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Summary 
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The stud y wa s undertake n t o discove r whethe r 
material develope d t o evaluat e classificatio n skill s 
in Australia n childre n coul d b e successfull y use d 
with indigenou s childre n i n Papu a -  Ne w Guinea , 
and t o examin e som e genera l expectation s abou t th e 
comparative performanc e o f th e children . 

The performanc e o f group s o f 5  years old , 7  year s 
old an d 9  year s ol d childre n o f stat e school s i n 
Melbourne wa s compare d wit h th e performanc e o f 
their counterpart s i n Papu a -  Ne w Guinea , an d th e 
performance o f Ne w Guine a urba n group s wa s 
compared wit h thei r counterpart s i n rura l schools . 

The resul t showe d tha t th e materia l use d ( i . e . 
wooden rod s differen t i n colour , heigh t an d diamete r 
to b e arrange d i n variou s ways ) wa s suitabl e fo r us e 
with th e grou p o f Ne w Guine a children , but , becaus e 
of variet y o f language s an d triba l group s i n th e 
ter r i tory , i t migh t no t necessari l y b e suitabl e fo r 
other groups . Th e resul t di d no t suppor t th e vie w 
that urba n Ne w Guine a childre n performe d bette r 
than rura l childre n i n th e sam e culture . 

The stud y i s a n exampl e o f th e kin d o f investigatio n 
of specifi c abilitie s whic h migh t b e undertake n b y 
those intereste d i n cross-cultura l comparison . 

Report 

From a n examinatio n o f th e wor k o f Inhelde r an d Piage t (1964 ) an d Brune r 
et at.  (1966 ) th e presen t write r conclude d tha t ther e wa s a  nee d fo r a  shor t 
unambiguous tes t o f classificatio n skill s suitabl e fo r youn g children , whic h 
could b e administere d i n a  standardise d fashio n an d score d objectively . Th e 
test whic h resulte d use s a  se t o f twent y woode n rods , varyin g i n colour , 
height, an d diameter . I n eac h o f th e si x items , tw o mutuall y exclusiv e group s 
of rods , differin g fro m eac h othe r o n a  singl e attribute , a r e place d i n fron t 
of th e s,  an d h e i s tol d t o mak e tw o differen t groups . Th e E  define s th e tw o 
required classe s b y placing a s clue s tw o rod s whic h diffe r o n a  single , 
different, attribute . Whe n th e S  complete s hi s grouping , h e i s aske d t o stat e 
in wha t wa y on e grou p o f rod s differ s fro m th e other * Tw o score s ca n b e 
obtained fo r eac h S: R  Only, th e numbe r o f item s o n whic h th e S  correctl y 
grouped th e rods , an d R+E , th e numbe r o f item s o n whic h h e combine d a 
correct groupin g o f th e rod s wit h a n adequat e explanatio n o f hi s grouping . 
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The tes t wa s administered , a s on e o f a  batter y o f five , t o 18 0 Ss  randoml y 
chosen fro m pupil s attendin g a  larg e stat e primar y schoo l i n Melbourne : sixt y 
5 year olds , sixt y 7  year yea r olds , an d sixt y 9  year olds ; hal f o f eac h ag e 
group wer e boys , an d hal f wer e girls * Detaile d result s ar e reporte d elsewher e 
(Nixon, 197 1 a ,b ) . 
In Summary , (i ) Fo r R  Only, th e 7  year old s performe d significantl y bette r 

than th e 5  year old s ; 

the 9  year ol d girl s performe d significantl y bette r tha n 
the 9  year ol d boys ; 

(ii) Fo r R  +  E, th e 7  year old s performe d significantl y bette r 
than th e 5  year olds ; 

the 9  year old s performe d significantl y bette r tha n th e 
7year old s ; 

again,the 9  year ol d girl s performe d significantl y 
better tha n th e 9  year ol d boys . 

(See Tabl e 2 ) 

A fair numbe r o f 5  year old s wh o produce d correc t grouping s wer e unabl e t o 
provide adequat e verba l explanation s (discrepancie s o f 14.44 % for boy s an d 
9.45% for g i r l s , ove r al l responses) . B y contrast , o n onl y on e ite m di d a  9 
year ol d fai l t o giv e a n adequat e explanatio n fo r a  correc t grouping . Th e 
difference i n discrepancie s fro m 5  to 9  years indicate s tha t skil l i n verba l 
explanation improve s mor e rapidl y ove r thes e age s tha n d o th e skill s require d 
to produc e a  correc t groupin g o f objects . 

A number o f studie s o f classificatio n skill s (Brune r e t a l . 1966 ) sugges t 
that difference s ma y occu r a s a  function o f plac e o f residence , urba n childre n 
being superio r t o rura l children . Theoreticall y thi s ha s considerabl e 
plausibility. I f huma n being s increas e thei r abilit y t o dea l wit h thei r surround -
ings b y linkin g themselve s t o externa l implementatio n system s (tools , recordin g 
and communicatio n devices , language , theory , an d myth) , a s Brune r argues , 
then dweller s i n urban surroundings migh t b e expecte d t o hav e greate r 
opportunities t o establis h suc h link s tha n thos e wh o dwel l i n les s differentiated , 
ru ra l , communities . Relate d evidenc e ( e . g . Brune r e t a l . 1966 ; Price-Williams , 
1962; Vernon , 1969 ) als o indicate s tha t childre n i n mor e highl y 'developed' , 
that i s , industrialised , culture s perfor m bette r o n classificatio n task s tha n 
children i n relativel y under-develope d a r e a s . 

From a  consideratio n o f thi s evidence , th e followin g expectation s aros e 
concerning th e performanc e o f Papua-Ne w Guine a childre n o n th e classificatio n 
tes t : -

(i) tha t Papua-Ne w Guine a childre n woul d perfor m les s wel l tha n 
Melbourne stat e schoo l pupils ; 

(ii) tha t urba n Papua-Ne w Guine a childre n woul d perfor m bette r tha n rura l 
Papua-New Guine a children . 

Since a  se x differenc e ha d appeare d i n th e Melbourn e resu l t s , i t wa s considere d 
necessary t o examin e thi s aspec t o f th e Papua-Ne w Guine a children' s performanc e 
also. 

Hundreds o f differen t language s ar e spoke n i n Papua-Ne w Guinea . However , 
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since al l teachin g i n Territor y school s i s i n English , i t wa s decide d tha t al l 
testing woul d b e undertake n i n English . Sinc e littl e i s know n abou t ho w th e 
many differen t indigenou s language s differentiall y influenc e th e learnin g o f 
English, a  grou p wit h a  commo n mothe r tongu e wa s sough t fro m whic h subject s 
could b e selected . Th e grou p chose n wa s th e Tola i people , livin g i n Norther n 
New Britai n aroun d Rabaul , whos e mothe r tongu e i s Kuanua . Fe w Tolai s liv e 
right i n th e tow n o f Rabaul , so  a  Terri tor y Primar y schoo l clos e t o th e urba n 
area , an d on e remot e fro m th e tow n (abou t fiftee n mile s away ) wer e selecte d 
from whic h subject s coul d b e chosen . Th e urba n contac t schoo l ha d a n 
enrolment o f 46 0 pupils , th e rura l schoo l ha d 422 . Bot h school s ha d Australia n 
headmasters an d predominantl y indigenou s staffs . 

The stud y wa s carrie d ou t i n February , whic h i s th e beginin g o f th e schoo l 
year . Subjects , al l i n Standar d 3 , wer e selecte d fro m th e pupil s wh o ha d 
performed bes t i n th e fina l schoo l test s a t th e en d o f th e previou s yea r . 
Numbers an d age s ar e show n i n Tabl e 1 

Table 1  Subject s 

N: 

Age rang e i n yea r s : 

Mean age : 

Urban 

M F _ 

10 1 0 

7-12 8-1 1 

9.35 

Rural 

M F 

10 1 0 

9-12 9-14 

10.8 

No grea t confidenc e shoul d b e place d i n th e age s given ; i t appeare d tha t th e 
headmaster a t th e rura l schoo l ha d compile d hi s record s fro m mission s an d 
all othe r availabl e source s wit h grea t c a r e , an d the y wer e probabl y mor e 
accurate tha n thos e fro m th e urba n school , wher e a  goo d numbe r o f schoo l 
records ha d recentl y bee n destroyed . 

Only on e sligh t modificatio n i n testin g procedur e wa s needed . I n th e 
Melbourne work , afte r S  ha d groupe d th e rods , E  asked , "Ho w ar e thes e rod s 
different fro m those? " New  Guine a Ss  answere d thi s b y sayin g ,  'Yes, ' s o 
another question , 'Wha t ar e these? ' (repeate d fo r eac h grou p o f rods ) wa s 
substituted. S s gav e singl e wor d answer s muc h mor e ofte n tha n phrase s o r 
sentences. Th e item s wer e administere d i n rando m order , precede d b y th e 
introductory sessio n an d practic e ite m use d wit h Melbourn e children . 

Both school s reporte d tha t fewe r girl s tha n boy s wer e sen t t o school , 
education bein g considere d b y parent s t o b e les s necessar y fo r girl s tha n fo r 
boys. Th e rura l schoo l reporte d tha t th e boy s i n Standar d 2  in th e previou s 
year ha d performe d muc h bette r tha n th e girl s i n schoo l work . 
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Results 
Table 2  Mea n Score s fro m Ne w Guine a 

and Melbourn e Studie s 

Urban Ne w Guine a 

Male 

Female 

Total 

Rural Ne w Guine a 
Male 

Female 

Total 

Melbourne 
5 year old s 

7 year old s 

9 year old s 
Male 

Female 

Total 

Mean 
SD 
Mean 
SD 
Mean 
SD 

Mean 
SD 
Mean 
SD 
Mean 
SD 

Mean 
SD 

Mean 
SD 

Mean 
SD 
Mean 

SD 
Mean 

SD 

R Only 

4.80 
0.98 
5.10 
0.70 
4.95 
0.87 

5.50 
0.81 
5.30 
0.64 
5.40 
0.73 

4.40 
1.14 

5.28 
0.98 

5.27 
0.79 
5.83 

0.55 
5.55 

0.72 

R + E 

4.20 
1.17 
4.20 
1.33 
4.20 
1.25 

4.50 
1.30 
4.10 
1.58 
4.30 
1.45 

3.68 
1.51 

5.10 
0.72 

5.27 
0.79 
5.80 

0.54 
5.53 

0.76 

N 

10 

10 

20 

10 

10 

20 

60 

60 

30 

30 

60 

Because o f th e wid e rang e o f age s i n th e Ne w Guine a group , an d thei r 
probable inaccuracy , direc t compariso n wit h th e Melbourn e result s wa s no t 
undertaken. However , th e Ne w Guine a mean s fal l aroun d thos e o f th e 
Melbourne 7  years old s fo r R  Only, an d fo r R  + E betwee n th e 5  an d 7  yea r 
old Melbourn e means . A s Tabl e 3  shows , al l th e distribution s ar e nagativel y 
skewed; th e tes t wa s rathe r to o easy . 
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Table 3  Distr ibut ion s o f S c o r e s 

X 

6 
5 
4 
3 
2 
1 
0 

N 

New 

f 

17 
14 
8 
1 

40 

R 
Guinea 

Only 

f 5 

10 
23 
11 
13 

3 

60 

Melbourne 

f7 

31 
19 

7 
1 
2 

60 

f 9 

40 
14 

5 
1 

60 

R + 
New Guine a 

f 

9 
9 

11 
6 
4 
1 

40 

E 

f 5 

5 
18 
10 
14 

7 
5 

60 

Melboumel 

f7 

31 
15 

7 
3 
4 

60 

f9 
40 
13 

6 
1 

60 

Distr ibut ions o f s c o r e s fo r mal e an d femal e Ne w Guine a S s wer e 
dichotomised an d compare d b y mean s o f x2.  Th e differnce s a r e no t s ignif icant , 
and Tabl e 4  show s ho w s imi la r th e d is t r ibut ion s a r e . 

Table 4  Compariso n o f Mal e an d Femal e 
S c o r e s (Ne w Guinea ) 

S c o r e s 

4 -6 
0 -3 

R Only 

M 

19 
1 

F 

20 
0 

R + E 

M F 

14 1 5 
6 5 

Distr ibut ions o f s c o r e s , d ishotomised , fo r rura l an d urba n Ne w Guine a 
S s , a r e show n i n Table s 5 . Th e difference s a r e ve r y slight , an d x 2values a r e 
not s ignif icant . 

Table 5.  Compariso n o f Urba n an d Rura l 
S c o r e s (Ne w Guinea ) 

S c o r e s 

S c o r e s 
4-b 
0-3 

R Onl y 

M F 
19 2 0 

1 0 

R +  E 

M 
14 
6 

F 
15 

5 
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Discussion 

Like th e Melbourn e children , th e Ne w Guine a S s , graspe d th e requirement s 
of th e tes t quickl y an d appeare d t o enjo y i t . Result s sho w tha t i t wa s suitabl e 
for us e wit h thi s grou p o f Ne w Guine a S s ,  bu t becaus e o f th e Terr i tory , an y 
conclusion abou t it s us e wit h othe r group s woul d necessaril y b e tentative . I n 
the for m use d i n thi s work , th e tes t wa s rathe r to o eas y t o explor e th e limit s o f 
the group s o r t o sho w difference s betwee n th e groups . Wor k i n progres s i s 
aimed t o exten d th e scorin g syste m t o overcom e this . Th e teste r quickl y becam e 
aware tha t qualitativel y th e Ne w Guine a S s differe d fro m th e Melbourn e Ss ; 
The Ne w Guine a S s wer e mor e differen t an d les s exuberant , an d muc h les s 
ready t o discus s the  task . Thes e difference s probabl y reflec t th e difficul -
ties o f doin g a n unfamilia r tas k i n a  languag e othe r tha n th e mothe r tongue . 

On thei r fac e value , th e result s d o no t suppor t Bruner ' s (Brune r e t a l . 
1966) findin g tha t urba n childre n perfor m bette r tha n rura l childre n i n th e sam e 
culture. However , i f th e Ne w Guine a age s ar e accepte d a s approximatel y correct , 
it appear s tha t th e Melbourn e 9  yea r old s performe d a t a  somewha t highe r leve l 
than th e Ne w Guine a Ss,  whic h woul d b e compatibl e wit h th e hypothesi s a t least . 
At th e sam e time , th e rura l Ne w Guine a childre n gav e th e impressio n o f bein g 
more competent , spontaneou s an d outgoing , an d les s self-conscious , tha n thei r 
urban fellows . Tabl e 1  is a  reminde r tha t th e rura l Ss  wer e apparentl y olde r 
than th e urba n Ss , an d thi s alon e ma y accoun t fo r th e absenc e o f a  differenc e 
in performance . Anothe r possibilit y exis ts , however ; sinc e th e urba n peopl e 
are i n clos e contac t wit h th e comple x Europea n cultur e o f th e town , i t i s 
possible tha t th e childre n wer e reluctan t o r unabl e t o us e th e traditiona l triba l 
modes o f respondin g t o ne w demands , an d tha t consequentl y the y wer e les s 
competent i n dealin g wit h a  ne w situation . Th e rura l children , bein g mor e 
remote fro m a  ne w an d mor e comple x culture , ma y hav e bee n les s affecte d b y 
it an d stil l abl e t o respon d adequatel y t o th e challeng e o f a  ne w task . I t shoul d 
be remembered , however , tha t difference s i n performanc e wer e no t marked , 
and wer e mainl y qualitative . Speculation s concernin g thei r origi n nee d t o b e 
tested empirically . 

Generalisations shoul d no t b e mad e fro m suc h a  smal l sampl e o f data . 
However, thi s stud y i s perhap s a n exampl e o f th e kin d o f investigatio n o f 
specific abilitie s whic h Verno n (1969 ) suggest s migh t b e th e prope r concer n o f 
those wh o ar e intereste d i n cross-cul tura l comparisons . 
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