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A second, and related, ability is the use of language. Children at this age are rapidly 
acquiring a vocabulary of words that “stand for” real objects or events in the world. 
In this sense, language requires symbolic thought capacities. Piaget saw children’s lan-
guage development as a reflection, rather than a cause, of their intellectual structures. 
Children’s capacity for representational thought now allows a greater variety of cogni-
tive activities and thus a greater range of exploration. Children can now play in more 
complex ways than before, including elements of fantasy and reenactment. They can talk 
with others about their experiences, those in the present and those that have previously 
happened. They can also talk about and begin to plan for future events, such as a trip to 
the store after nap time, and use language to guide themselves through challenging tasks.

At the same time, as the name of the stage suggests, there are important gaps in chil-
dren’s thinking. In fact, the name preoperational suggests a contrast with the later period 
of concrete operations. Preoperational children are typically described as lacking mental 
operations that older children have (to be described later; Gelman, 1979) and, conse-
quently, as having significant limits on their thinking. Of course, throughout the book, 
adults also have been shown to have limits on their thinking. Apparently, however, the 
greater limitations to which children seem subject change their cognitive performance 
in very noticeable ways.

Piaget described preoperational children as egocentric in their thinking. Children of 
this age apparently have a difficult time taking into account any viewpoint other than 
their own. For example, a 4-year-old coming home from nursery school might tell his 
mother, “Ted did it,” not explaining who Ted is or what he did. According to Piaget, this 
egocentric language results from his inability to take his mother’s perspective, to under-
stand that his mother might not know who Ted is. The 4-year-old assumes that every-
one knows what he knows, sees things as he does, and remembers what he remembers.

An experimental demonstration of egocentrism came from the work of Piaget and 
Inhelder (1948/1967). They presented children with a three-dimensional model of three 
mountains. Arranged around the mountains were different objects, such as a small house 
and a cross, that were visible from some angles but not from others. Preschool children 

were asked to describe whether an observer (a small wooden 
doll) on the other side of the table could see particular 
objects (see Figure 13.2). Children typically responded that 
the observer could see everything the child could see, failing 
to take into account the observer’s different vantage point.

Preoperational children’s thinking has also been described 
as centered on their perceptions of the world. That is, these 
children attend to, or focus on, only a limited amount of 
the information available at any given point (Ginsburg & 
Opper, 1988). Moreover, the thought of preoperational 
children is said to be static, focusing on states rather than 
transformations or changes. Finally, preoperational children 
are described as lacking reversibility, the ability to “mentally 
reverse” an action.

One well-known illustration of these aspects of preopera-
tional thinking comes from Piagetian number conservation 
tasks, depicted in Photo 13.2 and Figure 13.3. They work 
as follows. The experimenter sets two rows of checkers 
in front of the child, one set black and one set red, each 

 Figure 13.2:  Example of the stimulus apparatus for the 
three-mountain task.


