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Abstract

Gender comparisons of young children's

social interaction in cooperative play sctivity

by

LEA AUSCH

Advisor: Professor David J. Bearison

The subject of this dissertation is young children's 

social interaction in cooperative play activity. The

problems addressed by the research were: Is there a

difference between the way preschool boys interact and the

way that preschool girls interact during a cooperative play 

activity? Are their interaction strategies affected by the 

composition of the dyad? Is their interaction influenced by

their level of interest in the activity?

The research was conducted in a private school which

served predominantly white, middle-class children. The 

population for this study was comprised of 5 and 6 year old

children who attended preschool Monday through Friday.

Eighty children (40 boys and 40 girls) were randomly

assigned to either same gender or mixed gender dyads. Two

activities were employed. One activity was of high interest



to girls and low interest to boys, and the other activity 

was of high interest to boys and low interest to girls.

Same gender and mixed gender dyads were all presented with

both activities.

Subjects interaction strategies and linguistic styles 

during both activities were coded, and data were analyzed to

assess the role of gender, level of activity interest, and 

gender composition of the dyad on characteristics of the 

interaction.

Results showed a main effect for both group composition 

and level of interest on the proportion of aggravated 

behavior scores; interaction effects of gender by level of 

interest, and gender by group by level of interest on the

proportion of aggravated behavior scores; and various 

interaction effects for the proportion of aggravated

behavior for all individual behavior strategies, in all of 

which level of interest was one of the interaction factors.

The findings support the central hypothesis of the study,

that differences in the use of aggravated behavior in

interaction style by boys and girls is strongly influenced 

by their level of interest in the activity being performed.
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction

Research on gender and Intaraction strataglaa during 

the dacada of tha 1980'a showed incraaaad attantion to

avidanca that tha behavior of boys and girls during

intaraction did not conform to classic gandar-staraotypical

patterns (Sgan & Pickert, 1980; Miller. 1986; Leaper. 1987; 

Sacks. 1987).

Until tha early 1970's the prevailing theory in tha

psychological literature was that during social interactions

in ta6k-oriented group situations men are "instrumental" or

"agentically oriented", while women are "expressive" or 

"communally oriented" (Eagly, 1983). "Communal qualities

are manifested by selflessness [and] concern with others"

(Bakan, 1966). while "agentic qualities are manifested by 

self-assertion, salf-axpansion, and tha urge tu master" 

(Eagly, 1983, p.32).

Increasing interest in the research on gender in the

1970's led to wide dispute as to the accuracy of this

interpretation. Review of the literature of that period

suggests that "the popular 1970's verdict [is] that gender

differences are typically small or non-exi6tent" (Eagly,

1983, p. 39). For example, Maccoby and Jacklin's (1974)

review of tha literature concluded that boys are not more
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achievement-motivated. nor are girls more affiliative or

sensitive to social cues. Although the review concluded 

that there were no general gender differences, many 

inconsistencies and unanswered questions remained.

Even though earlier studies pointed to small or non­

existent gender differences, as Eagly notes, "overall

numerous social behaviors are to some degree gender-typed

along stereotypic lines" (1983, p. 41). For example (Eagly, 

1987) the popular assumption about social behavior in task- 

oriented groups is that male behavior is more "task-

oriented" and female behavior is more "social". These 

behaviors are important in people's stereotypes about males 

and females. Although gender stereotypes encompass

information pertaining to other domains as well, "such

personal qualities or traits are by far the most prevalent 

form of gender stereotype belief" (Eagly, 1983, p. 17)

Oeaux and Major (1987) captured the conflicting results of 

many of those findings, noting

T h ose who argue that there are no stable 

sex diffe r e n c e s  on the one hand have had 

d i f f i c u l t i e s  e x p l a i n i n g  w i d e s p r e a d  male- 

female d i f f e r e n c e s  in the culture at large 

...Those who p r e d i c t  stable sex d i f ferences
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have had troubla accounting for tha ofton 
H a l t e d  ability of sox to predict behavior 
...Those contrasting patterns of variability 
and stability hava presented a persistent 
challenge for theories of gender (Oeaux &
Major, 1987. p. 369).

Interest in gender differences and social 

in teraction has acquired co n sid era bl e m om en t u m  in recent 

years. Although much of the research suggests the existence 

of gender differences, there is little agreement as to the 

sit uat io ns  which wo uld encourage confidence in predicting 

g e n e r a li z a ti o n s in render patterns. The research reveals a 

complexi ty of sociai interaction in gender research and 

suggests the va ri ab ili ty  of social interaction as a function 

of a m u l t i p li c i ty  of variables such as gender of subject, 

gender co mp os iti on  of the group, activity, and the like.

Researc h examining gender dif ferences in mi xe d-gender 

task orien ted  interactions among school- age  children found 

that males who sought help were more likely to receive it 

than females, whose requests were more likely to be 

ignored; and both males and females directed more of their 

comments to males, with males tending to be more active 

gen erally ( U i l k i n s o n , 1982; Webb, 1984; Lockheed, 1985;

Lockheed & Hall, 1976). These findings on children's
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interactions are consist ent  with findings on adult mixed- 

gender interactions (Lockheed, 1985), which found that 

women were usually dominated by men in such interactions.

Sociologists such as Mead (1934) recognized the impor­

tance of social context in the development of social and 

cognitive functioning. Indeed the claim that cognitive 

growth arises out of social interaction can be traced back 

to the closing years of the last century in the writings of 

John Mark Baldwin (1897). Con temporary theories that 

explain cognitive growth in terms of social interaction 

(e.g., Piaget, 1955, 1985; Vygotsky, 1962, 1968) have found

a wide following.

Piaget identified cooperation as "...the first of a 

series of forms of behavior which are important for the c o n ­

stitution and develop me nt  of logic" (Piaget, 1950, p. 162). 

The further corroilary , that "social interaction does indeed 

exercise a causal effect on cognitive development", a d ­

dressed by Doise, Mugny, and Per re t-Clermont (1975), had 

earlier been supported by both Mead (1934) and Vygotsky 

(1962). Both Mead and Vygotsky asserted the primacy of 

language as the mediator of the social origins of thought, 

whereas Piaget mai nt ai n e d that the coord in ati on  of actions 

is what gives rise to thought (Piaget, 1950). According to 

Vygotsky, the develo pme nt of knowledge first appears 

between persons on the inte r- p s y c h o 1ogica 1 plane and then
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wit hin  the child on an int ra-psycho 1 ogicai plane. In other 

words, "what the child can do in cooperation today, he can 

do alone tomorrow" (Vygotsky, 1962, p. 104). For Vygotsky 

"the true direction of the dev el o pm e n t of thinking is not 

from the individual to the socialized, but from the social 

to the individual" (p. 20). For these theorists cognitive

de ve l op m e nt  has its roots in social interaction.

Several studies support the notion that there are 

gender differences in strategies used in social interaction 

(Lever, 197 6 ; Miller, Danaber , & Forbes, 1986; Bearison,

Magzamen, & Filardo, 1986; Sgan & Pickert, 1982). The most 

frequently reported finding is that males engage in more 

confli ct behavior than females. The importance of this 

finding looms all the larger if further research supports 

the finding that conflict behavior is associated with 

cognitive gain scores (Bearison et a l ., 1986).

If peer conflict is an important component of the 

process leading to cognitive growth, and males engage in 

this behavior s i gn if ic ant ly more often than females, one 

mi ght predict that males would demonstrate co nsi stently more 

advanced develop me nt on cognitive tasks. Yet research 

clearly indicates that this is not the case (Webb, 1984; 

Charle swo rt h & Dzur, 1987).

Researchy on chi ld ren 's social interaction and gender 

is a promising area for advancing knowledge about the



6

pr ocess of cognitive growth, as well as gender soci al iza ­

tion. Research inv estigating gender patterns in children's 

social interactions, however, has not yet produced a body of 

kn ow le dge  that can serve as a stable foundation upon which 

further research can build. The failure to replicate 

outcomes, conflicting findings, and qualified findings 

suggest that social interaction gender patterns are not 

stable behavioral modes, but vary as a function of the 

context within which it occurs. A review of the literature 

suggests several variables that may strongly influence 

these patterns, as well as possible biases in studies that 

have failed to consider them.

The purpose of the pre sent research was to investigate 

boys' and girls' linguistic styles and interaction 

st rat e g ie s  when engaged in play in dyads, and how these may 

vary as a function of the level of interest in the activity 

and gender composition of the dyad.

Eighty children (forty boys and forty girls) of five 

and six years were randomly assigned either to same gender 

or mixed gender dyads. Two activities were employed, one of 

high interest for girls and low interest for boys, and the 

other of high interest for boys and low interest for girls. 

Same gender and mixed gender dyads were presented with both 

activities. Subjects' interaction strategies and linguistic 

styles of interaction during both activities were coded
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and data were analyzed to assess the role of gender, level 

of interest, and gender compos iti on of the dyad on cha r a c ­

teristics of the interaction.

The present study was designed to clarify critical and 

previously un ad dre sse d issues ge nerated by the frequently 

reported finding that males engage in more conflict 

behavior than females (Omark & Edelman, 19/3; Lever, 1976; 

Phinney & Rotheram, 1986; Bearison et a 1 . , 1986).

Specifically, the present study raised questions as to 

possible gender bias in research me t ho dol og ie s in these and 

other studies relating to this topic, and examined the 

effect of gender differences in task interest level and 

gender co mpo si tio n of the dyad on interaction strategies and 

linguistic styie.
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Overview

Within the past two decades psychologists have produced 

an impressive body of research relating to gender. Few 

areas of psychological research or theory have ignored the 

relevance of gender in tne study of human behavior.

Research on gender patterns in social interactions have 

studied families, friends, schools, workplaces, social 

gatherings, and experimentally derived settings. This work 

constitutes a large and growing body of knowledge.

The present research is concerned specifically with 

gender patterns in children's linguistic social interactions 

and variables that may influence these patterns.

Althojgh the present study addresses factors that

influence social interaction styles, research clearly 

demonstrates that style of interaction influences subsequent

outcomes. Because the present study is concerned with ques­

tions raised by the literature suggesting that social inter­

action influences cognitive development, and the research 

findings reporting gender differences in patterns of social



interaction, theoretical perspectives and pertinent research 

on social interaction and cognitive development will be

addressed in order to suggest research directions for con­

tributing knowledge about cognitive development, gender

interaction styles, and the implications for educational

approaches.

Research Findings

The present study investigated the following:

(a) the dyad as the vehicle of social interaction;

(b) gender-related interaction strategies and linguistic 

styles of subjects with same-gender and opposite-gender

partners; and (c) the impact of task interest upon charac­

teristics of social interaction. Studies on gender and

social interaction have typically addressed but one or two 

questions within a single study and have generally failed I;

consider the interrelationship of these factors in 

combination within a single study. The present study can b

seen as a logical product of the recognized deficiencies in 

these areas of research, most notably the failure to examine 

the interrelationship of all these variables in a single 

context.

Social Conflict, Social Cooperation:____ Mechanisms of

Cognitive Change

For Piaget (1932), the occurrence of some kind of
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"conflict" as a result of interpersonal contact was essen­

tial for the development of decentration in the inter­

personal realm.

Cognitive conflict, which is one of the most contro­

versial features of Piaget's theory, can be the result of

the individual's lone ronfrontation with experience, or

encounter with the perspective of another that is different 

from one's own. For "cognitive development... rests on

intra-individual as well as inter-individual coordina­

tions..." (Bearison, 1982, p. 202). Yet it is clear 

that it is inter-individual coordinations which are seen as

providing the greatest cognitive growth, precisely because

they are the most capable of stimulating the greater amount

of cognitive conflict.

From the writings of Piaget and his followers, one

might expect that peer interactions which pose "conflicts"

and "disagreements" for children would be most effective in

facilitating change (Bearison et al., 1986). Although cog­

nitive conflict has not as yet been exactly defined, those

who use the notion in a social sense generally mean some

perceived contradiction between the perspective of the 

subject and that of another. This was apparently the

interpretation in the reported finding in Bearison et al.

(1986), that verbal disagreements with explanation promote

cognitive development on a spatial-relations task.

Although some support the view that "conflict" promotes
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cognitive change (Bearison et al., 1986), others espouse 

the position that "cooperation" promotes cognitive

growth (Damon & Killen, 1982). Damon and Killen found that

positive collaboration, rather than conflictual collabora­

tion, led to the most progress on a distributive justice 

task. Such collaboration is accomplished through an

exchange of suggestions and an attempt at continuing

conflicting positions and arguments.

In a recent study involving peer collaboration on

mathematics and spatial-relations tasks, Damon and Phelps

(1987) found a sharing of ideas to be positively related to

cognitive change. Their findings suggest that cooperation 

may be viewed as a source of new mental functions, leading

the authors to comment that "the strength of peer collabora­

tion lies in its potential for mutual constructive dis­

course" (p. 34). Ames and Murray (1982) noted some years

earlier that "although peer conflict and interaction

have been shown to promote congitive development...it has 

never been clear what aspects of the conflict situation

produce growth" (p. 894). In their examination of the

interaction process Berkowitz and Gibbs (1983) concluded

that in order to be effective for purposes of development,

the interaction should be "transactive" in character, and 

evidence reasoning that operates on the reasoning of

another, rather than consist of a mere succession of ideas
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and statements. Conflict is thus to be understood as a 

process comprehending diverse behaviors, rather than as a

discrete behavior in itself.

Review of research reveals that investigators tradi­

tionally have distinguished between conflictual,

aggressive behavior on the one hand, and cooperative

behavior on the other hand. As a consequence the two forms 

have been looked upon as different and even opposite means

of achieving goals. This traditional approach is problem­

atic in the light of recent evidence that instead of being

opposites, the two may been seen as complementary within a

single process (Charlesworth & Ozur, 1987).

Studies in Dyadic Interaction and Cognitive Development

_The ability to engage in coordinated group activities

with peers is generally regarded as a milestone in the

social developnment of pre-schoolers. For Piaget (I960),

the contributions of others (and more specifically, peers)

to the development of the child's logical schemaCa resides

in the mechanism af "group conservation", that is, the

information of others is available together with the child's

own information, and the child groups all the information

to the extent that the child can utilize it.

At variance with a strict Piagetian view, recent
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investigators (e.g., Doise et ai., 1975; Perret-Clermont,

1980; Bearison et ai., 1986) have found that there may be a

directional relationship between the group's activities and 

the individual's cognitive activities. Dyadic problem­

solving experiences seem to benefit children; the exchange 

of ideas promotes new understanding, which in turn promotes

cognitive restructuring.

Researchers have favored the dyad as the preferred 

social interaction vehicle (Bearison et ai., 1986; Damon & 

Killen, 1982; Berkowitz & Gibbs, 1983). It promotes 

"transactive behavior" (Berkowitz & Gibbs, 1983) within a

framework that does not become too unwieldy for participants

to deal with. Interaction is most productive when it is

characterized by "transactive behavior" (Berkowitz & Gibbs,

1983), i.e., "reasoning which operates on the reasoning of

another" (Damon & Killen, 1982).

Doise and his associates (1975) have shown the

significance of dyadic interaction on cognitive growth with

the finding that children working together in dyads on a

cognitive task were able to perform on a higher develop­

mental level than children working individually. The

crucial aspect of the experiment was the confrontation of

the subjects by their partners. This confrontation and the

accompanying defense by the subject of his/her argument is

what seems to have led to restructuring and the attainment
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of conservation of liquids by subjects who had previously 

been non-conservers.

The interac ti on  obligee the individual to coordin ate  

his actions and bring in a new  centration that 

e nc o un ter s all points of view, which can only be 

a ss i m il a t ed  if cogni ti ve  re s tr uct ur ing  takes place 

(Perret-Clermont, 198*. p. 148).

Bearison et ai. (1986) examined dyadic interactions in 

order to d is tin gui sh  dyads that be nefit from social 

in teraction from those that do not. Their task required 

subjects to re-create a village scene depicted on a model 

panel onto a copy panel rotated at a ninety-degree angle 

to the model panel, working either in dyads or individually. 

Although results showed that subjects working on the task 

with a partner did not achieve higher scores than those 

w ork in g alone, this finding was irrelevant to the primary 

focus of the study, which was to identify aspects of the 

social interaction that d is t in gu i sh e d  dyads making 

s i g n if i ca nt  cognitive gains from those that did not.

[It] appears that sociocognitive conflict requires 

more than the expression of task-relevant contradic­

tions. Oisc onf Ir ml ng sta te m en t s  must be justified 

during interaction if they are to facilitate some 

effe cti ve  type of co gnitive reorga niz ati on  

(Bearison et al., 1986, p. 69).



15

Dyadic peer interaction can foster cognitive 

de vel op me nt by allowing chldren to acquire new skills and 

to integrate them through the m ed i u m  of discussion into a 

reorganized cogn it ive  structure. But how this is a c co m ­

p l i s h e d — or if it is acc om plished at all--depends upon the 

ch ar a ct er is tic s of the interaction process. Were it 

otherwise, there would be no accounting for differences in 

the achieve me nt levels of subjects for whom all other 

variables have been held constant (Bearison et al., 1986).

Studies on Gender Dif ferences in Social Interaction

Much of the current research focuses upon the r e l a t io n ­

ship between peer interaction and cognitive development 

(Bearison et al., 1986; Damon & Phelps, 1987). Although 

each of these provides occasions for social interaction and 

cognitive exchange, peer col la bor ati on  may more closely 

resemble much of everyday peer interaction, in that the 

res ponsibilities of peers at the outset are symmetrical. 

However, any one of several social ar ran gements may result, 

leading to diff ere nt learning op p o rtu nit ie s for different 

p a r t i c i p a n t s .

One approach to understan di ng  the learning op p o r t u n i ­

ties available as peers interact is to examine the influence 

of c ha r a ct er is tic s of the parti cip an ts  on the process of 

joint pro bl em-solving. C ha r a ct eri st ics  that children bring
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to the interaction, such as level of interest in the 

activity, or the social history of the dyad, or personal

c h a r ac te r i s t i c s of the pa rti cipants — genoer in particulai---

may sign if ic ant ly direct the process of interaction during 

the activity.

There is some evidence that the gender of the 

pa rticipants may shape the process of interaction, which may 

in turn influence the quality of cognitive exchange that 

occurs (Miller et al., 1986; Goodwin, 1980; Bearison et al., 

1986). Results from other studies suggest that d i f f e r e n ­

tial results along gender lines may be traceable to gender- 

related social ex pe ri en c e or to gen der-related differential 

interest levels with respect to the activity (Phelps 6 

Damon, 1989).

Gender as a So ci al -ro le  Variable

Gender of the pa rti ci pan ts is an important variable in 

studies of peer interaction. Several stereotypes exist with 

respect to gender differ en ces  in children. Wi lkinson et al. 

(1985; examined in teraction in small mixed-gender groups in 

the classroom and found that boys made more requests for 

action and informa tio n to other boys than to girls, whereas 

girls directed an equal number of such requests to girls and 

boys alike. In the former cases, the answers given by boys 

prevailed to a si g ni f i ca n t ly  greater extent than those given 

by girls. A plausible explanation for these findings could
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be found in the ac kn owl ed ge d superiority of the boys in 

mathematics, the study mater ial  about which the interactions 

took place. The authors rejected such an explanation, 

however, citing the fact that boys and girls in the study 

were virtually identical with respect to their scores in 

mathematics, with the girls showing a slightly (though not 

significantly) higher average mat hematics score than the 

boys.

In another study of cla ss r oo m  mixed gender small group 

interactions, Ulebb (1984) observed high school students 

wo rking on mathema ti cs problems, with subjects assigned to 

either male-majority, female-majority, or equal-gender 

groups. Results showed marked inequalities in the female- 

majority groups. For example, in terms of who sought aid 

from whom, in groups composed of three females and one male, 

the females directed most of their requests for information 

to the one male. Additionally, females tended to be more 

responsive to requests for aid than males. For their part, 

males responded more to other males than to females, whom 

they often completely ignored. The tendency on the part of 

both males and females to seek help from males in Webb's 

(1984) study is consiste nt  with Lockheed and Hall's 

( 19 76 ) description of gender as a status ch ar act eri st ic  .

In Webb's c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n , males are expected to be 

more co mpetent than females and consequently
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more likely to hold positions of power and influence in the 

group. This study did not obtain direct evidence of male 

and female percept io ns of each other's competence; however, 

comments made during group i nt er ac tio ns indicated that some 

of the females clearly a scr ibe d superior ability to males. 

All this would suggest that chi ld re n's  peer groups play an 

important role in the trans mis sio n of cultural knowledge.

The longer the g e n d e r - segr eg ate d pattern of interaction 

continues, the fewer the op p or t u ni t i es  for boys or girls to 

"acquire new information or display alternative abilities, 

interests, or beliefs" (Webb, 1984, p. 329).

Eagly addressed the questi on of the role of status 

inequality. Both men and women, and girls and boys, are 

believed to differ in how influential and easily influenced 

they are. Men are considered to be more influential, women 

to be more easily influenced (Webb, 1984; Lockheed & Hall, 

1976). According to Eagly these differe nc es are explained 

by formal status inequalities, according to which men are 

usually accorded higher status roles than women. Studies 

reviewed here suggest how gender inequalities might be 

played out in the context of a school setting. With respect 

to the present study, they shed some understanding on the 

value of examining the extent to which aspects of school 

experience treat traditional gender relations as non- 

problematic, as taken-f or -gr an ted aspects of the world.
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Studies on Gender and Social In teraction Ourlnq Free 

Activity

The rules and organi za ti on of children's play have been 

found to be quite different for boys and girls . According 

to Lever (1974), "...through their games boys are exposed to 

a richer variety of social contexts" (p. 173). Girls' play 

activity was "dyadic parallel play. ..girls felt most 

comfortable in pairs, while boys played in larger groups"

(p. 247). Her study of 181 elementa ry  school children

(Lever, 1976) uncovered play patterns which she saw as 

calculated to equip boys with the social skills needed for 

occu pat io na l careers, while equipping girls with the social 

skills suited for family careers.

Tra ditional girls' games like jump-rope and turn- 

taking games [are such] where the nature of the 

competi tio n is i n d i r e c t ...Given the structure of 

girls' games, disputes are not likely to 

occur (p. 99).

Lever (1978) collected diary entries from children on 

their daily ac tiv it ie s and observed chi ldren's play. She 

found that boys were involved mainly in games with debatable 

rules that provided many opportun iti es for negoti ati on  and 

conflict resolution. Girls, on the other hand, engaged more



29

often in turn-taking games, in which there was little 

conflict. When c on fli ct did arise, girls tended to w i t h ­

draw from the si tuation rather than deal with the conflict. 

Boys' games lasted longer because they engaged in disputes 

which made it more interesting for them. "During the course 

of the study boys were observ ed qua rrelling all the time, 

but not once was a game terminated because of a quarrel"

(p. 4 8 2). In contrast, arguments among girls tended to end

the game. Lever con cluded thatr girls learn to deal with 

disjgree men ts  with behavior that avoids them, while boys 

learn to deal with di sa gr e e me n t s in a direct manner.

Goodwin's (1980) study of children's play went a step 

further and examined what the girls may have been doing 

while they played to prevent conflicts and thus avoid 

termination of the game. She examined certain speech pit- 

terns that tended to either aggravate, mitigate, or avoid 

conflict.

Pitcher and Shultz (1983) in observing young children's 

play found a s ig nif ica nt  gender difference, with boy dyads 

marked by more negati ve contacts; the mode of contact for 

girls, in contrast, was most often indirect and non- 

con frontive. They labeled the period of ages three and four 

as the period of "d ome st ication" of girls. Boys fought out 

dominance issues with one another, and their same-gender 

contacts were more aggressive.



DiPietro (1981) exami ned  children's rough-and-tumble 

play , using a playro om  of wheels designed to maximize the 

amount of rou gh -and-tumble play in same-gender triads. 

Results indicated a si g n i f i c a n t  difference in the 

behavior of boys and girls. Boys' play was characterized 

physical aggression, w he rea s girls' interactions were 

c ha r act eri ze d by more verbal interactions, suggestions, 

and play centering around novel interactions with the toys

Shantz (1980) studied gender differences in children' 

conflict during free play, coding the behavior of four all 

boy and four all-girl groups in ten hours of free play. 

"Conflict was defined as any sequence in which Child A 

tried to influence Child B's behavior, B resisted it, and 

A persisted" (p. 6). Results showed that boys in general 

engaged in more conflicts than girls. There was a strong 

tendency for boys to aggress physically. Girls tended to 

use more verbal aggressions.

Fagot and Hagan (1985) also observed children in free 

play, recording the as sertive acts of each child and the 

response of peers and teachers according to a list of 

thirty-four child behaviors. Assertive behaviors included 

hits, pushes, kicks, grabbing for objects, and verbal 

assaults. Results revealed that the most common type of
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asse rti on  for both genders was the grabbing or taking of 

objects. The behavior of boys, however, produced more 

as sertive acts than that of girls, while girls responded 

more equally to the assertive acts of another, whether 

boys or girls. The higher response rate to the acts of 

boys on the part of both boys and girls more often led to 

reactions from others, wh ereas the lack of reaction to the 

as sertive acts of girls by boys and girls taken together 

gave girls co nsiderably less reason to continue such acts.

Block (1984) has suggested that differences in early 

play styles lead to differences in intellectual and e m o ­

tional development. Girls develop competence in seeking help 

from others in the env ironment and show more willin gn ess  to 

do so than boys, who are actively discouraged from seeking 

assi sta nc e and instead encouraged to be as independent as 

possi ble  .

Studies on Gender Differences in Strategy Use

Numerou s studies support the notion that there are 

gender differe nc es  in strategies used in social interaction 

(Miller, Danaber & Forbes, 1986; Bearison et al., 1986; 

Nisan, 1976). Miller et al. studied three strategies of 

behavior during free play in children of five and seven 

years: h ea vy- ha nd ed behavior (c o n f 1 i c t u a 1), conflict-
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mi tig at in g behavior, and m o d e r a t e - p e r s u a s i o n  behavior. The 

resits were in agreement with Lever's (1978) findings that 

boys were si g n ifi can tl y more likely than girls to be in 

conflict situations in which he av y-h and ed  persuasions were 

used. They were sig nif ic an tly  less likely than girls to be 

in conflict situations in which conflict mitigati on  tactics 

were used (i.e., c 1 arification of the feelings of others). 

Uhen conflict occurred in girl dyads, girls were more likely 

to engage in behavior having as its object to defuse the 

conflict (i.e., c o n f li c t -m i t ig a t in g behavior of an 

af filiative nature).

Miller et al. (1986) reasoned that "conflict situations 

present children with two different challenges: one c h a l ­

lenge is to resolve the conflict through active n e g o t i ­

ations. and the second challenge is to mitigate a conflict 

without disrupt ing  social harmony between the interactors" 

(p. 543). These findings indicate that boys and girls will 

react differ ent ly and will use diff ere nt strategies in 

social interaction. Boys will tend to stay with the dispute 

and work it out, while girls will tend to seek to cut it 

off, either by terminating the interaction or by deferring 

to the opinion of the other as a means of ending the 

conflict state.

Bearison et al. (1986) studied six and seven year olds 

on a spatia 1 - r e 1 ations task similar to that in Mugny and
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Doise (1978). A major purpose of this study was to identify 

interactional pattern s that promote cognitive development. 

Five kinds of inter act ion s were coded: verbal disagreements 

with explanation, verbal disa gre em ent s without explanation, 

enactive di sag reements, verbal disagree men ts with e x p l a n a ­

tion plus enactive, and verbal disagreernents without 

explana tio n plus enactive. One of the important findings of 

this study was the existence of gender differences relative 

to the frequency of c o n f 1 ict-type behavior, with boys 

showing higher frequency:

...[M]ale dyads produced more verbal-with-explanation 

type disagreements, while female dyads had more enactive 

type disagreements. The former, but not the latter, type 

of disagreement was significantly associated with positive 

cognitive change (Bearison et al., 1986, p. 26).

Because verba 1- w i t h -e x p 1 anation type disagreements accounted 

for cognitive gain scores, and this type of disagreernents 

were found among male dyads, but markedly less so among 

females, then one would be left to wonder what types of 

social interaction strategies promoting cognitive gain find 

most common use among females. To determine the answer to 

this question Bearison and Filardo (1986) re-examined the 

videotapes of the dyadic interactions in Bearison et al.
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(1986) and coded them for instances of agreements. "If 

female interactions show less evidence of cognitive 

d i s c o n fi r m at i o n than male interaction" (they asked), "then 

do girls have a q u al it at ive ly dif ferent kind of i n t e r ­

personal or ientation than boys?" (p. 4). This line of 

reasoning followed Giiliga n's  (1982) position that girls are 

orien ted  toward m a in ta in ing  social affiliation and 

cooperation, while boys, being more task-oriented, express 

more disagree men ts  and are involved in more conflicts. Were 

this hypothes is correct, then girls would be expected to 

show a greater number of interpersonal agreements than boys. 

Int erestingly, just the opposite was found : boys also 

dem on s t ra t e d a higher frequency of agreements than girls, 

and girls' interactions showed lower rates of both d i s c o n - 

firmation and confirmation types of social responses 

(Bearison & Filardo, 1986).

Nisan (1976) studied delay of gratific ati on in five 

and seven year olds and found clear differences along gender 

lines. 8oys--but not g i r 1s- - tended to delay g r a t i f i c a 1 1 on 

more in group than in individual decisions. Delay of g r a t i ­

fication is a cognitive operation that is ass oc ia ted  with 

children's affective de vel op men t (Piaget, 1981).

Tudge (1985) also found signifi can t gender di fferences 

in perfor man ce on a ba lan c e -b e a m task adopted from Siegler 

(1981). He examined the effects of joint pro b l em -s o lv i n g on
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a b a l a n c e - b e a m  task in children of ages 5 through 9 and 

found that girls and boys pe r for me d differently in that the 

pe rfo r m an c e  of boys tended to Improve with increasing 

trials, wh ereas that of girls showed decline. Boys seemed 

to ben ef it more from the process of social interaction than 

did girls.

Perry and Weiss (1989) examined gender differences in 

the conseq ue nc es children ant ici pat e for aggression. It was 

hyp ot h e si z e d that children's expec te d outcomes of aggression 

vary with gender of the offender, degree of provocation, and 

gender of the target. Subjects (all aged ten years) rated 

their confidence that specified outcomes would ensue for the 

pe rfo r m an c e  of acts of provoked and unprovoked aggression 

toward male and female peers. Boys expected less guilt and 

less parental disapproval for agg re ss ion  (and especially for 

provoked aggression toward another boy) than did girls.

When provoked, children in general expected less guilt and 

less parental disapproval than when not provoked. When 

agg ressing toward boys, less guilt and less parental dis­

approval were expected, whereas when aggressing toward 

girls, boys expected to receive more disapproval from both 

parents and other girls.

Char les wo rt h and Dzur (1987) studied four and five year 

old boys and girls during p r ob le m -s o l vi n g  activity in both 

same- and mix ed-gender groups. The group task in tnis



27

study required various sel f-serving behaviors to obtain 

viewing time for a cartoon movie. Results showed that boys 

and girls were equally effective in achieving viewing time 

and that boys and girls did not differ in total behavior 

output, but girls tended to use more verbal behavior than 

boys, while boys engaged in signific an tly  more physical 

behavior than girls.

Gendor Oifferenc.es in Cro ss -Cultural Studies

Uhiting and Pope (1973) undertook a cross-cultural 

study across six societies of gender differences in the 

behavior of children from 3 to 11 and found that boys 

engaged in more rough-an d- tum ble  play than girls and were 

more aggressive, while girls were more passive and in te r­

acted less frequently with peers. Uhiting and Edwards (1975) 

described one process by which ge n de r -a ssi gne d chores may 

contribute to later behavioral differences between boys and 

girls, also across six different cultures. Results d is ­

closed that girls were more frequently assigned r e s p on s i ­

bilities of a domestic nature, whereas boys were assigned 

resp ons ib il iti es that necessarily took them away from the 

home, such as pasturing, herding animals, and the like.

Such gender di fferences in assigned work are associated 

with differing frequencies of opportunity for interaction 

for boys and girls and also influence the character of 

interaction according to differing patterns in relationships
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in interactions likely to occur in their respective a c t i ­

vities. In all six cultures girls were found to be more 

helpful and nurturant, while boys were found to be more 

active and aggressive.

Omark and Edelma (1973) conducted a cross cultural 

study comparing children from the United States, S w i t z e r ­

land and Ethiopia, ages 4 to 10, at play. In all three c ul ­

tures boys were more aggressive. Boys also mai nta ine d a 

greater physical distance between self and the nearest 

neighbor, and the dominance hierarchy was more clearly 

establi she d between boy-boy dyads than between cross-gender 

or girl-girl dyads. In m ix ed -g end er dyads boys dominated 

girls in all interactions . Uihile these cro ss -c ult ura l 

results show striking consistency with the results of 

studies carried out in this country showing consistently 

higher rates of male aggression, some caution is in order in 

attempting to draw conclusions, since we must be alert to 

the fact that sample size is consistently small and within- 

gender variability is often c o n s i d e r a b l e . This said, it 

must ne ver theless be conceded that the similarity in the 

pattern of the findings clearly commands attention and 

warrants further study under conditions providng greater 

su pport for the c onc lu si ons  that would appear to be 

indicated.
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Gender Differences in Social Interaction and Cognitive

Growth

Research findings in dyadic interaction. cognitive

growth, and gender differences in social interaction pre­

sent a conceptual dilemma. If peer conflict is an important

component of cognitive growth during cooperative task

activity (Bearison et al., 1986), and males engage in this

behavior significantly more than females (Bearison et al.,

1986), one might logically predict that males would

demonstrate consistently more advanced development on cog­

nitive tasks. Yet research indicates that this is

not at all the case (Ulebb, 1984; Charlesworth & Ozur, 1987).

Two plausible explanations for this seeming contradiction 

are apparent: (1) there are other strategies of interaction

(e.g., mitigated types) equally u_.*ful in promoting 

development; and (2) studies of interactional modes have

focused upon a too narrow range of behaviors and variables

and have been insensitive to gender biases in research

design that may have contributed heavily to the outcome of

that research. Although it is possible that both of the 

above explanations may be operating concurrently, questions

concerning methodological deficiencies must first be

addressed before meaningful research on the relationship

between gender and social interaction can be undertaken.

The present study was directed toward three methodological 

concerns: (1) gender composition of the group; (2) gender
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differences in task interest; and (3) coding of a wider

variety of interaction strategies and linguistic styles

that emerge during the course of interaction.

Same Gender Versus Mixed Gender Interaction

Gender of the participants is an important variable in

peer interaction. Previous research findings suggest that

changing the gender composition of the dyad significantly

affects female style of interaction. Miller et al. (1986)

found that whereas boys behaved in essentially the same

manner in both same and mixed gender dyads, girls behaved 

differently when interacting with a girl than with a boy.

Very little of their behavior toward other girls was con-

flictual in nature, but that toward boys resembled that of

the boys to a markedly greater extent.

Phinney and Rotheram (1982) examined social interaction

of three- and five-year-olds in same gender and mixed gender 

dyads during free play. Boys in all-male dyads were more

likely to engage in aggressive, conflict-type behaviors,

while girls in all-female dyads were more likely to behave

in a manner that was intended to defuse the conflict. For

mixed-gender dyads, however, girls seemed more aggressive 

and their strategies of interaction bore a marked resem­

blance to those of boys.

Ederman and Omark (1973) examined six and nine year old
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children in same gender and mixed gender dyads as they

responded to comparisons of classmates with one another and 

with themselves. Results showed that there was a higher 

proportion of dyads of established dominance in the mixed 

gender dyads than in same gender dyads. In mixed genner 

dyads, boys were almost always recognized as dominant by

both members.

Ulilkinson et al. (1982) investigated gender differences 

in communication in peer-directed instructional groups.

Mixed gender instructional groups were examined to shed some

light on the communicative processes within these groups:

"Do males dominate the interaction?" (p. 186). Subjects

were second and third graders, with groups composed of two

boys and two girls. Results showed clear gender differences

in that boys' answers prevailed significantly more often 

than girls' answers, and boys were also more active in mixed

groups.

From a developmental perspective other evidence sug­

gests that with increasing age girls' behavior tends to

increasingly resemble that of boys. Sgan and Pickert (1980)

examined same and mixed gender assertive bids in cooperative 

group activity. "Assertive bids" refer to both aggressive

and non-aggressive attempts to direct another child's

activity. The basic question posed was whether assertive 

bids were directed primarily to members of the same or
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opposite gender. Using triads rather than dyads, they found

age differences in the pattern of assertive bids both

between and within gender. For male-*najority triads at the 

kindergarten and first grade level, most of the assertive

bids were made by boys and were directed toward other boys.

In female-majority triads of the same level, boys directed 

more bids toward girls than girls toward boys or even toward

other girls. In contrast, third-grade boys directed fewer

bids toward girls than did first-grade boys, while

third-grade girls directed more assertive bids toward one

another than girls at the first-grade level. These findings

point to an age-related change in the pattern of assertive

bids. The data from the kindergarten and first-grade

subjects are in agreement with other research findings that

boys are more aggressive than girls (Miller et al., 1986;

Phinney & Rotheram, 1982). On the other hand, the finding

that at third-grade level girls in mixed gender groups were

attempting to direct and influence boys as well as other 

girls represents a new and provocative discovery.

Nelson and Oecooke (1987) examined same gender and

cross gender help exchange in reading and mathematics

classes among third and fifth graders. Overall, girls

were perceived by their classmates to be academically

competent and more likely to want to help than boys.
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Nonetheless, girls were less often the target of mixed 

gender help-seeking than boys. Both boys and girls more

frequently sought help from same gender than from opposite

gender classmates. When help-seeking occurred between

opposite gender classmates, girls were more likely to report

liking these helpers as much as their same gender helpers.

Examination of both same and mixed gender dyads during 

social interaction is important in order to avoid the

problems of studies that focus almost exclusively on

differences between males and females and that. in Thorne's

(1986) words, "tend to extract gender from social context to

assume males and females are qualitatively and permanently

different" (p. 768).

Gender Differences in Task Interest

At as early an age as twelve months gender differences 

in play activities and preferences emerge, with girls pre­

ferring dolls and soft toys and boys preferring to play with

trucks, guns, and transportation toys (Etaugh, 1983). liss 

1983) observed kindergarten children playing individually

with toys that were categorized as male-traditional (truck), 

female-traditional (doll), or neutral (musical instrument).

After five minutes of free play, the experimenter inter-
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rupted the play activity and asked the children their 

opinion of the toy chosen for play. Results showed that 

girls expressed more positive affect (nurturance) about the

doll play, while boys made more negative comments about the

doll play.

Serbin and Connor (1979) examined the relationship 

between toy preference and cognitive competence, speci­

fically spatial-visual ability. Their findings corres­

ponded with those of Liss (1983), that it was primarily the

gender association of the toy played with. rather than the

gender of the child, that determined skill level.

In one intervention study Connor and Serbin (1977)

trained boys and girls on the embedded figures task. They

found that with minimal training the performance cf girls

improved, while that of boys did not. and that training

succeeded in raising the level of the girls' performance, 

relative to that of boys. They suggest that the greater

initial skill of boys on this type of task was explained 

by greater experience, rather than by greater ability.

Fagot and Leinback (1983) found in observing children's

free play that males had higher scores on rough-and-tumble 

play, play with blocks, and carpentry, whereas girls scored

higher on doll play. They also found that children who 

showed appropriate gender-role behaviors were encouraged by

their peers.
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Goldberg (1980) presented 3 and 5 year old boys and 

girls with twelve drawings depicting age-appropriate situ­

ations in which a boy and a girl behaved identically in the 

presence of an adult. Six of the situations involved either

traditionally male or traditionally female types of tasks or 

activities, with the remainder portraying activities for 

which adults usually treat both genders similarly. Subjects

were asked what they would do in the adult's place (e.g..

Give the doll to the girl or to the boy). Findings

indicate that from ages 3 to 5 subjects become increasingly 

aware that adults treat boys and girls differently in ways 

that support gender-stereotyped behavior. By age 5 both

boys and girls not only demonstrated an acute awareness

of adult encouragement of gender-typing, but typically made

the same choices themselves, suggesting that they accepted

the adult behavior.

Oileo (1979) examined five year old children's gender-

typed behavior in toy choices, toy play, and preferences for

games. Results showed that both genders preferred to play

with toys and games that were gender-appropr iate (dolls for

girls, guns for boys).

To investigate if gender-role knowledge leads to con­

scious attempts to make same-gender stereotyped preferences 

and to exhibit stereotyped behavior, it is helpful to

examine children's oun reasoning for their stereotyped toy
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choices. In a recent study Eisenberg and Hite (1982) 

examined children's reasoning for their naturally occurring

toy choices. Three and four year olds were allowed to play 

with a pre-designed masculine toy (truck, blocks), feminine

toy (doll, doll house), or neutral toy (puzzle). During 

play the child was approached by the researcher and asked, 

"Ulhat is it you like about this toy?" Results showed that 

children frequently justified their toy choices with

references to gender-role stereotyped considerations (e.g., 

"because girls play with dolls" or "because boys play with

trucks").

Kaplan and McCormack (1982) examined toy choices in 

same- and mixed-gender pre-school dyads, in particular the 

effect of a peer partner's gender on the toy choices and the

social behavior of the partner during free play. Two dif­

ferent toys were chosen to represent the masculine sex-typed 

toy (soldiers); two were chosen to represent the female sex-

typed toy (doll);and two neutral toys (puzzles) were chosen. 

In order to promote social interaction rather than

competition for toys, a duplicate of each toy was provided. 

Results showed that play with a same-gender partner involved 

more proximity to that partner, more talking, and more 

imitation of play. Boys played more appropriately with the

designated masculine sex-typed toy, while girls played more 

appropriately with both feminine and neutral sex-typed toys.
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Yet in spite of the finding of a number of studies

indicating clear gender differences in toy preferences 

(Liss, 1983; Kaplan & McCormack, 1982), research has consis­

tently ignored the effects of possible gender bias in the

selection of activities for measures of cognitive per­

formance (Mugny & Ooise, 1978; Bearison et al.. 1986). In

the same way, studies have ignored the possibility that

level of interest in the activity may influence the style of

interaction and, as a consequence, affect the level of

cognitive achievement on performance of the activity as

well.

Liss1 (1983) study is an excellent illustration of the

ways in which boys and girls interact when the task holds

strong interest for them. Results showed that placing boys

and girls with toys of high interest produced interaction

styles with more similarities than differences. Boys and

girls showed greater similarity in their play patterns than

was to be expected from examining previous research on

gender differences.

Gender Differences In Linguistic Styles During Social

Interaction

Lakoff's (1975) book. Language and uomen's place, pro­

posed a model that postulated differences related to gender

in the speech of adult males and females, according to which
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women use more indirect and polite forms of communication.

It describes traits which are claimed to be characteristic

of women's language and which build up to a style in which

women express themselves "politely".

Brown's (1980) study provided strong support for this

model in a study of men and women in Tenejaga, a community

in India, in which "positive" and "negative" politeness are

disti ished. Positive politeness aims to disarm threats,

seek agreements, and avoid disagreements. Negative polite­

ness is characterized by restraints, with linguistic defer­

ence (e.g.. Excuse me...) and questioning. According to

Brown, women use more positive politeness and negative

politeness in their interactions. Uomen use words such as

"perhaps", "maybe", "please", "could we", and the like, all

of which stress shared feelings between the speaker and the

person addressed. hen likewise have gender-typed usages,

such as "truiy" and "really", words which tend to emphasize

the public-speaking quality in men. Ulomen' s positive

politeness is seen as contributing to shared values and

appreciation of the addressee, while stressing in-group

relationships.

Sociologists have taken a variety of approaches to

studying the form and content of children's discourse.

Some have analyzed speech acts, such as directives and

requests (Ervin-Tripp, 1982; Uilkinson, 1982), while others
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have looked at speech events, such as arguments (Eisenberg

& Garvey, 1981; Goodwin, 1980; Genishi & OiPaolo, 1982).

Eisenberg and Garvey (1981) recorded arguments of pre-school 

dyaas in a laboratory playroom, examining a particular dis­

course, called "adversative episodes", defined as "the 

interaction that grows out of an opposition to a request for

action" (p. 31). Results showed that boys, more than girls,

used complex arguments. Genishi and OiPaolo (1982) examined

3-5 year old children's use of arguments during play and

found that all boys and girls alike used simple arguments

and repetitions.

Arguments by girls in the midst of play are different

from the prolonged disputes that arise among boys in

similar domains (Goodwin, 1987). In boys' games and con­

structive play activity, coordinated largely through a

leader's imperatives (e.g., "Get off my step"), players

create hierarchical distinctions among themselves. They

make use of what Labov and Fanschel (1977) have identified

as "aggravated" types of action, which contrast with more

"mitigated" ways of saying things.

In Goodwin's (1987) study of girls playing jump-rope

it was found that girls can engage in prolonged arguments.

The jump-rope game permits negotiation among group members

while providing constraints upon disputation occurring

within this realm. Thus, contrary to widely popular notions
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about girls' supposed inability to engage in disputes with­

out terminating a game (Lever, 1976), girls were seen to be 

able to handle conflict without disruption of the ongoing 

interaction.

Goodwin's (1980) study of 8 and 13 year old urban 

black children's directives in a coordinated group activity 

distinguished two types of speech, aggravated and mitigated. 

Children's linguistic styles were analyzed during two acti­

vities with results showing that while boys' directives con­

stituted commands as opposed to an action to be undertaken, 

girls' directives were constructed as suggestions for 

action. The form, "Let's", which was never used by boys, 

was used repeatedly by girls. "Let's" signals a proposal,

rather than either a command or a request.

The use of aggravated forms by girls was, however, 

clearly evident in cross-gender interactions. which show a 

higher usage of argumentatives by girls. Ulhen children 

interacted in mixed-genaer groups, girls used direct forms 

of communication as often as did boys. Although the popula­

tion studied in this research differed culturally from 

those studied in other research, the findings implied a need

for further investigation into boys' and girls' same-gender 

and cross-gender language styles during cooperative group

activity.

Goodwin's (1980) study of speech patterns in children's



41

play groups demonstrated that boys and girls organize

friendly interactions in different ways and that these dif­

ferences are expressed in the use of different linguistic

forms. Boys, for example, express hierarchy through direct

commands, while girls deny hierarchy through suggestions

phrased in proposals for future activities.

Serbin (1982) examined the verbal social influence

style of boys and girls between 4 and 5 years of age.

Results showed that boys emitted a greater number of

influence attempts than girls, and that this was due to

their greater use of direct forms of requests.

Wilkinson (1982) in her classroom study identified

"characteristics of requests that predict obtaining

appropriate responses from listeners" in student groups.

Effective speakers "express themselves clearly and directly

in an attempt to minimize misinterpretation of their

requests" (p. 187). Results showed that males' speech met

the standard for what she termed an "effective speaker",

while females' speech was more indirect, with the result

that their requests for answers were largely ignored.

Sack (1987) observed 5 year old boys and girls in dyads 

during pretend play, coding instances of "obliges" in

linguistic style. Obliges were defined as utterances that

set up an obligatory environment for a reply or a behavior.

Thus, "What is your name?", would be considered an oblige.
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since it requires a response. Results showed that even

though boys and girls used the same number of obliges, the 

language of girls was more mitigating in character. Boys 

used more imperatives, prohibitions and directives, which

are all forms showing absence of mitigation. Girls used 

more pretend directives, which show mitigation, in that they 

posit a transformation from reality (Pretend he cried...)as

well as tag questions and utterances that implied coopera­

tion between listener and speaker. These "tag questions" 

are mitigating because they provide an opportunity for the

listener to disagree with the content of the utterance, as 

in "That is for the bedroom, okay?"

Summary Statement

The focus upon conflict may in itself reflect a gender

bias that has directed researchers away from a consideration

of alternative modes of peer interaction which might facili­

tate cognitive development during cooperative activity. 

Indeed, it was precisely this consideration that prompted 

Bearison and Filardo (1986) to examine the frequency of

affiliative behavior in the form of agreements among

partners in the dyads they studied. Research has consis­

tently found that females express more affiliative behavior 

than males in group interaction (Miller et al., 1986;

Whiting & Edwards, 1975; Lever, 1976). Contrary to expec-
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Cations, however, the male subjects in Bearison and

Filardo's (1986) study expressed more affiliative behavior

— limited to the single form of agreements— than did female

subjects. Although it is tempting to dismiss one apparently 

isolated conflicting finding, closer examination of this

finding suggests a number of methodological concerns and

questions.

One of the major shortcomings of most research in this

area has been the tendency to focus upon observations of but

a single behavior (e.g .,Bearison 6 Filardo, 1986); another

has been a predeliction for cooperative play or free play 

activities, which do not require agreement of both partners

for satisfactory completion, and thus differ from Bearison 

and Filardo (1986). What this inevitjbly led to was a

situation in which each person pursued separate goals, in

which the harmonization of divergent viewpoints was not an

essential requirement of the activity. As a result, the

nature of the interaction assumed a form in which the 

behavior of one person was not necessarily conditioned upon

or responsive to that of the other.

Although research has documented clear differences in

toy and game preferences between boys and girls (Kaplan &

McCormack, 1982; Liss, 1981; 1983), these studies of inter­

action strategies in cooperative groups have failed to con­

trol for gender bias in the activity. On the contrary,

tasks employed in this kind of research have typically been
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ones that uniquely tapped male interest (Ulebb, 1984;

Bearison et al., 1986). A notable exception has been the

research of Goodwin (1988), which had young black girls make

rings and young black boys make slingshots. It was found

that putting girls in an activity of high interest (making

rings, playing with doll houses) influenced their inter­

action strategies and linguistic style. The behavior of the

girls resembled that of the boys: they engaged in more dis­

agreements, sustained arguments, and engaged in complex 

negotiations.

In general, however, the relationship of gender prefer­

ence in the specific task and the structure of interaction

behavior in cooperative task activity has been almost com­

pletely ignored in research in this area. This criticism

applies equally to research investigating behavior as a

function of gender composition of the group. Considerable

research has documented variation in interaction strategies

and language usage as a function of gender composition of

the groups (Miller et al., 1986; Goodwin, 1980; 1987; Sacks,

1987). While the findings have not been entirely consis­

tent, inconsistencies may be a function of differences in 

the primary focus if the various studies.

The use of gender as a variable in psychological 

research has drawn much criticism (Scarr, 1988). Gender,
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it is pointed out, only rarely in and of itself accounts for

the differences it claims to measure. Most often it is

simply a "proxy variable" (Tittle, 1986) that masks some 

kind of sociological status variable; the status is shared

in by females (hence the gender identification), but also by

others who may be males; but the additional sociological

status differences between males and females act to diffei—

entially affect their comparative responses. In the present 

study gender is a proxy for gender-typical socialized roles.

In female-female social interaction, adherence to an inter­

action style that is consistent with the assigned social

role is made easy by the fact that when both partners follow

the same interaction style, no advantage is lost with

respect to effective advocacy for one's own position. When

both partners seek to mitigate controversy, the behavior of

neither poses a direct challenge to the other, consequently 

there is no demand for counter-challenge to avoid running

the risk of having one's own position submerged by adver­

sarial challenge. However, when a female in a mixed-gender 

dyad adheres completely to the interaction style that is

consistent with the assigned social role, she runs the 

danger of being unable to withstand the challenges that are 

an integral feature of the interaction style of the

assigned social role of her male partner. Accordingly, she
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will feel a greater need to emerge occasionally from the 

interaction style of the assigned social role, lest her 

position be overwhelmed.

A final problem pertains to the operational definition 

of "conflict", "mitigated", and "affiliative" behaviors.

These terms are commonly used throughout the literature on 

social interaction, yet rarely with precisely the same 

meaning. In practice the terms have been used to describe 

an array of widely differing strategies employed in inter­

action. Compounding the problem, they are susceptible to 

serious mis interpretation, in that they lend themselves to

association with behaviors outside the operational defini­

tions. The result is simply further confusion. The present

study attempted to address this confusion by adopting the

definitions used in recently-published studies (e.g.,

Goodwin, 1980; 1985; Bearison & Filardo, 1986; Phinney &

Rotheram, 1982; Charlesworth & Ozur, 1987). In so doing, 

consistency will, hopefully, be promoted in the use of these

operational definitions.
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Hypotheses

Hypothesis 1. Male interaction strategies will be

characterized by a higher proportion of aggravated behavior

scores than female interaction strategies.

Hypothesis 2. There will be an interaction between

gender and dyadic composition, such that (a) male inter­

action strategy will be consistent across both dyadic

conditions, while (b) female interaction strategy will be

characterized by a higher proportion of aggravated scores in

mixed gender dyads as compared to same gender dyads.

Hypothesis 3. Both male and female interaction

strategies will be characterized by a higher proportion

of aggravated behavior scores in high interest activity as

compjred to low interest activity.
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Question

Recent research suggests gender patterns in interaction 

strategies and linguistic styles may be obfuscated when

collapsed into total aggravated scores. As such, although

no hypotheses are proposed, the present study will consider 

not just the aggravated scores across all forms of dis­

course, but also the individual discourse strategy scores

(e.g. questions, disagreements, etc.) in order to test

whether the expected gender differences are specific to 

particular forms of discourse.
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CHAPTER III 

Methods

Sub j ects

The sample consisted of 80 children, 40 boys and 40

girls. The children ranged in age from 5 years 1 month to 6

years 6 months (Mean Age » 5 years 8 months). They were 

recruited from a private day school in the New York City 

area. The children were white and primarily from middle-

class families. These children were identified as middle- 

class on the dimension of the financial status of their

parents and their area of residence.

Subjects were randomly assigned to either one of two

dyadic conditions, same gender or mixed gender, with the 

exception that the names of their best friends and intensely

disliked persons. determined by information furnished by

teachers, were withdrawn from the assignment pool in order 

to prevent the confounding of affective disposition toward 

partners with the variables of interest.

As a result of the pairing process there were 40 dyads:

10 female-female dyads, 10 male-male dyads, and twenty 

female-male dyads.

Materials

All dyads engaged in two activities: one employing

materials judged as being of high interest to females (Doll

House); the other employing materials judged as being of
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high interest to maies (G I Joe Command Center). The Ooll 

House (Lundby of Sweden, Jester Toy International) was an

enclosed structure with two floors, each with three

adjoining rooms. There were ten pieces of home furniture

and four dolls. The G.I. Joe Command Center (Hasbo, Inc.,

Pawtucket, RI 02362, U.S.A.) was an enclosed structure with

two floors, each with three adjoining rooms, with ten pieces 

of guns and tanks and four humanoid figures.

In order to determine if there was a clear gender

preference for one activity over the other, twenty subjects

(10 males and 10 females) were individually asked to state

their preference for either the Doll House or the G.I. Joe

Command Center. All 10 girls expressed a preference for

playing with the doll-house, and all ten boys expressed a

preference for playing with the G.I. Joe Cormiand Center. To

avoid any possibility of producing "guided responses", 

subjects were permitted to respond in any manner they chose. 

Many of these replies were stated in other than "this-

one/that-one" terms.
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Procedures

All dyads were presented with both activities, with the

order of presentation counterbalanced within groups, such

that an equal number of dyads in each group received the

doll house first and an equal number of dyads received the

command center first.

______ Instructions for the Doll House

This is a small new house. This (indicating) is 

the furniture for the house, and there (indicating) 

are the people who will live in the new house. I

want the twu of you to work together to place the

furniture and the people in this house, so that

this house is a nice place to live and visit. Both 

of you have to agree on where everything goes. When 

you both agree, we will know it is a nice house.

Are there any questions?

________ I n s t r u c t i o n s  f o r  t h e  C o m m a n d  C e n t e r

This is a G.I. Joe Command Center. These (indicating) 

are the guns and tanks for the Command Center and 

these (indicating) are the soldiers. I want the 

two of you to work together to place the guns and 

the tanks and the soldiers in the Command Center 

so that it is safe from enemy attack. Both of you 

have to agree on where everything goes in the 

Command Center. When you both agree, we will know 

it is a safe Command Center. Are there any questions?
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<»
The instructions were given immediately prior to the 

appropriate activity and were repeated and clarified if any 

subject indicated confusion or a problem in understan din g 

the activity.

Subjects were given the items from each activity, one 

piece at a time to prevent parallel play and to promote 

interaction. Subjects were instructed to work together on 

the placement of each item. Uhen all items had been placed, 

subjects were asked if they both agreed on where everything 

had been placed. The activity was terminated when all a ct i ­

vity items had been placed and both subjects expressed 

agreement on their placement. Req uirements for completion 

were the same for both activities: placing the furniture and

the dolls in the Doll House; and placing the guns, tanks, 

and soldiers in the Command Center. All the i n t e r a c t i o n s . 

including the instructions to subjects, were videota ped  and 

the videotap es  were then examined to code the behaviors of 

interest.

Coding System for Scoring Dyadic Interactions

Videotapes of the social interactions were viewed and 

transcribed. A coding sys tem  was developed to score the 

occurrence of a c t i v i t y - r e 1evant behavior during i n t e r a c ­

tions. Generally speaking, "act iv ity -re le van t" was inter ­

preted as encom pa ss ing  any behaviors that were intended to
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sustain, or had the effect of sustaining, attention; or of 

initiating or su st ai ni n g an act of placement; or of 

de vel o p in g  or influencing one's own decision or the decision 

of one's partner as to p l a ce m en t of an item.

Social Interactions and Soc io l in qu i st l c  Scores.

Social interactions and sociolinguistic scores were 

defined as actions which alter or maintain the relationship 

of the self and the other in face-to-face comm uni ca tio n or 

activity (Labov & Fanchel, 1977). The unit of analysis was 

a single utterance by a single child. Social interaction 

strategies were coded for types of (a) verbal disagreements;

(b) verbal dis ag rements with enactive disagreements;

(c) commands; (d) agreements; and (e) questions.

______ S oc i ol i n gu i s ti c  Scores.

Within each coded category of social interaction, d i s ­

tinctions were made between ag gravated and mitig at ed  styles 

of verbal expression. A gg rav ati on  and mitigation are d i f f e r ­

ent linguistic styles used in social interaction, in which a 

party either moves to avoid "creating offense" by increasing 

indirectness (mitigation), or becomes more demanding by 

increasing directness (aggravation) during social i n te r ­

action (Labov & Fanchel, 1977).

______ Aggravated Scores.

An aggravated style was defined as the way one party



54

atte mpt ed  to display or esta bli sh  position with respect to 

another party by making direct requests, assertions, 

s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  directives, ex pe ctations of compliance, 

stat eme nt s of judgment, and explicit commands to that party. 

Co mp l ia n c e was expected wit h ou t  questions (Labov &

Fanchel, 1977; Goodwin, 1980).

An aggravated style made reference to the rights of the 

speaker, or obligations of the listener, or to the speaker's 

desires, or conveyed an unde rs tan din g that the parties 

pos ses se d assymetrical rights with respect to each other 

(Labov & Fanchel, 1977). One way by which this was conveyed 

was through the use of "you" (e.g., "You have to put it 

here. . . " ) .

For example, "Get away from here" was an imperative 

form of giving a command, rather than a form of hint or s u g ­

gestion, thus opting for non-mitigated or relatively 

agg rav at ed  direct form. Aggravated forms were co nstructed 

as imperatives, commands, assertio ns  that an action should 

be und er ta ken  at the time they were being issued. For 

example, "Give me the doll". Here one party was orderi ng  

the other to do some-thing now, not at a later time 

(Goodwin, 1980). In an aggr ava te d form one party was either 

orderi ng another party to do something or, alternatively, 

requesting action from some other party (Goodwin, 1980).
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Mitigated Scores.

A mi t ig at e d form referred to needs and abilities of the 

recipient, or made references to the requirements of the 

situation. Mitigated forms were co n s tr uc t ed  in the form of 

suggestions for action, requests for compliance, embedded 

directives, hints, supportive statemen ts  (e.g., "Let's..."; 

"Could we..."; "Please..."; "Maybe..."; and so on (Goodwin, 

1980 ) .

"Let's" signalled a proposal, rather than a command, 

and as such showed no special rights over the other as would 

a command (Goodwin, 1980).

Mitigation referred to the softening of requests so as 

to avoid creating offense, while a gg r a va t i on  referred to 

increasing the force of the request. Mitigation could be 

accomplished through the use of such expressions as "Please" 

or "If you don't mind", or by using one of the indirect 

imperative forms (e.g., "Can I have the chair?"; "Can I 

play?") .

Mi tigated forms included question directives, such as 

"Could you give me the bed?"; or tag questions, which p r o ­

vided the listener an opportunity to disagree with the 

speaker; pretend directives ("Let's make believe that..."), 

or just directives which implied co ope ra tio n between listen­

er and speaker (Sacks, 1987).
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Mitigation was important for the mainte na nce  of smooth 

social interaction, since mit ig ati on allowed the listener 

more options in responding to the speaker than simple c o m ­

pliance to the request (Labov & Fanchel, 1977).

Mitigated social nego tia tio ns  were those that dis ­

played greater con si d er a t io n  for the point of view of the 

other member of the dyad, while aggravated strategies took a 

more direct form and did not give the 1 i s ' ? n e r a response 

choice other than complian ce  with the request.

Reference to the needs of the activity or abilities of 

the listener could be conveyed through the use of "we", as 

in "We should finish the second floor first". Mitigated 

directives were co ns tr uc t ed  as suggestions and hints for 

action in the future; aggravated directives were c o n s t r u c ­

ted as commands that an action be undertaken at the time the 

imperative was issued.

Interaction Str at eg ies  by Linguistic Style

1. V e r b a l  d 1 s aqreernen t s .

Verbal disagreernents were any verbally expressed s t a t e ­

ments that con tr a di ct e d an immediately preceding statement 

or a prior p la ce me nt of an item by either subject in the 

dyad (Bearison et al., 1986). e.g., "No, d o n ’t put the bed

there". This code was used by Bearison et al. (1986) to 

denote a behavior that denoted potential for sociocogni tive 

conflict; it was as so cia ted  with cognitive gain scores in
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boys, but n o t  in girls.

Consist ent  with Piaget's (1977) model of cognitive 

d i s e q u i 1ibration as a factor in development, aspects of 

social interaction that were indicative of cognitive 

c onf li ct  and resultant d i s e q u i 1 ibration were classified 

accor din g to syntactical c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s , which were then 

o pe r ati ona ll y defined.

The code "verbal dis agr eem en t"  has been used in s o c i o ­

linguistic research where a distinction has been made 

between aggravated and mit i g at ed  verbal disagreernents 

(Goodwin, 1980). Clear gender differences have been found; 

boys have evidenced more ag gr avated disagreements, while 

girls have evidenced more m i ti gat ed  disagreements. Because 

of the clear gender differences found in both research areas 

of strategies of interaction and linguistic styles in verbal 

di sag reements, it identifies itself as an important code in 

need for further study. Verbal disagree me nts  were further 

dis ti n g ui s h ed  for being a gg r av ate d or mitigated.

Aggravated Mitigated

Aggrava ted  verbal disa gr ee-  Mitigated verbal d i s a g r e e ­

ments were any assertion or ments were any indirect

non-compliance; e.g., "It assertion of position; e.g..

doesn't belong t h e r e ” ; "No, II Don't you think the bed

you don't tell me what to do." looks better here?"

(here opposition was empha- II I think the chair looks

sized) . better here."
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"Well, this looks better 

here. "

(here disagreements were 

organized as a dis-pref er re d 

action, mitigated by the 

hesitant "well" or by a 

hedge, "I think").

2 . Ve r b a l - p l u s - e n a c t i v e  disagreements 

V er b a l- p l u s - e n a c t i v e  dis ag r ee m e nt s involved both 

verbal disagreements, as sp ecified in (1), plus enactive 

d is ag re eme nt s that involved changing the place of an item by 

one partner that had been prev iou sl y placed by the other 

partner (Bearison et al., 1986). The verbal aspects of this 

type of di sa gr eem en t were further distingui sh ed for being 

aggravated or mitigated.

flgq rava ted Mitigated

assertion of position or indirect assertion of

non -co mpliance, coupled position, coupled with

with the d is pl ac eme nt of the dis placement of an

an item; e.g., "No, it item; e.g., "Don't you

doesn't belong there" (at think this looks better

the same time the subject here" (at the same time

picked up the item and put the subject picked up

it in the other r o o m ) . the item and changed its
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position to another 

p l a c e ) .

3. C o m m a n d s .

Commands were forms of directives for an action to be 

undertaken. Here the speaker's intention was encoded

explicit ly in the language form. They were used when the

speaker expected compliance without question ( E r vi n - T r i p p , 

1986), e.g., "Come here!" This code was used by Charles-

uorth and Ozur (1987) and Phinney and Rotheram (1982) 

in their studies of gender differences in young children. 

Both studies found that boys used commands more frequently 

than girls in their interactions. The code has been used as 

well in so c i o-l inq ui sti c research. Goodwin (1980) examined 

the use of commands in a study of children's arguing and 

found clear gender differences in the way commands were 

used; boys used them in a con frontative and direct manner, 

girls in an indirect, less confrontative manner. The ge n­

der di fferences found in these studies on both interaction 

strategy and linguistic style necessitated further e x p l o r a ­

tion of the function of commands during children's social 

i n t e r a c t i o n .

Commands were further distinguished for being a g gr a ­

vated or mitigated.

Aqq rava ted Mi tiaated

Expectations of compliance Request of compliance.
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wit hou t question; explicit e.g., "Could you please

directives, e.g., "Come come here."

here!" "Put it here!" "Could you put it here."

"Give it to m e !"

4. Agreements .

Agreements were ve rb al iza tio ns  which supported a pa r t ­

ner'-. act i vi ty - re l e va n t  statement or action (Bearison &

Filardo, 1986), e.g., "Okay, that is good." "That is a good

idea." This code was previously used by Bearison and 

Filardo (1986) in their study of gender differences in the 

social interaction of young children during a cooperative 

a c t i v i t y .

The rationale for examining agreeme nt s arises out of 

the argument advanced by Gilligan (1981;), that girls are 

oriented toward ma i n ta ini ng  social harmony and avoiding 

con fro nt at ion  (such as disagreements). Agreements (or 

confirmations, as they are called in Bearison and Filardo,

1986) were seen as the inverse of disagreernents.

However, Bearison and Filardo (1986) found that boys 

used agreements more frequently than did g i r l s — an entirely 

unexpected result. Agreements, however, can be either 

mitigated or aggravated, a dis tinction not consider ed  by 

Bearison and Filardo that may help clarify their findings. 

Therefore, agreements were further d i st ing ui she d for being
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aggravated or mitigated.

Aqq rava ted Mltiqated

st at em en t of judgment, e.g., statement of opinion.

"That is good", or "I like e.g., "We did that

t h a t ." w e l l . "

5 . Q u e s t i o n s .

Questions were counted for every instance when one su b­

ject verbally asked for information or clarification on any 

point made by the other su bject in the dyad (Labov &

Fanchel, 1977), e.g.. "What is this?" "What are you doing?"

This code was used by Phinney and Rotheram (1982) in a 

study of gender differences in social interaction during 

chi ldr en 's  free play. In that study the code was 

denominated. R e q u e s t  for Information, (e. g., ” What are you 

doing"), and R e q u e s t  for C l a r i f i c a t i o n  (e.g., " What is

this") .

Since this distinc ti on  was not relevant to the purposes 

of the present study, the two categories were collapsed. In 

the cited study, the results showed that girls used both 

types of questions more frequently than boys; however, the 

met hod  of analysis used in the study did not allow for 

d et er mi nat io n of what type of linguistic styles (aggravated 

or mitigated) were used. In the light of postulations 

concerning linguistic style in the present study, a d i s t i n c ­

tion along these lines seemed indicated.
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Aggravated Mitigated
Question that is co nfrontational Question eliciting

re quiring one to explain one's cooperative involve-

behavior, e.g. "Why did you do ment or p a r t i c i p a t i o n .

do that?" Direct request e.g., "Where

for cla rification, e.g., "What do you think this bed

are you doing?" goes?" Indirect request

for clarification, e.g..

"Do you like this here?"

Coding Point System

In scoring the interactions, each coded behavior 

received a score of o tie for each separate occurrence. The 

scores for each category were summed and divided by the sum 

of all coded behaviors for the interaction, thus indicating 

the pr opo rt i on  of total behaviors during the interaction 

represented by the specific coded category. The mean p r o ­

portion scores for the various coded behaviors were entered 

in the ap propriate cells in the design and thereafter c o n ­

verted by arc-sine transformation (Fisher & Yates, 1957), as 

was done in the great majority of the studies cited.

Inter-rater Reliability

In order to establish inter-rater reliability in the 

scoring of the protocols, six randomly selected protocols 

(two from each gender composition group) were scored by two
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in dependent raters, working from typewr it te n transcriptions. 

One of the raters had no prior knowledge of the hypotheses 

of the study, the gender of the subjects being rated, the 

gender co mposition of the dyad, or the activity preference 

condition.

Inter-rater reliability was computed by dividing the 

number of agreements by the number of agreements plus the 

number of disagreements. This was done on each of the five 

coded i n t e r a c t i o n _ s t r a t e g i e s , and for the five coded inter­

action strategies combined, as indicated in Table 1. The 

overall inter-rater reliability for 466 total scored 

interaction units was .96.
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T ,a b 1 e _1

Units of Interaction Scored by Independent Raters 

and Individual and Overall Inter-rater Reliability

Aqq ravated Mitigated

Male Female Male Female

Strategies

Verbal

Disagreements

34/32 

. 94

23/24 

. 96

27/25 23/27

. 93 36

Ve rba l- Enactive 

0 i s ag r eerne n ts

38/39 36/34 26/27 23/21

.97 . 94 . 96 . 91

Agreements
14/14 21/22 23/23 31/30

1 . 09 .95 1 . 00 .97

Questions
10/10 5/5 17/17 21/20

1.00  1.00  1.00  .96

C omman d s
27/26 19/19 20/20 19/20

.96 1.90  1.00  .95

TOTALS
123/121 104/104 113/112 118/117

.99 1.00  .99 .99

Total Units of Interaction Scored = 466 

Total Number of Agreeme nt s * 446 . 96
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CHAPTER IV 

Re sults

The unit of analysis was the proportion of aggrava ted  

interaction strategy scores. This was obtained for each 

subject by dividing the total number of aggravated i n t e r­

action strategy scores by the total number of ag gravated and 

mitig ate d interaction strategy scores. Separate scores were 

derived for high interest activity and for low interest 

activity for each of the five interaction strategies.

The Means, Standard Deviations, and Number of observed 

behaviors for male and female subjects in same gender and 

mixed gender dyads are depicted in Tables 2-7. Table 2 

presents the Mean, Standard Deviation, and Number of 

observed behaviors of all males in high interest and low 

interest activity for each interaction strategy. Tables 3 

and 4 present the Means, Standard Deviations, and Number 

of observed behavios of males in same gender and mixed 

gender dyads, respectively. Table 5 presents the Mean, 

Standard Deviation, and Number of observed behaviors of 

all females in high interest and low interest activity for 

each interaction strategy. Tables 6 and 7 present the 

Means, Standard Deviations, and Number of observed behaviors 

of females in same gender and mixed gender dyads, 

r e s p e c t i v e l y .
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Table 2

Mean Proportion and Standard Deviation of Aggravated Style 

Behavior by Strategy and Interest Level for All Males (N*40)

No. of Mean S.D.
Behaviors Proportion

Interest
Level/
Variable

H i - D i s a g r e e 91 77.50 31.92

L o - O i s a g r e e 60 66 . 25 36.49

H i - E n a c t i v e 134 51. 25 48.68

L o - E n a c t i v e 74 42.92 44 .31

H i - C o m m a n d s 88 57.50 40.11

L o - C o m m a n d s 21 62 . 50 41.98

H i-Agree 39 72 .50 29 .85

Lo-Agree 62 53.75 36.49

Hf-QuAs tion 12 52.50 35 . 72

Lo-Ques tion 39 60 . 00 32.42

H i-Total 364 61.75 26 . 10

Lo-To tal 256 “  57.08 26 . 57
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Table 3

Mean Proportion and Standard Deviation of Aggravated Style 

Behavior by Strategy and Interest Level for Males in 

Same Gender Dyads (N*«20)

Interest
Level/
Variable

No. of 
Behaviors

Mean
Proportion

S.D

H i - D i s a g r e e 63 30.00 29.91

lo-(Disagree 60 57.50 40.62

H i - E n j c t i v e 94 62 .50 48.33
L o - E n a c t i v e 36 35 . 8S 42.66
H i-C omma n d s 64 55.00 35.91
Lo-C omman d s 6 42.50 37.26
Hi-Agree 15 85.00 23.51
lo-Agree 7 42.50 33 . 54
H i - Q u e e t i o n 6 52.50 37.96
L o - Q u e s t i o n 12 52.50 30.24
Hi-T o t a l 242 66 .00 24.58
Lv-Total 85 46.17 23.68



Table 4

Mean Proportion and Standard Deviation of Aggravated Style

Behavior by Strategy and Interest Level for Males in

Mixed Gender Dyads (N-20)

No. of Mean S.D.
Behaviors Proportion

Interest
Level/
Variable

Hi -O i sa g r ee 28 75 .00 34.41

Lo- Ois a g re e 36 75.00 30.35

Hi -E n ac t i v e 40 40.00 47.57

L o- E n ac t i ve 38 50.00 45.88

H i - C o m m a n d s 24 60.00 44.72

Lo-C ommands IS 82 .50 37.26

Hi -A g r ee 24 60.00 30.78

Lo— Agree 55 65 . 00 36.63

H i - O u e s t i o n 6 52.50 34 .32
lo-Ques tion 27 67 .50 33.54

Hi -To ta l 122 57 .50 27 .50

Lo-To t a 1 171 68 .00 25 . 26
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Table 5

Mean Proportion and Standard Deviation of Aggravated 

Behavior by Strategy and Interest Level for All 

Females (N-40)

No. of Mean
Behaviors Proportion

Interest
Level/
Variable

H i - O i s a g r e *  65 52.50

L o - O i s a g r e e  13 71.25

H i - E n a c t i v e  173

L o - E n a c t i v e  20

28 . 75 

66 . 00
H i - C o m m a n d s  62 41.25

L o - C o m m a n d s  13 70.00

H i - A g r e e  86 47.62

L o - A g r e e  52 71.25

Hi*-guestion 31 42.50

l o - Q u e s t i o n  15 62.50

H i - T o t a l  417 42.75

Lo-Total 113 “  67.95

Style

S.D.

25.19 

27.47 

35.60

43.19 

47.89 

43.55 

31.74 

31. 80 

3 4.99 

35 . 25 

21 . 60 

22 . 22
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Table 6

Mean Proportion and Standard Deviation of Aggravated Style 

Behavior by Strategy and Interest Level for Females 

In Same Gender Dyads (N-20)

Interest
Level/
Variable

No. of 
Behaviors

Mean
Proportion S.D.

H I - D I s a g r e e  

L o - O i s a g r e e  

H i - E n a c  tive 

L o -Enac tive 

H 1-C omma n d s 

Lo - C o m m a n d s  

H i - A g r e e

Lo-Agree
* % H i - Q u e s t i o n

L o - Q u e s t i o n

H i - T o t a l

Lo-To t a 1

11

5

96

9

32

8

39

10

15

3

193

35

50.00

57.50

27.50 

79.80 

20 .00

57.50 

4 2.50

75.00 

27 .50

57.50

33.50 

64 .96

22.94 

24.47 

34.34 

34.56 

41.03 

46.67 

33.54 

25.65 

30 .24 

37.26 

16 .94 

19.92
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Table 7

Mean Proportion and Standard Deviation of Aggravated Style 

Behavior by Strategy and Interest Level for Females 

in Mixed Gender Dyads (N-20)

No. of Mean
Behaviors Proportion S.D.

Interest
Level/
Variable

H i - O i s a g r e e  54 55.00 37.62

Lo - D i s a g r e e  8 85.00 23.51

H i - E n a c t i v e  77 30.00 37.70

L o - E n a c t i v e  11 52.20 47.26

H i - C o m m a n d s  30 62.50 45.52

L o - C o m m a n d s  5 82.50 37.26

H i - A g r e e  47 52.75 29.80

Lo-A g r e e  42 67.50 37.26

H i - Q u e s t i o n  16 57.50 33.54

L o - Q u e s t i o n  12 6 7 . S0 33.54

H i - T o t a l  224 52.00 22.15

Lo-Total 78 “  70.94 24.45
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A 2’ (gender: male, female) x 2 (group: same gender,

mixed gender) x 2 (interest: high, low) x 5 (interaction

strategies) MANOVA with interest and interaction s t r a t e ­

gies as repeated me asu re s was performed on the proport io n of 

aggravated behavior scores. The results of the MANOVA are 

presented in Table 8 and Table 9. All pairwise p o s t  hoc 

comparisons for si gni fi c an t  effects were carried out using 

the Ne wm an-Keuls method, with the significance level set at 

P < -05.

Main effects on pr opo rt i on  of aggravated behavior scores

There was no main effect for gender on the pr op ort io n 

of aggravated behavior scores ( M = 59.42, 55.35, males and

females respectively).

There was a si gn if ica nt main effect for group on the 

proportion of aggravated behavior scores. Mixed gender 

dyads expressed a si g ni fic an tly  higher proportion of a g g r a ­

vated behaviors compared with same gender dyads ( M = 62.11, 

52.66, mixed gender and same gender dyads respectively.

F  (1, 76) = 4.57, p < .05).

There was a si g n if ica nt  main effect for interest on the 

proportion of aggrava te d behavior scores. Subjects 

expressed a s i g n i f i c a n t 1y higher proportion of aggravated 

behaviors on low interest activity compared with high 

interest activity ( M  = 62.52, 52.25 respectively), F  (1, 76)

= 13.99, p < .001.
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Table 8

F Values for All Significant Effects on MANOVA on 

Proportion of Aggravated Behavior Scores (df * 1, 76)

Main Effects

Group 4.57 *

Interest 13.99 ***

Interaction Effects

Gender x Interest 29.59 ***

Gender x Group x Interest 15.23 ***

p < .05 *** p < .001
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Table 9

F Values for All Significant Effects on MANOVA 

on Individual Interaction Strategies ( df - 1, 76)

Verbal Disagreements

Gender x Interest 14.84 **'

Group x Interest 10.88 "*

Verbal-Enactive Disagreements

Gender x Interest 5.63 *

Gender x Group x Interest 4.74 *

Commands

Group x Interest 13.32

Agreements

Gender x Interest 14.09 **"

Gender x Group x Interest 7.07 **

Questions

Group x Interest 3.86 *

Gender x Group x Interest 3.86 *

* P < .05 ** p < .01
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There was no main effect for interaction strategies on 

the pro po rti on of aggravated behavior scores.

Interaction effects on the proport io n of aggravated scores

There was a signif ica nt  interaction effect for gender x 

interest on the proport io n of aggravated behavior scores,

F (1, 76) = 29.59, p < .001. A significa nt ly higher p r o p o r ­

tion of agg rav a te d  behavior was expressed by females on low 

interest activity compared with females on high interest 

activity ( M = 67.95, 42.75 respectively ). Males did not

differ si gn if i c an tl y  on the proportion of aggravated 

behavior e x pr ess ed  on high interest and low interest 

activity.

There was a si gn if ica nt three-way interaction effect 

gender x group x interest on the proportion of aggravated 

behavior scores, F  (1, 76) = 15.23. p < .001. A s i g n i f i ­

cantly higher proportion of aggravated behavior was 

expressed by males in same gender dyads on high interest 

activity compare d with males in same gender dyads on low 

interest activity ( M  - 66.00, 46.17 respectively ); by 

males in mixed gender dyads on low interest activity c o m ­

pared with males in mixed gender dyads on high interest 

activity ( M  = 68.00, 57.50 respectively ); and by males

in mixed gender dyads on low interest activity compared with 

males in same gender dyads on low interest activity
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( M =■ 68.00. 46.17 respectively ). Females on low 

interest activity expressed a significantly higher p r o p o r ­

tion of aggravated behavior than on high interest activity, 

both in same gender dyads ( M  - 64.96, 33.50 respectively ) 

and in mixed gender dyads ( M - 70.94, 52.00 respectively ). 

Males in same gender dyads on high interest activity 

expressed a signific ant ly  higher proportion of aggravated 

behavior compared with females in same gender dyads on high 

interest activity ( M - 66.00, 33.50 respectively ). In 

mixed gender dyads on low interest activity, there was no 

sig nificant difference in the proportion of aggravated 

behavior expressed by males compared with females ( M »

68.00, 70.94 respectively ). This interaction effect is

shown in Figure 1.

M a i n  e f f e c t s  f o r  i n t e r a c t i o n  s t r a t e g i e s

There were no main effects for gender, group or 

interest on any of the individual interaction strategies.

Numerous interaction effects were found for individual 

interaction strategies. These interaction effects are 

discussed for each interaction strategy, taken in order.
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Three-Way Interaction Effect Gender x Group x Interest on the

Proportion of Aggravated Behavior Scores

8 0

70

60

5 0

6 0

LowHigh

Interest Interest

O Female Same Gender Dyads 
•  Female Mixed Gender Dyads 
E3 Male Same Ge n d e r  Dyads 
■  Male Mixed Ge n d e r  Dyads



78

Interaction effects for interaction strategies

1. Verbal Disagreem ent s

There was a signifi ca nt int eraction effect for gender x 

interest on the verbal di sa gr ee m en t s  interaction strategy,

F (1, 76) =* 14.84, p < .001. In the high interest activity

males expressed a s i g n i f i c a n t 1y higher proportion of a g g r a­

vated behavior on the verbal dis ag r ee m e nt s interaction 

strategy compared with females in both same gender groups 

( Ft = 80.00, 50.00 respectively ) and mixed gender groups

( Ft = 75.00, 55.00 respectively ).

There was a si gnificant interaction effect for group x 

interest on the verbal disagreernents interaction strategy,

F (1, 76) = 10.88, p < .01. 4 sig ni fic an tl y higher

p ro p ort ion  of aggravated behavior in low interest activity 

on this interaction strategy was e xpressed in mixed gender 

groups compared with same gender groups by both males ( M » 

75.00 , 57 . 50 respectively ) and females { Ft = 85.00, 57.50 

respec tiv el y ). There were no in teraction effects gender

x group x interest on this interaction strategy.

All two-way interaction effects for the verbal 

disagreernents strategy are depicted in Figure 2.
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Figure 2

Two-Way Interaction Effects Gender x Interest and Group x Interest

on Verbal Disagreements Strategy
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2. Verba 1- e n a c 1 1ve disagreements

There was a s i g n i f i c a n t  interaction effect for gender x 

interest on the verbal enactive disagreements interaction 

strategy, F (1, 76) - 5.63, p < .05. On high interest

activity males expre sse d a significantly higher proportion 

of aggravated behavior on the verbal enactive disa gr ee men ts 

interaction strategy compa red  with females ( M « 51.25,

28.75 respectively ). On low interest activity females

expressed a s ig ni fi can tly  higher proportion of aggravated 

behavior on the verbal enactive disagreernents interaction 

strategy compared with males ( M » 66.00, 42.92 

respectively ). These interaction effects are depicted 

in Figure 3.

There was a s i g n if i c an t interaction effect for gender x 

group x interest on the verbal enactive dis agr eem en ts  i n t e r­

action strategy, F (1, 76) » 4.74, p < .05. On low interest

activity females in same gender dyads expressed a s i g n i f i ­

cantly higher pro po rti on  of aggravated behavior on the 

verbal enactive di s ag r e em e n ts  interaction strategy compared 

with males in same gender dyads ( M = 79.80, 35.85 

respectively ), and females in mixed-gender dyads. There 

was no significant d if f er enc e in the proportion of 

aggravated behavior expr es sed  by males and females in mixed 

gender dyads in low interest activity on the verbal enactive 

disagre eme nt s interaction strategy.
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Figure 3

Two-Way Interaction Effect Gender x Interest on Verbal +
Enactive Disagreements Strategy
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Males in mixed gender dyads in low interest activity 

expressed a significantly higher proport io n of aggravated 

behavior on the verbal enactive di s a gre eme nt s interaction 

strategy compared with males in same gender dyads ( M  »

50.00, 35.85 respectively ). Females in same gender dyads 

expr ess ed  a significantly higher pro portion of aggravated 

behavior on the verbal enactive disagreernents interaction 

strategy in low interest activity compared with females in 

mixed gender dyads ( M » 79.80, 52.50 respectively ). This 

in teraction effect is depicted in Figure A.

3. C omma n ds

There was a significant interaction effect for group x 

interest on the Commands interaction strategy, F (1, 76) =

13.32, p < .001. Subjects in mixed gender dyads expressed a

signific ant ly  higher proportion of aggrava te d behavior on 

the commands interaction strategy in high interest activity 

compared with subjects in same gender dyads ( M = 61.25, 

37.50 respectively ). In low interest activity subjects in 

mixed gender dyads expressed a s i gn if ic ant ly higher 

pro portion of aggravated behavior on the commands i n t e r ­

action strategy compared with subjects in same gender dyads 

( M  » 82.50, 50.00, respectively ). This interaction effect 

is depicted in Figure 5.
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Three-Way Interaction Effect Gender x Group x Interest on Verbal +
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Figure 5

Two-Way Interaction Effect Group x Interest on Commands
Strategy
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4 . A_g_ reements

There was a si gnificant interaction effect for gender x 

interest on the proportion of aggravated behavior on the 

agreements interaction strategy, F  (1, 76) - 14.09,

p < .001. On high interest activity males expressed a

si gni f i ca n t ly  higher proport ion  of aggravated behavior on 

the agreements interaction strategy compared with females 

( N = 72.50, 47.68 respectively ). On low interest activity 

females expressed a sig ni fic ant ly  higher proportion of 

ag gra va te d behavior on the agreemen ts  interaction strategy 

compared with males ( M = 71.25, 53.75 respectively ).

This interaction effect is depicted in Figure 6.

There was a sig nificant interaction effect for gender x 

group x interest on the prop or ti on of aggravated behavior on 

the agreements interaction strategy, F (1, 76) = 7.07,

p ( .01. Males in same gender dyads on high interest

activity expressed a significa nt ly  higher proportion of 

ag gra va te d behavior on the agreeme nts  interaction strategy 

compared with males in mixed gender dyads ( M =* 85.00, 65.00

res pectively ), whereas females in mixed gender dyads on 

high interest activity expressed a significantly higher 

proport ion  of aggravated behavior on the agreements 

interaction strategy compared with females in same gender 

dyads ( M » 52.75, 42.50 respe cti ve ly  ). Males in same

gender dyads on high interest activity expressed a
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Figure 6

Two-Way Interaction Effect Gender x Interest on Agreements Strategy
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si gnificantly higher proportion of aggrava te d behavior on 

the agreements interaction strategy compared with females in 

both same gender dyads ( M » 85.00, 42.50 res pe ctively ) and

mixed gender dyads ( M  - 85.00, 52.75 respectively ).

On low interest activity a si g ni fic an tl y higher 

proportion of aggravated behavior on the agreeme nts  i n t e r­

action strategy was expressed by females compared with males 

( M = 71.25, 53.75 respectively ). Males in mixed gender 

dyads expressed a signficantly higher proportion of a g g ra ­

vated behavior on the agreements interaction strategy on 

low interest activity compared with males in same gender 

dyads ( M » 65.00, 42.50 respectively ). Females in same 

gender dyads expressed a s i g n i f i c a n t 1y higher proportion of 

aggravated behavior on the agreements interaction strategy 

in low interest activity than males in both same gender 

dyads ( M = 75.00, 42.50 respectively ) and mixed gender 

dyads ( M = 75.00, 65.00 respectively ), while females in 

mixed gender dyads expressed a s i g n i f i c a n t 1y higher 

proportion of aggravated behavior on the agreements 

interaction strategy in low interest activity compared with 

males in same gender dyads ( M * 67.50, 42.50 respectively).

These interaction effects are depicted in Figure 7.

5. Questions

There was a signif ic ant  interaction effect for group x
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Figure 7

Three-Way Interaction Effect Gender x Group x Interest
on Agreements Strategy
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interest on the proportion of aggravated behavior on the 

questions interaction strategy, F (1, 7 6) » 3.86, p < .05.

On high interest activity subjects in mixed gender dyads 

expressed a significantly higher pr op ort ion  of aggravated 

behavior on the questions intera cti on strategy compared with 

subjects in same gender dyads ( M » 55.00, 40.00 r e s p e c ­

tively ). This interaction effect is depicted in Figure 8.

There was a significant interaction effect for gender x

group x interest on the pro po rti on of aggravated behavior

on the questions interaction strategy, F (1, 76) = 3.86,

p < .05. In high interest activity, males in same gender

dyads expressed a significantly higher proportion of a g g ra ­

vated behavior on the questions interaction strategy c o m ­

pared with females in same gender dyads ( M - 52.50, 27.50

respectively); males in mixed gender dyads expressed a 

signific ant ly  higher proporti on of aggravated behavior on 

the que stions interaction strategy compared with females in 

same gender dyads ( M =» 52.50, 27.50 respectively ); and

females in mixed gender dyads expressed a significantly 

higher proportion of aggravated behaivor on the questions 

in teraction strategy compared with females in same gender 

dyads ( M - 57.50, 27.50 respectively ). This interaction

effect is depicted in Figure 4.

There were no significant interaction effects on the 

questions interaction strategy on low interest activity.
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Two-Way Interaction Effect Group x Interest on Questions Strategy
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Figure 9

Three-Wav Interaction Effect Gender x Group x Interest
on Questions Strategy
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Summary of Tests of Hypotheses

1. On all the inter a c t i o n  s t r a tegies c o m b i n e d  m a les will 

express a significantly h i g h e r  p r o p o r t i o n  o f  a g g r a v a t e d  

behaviors compared to females.

This hypothesis was tested by a 2 (Gender: male, 

female) x 2 (Group: same gender, mixed gender) x 2

(Interest Level: high, low) x 5 (Interaction Strategies/

repeated measures) MANOVA (Table 8). There was no main 

effect for gender on the pro po rt io n  of aggravated behavior 

scores, nor on any of the individual interaction 

strategies (Table 9). This hypothesis is not supported 

by the findings.

2. Or) all interaction strategies c o m b i n e d  there will be an 

i n t e r a c t i o n  between gender a n d  group, such that: (a) male

i n t e r a c t i o n  will be c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by a s i g n i f i c a n t l y  higher 

p r o p o r t i o n  of a g g r a v a t e d  b e h a v i o r  scores c o m p a r e d  with 

m i t i g a t e d  behavior scores ac r o s s  both dyadic conditions; an d  

(b) female interaction will be c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by a 

s i g n i f i c a n t l y  higher p r o p o r t i o n  of a g g r a v a t e d  beha v i o r 

s cores in m i x e d  gender dyads c o m p a r e d  with same gender 

dyads .

Hypothesis 2 (a) was tested by the MANOVA on the p r o ­

portion of aggravated behavior scores ( M = 66.0®, 57.5® for 

males in same gender dyads and males in mixed gender dyads 

respectively ). Hypothesis 2 (a) is thus supported.
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Hypo the si s 2 (b) was simi lar ly  tested by the

MANOVA on the proportion scores ( M - 61.47, 49.23 for 

females in mixed gender and same gender dyads res pe c­

tively ). Hypothesis 2 (b) is thus supported.

3. B o t h  m a l e s  a n d  females uill express a si g n i f i c a n t l y  

higher p r o p o r t i o n  of a g g r a v a t e d  b e h a v i o r  scores on high 

i n t e r e s t  acti v i t y  c o m p a r e d  to lou i n t e r e s t  activity.

Hypothe sis  3 was tested by the MANOVA. For males there 

was no signif ica nt difference in the proportion of 

aggravated behavior for h i g h - interest compared with low- 

interest activity ( M = 61.75, 57.08 ). Hypothesis 3 is 

therefore rejected to the extent that it refers to males.

For females, however, lou interest activity showed a 

s i g n i f i c a n 1 1 y higher proportion of aggravated behavior 

scores compared to high interest activity ( M = 64.96, 33.50

respectively ). This result runs opposite to the prediction 

of Hy pot hes is  3, which is therefore not supported to the 

extent that it refers to females.

Hypothesis 3 is therefore not su pported as to either 

males or females.
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CHAPTER V 

D is c uss ion

The central objective of the present study was to 

determine if findings in previous research that appeared to 

support the hypothesis of g e n d e r - typica 1 interaction styles, 

with males expressing p r e d o m i n a n 1 1 y aggravated style i n te r ­

action strateg ies  and females expressing predomina nt ly  m i t i ­

gated style interaction strategies, were biased by the 

g e n d e r -specific charac ter is tic s of the tasks employed. 

Resear che rs  (Lever, 1976; Miller et a l ., 1986; Charlesworth

& Ozur, 1987; Bearison et al., 1986) have proposed that the 

activities in which young children engage influence their 

interaction strategies and, consequently, their linguistic 

styles. Their findings in general have tended to support 

an argument that girls use more indirect, cooperative, 

c o n f li c t -m i t ig a t in g interaction strategies, whereas boys 

incline toward more direct, aggravated interaction s t r a t e ­

gies. Add itionally, Bearison et al. (1986) found that boys' 

interaction strategies pre vailed more frequently and were 

directly related to cognitive gain scores in dyadic p r o b l e m ­

solving activities.

All these findings raise questions regarding young 

children's gender- re lat ed patterns of interaction.- If 

female interactions show a lower incidence of aggravated
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style behavior, and this behavior is clearly shown to be 

associated with cognitive gain scores in dyadic p r o b l e m ­

solving activity, then what types of behaviors expressed by 

girls are useful predictors of cognitive gain scores in 

dyadic pr o b le m -s olv ing  activity for girls?

It was argued in the present study that what appeared 

to be a g end er- re lat ed difference was an interest- 

related difference, and that the employme nt  of tasks that 

would act to neutralize g e nd e r- rel ate d dif ferences in 

interest would result in the disappear an ce of these 

gender differences in interaction style found in earlier 

studies. The method selected to accompli sh  this n e u t r a l i z a ­

tion was the employment of two tasks, rather than one, with 

one of the tasks possess in g recognizable high interest for 

males and low interest for females, and the other possessing 

recognizable high interest for females and low interest for 

males .

Both of the activities employed (Command Center, Doll 

House) are forms of playing, with relatively few explicit 

rules. As within any activity requiring close coordination 

of the actions of the p a r t i c i p a n t s , decisions regarding how 

the play is to proceed must be made from mome nt  to moment. 

Both participants were instructed as to the necessity of 

reaching agreement as to where each element would be placed 

in the Command Center and the Doll House. The actual
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findings present results that include both the expected and 

the completely unexpected.

It was expected that as a result of the employment of 

both high interest and low interest activities for both 

genders, the proportion of agg ravated behaviors for both 

genders on the two activiti es  combined would show a s i g n i ­

ficant difference favoring males. This turned out to be 

unsupported, with males express in g a proportion of 59.42 

aggr ava te d behaviors for high and low interest activity 

combined, compared to a pr o po rti on  of 55.35 aggravated 

be ha vi ors  for high and low interest activity combined for 

females. This difference was not significant.

Another hypothesis of the present study was that males 

would express a sig ni fic ant ly  higher proportion of a g g r a ­

vated behaviors on high interest activity compared to low 

interest activity, and that, too, was found to be u n s u p ­

ported. UJhat was not p re di ct ed by the hypotheses and which 

ran counter to expec ta ti ons  was the finding that females 

expre sse d significantly higher levels of aggravated 

beh aviors on the 1 ou> interest activity than on the high 

interest activity ( M  = 67.95, 42.75, respectively). 

Ex ami na ti on of the pro por tio n of aggravated behavior for 

females at both interest levels for each of the five 

interaction strategies dis cl ose d a striking consistency 

in the higher frequency of aggravat ed behavior for that



strategy on the 1 ou interest activity, as opposed to the 

high interest activity (e.g., on verbal disagreements 

intera cti on  strategy, High - 52.50, Low = 71.25; on verbal 

enactive disagreements interaction strategy, High » 28.75, 

Low * 66.00; on commands interaction strategy. High - 41.25, 

Low =» 70.00; on agreements interaction strategy, High * 

47.63, Low = 71.25; on the questions interaction strategy. 

High ■= 42.50, Low = 62.50 ).

There is no ready explanation for this finding of 

co nsi st en cy in s i g n i f i c a n t 1y higher levels of aggravated 

behavior on Low interest activity as opposed to high 

interest activity with respect to females. It should be 

remembered that the express purpose of employing two a cti ­

vities, rather than one, was to overcome the gender bias in 

the emp loy men t of activity that flawed many of the earlier 

studies. Their rather consistent pattern of findings, that 

aggr ava te d behaviors predominated in male interaction 

strategies and mitigated behaviors pr edo minated in female 

in teraction strategies, was criticized on the ground that by 

obliging females to engage in activity that was of low 

interest for them, they failed to allow the full range of 

female expression to reveal itself, and this could be more 

fully revealed by allowing females an oportunity to 

engage in activity of high interest for them. It is
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paradoxical, then, to find in a study that offered 

females a high interest activity as a means of eliciting a 

higher frequency of expression of aggravat ed behavior the 

expected higher frequency of aggr av ate d behavior, but on the 

1 ou interest activity, rather than on the high interest 

activity.

One would expect that subjects would feel a higher 

level of confidence in their own judgments on high interest 

activity than on low interest activity, and that this would 

translate into an interaction style reflective of that 

higher level of confidence, which is to say the aggravated 

style. Clearly, this is not what occurred in the present 

case. One would be hard pressed to find anything in the way 

of a theoretically based ex planation for a difference in the 

opposite direction, such as emerged in the present study.

It could be argued, on the other hand, that interest 

level was not a deter min ant  in the matter of the 

co un te r-i nt ui tiv e findings with respect to females discussed 

above, and that the results can be ex plained simply on the 

basis of the very nature of the tasks themselves. This 

argument could be advanced for any two tasks. There was
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clear evidence of the difference in interest level, but 

there was no indisputable evidence that interest level 

influenced the results. While we reject that argument for 

reasons already set forth, the question could be more 

co nv in cin gly  settled by the method suggested above, of using 

a sizeable number of high and low interest activities within 

a single experimental design. Repeated evidence of 

association between interest level and significa nt ly higher 

propor tio ns  of aggravat ed  behavior would tend to rule out 

the likelihood of systematic operation of some other, 

u ni de nt ifi ed  factor.

On the other hand, the finding that higher frequencies 

of aggravated behavior were expressed by females in mixed 

gender dyads compared to same gender dyads was completely 

consistent with the hypotheses of the present study.

The pattern is not so consistent in the case of female 

aggravated behavior on low interest activity noted 

previously .

for all interaction strategies combined, the proportion 

of aggravated behavior in mixed gender dyads was 62.12, s i g ­

nificantly exceeding that of 52.66 in same gender dyads.

When gender is considered, males in same gender dyads 

expressed a (nonsignificantly) higher proportion of 

aggravated behavior compared to males in mixed gender 

dyads on the high interest activity ( M = 66.00 vs. 57.50),



100

but a significantly higher proporti on  in mixed gender dyads 

on the low interest activity ( M - 68.00 vs. 46.17 ).

Females in mixed gender dyads expressed a significantly 

higher proportion of aggrava ted  behavior compared to females 

in same gender dyads on h i g h - in t er e t t activity 

( M = 52.00 vs. 33.50 ), but a n o n s i g n i f i c a n t 1y higher 

proport ion  on low interest activity ( M  » 70.94 vs. 64.96 ).

These results hold with consi de rab le consistency over the 

individual interaction strategies, with statistically 

si gni f i ca n t  differences.

One would expect that for females mixed gender groups 

present a more competitive type of vehicle for social in te r­

action than same gender groups, in which questions of gender 

role fulfillment and identity assume larger roles. Such an

explan ati on  would account for the unusually consistent

finding of a higher pr oportion of aggravated behavior over 

all five interaction strategies at both levels of interest, 

with few exceptions. It could of course be argued that 

gender role fulfillment for females should lead to the 

expression of less aggravat ed  style behavior in mixed 

gender groups than in same gender groups, rather than a 

finding of more, as was found in the present study. Vet,

considering that the subjects were 5 and 6 years of age,

there is a probability that the female subjects had not yet 

been socialized to what has come to be accepted as gender
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■appropriate behavior for females, which is to say an inter­

action style characterized by a predominance of mi tigated 

style behaviors. Sgan and PLc ker t's  (1980) study of c h ild ­

ren's free play also found a high frequency of aggravated 

behavior. At 3 and S years of age the interaction st ra t e ­

gies of the girls in their study were characterized by more 

indirect, miti gat ed styles, while those of the 9 and 11 year 

old girls were marked by more direct, aggravated styles that 

resembled the behavior the boys to a greater extent. The 

s ig ni fi can ce  of the findings in the present study and in 

Sgan and Pickert (1900) cannot be fully evaluated until they 

have been duplicated in a study of older female subjects, 

such as 9 and 13, under similar conditions as prevailed in 

the present study. Subjects at that age--both males and 

females —  would be more sociali ze d to gender appropriate 

social roles, and thus a du p l ic at io n of the finding in the 

pr esent study of higher frequencies of aggravated behavior 

in mixed gender dyads compared to same gender dyads would 

have greater implications than what can be advanced 

on the basis of the present findings. Findings of a 

typically aggravated style of interaction behavior for 

females in Such studies as Sgan and Pickert (1980); Foot, 

Smith and Chapman (1979); and Goodwin (1980) involved 

children somewhat older than those in the present study 

(i.e., third-graders, fourth- graders , and in both the
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Goodwin and Sgan studies. 9-11 year olds). Other studies 

(e.g.. Phinney & Rotheram, 1982) have used younger subjects 

than those in the present study, in which variables such as 

such as passivity and s e 1 f-w i t h h o 1 ding disposition could be 

argued as providing an equaily satisfactory explanation of 

the results. In short, many of the previous studies in this 

area have been limited in terms of their genera 1 izabi 1 ity , 

not only by their failure to take into account the possible 

effect of interest level, but also by the failure to test 

subjects at diffe ren t age levels of the soc ialization 

process. Where the latter has in fact occurred (e.g..

Miller et al., 1986), there was no effort to examine the 

effect of di fferences in age in terms of possible d e m a r­

cation of stages in the socia 1 ization process.

The finding of no main effect for gender on the p r o p o r ­

tion of aggravated behavior scores indicated that

that the ascripti on of aggravated behavior to males and 

mitig ate d behavior to females in the large number of earlier 

studies was based upon a fundamental error, which ignored 

the possible effect of interest level in influencing lin­

guistic style.

The finding of a main effect for group on the p r o p o r ­

tion of aggravated behavior scores was likewise predicted by

the hypotheses. It was predicted- that females would express

signific ant ly  higher levels of aggravated behavior in mixed
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gender dyads, and that is the result that was found.

The finding of a main effect for interest level on the 

proportion of aggravated behavior scores was expected.

Surprising 1 y , however, it was low interest activity that 

resulted in the expression of aggravated forms of i n t e r ­

action, rather than high interest activity, which was the 

thesis of the present study. It was argued in the present 

study that the low interest level for females of activities 

employed in earlier studies was directly responsible for the 

lower frequencies of aggravated behavior forms in the female 

subjects they observed; employing an activity of high 

interest level for females would result in a higher fre­

quency of aggravated behaviors for females and a lower 

frequency of aggravated behaviors for males, so that on the 

two activities combined, no significant differences in f r e ­

quency of aggravated behaviors would be found between males 

and females. Just as had been predicted, no significant 

differences were found between males and females: but the 

higher frequency of aggrava te d behavior was expressed on lou 

interest activity, rather than on high interest activity.

It is not easy to interpret this finding, given the very 

considerable weight of earlier research that found females 

expressing lower frequencies of aggravated behavior on 

activities that were clearly biased in the direction of male 

interest.
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The finding of an interaction between gender and 

interest level for the pr o po rt i on  of aggravated behavior 

scores follows in the same direction as the finding of a 

main effect for interest. Females expressed significantly 

higher levels of aggravat ed  behavior in the low interest 

activity compared to the high interest activity. Earlier 

discussion has explored to considerable length possible 

explan ati on s for this finding, and nothing more can be added 

here.

The three-way interaction effect, gender x group x 

interest on the proportion of aggravated behavior scores 

presents findings of par ticular interest. The finding that 

males in same gender dyads expressed significantly higher 

frequency of this interaction strategy on high interest 

activity compared with low interest activity was in accord 

with the hypotheses of the present study. Other findings, 

however, were surprising. One of the expectations 

of the study was that, given an activity of high interest to 

them, females would express a frequency of aggravated 

behavior comparable to that of males on male high interest 

activity. Males in same gender dyads on high interest 

activity expressed sig ni f ic a n tl y  greater aggravated 

behavior than females in same gender dyads on high interest 

a c t i v i t y — almost twice the proporti on  ( M = 66.00, 33.50

respectively ). No less int eresting is the finding that 

females in same gender dyads expressed almost twice the
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pro por ti on  of jggrjvjted behavior on low interest -activity 

compared to high interest activity ( M = 64.96, 33.50 

respe cti ve ly  ). Also of interest is the finding that in 

mixed gender dyads, a higher pr opo rti on  of aggravated 

behavior was expressed on Lou interest activity compared to 

high interest activity both by males ( M =■ 68.00, 57.50 

respe cti ve ly  ) and by females ( M - 70.94, 52.00

respective iy ) •

Ulhat conclusions can be drawn from these findings with 

respect to the mixed gender groups on low interest ac ti v i ty ?  

It would be unwise to attempt to conclude too much from 

these findings wit hout further study. Uhile it cannot be 

ignored that these interaction effects were impressive 

the fact that they ran counter to the findings in a sizeable 

number of recent studies argues for the utmost caution in 

interpreting the results.

Results of the majority of studies examining gender- 

related differe nce s suggest that interaction strategies of 

females are directly affected by the activity itself and the 

level of interest that inheres in it. Activities of limited 

interest level lead to less active behavior. But if the 

activity is one of higher interest level, as Goodwin (1988) 

pointed out, the interaction strategies of girls resemble 

those of boys to a very great extent. These findings c o n ­
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stituted an implicit assumption in the develo pm en t of the 

present study, that on activities of compara ble  interest, 

there would be little if any difference between the behavior 

of girls and the behavior of boys. Ulhat has emerged, h o w ­

ever, is a finding that in a large sampling of behavior 

that includes activiti es at both interest levels, the 

overall behavior of girls and boys will not significantly 

differ; but group com position and interest level of the 

activity play a si gn if ica nt  role in determ in ing  what the 

character (i.e., agg ravated or mitigated) of behavior will 

be for both boys and girls. Perhaps even more important, 

group composition can influence the character of behavior 

of both boys and girls, even if the a c t i v i t y  is o f  low 

i n t e r e s t  for their g e n d e r , as evidenced by the numerous 

instances of significa nt ly higher pr opo rt i on s  of aggravated 

behavior on low interest activity for both males and females 

in mixed gender dyads.

The present study has served to illustrate the a d v an ­

tages of an integrated approach to the study of young 

children's social interaction during a cooperative activity. 

It also has served to illustrate the importance of c o n s i d e r ­

ing m o ti vat io nal  factors (i.e., activity interest), which 

have been found to impact upon social behavior. Instead of 

considering gender differences as reflecting two distinct 

paths, as Gilligan (1982) p r o p o s e d — one concerned with
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justice, the other with r e la ti o nsh ip s- -di ffe re nc es are to be 

thought of as lying on a conti nu um  of responses during 

social interaction.

Numerous efforts have been undertaken to find d i s c u s ­

sions that best describe var ia t io n s  in interaction style; 

Miller et al. (1986), to cite one example, made a d i s t i n c ­

tion between "heavy handed conflict" and "conflict- 

mitigat ing " behavior. The findings of the present study 

suggested that tendencies toward dichotomization arise out 

of ar, erroneous assumpti on that is compelled by the 

original error of failure to consider the role of magni tu de  

of interest in determi ni ng  the extent and nature of 

interaction of both males and females.

The question sought to be answere.d by the present 

study relates to whether or not there exists a un iform style 

of discourse that can describe the interaction of boys on 

the one hand and girls on the other. The answer to this 

question is no. In the con text of group composition and 

interest level a stable style of discourse presents itself, 

diff ere nt  for boys and girls, and different according to 

interaction strategy. This latter point fully justifies the 

decision to di st in gu i sh  the different strategies, which were 

limited to five in order to make possible easier comparison 

with earlier studies which gave rise to the present study.
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The more or less stable styles of discourse that we 

find in the results of the pr esent study are these. Males 

tend to express a high pr opo rti on  of aggravated behavior in 

both high and low interest activity, but in particul ar  in 

same gender groups; much of this aggravated behavior is 

expressed in verbal d i sa gre em ent s and in agreements.

Females tend to express a high proporti on of aggravated 

behavior in low interest activity, especially in mixed 

gender groups; much of this behavior is expressed in 

enactive disagreements and in agreements. These findings 

ge nerally conform to the de sc rip tio n of recent 

researchers (Brown, 1980), but also clarify the limitations 

of their argument by pointing out the importance of group 

co mpo si ti on and interest level, factors which they often 

ignored .

Met hod ol og ica l Limitations Rega rdi ng the Unit of Analysis 

Recent researchers have used the dyad as the unit of 

analysis. In the pre sent study the individual child is the 

unit of analysis. This decision was compelled by the 

hy pot h e se s  of the present study that made predic ti on s as to 

the behavior of individual subjects in varying dyadic 

conditions. Hypothesis 1, for example, predicted that males 

would express a signifi can tl y higher proportion of a g g r a ­

vated behaviors compared to females. Since half the male
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subjects and half the female subjects are in mixed gender 

dyads, it would not have been possi bl e to isolate male and 

female behavior within the dyad if the unit of analysis had 

been the dyad. Using the dyad as the unit of analysis would 

not have allowed for ex amination of effects of gender with 

dyadic composition, nor for that matter of gender in is ol a­

tion or in combination with any other variable.

The limitation imposed by using the individual child as 

the unit of analysis is that the behavior of the individual 

in a group is a product of the individual's own previous 

behavior, the response of the other member(s) of the group 

to that behavior, and the behavi or of the other member(s) of 

the group to which the individual then responds. One could 

go beyond that and say that the very existence of other 

persons in the group, whether actively participating or 

passively, tends to influence the behavior of the indi­

vidual. Using the individual as the unit of analysis does 

not ignore the relationship described here. Had the present 

study been focused upon me a su rin g the effect of interaction 

strategies upon outcomes, as was true in Bearison et al. 

(1986), the relationship of the dynamics to outcomes 

would have been analyzed. In the present study, however, 

there is no differentially m e a s u r a b l e  outcome; the outcome 

is the same for all, in that it consists of simply c o m p l et ­

ing the a c t i v i t y — how does not matt er for the purposes of
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the present study.

There is abundant support for the use of the individual 

child as the unit of analysis. A number of studies 

examining gender patterns in young children's dyadic 

interaction have used the individual child as the unit of 

analysis in order to address specific issues of interest 

(Miller et al., 1986; Goodwin, 1980; 1988; Bearison et al.,

1986). Individual children's scores are judged preferable 

to dyadic scores as the unit of analysis for the examination 

of the effects antici pat ed by the hypotheses.

Future Research

The finding that the dynamics of female behavior can 

show co nsi d e ra b l e i n t e r e s t - 1 e v e 1 related va ri ab ili ty is much 

too novel a finding to permit us to consider the matter 

settled on the basis of a finding in a single study. 

Optimally, it should be tested within a mu 1 ti-activity 

design, and across a number of age levels so as to 

de termine whether these are general findings that can be 

found in females at various stages of the socialization 

process .

Finally, there is the question of the app 1 icabi 1 ity of 

these findings to school or workp la ce activities. If 

further investig at ion  replicates the present findings, that
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females in low interest activity display significant 

amounts of agg ra vat ed styles of behavior in mixed gender 

dyads, can this finding be generalized to traditional 

cognitive tasks? Uhat is the relationship of aggravated 

style behavior to cognitive perf or man ce?  Assuming a 

signi fic an t positive correlation, how much aggravated style 

behavior is optimal? Will simply placing a female in a 

mixed gender dyad evoke a higher level of aggravated 

behavior on a low interest activity. These questions will 

have to be answered if we are to see a significant 

ap plication of the findings of the present study to 

pedagogical practice.
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