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Coded Number Date Time commenced Time ended 

Opening remarks: 
 

1 First move 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 
1 Second move 

Justification/comment: 
 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 
1 Third move 

Justification/comment: 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 
1 Fourth move 

Justification/comment: 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 
1 Fifth or more moves 

Justification/comment: 
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Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 

Reaction to upended block: 
 

2 First move 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 
2 Second move 

Justification/comment: 
 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 
2 Third move 

Justification/comment: 
 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 
2 Fourth move 

Justification/comment: 
 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 
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Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 
2 Fifth or more moves 

Justification/comment: 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 

Reaction to upended block: 
 

3 First move 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 
3 Second move 

Justification/comment: 
 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 
3 Third move 

Justification/comment: 
 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 
3 Fourth move 
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Justification/comment: 
 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 
3 Fifth or more moves 

Justification/comment: 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 

Reaction to upended block: 
 

4 First move 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 
4 Second move 

Justification/comment: 
 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 
4 Third move 

Justification/comment: 
 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 
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Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 
4 Fourth move 

Justification/comment: 
 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 
4 Fifth or more moves 

Justification/comment: 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 

Reaction to upended block: 
 

5 First move 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 
5 Second move 

Justification/comment: 
 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 
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5 Third move 

Justification/comment: 
 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 
5 Fourth move 

Justification/comment: 
 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 
5 Fifth or more moves 

Justification/comment: 

Syncretic Colour Shape Height Size Pattern 

Maximum similarity Colour and shape Trial-and-error  Other combination More than one grouping 

Representative allocation – colour Representative allocation – shape Rep. allocation: colour & shape Other 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 

Reaction to upended block: 
 
 
 

6 First move 

 

6 Second move 

Justification/comment: 
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Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 
6 Third move 

Justification/comment: 

 
 
 
 
 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 
6 Fourth move 

Justification/comment: 

 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 
6 Fifth or more moves 

Justification/comment: 

 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 

Reaction to upended block: 
 
 

7 First move 
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7 Second move 

Justification/comment: 

 
 
 
 
 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 
7 Third move 

Justification/comment: 

 
 
 
 
 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 
7 Fourth move 

Justification/comment: 

 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 
7 Fifth or more moves 

Justification/comment: 

 

Abandon hypothesis Ask for further assistance Researcher’s comments 
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Repetition, transfer, and description 

Repetition: Ability to resort blocks: noted here but scored below 

No mistakes = 3;                                                                                      Some mistakes = 2;                                                                                       Unable = 1 

Make a note of the time ended now  
Ability to describe what blocks have in common: Noted here but scored below 

Two descriptions per group = 8 ranging in number of descriptions provided down to one for all groups; no description = 0 

Ability to transfer to glasses: Noted here but scored below 

No mistakes = 4;                                                                                      Some hesitation = 3, 2, and 1;                                                                                   Unable = 0 

Ability to transfer to candles: Noted here but scored below 

No mistakes = 4;                                                                                      Some hesitation = 3, 2, and 1;                                                                                   Unable = 0 

Any additional comments 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Overall scoring: Hanfmann-Kasanin (1937/1942) and Towsey (2006) 
Interpretation of the task: 

Principle: Classification = 3; One characteristic = 2; Trial-and-error = 1 Conceptual = score 3 Intermediate = score 2 Unable = score 1 

Names: Means properties = 3; Means put together = 2; Merely lettering = 1 Conceptual = score 3 Intermediate = score 2 Unable = score 1 

Sample Block: Representative = 3; Nucleus = 2; No particular function = 1 Conceptual = score 3 Intermediate = score 2 Unable = score 1 

Totality: Four classes = 3; Doesn’t always remember = 2; Not considered = 1 Conceptual = score 3 Intermediate = score 2 Unable = score 1 
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Levels of Performance: (see my adaptation of this scoring in Appendix Two: Notes for Scoring) 

12 11 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 -1 -2 -3 

Finding and mastering the solution: (Italics are where I score subjects who are being perceptually guided, alongside Hanfmann & Kasanin’s original scoring) 

Solution: Insight = 3; Partial/perceptual = 2; Mechanical = 1 Conceptual = score 3 Intermediate = score 2 Unable = score 1 

Formulation: Size principle = 3; Size description/perceptual = 2; Not mentioned = 1 Conceptual = score 3 Intermediate = score 2 Unable = score 1 

Dichotomy: Size and height  = 3; Size / height description/perceptual = 2; Not mentioned = 1 Conceptual = score 3 Intermediate = score 2 Unable = score 1 

Repetition: Resort blocks: No mistakes = 3; Some mistakes/perceptual = 2; Unable = 1 Conceptual = score 3 Intermediate = score 2 Unable = score 1 

Transfer scoring (Towsey, 2006): 

Ability to describe what blocks have in common:  
 

Two descriptions per group = 8 ranging in number of descriptions provided down 
to one for all groups; no description = 0 

Ability to transfer to glasses: 
 No mistakes = 4;          Some hesitation = 3, 2, and 1;                    Unable = 0 

Ability to transfer to candles: 
 No mistakes = 4;          Some hesitation = 3, 2, and 1;                    Unable = 0 

Total scores from previous page per column    

Total scores from previous page added  

Supplementary Scoring (Hanfmann & Kasanin, 1937/1942): Time and number of blocks: 

Time in minutes: 1 point per minute  

Number of incorrectly upended blocks (blocks x 5)  

Number of correctly upended blocks (score x 3)  

Total score  

 



Appendix Two In Search of  Vygotsky’s Blocks: Notes for Scoring 
 
Hanfmann and Kasanin (1942) write that within each phase of the experiment wide variations in performance were observed.   A: Interpretation:  Classification – 1 Looks for unknown principle; 2 Does not grasp nature of 
required grouping – full significance of 4 groups, names, turned sampled not fully appreciated; 3 Does not relate the names at all to the properties of the blocks 
 

Interpretation of the task (Italics=H&K discussion/further clarification in 1942 paper); 4. Effect of additional instructions: Not scored, just noted as H&K do not provide scoring for this 

A Interpretation of 
what is required Principle Name Sample Totality 4. Effect of additional 

instructions 
Score 3 3 3 3  

1.   Task seen as 
classification 

The subject looks for the unknown 
basis of classification. 

Name is taken as designating some 
as yet indefinite common property of 

the blocks. classes to be found 

Sample is seen as a 
representative of the class; an 
added sample (“correction”) 

may prove that the attempted 
classification was wrong. 

 a particular quality (not the 
concrete); turned sample alters 

hypothesis completely 

Subject chooses the basis of 
classification that will yield 

four classes. 
reviews and discards, 
systematic planned 

Minimum instruction 

Score 2 2 2 2  

2. 

Nature of 
required 

grouping not 
grasped (most 

difficult to define 
by researcher) 

Subject looks for a near-arbitrary 
method of procedure, the “rule of 

the game”. 
guessing, hesitancy, uncertainty; 

mixture of hypotheses and trial and 
error  

or only one possibility seen – shape, 
colour, no. of sides and able to give 
exact description of these but blocks 
grouped because of what they are – 

naming is related to concrete and 
not to a specifically abstracted 

characteristic 

Name designates merely the blocks 
that should be place together; or it 

designates only one definite quality, 
e.g., shape. 

some realisation – ie, same word 
together and for some reason but lack 
of clarity revealed because does not 

understand need for conceptual 
classification as above 

or 
can’t move blocks to other groups 

because name is revealed but 
uncertainty as to why it has that name 

– the name designates only one 
definite quality – shape or colour or 

height or size  

Sample is seen as the nucleus 
or merely as part of the group; 
correction leads to removal of 

the corrected block alone. 
sample represents concrete 

characteristics 
turned sample modifies 

hypothesis to some degree but 
not to totality 

Subject remembers that he 
has to make four groups, is 

concerned about the number 
of blocks in each. 

some measure of requirement 
of totality is taken into 

consideration 

Able to benefit from 
more, even slight 

hint 

Score 1 1 1 1  

3. 
Does not relate 

names to 
properties of the 

blocks 

Subject anticipates no rule of any 
kind, utilizes trial and error. 

tries to turn blocks; then random or 
groups blocks but pays no attention 
to requirement of names or the use 

of them as a criterion 

Name is merely “lettering”, one 
among other characteristics of the 

blocks. 
names not related to properties or not 
seen as standing for some common 
property – disregarded or seen as 

merely lettering 
These two subgroups both fail to 
grasp the naming function of the 

words 

Sample has no particular 
function, may be simply 

disregarded. 
sample block function totally 
disregarded or serves merely 

as starting point 
turned block simply means it 
must be put with the others 

The blocks are grouped 
without any consideration for 

the four-fold division. 
totality not entertained or 

groupings made without any 
regard to implications for 

totality or four-fold division 

Unable to benefit 
from additional 

instructions 



 
 
 

B Levels of performance (Hanfmann & Kasanin scoring; italics=my interpretation of discussion in paper of Hanfmann & Kasanin (1942)) 

Conceptual and 
abstract  

Presence of a system 
Conceptual –, remembers four-fold, thinks 

No exceptions allowed 
Bothered by contradictions/inconsistencies 

Need for consistency of principles across four 
groups 

Classes – approaches conceptually with colour or 
shape or no. sides but not with red blocks or square 
ones or no. of sided blocks – happening inside head – 
abstract and consistent classification of attributes 

12 

 

Conceptual engagement 
in relation to qualities of 
blocks and hierarchical 

Collection complexes describe a multitude of qualities 
of the blocks & yet they don’t need this if they 
approach conceptually – justifications/explanations 
rather than principles.  Combined with similarities & 
dissimilarity – conscious but similarity unformulated or 
inconsistent 

Intermediate – 
lack conceptual 

basis of 
classification – not 
just one block to 

another but 
concrete rule – 

some degree but 
allows exceptions 

Presence of some kind of system – emerging 
‘rules’ 

Perceptual and attempts at conceptual 
Need for four groups but consistency not 

applied or needed 
Exceptions allowed 

Movement inconsistently between 
preconceptual and concrete/perceptual 

Contradictions explained away  
Inconsistencies explained away  

 

Pseudo-classes – colour or shape but not consistent 
– one red group, one round – concrete – general 
concept not instrumental – does not deal with colour 
or shape, but with red blocks or triangular blocks – 
descriptions but not consistent 

8 
 

10 
Hanfmann and Kasanin 
raise collections above 

chains and diffuse 
complexes in a reversal 
of Vygotsky’s writings 

Early complexes – similarities between individual 
blocks – pairs,  first block merely starting point or 
families; conglomerate pairs together but not to whole 
group 
Constructions – patterns or put together to form 
shape based on shape or height – solution accidental  

Hanfmann and 
Kasanin’s 
‘primitive’ 

complexes 

Hanfmann and Kasanin’s ‘primitive’ complexes 
cannot result in a system 

Physiognomic – impressions and descriptions 

4 

8 

 

6 

 

Individual placements - post hoc, ‘dunno’, one by one, 
no system 
Random Groups – trial and error; vaguely perceived 
similarity 

Hanfmann and Kasanin write that they do not 
score these modes (pp.32-33), yet include 

“random groups, individual placements” later in 
their 1942 monograph (pp.51-52 and p.55). 

Combination of the first two stages Syncretic Stage Three 
Proximity or other perceptually compelling ties Syncretic Stage Two 

Syncretic – no 
bonds – 

subjective plus 
Hanfmann & 

Kasanin’s random 
but not subjective 

 

Subjective, guesses 

0 

Syncretic Stage One 



 
C Finding and mastering the solution Solution Formulation Dichotomy Repetition 
 Score 3 3 3 3 

1. 
Bears totality in mind all the time – 
engagement is conceptual/abstract with the 
perceptually abstracted qualities 

Solution is accompanied 
by insight.  

Size is clearly seen and 
named as the principle of 

achieved grouping. 

Subject formulates the 
size difference of the 

blocks in terms of double 
dichotomy. 

Subject reconstructs the 
destroyed groups  quickly 
and without errors ( or no 

need if principle is 
mentioned) 

2. Score 2 2 2 2 

 

Grouping achieved by mainly consistent 
principles across the four groups on a 
concrete level. 
My insert here is ‘guided by the perceptual’ 
(H&K – ‘most difficult for researcher to 
define’) 

Solution is accompanied 
by partial insight only. 

Size is used to describe 
the group but not given 
the outstanding role of a 
principle (noticed but not 
given specific attention or 

role or principle).  

Subject mentions 
differences of blocks both 
in height and in top area, 

but does not combine 
these two characteristics 
into a system of a double 

dichotomy.  
or does so because 
perceptually guided 

Subject orders the blocks 
with hesitation and 
occasional errors. 

or does so because 
perceptually guided 

3. Score 1 1 1 1 

 
Creates groups by trial and error or 
inconsistent principles across the four 
groups 

Solution is reach 
mechanically without 

insight. 

Size differences of 
groups are not 

mentioned. 

Subject does not seem to 
realise that size of blocks 
is varied in two directions 

(doesn’t grasp double 
dichotomy) 

Subject is unable to 
reconstruct the destroyed 

groups. 

 
 
Hanfmann and Kasanin abbreviated here to H/K. 
There are 3 sections to the H/K scoring method. Each of the 3 sections of the H/K scorings totals 120 for a group of 10 subjects.  The first H/K scoring is for “Interpretation of the 
task” (scores between 1 and 3 for 4 sub-categories); the second is for “Levels of Performance” (scores as 4, 6, 8, 10 and 12); the third is for “Finding and mastering the solution” 
(scores between 1 and 3 for 4 sub-categories).   The H/K Sections 1 and 3 have been scored as per their writings in this study. 
Levels of Performance is abbreviated here to “LoP”.  The LoP is the middle section (number 2) of Hanfmann and Kasanin’s scoring. 
 
Groups 
in this 
study 

H/K  
Sections 1-3 
scores out 

of 240 
(120+120)  

in this study 

H/K LoP scores as is would exclude 
the 3s and most of the 4s, so 

calculation taken at theoretical 
average of HK LoP per range (ie, 

half the subjects scoring top of 
range and half the subjects scoring 

bottom range) 

Theoretical 
H/K LoP at 

average 
scores of top 
& bottom of 
each range 

Theoretical 
H/K LoP 
scores as 

percentage 
of 120 

LoP at my 
scoring 

suggestion 
for this study 

My LoP 
scores as 

percentage 
of 120 

Percentage 
difference 
between 

theoretical 
H/K LoP and 

my LoP 

Totals of H/K  
Sec 1-3 with 

my LoP 
scores in this 

study 
(out of 360) 

3 80 Between -1 and -3 = -2 x 10 -20 -16.66% -22 -18.33% +1.67% 58 
5 93 Between 0 and 4 = 2 x 10 20 16.66% 22 18.33% +1.67% 115 
8 126 Between 4 and 6 = 5 x 10 50 41.66% 43 35.83% -5.83% 169 

11 161 Between 6 and 8 = 7 x 10 70 58.33% 67 55.83% -2.5% 228 
15 217 Between 8 and 12 = 10 x 10 100 83.33% 102 85% +1.67% 319 

Adults 232 Between 10 and 12 = 11 x 10 110 91.66% 112 93.33% +1.67% 344 



 
My scoring for levels of performance for this cross-sectional study (2006).  Departure from Hanfmann & Kasanin scoring for adults of not more than +1.67% to -5.83% per age 
group for 10 subjects in each age-group. (Vygotsky did not score these modes of thinking)  I have followed Hanfmann & Kasanin’s (1942) note to score subjects at the highest 
level of performance displayed during their sessions. 
 
 

Overall description Mode Description Score Vygotskian Phases and Stages 
Totally subjective – ignores instructions altogether -3 

Syncretic but introduces story or some other grouping and 
pays some attention to initial instruction -2 

Phase One – Syncretic; 
names of blocks does not 
serve to organise activity; 
syncretic relationships to 

‘same kind’ 
Some awareness of labels and able to sort colours or shapes 
but not in relation to labels, only according to shape or colour -1 

Syncretic Images: found in this study in responses of three-year-
old subjects but NOT in relation to words cev, bik, mur, and lag, 
but in relation to ‘same’  in regard to either colour or shape of 

blocks or their names (eg, triangle or orange) 

Individual placements - , post hoc, ‘dunno’, one by one, no 
system, 1 to 1; difference explains all 1 Syncretic Stage One: T&E, guessing + repeats same strategy 

Syncretic Stage Two: proximity + other perceptually compelling 

Syncretic or no 
meaningful 

psychological links made No meaningful 
psychological links made; 
but name is cue of some 

kind 
Random Groups – trial and error; vaguely perceived similarity, 

prompting to engage and complete activity 1 Syncretic Stage Three: combination of the first two 
Pairs and early associations 2  

Associations or only one possibility seen 3 Phase Two, Stage One Early Complexes 
Collections, fluid, guessing, early chains 4 Phase Two, Stage Two 

Exceptional subjects –  
notice height or size 

Guided by the perceptually obvious – notes height or size 
immediately and groups by perceptual association 5  

Chains, unstable, chain-like reasoning, chains across groups 6 Phase Two, Stage Three 

Diffuse complexes; unstable 7 

Phase Two, Stage Four 
What Hanfmann and Kasanin call collections, I refer to here as 

diffuse complexes 
 

Concrete and factual. 
Chains combined with 

early diffuse complexes. 
Diffuse Complexes & 

Pseudo-solutions.  
Cross-referencing back 
to exemplar and other 
blocks takes place – 
inconsistently applied 

 

Intermediate Complexes 
Pseudoconceptual: concrete but more consistent; looks like 
real concepts, but turned blocks or ignoring inconsistencies 

shows; can combine 2 traits of blocks; sometimes no 
approach advanced before or post hoc but not totality of 4 

8 

Elaborations, advanced and sophisticated diffuse complexes; 
pseudo-reasons not consistent; emergence of possible ideas; 

concrete and some conceptual to fit approach 
9 Emergence of ideas. 

Advanced & 
sophisticated complexes 

Potential Concepts 
‘proper’ merging into true 

concepts Representative allocation; mirroring; sophisticated use of 2 or 
3 combinations; more consistent 10 

Phase Two, Stage Five. 
Coupled with 

emergence of Potential Concepts ‘proper’. 
A combination of the emerging ability to abstract (potential 
concepts) along with increasing ability to apply approaches 

consistently.   
The crossroads between thinking in complexes and concepts. 

Hypothesis testing; tries out moves and abandons if not 
compatible with totality 11 

Logical and abstract Fully mature conceptual 
approaches 

Mathematical, analytical, statistical sometimes in middle of 
board; analyses characteristics and thereby finds 

commonalities; defines parameters of problem (counting 
upfront – totality) 

12 

Phase Three - True, fully mature, abstract and logical thinking; 
formulates double dichotomy and sorts accordingly 

 



 
 

Transfer scoring (Towsey, 2006): 

Ability to describe what blocks have in common: (If subjects were prompted, their scores 
were halved.) 
 

Two descriptions per group = 8 ranging in number of descriptions provided down 
to one for all groups; no description = 0 

Ability to transfer to glasses: (If subjects were prompted, their scores were halved.) 
 No mistakes = 4;          Some hesitation = 3, 2, and 1;                    Unable = 0 

Ability to transfer to candles: (If subjects were prompted, their scores were halved.) 
 No mistakes = 4;          Some hesitation = 3, 2, and 1;                    Unable = 0 

 



Research Report:  In Search of Vygotsky’s Blocks: exploring cev, bik, mur, and lag in South Africa 

Appendix Three In Search of  Vygotsky’s Blocks: Subject 

Information Sheets 

Following on from the discussion in the main Research Report on the differences in approach 
between Sakharov and Hanfmann and Kasanin (1937 and 1942), a further point needed to be 
mentioned.  This was in relation to how this procedure was introduced to the subjects in terms of 
ethical consent forms.  For subjects under the age of fourteen the procedure was introduced as a 
game, and for adolescent and adult subjects, as a problem-solving task.  However, as the subjects 
under the age of fourteen did not sign the consent forms, or read what the ‘game’ is about (because 
the consent forms and information were sent to their parents), below are my methods for imparting 
some of this information to subjects during the ‘icebreaker’ part of the session, before the procedure 
actually commenced. 
 Now, because Vygotsky is so very clear about transference; and because Hanfmann and 
Kasanin did not expect their subjects to transfer these newly acquired words to different objects; and 
because I wished to use a procedure with adults and children in a way which allows both groups to be 
introduced to this procedure as it was originally intended, I used a combination of the Hanfmann-
Kasanin approach and the Vygotsky-Sakharov approach as outlined below.  In each case, I have 
underlined the text which differs from the Hanfmann-Kasanin procedure.  The original Hanfmann 
and Kasanin standard instructions are: 

These are four different kinds of blocks.  Each kind has a name.  This kind of 
block, for instance (turning up the triangular mur), is called mur.  Your task is 
to find these four kinds and to put them into those four spaces (showing the 
four corner fields of the board).  You might start by picking out all the blocks 
that you think might belong to this kind, mur, and putting them in this space. 
(Hanfmann & Kasanin, 1937, p. 535) 

For this study, the ‘icebreaker’ script for adult and adolescent subjects read as follows: 

This is a thinking and talking activity.  As mentioned to you in my letter, it is 
about the thinking strategies that people of all ages use to solve problems.  
There are no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ ways of going about this.  There is also no time 
limit.  What we need you to do is to ‘think aloud’ as you go, and please feel 
free to ask me questions at any time.  

I then uncovered the blocks, and the subject could inspect them.  While they were doing this, the 
subject was told the following: 

There are four different kinds of blocks here.  Each kind has a name.  This 
kind of block, for instance (turning up the triangular mur), is called a mur 
block.  Your task is to find the four kinds of blocks and to put them into these 
four spaces (showing the four corner fields of the board).  You might start by 
picking out all the blocks that you think might belong to this kind, mur, and 
putting them in this space. (from Hanfmann & Kasanin, 1937, p. 535) 

 For subjects under the age of fourteen, I believe that the way in which the information for the 
task was presented needed to be interspersed with ‘actions’ – like looking at things, and giving the 
subjects the opportunity to ask questions – so that children were not given a barrage of information 
which could potentially overwhelm them.  My procedure for introducing the subjects of this age-
group was as listed below.  For subjects under the age of fourteen, the ‘icebreaker’ script read as 
follows: 
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What we have here are some toys that belong to children from a far-away 
country (perhaps somewhere near the North Pole?). The children in this 
country speak a different language. 

I touched the cloth covering the blocks, made eye-contact with the subject, and said: 

This is a talking and thinking game.  While we are playing it, I would like you 
to talk to me about what you are thinking about, okay?  You can tell me all 
sorts of things about the game as we play it.  You can ask me questions too. 

The blocks were uncovered and the subject could inspect them. While they were doing this, the 
subjects were told that these blocks can be sorted into four groups (indicating each of the four 
corners) and that each of these groups has a name that means something in the language of these 
foreign children.  The way the game works is to put the blocks into groups that the subject thinks 
belong together.   

There are four different kinds of blocks here. Each kind has a name.  Each 
name means something in the language of these children from the North Pole. 
What we need you to do is to find these four different kinds of blocks and to 
put them into these four spaces (showing the four corner fields of the board).   

 I picked up the first sample block, turned it over so its label was clear, and put the block into 
the bottom left-hand corner, face up, saying:  

Let’s start with this block, (turning up the triangular mur). See, its name is 
mur in the North Pole language.  Now what you can do is pick out the blocks 
that you think are the same kind as the mur block, and put them here.

 The subjects were asked if they were ready to start.  

Let’s start by asking you to pick out all the blocks that you think might belong 
to this kind, mur, and put them in this space.  Take your time.  You can talk 
to me as you go; you can tell me what you are thinking about, like why you 
think a block is a mur block. (from Sakharov, 1994, pp. 94-95; Hanfmann & 
Kasanin, 1937, p. 535) 

As the game progressed, for the very young subjects (those from three to eight or nine years old) who 
gave an indication that they were tiring or that their attention span was lagging, I said: “If you are tired 
and don’t want to carry on playing with these blocks, we can stop, okay?”.  If the subject agreed, the 
game was terminated and the subject was thanked for playing the game.
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SUBJECT INFORMATION SHEET FOR SUBJECTS THREE YEARS OF AGE 
 

1. The researcher will spend a short time as a visitor in the preschool of these age groups of children, to 

allow them to become accustomed to her presence.  The researcher will be introduced as “Paula” from 

Wits University who is here as a visitor. 

 
2. Each of the 10 three-year-olds will be approached by the child’s teacher and the researcher.  The 

researcher will tell the subject that she has a game she’d like them to play with, and will invite the subject 

to play the game with her.  If the subject declines, then another subject will be approached. 

 
3. In a designated area, the researcher will tell the subject that she has some blocks that they will be playing 

with (the blocks at this stage are covered over). 

 
4. The researcher will introduce the research assistant by first name, and will tell the subject that she is here 

to watch us play the game. 

 
5. The subject’s attention will be drawn to the camera and subjects will be invited to look into the camera to 

see that it is focused on the game board.  The subject will be told that the camera will film the board as 

we play the game. 

 

6. For subjects of this age, the ‘icebreaker’ script will read as follows: 

 

What we have here are some toys that belong to children from a far-away 
country (perhaps somewhere near the North Pole?). The children in this 
country speak a different language. 

 

This is a talking and thinking game.  While we are playing it, I would like you 
to talk to me about what you are thinking about, okay?  You can tell me all 
sorts of things about the game as we play it.  You can ask me questions too. 

 

7. The blocks will be uncovered and the subject can inspect them. While they are doing this, the subject will 

be told that these blocks can be sorted into four groups (indicating each of the four corners) and that 

each of these groups has a name that means something in the language of these foreign children.  The 

way the game works is to put the blocks into groups that the subject thinks belong together. 

 

There are four different kinds of blocks here. Each kind has a name.  Each 
name means something in the language of these children from the North Pole. 
What we need you to do is to find these four different kinds of blocks and to 
put them into these four spaces (showing the four corner fields of the board).   
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8. The researcher will pick up the first sample block and turn it over so its label is clear.  The researcher will put 

the block into the bottom left-hand corner, face up, and say: 

 

Let’s start with this block, (turning up the triangular mur). See, its name is 
mur in the North Pole language.  Now what you can do is pick out the blocks 
that you think are the same kind as the mur block, and put them here. 

 

9. The subjects will be asked if they are ready to start. 

 
Let’s start by asking you to pick out all the blocks that you think might belong 
to this kind, mur, and put them in this space.  Take your time.  You can talk 
to me as you go; you can tell me what you are thinking about, like why you 
think a block is a mur block. (from Sakharov, 1994, pp. 94-95; Hanfmann & 
Kasanin, 1937, p. 535) 

 
10. As the game progresses, should any of the very young subjects give an indication that they are tiring or 

that their attention span is lagging, the researcher will say: “If you are tired and don’t want to carry on 

playing with these blocks, we can stop, okay?”.  If the subject agrees, the game will be terminated and the 

subject will be thanked for playing the game. 
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SUBJECT INFORMATION SHEET FOR SUBJECTS UNDER THE AGE OF FOURTEEN 

 

1. The researcher will spend time as a discrete observer in the classrooms of these age groups of children, 

to allow them to become accustomed to her presence.  The researcher will be introduced as “Paula” 

from Wits University who is here as a visitor. 

 

2. Each of the five children from each school in each particular age category will be approached by the 

child’s teacher and the researcher.  The researcher will tell the subject that she has a game she’d like them 

to play with, and will invite the subject to play the game with her.  If the subject declines, then another 

subject will be approached. 

 

3. In the designated area, the researcher will tell the subject that she has some blocks that they will be 

playing with (the blocks at this stage are covered over). 

 

4. The researcher will introduce the research assistant by first name, and will tell the subject that she is here 

to watch us play the game. 

 

5. The subject’s attention will be drawn to the camera and subjects will be invited to look into the camera to 

see that it is focused on the game board.  The subject will be told that the camera will film the board as 

we play the game. 

 

6. For subjects of this age, the ‘icebreaker’ script will read as follows: 

 

What we have here are some toys that belong to children from a far-away 
country (perhaps somewhere near the North Pole?). The children in this 
country speak a different language. 

 

This is a talking and thinking game.  While we are playing it, I would like you 
to talk to me about what you are thinking about, okay?  You can tell me all 
sorts of things about the game as we play it.  You can ask me questions too. 

 

7. The blocks will be uncovered and the subject can inspect them. While they are doing this, the subject will 

be told that these blocks can be sorted into four groups (indicating each of the four corners) and that 

each of these groups has a name that means something in the language of these foreign children.  The 

way the game works is to put the blocks into groups that the subject thinks belong together. 

 

There are four different kinds of blocks here. Each kind has a name.  Each 
name means something in the language of these children from the North Pole. 
What we need you to do is to find these four different kinds of blocks and to 
put them into these four spaces (showing the four corner fields of the board).   
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8. The researcher will pick up the first sample block and turn it over so its label is clear.  The researcher will put 

the block into the bottom left-hand corner, face up, and say: 

 

Let’s start with this block, (turning up the triangular mur). See, its name is 
mur in the North Pole language.  Now what you can do is pick out the blocks 
that you think are the same kind as the mur block, and put them here. 

 

9. The subjects will be asked if they are ready to start. 

 
Let’s start by asking you to pick out all the blocks that you think might belong 
to this kind, mur, and put them in this space.  Take your time.  You can talk 
to me as you go; you can tell me what you are thinking about, like why you 
think a block is a mur block. (from Sakharov, 1994, pp. 94-95; Hanfmann & 
Kasanin, 1937, p. 535) 

 
10. As the game progresses, should any of the very young subjects (those of five to nine years old) give an 

indication that they are tiring or that their attention span is lagging, the researcher will say: “If you are 

tired and don’t want to carry on playing with these blocks, we can stop, okay?”.  If the subject agrees, the 

game will be terminated and the subject will be thanked for playing the game. 

 

11. Should the subjects not tire, and manage to solve the problem of the blocks successfully, they will be 

asked to resort the blocks again, now that they ‘know’ what the four groups are.  The subjects will be 

asked if they can tell the researcher what each of the four groups cev, bik, mur, and lag have in common. 

 

12. The blocks will then be removed and four glasses will be presented.  The subjects will be asked if they 

can use the words cev, bik, mur, and lag to describe the glasses, and if they can, how they are able to do so. 

 

13. The subjects will next be presented with four candles and asked if they can use the words cev, bik, mur, 

and lag to describe the candles, and if they can, how they are able to do so. 

 

14. The subjects will be thanked for playing the game and asked to keep the game a secret until the other 

children who will be playing the game have played it too. 
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SUBJECT INFORMATION SHEET FOR ADOLESCENT SUBJECTS 

 

1. Each of the five adolescents from each school will be approached by the subject’s teacher and the 

researcher.  The researcher will tell the subject that she has the problem-solving game that she wrote to 

them about, and the subject will be invited to play the game with her.  If the subject declines, then 

another subject will be approached. 

 

2. In the designated area, the researcher will introduce the research assistant by name, and will tell the 

subject that she is here to observe us playing the problem-solving game, which involves a number of 

wooden blocks. 

 

3. The subject’s attention will be drawn to the camera and subjects will be invited to look into the camera to 

see that it is focused on the game board.  The subject will be told that the camera will film the board as 

we play the game, and that because the camera is focused on the board, the identity of the subject will be 

protected. 

 

4. The researcher will tell that there are no right or wrong ways to solve the problem (the blocks at this 

stage are covered over).  The subject will be told that the purpose of the game is that people go about 

solving problems in many different ways and what is important about it is to see the different ways that 

different people solve problems.  The ‘icebreaker’ script for adult and adolescent subjects will read as 

follows: 

 

This is a thinking and talking activity.  As mentioned to you in my letter, it is 
about the thinking strategies that people of all ages use to solve problems.  
There are no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ ways of going about this.  There is also no time 
limit.  What we need you to do is to ‘think aloud’ as you go, and please feel 
free to ask me questions at any time.  

 

5. The blocks will be uncovered and the subject can inspect them.  The subject will be reminded that 

should they wish to withdraw from the research exercise, they are free to do so at any time. 

 

6. The subject will be told that these blocks can be sorted into four groups (indicating each of the four 

corners) and that each of these groups has a name.  The way the problem-solving task works by putting 

the blocks into groups that the subject thinks belong together. 

 

There are four different kinds of blocks here.  Each kind has a name.  This 
kind of block, for instance (turning up the triangular mur), is called a mur 
block.  Your task is to find the four kinds of blocks and to put them into these 
four spaces (showing the four corner fields of the board).  You might start by 
picking out all the blocks that you think might belong to this kind, mur, and 
putting them in this space. (from Hanfmann & Kasanin, 1937, p. 535) 
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7. The researcher will put the mur block into the bottom left-hand corner, face up.  The subject will be told 

that if they have any questions, they are free to ask them. 

 

8. The researcher will say:  

 

Take your time.  You can talk to me as you go; you can tell me what you are 
thinking about, like why you think a block is a mur block. 

 

9. Should the subjects not tire, and manage to solve the problem of the blocks successfully, they will be 

asked to resort the blocks again, now that they ‘know’ what the four groups are.  The subjects will be 

asked if they can tell the researcher what each of the four groups cev, bik, mur, and lag have in common. 

 

10. The blocks will then be removed and four glasses will be presented.  The subjects will be asked if they 

can use the words cev, bik, mur, and lag to describe the glasses, and if they can, how they are able to do so. 

 

11. The subjects will next be presented with four candles and asked if they can use the words cev, bik, mur, 

and lag to describe the candles, and if they can, how they are able to do so. 

 

12. The subjects will be thanked for playing the game and asked not to discuss the problem-solving task with 

their peers until they have played it too. 
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SUBJECT INFORMATION SHEET FOR ADULT SUBJECTS 

 

1. Each of the adult subjects will be approached by the HR manager and the researcher.  Arrangements for 

participation will be made with the subjects to diarise a time for them to participate in the research 

exercise.  At the appointed time, the subject will once again be invited to participate and informed that 

should they wish to decline, they are free to do so. 

 

2. In the designated area, the researcher will introduce the research assistant by name, and will tell the 

subject that she is here to observe us with the problem-solving task, which involves a number of wooden 

blocks. 

 

3. The subject’s attention will be drawn to the camera and subjects will be invited to look into the camera to 

see that it is focused on the game board.  The subject will be told that the camera will film the board 

during the session, and that because the camera is focused on the board, the identity of the subject will 

be protected. 

 

4. The researcher will tell the subject that there are no right or wrong ways to solve the problem (the blocks 

at this stage are covered over).  The subject will be told that the purpose of the game is that people go 

about solving problems in many different ways and what is important about it is to see the different ways 

that different people solve problems.  The ‘icebreaker’ script for adult and adolescent subjects will read 

as follows: 

 

This is a thinking and talking activity.  As mentioned to you in my letter, it is 
about the thinking strategies that people of all ages use to solve problems.  
There are no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ ways of going about this.  There is also no time 
limit.  What we need you to do is to ‘think aloud’ as you go, and please feel 
free to ask me questions at any time.  

 

5. The blocks will be uncovered and the subject can inspect them.  The subject will be reminded that 

should they wish to withdraw from the research exercise, they are free to do so at any time. 

 

6. The subject will be told that these blocks can be sorted into four groups (indicating each of the four 

corners) and that each of these groups has a name.  The way the problem-solving task works by putting 

the blocks into groups that the subject thinks belong together. 

 

There are four different kinds of blocks here.  Each kind has a name.  This 
kind of block, for instance (turning up the triangular mur), is called a mur 
block.  Your task is to find the four kinds of blocks and to put them into these 
four spaces (showing the four corner fields of the board).  You might start by 
picking out all the blocks that you think might belong to this kind, mur, and 
putting them in this space. (from Hanfmann & Kasanin, 1937, p. 535) 
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7. The researcher will put the mur block into the bottom left-hand corner, face up.  The subject will be told 

that if they have any questions, they are free to ask them. 

 

8. The researcher will say:  

 

Take your time.  You can talk to me as you go; you can tell me what you are 
thinking about, like why you think a block is a mur block. 

 

9. Should the subjects not tire, and manage to solve the problem of the blocks successfully, they will be 

asked to resort the blocks again, now that they ‘know’ what the four groups are.  The subjects will be 

asked if they can tell the researcher what each of the four groups cev, bik, mur, and lag have in common. 

 

10. The blocks will then be removed and four glasses will be presented.  The subjects will be asked if they 

can use the words cev, bik, mur, and lag to describe the glasses, and if they can, how they are able to do so. 

 

11. The subjects will next be presented with four candles and asked if they can use the words cev, bik, mur, 

and lag to describe the candles, and if they can, how they are able to do so. 

 

12. The subjects will be thanked for participating and asked not to discuss the problem-solving task with 

their colleagues until they have played it too. 
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Appendix Four In Search of  Vygotsky’s Blocks: Intervention 

Success with the Five-year-old Subjects 

The range of actions and types of performances from these subjects varied considerably from the 
subject (S502F) who established size very early on, to the subjects (S508M and S505F) whose actions 
were almost completely random and whose attention spans were rather short.  The two most 
imaginative subjects (S503F and S510M) varied in performance in that the first subject, whose 
attention meandered and frequently had to be brought back to the task at hand (back from Jack-in-a-
boxes, boats, lamps, and dresses), was perceptually able to notice size and to resort the blocks 
successfully.  The second subject (S510M) had a mind (and a game) of his own which took his 
attention away from the task at hand, and which I did not score as subjective and therefore syncretic, 
because of the collections he constructed at the beginning of his session.  One subject was quite 
destructive with the blocks, throwing and flicking them around (S508M), whereas two subjects in 
particular (S506M and S504F) were extremely obliging, with the female subject having a great sense of 
humour and an astonishing attention span for so young a subject.    
 Only two subjects did not receive additional information, the first (S502F), because, in addition 
to her visual acuity skills, she was able to focus on the factor of size with a remarkable degree of 
consistency, and the second (S510M) because he was too intent on his own game.  Of the eight 
subjects who did receive additional instruction, two benefited (S503F and S509M), in that they were 
able to resort the blocks successfully.  For two of these eight subjects (S505F and S508M), additional 
instruction did not seem to benefit them, as the game was terminated before a resorting of the blocks 
could take place (yet even so, there was no noticeable difference in their engagement with the blocks 
after discussion and intervention).   
 This meant that the four remaining subjects who were given additional instruction were unable 
to benefit from it (S501F, S504F, S506M and S507M) because they were still not able to resort the 
blocks successfully.  This result seems to confirm Hanfmann and Kasanin’s (1942) observation that in 
the majority of cases (with adult subjects): 

the initial interpretation of the task could not be altered by any amount of 
detailed explanation.  It is, in fact, one of the most striking experiences in 
giving the test, that one may explain the “correct” method of solution over 
and over again, and yet not achieve the desired change in the subject’s 
procedure (p. 21). 

 The finding in terms of the efficacy of addition instruction has implications, I believe, for 
education, particularly with children of this age.  Two of eight of them benefited from the additional 
instruction which ranged in the case of the first subject (S503F) from brief discussion on comparing 
the blocks, to quite intensive discussion and demonstrations with comparing the heights and sizes of 
all four sets of blocks.  It would seem that, despite demonstrations on the concrete objects right in 
front of them, and involving the subjects in making these comparisons themselves, the conceptual 
mode that the children were operating within had a direct effect their ability to allow ‘the word’ to 
direct and focus their attention effectively (as Vygotsky noted over 70 years ago).   
 In addition to the function of ‘the word’, it would seem from the two subjects who were able 
to benefit from intervention that visual acuity skills and the ability to make the connections of the 
relationships between objects and words are also necessary prerequisites.   All eight subjects used the 
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words (big and tall, small and flat, small and tall, and big and flat) during the intervention in a way 
which seemed to demonstrate that they had indeed managed to form a relationship between the 
perceptual, concrete objects and the words used to describe these; however, six of the subjects were 
unable to form a stable image of these concrete demonstrations, despite their use of these terms in 
the interventions.  So, the children appeared to ‘understand’ during the intervention by their use of 
these words, but when asked to resort the blocks, four who did attempt to resort the blocks were not 
able to do so (as mentioned, the game was terminated for the two subjects whose attention spans had 
reached their limit).  Of the two subjects who did resort the blocks correctly with intervention, the 
first had established some notion of size (S503F), whereas the second, because of his focus on colour 
and shape and his ‘logical’ way of describing what the groups had in common, had attempted to 
construct four groups from the outset (S509M). 
 Whilst it could be argued that attempting a demonstration, intervention, or ‘learning 
experience’ with four new concepts at the same time might be too great a challenge for children of 
this age, the finding here seems to me to be very much in line the findings of Hanfmann and Kasanin 
(even if mainly with adults) and with Vygotsky’s reasoning as follows: 

At the same time, the role played by the word in complex thinking by no 
means coincides with its role in conceptual thinking.  On the contrary, the 
very difference between the complex and the concept lies in the different 
functional uses of the word.  The word is a sign, and as such it may be used 
in different ways depending on what kind of intellectual operation it is 
involved in.  From this difference in the intellectual operations with the word 
springs the difference between complex thinking and conceptual thinking. 
(1986, pp. 139-140) 

 

Paula M Towsey, Wits School of Education, Student Number 0420657M                                                          Page 2 



Research Report:  In Search of Vygotsky’s Blocks: exploring cev, bik, mur, and lag in South Africa 

Appendix Five In Search of  Vygotsky’s Blocks: Zalkind, Inggs and 

Van der Veer (1930 and 2006) 
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