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According To George Herbert Mead's Stages Of The Self, The Preparatory Stage Occurs
When Children Imitate as a fundamental phase in the development of self-awareness and social
understanding. This initial stage, as proposed by sociologist and philosopher George Herbert Mead, is
crucial in shaping how children learn to interact with their environment and develop their sense of
self. It lays the groundwork for more complex social behaviors and cognitive processes that emerge in
later stages. Understanding this stage provides insight into early childhood development,
socialization, and the formation of identity, which are essential for educators, parents, and anyone
interested in human development.

---

Understanding George Herbert Mead's Theory of the
Self

The Concept of the Self
George Herbert Mead's theory emphasizes that the self is a social product, developed through
interaction with others. Unlike innate traits, the self is shaped by social experiences and
communication. Mead argued that the self has two components:
- The "I" — the spontaneous, autonomous aspect of the self.
- The "Me" — the organized set of attitudes and perceptions of others.

Together, these components allow individuals to reflect on themselves and their actions within a
social context.

The Stages of Self-Development
Mead outlined three primary stages of self-development:
1. The Preparatory Stage
2. The Play Stage
3. The Game Stage

Each stage represents a different level of social understanding and self-awareness, progressing from
simple imitation to complex role-taking.

---



The Preparatory Stage: Imitation as the Foundation

Definition and Characteristics
The preparatory stage is the first phase in Mead’s model, typically occurring in early childhood,
roughly from age 0 to 3. During this time, children are primarily engaged in imitation, mimicking
behaviors, sounds, and gestures they observe in their surroundings. This imitation is unorganized and
instinctive, serving as the child's way of exploring social roles and understanding their environment.

Key features of this stage include:
- Lack of understanding of the meaning behind actions
- Focus on copying observable behaviors
- Development of basic motor skills
- Limited interaction beyond immediate imitation

The Role of Imitation
Imitation in this stage is not just copying for copying's sake; it is a vital social process that allows
children to:
- Learn language and communication
- Understand social cues and gestures
- Develop early motor skills
- Explore different social roles

Children observe caregivers, family members, and peers, then imitate these behaviors, which helps
them internalize social norms and expectations.

Significance of the Imitative Behavior
Imitative behavior during the preparatory stage serves several important functions:
- Learning social roles: Children mimic adults and older children to understand how to behave in social
settings.
- Language acquisition: Repeating words and sounds helps children develop their vocabulary and
pronunciation.
- Building coordination: Imitation of gestures and actions helps refine motor skills.
- Forming emotional bonds: Imitating caregivers fosters attachment and emotional security.

This stage is fundamental because it establishes the groundwork for more sophisticated social
interactions and role-taking in later stages.

---

Developmental Progression from Imitation to Role-



Taking

Transition to the Play Stage
After mastering imitation, children enter the play stage, typically around ages 3-6, where they begin
to adopt specific roles during play, such as pretending to be a doctor or a parent. This shift signifies
an increased understanding of social roles and the beginning of perspective-taking.

The Importance of Play in Social Development
Playing roles helps children:
- Practice social interactions
- Develop empathy
- Internalize societal expectations
- Experiment with different identities

The Significance of the Preparatory Stage in Socialization
Without the foundational imitation skills developed during the preparatory stage, children would
struggle to progress into more complex social understanding. Imitation enables them to:
- Recognize social cues
- Engage in meaningful role-playing
- Develop self-awareness within a social context

---

Implications of the Preparatory Stage in Education and
Parenting

Supporting Children's Imitative Learning
To foster healthy development during this stage, caregivers and educators can:
- Provide positive role models
- Use language-rich interactions
- Encourage imitation of appropriate behaviors
- Create a safe environment for exploration

Challenges in the Imitative Stage
Some children may face difficulties in imitation due to:
- Developmental delays
- Autism spectrum disorders
- Limited social interaction opportunities



Early intervention and supportive environments are vital for overcoming these challenges and
promoting social skills.

Role of Play and Interaction
Play is an essential context for imitation. Structured and unstructured play activities facilitate
imitation and social learning, helping children transition smoothly to the next stages of development.

---

Conclusion: The Lasting Impact of Imitation in Self-
Development

The preparatory stage, characterized by imitation, is a foundational element in the development of
the self according to George Herbert Mead. It marks the beginning of social awareness, language
development, and motor skills. By copying behaviors observed in their environment, children
internalize social norms and begin understanding their roles within society. This stage sets the stage
for more complex processes like role-taking and empathy, which are essential for social integration
and personal identity.

Understanding this stage underscores the importance of early childhood interactions and the role of
adults in modeling appropriate behaviors. Facilitating positive imitation experiences can significantly
influence a child's social competence and self-awareness in later life. As children move beyond
imitation, they develop a more nuanced understanding of themselves and others, ultimately forming
a cohesive sense of identity rooted in social experience.

In sum, imitation during the preparatory stage is not merely a child's activity but a vital mechanism
through which social learning and self-formation occur. Recognizing its significance helps caregivers,
educators, and society at large support healthy developmental trajectories for young children,
ensuring they are equipped with the social tools necessary for lifelong interaction and growth.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary characteristic of the Preparatory Stage in
George Herbert Mead's theory?
The primary characteristic of the Preparatory Stage is that children imitate the behaviors and actions
of those around them without understanding the underlying meaning.

At what age does the Preparatory Stage typically occur
according to Mead's stages of the self?
The Preparatory Stage usually occurs during early childhood, around ages 0 to 3, when children begin
mimicking others' behaviors.



How does imitation function in the development of the self
during the Preparatory Stage?
Imitation allows children to learn social cues and behaviors, serving as the foundation for developing
more complex social understanding in later stages.

What is the difference between the Preparatory Stage and
later stages in Mead’s theory?
While the Preparatory Stage involves simple imitation without understanding, later stages involve
taking the role of others and developing self-awareness and social perspective.

Why is imitation important in the early development of a
child's self according to Mead?
Imitation is important because it helps children learn social behaviors and language, forming the basis
for their developing sense of self and social identity.

Can the Preparatory Stage be observed in children’s behavior
today, and if so, how?
Yes, it can be observed when children mimic adults’ actions, speech, or gestures without
understanding their significance, such as pretending to talk on a toy phone or imitating family
members.

Additional Resources
According To George Herbert Mead's Stages Of The Self, The Preparatory Stage Occurs When Children
Imitate — a foundational concept in understanding how human self-awareness develops through
social interaction. George Herbert Mead, a pioneering figure in symbolic interactionism, outlined a
series of stages that explain how individuals come to understand themselves within their social
worlds. Among these, the preparatory stage is particularly significant because it marks the beginning
of self-identity formation through imitation, laying the groundwork for more complex social behaviors
and self-consciousness later in life.

In this guide, we will explore what the preparatory stage entails, its importance in the broader context
of Mead's theory, and how children’s imitation during this phase influences their social development.
We will also examine practical examples, the transition to subsequent stages, and implications for
education and parenting.

---

Understanding George Herbert Mead’s Stages of the Self

Before diving into the specifics of the preparatory stage, it’s essential to grasp the overall framework
of Mead's theory. Mead proposed that the development of the self occurs in stages, primarily:



- Preparatory Stage
- Play Stage
- Game Stage

Each stage reflects a different level of social awareness and capacity for role-taking. The preparatory
stage is the initial phase, characterized mainly by imitation. As children progress, they develop more
sophisticated abilities to take on roles and understand social norms.

---

The Preparatory Stage: What Is It?

Definition and Duration

The Preparatory Stage typically occurs in children from infancy to around the age of 3. During this
period, children are not yet capable of complex role-taking or understanding social rules. Instead,
their primary activity is imitation — copying behaviors, sounds, gestures, or expressions they observe
in their environment.

The Role of Imitation

At this early stage, imitation is the child's main method of engaging with their social world. It serves
as a mirror for learning language, social cues, and basic behaviors. Through imitation, children begin
to recognize the actions of others and reflect those actions, which forms the foundation for developing
a sense of self and others.

Key aspects of imitation during the preparatory stage:

- Copying facial expressions and gestures of caregivers.
- Repeating sounds and words.
- Mimicking actions such as waving or clapping.
- Engaging in simple role-playing based on observed behaviors.

Why Imitation Is Fundamental

Imitation allows children to:

- Learn social norms implicitly before understanding them conceptually.
- Develop communication skills by mimicking speech patterns.
- Build emotional connections through mirror-like interactions.
- Begin differentiation between self and others, as they recognize that their actions can influence their
environment.

---

The Significance of the Preparatory Stage in Self-Development

Foundation for Role-Taking

While the preparatory stage is marked by simple imitation, it sets the stage for more advanced social
understanding. By copying others, children learn the basic structures of social behavior, which later



evolve into deliberate role-taking and understanding societal expectations.

Development of Self-Concept

Even during imitation, children start to form a nascent sense of self. When they imitate a caregiver’s
smile, they begin to associate certain actions with positive responses, fostering self-awareness
intertwined with social recognition.

Social Interaction as a Learning Tool

Children are naturally inclined to imitate because it:

- Offers immediate feedback.
- Reinforces learning through visual and auditory cues.
- Builds trust and emotional bonds with caregivers.

---

How Children Imitate in the Preparatory Stage

Types of Imitation

Children’s imitation during this stage can be categorized as:

- Motor Imitation: Copying physical actions like waving, clapping, or waving goodbye.
- Vocal Imitation: Repeating sounds, words, or intonations heard from adults.
- Facial Expression Imitation: Mirroring smiles, frowns, or other emotional expressions.
- Behavioral Imitation: Engaging in activities modeled by caregivers or peers, such as pretending to
cook or clean.

Mechanisms Underlying Imitation

- Mirror Neurons: Neuroscientific research suggests the presence of mirror neurons that activate both
when an individual performs an action and when they observe others performing the same action.
This neural mechanism underpins the capacity for imitation in children.

- Reinforcement: Positive responses from adults reinforce imitation behaviors, encouraging continued
replication.

- Observation and Repetition: Continuous observation of social behaviors and repeated practice
facilitate learning.

---

Practical Examples of Imitation in the Preparatory Stage

- A baby watching their mother brush her hair and then mimicking the motion with their own hand.
- An infant hearing a caregiver say “bye-bye” and then waving their hand in response.
- A toddler copying their peer’s way of stacking blocks or pretending to feed a doll.
- Young children imitating the tone and pitch of adult speech, developing language skills.



---

Transition from the Preparatory Stage to the Play Stage

Moving Beyond Imitation

While imitation is central during the preparatory stage, children soon develop the ability to engage in
play, where they begin to understand roles and social positions beyond simple mimicry.

Role of the Play Stage

In the play stage, children start to:

- Take on specific roles (e.g., pretending to be a doctor or a parent).
- Understand social norms and expectations associated with those roles.
- Develop empathy and perspective-taking by imagining themselves in others' positions.

The foundation laid during imitation allows children to progress into this more sophisticated
understanding of social interactions.

---

Implications for Parents, Educators, and Caregivers

Encouraging Healthy Imitation

- Provide Diverse Models: Children mimic the behaviors of attentive and nurturing adults.
- Model Positive Behaviors: Demonstrate kindness, patience, and social skills for children to imitate.
- Engage in Interactive Play: Play that encourages imitation fosters social and emotional development.
- Use Language and Gestures Consistently: Repetition helps reinforce language acquisition and social
cues.

Recognizing Developmental Milestones

- Early Imitation (0-12 months): Smiling, cooing, copying facial expressions.
- Toddler Imitation (1-3 years): Mimicking speech, gestures, and simple actions.
- Beyond: Transitioning to role-playing and understanding complex social roles.

Challenges and Considerations

- Over-Imitation: Excessive copying without understanding can hinder creativity.
- Negative Models: Imitation of aggressive or inappropriate behaviors can be harmful.
- Cultural Influences: Cultural norms influence what behaviors children imitate.

---

Broader Theoretical and Social Implications

The Role of Imitation in Cultural Transmission

Imitation is fundamental not only for individual development but also for the transmission of culture.



Through mimicry, children learn societal norms, traditions, language, and values, ensuring cultural
continuity.

Connection with Other Theories

Mead’s emphasis on imitation aligns with other developmental theories, such as:

- Vygotsky's Social Development Theory: Which highlights social interaction as essential to cognitive
development.
- Bandura's Social Learning Theory: Which emphasizes modeling and observational learning.

Reflection on Modern Contexts

In contemporary society, imitation extends beyond face-to-face interactions to digital media, where
children often imitate behaviors seen on screens. This raises questions about digital role models and
their influence during the preparatory stage.

---

Conclusion: The Lasting Impact of Imitation in the Preparatory Stage

The Preparatory Stage occurs when children imitate as a vital initial step in the complex process of
self and social development. Through imitation, children not only learn behaviors and language but
also begin to understand their place within social groups. Recognizing the importance of this stage
emphasizes the role of caregivers, educators, and society in providing positive models for imitation,
fostering healthy social and emotional growth.

Understanding Mead’s stages offers valuable insights into how individuals develop a sense of self
rooted in social interaction. The simple act of imitation, seemingly trivial at first glance, becomes the
foundation for the rich tapestry of social life, shaping individuals who can navigate, contribute to, and
transform their communities.

---

In summary:

- The preparatory stage is the earliest phase of self-development.
- Imitation is the primary activity during this period.
- It enables children to learn social behaviors, communication, and emotional expressions.
- It sets the stage for more complex role-taking and social understanding in subsequent stages.
- Supporting healthy imitation through positive modeling benefits lifelong social competence.

By appreciating the significance of imitation in early childhood, we gain better insight into the
fundamental processes that underpin human social life and the development of the self.
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