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repetitive finger tapping, pulling on one’s lip, or holding one’s head in their hand (i.e., 

hand under chin or on cheek). When witnessing a combination of two or more of these 

indicators, I surmised the child was thinking (i.e., using their metacognitive processes). 

During data analysis, I extracted words and/or phrases from the transcripts. I used 

the exact words of a child whenever possible to give the context of a discourse. By using 

the exact words, I stayed true to the child’s meaning adding to the trustworthiness and 

validity of assertions developed later in the analysis process. 

Figure 2. Codes/Themes/Assertions From Data Analysis 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Codes Themes Assertions 

Pauses while speaking 

Unfocused stares 

Repetitive body movement 

Young children use non-

verbal cues to demonstrate 

their metacognitive 

processes. 

Non-Verbal 

Cues 

Five year old children understand 

they have an organ called a brain. 

From my brain… 

In my brain… Brain exists 

With my brain… 

Five year old children describe 

their brain as active. 
Activity 

Remind me… 

A factory/machine… 

Makes knowledge... 

It was in my brain… 

Goes in my brain… Five year old children indicate 

their brain stores information. 
Stores 

Information 

Memories in the 

middle… 
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______________________________________________________________________________ 

I purposely chose a qualitative research design for this study. In order to learn 

how children articulate their decisions and thought processes as they play, I first had to 

consider how children viewed the construction of their learning how they viewed their 

play activities. During the initial readings of interview transcripts, I asked myself 

questions such as:  What were children thinking as they chose a play activity? How did 

they choose who they wanted to interact with? What did play mean to them? And, did 

they learn anything from their play? By exploring children’s play experiences through the 

lens of phenomenology, I hoped to learn the specifics about preschool-age children’s 

desires to play. I believed asking children directly about their play and decision-making 

processes was the clearest, most straightforward means to learn important information 

about metacognition and the phenomena of play. 

Recruitment of Participants 

After receiving approval from the local Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

(Appendix A), I asked preschool teachers at a state-licensed early childhood education 

(ECE) program to identify potential children to participate in this study. The teachers 

identified children with high language abilities would be able to communicate effectively 

during an interview process. Additionally, it was important the children actively engaged 

Tells me what to do… 

Moves you… 

Have to do what brain 

tells you… 

Controlling 
Five year old children state their 

brain controls their body. 
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in play because, as reported by Ilgaz and Aksu-Koç (2005), children who become deeply 

absorbed in their play are better able to provide a rich narrative of their experiences. 

I asked ECE teachers to approach children’s parents about allowing their children 

to participate in a qualitative research study. Each teacher had a script (Appendix B) that 

explained the general nature of the research and types of questions I planned to ask. I had 

teachers ask parents for permission for a graduate student (not identified by name or title 

beyond "graduate student") to contact them regarding their child’s participation in a 

research study. Teachers made the initial contact with parents because I am the director 

of the ECE program. I did not want any parent to feel pressured into consenting to their 

child’s participation. Teachers did not disclose the names of parents who declined 

consent. Teachers utilized this process until eighteen parents gave consent to be 

approached by the researcher. 

At this time, I approached each parent to discuss the purpose of the study, the 

nature of interview questions, and my reasons for being interested in this subject. I further 

explained the consent form and description of the study, specifically noting that I would 

be interviewing children in a room set aside from the regular educational classrooms. 

This room had large windows, which allowed ECE teachers to observe interactions 

between researcher and child. This setting diminished the possibility of coercion during 

an interview. I explained to each child’s parent(s) that their child could stop the interview 

and return to the classroom at any time. After explaining this information and answering 

any questions, I gave parents the option to sign the consent form for their child's 

participation.  
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During the analysis of the two interviews with the first nine children, I noticed 

that five year old children appeared to have a different understanding of their 

metacognitive processes, possibly a more developed understanding. I then chose to 

expand the number of participants to include an additional nine children who were five 

years old. 

Of the 18 children selected, one child who completed the initial interview, did not 

want to be videotaped while playing; a second child, after participating in a first 

interview, had unforeseen events occur that precluded that child from completing the 

study. Accordingly, I was able to complete the research methods (i.e., 

interview/videotaping/interview) with 16 participants. The interviews were transcribed 

and analyzed using a hermeneutical process to allow relevant themes to emerge. 

For purposes of anonymity, I assigned a pseudonym to each participant, and used 

only that pseudonym to refer to each child in reporting the results. As indicated 

previously, all the young children who chose to participate in some or all of this study 

attended a single state licensed early childhood education program located on the campus 

of a university in the Upper Midwest. Table 1 contains information about participants 

from the first part of the study. Table 2 contains information about participants from the 

second part of this study. 
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Table 1. List of Participants From the First Portion of the Study. 

Name* Age First Interview Second Interview 

Amanda Four Yes No 

Andy Three Yes Yes 

Bill Four Yes Yes 

Jasmine Five Yes Yes 

Jason Five Yes Yes 

Kathy Four Yes No 

Laura Three Yes Yes 

Nora Five Yes Yes 

Theo Five Yes Yes 

* Pseudonyms Only 

Table 2. List of Participants From the Second Portion of the Study. 

Name* Age First Interview Second Interview 

Hannah Five Yes Yes 

Shelby Five Yes Yes 

Ally Five Yes Yes 

Claire Five Yes Yes 

Becky Five Yes Yes 

Jenna Five Yes Yes 

Cierra Five Yes Yes 

Beth Five Yes Yes 

Aleah Five Yes Yes 

* Pseudonyms Only 

Interviews 

Interviewing participants, more than once, allows a researcher to gain a unique 

perspective into the phenomena being studied (Seidman, 2006). The first interview 
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allows a researcher to learn, in general terms, about a topic. The second interview allows 

a researcher to guide participants through their experiences, giving them an opportunity 

to provide details. This process allows participants an opportunity to mentally reconstruct 

their experience. The use of this specific interviewing process leads a researcher to a 

deeper understanding of the purposes behind phenomena from participants’ perspective. 

It provides a researcher with an opportunity to ask specific questions about a topic while 

delving deeper into participants’ stories by asking appropriate follow up questions 

(Seidman, 2006). 

Leading Questions 

Leading questions are not the norm when conducting a qualitative study; 

however, I found it necessary in this particular study due to the ages of these young 

children. Robin, Keegan, and Ward (2003) suggestions that qualitative interviews are 

structured but flexible, interactive in nature, and the researcher needs to be prepared with 

a variety of probes and techniques that will guide the participant to share information 

regarding the research topic. I purposely chose this age group because of the gap in 

published research that asks young children about their metacognitive processes. I also 

found it necessary, due to their ages, to use leading questions when interviewing them to 

allow me to delve deeper into the area of their metacognitive processes. According to 

Robin, Keegan, and Ward (2003) it is necessary to be prepared with techniques that will 

guide the participant, hence, I used leading questions to guide the child to speak directly 

about their thinking. For instance: 

Interviewer: How did you learn it then? 

Jason [with a bored tone of voice]: I just figured out how to do it. 
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Interviewer: But how did you figure it out? 

Jason [with a bored tone of voice and looking at the screen]: I just figured 

out how to do it. 

Interviewer: Okay, did your brain help? 

Jason [sharply with a clipped tone of voice]: No. 

Interviewer: Your brain doesn’t have a part in this? 

Jason [still sharp]: No. 

Interviewer: Do you use your brain for learning? 

Jason: Yeah [stated as though this should be obvious]. 

Interviewer: How does your brain help you learn? 

The primary focus of this study was to learn how young children describe their 

metacognitive processes. For this reason, at times, I had to use leading questions to guide 

my young participants to the subject of their thinking processes. 

Interview Structure 

For this study, I interviewed each child twice and videotaped them playing 

between interviews. The specific purpose of the first interview was to gain a breadth of 

knowledge about their play choices. Videotaping play experiences allowed me to see the 

children and hear their dialogue. During the second interviewed the child and I watched 

the videotape of their play. This allowed me to delve more deeply into specifics of each 

child’s play experience. I periodically stopped the video and asked the children why they 

had chosen to do something, what they were thinking about as they made a decision 

during their play, or how they had learned or remembered whatever skill or activity we 

were watching. 
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Specifics of the Interviews 

At the beginning of the first interview, I explained the purpose of the study and 

interview process to the children using developmentally appropriate language. I 

explained that they did not have to answer my questions and could stop the interview at 

any time. Each interview was audio recorded for later transcription and analysis. The 

primary purpose was to establish a relationship of trust and sharing with the children. 

First, I would greet the children and inform them that I was using my iPad to record their 

words to help me remember our conversations. It was at this time I told the children, they 

could stop the interview at any time and go back to their classroom. I began engaging the 

children in some general conversations about themselves and/or about their day in an 

attempt to put them at ease and help feel comfortable. 

Once children appeared comfortable and became talkative, I asked open-ended 

questions that would elicit stories about their play. I asked questions such as: (a) Tell me 

about your favorite thing(s) to play? (b) What do you like about playing them? (c) How 

do you decide what to play? (d) How do you decide when the play activity is finished? 

(e) Who do you like to play with? (see Appendix C for a complete listing of questions.) 

After each question, I asked appropriate probing questions to gain a deeper understanding 

of a children’s thinking about their play. Some of these probing questions included: (a) 

What do you think about when you are playing? (b) What were you thinking about when 

you made this decision? (c) How did you learn to do that? I asked these questions in an 

attempt to gain an understanding of the children’s awareness of their metacognitive 

processes and their perceptions of any learning. Additionally, I asked questions about 

each topic that seemed important or relevant at the time of the interviews. 
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interview, I did a member check with the children, by asking them about emerging 

themes and allowed them to correct me if I had misunderstood what they told me. I used 

developmentally appropriate language to help children understand what I was saying. 

Additionally, I had a colleague, outside of ECE, review portions of my interviews as a 

form of peer debriefing, lending further trustworthiness to my assertions. 

Reflexivity 

Several steps in the analysis process allowed me to reflect on my findings. I took 

my major thoughts back to children and asked them about themes I heard to ensure I had 

interpreted the children’s words without influence from my own biases. The use of 

multiple readings of transcripts, as described by Lindseth and Norberg (2004), led me to 

read participants’ words without interpretation. An additional step that allowed me to 

reflect continually on my findings, while bracketing my biases, was the procedure of re-

reading prior interview transcripts after analyzing new data and developing new thoughts. 

I continually checked to ensure I did not overlook any details of participating children at 

play. Being a researcher and needing to be transparent in my research, I was very aware 

of my own thoughts and biases about children and their play. I used children’s words and 

thoughts of my ECE teachers to help ensure I “bracketed” (put aside) my thoughts and 

feelings as much as possible. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

The purpose of this study was to examine young children’s understandings of 

their own metacognitive processes. This study used qualitative research methods, which 

included interviewing young children about their play and videotaping them while they 

played. Additionally, children were interviewed a second time while watching a 

videotape of their play. 

I designed the first round of interviews to learn about children’s thought processes 

using play as the vehicle to a conversation, allowing me to gain a breadth of knowledge 

about this topic. I designed the second round of interviews to delve more deeply into 

children's awareness of their own metacognitive processes, affording me the opportunity 

to gain depth of knowledge. As I listened to children’s words and silence, observed facial 

expressions, and watched body language, I witnessed children’s individual thinking 

processes. I asked questions that led children to think deeply about their metacognitive 

processes, thereby allowing them an opportunity to express themselves. Interviewing 

children, following their lead in conversations, asking probing questions, and most 

importantly, respecting their time to speak or not speak, granted the opportunity to 

explore avenues of young children’s metacognitive processes. 
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For this qualitative study, I analyzed the discourse of interviews using a 

hermeneutical phenomenological process. As I read children’s words, I continually 

considered my research questions: 

1. How do young children describe their metacognitive process(es) when 

making a decision during play? 

2. What are children’s understandings of the role of their brain in thinking and 

remembering processes during play? 

Early in this study, when I was visiting with a child’s parent about my research 

interest, the parent shared how her 5 year old daughter described that when she learns 

something new, she “puts it in a drawer” in her brain. Moreover, if she forgets something, 

it is simply because she “put it in the wrong drawer and couldn’t find it.” Clearly, this 

particular five year old was aware of her metacognitive processes. This conversation was 

the starting point for my research, which led to the formation of my main research 

question: How do young children describe their metacognitive processes? 

While methodically analyzing interviews through the hermeneutical process, one 

overarching theme and four assertions came to the forefront. Chapter IV outlines 

supporting evidence from the 17 interviews of the theme and assertions. The theme was 

that young children articulate their thinking processes using nonverbal cues. Being 

cognizant of their nonverbal cues, the four assertions include children understanding: 1) 

they have a brain, 2) it is active, 3) it remembers information, and 4) it controls their 

body. 
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Overarching Theme 

Young children use non-verbal cues to demonstrate their metacognitive processes. 

Initial readings of transcripts led me to become aware of children’s use of 

nonverbal communication. I began to notice the young children’s faces, bodies, words, 

and silence as being their vehicle to convey use of metacognitive processes. Children 

interviewed “spoke” loud and clear about their thinking (i.e., metacognitive) processes. I 

simply had to remain quiet while watching and listening. 

Amanda, one of the participants, used moments of silence to convey her 

metacognitive processes as she told me about what she liked to play. She stated, “tag, 

hide and seek, hmmm . . . [5 second pause] . . . coloring . . . [3 second pause] . . . books 

[pause] . . . reading . . . [2 second pause] . . . spelling . . . [4 second pause] . . . and I like 

to grow flowers.” Her pauses were of varying lengths. She said some of the words – such 

as “coloring,” “books,” and “reading” – slowly with a quiet voice and was looking away 

with her eyebrows squished. She stated, “I like to grow flowers” quickly and louder, 

conveying she was wrapping up her list of what she liked to play. I surmised, based on 

pauses, facial expressions, varying volume, and speed of articulation, Amanda was using 

her metacognitive process and thinking about different activities she liked to play. 

When I asked Claire to tell me more about her play, she paused and looked down 

at her hands for a full 8 seconds before excitedly saying, “Then [friend’s name] and the 

girls told me and the other girls, you do all that work and were so hot from doing all that 

work.” Whereas, Becky paused for 9 seconds, looking straight ahead, before she said, “I 

don’t know” in response to a question about how she decides what she wants to play 

next. Aleah appeared to be thinking when she paused for 4 seconds before responding she 
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likes to play catch. I interpreted these examples of pausing during an interview as 

moments of children using their metacognitive processes. 

Jasmine looked directly into my eyes every time I spoke to her, whether I was 

asking her a question, clarifying what I heard her say, or simply talking about what I saw 

her do in the videotape. Due to this consistent use of direct eye contact, I deduced when 

she looked away with focused concentration, she was thinking. I interpreted her body 

language as telling me she was searching for answers to my questions. For instance, when 

I asked Jasmine why a particular type of play was important for young children, she 

looked away from me, turning her head toward the wall and tilting it slightly to the right, 

for 2 full seconds, while quietly muttering, “Uhhhh.” She turned back, looked directly at 

me, and said, “Because” (with her voice becoming faint toward the end of the word and 

drawing out the ‘s’ sound). She again paused, silently looking away for 3 seconds, before 

responding with sing-song excitement in her voice and her body bouncing in her chair, 

“You can write a story [with ‘story’ said as though it were three syllables].” It appeared 

to me as though Jasmine put a lot of thought into searching for a reason why playing was 

important for young children. 

While Jason was watching the video of himself putting together a puzzle, I asked 

him how he learned to put it together. He stated with a bored tone of voice, “I just figured 

out how to do it.” I pressed him about how he “figured it out:” 

Interviewer: But how did you figure it out? 

Jason [looking at the screen of an iPad and using a bored tone of voice]: I 

just figured out how to do it. 

Interviewer: Okay, did your brain help? 
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Jason [sharply with a clipped tone]: No. 

Interviewer: Your brain doesn’t have a part in this? 

Jason: [still sharp] No. 

Interviewer: Do you use your brain for learning? 

Jason: Yeah [said quickly and as though this was the obvious answer]. 

Interviewer: How does your brain help you learn? 

Jason [stated very slowly and quietly, with his eyes squinted, looking at 

the iPad screen, and leaning in closely]: I don’t know. 

Jason seemed to be very sure of himself at the start of this exchange; however, by the end 

of the interview, his words (slow and quiet), facial expression (eyes squinted), and his 

body language (leaning in) made it appear as though he was thinking deeply about the 

question, trying to determine how he had learned to put that puzzle together. 

Nora appeared to be very expressive in conveying to me that she was thinking 

during a period of play with several sets of snap-together blocks, which she referred to as 

“hockey goalies.” With these lined up “hockey goalies” on the floor in front of her, she 

sat on her legs, with her feet tucked under her. She ran her finger from one set of blocks 

to the next with a look of focused concentration, her face relaxed, eyebrows pulled 

together, and lips pressed tightly in a straight line. She did not say anything during this 

time. After she touched each set of blocks, she sat back on her heels and looked at them 

for a moment, her eyes slowly moving across the line of blocks. Then, leaning forward 

and using two fingers, she lightly touched each set of blocks with one finger, and then 

moved her fingers to the next two sets of blocks. She, again, sat back on her heels, with a 

puzzled expression on her face (i.e., her eyes would squint as her brow furrowed). She 



 

56 

paused, with this puzzled expression on her face, and looked at her set of blocks. She 

again lightly touched each set of blocks with one finger. 

I inferred, from watching the scene that Nora was counting; however, when I 

asked her, she said, “No.” After we watched this scene a second time, Nora paused and 

with a questioning lilt at the end of the word, she quietly said, “Counting?” Whether she 

was counting her goalies or not, it appeared that Nora was deep in thought, using her 

metacognitive processes, as she was thinking about what she had been doing. She was not 

able to articulate her thought processes, but it appeared to be what she was doing. 

During my interview with Cierra, I asked her how she thought about certain 

things. After my question, she paused for 4 seconds, and then she quietly and slowly 

stated, “’cause my horse was a pony . . . [finger tapping her lip as she looked down at her 

knees for 3 seconds] . . . and he likes eating hay.” As for nonverbal cues from Beth, she 

stared straight ahead, with a relaxed face, not focusing on anything in particular, and said, 

“I sometimes like to write and make pictures and color and paint.” She did not take long 

pauses between each answer, but she spoke slowly and deliberately while staring ahead. 

When asked, “How do you think?” another participant, Ally, replied, “I . . . [10 second 

pause] . . . I don’t know.” She appeared to be thinking about how she thinks before she 

answered. Like other children, Ally appeared unable to articulate her thought process 

using words; however, her pause conveyed her thinking. 

The following excerpt illustrates how Olivia’s communicates her metacognitive 

processes: 

Interviewer: Can you tell me your favorite thing to play? 

Olivia [4 second pause with her eyes squinted almost closed]: With Jeeps. 
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Interviewer: What kinds of things do you do with that jeep? 

Olivia [3 second pause and then answering in a very matter of fact tone]: 

Pretend that I’m driving outside. 

Interviewer: Okay, and when you’re driving outside, where do you pretend 

you’re going? 

Olivia [2 second pause then with excitement]: To the mall. 

Interviewer: What do you do at the mall? 

Olivia [3 second pause, eyes squinted]: Go buy stuff. 

Interviewer: Sounds like a lot of fun. Why do you like to drive the jeep? 

Olivia [4 second pause]: Uhhhhhh . . . [3 second pause, looking up at the 

ceiling with her head tilted back and a little to the side] . . . Because, I 

have nothing else to play with. 

As I continued to ask Olivia questions about other toys, she did tell me about other 

activities, like her Barbie dolls. She paused before answering, but spoke with confidence 

until I asked her, “So, what if you can’t play with the jeep or the Barbie dolls, then what 

are you going to do?” She responded, after a 5 second pause, “Paint [silence] orrrrrrrrr 

(drawn out for nearly 3 seconds] colllllorrr [drawn out for 2 seconds and said quietly].” 

The further we delved into what other activities she liked to play the longer her pauses 

became, ranging from 3 to nearly 15 seconds. She spoke quietly at times, then quickly 

and with enthusiasm at other times. 

Claire was busy when I interrupted her play to invite her to a second interview. I 

took advantage of her active engagement in an attempt to learn more about her thinking. 

Our conversation went as follows: 
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Interviewer: So, what were you doing in the classroom when I came in? 

Claire [7 seconds, eyes moving but not focused]: I was plllaayyinng [word 

drawn out several seconds]. 

Interviewer: Okay, what were you playing? 

Claire: House [stated quickly and with conviction]. 

Interviewer: Oh, tell me about that. 

Claire [2 seconds]: We were playing [stated slowly and drawn out], and 

we were playing Cinderella, and [a friend] and me and the other girls 

and [a friend] [quick pause] was the stepmother, that was the mother 

that was super mean. 

Interviewer: Is she good at being super mean? [Claire nodded] Funny. Tell 

me more about the play. 

Claire [8 seconds, eyes squinted almost closed, leaning forward in her 

chair]: Then [her friend] and the girls told me and the other girls you 

do all that work, and we were so hot from doing all that work. 

Interviewer: How did you decide to play house and to play Cinderella? 

Claire [3 seconds]: Weeelllll [drawn out for 4 seconds], we just wanted to 

play Cinderella with the girls and stuff, so I let the girls play with 

Cinderella and [another friend] really wanted to play, so I let her. 

Claire used pauses, facial expressions, and body language to convey she was indeed 

thinking. 

All of the five year old children I interviewed used moments of silence, exhibited 

facial expressions of concentration, stared off into the distance, or completed a repetitive 
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action like tapping their lip with their finger, either separately or in combination with a 

variety of other body motions. I interpreted these actions to be moments of thinking, 

moments of using their metacognitive processes. So while none of these children 

empathically stated, “This is how I think,” all of them did indeed exhibit thinking; they 

used metacognitive processes to answer questions, give examples, and solve problems. 

Their non-verbal cues spoke loud and clear about their ability to use thinking processes, 

even if their words did not. 

Assertions 

Following the emergence of the overarching theme that children are able to 

articulate their metacognitive processes through non-verbal cues, I re-read their 

interviews with a focus on my research questions. I found the children appeared to be 

knowledgeable about and understand that they have this physical organ called a brain. 

They described their brain as active. They further indicated two primary purposes of their 

brain: storing information and controlling their body. The remainder of this chapter will 

provide support of these assertions. 

Assertion One 

Five year old children understand they have an organ called “a brain.” 

Several times during the interviews, I asked such questions as: “How do/did you 

think of . . . ?” or “How do/did you know . . . ?” The majority of five year old children 

interviewed made some reference to their “brain.” Jasmine, for instance, stated, “I know 

that in my brain.” At another point, she simply stated information she needed was, “in my 

brain.” Theo responded in a similar way saying, “It was just in my brain.” When Jason 

was asked, “How do you think of things?” He stated, “from my brain.” Later, he replied, 
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“I just learned it from my brain.” Aleah stated, “ ’cause I just think of it [in] my brain.” 

The children who were three or four years old did not specifically mention their brain or 

make any reference to this organ in response to these or similar questions. 

Nora mentioned that she had what she called “knowledge.” I asked her where she 

keeps her knowledge, and she replied, “in my brain.” Later, she was talking about how 

she gets her “knowledge.” Nora stated that it goes through her “ears.” I asked where else 

the knowledge goes besides her ears, and she stated, “My ear drum, into my brain.” 

When asked how she thinks of her knowledge, she stated, “with my brain.” Theo stated, 

“with my brain,” when asked about how he thinks of the things he learned about hockey. 

At one point when discussing where information is stored, Nora responded, “in 

my brain,” as she pointed to her forehead. I said, “You are pointing to your forehead and 

saying the information is in your brain. Is that where your brain is?” Nora indicated that 

was where her brain was located. Jasmine had enough knowledge and understanding of 

this organ to be able to describe it. She explained that she had gone to a nearby city and 

saw “this big brain that went upside down, and it looked like a giant walnut.” 

Shelby explained to me, while watching her video, that she was using a stencil to 

draw a picture of her mom. A portion of our conversation included: 

Interviewer: Why did that stencil make you think of your mom? 

Shelby: Because it looked like her. 

Interviewer: Oh. How do you know what your mom looks like? Because 

your mom’s not here. 

Shelby: Because I remember what she looks like. 

Interviewer: How do you remember? 
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Shelby: Because I think of her. 

Interviewer: How do you think of her? 

Shelby: In my brain. 

Interviewer: Okay. You are pointing to your forehead when you said that. 

Where is your brain? 

Shelby: Here [still pointing to her forehead]. 

Interviewer: Right here in your forehead? You’re kind of rubbing up and 

down your forehead. Your brain’s inside there? 

Shelby: It’s inside. 

Ally was playing beauty salon as she brushed and pretended to curl her teacher’s 

hair. She told me she knew how to do someone’s hair because she had been to a hair salon 

many times, and she remembered it. I asked her where she keeps that memory, and she 

pointed to her head. I asked what was in her head that helped her keep her memories, and 

she replied, quite simply and in a matter-of-fact tone, “A brain.” Ally went on to describe 

her brain. She explained that she has good and bad memories.  

Interviewer: Do you keep the bad memories in the same place as the good 

memories? 

Ally: Yeah, they’re mixed up. 

Interviewer: Okay. And where are they at in your brain? 

Ally: They’re in the middle of my brain [said with confidence]. 

Later in the same conversation . . . 

Interviewer: So you said that your “rememberings” are in the middle of 

your brain. 
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Ally: Yeah. 

Interviewer: Does that mean there’s a front of your brain? 

Ally [2 second pause, said quietly, while looking down]: No [with an 

uplifted lilt at the end as though asking a question]. 

Interviewer: There’s just a middle of your brain? There’s nothing around 

it? 

Ally: [8 second pause with no response, just looking down]. 

Later in the same conversation . . . 

Interviewer: So do you have a back of your brain? [Ally nods yes.] What’s 

in the back of your brain? 

Ally: [4 second pause with no response]. 

Ally appeared to understand that she had a brain, and it was involved in thinking 

and remembering. She was not able to articulate her thinking process. 

Claire loved to play Cinderella, but was willing to consider other play themes. I 

asked her how she decided whether she wanted to play something different. She 

explained it to me in this way: 

Claire [2 second pause]: I just [3 second pause] think of it in my head and 

try to think when I want to play a different princess, I just play house, 

just playing house. 

Interviewer: How do you think in your head? 

Claire [3 second pause, looking down, with a look of concentration on her 

face]: With my brain [pointing to her head]. 
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Interviewer: Okay. Where is your brain? [Again points to her head.] How 

do you know it’s in your head? 

Claire: Because [2 second pause], I’m a pretty smart missy. 

I interpreted Claire’s pauses and actions to indicate use of her metacognitive 

processes as she shared this information. 

Becky spent a great deal of time talking about pretending. It was one of her 

favorite things to play. She was using mud to make birthday cakes during videotaping. I 

asked her how she pretends, and she stated: 

Becky: Because I just think of it in my head. 

Interviewer: Okay, so you pretend in your head? 

Becky: Mm-hmmm. 

Interviewer: How does that work? How do you pretend in your head? 

Becky [3 second pause]: I’m going to pretend in my head. 

Interviewer: What in your head helps you to pretend? 

Becky [4 second pause]: Right up here my . . . [tapping her forehead]. 

Interviewer: You’re forehead helps you pretend? How does your forehead 

help you pretend? 

Becky [2 second pause]: Because I just think it up, and then it helps me 

like, Don’t forget. 

Interviewer: But, what’s in your forehead? 

Becky: I don’t know. 

Interviewer: Okay. That’s just where you think about things? [Nods yes.] 

Okay. 
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Later in this conversation, Becky indicated there was a right and left side, along with a 

back and middle of her brain. She was not accurately able to label the factual parts of her 

brain. She certainly showed her awareness to having a brain and boldly stated separate 

areas of her brain had different functions. 

The above examples indicate five year old children appeared to have knowledge 

about the existence of and an understanding of the basic function of this organ called a 

brain. It is interesting that children who were three or four years old did not name the 

brain or reference it, specifically, regardless of how I phrased the questions. Andy, Bill, 

Laura, Kathy, and Amanda did not refer to their brain during their interviews. 

Assertion Two 

Five year old children describe their brain as active. 

The young children interviewed described their brain as being active. They 

described it as reminding them of things and helping them think. Some children had 

elaborate explanations of how active their brains were, while others just described 

activities. 

Theo was telling me about one morning when he was playing with a friend. He 

described how they were doing some silly dances together. I asked him how he decided 

to dance with his friend, and he stated, with a playful tone to his voice, “because my brain 

dances.” Nora stated that her brain played hockey “over and over and over and over.” 

Jasmine stated that her brain would “remind me” of events she had experienced or 

information learned at an earlier time. Jason explained the work his brain did by saying, 

“I just think, and it’s there.” While talking about building a rocket ship with magnetic 
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tiles, I asked Theo what his brain was doing. He stated that it was busy making “sure it 

doesn’t break or anything.” 

Claire described her active brain as “something like a machine up there.” She 

went on in her description of this machine saying, “Maybe how you make clothes . . . you 

put more in, and it makes clothes up, and then it comes out the other side, and then it’s 

made.” She appeared to be indicating that, like clothes, this machine might produce 

thoughts. I asked her to describe how this machine would work, and she stated: 

Claire: Maybe a little house that starts the machine and makes the machine 

go and gets the machine [3 second pause] to make the machine work [rate 

of speech slowing down considerably] and stuff and put batteries in there. 

Interviewer: So this machine is busy thinking about these things? What is 

your brain doing? 

Claire: Making the pictures inside while the picture machine points them 

in your brain. Then you have eyes that look in your brain at the other side 

of your eyes. 

Later in this interview, when asked what the “little machine” looked like, she stated, 

confidently after a 3 second pause, “a factory.” She went further in her explanation in 

how the machine works by stating, “It takes pictures [short pause] like with a camera.” 

She clarified the machine’s duties when she said she would shake her head, and the 

pictures would fly out, but they would sometimes come back after a long time. Claire 

clearly viewed her brain as being a very active organ. 

Becky did not describe her brain as a machine; however, she stated she would 

push a button (as she pointed to a spot above her right eyebrow) and “Click, then it’s on.” 
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Once her brain was on, Becky indicated she was able to think about things. Cierra stated 

that a brain “makes you think and [3 second pause] eat.” She later explained her brain 

makes her alive. When asked how her brain made her think, eat, and stay alive, she was 

unable to give any information, but she was confident in the purpose of her brain. 

Becky also revealed that her brain “vibrates” when it is thinking. Aleah pointed 

out that her brain made energy and sent it to her lungs. Aleah characterized her brain as 

sometimes being a “bother” to her. She said her brain “talks to” her and gets louder and 

louder if she does not listen. 

When asked how his brain helped him, Theo responded that it made you “really 

smart.” To clarify, I asked him if it was his brain that made him really smart. He looked 

at me with his eyes squinted a bit, his eyebrows drawn in, and his chin pulled down 

toward his chest and he said, “Yes.” His tone of voice and body language conveyed to me 

that I should not have needed to ask that question because the answer was obvious. Nora 

stated, when I asked her what her brain did, that, “it works.” When I attempted to probe 

further and find out about the kind of “work” her brain did, she quite simply stated, that it 

“makes knowledge.” Regardless of the follow up questions I asked, Nora did not 

expound on how her brain worked to make knowledge. 

Nora and I were talking about how she likes to read books to her stuffed animals. 

When asking her how she learned to read, she replied: 

Nora [leaning in closer to me and down toward the table, her voice very 

soft, her eyebrows up and her shoulders pulled up]: I don’t really 

know how to read. 
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Interviewer: You don’t know how to read [mirroring her body posture]? 

What are you doing then? 

Nora: Making an imaginary story. 

Interviewer: How do you make an imaginary story? 

Nora: With my brain. 

Nora appeared very confident in the fact that her brain was capable of actively making up 

imaginary stories she enjoyed telling her stuffed animals. 

By the age of five years old, children, through their words, actions, and non-

verbal cues, appear to be able to suggest their brain is active. It talks to them, makes 

energy, produces materials like a factory machine, and dances. While they were not able 

to use sophisticated terms and descriptions of the activity their brains conducted, they 

were all confident their brains were indeed active in their heads. 

Assertion Three 

Five year old children indicate their brain stores information. 

As I read and re-read transcripts to learn what the children interviewed were 

telling me about their metacognitive processes, another assertion emerged about 

memories being stored in their brain. The children were unsure how memories got into 

their brains, but they indicated they could recall events from the past because those 

events were stored in their brains. In fact, when I asked Hannah where she keeps her 

memories, she stated: 

Hannah: In my head [without hesitation and said with confidence]. 
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Interviewer: In your head? You were pointing to the side of your head. 

You just keep them in your head. Is there anything in your head that 

helps you keep them? 

Hannah: Mm-hmmmm [affirmative]. 

Interviewer: What is that? 

Hannah [stated as fact that should be common knowledge]: My brain. 

Hannah was confident about her brain’s ability to keep memories for her. 

Claire confirmed that idea when she stated her memories were “in my head.” She 

went on to state memories stayed in her head “until it gets out.” She explained that if you 

did not think about memories for a long time, they would get out of your head, but she 

did not know where they went if they left her brain. 

Becky stated she used her brain a lot because “it reminds me about things, and it 

reminds me about everything I need.” Nora was the most explicit about her brain having 

a role in storing information. The following reflects our conversation as Nora described 

for me how she learned new information. 

Interviewer: Where does stuff go when you learn it [3 second pause]? You 

are pointing to your head. Where does it go in your head? 

Nora: Your knowledge. 

Interviewer: Your knowledge goes in there. [Nora nodded.]. And where do 

you keep it? 

Nora: In my brain. 

Interviewer: What all is in your brain? 

Nora [3 second pause]: Knowledge. 
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Nora’s words illustrated to me that she appeared to understand that she called 

“knowledge” went into and remained in her brain. She went on to describe that the 

knowledge came out her mouth when she needed to use it, further indicating that she may 

have understood this information was stored in her brain. Jasmine also referred to 

“knowledge,” indicating she kept it “in my brain.” 

Cierra described memories went in the middle of her brain. I asked how memories 

got to the middle of her brain, and she expounded, “It [the memory] said ‘excuse me’ to 

the one that was in the way.” She appeared to think her memories were capable of 

speaking to one another in her active brain. 

When I asked Theo how he knew so much about the game of hockey, he replied, 

in a matter of fact tone of voice, “I don’t really know, it was just in my brain.” While 

using some blocks to play a game of hockey in their classroom, one of Theo’s friends 

became upset. She clearly expressed with her words and body language (hands on her 

hips, and her body bent slightly forward at the hip) that she was angry. She stated that 

Theo “always got to go first” when they were playing. Theo, immediately remedied the 

concern by saying, “The other turn you can start, and then the next one [another child] 

can start.” I stopped the video and asked Theo where he got the idea to have an order like 

this for starting the game. He stated, “my brain” in a tone that conveyed to me that he just 

retrieved this notion from his brain and used it to help his friend be less angry about how 

the games started. He did not articulate on how he accessed this information. 

At one point during the interview, Theo was explaining the importance of having 

a goalie on the ice. He stated that sometimes if a team is behind in points, they pull the 

goalie. I asked if it was better to have a goalie playing or not. Theo indicated that it was 
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best to have one playing. I asked him how he learned that, and he leaned back in his 

chair, paused briefly, with his head tipped back, and stated, “I don’t know, I just saw it 

once.” 

When Nora was explaining that she had watched hockey and learned from it, I 

asked her what she did with the information she learned. She smiled, laughed a little, 

looked away from me, and stated, “I play it over and over and over and over and over.” I 

asked her if it looked like a movie, and she stated it did not, rather, it looked “like real 

hockey.” 

I had previously witnessed Jasmine read instructions for a game she wanted to 

play. I asked her how she had learned to read. She stated, quite simply, that she knew the 

letters, their sounds, and was able to put them together to be words. I asked her how she 

knew what sound went with which letter. She gazed off to the side for a few seconds, and 

then, quietly but confidently, looked at me and stated, “Um, [2 second pause] um [brief 

pause], I know that in my brain, so I think about it.” Similarly, I asked Jason how one 

thinks about things, and he stated, “from your brain.” This appeared to indicate, once 

again, that if information was in your brain, you could think about it and use the 

information later. 

The five year old children interviewed appeared to have made a connection 

between their brains storing information and later being able to think about and discuss it. 

Cierra noted that her memories were in her brain, and she had to “get it into my brain 

somehow.” She described how she knew it was hard to get memories into her brain, but 

did not explain the process beyond saying, “Maybe you suck them in.” 
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Ally described how her brain kept her memories and that “it’s packed” with 

“dreams and numbers.” When asked how the memories got into her brain or how she 

retrieved them back to think about, she quietly and slowly stated after several seconds, “I 

don’t know.” I attempted to ask the same question about how memories got into her 

brain. She paused for approximately 6 seconds, looking around herself but not focusing 

her eyes on anything, shrugged her shoulders, and very quietly said, “Don’t know.” The 

young children who were three or four years old talked about thinking and showed 

evidence of recalling information. However, they did not attribute any of the process as 

being a function of their brain. 

Laura when asked what she was thinking about when she played with her dolls, 

stated, “I put them away, take one toy out of my room, and I put it back in when I’m done 

with it.” I attempted to clarify her meaning by asking if she was telling me she thinks 

about rules when she is playing. Laura stated, “and I have to take one out again.” This 

suggested to me that she was remembering the rules of playing with her dolls; she did not 

tell me how she remembered that particular rule or how she recalls memories. 

Assertion Four 

Five year old children state their brain controls their body. 

As stated earlier, five year old children interviewed shared their analysis of what 

duties their brain performed, while the younger children did not convey a similar 

message. The older children stated in a variety of ways that their brains controlled their 

bodies. Theo indicated that his brain “controls my eyes,” “controls my bones,” “makes 

my hands do that,” and “tells me what to do.” Shelby shared her brain “. . . helps you. It 

moves you, everything.” Claire specified that her eyes were a part of her brain. She could 
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not clarify how her brain and eyes worked together, but she was certain that her brain 

controlled her eyes. Claire also indicated her brain controls her ears and nose by allowing 

entry of sounds and smells. 

Jasmine and Jason indicated that their brains controlled their learning. When 

asked how they had learned something, they both responded by saying, they “learned it 

from my brain.” Jason went further by inferring that all his thinking came “from my 

brain.” Nora gave examples of specific body parts that were controlled by her brain. She 

stated “my mouth” and “my eardrum” were under the control of her brain. Theo indicated 

that his brain “makes sure it doesn’t break things” when referring to his hands while 

building with magnetic tiles. 

Theo stated most emphatically that his brain controlled him when he said, “You 

have to do what your brain says.” I attempted to gain further insight into this notion of 

having to listen to your brain with Theo. I asked him how his brain tells his body what to 

do. He confidently stated, “You can do whatever you want, but your brain controls you, 

so you can do whatever you want.” 

Beth commented that her “brain conducts my body so it doesn’t do the wrong 

thing.” She stated that her brain did not talk to her, but it could think; and somehow from 

that thinking, she knew what she was supposed to do and not do. When I asked Aleah 

how she knew she was finished playing, she said: 

Aleah: ’Cause we think it. 

Interviewer: How does that happen? 
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Aleah [5 second pause]: ’Cause [2 second pause] you think of it [looking 

across the room, but not focused on anything], and then your brain 

says yes or no. 

Interviewer: How does your brain decide that it’s yes or no? 

Aleah: ’Cause the energy keeps your brain; and when it’s sleeping, the 

energy wakes my brain up, and I’m like, “What’s that?” 

Aleah did not comment further on the energy waking her up so her brain could think. She 

was confident that her brain had control over her playing and finishing a game. The five 

year old children comments implied they believed their brains controlled their bodies. 

They had varying ways of explaining this control, most simply stating they did not know 

how it happened. 

Conclusion 

The five year old children interviewed appeared to have knowledge that their 

brains existed as physical organs in their bodies. They seemed to understand that this 

organ, the brain, served an important function to their learning and knowledge 

acquisition. These children, in particular, showed indications that they viewed their brains 

as being active, capable of storing information, and of having control over their bodies. 

The ability to evaluate how they used their brains and how a brain acquired knowledge 

appeared to be emerging in these children. These examples show that children, given 

adequate time to think, are able to express their metacognitive process through nonverbal 

cues.  
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

The overarching purpose of this study was to examine young children’s 

descriptions of their metacognitive processes. I used qualitative phenomenological 

methods to gather data, followed by a hermeneutical analysis process to find themes 

across the children’s words and to make assertions about the broad question asked: How 

do children articulate their metacognitive processes? While analyzing interview 

transcripts, I asked these sub questions: 

1. How do young children describe their thinking process(es) when making a 

decision during play? 

2. What are children’s understandings of the role of their brain in thinking 

and remembering processes during play? 

An unexpected sub question arose after beginning the analysis process: How do children 

describe the role of their brain in learning and retrieval of information? The fact that five 

year old children consistently referred to their brain when discussing decision making and 

thinking led me to interview an additional sample of five year old children. I was 

interested in learning if it was common for five year old children to make references to 

their brain or if it was an anomaly among two of the initial five year olds interviewed. 
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Overview of Dissertation 

Chapter I contained a broad overview of this study by providing basic background 

knowledge regarding the importance of young children’s learning and development. 

Chapter II provided an extensive review of the existing literature about children’s play. 

The literature linked play to a foundation of learning that children use later in their 

educational journey. The review also established there was a lack of published studies in 

which researchers asked children about their metacognitive processes. Chapter III defined 

methodology and specific methods used to complete this study. Chapter IV used excerpts 

of children participant’s words to show the emergence of an overarching theme and 

subsequent assertions. Chapter V contains: (a) an overview of methodology used in this 

study, (b) a summary of the research theme and assertions, (c) links between theme and 

assertions and existing literature, (d) outlines of possible implications of research results 

to early childhood education, (e) limitations of this research, (f) conclusions, and (g) 

recommendations for further research. 

Overview of the Methodology 

This phenomenological study is comprised of words from the interviews of 18 

young children, a videotape of the children engaged in play, and a second interview with 

the children while they watched the videos. My goal was to hear words children used to 

describe how they made decisions, and to hear why they made specific choices. While 

children watched videos of themselves playing, I posed purposeful questions to allow 

children to delve deeper into their metacognitive processes. During the interview, I 

listened to not only their words but also watched their non-verbal cues their bodies. 
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Hearing young children’s words or watching them during the silence of their 

pauses, seeing facial expressions, and observing messages their bodies conveyed, allowed 

me to “see” their thinking processes. While pondering questions, young children had an 

opportunity to think deeply and articulate their thought processes while watching 

themselves play. This method afforded the opportunity to explore avenues of young 

children’s metacognitive processes. 

I interviewed children enrolled in a single early childhood education (ECE) 

program located on the campus of a university in the Upper Midwest. An overarching 

theme emerged using a hermeneutical analysis process, explained by Lindseth and 

Norberg (2004). As Lindseth and Norberg recommended, I used the exact words of 

children whenever possible, to allow for the emergence of commonalities among their 

descriptions of play and metacognitive processes. After a theme emerged from interview 

transcripts, I made assertions about children’s perceptions of their brain and its role in 

thinking and remembering. In the next section, I will discuss the theme and subsequent 

assertions based on the children’s words. 

Overarching Theme 

Young children use non-verbal cues to demonstrate their metacognitive processes. 

Young children clearly articulated use of their ability to think. They did not use 

words to tell me this message; however, their pauses, facial expressions, and body 

language clearly indicated they thought before responding to my questions or requests for 

additional information. 

Geurten and Willems (2016) reported that children as young as 20 months showed 

use of their metacognitive processes while searching for a hidden object. They further 
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suggested, three year old children showed use of their thinking processes when making 

decisions. They went on to explain that four year old children used cues from their 

environment to help recall specific memories. Geurten and Willems interpreted children 

asking for help, making decisions, and using cues from their environment as examples of 

their metacognitive processes. The non-verbal cues, discussed by Geurten and Willems, 

are similar to those I identified as children using their thinking processes. 

Assertions 

While interviewing the first seven children, it was the five year olds who when 

asked how they knew how to do something, they indicated the information was in their 

brain. Each of them spoke in age-appropriate detail about their brains helping them and 

retaining information. The three and four year old children did not refer to their brain. I 

found this to be interesting and purposefully chose to interview more 5 year old children 

for further exploration. All of these children also discussed their brain. In reviewing their 

words, the following assertions arise: 

Assertion 1: Five year old children understand they have an organ called a brain. 

Assertion 2: Five year old children describe their brain as active. 

Assertion 3: Five year old children indicate their brain stores information. 

Assertion 4: Five year old children state their brain controls their body. 

Upon seeing this commonality in use of the word brain, I conducted an 

EBSCOHost search using terms: young children discuss/describe/talk about their brain. 

There were not any publications regarding children specifically speaking about their 

brain. However, I did locate two articles that spoke about children and their memory, in 

which the authors related it to metacognitive development or function. The five year old 
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children in my study, spoke about remembering events – a picnic with grandparents, the 

rules parents had at home, and incidents of playing with a specific toy in their classroom 

or at home. These children were not able to identify a timeframe for remembered events, 

only that they “had done” this or “this one time . . .” something had occurred. All 

references to remembering were made in past tense indicating to me it was something 

that occurred at an earlier time.  

Flavell, Green, and Flavell (2000) reported five year old children were able to 

recall recent events under specific conditions. They also stated five year old children did 

not give detailed accounts of their remembered events or activities. The interviewed 

children provided a significant amount of information about events that I surmised had 

not happened within the previous 24 hours; for instance, a picnic with grandparents. I 

interviewed Beth on a Thursday; I feel confident she had not gone on a picnic in the 

woods with her grandparents during the previous day. She recalled events of that picnic 

in detail. Of course, I had no way to verify the authenticity of the memory; however, that 

was not the focus of my study. Instead, I was interested in where she believed this 

memory was stored. She indicated it was stored in her brain. 

While hearing their words, I learned young children talked about having a brain. 

They articulated their brain was busy indicating it was a functioning organ in their body. 

They also had a basic understanding of how their brain works. They did not use technical 

language of neurons, synaptic connections, or other scientific descriptors of their nervous 

system, as it relates to allowing a brain to stimulate various body parts to create action or 

store memories. However, they did articulate a basic understanding of a brain functions – 

how it controls the body and stores memories. 
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Implications and Recommendations for Teachers 

Information presented in this dissertation may be valuable for early childhood 

educators because it can guide teachers as they make curriculum decisions. This study 

underscores an important aspect of early childhood education, which tells teachers young 

children need time to process questions and formulate answers. Teachers should not rush 

children through the learning process. Instead, children should be granted time to think 

through a question or problem, without someone giving them the answer. Children 

showed me they have the ability to think. Dewey (1938) and Vygotsky (1967) reported 

that children need time to think about and process information. This study serves as a 

reminder to teachers about this important implications of early childhood education. 

Children need time to explore their world; time to interact with one another or with a 

more educated peer or adult; they will learn according to their own timeline. 

Another important implication of this study is that teachers must understand 

children do have the ability to use metacognitive processes. When asked a thought-

provoking question, young children displayed the ability to think about it. My 

recommendation would be that teachers, when developing their curricula, methodically 

and purposefully anticipate questions they can pose to children. For instance, if teachers 

plan an activity using Play-Doh, they can be prepared to ask a child why they chose to 

create a particular shape. Then teachers can restate children’s responses in a way that 

prompts them to note their thinking processes. Teachers may respond with, “You were 

thinking about the drum you were playing with earlier, so you decided to make one with 

Play-Doh,” thereby assisting children in understanding how a previous act may help them 
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make a decision about later actions. It may lead to the children critically thinking about 

how their thoughts affect their actions. 

A further recommendation based on the same implication, would be for teachers 

to be purposeful while guiding children through thinking errors. Teachers can ask 

prompting questions. For example, if young children are struggling to put together a 

puzzle, they are not going to benefit from teachers simply saying, “Think about where the 

piece might fit.” Instead, teachers could make guiding statements, such as, “The piece 

you’re holding has one of the dog’s eyes on it. Where do you think it should go?” This 

would allow children to learn how to think through the process of where pieces belong in 

a picture. Then, when children correctly fit the piece where it belongs, teachers could ask 

about their decision. This would allow children to practice articulating metacognitive 

processes with feedback from their teacher. 

Additionally, another implication for teachers would be to understand young 

children’s metacognitive processes are emerging during preschool years. I would further 

recommend that teachers be aware of teachable moments during which they can 

encourage young children to explore their thinking processes. For instance, if a child is 

putting together a train track, a teacher could use that activity to ask, “How did you know 

how to put those pieces together so that your train could go all the way around?” This 

would encourage children to think about why they did something or why they made a 

particular decision. 

The implications are far reaching. If teachers encourage young children to think 

through their thinking, making this process a habit, later in life children may be equipped 

with skills to think more critically about their decisions. When the consequences are 
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greater than putting a puzzle piece in the wrong spot or having your train fall off a track, 

it is important for individuals to understand their decision making process. It is an 

important skill or tool children will use later in life. 

Limitations 

One limitation of this study concerns demographics of participants. All 

participants attended a single early childhood education program located on a university 

campus in the Upper Midwest. Children were from families in which education was 

highly valued, as exhibited by the fact that all the parents held a post-secondary degree 

and held terminal degrees. It is likely these children had opportunities to which other 

children may not have had access. A second limitation included gender. The majority of 

the recruited five year old interviewed children were female, due to the limited 

population. There may be gender differences in the understanding of how a brain 

functions in male children. 

Conclusions 

After gathering themes from children’s words, I surmised five year old children 

are capable of expressing that their brains help them learn and remember. These children 

implied that information went into their brain and could be accessed later. However, none 

of them articulated how this happened. In this study, I surmised from the data that 

children convey, through words, silence, facial expressions, and body language, that they 

are thinking. In summary, children expressed knowledge about their brain by indicating 

they have one, and it plays a role in thinking and remembering. However, even though I 

interpreted these signs as thinking, the children did not articulate an understanding of 

their thinking process other than saying their brain was involved. 
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Recommendations for Further Research 

I would recommend repeating this study using a broader demographic sample. 

These participants were not diverse enough to make generalized statements about 

children’s thinking processes. I would further recommend isolating individual pieces of 

videotapes to help children truly capture what they were thinking “in that moment.” The 

five year old children, in particular, used the context of play to help describe their 

thinking. It may be beneficial to help children describe their thoughts more specifically 

by isolating individual acts of decision-making when asking questions. By narrowing the 

scope of an incident, it may allow a researcher to delve into specific thought processes. 

Additionally, it may be beneficial to interview all children playing together. For 

instance, interviewing all four children engaged in playing hockey may stimulate an 

individual child giving the child more insight into his or her own thoughts, when that 

child hears someone else describe what that someone else was doing or thinking during 

the same play. Finally, conducting studies regarding children’s understanding of their 

metacognitive processes and how those processes relate to self-regulation, learning styles, 

methods of studying, or any host of topics may be beneficial to helping children articulate 

their thinking processes. This, in turn, may help children better understand themselves as 

learners.  
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Appendix A 

Institutional Review Board Approval 



 

85 

Appendix B 

Script for Preschool Teacher 

A graduate student in the Dept. of Teaching and Learning, (Teacher Education 

doctorate program) is conducting a research project to learn about children's 

understanding of their own knowledge acquisition. The graduate student has asked UCLC 

preschool teachers to identify children who actively engage in play and also have high 

verbal skills to participate in the research. I thought of your child. If you were to give 

your consent to the researcher, your child would be interviewed twice and would be 

videotaped while playing in our classroom one time. The interviews would take place at 

UCLC during the hours your child regularly attends. May I give your name and contact 

information to the graduate student so they may contact you directly to explain the 

purpose of the research, the methods that will be used, and the consent form? You would 

be able to ask questions and have everything explained to you at which time you would 

be asked to sign a consent form, if you are comfortable with your child participating. 

 

Child’s Name: _________________________________________________ 

 

Parent’s Name: ________________________________________________ 

 

By providing your name and your child’s name you are giving permission for the 

researcher to contact you. 
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Appendix C 

Interview 1 Question Bank 

1) Do you like to play? What do you like to play? What do you use when you are 

playing? 

2) Why do you play with {toy}? 

3) How do you decide what you want to play? 

4) How do you know when you are done playing {activity}? What do you do if you 

are told you have to stop playing {activity/toy} and you don’t think you are done? 

5) Who do you like to play with? How do you decide who you will play with? What 

do you do if they don’t want to play with you? 

6) When you are playing {activity} what do you think about? 

7) When you are playing {activity} and something isn’t working right {blocks fall 

over; someone is arguing with you; you can’t get the dolls clothes on…), how do 

figure out how to fix it? 

8) Do you think that being able to play is important? Why or why not? 
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Appendix D 

Interview 2 Question Bank 

Observation/Videotaping will occur - I will be making note about specific skills or 

behaviors I see the child using or doing. 

Interview 2 Question Bank 

These questions will be based on what I observed while the child was playing. 

The child and I will watch the videotape together. I will periodically stop the video to ask 

a specific question about why the child did a specific action or what they were pretending 

when they were (activity). These questions will be completely based on the play activity 

itself and what I see the child doing. 

 

If I observe a child building with blocks, for instance, my questions would be: 

1. You were building with the blocks. You looked like you are really having fun. 

Tell about what you were building. 

2. How did you decide to build {that}? 

3. You were building with {child's name}, did you decide to play with him/her or 

did he/she join you? Why did you/they choose to build together? 

4. How did you decide that you wanted to put that toy inside the blocks you were 

building with? What does it do? What made you think of that? 

 

Depending on the specifics of what I saw: 

1. I noticed that your {  } was really strong and didn't tip over at all. How did you 

learn to build like that? 
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2. At one point you and {child's name} got sort of angry at one another. Do you 

remember what happened? Can you tell me about it? I saw that you worked it out. 

How did you learn to talk to each other about it like that? 

3. I heard you count the blocks and you had eight of them stacked up. How did you 

learn to count all the way to eight by yourself? 

 

OR If I observe a child putting a puzzle together: 

1. You really worked hard on that barnyard puzzle. You smiled really big when you 

showed your friends you had finished it by yourself. How did you know where 

the pieces went? 

2. How did you learn to do that by yourself? 

3. You are sort of moving this piece around looking for where it goes, what were 

you thinking about? 

 

OR If I observe a child drawing a picture: 

1. You were really working hard on drawing a picture at the table. Tell me about that 

picture. 

2. Why did you decide to draw {that}? 

3. It looks like you made the (that) by drawing that shape. What shape is that? How 

do you know that? 

4. I noticed you were writing your name on the picture. When did you learn to write 

the letters in your name? How did you learn to write them? 
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My final question for all the children will be: Do you think you learn new things while 

you are playing? Why or why not? If not, then how do you think you learn all the things 

(giving specific examples based on the observations) that you can do? 
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