OBSERVATION OF CLASSIFICATION

In Piagets’ traditional classification studies, children are presented with set of objects (such as geometric shapes in varying size and colors) and are asked to put the objects that are alike together.  Three levels of development emerge from these studies.


Level 1: Children 4-5 typically select objects that go together based on similarities.  But the criterion they use is what is similar between two objects at a time.  Thus a child may put together a black circle and a white circle (sorting by shape) then may add a white triangle to the white circle (sorting by color).  Individual pieces of the set are sorted, but there is no plan for the total set.


Level 2:  Through age 7, children typically form collections of like objects along one dimension.  They will sort the whole collection using this criterion.  Missing at this level of reasoning is the awareness of the relationships between collections and subcollections.  They do not understand the logical relationship between class and a subclass, or class inclusion.


Level 3:  Around the age of 8, children usually demonstrate an understanding of the class inclusion principle.  

The classification task:

1. Ask child to put the buttons (or any other interesting junk collection) into different piles, putting the ones that are the same together.  (If a child needs another prompt, you can begin to put 2 similar buttons together and explain what you’re doing.  Don’t sort too many, though, as this will influence the child’s thinking.)

2. As the child is working, ask questions like, “Why did you put that button in that pile?”,  to try to understand his/her thinking.

3. After a lot of junk is sorted, ask the Class Inclusion Problem:  

Keep the largest pile and then combine all of the other piles.  Ask whether there are more red buttons or are there more buttons, using the large pile’s criterion.  Record the child’s answer

4. Push the other piles aside and work with the large pile.  Ask the child whether he can sort this pile into other categories which demonstrates his/her ability to hierarchically sort a collection.

