte'rAtha.t. .
About a month later, while we were singing, I turned my back to the class

to act out part of “the song. My hair, quite long, worn in a pony tail, was

thud ‘quite visible, The sameigirl immédiately'demanded (interrupting her singing),

"Youtre a mother, aren't you?" I said I wags.. "But you can't be a mother;

‘mothers don't have long hairi" she stated very emphatically.
This was absolutely fascinating to me, as it seemed to indicate that, at least

/ to her, hair style was a more signfiant item in her perception of a mother

.

. than the fact of having children. o -

'/ How, then, do pre-school-age children perceive mothers? What sorts-of
information has the child assimilated to form his conception of mother? Is
this in.t‘ormatlon mainly perceptual, conceptual, or a combination of both? Do '
all the chlldren have.essentially the same mother concept, or does it vary with

-

/ the indlv-idual’i The latter would indicate a variety of factors, such. as maturation

and experience, ‘entering into the formation of the concept., T ‘

{
This current paper and the survey upon which it is based represents an

attempt to explore these areas. of cognitive and perceptual understandlngs of
young children, .
;. , : . N . . * \ *
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‘ ' Methodolog ’?

The origindl’ research was done in two separate phases with a preschool class ’

of 2L chlldren. The information gathered was coded and correlated with

aecondary data gathered from the school records.

3

In the first phase, each child wag shown four different sets of pictures,
Varying ages, hair styles and roles of mothers, as well as chickens, were ’
oortrayed, In each case, the child was asked, "wpich are mothers?" and the .

cﬁi%d‘s choices recorded, Each:child W% then asked, for each picture he did

* L} \c
not select, why he did not think it was a mother; note was madé of the reason,

<

i

The pictures used as stimuli are shown in the Appendix, . .

¢ .

. -
In the 8econd phase, each child was asked to draw a picture of "a mobher."

.

These picfures were then grouped info categories, based on the oype of mother
depicted, The groublng was acheived independently by a g’ychologist and by

- this investigator. There was. a hlgh ratio of agreement-doubt was resolved
by the investigator, utilizing necessary additional information and her

own judgment. This data was then added to the other information gathered, .
as delineated above. ‘Typical pictures of eacn category are shown in the

Appendix, ° b

B \

All survey instrupents used and data-processing forms developed for this

) % .
study are incliuded in the Appendix, v '

N
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MY MOTHER

" Who .fed me from hHer gentle breast,
And hush'd me i her arms to rest,
And on my cheeks sWeet kisses prest?
’ My Mothor. ,
‘ Hhen sleep forsook my open eyo,v
Who was it sang sweet hushaby
And rock'd me that I should not cry?
My Mother..

Who sat and watch?d my infant head
When sleeping on my crafles bed. .
And tears of sweet. affection sh9d°
, Hy Mother.

When pain and sickness made me cry,
Who gazed upon my heavy eye, -
And wept, for fear that I should die?

My Mother, .
y o
Who drest my doll.in clothes so gay,
And taught me pretty how tomPlay,v
Apd minded all I had to s $3 ,

* My Mother,

Who ran to help me when I fell,

And would some pretty story tell,

Or kissithe place to make it well?
. My Mother.

Who taught my infant lips to pray,

And love God's holy bodk and day,

And walk in wisdom's pleasant way? .
"My Mother, %

knd cen I ever cease to be .

Affectionate and kind to thee,

Who wast so very kind to me.
My Mother,

Ah{ no, the thought I cannot bear,
And if God please my life to spare,
I hope I shall reward thy care,

My Mother.

¢ Hhen thou art-teeble, 0ld and gray’
My healthy arm shall be thy stay,
And I will soothe thy pains away,

* My Mother,

« -

And when I see thee hang thy head,

iITwill be my turn to watch thy bed,
., And tears of sweet affection shed,
. My Mother,

o
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'his mother. According to Frahces Wickes, while one side of the mother -

'suallow.up.hiSfindividuality and keep himmlways a child, dependent upon

. ’ . Y

Introdction : ,

In general psychalogical tefms, mach has been written about the way
the young child perceives his mothers Flugel describes the image of the
mether seeﬁ by the child when young as "one of unsurpassable beauty, tehderqess
?ﬁq mercy ﬁndaan ever-avajilable source of comfort, help and protection in the :
face of the difficulties and dangers of an unknown and often hostile .
worlde" (4, pe 55) This is Carl Jung's Moriginal and eternal ‘image of the

mother, through whicp everything is comprehensive, sheltering, nourishing

and helpfule...that image of the mothers..inborn in:us of mater natura and

mater aﬁ}bitual;g, that image of the whole scope of life to which we are intrusted

-and &t the same time delivered ovsr ag helpless children.t (10) These are the

positive aspects of the mother image that are rather sentimentally
glorified in thefpreceddiné poem, "My Mother.," (15) Basically, these

mothers are perceived as nurturing, soothing, protecﬁing and instructing

s e

the young child, - . _ .

A .
There are, however, other factors in the young child's perception of.

¥

Ve

image represents the mother as the "giver of life," on the other side of
the mother imagé the mother represents to the child "the happy irresponsible
state before the awakening of conscioﬂgﬁess and individual responsibility-f'

the Garden of Eden, * In this aspect she is the 'terrible mother" who would

¥

here" (17, pp. 1}-12) Flugel mentions a child's view of his parent as a 2
\ o7
"tyrant and oppressor™ and as a person of "boundless power and authoritye..
P c

having afbitrarg and ruthless disregard of the child'é,own desires and
’ -~

longingsa" (L, p. 58)

\, \

. //” : . . "




8

Other mothers are seen as "harsh, loud-voiced and punitive. (3, pe 267)
According to Gordon, the young child also sees his parents as having a

k

R © Marger psychological" size, since chyldren see their parent,s not only as‘
"bizger and stronger, but also as' more icnowlgdgeable',. more competent,
To the young child there is nothing his parents do not know, nothing they
cannot do. He maf'vels a‘g the breadth of their understanding, "che accuracy

’

of their predictions, the wisdom of their judgmenmte" (7) .

4 [

‘ .
Studies of children in the United States have shown that,they thinlg

‘the mother's primary role to be "ho'memaking."' Moth:azis‘are“ ganerally
perceived as "more nurturant, nicer, azd more inclined t,ow g;m presents
than -father," The mother is pfeferred' for her ™nurtmrant functions" and
the "warm and satisfying ccnnctations" of these functionse. (6, p. 52)

In hahotﬂher study of four-year-olds, most children, n asked what a good‘
mother does:, said "cooks ‘and clfans.!' (11, pe 306f Thus, here, too, the

mother .is percéived as fulfilling the role of homemaker,

C}{ildren,'s i;amntél. perceptions are distinctive in cultures unlike
that of the United Statés, Maori children see their parents as either
C - ;ndiffe'rent or rejecting; .the Pila;a Indians of Argentina have intense

feel:l.ngs of,fxostility toward b parents, Between the Maori and Pilaga

modes of perception and the prevalent mode®in Thailagd there is a striking
l “
difference-paren‘bs in the latter being the most respected persons.

The King 6f Thailafd (Siam) is seeh as taking care of the people as the

parents care far ‘their children, and is greatdy revered. (6)
‘ . . . .




In the Japanese culture, females in genera.]:’a.rg seen as relatively
_mild, gentde, and kinde Mothers are not thought of as well-dressed or
wellegroomed; it i8 the older-siste\r type that is perceived as stylish
and pretty, She may aISo work. Mothers are expected to be busy mainly
with domestic chores, especially with preparing food or with doing the

laundry. (6, p. 30)

In contrast to this, mothers in German child care and youth guidance
literature are seen as "bad a.nd‘ coldoeethe image of the mother is deeply
bound up'with fear, refusal, hate, s‘cubborness, and 8o ony" (12, pe 227)

Other children have a deep-seated sense of having been abandoned or let down

by the mothere (3, Pe 255)

i

The murturant aspect of the mother.is certainly an important factor ©
in the child's perception"of'hi;s mothexy,' but, interestingly enouEh, v
in experiments wlth newborn x;xonkeys, the skin texture of artificial )
mothers was found to be more important than whether they fed the young
or note The young monkeys "selected ar;d.snuggled w\ith é terry-cloth ..
tmother® _at all times except when feeding, -at which time they se_lef:ted
t;he wim, ‘Lac'tating on"eo" In later tests of affection and dependence, °

the monkeys demonstrated that they preferred the non-nurturant, but soft,

mother, (1, p. 68) i

1]

The way in which‘g child perceived his mother is related to a great '

extent to the stage.that.child has reached in his cognit:l!ve and perceptual

development.,

L= - . .
4 \ 1
~




. Jean Piaget states t.h‘at‘ studies "have shown that the earliest, substantives
of child language are very fax,: fron denoting cone=ptg, but rather express
1 N ] ’ . ;

cormands or desires; ee.the fact rémains that many expréssion%that for

. ¢S -
‘ us have a purely conceptual meaning, retain in the child mind & significance
l) . ' . . .«
that is not only effective but also well-nigh magical, N
* Mme Spielrein has tried to prove that the baby syllables, mama, ¥

uttered in so many tongues to call ¢he mother, are formed by lﬁbial
sounds which ‘indicate noth:h}g nore tha? a prolongation of suckinge - T .
, .

‘Mana¥ would, therefore, be a cry of desire, gnd then & command gigen to |
- [ .

the only being capable of Batisfying this desire. But, on the other

-

hand, the mere cry of ™mamal® has in it a soothing element; inscfar as

-1t is the continuation of the act of sucking, it produes a kind of -,

v

Thallucinatory sat’isfactj.on." Command and immediate ::xatisféction are

in this case, therefare, almost indistinguishable, and so intermingled
- ‘ n ‘l

'are these two factohz;s that ‘one cannot tell when the word is being used -

B ’ L ‘ P ’ o . N '
. a8 a real command and when it is playing its almdst magical role. (13, pp. 3=L) o

v - 4 .

Som® of- these "primative phenomena" may well be yet present and.
playing an important.part in the preschool-age chil"s perception of
<\ v - .

mother, - N
’ ! .
’ [T R . %

“The preschool child at age three, four or five will be in the stafe
. o’{ cognitive :ievelopmen\t\g:alled by Piaget: the period of preoperational w

‘t}mught, which generally incltlides's children from the ages of from two '
. [ . 1 .
- -9 ¢ N -

. , .

through seven years,

.
'
-7. v ! . A
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the child makes the first overgeneralized attempts at conceptualization,

<
“There is a rapid conceptual development during the preschool period,
and, as "the child develops, schemata become more differentiated, less sensory,

more numerous s and the network they form, becomes increasingl® more - - -

»

¢

complex.® (16, p..13) R s

. . ‘ A Y ’ ' .
The period of preoperasional thought has been further divided into . ™~

two stagess

1

In the fireta‘the ﬁreconceptuel stage (ages two through four &Eérs), - ' ¢

Representatives of a class are not distinguishiable from the class - ' .
( , .

itself, . o
In the second stagd, the preceptual, or intuitive stage ( four tirough

seven years), prelogical reasoning appears based on perceptual appearances,

and the ehiid is unable to take into account more than one attribute at a -

time. '(]J&) ‘ . . . ‘ -

¢ " .
g . -

I ’ p »

As the child selscts and organizes sensory stimuli into a meaningful
aed cgherent picture of the world, severalffactoré-—maturation, physical
experieece,'and secial interactionw=will aifect the lewel of complexity -
ahd zmderstahd;%g' thab he will reach at a particular momente . He will be °

constantly reevaluating his ideas as new iﬁformai&on‘hppears.

b “
Thus, when Stone and Ghurch found that "at age four, even those
children who know about genital dfferences between boys and girls. ¥
consider them secondary to styles;of dress or coiffure in determining

a

sex or sex differences, * (6, pp. 28=-29) they were describing a

', typical conclusion for . group of children in the preceptual stage.

43
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One would expect that eech individual child‘in a group- would be at his

,own particular level of development at any given specific'moment,
E .

Thus, in a study of a group of young children, the respondents were
shown a picture of a mailman carrying his mailbagfand another of the
same person.playing with- his little boi% The children were asked whether
the man was a father when he was a mailman, and vice versa. "Children's
answers showed a developmental progression, from perceiving AL individual
as 11%ed to o single role in which he is observed, to as having at least
,ons continuous role plus other momentarily. oocupied'roles (consistingfof .
a1l the roles he occupies), and as functioning in'a permanent role but

T

hssing the potentiality to £ill other roles as well, .(11, p. 2l1)

Thuag 1t would seem that the way in which a child perceives his mother
is influenced b& the maturational level and ekperiential background of tﬁe
childz by the level of conpeptual and preceptual development that he has .
reached, and(the k1nd of experiences he has had, of mother both culturally

v

and’ genétically defined. . : . |

It wonld seem that the preschool-age child's perception of mother would
be based first upon the way in which He views his own mother, since this
would be his initial and most meaningful experience. The concept of mother
~ based upon thiS'initial mother experience will be modified and enlarged as
the child sees snd.interacts with other€mothers, the qgthers of his friends,
mothers in the neighhorhood,'and those seen inthe supermarket, At this
point the.child may begin to cone.to some conclus s‘ghout mothers in °
general. Although his perception is still probably quite insular, ft will
to some extent reflect the culturally accepted vieus”of mother, at least-

‘ .

" in his own neighborhood. : o S

<« ) '




{

"f?

N .

The child's view of moé&er will continue to grow, ani to encomﬁass more
and more experiences with mothers gained from stories read to him,
television, and trips to the zoo. The amount of new information which he
'is able to asaimilate at any given point; of course, is related to the‘
level of maturity he has reached at the time and his own ability #p ’
process tnat infornation. Therefore, each child will process each new experience

in terms of his unique vantaée point. It is this gathering and proeessing

. of information which engrosses the preschool child. The way in which such

g

children perceive mothers should give interesting insights into the way

in uhich they perceive things in general, . —

o '/ NG15 -
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, Independent Variablés o ¢

The children used in this study,compr?sgd a preschool classe All thé
info{?ation abou{ ?ach child used as independent variables came from the -
original record completed by tiie parent when the child was registered.

An example of this form is shown ‘as Exhibit A in the Appendixe

A sheet of the data abstractgd from the registration form was prepared v
for each child. The.information was then categorized on sheeys as shown in
Exhibits B and C (Appendix), and finally swmarized in Tables T and II.

From this information, the guidelines for Ehe categories of the child
charecteristics used in analyzing the research findings uere'determined.
A brief description of these categories follows.

Family size,:fg.s determined in the following manner: number of sibling

(available from.form) + one (for child himself) + two~(the_parents). In all

cases a$ the time of the investigation, there were two parents present in

-the home,’ the one originally single parent having remarried earlier {;'tne

school year. it was decided to divide the family sizea into three categories
for the purpose of analyzing the findings. Over half the children came from
a family of four, and added to these were the two families with three
members, since that latter category by itself did not have enough members
to allow for medningful analyses., It was then decided to divide the
remaining children into two groups: families with. 5 membersMind those with
6 or more'hemberg. Each of these groups contéined,five members, which could
give some indicator& meaning as the result of breakdowns., A summary of this
data_is given in Table I. . - -
‘“ihe géé/of each child was calculated from the date of birth, adjusted to
Harqg, 1975, the menth in which the researchlwas“done. The children were
thei divided on the basis of‘age into three categoriéa: young, middle.and
old

't

Table IT shows the actual ages in months of the children in the sample

and the manner in which they were divided. The cumulative percentages were
LY

11~ RN

3 o




" computed a8 an aid in dividing the sample according to appropriate age
groupings. _Tﬁe'{inal>category the child was placed in is shown on the
right,

meh5mechuofmummhmu%dmpmnruumhms =

~ N Py

*  divided almost equaliy amomg boys (12) and girls (13). This even
distribution alloss for clearcut disbinctions éo be made upon analysis,
The sekx composition of the class is interesting in light of one extant
theory that more boys are sent to preschool than girls because they are 1
nmére "wearing atthome. o )
Since the registmon form provided information about ths cild's |
place in the family, sibling positlon was used as another basis for analysis.
The categories chosen were yonngest, middle and oldest child,. It was decided
to leave "only child" as a separate category although it included only 2
children, since it could not ée placed gfrrectly in the other categories,
As man be seen from Table I, almost half the class (11) were youngest
children, which a litsie surpfising. It would be interesting to explore the °
area of whether the older-members of the family had also attended preschool,
“or if thers is a tendency to send latei?members to schocl earlier, It -
could be argued’that as more children come along there are diminished
resources available for such items of optional expendituse sa presspool
training, However, the facts appear to indicate that this is not the case, °
-The fact that the mothers may have gone to wark at least part time is also
insufficient to explain this, Perhaps the value of the preschocl experience
is becomihg more accepted, or perhaps the mothers simply need time with
no children at homes '
Although the registration form did not specifically ask for the mother's )
occupation, the fact that the mother worked was usually noteds I also
| verified this‘info;mation from my own knowledge, thrcugh the parents! club,
the local PTA, community organizations and cub scouting program. Only five

[:R\ﬂ: of the mothers were working in this sample, but it wag decided to include
RIRT B




this category in the analysis, as it might show findings of interest.

The final category which was derived from the form was the father's
occupation. This was coded from the information given as wither blue- .or -
white-colldr, by the usual standards (utilizing knowledge of ‘the Dggtiom’

of Occupgtioﬁal Titles). There were three cases where insuffieient detail

was given for classification; these were left in a category of "Indeterminable,"
Slightly more than half the occupations were white-collar (1l).. This appears

to reflect a somewhat greater percentage than i

actudlly resident in the
neighborhood served by the school.

There were other categories which were consideded for analysis when

evaluating the variables for this study. These were .rejected for various

reasons. The small size of the sampde (25) meant that not infrequently a

c&tegory contained so few members that no analysis would be meaningful,

‘In the case of race, theme was one Black and cne Indian child, with the |

remnainder being Whites, In the cagse of type of dwelling, homes belng
apartments or howses could be checked by examining them through site visits.
When it -had been determined that 21 were houses, with L to check, this
category was rejected as inappl;cable. ,
Or’the . obher hand, there were variables meriting inclusion which waée N
rejected due to practicable difficulties.wltnin the scope and time
constraints of this investigation. The educational level, income range, !
or other socioeconcmic characteristic, for instance, might certainly be/
related to the breadth of experience the children mignt have available to

4

bear upon their perceptions,

“
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Table I o

’ L]

‘Independent Varigble Su.ma:ry

/’ . Femily Sizé Sex -
ze Responses Male Female
]
3 - 2 - 12 13
! 713 . : |
) ‘Sibling Position
5 5 R
. Only Child 2
6 L .
. i Youngest 11
10 1 )
[ Middle b \
L Recap: ‘ ‘
‘ Oldest ¢
/ . or less 15
5 5
6+ . [ .
‘ Mother's Activity
: Working 3
- Age ¥
£ Nonworking 20
Young (Y). 8 \
. ,
Medium (M) 9 - , o
Father's Occupation
Older 8 ‘
Indeterminable 3
t
l . { White-collar 1,
’ \ Blue=-collar’ 8 PP

\

U= nnntg
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Table IT

Ages of Respondents, in'Months

. Cumulative Percentages (
Months « Number Equivalents Ascending Descending Code

-

63 1 5 years, 3 mos. | L 100 0
62 S years, 2 mos. 8 96
58\— L years, 10 mos 16 ‘ 92 :
57 L yeazs, 9 mos. 320 8L
56 L years, 36
55 L years, . LL
53 I years, . : 52
2 | L years, 56
51 4 years, . 68

.
A

' .
Fom

L8 L years 76
L6 Y 3 years, 10 mos. 8L
L5 ’ . '3\years s 9 mos. 88

Lk 3 yeafs, 8 mos. . -+« 100

A
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Nided Perception of Mother

S
In the first phdse of the original research,'as mentioned earlier, )

each child was shown four sets of pictures., The sictures were shown, to

each child a set at a time, one after another, and the photographs

identified as mothera were immediately circled om an index card already

prepared, in order to make the data récording more facile and accurate. v

A1l the information was gathered on the same day, except for two absént children,

who were questioned.the next day, and one child who left school between ’

the compilation of the independent variables arid the'gaéhering of the

original responses, For this reason, the sample size of the first'phase

was 2L, It is important to note:thgo the child was allowed to identify as

L4

many or as few mothers as he wished in each set.

The first set of pictures shown each child can be found in Exhibit D of
the Appendix. It showed three faces intended to represent possible: mother
figures of varying ages: an older-sister type, a middle-aged woman and a
grandnother type. Table 1 shows the responses tabulatdd in terms of

varying characteristics of the’ children involved,

There were very few results that showed an overwhelming choice ‘of any
sort, but there were some exceptions to this uhich were very interesting.
One’ of the most striking findings was that whilf= the middle-aged woman was
picked 18 times and the younger woman 15 times, only 3 children perceived the

. oider woman as a mothez},,lﬁié is even more interesting when considered in

2

the light of the fact that,when the children were asked why they thought
A ;

she wasn't a mother, the answer was "thatls a grandmotheri" in almost every

case. When asked, "Aren't grandmothesrs mothers?" the answer was either

<

'No,‘the§ are grandmotheral" or "I don't know."



’

A . o

-
A 4

The younger'woman was rejected on the basis of beingi"too small" (4in
_the sense of "young"), and of being a gister, a lady, agd a little girl.

The middle-agod woman was Seen as a techher, a grandmother, and too old, -

One child rejected every picture in every group except the middle-aged
woman and the one serving food, on the basis that the person pictured

differed from her mother in some detail, such_as hair color,‘style of

ahoes, color of lipstick, and wearing of gladses. These pictures were

chosen enough times, however, that this didn't seem to be ‘a general
© .

difficulty, but rather the cognitive level of this particular c¢hild,
L . ’ s

It can e noted that all the children who perceived the grandmother= '
type as being a mother were from families of four or less, whose male heads
were in a white-collar occupation and whose female-head yas.nonkorking.
It is 8fgo interesting that while 10 of the l3'girls/picked the younger
woman as being a mother, only S of the 11 boys in the\sample pereeived

her in this way, This suggests that boys may, not havebas flexible a

»

1

perception of mothers as do girls. D

ey

A

It also appears that the younger woman was chosen by a pronortionately

larger number of children from large families (5, or more members) and by

o

children from blue=-collar families. The breakdowns by the age of the *

‘child and by the sibling position did not suggest any special trends.

The second set of pictures, Exhibit E in the Appendir,;showed threé
differed women: one with short hair, one with medium-length,hair: and one
with definttely long hair. Although they were obviously different women,
they were roughly the s;w age. Table 2 summarizes the results of this

aspect of the research, " ' 4

.17- . ' ’
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] The investigatar naturally wondered (see "Purpose") whether the ‘#
long-haired stimulus would be perceived as a representation of a mother
" 1less frequently than the.others, or note "The findings showed, howev;r, that
this depiction did, in fact, not succeed in eliciting a mother—recognition
response less often than the others to any significant degree. Although .
the woman with the" mlddle-length hair was chosen most frequently (18 tires},
' both the long-haired and short-haired women were s&lected 1l times each,
One third of the class (8 childreh) perceived all three wamen ag being

mothers,

The short-haired woman was several times perceived as a grandmothere. The .
women with :the short hair and the middle-length hair were both seen as
grahdmothers by two children. The long=haired woman was identified as a

" sister, a girl, and a guest, - »

It appears thd boys may be less influenced by‘hair style, since the
ones in the sample perceived more of the women as mothers than did the
girls (25 choices for'il boys, or 2.3 choices each, 21 choices for 13
girls, or l.6 choices each), Every boy perceived the_w8nan with the ’

u‘;édium-length hair as being a hghhor, as did 12 of the 13 children from

white-collar families.

. ) 1 . ‘ | )

' ,Age, family size, and whether or not the mother worked showed nothing
of significance. It is interesting to note that the only children (there
were twq of thef) made jyst one choice inm each of thg first two sets of
pictures (with age of mothers and hair iength of hothers as variables),

1

the young woman and the woman with long hair.

. . : 18 ~ :
-))’M' ‘
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The third set of pictures showed three women in varying activities,
andAfs shown s Exhibit F in the Appendix. The woman holding the child
was chosen the most times (21, or 88 percent of the respondents, chose
that depiction as being that of a mother)s The woman serving food was

eelected as a mother 17 times (or by 7L percent of the respondents).

Y
The mother in the work-related activity was chosen the least mimber of

times, 12 (or by only 52 percent of the children in the §Q“'ble). Even this

latter low response rate represents, howevar, more than half the class, so
that the perceptions of mothers in specific rcles is not as stereotyped

.

as had been anticipafed.

{
Breakdowns by the various available characteristics of the children did

not show any particularly notable tendencies. x' ,

* . \

It is interesting that 10 children (L2 .percent of the sample) perceived
all three women as being mothers. Only onq child rejected the woman ri&;ng
tﬁe tractor because she was riding a tracter. One‘chila perceived her as a
baiiet dancer. Two childreﬁ didn't perceive the thiraﬁwoman as a mother
because she was "cooking,™ and one said that she was a ndatidy., ¥ i

The last set of pictuies shows chickens -for identification as mothers
(Exhibit G in the Appendi;i: Included,were a hen,va,rooster and a hen with
chicks. First must be mentioned(that when initiafiy shown these pictures
and asked "Which of these are mothers?" about halé the class said none
of them were; "Because they are chickens!™ The investigator, then
reptirased the guestion as "Which ape chicken mothers?® The answers to

that question weré then recorded. The answers given are shown in Table k,

with the characterisitics of the children given, as well.

&

) - ' -
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All but four children (20) perceived the hen with the chicks as

being a mother, It-is interesting that md;h smaller, and almost equal,
numbers of children picked the hen (9, or 38 percent) and the rooster

(7, or 29 percent), It is quite possible that the presence of the

bchicks was the thing recognized and that most of the children didn't know
very much about chickens, Several children were aware of the rooster being
a male, or "a dad"; others said that he was not like the hens, and thus

was nota mother. One child perceived only'txe rooster as a mother,
because it Has the only chicken with "the fancy stuff on 1ts head.'-

The child-daracteristic breakdowns showed little in the way “of

predictive tendencies.
. .
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Table 1 . .
3 . g ) : N . ‘0,
’. . Child's Perception'of Mother: Age, 'According\to Charactéristics of Chi
Child L L S e .
Characteristic, ____Photographs Identified a3 Mothsrs y Totad
T Q;‘”" " Young Middle~aged old -
. ‘ ' -v; N . . - /‘ . - * ' ' v -
Age y ] : : ' PR
~ Young 3 2 , 5 . 1 : 7
Middle - ‘ R o S ) 2
'S 01d . ‘ T 5 R - 6 . \1 ’ . ; 8
. s ( . , ’(‘ .- o . .
v O0X . ) : ) * . <o . ’ ) Q‘
Male - . . 8 2" . ;o 11
"Female ~ 106 10 B S . 113+
- - “;:" , L N T‘

Fathejp Occup,

Blie 6 N ¢ 0 8
N te . o 7 4 N 10 3 ]3 .
det [ ~ 2 l . t 0 ¢ i . 3 .
Family Size . P
. - 6 . 12 - . 3 : . [ 15
5 5 3 0 .5
6+ b 3 e L
Sibling Posit, _ : o NI
Youngest 6 . 10 2 - . (21 - e
Middle 5 3 . O 4 < VS'
Oldest 2 .5 P | - )
Only 2, 0 -0 ¥ 2
‘ AN L A
Mother Status; ) ' : . ‘ ]
Nonworking 12 - 15 : 3 s 19
Working - 3 . 3 \ . 5 4 ;«
‘ ' r g
® r s ! - ‘
. Total Picking N ‘ - ‘ ) ;
Category 15 | 18 3 2
- &r . . , ) ) ‘!, . Lol
) . e 4
\\:",




SO 23

4

o~

Child's Péfception of ‘Mother:Hair Léﬁ@tﬂ; %Scording to Characteristics of 6hil{

L . (

‘Child

Characteristlc * Photographs_Idsntifled =zs Mothers
Shqrt Hair Nedlum haig Long Hair

Table &

-

e

s . . \

Age
' Young v
Middle
s 01¢ 7
Sex
Male
" Pemale

‘Pather Occup,
Blu»
White
Indet .

)

Family Size
- .
5

Sibling Posit.
Youngest
Middke
Oldest
Only

Mother Statué

Nonworking 1

Working

Total Picking

ARV

W\ o VR, N oo

OF' N ™

~~~  Category Ly

(34

Wy -

e\

FNw

W OMA

W o

TIotal

el ap

11 -
13




Table 3

Child's Perception of Mothers Activity Pictured, According to &

Characperistics of Child

Child
‘Characteristic Photographs Ideéntified as Those of Mothers Total
Cooking Motherpwith Working -
Child
Age
Young 3 7 3 7
Middle 7 9 7 9
01d 7 5 2 8
Sex ) a
Male 9 9 5 . 1
_Female 8 12 7 13
Father!s Occup.l
Blue 5 7 h 8"
Vhite 9 12 8 13
Indeterminate . 2 2 0 3
FPamily Size ..
-l - 9 1y 8 15
5 b b 2 5
6+ L 3 2 k
Sibling Position
Tgungest 8 10 6 n
Middle b 3 2 5
ldest I 6 3 6
Only 1 2 1 t2
Mother's Status
Nonworking 13 17 10 . _ 19
Working L L 2 5
Total Picking Category- 17 21 12 2l
> ' \
\, 00028
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Table 4

’

Childt's Perception of Mother: Chickens, According to Characteristics
» of Child ®

Child Charactesristic Pictures Identified as Those of Mothers + Total
@ Hen with Chicks Rooster
Age .
Young ‘ 2 - 6 1 7
Middle . , 5 8 k 9
0ld’ 2 . 6 ) 2 8
Sex »
Male . ‘ 7 9 L 13
p Female | 2 11 3 13
< . ) -~
Fathert!s Occupation ///
Blue { 3 7 2 8
White L 11 L 13
Indeterminate 2 2 1 3
| J
i“amily Size -
=l 5 13 N 15
5 : 3 ¥ ol 2 5
&+ 1 3 1 ; L
Sibling Position '
Youngest L 1 3 } 11
Middle, 2 3 1 3 5
Oldest 3 N 3 6
Only 0 2 o 2
: y
Motherts Status ‘
Nonworking - 6 15 L - 19
Working - 3 5 3 5

Total Picking Category 9 ) 20 - 7 2L
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Unaided Perceptions of Mother

In the second phase cf the research, crayons and large pieces of paper
were put cut on tables, Bhe ch.ldren were asked to draw a picture of
®a mother." -Although all 24 of the class utilized in the first phase were

pregent that day, ome child did not want to make a picture, and was

eliminated. Thef®¥fare, the sample size for this section was 23, The

.researcne; had originally hoped to discuss in depth each child's drawing with

him as it was being done, since it was felt that this would be a good way
to gain insight into each individual's perceptions of mother. However,
it was decided prior to implementation of this portion of the study that
that approach was not feasible within the classroom framework. Tnis'was
because the in-depth approach would take too long and because it would be
impractical to remove the investigator and child from the rest of the .

group for any extendsd period of time,

It was dewided, however, to -continue on the basis of allowing each
child to perform a drawing independently, and analyze the drawings later,
It was felt that a ch:1d's own subjective perception was very important in
determining how he perceiy;s mothers, and thg this.aspect of the study
could provide a needed balance for the more objectively measured choi;ee

made in the first phase, ‘

It was decid=d to analyze the drawings in terms of three distinct,
continuums of perceptual factors, Thus, the drawings were classified
on the basis of whether the depicted mother was portrayed as being
primarily supportive or corrective, whether she was shown as a very
feminine figure or as a more sexually neutral adult figure, and finally
uhether she was perceived in a specific, narrow social role or in a

broader, more varied way. .

aRnd 9

=25~




These classifications were in some cases somewhat arbitrary. However,
a8 was alluded to earlier, there was a very high level of agreemént
between my classifications and an indspendent psychologist's groupings.
This would certainly ind%fate the v;lidity of this techrique. An example
of a drawing in each classifkcation is included in the Appendix (Exﬁibits
J=0), although the originals were ‘h larger pisces of paper and in color.
An attempt was made to choose examples that would duplicate resonably
well, as well as Anes that represented §ft&pical example of these

more=or-less subjective categorizations.

Table 5 show; the findings when the drawings classified as either
having a gupportive or corrective view of mothers were arranged by
child charscteristics. The results suggest that boys tend to perceive
.the mothers as more corrective than do the girls, since;;ﬁe ratio of
supportive to corrective was L to 6 for the boys and 9 to L for the
girls. This is prebably a real finding, as there is a tendency to be
®*tougher" with boys on t;e part of both ‘parents, and,since boys tend to be

"noisier" and "more active™ than girls,4}hey may in fact require more

correction to meet acceptable standards.

There is also a suggestion that the blue-collar parents tend to be
seen proportionétely more often as more supportive, the perception of uﬁite-
collar motheré being almost equally divided in.this dimension. This
could be explained by the fact tnat blue-collar raerents may have lower
expectations for th#ir children and for this reéson are less demanding

of performance and more tolerant of the child's behavior patterns.

Although a 1ittle more than half of the total sample ‘tended to view
their motheis as supportive ‘(13), the youngest children in the family tended

to see her as corrective in 70 percent of the cases. This s significantly

] [
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. and whether the mother worked did not show conclusions of definite

more often than tne children in other sibling positions, where she was

seen as corrective in but 3 of 11 cases, Breakdowns by age, family size

significa?ce.

Table 6 shows the results when the drawings were classified on the

basis of whether the mother was seen as having purely feminine traits, or

in a more neutral adult role. It should be menticned that the classificaticn |,
as perceiving mainly sexual traits was not primarily based on physical
attributes, but emphasized functions shown. The results suggest that

mother is more often perceived as a neutral adult than as a female (15 to

of the child can be seen from the a;e breakdown shown. This is probably
directly related to the increased experience with mothers which the child

would gain as he grows older,

It is also probably significant that the children from white-collar , :
families definitely depicted the more neué;al rale mor'e often (10 of 13),
blue-collar children more often perceiving the more feminine one (5 out of
7 cases). This, again, is probsbly related to a broader or more varied .
experience, which one might expect to find in children of white-coilar
families, Not only is the white-collar mother more likely to be
involved in activities outsice the home, but she. tends #o have a higher

educat‘onal level and thus to share with the child more varied experiences.

There is also a suggestioq‘that boys tend to see the mother in a more
neutral wgy, as in the case of youngest and only children and children

from families of five.

8, or two-thirds of the time). That this tendency increases with the~age




Table 7 shows the drawings of mothers categorized as being‘perceived as
h;ving either broad o;' narrow roles, arrangegl by characteristics of tne
children, Here the sample was moz-'e evenly divided, with slightly more
seeing the mother in a narrow role (13, or 57 percent). A look at the
breakdown by age of tbe\\child suggests that older children see the mother!s
role as broader than do \younger ones, This can be explained as again a
result of the increased experiences wnich the older child.is likely to

have had and thus is able to utilize in forming his perception of mother.

It also appears that boys tend to see the mothers in narrow roles
proportionately more often than do girls (7 out of ten ti.mes s or 70 percent,
for boys and € of 13 times, or L6 percent, for girls), This is inteTesting
and-may be the result of the fact that there is certainly still some sex
stereotyping of .roles within the family. The boy, who identifies more
often with his fét{ner, thus might mixd to perceive the mother more

narrowly than would a girl in the same household,

K3

The other breakdowns do not suggest any definite trends,

o
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Table 5§

Child's Perception of Mother: Unaided Interpersonal Traits,
According to Characteristic of Child

./
CharacteFi¥tic of Child

Age
Young
Middle
01d

rd
Sex

Male
Female

Father's Occupation
Blue
White .
Indeterminate

.

Family Size. -
-l
5
6+

Sibling Position
Younges$
Middle
Oldest
Only

Mother'!s Status

Nonworking
Working

e
5,
R

<
W
AN

Total Placed in Category

-
Traits Identified - Total
- Supportive Corrsctive , . )
,‘ p

L 3

L L

5 3

e+

k 6

9 L

s 2

6 7

2 1

8 6

3 2.

2 2

3 7

L 1

i 2

2 0_
.10 9.

3 1

13 10
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Table 6

-

Chil&'s Perception of Mother: Unaided Sex=role Traj&s,
According te Characteristic of- Child

" Characteristic of Child Traits Identified - Total
Neutral Adult- Sexual Trajitsi

Age
Young 4 3 7
Middle 5 3 8
01d N 6 2 8
. )
Sex
Male 7 . 3 10
Female o 8 5 13 .
. Father's Occupation '
Blue v 2 ¥ 5 7
White 10 13
- Indeterminate 3 0 3
Family Size
-l 9 5 11
5. . -5 0 5
&+ . 1 3 L
Sibling Position
L Youngest 8 2 . 10
Middle 2 3 5
Oldest 3 3 6
Only 2 0 2
Mother's Status . i
Nomworking 12 7 lz
, Working 3 1
Total Placed in Category 15 8 .23

L | '

# Not including purely' physical attributes such as length of hair,
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& ' . Table 7

Child's Perception of Mothers Unaided Breadth of Roley - 1
. According to Characteristic of Child -

Characteristic of Child Breadth of Role ‘. Total .., 7
Broad - Narrow o
Age ~ b b I'4
Young 2 5 , 7
Middle 3 N 5 p 8
0ld 5 3 8
. !‘ ‘ . ’ Y
Sex © .. oL
Male ) 3 7 ~ 10-

Female ' : 7 6 .13

&

Father's Occupation

Blue (f
" White

Indeterminate

HwnE

N oW

wh <
[y

Family Size ; . 4

5
6+

wH o
&
4
swnkE -

Sibling Position , w
¥ Youngest / T
‘ Middle
Oldest

Only

o W
MO\U’IS
I

Mother's Status 5 -
Nonworking . ’ '

Working S T 3

0
5
-
O

Téﬁal Placed in Category
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Summary .and Conclusions

-,

How, then, did these preschoolers perceive mothers? It would seem
. .

that, since all of the people pictured in the first three sets could

shown to a few older children, the set of pictures receiving the fewest
positive choices would be ths:ine containing the perceptual attribute most

14

important to most children.

Thus, age is judged the most mport;nt perceptual. detail, receiving

" for the whole Set only 36 choices. The other two sets of pictures'

both received about the same number of acceptances: L6 for the varying

hair style-and S50 when t‘he role was variéd. The set of pictures showing the
chickens received as few choices as the one varying the age; here the

presence of the chicks was apparently tle deciding factor.

12

A composite mother constructed from the most perceived picture in
each set wouid be a middle-aged woman with medium-length hair shown with
her child (or chicks). Young women and those serving food were close
seconds, and hair style made t;he least difference. She is definitely
not an older woman or a grandmother. She is depicted only slightly more
often as being supportive ma.n{s corrective, and is shown as & neutral
adult, witimout definite sexual traits. However, she is sh&wn more often

~

in a narrow, more traditional role.

Although interesting, this is only half the story. It was quite
apparent that each child had indeed 4 unique and'person;l perception
of mother.t There were children, fcir example, like the author's original
example (see "Purposé") s who could not perceive women with long hair as
beiné motthers. For others, it was a different perceptual detail which '

ruled cut a partigular choice. A

L] N +
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There is no question that perceptu details were more important
i \ ,

- Fhan conceptual ohes for almost every l ild, which certainly is typical
of Piaget's children.in the preoperatio al period, and is reflected in
results of other studies of children %f he same age. The girl who

" rejected most pictures, as not having thé\specific attributes of her own

mother, could still be in the preconceptual stage in her perception of

‘mothers. In fact,*she.wrote her own mofher's first and last nameé under

her drawing of a mother (this drawing is shown without the name ag
Exhibit L in the Appendix),

1

\ Most of the other children appeared to be in the preceptual stage;
where certain perceptual details often overcame logical thinking.

However, each child was at his own special level of sophistication,

This is Sﬁpported;by’the fact that the range of the numoer of choiceé made
by a child was fram three to eleven (cut of a possible twelve), with a
fairly even distribution in between., The child who chose 12 would probably
be at a level of thought well beyond that of the preschool~age child, and

would perceive a mother as does the dictionary: as a female parent.
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INT<RVIEWERS' CHECKLIST-Chéck sach 'identification (forced choice)

UNAIDED MOTHER-IMAGE ¢ CHARACTERISTICS ATTRIBUTED

- _Interpersonal Sexuality Activity Dimensions

Supportive (or) Corrective Sexist Role Neutral Role Broad Narrow
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INDIVIDUAL DATA RZFORT . ‘
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Student Codh:

Independent Vari ables:

ETR S EXHIBIT Q

Sexs® M F ¢
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F. Size: o4 S5 6+

Occup, : B. W I
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Moth. Work: N Y

Dependent Variables:

¢ lother Characteris<ics
_ﬁ_x_e_: Y M 0 Coiffure: ° 8 M L Activity:
Animal D
Hen . Hen with Chicks Rooster

Unaided Mother Characteristics

Interpersonal: Supp. Corvr, Sexuality: Sexist Neutral Activity: Broad
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