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Abstract
The exploration and/or manipulation of objects and materials, referred to as object-
oriented play (OOP), is one of the most prominent activities children engage in during
early childhood. Especially within early childhood education, it is important to be able to
assess and understand OOP, its developmental trajectory, and developmental value. This
can support early childhood educators to successfully guide or enrich children’s OOP, so
it becomes a context in which learning can take place. During the past decades, three
dominant theoretical perspectives have explained and assessed certain (developmental)
aspects of OOP: (1) genetic epistemology, (2) cultural historical psychology, and (3)
evolutionary psychology. After reviewing the literature concerning OOP according to
each theoretical perspective, this paper aims to synthesize these existing theories into a
unified theoretical framework. This theoretical framework can be a starting point for
future research on OOP in early childhood (education). We answer the following research
questions: Q1. What are the defining labels and features of the exploration and/or
manipulation of objects and materials by children in early childhood?; Q2. What is the
developmental trajectory of the exploration and/or manipulation of objects and materials
by children in early childhood?; Q3. What is the developmental value of the exploration
and/or manipulation of objects and materials by children in early childhood?
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Bobby (18 months) has a new bottle. He visually inspects it while rotating it in his hands
a few times. Next, he gives the nipple of the bottle a squeeze and turns the bottle upside
down. As he does this, some milk spurts from the nipple, making him giggle. He repeats
this a couple of times. When I ask Bobby if he likes his milk, he looks at me and starts
drinking. After a couple of sips, Bobby takes the nipple out of his mouth and again
squeezes the nipple of the bottle between his fingers. He starts drinking again but this
time he stops to present the bottle to me, indicating he wants me to drink from it. I
pretend to take a sip and this elicits an enormous grin from Bobby. He repeats this
scenario a couple of times again. Each time, he is even more pleased when I pretend to
sip, which he shows by increasing giggles. Once the bottle is finished, Bobby manages to
twist off the top. He grabs a small spoon from the table, puts it inside the bottle, and tries
to close the bottle. Then he holds out the bottle towards me. I take this as an indication
that he wants me to help him close it. He watches closely as I twist on the top.
Afterwards, he grabs the bottle and starts shaking it, so it makes a sound. Bobby
proceeds to repeat this whole sequence a couple of times: Taking the bottle apart and
putting it back together by twisting the top, each time giving it a little shake to make a
noise once it is closed.

This example illustrates a moment of Bobby’s engagement with his environment: a bottle, a
tiny spoon, and his childhood educator, the first author of this paper. This behavioral
phenomenon is not special or specific to Bobby: All children and most mammals explore
and manipulate objects and materials in their environment (Ellis 1973; Power 2000). It has
been pervasive throughout our evolution as a human species and is seen across different
cultures (Bjorklund and Gardiner 2011; Göncü et al. 2000; Riede et al. 2018). Synthesizing a
theoretical framework for this universal and pervasive behavioral phenomenon will be the
focus of this paper.

The exploration and/or manipulation of objects and materials is one of the most prominent
activities children engage in during early childhood, with a peak between the ages of
approximately 18 months until 3.5 years. Children are naturally attracted to objects in their
environment (Lewin 1931). Once children have developed the necessary physical capabilities,
they will start to explore and manipulate objects (and materials) to discover the physical
properties of the object does and what they can do with the object (Bjorklund and Gardiner
2011; Lewin 1931; Power 2000). After early childhood, it continues to be an important part of
human behavior, especially when a child or adult is presented with new objects and materials
(Berlyne 1960; Ellis 1973; El’konin 1978; Lockman and McHale 1989).

The behavior or activity of exploring and/or manipulating objects and materials is very
diverse: It can take on many forms, involve different developmental domains, and occur in
various contexts. For example, during exploring or manipulating, one can observe that children
relate or combine two or more objects to each other; sort, group, or stack objects or materials;
or substitute one object for another. These behaviors each involve different developmental
domains, such as cognition, motor skills, and social interaction; can show important develop-
mental changes over time, such as the progression from manipulating one object to two or
more objects in relation to each other (Casby 2003; Vig 2007); and occur (naturally) in many
different contexts, such as at home, when playing outside, or in an educational setting.

In early childhood education, the exploration and/or manipulation of objects and materials
is often referred to as a form of play. Across all play literature, scholars agree on the difficulty
of defining play. In an extensive review, Rubin et al. (1983) summarized and compared all
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major play theories. They concluded that all approaches that attempted to define play shared
the notion that “play is a behavioral disposition that occurs in describable and reproducible
contexts and is manifest in a variety of observable behaviors” (p. 689). Rubin et al. (1983) also
distilled four dispositions that apply to play in general: (1) being highly involved, (2)
intrinsically motivated for the sake of play(ing), (3) deriving pleasure from it, and (4) having
the freedom to modify the rules within the play (Rubin et al. 1983). These four dispositions
provide us with a consensual working definition of play and specify the behavior of interest,
especially when we assess this behavior in the context of early childhood education. For the
purpose of this paper, we will include all behaviors that can be classified as a child’s
exploration and/or manipulation of objects and materials while being highly involved, intrin-
sically motivated, deriving pleasure from it, and having the freedom to modify the rules (cf.,
Rubin et al. 1983).

Especially within early childhood education, it is important to assess and understand
children’s exploration and/or manipulation of objects and materials, its developmental trajec-
tory and developmental value. We argue that being able to assess and understand this behavior
provides support to early childhood educators in successfully guiding or enriching this
behavior, so it becomes a context in which learning can take place (van Schijndel et al.
2010). A firm theoretical understanding and comprehensive view of this behavior can support
educators to observe, assess, and guide children’s exploration and/or manipulation of object
and materials. Unfortunately, to date, no comprehensive theoretical framework exists to
explain and assess the exploration and/or manipulation of objects and materials, despite its
universality, pervasiveness, and potential developmental value. Nonetheless, many theories
(and empirical studies) have devoted some effort to explain or understand certain aspects of
this behavioral phenomenon (e.g., El’konin 1978; Pellegrini 2009; Piaget 1967/1951). There-
fore, in this paper, we aim to synthesize these existing theories into a unified theoretical
framework.

In the literature on play, we can roughly distinguish three well-known theoretical perspec-
tives that have explained and assessed certain (developmental) aspects of the exploration and/
or manipulation of objects and materials. These perspectives are (1) genetic epistemology, (2)
cultural historical psychology, and (3) evolutionary psychology. All three perspectives have
been developed independently by separate communities of researchers and focused on differ-
ent aspects of this behavior. Furthermore, the three perspectives differ in research focus,
productivity, and methodology. Consequently, the researchers within each perspective
proceeded to develop their own defining labels and features, their own particular view on its
developmental trajectory, and considered it to be of value to different developmental domains
(Athey 1984). Thus, the interpretation of this behavioral phenomenon, its developmental
trajectory and the developmental value ascribed to it, depends heavily on the theoretical
considerations of the interpreter (Rubin et al. 1983).

Assessing this behavioral phenomenon by considering only one theoretical perspective can
lead to an incomplete view of its behavioral features and developmental trajectory. Moreover,
it might cause the relations between different domains of development to be overlooked and
might lead to an inadequate view of the developmental value of exploring and/or manipulating
objects and materials, since all aspects of development stand in relation to one another
(Demetriou et al. 2011). Therefore, to fully comprehend and adequately assess this behavioral
phenomenon as well as its developmental trajectory and value, a comprehensive theoretical
framework is necessary and would provide an important contribution to the field of childhood
education and research on play.
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The theoretical framework synthesized in this paper can be used to inform early childhood
education and future research on children’s exploration, physical and mental manipulation of
objects in early childhood, and sheds light on its developmental trajectory and developmental
value (i.e., the function of the behavior for purposeful actions, the development, or the
wellbeing of the subject). By reviewing the three theoretical perspectives on their interpretation
of this behavioral phenomenon, we can firstly ensure that all behaviors, features, and relevant
ideas concerning this behavioral phenomenon, its developmental trajectory, and developmen-
tal value are included. Secondly, we can compare the ideas presented within each perspective
to see what similarities can enhance each other or which differences can complement each
other.

By discussing, comparing, and integrating the ideas advanced within the three different
theoretical perspectives mentioned earlier, this synthesis should provide insight into the
following research questions:

Q1. What are the defining labels and features of the exploration and/or manipulation of
objects and materials by children in early childhood?

Q2. What is the developmental trajectory of the exploration and/or manipulation of objects
and materials by children in early childhood?

Q3. What is the developmental value of the exploration and/or manipulation of objects and
materials by children in early childhood?

In the next part of this paper, we will first review the literature concerning the exploration and/
or manipulation of objects and materials according to each theoretical perspective. In doing so,
we will divide the discussion of each perspective into three subsections following the research
questions outlined above: Q1, Q2, and Q3 (see Table 1 for an overview of the main concepts
discussed per perspective). Finally, we will discuss, compare, and integrate the ideas from
these perspectives to give a comprehensive answer to our three research questions.

A Genetic Epistemological Interpretation of the Exploration and/or
Manipulation of Objects and Materials

The first theoretical perspective, genetic epistemology, was established by Piaget in the middle
of the 20th century in Switzerland. This perspective focuses on explaining the process of
cognitive development, by tracing the origin of knowledge. Knowledge consists of structures
and stems from the adaptation of these structures to their environment (through social
exchange), referred to as equilibration (Byrnes 2008). As knowledge starts with innate motor
skills, children’s sensorimotor interactions with objects are the root of cognitive development.

The Defining Labels and Features of Children’s Exploration and/or Manipulation
of Objects and Materials

According to a genetic epistemological interpretation, Bobby’s behavior, described in the
introductory example, would be labelled play. Play is viewed as a general exercise of activities
at a given developmental level without present utility (Piaget 1967/1951). However, what type
of play it would be labelled as depends on which theorist is referred to, since the view on play
within this perspective has evolved over time. Piaget would have referred to it as practice play:
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the repetition of already acquired behavior, detached from its function, purely for the joy of
practicing and mastering it (Piaget 1967/1951). Practice play often, but not always, involves
one or more objects. This is visible for example when Bobby repeatedly twists the top of the
bottle off and on. This repetition of behavior is a key defining feature of practice play (Piaget
1967/1951).

Smilansky (1968) basically agreed with Piaget, although she would label this repetitive
twisting of the top of the bottle as functional play, with the defining features being both
imitation and repetition. Bobby sees his childhood educator twisting off the top of the bottle,
after which he imitates and repeats this action. Besides, Smilansky would also argue that there
is an element of constructive play—i.e., engaging in creative activities while learning the
various uses of objects and materials—in Bobby’s behavior. By putting the spoon in the bottle,
Bobby “created” an object that makes noise.

Casby (2003) further specified the different levels he recognized within practice/functional
play. Depending on which specific behavior within the example is considered, he would divide
Bobby’s behavior into three (out of four, the fourth being symbolic play) different categories:
(1) exploratory sensorimotor play—physically manipulating and inspecting objects—when

Table 1 Overview of the three discussed perspectives

Genetic epistemology Cultural historical
psychology

Evolutionary psychology

Defining labels for the
exploration and/or ma-
nipulation of objects and
materials

Practice/functional play
Exploratory sensorimotor

play
Relational-nonfunctional

play
Functional-conventional

play
Constructive play

(creative)

Exploratory orientation
Manipulative play

Exploration
Object play
Tool use
(Construction)

Defining features and
mechanisms through
which the exploration
and/or manipulation of
objects and materials
develops

Repetition
Imitation
Assimilation
Accommodation

Child-caregiver joint
attention

Mediation
Zone of proximal

development
Imitation
Repetition
Association

Child-caregiver joint
attention

Stimulus enhancement
Emulation
Imitation

The developmental
trajectory of the
exploration and/or ma-
nipulation of objects and
materials

Simple reflexes →
primary circular
reactions → secondary
circular reactions →
coordination of
secondary circular
reactions → tertiary
circular reactions →
early symbolic thought

Emotional interaction
with caregiver →
child-caregiver joint
object-centered
activity/manipulative
play → substitution of
objects →
sociodramatic play

Object understanding →
dyadic imperative
interactions
(exploration) →
9-month revolution →
triadic declarative inter-
actions → object
play/tool use/(-
construction) → object
substitution →
symbolic/pretend play

Developmental value of the
exploration and/or ma-
nipulation of objects and
materials

(Sensori)motor
development

Cognitive development
- Schemes

Driving force of
development

Speech and symbolic
thought

Adaptation
Social cognition
Tool use
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Bobby rotates the bottle or squeezes the nipple of the bottle; (2) relational-nonfunctional
play—relating two or more objects without adhering to the function of the objects—when
Bobby puts the spoon inside the bottle; and (3) functional-conventional play—using the object
according to its “cultural” function—when Bobby puts the top on the bottle or offers a drink
from it. Casby (2003) distinguished these different levels based on his review of applied
research that followed Piaget’s work.

As the interchangeable labels (i.e., practice play and functional play) indicate, within the
genetic epistemology perspective children’s exploration and/or manipulation of objects and
materials is considered practice for different aspects of a child’s development or, as Smilansky
(1968) would say, it is functional to a child’s development. Both labels can be subdivided into
exploratory sensorimotor play, relational-nonfunctional play, and functional-conventional play
(Casby 2003). Imitation and repetition, as the main features of both practice and functional
play, ensure the progression of play through the aforementioned hierarchical levels. Finally,
constructive play, as proposed by Smilansky (1968), should be considered as a separate term
and behavior that indicates when children start creating things with objects and materials
within their play.

The Developmental Trajectory of Children’s Exploration and/or Manipulation
of Objects and Materials

A central idea within the genetic epistemological perspective is that cognition, and corre-
sponding behavior, develops through stages and always progresses from simple to more
complex (Brainerd 1978; Fischer 1980; Piaget 1970). The four stages distinguished by Piaget
(1967/1951) are (1) the sensorimotor stage (around 0 to 2 years), (2) the preoperational stage
(around 2 to 6 years), (3) the concrete operational stage (around 6 to 11 years), and (4) the
formal operational stage (older than 11 years).

Each developmental stage has its distinct play component, since play is acknowledged as a
reflection of a child’s cognitive development (Piaget 1967/1951; Casby 2003). Therefore,
specific behaviors of children during play are indicative of their current level of cognitive
development. Practice play (involving objects) is seen as the component of the sensorimotor
stage. Children’s development starts with the first interactions between subject and object
during the sensorimotor stage, as cognitive development is rooted in sensorimotor knowledge.
Initially, newborns are incapable of making a distinction between themselves and their
surroundings (e.g., people or objects). During the sensorimotor stage, they discover this
distinction and what this means for their own actions.

Piaget (1967/1951) distinguished six additional substages of sensorimotor intelligence
(Brainerd 1978). These substages of the sensorimotor stage are (1) simple innate reflexes
(around the first month of a child’s life), (2) primary circular reactions (1–4 months): repeating
a pleasurable and self-reinforcing action involving one’s own body, (3) secondary circular
reactions (4–8 months): intentionally repeating an action involving a one’s own body and/or an
object to elicit a response, (4) coordination of secondary schemes (8–12 months): using gained
knowledge to reach a certain goal and having clear intentional actions, (5) tertiary circular
reactions (12–18 months): the (systematic) experimentation with actions and schemes to
intentionally adapt to specific situations, and (6) early symbolic thought (after 18 months).

The substages of the sensorimotor stage describe how Piaget (1967/1951) viewed the
development of the interaction between subject and object throughout the sensorimotor stage
and therefore also portray the developmental trajectory of practice play. Once children start to
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engage in primary circular reactions, their behavior would be classified as practice play (Piaget
1967/1951). From here, the child’s interactions with objects during practice play evolve into
more complex (motor and cognitive) interactions advancing through the different substages
until the child arrives at early symbolic thought. The stage of early symbolic thought is the
transitional phase to the preoperational stage with its play component: symbolic play.

Throughout children’s early development, the progressive coordination of information
provided by physical experience, maturation, and voluntary practice brings about the qualita-
tive transformations of a child’s schemes (Case 1985; Fischer 1980; Piaget 1970). These
schemes are patterns of mental representations, also referred to as cognitive structures, that
organize information (Piaget 1970). Progressive coordination is the result of a child’s assim-
ilation and accommodation of these cognitive schemes (Byrnes 2008; Inhelder 1971). When
children are assimilating, they interpret new experiences according to their already acquired
cognitive schemes. When children are accommodating, they adjust the acquired schemes to fit
the new experience (i.e., imitation). Restoring the balance (referred to as equilibrium in
Piaget’s work) between assimilation and accommodation leads to cognitive behaviors of
intelligence (Byrnes 2008). In practice play, the newly acquired behaviors and cognitive
schemes are consolidated through imitation and repetition.

Smilansky (1968), in line with Piaget, also viewed development as a sequence of stages.
Although her idea of stages in cognitive development was less rigid, practice/functional play
progresses to constructive play when manipulation (defined as simple muscular activities with
objects) progresses to formation (defined as creative activities with the objects). Smilansky
(1968) concluded that the stages can overlap quite extensively, even to the point where
children exhibit behaviors indicative of two stages at the same time. However, at any given
time, one of the stages is always dominant in children’s development; thus, there is a
sequential order to these developmental stages (Smilansky 1968). This sequential order also
becomes apparent in Casby’s (2003) proposed hierarchical categories of practice play, starting
with exploratory sensory motor play, evolving into relational-nonfunctional play, then
functional-conventional play, and eventually leading to the next stage of symbolic play (see
previous section for an explanation of Casby’s categories of play).

The Developmental Value of Children’s Exploration and/or Manipulation of Objects
and Materials

(Sensori)motor Development

In genetic epistemology, children’s exploration and/or manipulation of objects and materials is
considered important for their (sensori)motor development. Practice play, as a component of
the sensorimotor stage, refers to the practice and mastering of specific motor skills for the joy
of mastering it. In Piaget’s (1967/1951) subdivision of the sensorimotor stage, he focuses on
the different motor developments that create new possibilities for the child, starting with the
simple motor reflex. The primary circular reactions involve motor skills such as grasping,
allowing for certain object manipulations. The secondary circular reactions refer to motor
actions involving the body or an object that can elicit a response in the environment. Once
children start coordinating these secondary circular reactions, they can use their acquired motor
skills to reach a goal (Piaget 1967/1951) definition of practice/functional play—simple
muscular activities driven by the need to activate certain physical domains—also demonstrates
how play, in turn, contributes to the practice of certain motor skills.
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Cognitive Development

The importance of the interaction with objects in a child’s development was firmly established
in Piaget’s theory (1970). He argued that children’s cognitive development is rooted in their
sensorimotor interactions with objects and that, in order to gain information about objects, the
subject (i.e., the child) must act upon them and transform them (Piaget 1970; Inhelder 1971).
In our example, Bobby is practicing twisting the top of the bottle off and on. Through the
repetition of that manipulation, twisting the top off and on becomes detached from its function.
The subject, Bobby, is learning about the affordances of the object by engaging with it through
practice play, which according to Piaget might contribute to his cognitive development.

Schemes During practice play, children start to develop their first schemes (i.e., psycho-
logical structures), which are considered the building blocks for cognitive development.
The assimilation of information into a scheme supports children to organize and interpret
this information (Piaget 1970). The development of schemes starts during the substage of
secondary circular reactions, when a child intentionally repeats an action. Through
repetition, characteristic for practice play, these schemes become familiar and ritualized
until a child can coordinate multiple actions or schemes and eventually reaches the next
substage. Children’s schemes keep evolving due to gradual qualitative coordination
(assimilation and accommodation) through all the substages and eventually will enable
children to form symbolic representations (Athey 2013).

Concluding Remarks

From what we have discussed in this section, it becomes clear that the genetic epistemology
perspective emphasizes the role of the exploration and/or manipulation of objects and materials
in the construction of knowledge. See Table 1 for an overview of the main concepts and ideas
of this perspective. Although Piaget’s stages of cognitive development and accompanying
stages of play received some criticism early on (see for example papers by Driver (1978) and
Sutton-Smith (1966)), his theory is still used in some cases, for example to chart developmen-
tal change and as a framework for prescriptive play therapy (Kaduson 2015; Lourenço 2016).
Moreover, many play-based activities and education curricula currently underscore the impor-
tance of supporting children’s cognitive schemes (Atherton and Nutbrown 2013; Arnold 2013;
Athey 2013).

A Cultural Historical Psychological Interpretation of the Exploration and/
or Manipulation of Objects and Materials

Vygotsky1—together with his colleague Lurija—established the cultural historical psychology
perspective around the middle of the 20th century in the former Soviet Union. This theory
focuses on learning as a social and cultural process. Children’s behavior and development is

1 Vygotskij is a more consistent translation of his name in Russian. However, he is usually referred to as
Vygotsky in Anglo-Saxon translations. As to not create any confusion when referencing, we spelled his name as
Vygotsky in this paper.
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influenced and promoted by their surrounding culture and environment. In turn, throughout
children’s development, they will become a member of this culture and (critically) contribute
to the evolvement of this culture through the mediation of their surroundings.

The Defining Labels and Features of Children’s Exploration and/or Manipulation
of Objects and Materials

According to a cultural historical psychological interpretation, Bobby and his childhood
educator are engaged in child-caregiver joint object-centered activity. This develops when a
child is between the ages of 1 and 3 years old. During this period, often whilst engaged in joint
attention with their caregiver(s), children explore the physical and social reality surrounding
them and manipulate their environment to experience the effects of their manipulations
(El’konin 1978). This exploration is, in essence, a child’s orientation within their reality
(Gal’perin 1980). Podd’jakov (1979) subdivided children’s manipulations into two types: (1)
exploration (and manipulation) to learn about the characteristics of the object and (2) manip-
ulation of the objects’ characteristics and relations, to elicit a practical effect.

Within this perspective, it is essential that the manipulative activity is meaningful to
the child itself, so there is an opportunity for learning to take place. Participating in an
activity can either optimize our current action(s) or create opportunities for teaching us
new actions (Van Oers 2010). Specifically, the activity of exploring and/or manipulating
objects can lead to the emergence of new needs. By exploring or manipulating the object,
a child can discover new affordances of the object or possible actions with the object
which can instigate curiosity. This can be the impulse to change actions and provides an
opportunity to learn.

Bobby’s exploration and/or manipulation of objects during this child-caregiver joint object-
centered activity is also referred to as play, in this case manipulative play. Manipulative play
can refer to any concrete action with (an) object(s): e.g., banging or throwing an object,
stacking, grouping, sorting, or nesting multiple objects. A defining feature of this type of play
is its associative nature, as the activity often flows from one type of manipulation of the object
into the next without a presupposed plan. When Bobby twists the top off, this allows for
putting something (the spoon) inside of it. This, in turn, gives him the idea to shake the bottle.
During this play activity, Bobby also repeats several of his behaviors, which is another
defining feature of manipulative play.

Play should not be regarded as a distinct activity separate from other cultural activities such
as learning or working, according to Van Oers (2012, 2013). Based on the earlier work of
Vygotsky (1933/1967) and El’konin (1978), Van Oers (2013) developed a play theory in
which he conceptualizes play as a mode of activity. Any cultural activity is or can be formatted
as play when it is performed in a “play format.” The play format is based on the values of three
interrelated parameters: (1) involvement, (2) rules, and (3) degrees of freedom.

Cultural activities have the format of play when children are highly involved and can enter
the play activity voluntarily; are either implicitly or explicitly following or guided by rules
(such as technical rules or social rules); and have sufficient degrees of freedom to make their
own choices regarding their actions, goals, rules, or use of tools within the activity (Van Oers
2013). Using a cultural historical psychology lens, we can understand Bobby’s exploration
and/or manipulation of objects to be manipulative play: He voluntarily chooses to start this
activity and is highly involved, he has degrees of freedom to manipulate any certain object in
any certain way (e.g., squeezing, drinking, shaking, or twisting), while this is governed by the
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rules of the object or surroundings (e.g., the nipple is soft and supple, the top can be twisted
off, and it is used according to its cultural function of drinking).

The Developmental Trajectory of Children’s Exploration and/or Manipulation
of Objects and Materials

The cultural historical psychology perspective makes a distinction between the exploration
and/or manipulation of objects during the first year and the second year of life. During the first
year of life, children explore (and manipulate) objects according to the physical characteristics
of these objects. This persists into exist in the second year. However, during this second year,
another type of object activity develops, namely the manipulation of objects to attain a
practical goal and the manipulation of objects according to their social meanings. To discover
these social meanings, children are dependent on their surroundings (Karpov 2003). At this
point, the manipulations serve the child’s orientation as a cultural activity instead of the reflex
it started out as (Gal’perin 1980). This change of activity, around the end of the first year of
life, starts with children imitating their caregiver(s) actions with objects during joint attention,
often encouraged by their caregiver(s). Because of these joint activities, children’s nonspecific
exploration (e.g., banging or shaking) of objects decreases and they start to imitate manipu-
lations without encouragement. These two types of “manipulative thought,” exploring the
characteristics of objects without pursuing a practical goal and manipulating objects according
to their social meaning or to attain a practical goal, are not separable in their pure forms but are
closely interrelated (Podd’jakov 1979).

This distinction between the exploration and/or manipulation of objects between the first
and second year of life is congruent with the leading activities that are significant for each of
those age periods. As part of a group of former pupils of Vygotsky, El’konin and Leont’ev
advanced the notion of leading activities in children’s development (Fleer and Veresov 2018).
In each developmental period, there is a leading activity, determined by society and driven by
leading motives, that plays a dominant role in the child’s (mental) development (El’konin
1971; Leont’ev, 1972/1981). At each given point in a child’s life, certain types of activities will
be more prominent and more significant to the development of the child than other activities.
These dominant activities characterize that specific phase of development. The transition from
one phase of a dominant activity to the next is caused by a shift in the dominance of the
relationship the child has to their surroundings (Leont’ev 1965).

During the first year of life, the leading activity is emotional interaction with caregivers.
While engaged in emotional interaction, the caregiver will draw the attention of the child to
objects through manipulations of these objects. This mediation by the caregiver turns the
child’s actions into child-caregiver joint object-centered activity, often referred to as manipu-
lative play. Manipulative play then becomes the new leading motive during the second and
third year of life (El’konin 1978).

While engaged in manipulative play, children will start to transfer acquired manipulations
to new objects, thus learning about the possibility of substituting objects: using an object for
something else than what it is intended for (e.g., using a stick as a spoon). The
substitution of objects is mediated by language (see the section on language and
symbolic thought) and adults. Adults first need to model the procedure of substitution
for the child to acquire, master, and internalize it. The mediation by adults and
language prepares for the transition to the next leading activity: sociodramatic play
(El’konin 1978).
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The development of children’s play activities in general can also be observed in either an
increase of the number of rules or the complexity of rules during play (Van Oers 2013). Based
upon El’konin’s notion of rules during role play, Van Oers distinguishes between the
following types of rules during play in general: social rules on how to interact with each other
and how to perform sociocultural roles; technical rules that refer to the rules of the object itself
and how to use the object; conceptual rules that indicate how concepts are formulated; and
strategic rules that support the course of the activity. Especially conceptual and strategic rules
are more complex and therefore indicate a more matured form of play such as symbolic/role
play.

The Developmental Value of Children’s Exploration and/or Manipulation of Objects
and Materials

The Driving Force of Development

Within the cultural historical psychology perspective, manipulative play is regarded as a
driving force of development, at least in the preschool years (Vygotsky, 1933/1967). Vygotsky
believed that play in general ensures the change in the relationship young children have to their
surroundings, from unmediated to mediated.

Based on Vygotsky’s notion of mediation, Leont’ev (1978) argued that mediation during
manipulative play is an important mechanism for children’s development, existing of two
interconnected components. Firstly, adults surrounding the child mediate the child’s acquisi-
tion and mastery of new psychological tools (e.g., language): the inter-psychological compo-
nent. Secondly, the procedure (the culturally determined way of “using” the psychological
tool) of these psychological tools is internalized by the child and comes to mediate the child’s
mental processes: the intra-psychological component (Karpov 2005). As the first mediating
component, the adult models the procedure on how to use a certain psychological tool, after
which the adult involves the child in the procedure. Next, the adult slowly withdraws from the
procedure until the procedure mediates the child’s mental process. In our example, the
childhood educator models how to twist off the top of the bottle and involves Bobby by
directing his attention to this procedure. She then proceeds to let Bobby try twisting the top by
himself. He learns he can twist off the top which opens up new possibilities: The procedure of
twisting the top comes to mediate Bobby’s mental process.

Every point of mediation comprises of two criteria: the actual development level and the
level of potential development. The distance between these two levels is what Vygotsky
referred to as the “Zone of Proximal Development.” In this zone of proximal development, an
essential mechanism is imitation (Van Oers 2011). Through imitation, the adult and the child
come to a joint understanding of the cultural activity in which they are engaged. Play emerges
due to a tension between current desires of a child and the inability to satisfy these desires. Due
to this tension, play has the potential to create a zone of proximal development (Vygotsky,
1933/1967; Rubin et al. 1983).

Manipulative play, specifically, is a source for children’s development because a child
learns about the objects in their surroundings through the exploration and/or manipulation of
these objects. During manipulative play, two types of manipulative knowledge develop: (1)
knowledge regarding object characteristics and (2) knowledge concerning the practical
possibilities and relations of the object (Podd’jakov 1979). The exploration and/or
manipulation of objects and materials during emotional interactions with a caregiver
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teaches a child about the physical characteristics of an object. A child starts to learn
how to manipulate the object according to their social meaning during child-caregiver
joint object-centered activity, once this becomes the new leading activity (Karpov
2005).

Moreover, through the typical repetition and association seen in manipulative play, children
can learn about the rules (affordances) of an object and the effects of their manipulations (Van
Oers 2010). According to Van Oers (2010), learning is inherently linked to any activity,
including the activities formatted as play. Based on a definition of learning by Van Parreren
(1971), Van Oers defines learning as the process of qualitative change of actions or the
habituation of existing actions and considers learning to be intrinsic to any cultural activity.
He identified four developmental trajectories rooted in manipulative play: the development of
social-emotional stability, motor skills, communication skills, and cognitive development (Van
Oers 2010).

Symbolic Thought and Speech

According to the cultural historical psychology perspective, both objects themselves and
manipulative play with these objects are important factors in the development of two cognitive
domains that are inherently linked to each other: symbolic thought and speech.

Firstly, the impact of objects on symbolic thought was made apparent by Vygotsky
(1933/1967). Vygotsky assumed that objects dictate the child’s actions at the beginning of
development (Vygotsky 1933/1967). When a child is around 1 year old, objects are linked to a
symbol: the word denoting the social function of the object. This social function subsequently
dictates the child’s actions. Only after the age of 3, do objects lose their motivational force to
determine the child’s actions. At this point, a child has the cognitive ability to create an
imaginary situation (Vygotsky 1933/1967).

In an imaginary situation, objects and their meaning can be separated from each other. A
child will start to transfer their object-centered actions to new objects. In this process of
initiating object substitution, the object’s meaning is separated from the object itself (El’konin
1989). This severance between the object and its social meaning within a play context is
mediated by its symbol (i.e., speech). At first, a child will still use the actual symbol for the
object while using it according to the social meaning of another object (e.g., stirring the pot
with a stick, while still referring to it as a stick). Later, a child will name the substituted object
by what it is representing (e.g., stirring the pot with a “substituted” spoon). Once they start to
refer to the stick with the symbol for what it is supposed to represent, in this case a spoon, a
pivot is created to sever the meaning from the immediate experience (Rubin et al. 1983). Now,
the actions of a child are determined by the meaning of the symbol and not the object itself.
This mediation thus alters the psychological structure determining the relationship of the child
to reality: Now a stick can serve as a spoon to stir with (Vygotsky, 1933/1967).

Secondly, the impact of manipulative play on speech was further established by El’konin
(1989). During manipulative play, the child is not just engaged in an emotional dialogue with
their caregiver, but there is also an object involved. Because of the involvement of an object,
manipulative play requires new means of communication and stimulates the development of
the child’s active speech (El’konin 1989; Karpov 2003). This starts as gestural
communication (e.g., pointing to an object) and evolves into verbal communication
(e.g., using the word assigned to an object). Speech, subsequently, comes to mediate
the child’s actions in two ways. First, children will start to use their verbal skills for
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private speech, to regulate their own behavior. Secondly, this private speech becomes
self-regulation once it is internalized as a psychological tool (Karpov 2003, 2005).

Concluding Remarks

The cultural historical psychology perspective places a clear emphasis on the role of the
mediating environment concerning the exploration and/or manipulation of objects and mate-
rials. This behavioral phenomenon is seen as an important part of both the development and
the culturalization of children. See Table 1 for an overview of the main concepts and ideas of
this perspective. In current research and literature, the ideas brought forth within the cultural
historical psychology perspective still play an important role, especially when it comes to
guided play in early childhood education (Bodrova and Leong 2006; Weisberg et al. 2016).

An Evolutionary Psychological Interpretation of the Exploration and/or
Manipulation of Objects and Materials

The final perspective that we will discuss in this paper, evolutionary psychology, is an
interdisciplinary perspective that is concerned with the evolution of human physiology and
behavior, by studying both humans and nonhumans (e.g., primates). Behaviors are often
classified according to the physiological features that accompany the behavior and there is a
particular focus on the importance of certain behaviors for development and even for our
evolution as a species.

The Defining Labels and Features of Children’s Exploration and/or Manipulation
of Objects and Materials

The evolutionary psychology perspective distinguishes the exploration and/or manipulation
into several different behaviors based on their difference in physiological features, develop-
mental histories, and developmental consequences (Pellegrini 2009). Different moments of
Bobby’s behavior, in our example, would be labeled as either exploration, object play, or tool
use. These three behaviors are also found in other species such as primates (Power 2000;
Vandenberg 1978).

Exploration refers to the manipulation of an object with the aim of discovering the objects’
properties and attributes. When Bobby is looking at the bottle and squeezing the nipple, he is
exploring the rubbery property of the nipple. Within this perspective, exploration is seen as a
specific type of behavior, defined by the physiological features of an elevated heart
rate, low distractibility, and negative/flat affect. Animal species, in particular, engage
in this behavior to gather information that can reduce uncertainty about their external
environment (Power 2000). Children mainly engage in in exploration upon their first
encounter with new objects or materials; this decreases overall during childhood or
the juvenile period (Hutt 1966; Power 2000). Exploration always precedes other
interactions with objects, such as object play: Exploration is a necessary, albeit
insufficient, condition for play (Belsky and Most 1981; Hutt 1966; Pellegrini 2009).

Object play (by humans or other species such as primates) is the voluntary, nonfunctional
interaction with an object. A critical defining feature of object play is its purposelessness and
focus on means over end, as well as repetition, segmentation, sequential variation, and
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exaggeration (Bjorklund and Pellegrini 2002; Pellegrini 2009; Power 2000). Pellegrini (2009)
stated that most object play involves pretending with an object. This starts with a child
imitating someone else’s use of objects and evolves into more abstract behaviors with these
objects. Another important characteristic is that children often use objects in various new ways
(Pellegrini and Hou 2011). Bobby is engaged in object play when he presents the bottle to me
and giggles when I pretend to drink from it. Object play’s defining physiological features are a
lower heart rate, high distractibility, and a display of positive affect (Hutt 1966).

Tool use refers to the instrumental use of an object, such as using an object in service of a
goal or to access resources (Bjorklund and Pellegrini 2002; Pellegrini and Gustafson 2005;
Power 2000). When Bobby drinks from the bottle, this would be classified as tool use, as he is
using the object to drink. In evolutionary psychology, researchers differentiate between tool
use as a convergent activity and making tools as a divergent activity. Although children start to
use tools at an early age, children are not very apt at making tools as a divergent activity, which
entails more creative ways of using an object to solve a problem (Nielsen et al. 2014; Pellegrini
2013). For humans, tool use also involves learning about the cultural/intentional functions of
objects and often results in children (over)-imitating their surroundings. Primates, on the other
hand, tend to focus on the instrumental functionality of an object or tool (Ruiz and Santos
2013).

Lastly, there is another label within the evolutionary psychology perspective that could
apply to the exploration and/or manipulation of objects and materials, namely construction.
However, within this perspective, construction is seen as a behavioral interaction with objects
that is accommodative and concerned with the end product more so than with the manipulation
of the objects itself. It also occurs later in a child’s development (between 3 and 5 years) than
the other behaviors mentioned earlier (Pellegrini 2013). Bobby, in our example, is not engaged
in this behavior and he would not develop this behavior until he is a little older.

The Developmental Trajectory of Children’s Exploration and/or Manipulation
of Objects and Materials

Children will start to explore and manipulate objects once they have developed the necessary
physical capabilities (Bjorklund and Gardiner 2011). Pellegrini and many of his colleagues
(i.e., Hutt 1966; Bjorklund and Pellegrini 2002; Belsky and Most 1981; Pellegrini and
Gustafson 2005; & Pellegrini and Hou 2011) believe that the exploration of objects always
precedes other interactions with objects. Exploration develops around 7–10 months of age and
declines afterwards (Pellegrini and Hou 2011). After exploration, object play develops when
children are between 1 and 5 years old and then declines. For tool use, there is a less rigid age
range established: It develops somewhere during infancy-childhood (Pellegrini 2013).

Vandenberg (1978) proposed a similar sequence of behavioral occurrences in animals,
namely an exploration-play-application sequence. New objects are first explored and when
deemed safe and familiar, the animal will play with the object. This play behavior provides the
opportunity to develop skills and strategies with this object (i.e., tool use). It can therefore
become an important part of an animal development and adaptation (Vandenberg 1978).

Focusing on the development of human social cognition, Tomasello’s theory describes not
only the sequence as described above but also explains in more detail how and why children
progress in their engagement with objects and materials during their early development.
According to Tomasello (1999), human social cognition develops through cumulative cultural
evolution. Culture is not only the human social environment and the context for cognitive
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development (i.e., cognitive habitus), but it is also the source of active instruction, through
which specific knowledge gets passed on to children. Active and explicit instruction is specific
to humans and ensures the cumulative effect of our cultural evolution.

An important part of this cumulative cultural evolution is learning the use of cultural tools,
objects, and artifacts. Tomasello (1999) presumes that children begin to understand the
concept of objects around 4 months of age. Then, at 6 months, dyadic (child and object)
imperative (i.e., inquisitive or explorative) interactions between the child and an object start to
emerge. During this period, children learn about the sensorimotor affordances of objects by
means of exploration as referred to by Pellegrini (2013). Through joint attention behaviors
(e.g., gaze following and social referencing), these interactions turn into triadic (child, object,
and other person) and declarative (i.e., expressive to inform or direct the other person)
interactions when the child is around 8 or 9 months of age: the 9-month revolution
(Tomasello 1999; Tomasello 2019). Before 9 months, others are seen simply as beings,
whereas after 9 months, children start to understand others as intentional beings like them-
selves (others operate “like me”), by seeing how others interact with objects.

The 9-month revolution is uniquely human, as this change in perspective combined with
the unique human ability of emotion sharing creates joint intentionality (Tomasello 2019). In
this latter period, the child learns about the intentional affordances of objects; this is what we
(as a culture) use this (as an object/tool/artifact) for. These intentional affordances allow for
and are a prerequisite to children’s symbolic play: a more mature form of play. During
symbolic play, the intentional affordances of a particular object are endowed upon another
object (e.g., a stick can be used as a spoon).

Children learn about these intentional affordances through stimulus enhancement, emula-
tion learning, and imitative learning (Pellegrini 2013; Tomasello 1999; Tomasello 2019). The
first mechanism to emerge, stimulus enhancement, happens when other intentional beings
(e.g., adults/parents) use an object and by doing so, facilitate a child’s interest in the object.
Secondly, emulation learning refers to when a child (often before the age of one) discovers
new (additional) affordances of an object because they see another intentional being using that
object. The focus of emulation learning lies on the affordance discovered or outcome of the
action rather than the exact action(s) of the intentional being. Lastly, often after the age of 1
year, imitative learning occurs when a child directly copies what they see other intentional
beings do with an object to create the same result.

One of the main differences between emulation and imitative learning is that emulation
learning focuses on reaching the same outcome via whichever means necessary, where
imitation learning focuses on reaching the same outcome by imitating the exact action(s).
When comparing across species, it has been found that chimpanzees, for example, engage
more often in emulation learning, focusing on obtaining the same outcome. Children,
on the other hand, are more interested in all actions involved to reach this outcome
and tend to (over)-imitate their surroundings (Horner and Whiten 2005; Nielsen 2012).

Another comparison between these two species shows that, due to the cumulative cultural
evolution of humans, emulation and imitation learning have migrated to an earlier stage of
human ontogeny. For humans, these behaviors appear around 1 year of age, where chimpan-
zees engage in these behaviors around 3 years of age (Tomasello 2019). With respect
to children’s exploration and/or manipulation of objects and materials, all three
mechanisms present themselves during child-caregiver joint attention and stimulate a
child’s progression through the developmental trajectory of this behavioral
phenomenon.
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The Developmental Value of Children’s Exploration and/or Manipulation of Objects
and Materials

Adaptation

Interestingly, object interaction is not only present in humans but also in most mammalian
species. These species spent a significant percentage of time and energy engaging in explo-
ration, object play, and tool use (Pellegrini & Bjorklund, 2004). Considering their costs (time
and energy), these behaviors should be functional: the benefits outweigh the costs. Therefore,
the exploration and/or manipulation of objects and materials must be of some evolutionary
value (Power 2000). So, what might be the evolutionary value of object interaction? Some of
the suggested evolutionary benefits are the acquisition of information regarding the rules of
objects in one’s surrounding, the practice of motor skills, the occurrence of novel behavioral
sequences that can result in new forms of tool use (see section on tool use below), and possibly
the stimulation of cognitive development (Power 2000).

For the human species specifically, the manipulation and exploration of objects and
materials is assumed to have both ontogenetic and deferred adaptive value: It supports the
adaptation to the immediate and future environment (Pellegrini et al. 2007; Smith and
Pellegrini 2008). Not only is immediate cardiovascular conditioning supported by object
interactions, such as mouthing, dropping, assembling, or otherwise manipulating objects, but
these interactions also allow for children to try out new combinations of actions free of external
constraint. Therefore, it supports them in gaining knowledge about the (cultural use of) objects
and their surroundings (Smith and Pellegrini 2008; Pellegrini 2013).

Based on this knowledge, children can develop new strategies and behaviors that can influence
evolutionary processes. In other words, these new strategies and behaviors create phenotypic
variation: the fundamental principle of evolution by natural selection (Bjorklund 2012; Pellegrini
et al. 2007). If the phenotypic variation created through these interactions with objects would not
support the adaptation of our species, these interactions would have been eliminated by natural
selection considering their costs (Bjorklund and Gardiner 2011; Ellis 1973; Riede et al. 2018).

Tool Use

Through exploring objects and materials in their surroundings during the first years of their
life, children learn about the use and function of tools. This phase of exploration can be viewed
as consisting of perception-action routines through which children gather information, for
example by trying to relate objects to other objects or surfaces in their surroundings (Lockman
2000). However, children not only learn about the instrumental function of tools. Because of
their tendency to (over)-imitate their surroundings, they also learn about the cultural function
of the tools and the associated cultural normative behavior (Legare and Nielsen 2015). The
tendency of children to over-imitate and, as a consequence, use these objects only as tools for
their intended function, is thought to be distinctive to human intelligence and results in
efficient long-term tool use (Casler and Kellemen 2005).

Social Cognition

The emergence of joint attention behaviors, where the child and another person are jointly
engaged with an object, signifies what Tomasello (1999) calls the 9-month revolution. This
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represents the beginning of the development of human social cognition (Tomasello 1999).
After learning about the sensorimotor affordances of objects, children discover a new dimen-
sion of objects: the “ideal” dimension where the child learns about the intentional affordances
of objects. Therefore, the interactions with objects (e.g., exploration, object play, or tool use)
that take place during joint attention, drive and support the development of social cognition.

Concluding Remarks

Our discussion of the evolutionary psychology perspective shows how the exploration and/or
manipulation of objects and materials is to be understood when comparing human behavior to
similar behaviors in different species. This cross-species comparison underscores the important
role of our interactions with objects and materials, not only in the development of a child but
for us humans as a species. See Table 1 for an overview of the main concepts and ideas of this
perspective.

Comparison of the Three Perspectives and Synthesis of Answers

In this section, we will discuss and compare the similarities and differences between the three
theoretical perspectives on the exploration and/or manipulation of objects and materials in
order to integrate them into comprehensive answers to the questions posed in the introduction:
Q1. What are the defining labels and features of the exploration and/or manipulation of objects
and materials by children in early childhood?; Q2. What is the developmental trajectory of the
exploration and/or manipulation of objects and materials by children in early childhood?; Q3.
What is the developmental value of the exploration and/or manipulation of objects and
materials by children in early childhood?

To answer these questions, we will look for recurring ideas and themes, as well as whether
these ideas are backed up by other (more recent) empirical research or literature reviews. By
discussing the three perspectives side by side, it will also become apparent where the
perspectives complement each other. In each subsection, we will start with the discussion
and comparison of the three perspectives and then we will conclude with our integration of
these perspectives into an answer to our research questions. Ultimately, the answers to our
questions will lead to a theoretical framework, which can support childhood educators and can
also be used as a foundation to inform future research on the exploration and/or manipulation
of objects and materials in early childhood education.

The Three Perspectives on the Defining Labels and Features of the Exploration and/
or Manipulation of Objects and Materials by Children in Early Childhood

The first aspect that becomes apparent when comparing the different perspectives is that
despite the many different labels (e.g., practice play, manipulative play, tool use, or object
play), all three perspectives emphasize learning as an important feature of a child’s exploration
and/or manipulation of objects and materials. Where the genetic epistemology perspective
specifically emphasizes the habituation of existing behaviors through the repetition that is
typical during practice play, the evolutionary psychology perspective specifically emphasizes
the importance of learning to use cultural tools or objects to ensure our human cumulative
cultural evolution (Piaget 1967/1951; Tomasello 1999). Moreover, the cultural historical
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psychology perspective highlights learning, defined as optimizing current actions or learning
new actions, as the intrinsic function of any activity, including a child’s exploration or
manipulation of objects (Van Oers 2010).

When integrating the three perspectives with respect to the defining features of the
exploration and/or manipulation of objects and materials, it becomes apparent that our
theoretical framework needs to underscore that learning is inherently related to this behavior.
To highlight the importance of learning in relation to (object-oriented) play, Van Oers’ ideas
on play from a cultural historical psychology perspective might be helpful. Van Oers (2010)
has inherently linked play to learning, by defining it as a play format: a mode of engaging in
any cultural activity, that is characterized by high involvement, following implicit or explicit
rules, and degrees of freedom. In this context, learning is understood to be either a qualitative
change in behavior or habituating existing behaviors. This habituation, in turn, creates new
possibilities for new or more complex behavior to develop, through association or the
emergence of new needs (Van Oers 2010). In other words, play is defined as a mode of
engaging in an activity instead of a separate activity with its own separate label. If the three
aforementioned characteristics are absent, the activity would likely be regarded as chaotic (i.e.,
to many degrees of freedom), forced (i.e., to many rules that has to be followed), or
uninteresting to the child (i.e., no high involvement or involuntary participation). However,
if these characteristics are present, the child’s engagement in the exploration and/or manipu-
lation of objects and materials provides the opportunity for learning to take place, which makes
the behavior functional in a child’s development.

To adequately represent our discussion of the three perspectives, one parameter needs to be
further explicated to encompass all learning that can potentially take place. Van Oers’
parameter of following rules is applicable to the exploration and/or manipulation of objects
and materials if it not only encompasses following but also discovering rules. The discovery of
rules is an important feature of children’s interactions with objects within the evolutionary
psychology perspective (Hutt 1966; Pellegrini 2013; Tomasello 1999).

The rules or regularities that children discover or learn about during their exploration and/or
manipulation of objects and materials can be twofold. Firstly, they can learn about the
sensorimotor affordances: the rules of the object or material (e.g., a sponge is soft and squishy
and holds its form). Secondly, they can learn about the rules of how we, as a culture, use the
object or material: the intentional affordances (e.g., a sponge is used to wipe or clean things),
as described by Tomasello (1999). The discovery of rules, whether sensorimotor, intentional,
or even conceptual, through exploration and manipulation has been well established by the
theoretical work of Lockman (2000) on perception-action routines and has been confirmed in
several empirical studies (Berger et al. 2005; Cook et al. 2011).

Interestingly, the parameters of Van Oers’ (2010) play theory are very similar to Rubin
et al. (1983) description of the dispositions of play: (1) being highly involved, (2) intrinsically
motivated for the sake of play(ing), (3) deriving pleasure from it, and (4) having the freedom to
modify the rules within the play. Although both the dispositions of “intrinsic motivation” and
that of “pleasure” are not explicitly stated in Van Oers’ parameters, these dispositions are
inherently linked to the parameters of a high level of involvement in combination with degrees
of freedom; if children have some degrees of freedom to act as they want and have a high level
of involvement, their actions can become intrinsically motivated. This might result in children
deriving some sort of satisfaction from it.

Van Oers’ play theory has only been extensively theorized and studied in the context of
more “mature” forms of play, such as pretend play. However, by comparing the three
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parameters to the dispositions identified by the extensive review of play by Rubin et al. (1983),
we argue that Van Oers’ explicated parameters can be considered to encompass all the
behaviors of interest and provide us with the means to define the different behaviors mentioned
within the three perspectives with one label: play. This label does not refer to an actual
behavior, it refers to the mode of engagement: with a high level of involvement and degrees of
freedom, while following or discovering rules. It should be noted that there is much theoretical
discussion on what play is. For this current theoretical framework, the unifying label play as a
mode of engagement is employed to link the aforementioned behaviors to learning, not to
contribute to the discussion on the conceptualization of play.

Another aspect that becomes apparent when comparing the different perspectives is that the
defining features of the exploration and/or manipulation of objects and materials can be
divided into concrete behaviors (e.g., banging an object, relating two object to each other, or
substituting an object) and characteristics of this behavior (e.g., repetition, imitation, and
association). The concrete behaviors can be categorized as follows: sensorimotor exploration,
physical manipulation, and mental manipulation. Although the three theoretical perspectives
use different labels to refer to these behaviors, the general function of these behaviors is
similar. First, the sensorimotor exploration behaviors, in the genetic epistemology perspective,
are described as primary and secondary circular reactions, or what Casby (2003) termed
exploratory sensorimotor play. In cultural historical psychology, it refers to behaviors that
serve a child’s exploratory orientation. These behaviors are simply referred to as exploration in
the evolutionary psychology perspective. In all three perspectives, the general developmental
function of sensorimotor exploration behaviors is discovering the sensorimotor affordances or
rules of objects and materials.

The second category of behaviors, mentioned in all three perspectives, would qualify as physical
manipulation. These behaviors are referred to as practice play, constructive play, nonconventional
relational play, manipulative play, object play, tool use, etc., across the three perspectives. Even
though all these labels refer to different behaviors, they would all qualify as physical manipulations
of objects and materials with the goal of discovering what one can do with an object or material,
manipulating the object according to their rules or intentional affordances (i.e., their social function),
and practicing for the habituation of behaviors and social schemes. Finally, all three perspectives
refer to behaviors that constitute as object substitution or some form of mental manipulation of
objects andmaterials, for the sake of discovering the possibilities of the object(s) or material(s) when
combined with symbolic thought (e.g., endowing intentional affordances of one object onto another
object) and practicing these different forms of symbolic thought.

The recurrent and defining characteristics of these behaviors that are mentioned within the
three perspectives, such as repetition, imitation, and association, are all mechanisms that create
opportunities for learning to take place. These mechanisms occur during a child’s dyadic and
triadic interaction with their environment. They can therefore be summarized as different
dyadic and triadic learning mechanisms that support the developmental trajectory of the
exploration and/or manipulation of objects and materials and will be discussed in the section
concerning the developmental trajectory.

Q1: What Are the Defining Labels and Features of the Exploration and/or Manipulation
of Objects and Materials by Children in Early Childhood?

From our discussion, we can extract the following answer to the first research question. When
children (1) show a high level of involvement, (2) have some degrees of freedom to explore
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and manipulate as they please, and (3) are also following and discovering rules, we can argue
that they are engaged in play, which inherently means it provides an opportunity for learning.
When play is focused on exploring and/or (physically/mentally) manipulating objects and
materials, we will further refer to this behavioral phenomenon as object-oriented play. In the
next part of this paper, we will use the term object-oriented play (abbreviated as OOP) as a new
and overarching label that integrates the labels used in the three different perspectives.

In other words, OOP is all play that is focused on objects or materials and their sensori-
motor or intentional affordances. This can involve the sensorimotor exploration, physical
manipulation, or mental manipulation of objects and/or materials. These labels are broad
behavioral categories that can include several different and more specific behaviors (see
Table 2). Sensorimotor exploration refers to all behaviors involved in discovering the senso-
rimotor affordances and rules of objects and materials. Physical manipulation refers to
manipulating and handling the objects or materials in order to discover what one can do with
the object(s) or material(s), as well as manipulating them following certain rules such as their
intentional affordances. Mental manipulation refers to the substitution or representation of
objects and supports the child development of symbolic thought.

Having a unified label for this behavioral phenomenon, knowing when and how it can
provide the most optimal opportunity for learning or development to take place, and knowing
what specific behaviors it entails, can support childhood educators to identify, understand, and
enrich children’s OOP. Figure 1 illustrates our conceptualization of this behavioral phenom-
enon that results from our theoretical synthesis of OOP.

The Three Perspectives on the Developmental Trajectory of the Exploration and/or
Manipulation of Objects and Materials by Children in Early Childhood

All three perspectives differ substantially regarding their overall view on the developmental
trajectory of OOP. Both the genetic epistemology and cultural historical psychology perspec-
tive have their own theory regarding the mechanisms and “phases” of development. According
to the genetic epistemology perspective, a child’s own cognitive developmental accomplish-
ments through imitation and repetition ensure a child’s transition through several set stages.
For cultural historical psychology, it is the mediation of the surroundings and a child’s new
leading motives that supports a child’s transition from one leading activity to the next. The
evolutionary psychology perspective is less clear on the developmental sequence and relation
between the different behaviors. They only state that exploration precedes all other interactions
with objects and that children start to understand others as intentional beings during the 9-
month revolution. This perspective is, however, very clear about the mechanisms involved in
the developmental trajectory of OOP: stimulus enhancement, emulation, and imitation, as
explained the section concerning the evolutionary psychological interpretation on the devel-
opmental trajectory.

All three perspectives do agree on the fact that OOP will eventually lead to some form of
symbolic play, once a child has the cognitive ability for symbolic thought (Piaget 1967/1951;
El’konin 1989; Tomasello 1999). This developmental trajectory starts with the mental manip-
ulation of objects: symbolically changing the function, meaning, or attribute of the object,
while remaining focused on that specific object. The ability to mentally manipulate objects will
eventually allow for more mature forms of play to develop, such as pretend play.

Specifically, between the genetic epistemology and the cultural historical psychology
perspective, there are also several significant similarities regarding their views on the
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developmental trajectory of OOP. In order to grasp these similarities, we need to take a closer
look at the sequence of the developmental trajectory. Both the genetic epistemological
interpretation of practice play accompanying the sensorimotor stage and the cultural historical
psychology interpretation of manipulative play as a leading activity view OOP as an important
(first) step within the cognitive development of children (El’konin 1971; Piaget 1970;
Vygotsky 1933/1967). Within both perspectives, it occurs around the same age (somewhere
between 4 and 12 months) and is focused on sensorimotor skill development and exploring the
physical surroundings. According to the genetic epistemology perspective, this is a result of a
child’s interaction with the (material) surroundings, for the cultural historical psychology
perspective, it is a result of a child’s social interaction with their surroundings (e.g.,
caregivers).

Table 2 Overview of the developmental phases, functions, behaviors, and learning mechanisms of OOP

Developmental
phases –>

Sensorimotor exploration Physical manipulation Mental manipulation

Function(s) 1. Discovering the
sensorimotor affordances
and the
(physical/technical) rules
of the object(s) or
material(s)

1. Practicing for the habituation of
behaviors and social schemes

2. Discovering what one can do
with the object(s) or
material(s) and their
sensorimotor affordances

3. Discovering what one can do
with the object(s) or
material(s) and their intentional
affordances

4. Discovering and following
(social, technical, and
sometimes strategic and
conceptual) rules

1. Discovering and
following (social,
strategic, and
conceptual) rules

2. Discovering the
possibilities of the
object(s) or material(s)
when combined with
symbolic thought

3. Practicing different
forms of symbolic
thought

Behaviors - Mouthing,
- Squeezing,
- Banging,
- Stroking,
- Kneading,
- Rotating,
- Inspecting objects and

materials

One object:
- Repeating a manipulation with

an object or material
(nonfunctional)

- Using an object in a new or
unconventional way (creative)

- Using an object in service of a
goal (tool use)

Multiple objects (relational)
- Nonfunctional combining of

objects
-

Sorting/grouping/stacking/-
nesting

- Nonconventional combining of
objects (creative)

- Creating patterns
- Counting objects
- Combining objects according to

cultural function

- Substituting objects
- Representation of objects:

the “manipulation” of
objects that are not
physically present

Learning
mechanisms

- Repetition (dyadic)
- Association (dyadic)
- Stimulus enhancement

(triadic)

- Repetition (dyadic)
- Association (dyadic)
- Emulation (triadic)
- Imitation (triadic)

- Repetition (dyadic)
- Association (dyadic)
- Imitation (triadic)
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Both perspectives propose a hierarchical trajectory of OOP, although they differ in the steps
they distinguish within this trajectory. The cultural historical psychology perspective distin-
guishes two types of manipulative thought: (1) explorations (and manipulations) during the
first year of life, to learn about the characteristics of the object, which serves the child’s
exploratory orientation within reality (Gal’perin 1980) and (2) the manipulation of objects
during the second and third year of life, to attain a practical goal and the manipulation of
objects according to their social meanings, which serves as the child’s orientation on a cultural
activity (Gal’perin 1980). Within the genetic epistemology perspective, Piaget (1967/1951))
subdivided the sensorimotor stage into the different circular reactions and based upon this,
Casby (2003) created a hierarchical sequence of exploratory sensorimotor play, relational-

Fig. 1 Theoretical framework of object-oriented play (OOP). Note. Object-oriented play (OOP) is play focused
on exploring and/or manipulating objects and materials, both physically and mentally. During OOP, a child is (1)
highly involved, (2) has some degrees of freedom, and (3) follows and/or discovers rules. This provides
opportunities for learning and is of evolutionary, cultural, and cognitive value. The developmental trajectory
of OOP can best be represented as overlapping waves of increasingly complex behaviors (i.e., sensorimotor
exploration, physical manipulation, and mental manipulation). The learning mechanisms (i.e., association,
repetition, stimulus enhancement, emulation, and imitation) that occur during a child’s dyadic and triadic
interactions with their environment promote this developmental trajectory of OOP
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nonfunctional play, and functional-conventional play, stretching from around 4 months till 18
months. This hierarchical sequence is also in line with the view of the evolutionary psychology
perspective, in which the interactions with objects start with (sensorimotor) exploration,
around 8–10 months.

It is also interesting to note that both cultural historical psychology and evolutionary
psychology mention that when a child is around 1 year old, their attention turns from dyadic
to triadic interactions, indicating that children develop the capacity to direct their attention to
multiple things (e.g., caregivers and objects) at the same time, as well as that they learn to
direct others’ attention. This development follows the 9-month revolution as explained by
Tomasello (1999).

The proposed hierarchical sequence of the phases of OOP, as well as the more specific and
concrete behaviors these phases entail, has also been confirmed by empirical research such as
the studies by Belsky and Most (1981) and Tamis-LeMonda and Bornstein (1994). Belsky and
Most (1981) hypothesized a developmental sequence of exploration to play based on a cross-
sectional study of free play. This developmental sequence starts around 7.5 months with
undifferentiated exploration, develops into increasingly complex forms of manipulations, and
eventually leads to decontextualized (symbolic) play. A similar sequence, from simple to
gradually more complex manipulations leading to a transition into symbolic play, is used in a
study by Tamis-LeMonda and Bornstein (1994) to indicate the level of symbolic play in
relation to different aspects of children’s language. Both these studies suggest that several steps
exist within the manipulatory phase of play and that there is a transitional phase towards more
symbolic play. These studies provide an example of the empirical work that has already been
done to support the hierarchical phases and sequence of behaviors, as hypothesized by the
discussed perspectives.

On an abstract level, there is a second similarity between the genetic epistemology and
cultural historical psychology perspective. Their founders Piaget and Vygotsky viewed devel-
opment as advancing in one direction towards a specific goal, which to Piaget was scientific
logic and for Vygotsky becoming a member of one’s own culture (Matusov and Hayes 2000).
Because Piaget (1967/1951) saw development as a one directional progression, always from
simple to more complex, through a set sequence of stages, he failed to recognize the
possibilities of a child going back and forth between sensorimotor and “higher” cognitive
processes for example. Smilansky (1968) nuanced Piaget’s (1967/1951) view on stages by
admitting that stages at some point can exist parallel to one another, as a child gradually moves
from one stage to the next within the set sequence. Similarly to Smilansky, the theorists
succeeding Vygotsky also argued that each age period is characterized by a leading activity
(indicating the way children relate to their surroundings), which at that point in a child’s
development is the most prominent activity. This does not mean that another activity is
excluded; it is just more prominent at that time (Van Oers 2011). Ultimately, both perspectives
adopted a more flexible view on the progression of development.

More recent studies used the overlapping waves theory, developed by Siegler in 1996, to
corroborate the idea that multiple behaviors, indicative of a stage or leading activity, can be
present at the same time (Forestier and Oudeyer 2016a, 2016b). In their study on the role of
tool use in the development of human cognition, Forestier and Oudeyer (2016b) showed that
overlapping waves of qualitatively different types of behaviors can be useful for children to
discover sensorimotor knowledge and solve sensorimotor problems. This indicates that mul-
tiple behaviors or strategies can be present at the same time, and that children do not always
use the most optimal, complex, or newly acquired behavior. Using less optimal behaviors or
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strategies can help children scaffold their own understanding of the increasingly complex
affordances within their environment (Forestier and Oudeyer 2016a). This view allows for
more flexibility in the sequence and occurrence of behaviors across time and is more in line
with the often associative nature of OOP.

A final abstract similarity between the two perspectives is that one could argue that both the
genetic epistemology and cultural historical psychology perspective do not sufficiently high-
light the importance of the interaction between a child’s own cognitive development and the
social context (Matusov and Hayes 2000). Where the genetic epistemology perspective mainly
focuses on the child’s own cognitive development, the cultural historical psychology perspec-
tive mainly focuses on the social context.

According to the genetic epistemological perspective, the role of an adult is to
facilitate the physical environment and to observe the child (Beckett et al. 2017;
Matusov and Hayes 2000). This marginal role of the adult does not take into consider-
ation the possible influence of adult(s) as social beings in the child’s environment as well
as the possible interactions with these adult(s) that could impact the child’s play or
development (Beckett et al. 2017). Both Piaget (1962) and Smilansky (1968) did,
however, mention imitation as a possible influence from the environment. The evolu-
tionary psychology and the cultural historical psychology perspective (Pellegrini 2009;
Vygotsky 1933/1967) are more explicit on the role of imitation: Both perspectives
consider it to be a crucial mechanism for (play) development.

In the cultural historical psychology perspective, the role of mediation by the social context
and environment in a child’s development has a prominent place. According to El’Konin
(1971) and Leont’ev (1972/1981), mediation of the environment ensures the transition into a
new leading activity that accompanies each age period. One could argue that this perspective,
in turn, gives too little attention to the influence of the child’s own actions and maturation in
this transition to new leading activities. Many scholars have criticized Vygotsky for placing
too much focus on the influence of the cultural context. However, as Van Oers (2011) points
out, Vygotsky himself actually did emphasize that children’s own activity is the basis for their
development.

By synthesizing the ideas of genetic epistemology and cultural historical psychology into a
unified framework, it becomes possible to highlight the importance of both a child’s own
cognitive development as well as their social context in play activities. This also permits the
consideration of the interaction between a child’s own cognitive development and their social
context, which is necessary for a comprehensive view on the developmental trajectory of OOP.
In other words, a child’s development never occurs in isolation from the social context. This
view is also in line with a more recent sociocultural perspective on development, where the
cognitive development of children is regarded as inherently embedded within the social
context (Matusov and Hayes 2000). This is especially important to consider within an
(early) childhood education context.

Many similarities, as well as complementing factors, can also be found across all three
perspectives when considering the different mechanisms (the defining features as described
earlier) important to the developmental trajectory of OOP. Even though these mechanisms
may differ substantially between the different perspectives on a behavioral level, on a
functional level, there are some interesting similarities to consider. They are all learning
mechanisms that support the development of children’s OOP and occur during a child’s
dyadic (child and objects) or triadic (child, objects, and other persons) interaction with their
environment. The recurrence of some of these learning mechanisms across the different
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perspectives could be an indication of their importance to the developmental trajectory of
OOP.

During a child’s dyadic interactions with their environment (child and objects), two
learning mechanisms important to the development of children’s OOP occur: repetition and
association. Repetition, a concept mentioned in the genetic epistemology, is of importance for
the habituation of actions and behaviors. Association, a concept mentioned in the cultural
historical perspective, can support the development of qualitatively new behaviors. The
learning (i.e., the habituation of actions and behaviors and the development of qualitatively
new behaviors) that takes place, in turn, supports the developmental progression of children’s
OOP.

During a child’s triadic interactions with their environment, three learning mechanisms can
be distinguished: (1) stimulus enhancement, (2) emulation learning, and (3) imitation. These
three mechanisms can all be seen as a type of mediation during child-caregiver joint attention,
a key concept within cultural historical psychology. Both the cultural historical psychology
perspective and the evolutionary psychology perspective agree that the interaction of adults
with objects can stimulate the interest of a child to explore or manipulate a certain object. The
evolutionary psychology perspective specifically coined the term stimulus enhancement to
refer to this mechanism. Emulation learning is considered an important mechanism before the
age of one, in the evolutionary psychology and cultural historical psychology perspective and
occurs when someone in a child’s surroundings is using or handling a certain object. Imitation
is a mechanism that is recurrent within all three theoretical perspectives and develops after the
age of one (Tomasello 1999). The prominent presence of imitation across all three perspectives
not only demonstrates the importance of this mechanism but also underpins the importance of
the child’s surroundings, as children need their surroundings (i.e., caregivers, teachers, or more
knowledgeable others) to imitate when exploring or manipulating objects. These three learning
mechanisms underscore the importance of a child’s triadic interactions with their environment
to the development of OOP.

Q2. What Is the Developmental Trajectory of the Exploration and/or Manipulation
of Objects and Materials by Children in Early Childhood?

Based on our discussion of the ideas brought forth within the three discussed perspectives, we
can conclude that OOP develops in certain developmental phases, often from simple behaviors
and interactions to more complex. In general, OOP starts with sensorimotor exploration, as a
child first needs to know the objects’ sensorimotor affordances before they can intentionally
manipulate the object. After this first developmental phase, a child moves to more
complex physical manipulation of objects and materials. Finally, once a child de-
velops the cognitive ability for symbolic thought, physical manipulation can develop
into mental manipulation of objects and material. Mental manipulation can be viewed
as an initiation of more mature forms of play such as pretend play, where the objects
become props within the narrative of children’s play (Thompson and Goldstein 2019).
These broader labels (sensorimotor exploration, physical manipulation, and mental
manipulation) for the developmental phases within OOP exist out of many different
more specific and concrete behaviors, which are described in more detail in Table 2.

It is important to note that the developmental trajectory of OOP consist out of hierarchical
behavioral phases that are cumulative, not mutually exclusive. Multiple behaviors, both simple
and complex, can be present and utilized at the same time, as the cognition of a child grows
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and changes during the course of their development. For example, children can switch back
and forth between exploring and manipulating an object as they discover new affordances
during the activity. This can best be seen as overlapping waves of developmental phases as
represented in Fig. 1. There is a hierarchical sequence in the occurrence of the behavioral
phases. Even though each phase has their peak at a different time (between the ages of
approximately 18 months until 3.5 years), all encompassed behaviors can be present in the
behavioral repertoire of a child at the same time.

The progression through the developmental trajectory of OOP is both influenced by the
child’s own physical and cognitive development as well as the social context, as these two
constantly interact with each other. Altogether, a child’s physical and cognitive
development—and other dyadic learning mechanisms, such as repetition and association—in
combination with mediation by their surroundings—through triadic learning mechanisms,
such as stimulus enhancement, emulation, and imitation—lead to overlapping waves of
behavior: starting with sensorimotor exploration, then physical manipulation and lastly mental
manipulation. These insights can support childhood educators to navigate the progression of
children’s OOP as well as understand the mechanisms that promote this progression. Figure 1
portrays the developmental trajectory within our comprehensive view of OOP.

The Three Perspectives on the Developmental Value of the Exploration and/or
Manipulation of Objects and Materials by Children in Early Childhood

Across all three perspectives, OOP is linked to children’s learning and development in several
domains such as the development of cognitive schemes, language learning, symbolic thought,
social cognition, sensorimotor knowledge and skills, and even human adaptation. The devel-
opmental value of OOP has also been assessed and confirmed by many empirical studies (e.g.,
Forestier and Oudeyer 2016b; Wyman et al. 2009; Pellegrini and Gustafson 2005).

In all three perspectives, OOP is consistently linked to children’s cognitive development,
specifically the development of children’s schemes, language, and symbolic thought. Schemes,
a concept used in genetic epistemology, refer to a cognitive structure that helps a child to
interpret and organize information. This relates to the procedure of a psychological tool as used
in cultural historical psychology. Both perspectives view schemes and psychological tools as
cognitive structures that support a child’s cognitive development. These cognitive structures
are still considered of great importance to children’s development, as they can support children
to construct their understanding of the world around them (Atherton and Nutbrown 2013;
Arnold 2013; Athey 2013).

Both the cultural historical psychology and evolutionary psychology perspectives link the
start of language development to OOP. OOP has the potential to influence the language
development of a child, because they often learn the name and defining characteristics of
the object they are interacting with (Vygotsky 1933/1967). This focus on objects also provides
opportunities for children to develop their functional vocabulary (Van Oers 2010). Within the
evolutionary psychology perspective, Tomasello (2003) argued that the joint attention during
OOP is crucial for language development. OOP provides a pragmatically simple situation in
which the communicative intention of the caregiver or teacher is especially clear to a child. It
therefore helps the child in their acquisition of concrete nouns and perceptible referents
(Tomasello 2003).

A large body of empirical research confirmed the relation between OOP and children’s
language. Several studies show that OOP contributes to children’s word learning or show that
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OOP functions as a context for mothers to provide didactic language to their children (Tamis-
LeMonda et al. 2013; Yu and Smith 2012). More specifically, some recent studies looked into
the relations between object exploration while sitting or walking and the development of
spatial language (Oudgenoeg-Paz et al. 2015; Oudgenoeg-Paz et al. 2016). These studies
found that children’s independent sitting and walking enables more object exploration, which
in turn supports children to learn about spatial concepts and contributes to the acquisition of
spatial language (see also Halliday 2006).

The development of symbolic thought is also thought to be stimulated by OOP. In all three
perspectives, the mental manipulation of objects, such as substitution, is considered as a
transition phase to other (more mature) forms of play such as pretend play. The exhaustive
review on pretend play by Thompson and Goldstein (2019a, b) confirmed that object substi-
tution is indeed viewed as the first component of the developmental progression of pretend play.

Next to children’s cognitive development, OOP might also support the development of
children’s social cognition. Both the cultural historical psychology and the evolutionary psychol-
ogy perspective link OOP to the start of the development of children’s social cognition. Van Oers
(2010), for example, argued that the development of social-emotional stability is rooted in
children’s manipulative play. Within the evolutionary psychology perspective, interactions with
objects (e.g., tool use) are considered as paramount to our adaptation and the survival of our
species as social humans, with cumulative cultural evolution as an important mechanism
(Tomasello 1999). More recent studies also found that OOP facilitates social communication
before children have developed their verbal language skills (Kultti and Pramling 2015).

Even though all three perspectives agree that children’s gross and fine motor skills are a
prerequisite for OOP, the only perspective that describes the contribution of OOP to the
development of children’s motor skills is genetic epistemology. Within the sensorimotor stage,
Piaget (1967/1951) distinguished the different motor developments (e.g., circular reactions) of
children that allow for new possibilities of exploration and/or manipulation. Many recent
studies confirmed that the development of motor skills provides new possibilities in a child’s
development (Karasik et al. 2011; Libertus et al. 2015; Soska and Adolph 2014). A child that
can grasp, can start exploring, a child that has more refined motor skills, can start to manipulate
objects in more detail, and a child that can walk, has many more objects and materials at their
disposal. Smilansky (1968) also pointed out that repetition during functional play contributes
to children’s motor development, as it includes the repetition of simple muscular activities. It
is, therefore, very important to also take a child’s motor development into account when
assessing the developmental value of OOP.

The three perspectives have also linked OOP to more immediate functions. All perspectives
view OOP as a context in which children can discover the sensorimotor affordances of objects
and materials, and practice for the habituation of behaviors, social schemes, and different
forms of symbolic thought. The cultural historical psychology and evolutionary psychology
also relate OOP to a child’s discovery of the intentional affordances of objects. Lastly, the
cultural historical psychology perspective mentions the opportunity OOP provides to discover
and follow different rules (i.e., physical, technical, social, conceptual, and strategic rules).

Q3. What Is the Developmental Value of the Exploration and/or Manipulation of Objects
and/or Materials by Children Ages of 1.5 to 5 Years Old?

Overall, the three theoretical perspectives agree that OOP is of great developmental value to
children, which might explain the universality and pervasiveness of this behavior across time,
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cultures, and species (Göncü et al. 2000; Power 2000; Riede et al. 2018). Each perspective
provides arguments regarding the developmental value of OOP for many different areas of
development: cognitive development (e.g., language learning, schemes, and symbolic
thought), social cognition (e.g., influencing our evolutionary adaptation through cultural tool
use), and (sensori)motor development. Apart from potentially supporting different develop-
mental domains, OOP can provide a context for children to discover and follow rules and
affordances as well as to practice acquired behaviors and schemes.

In order to support the claims made by the three perspectives and to describe the develop-
mental value in more detail, future research should focus on conducting a systematic review or
meta-analysis of empirical studies on the developmental value of OOP, for example
concerning the relationship between OOP and children’s cognitive development. Gaining
more knowledge on the relationship between OOP and cognitive development can help
childhood educators to accurately enrich children’s OOP and support their development.

Conclusion

After reviewing three theoretical perspectives—genetic epistemology, cultural historical
psychology, and evolutionary psychology—concerning their view on children’s explo-
ration and/or manipulation of objects and materials, it has become evident there are many
similarities between them and that the differences between the perspectives can comple-
ment each other. By discussing and comparing these perspectives, we have synthesized a
unified theoretical framework that can support childhood educators in understanding,
supporting, and enriching the universal and pervasive behavior that we have termed
object-oriented play (OOP). In Fig. 1, we present a comprehensive theoretical framework
of OOP, including the labels and defining features of the behaviors, its developmental
trajectory, and developmental value. This theoretical framework can also be used to
inform future research concerning the role, developmental trajectory, and developmental
value of OOP in early childhood education. One specific application might be the
development and validation of an observational instrument that can be used both to
advance future studies on OOP and to provide further support for childhood educators to
observe and assess children’s OOP. It is our hope that our framework of OOP will
advance the current understanding, assessment, and guidance of the behavioral phenom-
enon that Bobby, as one of many children, is engaged in.
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