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DETERMINING RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN YOUNG CHILDREN'S COGNITIVE STAGE
OF DEVELOPMENT AND ART STAGE OF DEVELOPMENT
AS THEY RELATE TO LITERACY

The primary purpose of this study was to investigate children's responses
to literature. By better understanding children's responses to literature, we
may find ways to help develop literacy.

The subjects selected for this study were 21 first grade students at
Overstreet Elementary School in Starkville, Mississippi. Fifteen children
returned letters of permission granting approval. Two children returned
letters of permission denying approval, and four children did not return their
letters of permission.

Two school observations were conducted prior to the collection of data on
individual students. The first observation was conducted in the classrocm.
The purpose of this observation was to draw a map of the classroom and to
establish a seating chart for the students. The second observation was
conducted in the school library. The purpose of this observation was to draw
a map of the library and to observe the method the students used in the
process of selecting a book.

Case studies were conducted for each student in order to answer the

tollowing research question: What do the child's choices, reactions,

comments, and questions reveal about cognitive skills as they relate to

literacy?
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Findings and Results

Psychologist Jean Piaget, through years of research, developed several
stages of cognitive growth. The stages were used by Huck et al. (1993) and
Sutherland and Arbuthnot (1991) to develop observational data whereby a
child's level of cognition may be determined. For this study, observatiocnal
data were used as a means of placement into one of the cognitive stages of
deveiopment. The students in this study fell into the stages of
. f‘ preoperational (2 years old - 7 years old) and concrete operational (7 years

old - 1l years old). Data collected from interviews 1in the library, classroam

artwork, and teacher comments helped to identify each student with one of the

two stages of development. Those students who were still within same phase of

the precperational stage 2 were Faith, John, Mona, Candy, Tammy, Peter, and

Matthew. Those students who were identified with the concrete operational
stage 3 were Jessie, Anthony, Katie, Mike, Robert, Susie, Wynn, and Adam.

Coinciding with Piaget's developmental stages are Lowenfeld and

Braittain's (1987) stages of art development. Paralleling the preoperaticnal

and concrete operational stages of cognitive development are the preschematic

and schematic stages of art development. Four students portrayed indicators

in their drawings that i1dentified each with the preschematic stage 2. They

were Adam, Tammy, Peter, and Matthew. Seven other students portrayed

indicators in their drawings that identified each with a stage of transition

between the preschematic stage 2 and the schematic stage 3. These students,

Susie, Wynn, Faith, John, Mona, and Candy, were in transition. The five
remaining students, Jessie, Anthony, Katie, Mike, and Robert, portrayed

indicators in their drawing that identified each with the schematic stage 3.
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‘tThere was a relationship between the stage of cognitive development and
the stage ot art development in relation to the reading abilities of each
subject (see Table 5). Those students who portrayed characteristics ot the
concrete stage 3 and the schematic stage 3 were currently reading chapter
books and included Jessie, Anthony, Katie, and Mike.

There was a relationship between Robert's stage of cognitive devel opment
and his stage of art development (refer to Table 5). Both reflected that he
should have been reading chapter books.

Susie, Wynn, and Candy were also reading chapter books; however, there
was not a relationship between reading chapter books and their stage of art

development (refer to Table 5). This could account for the reason that Candy

was nervous and not as confident as the other students who were reading

chapter books.

With the exception of Candy, those students who portrayed characteristics
ot the preoperational stage 2 of cognitive development and a transitional
stage between the preschematic stage 2 and schematic stage 3 of art
development were not reading chapter books (refer to Table 5). Those students
included Faith, John, and Mona.

There was not a relationship between Adam's stage of cognitive
development and his stage of art development (refer to Table 5). This could
account for the reason that he was not reading chapter books.

There was a relationship between the cognitive development of Tammy and

her stage of art development (reter to Table 5). Both indicated that she was

not ready tor chapter books.
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Table &

Relationshics

ognitive Stage Art Stage Chapter
Development of Development Books

Schematic Yes
Schematic
chem
Schemaz iz
Schematic
Transition
Transiticn
Preschematic
Faith i Transiticn
John ition Transition
Mona Freoperational Transition
Candy rrecperational Transition
Tammy Preoperational Preschematic No

Peter Preoperational Preschematic Nonreader

Matthew Preoperational Preschematic Nonreader
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f'wo students displayed indicators ot the preoperational stage 2 of
coanitive development and preschematic stage 2 of art development. This was
associated with both of them, Peter and Matthew, being nonreaders (refer to
Table 5).

Reading ability or literacy development was defined by the classroom
teacher as the ability of the children to read ‘''chapter books.'' These chapter
pooks were actually trade books that had been selected and placed into the
classroom library by the classroom teacher (see Appendix A for a list of the
books 1dentified 18 chapter books by the classroam teacher). Beginning
readers start with books that contain concepts which are easy to comprehend,
are written in a direct and simple style, and have illustrations to complement
the text. An example of a bnok that children would attempt first is Frog and
Toad All Year. More advanced readers attempt books with smaller print and
Ltewer lllustrations such as Gertrude Chandler Warner's "Boxcar Children."

Based on a 100-point grading system, those students who were reading
-napter books had reading scores that ranged from 90 to 100. Those students
who were not reading chapter books had reading scores that ranged from 75 to
90. There was no range of reading scores for the nonreaders. The classroom
teacher depended on informal assessment devices, such as cbservations during
individual reading, to determine students' range of reading scores. Chapter
book readers met the criteria: could read with appropriate expression and

intonation; could read by phrases; could respond to periods, question marks,

and exclamation points; could read words correctly; could apply word

recognition skills effectively; could self-correct errors; and, could

canprehend text. Nonchapter book readers read word by word; lacked a basic
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ai1ght word vocaoulary; had difficulty using context clues; could not draw
conciusions: and, did not comprehend text.

A comparison of male students and female students revealed that 63% of
the males were 7 years old (refer to Table 6). Eighty-six percent of the
remales were 7/ years old. Overall, 73% of the students were 7 years old.

Table 6 shows that 63% of the males were in the cancrete operational
stage of cognitive deveiopment. This 1s in contrast to the females where 57%
of the students were in the preoperational stage of cognitive development.

Males were evenly balanced between the preschematic stage (Stage 2) and

the schematic stage (Stage 3) of art development, with two students being in

transition. Fifty-seven percent of the female students were in a stage of

transition.
Three of the males were reading chapter books, three were not reading
chapter books, and two of the male students were nonreaders. Four of the

seven temales were reading chapter books.

Implications
According to Galda (1982), children's literacy development may be

determined by their cognitive development. These findings are consistent for
10 of the 15 students. Four chapter book readers were classified as concrete
thinkers, and four children who were not chapter book readers along with two
nonreaders were classified as preoperational thinkers. The classification of
the artistic responses for these 10 children also paralleled the
literacy/cognitive development classification. Four chapter book readers were

classified as being i1n the schematic stage of development. Three children who
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were not chapter book readers were classified as being in a transitional stage
or uevelopment, and one child was classified as being in the preschematic
stage. The two nonreaders were classified as being in the preschematic stage
ot development.

'nere may be explanations for the five students who did not follow the
paralieis ot development. First, Robert was in the concrete stage of
cognitive deveiopment (Stage 3) and the schematic stage of art development
15tager 3) and was not reading a chapter book. While there was a relationship
vetween Robert's cognitive development and art development, there was no
relationship to his reading level. Robert's lack of involvement with books
during free choice center time demonstrated that he did not see a need or
purpose 1n reading and this could explain his lagging development in literacy
(Binkley, 1986; Cass, 1967). Second, Susie and Wynn were in the concrete
stage of cognitive development (Stage 3) and transition between the
preschematic stage (Stage 2) and the schematic stage (Stage 3) of art
fevelopment. Both students were reading chapter books. The lack of a
velationship between thelr cognitive development and art development
nemonstrate that development is not always a smooth process. Children may
sometimes regress to an earlier stage of art development (Lowenfeld &
Brittain, 1987). Third, Adam was in the concrete stage of cognitive
ievelopment (Stage 3) and the preschematic stage (Stage 2) of art development

and was not reading a chapter book. His preschematic drawings demonstrated

that ne had not made a connection with his environment and the relationships

that exist. This makes 1t difficult for a child to make further connections

in reading and camprehension (Lowenfeld & Brittain, 1987), thus explaining why
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4dam was not reading chapter books. Last, Candy was 1n the preoperational
stage ot cognitive development (Stage 2) and in transition between the
wreschematic stage (Stage 2) and the schematic stage (Stage 3) of art
Jdevelopment. Her transition in art development demonstrated that she had
bequn to make the connections with relationships in the environment (Lowenfeld
& Brittain, 1987), yet her preoperational thinking could account for the
Leason that she was not confident about her reading.

Protnerough (1983) contended that young children have a difficult time
2XpLessing themselves and what they know orally. The findings of this study
are significant in that they suggest to the classroom teacher that children's
artwork and written stories offer many insight into children's cognitive
aevelopment and, consequently, the development of literacy.

According to Lowenfeld and Brittain (1987), if the objects in a child's
arawlng are unrelated to each other (a characteristic of the preschematic
stage of art development), then that child does not have the ability to relate
tetters to each other and is not ready to learn to read. Parents and teachers

can encourage the development of cognition and literacy by providing children

with a wide variety or reading, writing, and drawing materials. Cognition and

t1teracy can also be encouraged by helping children to become more aware of
inelr environment and their relationship to that envircnment. This developing
awareness ot their relationship to the environment 1s reflected in the
cnildren s drawing. The artwork of children can act as a compound to unite

~canition and literacy.
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Table 6

Cognitive Skills and Literacy Development by Age and Sex

Coqg. Dov. Art. Dov,

Preop. Con, . Tran.

Rdqg, level

Yes

Hon

(26%)
(14%)
(20%)

0 ( 0%)

(11%) 3 (37\) 5 (63%) 3 (37v) 2

4 (57%) 3 (43%) 1 (14%) 4

(A Y T (41\) 8 (53%) 4 (27%) 6

(26%)
(57%)
(404)

3o(31%) (37%)

2 (29%) (43%)

Yo(30%) (40%)

3 (37%)
1 (47\)
T (47%)
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APPENDIX A
AVAILABLE CLASSROOM CHAPTER BOOKS
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