SOCIO-CULTURAL APPROACH FOR PROBLEM-SOLVING THROUGH DRAMA IN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION
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Problem-solving is a highly creative process, urging children to discover new concepts or invent new strategies. This challenges cognitive task that is mainly based to cultural context. According to Bruner, culture provides us the tool-kit for constructing not only our worlds but our very conceptions of our selves and our potentialities. 

Furthermore, problem-solving is a social process, as according to Vygotsky, it is learned in social interaction in the context of everyday activities based in children’s emotions and feelings.   

Drama, as well, it is a socio-cultural process that involves imagination, creativity and problem solving. 

In this presentation firstly we will refer to problem-solving in Greek mythology concerning the cultural aspect. Then, following the social aspect, we will discuss how a child approaches a problem through drama, chooses a logical strategy, moves from idea to idea understanding the world around, uses information and finally invents a new solution based in his feelings and his interaction with others.

At the dawn of the new millennium we found ourselves living in a complex society of incredible achievements and perplexing problems. The industrial society of the last century turned into a techno-biological and mass media centered one. Without any doubt, a lot of problems have been imposed on us that demand the urgent acquisition of new skills related to problem-solving.

On the other hand our life from the time we are born, maybe earlier, is a continuous and challenging problem-solving that needs mainly accurate skills.
In our socio-cultural approach for problem-solving we take into account the Lev Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theories of development, in which the role of language and culture is significant in the function of mind. Additionally we adopt Bruner’s beliefs about culture and how it provides the tools for organizing and understanding our worlds in communicable ways. According to him (Bruner, 1996) the evolution of the mind is linked to the way that «reality» is represented by a symbolism shared by members of a cultural community in which a technical - social way of life is both organized and construed in terms of that symbolism. The symbolic mode is not only shared by a community, but conserved, elaborated, and passed on to succeeding generations which, by virtue of this transmission continue to maintain the culture’s identity and way of life. The distinctive feature of human evolution is that mind evolved in a fashion that enables human beings to utilize the tools of culture. 

A key part of becoming a mature problem-solver is learning the shared assumptions and meanings of our culture - learning about what is regarded as a good solution to a problem and what is not (Light & Perret, 1989).

Greek mythology, ancient literature and tradition include concrete assumptions, meaning and symbolism that can be the cultural «tools». I’ll mention some examples in relation to our theme:

 Hercules! He is a well known heroe who had some famous achievements . Most of them demanded a solution to a problem. (Homer B 615-630, Pindarus - Olymbia10, 23-63, Pausanias 5,1,9).  
Dedalus! All his achievements represent the technological level and cultural development of Minoan civilization (Herodotus 7, Xenophon-Memoirs 4.2.33,  Pausanias 7, 4-5, 10, 11). Among them, it was the well known labyrinth ( Platon-Minos 320 c-d, Platon - Politia 1, 337a).. The king Minos of Crete ordered Talos, the first alive robot in the world made of cooper, to catch him. The famous technician in order to escape got the idea from the nature. He collected feathers, he stuck them with wax and imitated birds’ wings. He flew away. That’s the first aircraft.

The human sacrifice is a very common theme in ancient tragedies. The most predominant one is that of Ifigenia, written by Euripides (Euripides, Ifigenia en Avlidi). This is a universal solution to problem-solving, and you can find it, as a phenomenon, to most mythologies, literature and folk tradition.. Religions are closely related to sacrifices. I’ll remind you the oracle of Delphi, the religious centre of the ancient world, where Pythia answered in a ambiguous way that could be interpreted differently by the conscience or even the subconcious  of the subject-pilgrim. It’s very alike the chinese book of wisdom, I’ Ching. It was Pythia’s prophecy that started the adventure of Oedipus, who all his life was trying to solve his fate problem. (Sofocles - Oedipus, the tyran).
Nevertheless in problem-solving there is usually a tragic contradiction.  From the given solution arises a new problem or many others. It’s not only Oedipus who had to face the consequence of problems. On a general and larger scale we notice  that  our biological and technological era has solved many problems of the past but out of these solutions, new problems have emerged. Think of the children of the third world, the pollution, the atomic bomb, Hiroshima, Chernobil, cloning, internet etc. The evaluation of problem-solving is always necessary concerning not only the strategy but also its consequences.  
Odyssea of Homer is characterized by findings and charming solutions to problems. Odysseus (Ulysses) in order to escape with his companions from the cave, in which the blind cyclop Polyphemos had put him on, he tied his companions, one by one, under the belly of the sheep (Homer, Odyssea (Ulysses) 425-460). Of course, solution and inventiveness have to do with circumstances. If you are in real danger, then a solution will spring out of your subconscious. What helps one such solutions is an education based on life experiences. Ancient greek education was not only a collection of information and knowledge having to do with the cognitive aspect but a real active, social and interactive education gained through everyday life, based on life’s experience. Philosophy, mathematics, physics, justice, moral education,  and mainly linguistics had to do with real life, with people, with agora, with theatre, with gymnasium, with music,  with city and community where everybody was the “acting subject”. 
According to Stephanie Thorton (1995, p. 124), «change and growth in problem-solving skills reflect the combination of increasing information and experience. Given the right opportunities and experiences, quite striking changes can occur in a relatively short time». It is very possible, comments Edward De Bono, the inspirator of «lateral thinking», to look at all the old information and come up with a very worthwhile new way of putting it together (De Bono, 1971) According to him, lateral thinking is not a new, magic formula,  but simply a different and more creative way of using the mind... It does not concern only problem-solving but the new ways of looking at things and new ideas of every sort. Lateral thinking is a matter of awareness and practice (De Bono, 1971, p.12-17). Some influential theories,  mainly that of Jean Piaget (1968) assert that logic is the critical  element in problem-solving. According to Edward de Bono the difference between lateral and vertical thinking is that with vertical thinking, logic is in control of the mind, whereas with lateral thinking logic is at the service of the mind. It is well known that problem-solving involves processes over and above basic cognitive competence. The five steps approach proposed by Dixon and  Glover  (1984) is very appropriate: 1. Problem definition, 2. Goal selection, 3. Strategy selection, 4. Implementation of strategy, 5. Evaluation. Following these steps it involves what Jerome Bruner (1974) has called “going beyond the information given”, that means making inferences or deductions.  

Piaget used unfamiliar tasks in designing problem-solving and he underestimated the young child’s ability to draw inferences, as Donaldson argues (Donaldson, 1978). Gelman (1980) showed that,  children can often solve problems when they are couched in concrete, familiar, everyday terms, while they fail with the same problems expressed abstractly or in an unfamiliar way. Furthermore, it is proved that children’s success in problem-solving is differenciated from one situation to another, related to the context and the emotional environment  (Alkistis, 1998). So there must be other factors besides logic that relate to success or failure in problem-solving. There are general skills  that play a crucial role in that, as Jerome Bruner and Helen Kenney (1965) suggested. The childrens’ experiences in a task and the feedback they get from their actions is significant in what they do or do not discover. Apparently problem-solving involves change, about moving from one idea to a new one. By this process children usually invent a new solution to a problem and that’s a highly creative task (Thornton 1995). 

In general, problem-solving involves psychological processes related to the information a child has about the world. As children gain new  experiences, they invent new strategies, they develop deeper understanding of concepts, they draw inferences and they learn to combine problems (Thornton, 1995) .

The child’s increasing success in problem-solving is also a social process, much more bound up with feelings than we used to think. Daniel Goleman with his «emotional intelligence» theory points out how social and emotional skills can lead to inventive problem-solving and furthermore to satisfying and successful living. Lev Vygotsky proposed that problem-solving is a social skill learned in social interactions in the context of everyday activities (Vygotsky, 1962). Children learn a lot from watching other people, from listening and even from simply solving problems in a social setting (Light & Perret-Clermont, 1989). Working collaboratively with someone else makes a powerful contribution to how a child’s skill develop. Pairs of children can be more successful in solving a problem than a child working alone (Doise & Mugny, 1984).  The reason is that many children may have different levels of understanding of the problem itself, as well as different background knowledge and assumptions (Doise & Hanselmann, 1991). The conflicts between children, as Willem Doise and his collaborators suggested, should put powerful pressure on children to change their conceptions and develop new strategies. Martin Glachan and Paul Light (1982) studied pairs of children who collaborated with one another in problem-solving. They came to the conclusion that each child brings a different strategy to the problem and they can learn a new more sophisticated strategy that neither individual can devise. They even supported the «two wrong - one right» term which means that two wrong strategies can bring to the discovery of a right one. 

Does education give all these opportunities to the child? It is possible that education reflects our native predispositions and interprets the world in a particular way.  Pedagogy has to empower the child to go beyond that endowmet can be Vygotsky’s «zone of proximal development» and Bruner’s «scaffolding» in combination with art and specially DRAMA,.  

Because creativity requires informality as its essence is «breaking rules». Education has to reveal its essence combiningk culture, experience and creativity. In the new millennium the school has to be healthier, safer and safer. Education has to be communicative, creative and in order to achieve that  to «break rules». 
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