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Abstract

Twelve socially rcjected learning disabled children, aged 8-12 years,
participated in a 6-week training programme involving either referential
communication or interpersonal problem-solving. The effects of these

interventions were compared with those of an attention control group using

measures of i I probl lving, referential ication, social self-
concept, and social status at pretreatment, post-treatment, and 2-month follow-
up. It w:s predicted that children trained in referential communication or
interpersouai problem-solving skills would show improvement specific to the
trained task and that this would in turn lead to improvements in social status and
social self-concept. The findings indicated that all groups showed improvement on
both speaker and listener referential communication tasks but not on
interpersonal problem-solving measures. This improvement, however, was not
found to be positively correlated with improvements on the social status or social
self-concept measures. It was concluded that the training programmes were no
more effective than the attention control group for improving learning disabled
children's performance on measures of referential communication, interpersonal

problem-solving, social self-concept, and social status.
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The degree to which children are accepted by their peers has been suggested
as a major indicator of socisl adjustment (Ladd, 1985). Evidence from
longitudinal studies has shown that a lack of positive peer relations in childhood is

associated with social and psychological adj difficulties in adol and

adulthood (Cowen, Pederson, Babigian, Izzo, & Trost, 1973; Roff & Wirt, 1984).
This apparent link between early peer relations and later social competence has
led to much of the research in this area being devoted to understanding the
nature of peer acceptance. Of particular interest to the present research are a
number of studies which have shown two skills, referential communication and
interpersonal problem-solving, to be related to the degree to which children are
accepted by their peers.

Rescarchers have found learning disabled (LD) children to be at risk for social
rejection by peers. One explanation for this problem concerns their social
interactional style. Learning disabled children have been found to experience
problems in both referential communication and interpersonal problem-solving.

Despite evidence linking low peer acceptance with both learning disabilities and

in ial ication and interpersonal problem-solving skills,

causal relationships between these factors remain largely unexplored. One method

ding of these hips is to study the effects on peer

of gaining an

acceptance of intervention pacifically aimed at improving either

interpersonal probl lving or i ication skills,



Social Status

Social status is one of social flecting the extent to
which children are accepted by their peers. Status refers to a position in a social

structure, assigned on a ive basis, and ied by certain privileges

and duties (Carter, 1974). Five different categories of social status in children
have been identified in the literature. They are: 1) popular - highly liked and not
disliked; 2) controversial - highly liked but also highly disliked; 3) rejected - not
liked and highly disliked (sometimes referred to as actively disliked); 4) neglected -
not liked but not disliked either; and 5) average - both liked and disliked (Dodge,
1983).

The peer interactions of these groups have been assessed using behavioural
observations. For example, Dodge (1983) found that popular grade 2 boys engaged
in high rates of cooperative play and social interaction, shared things, and
exhibited low rates of verbal and physical aggression. They approached peers
equally as often as average children but maintained the interactions for longer
periods of time, and were rated by peers as good leaders. Neglected boys, in
contrast, were shy and viewed by peers as socially inept. Rejected boys engaged in
more antisocial behaviour and were generally more verbally and physically
aggressive. More specifically, these boys used more insults and threats, excluded
peers from play, and were less willing to share. Controversial boys exhibited
prosocial behaviours at rates similar to that of popular boys, but also showed
aggressive behaviour at rates similar to the rejected boys.

Using broader categories of behavioural observations, Landau, Milich, and

Whitten (1984), in their study of kindergarien boys, found a siguificant



relationship between behavioural observations and social status measures where
solitary /uninvolved activity was found to be positively correlated with ratings on
a negative peer nomination scale, and negatively correlated with ratings on the
positive peer nomination scale. Unfortunately, positive interactions such as
playing together were only modestly correlated in the expected dircctions with
peer popularity and rejection.

A number of different measures have been developed to assess social status in
children. Such measures as naturalistic observation and teacher and parent ratings
have been criticized for taking the adult’s perspective rather than the child’s, a
potential problem since adults may not be sensitive to the same differences in
social behaviour as children (Carlson, Lahey, & Neeper, 1984). To overcome this
problem, a variety of sociometric measures have been designed in which children

are rated by their peers.

Sociometric Ratings

These peer-referenced measures have become the most widely used method for
assessing a child's social status (Foster & Ritchey, 1979). Two of the more
common are nominations and roster rating scales. The most common sociometric
technique, peer nominations, initially developed by Moreno in 1934 (Dodge, 1983),
is a limited choice measure yielding an index of the number of friends of a given
child. It is believed to be a measure of "high priority friendships® (Asher &
Taylor, 1981, p.15) and involves having members of a social group, usually a
classroom, fill out a questionnaire nominating a certain number of their peers
according to a specified criterion (Asher & Hymel, 1081). Although the majority

of studies have only used positive nominations (e.g., *Name three children you



especially like®), negative sociometric criteria (e.g., *Name three children you

don't like very much®) have also been employed. Both positive and negative

used in have the advantage of allowing for the
differentiation of neglected and rejected children. In other words, neglected
children will receive few ratings on both measures whereas rejected children will
receive high ratings on negative nominations but low ratings on positive
nominations.

The positive nomination measure is considered stable over time yielding test-
relest reliabilities of .52 over a 1-year period and .42 over a 2-year period (Asher
& Hymel, 198)). The test-retest reliabilities for negative nominations scores, as
reported by Roff, Sells, and Golden (1972), were .38 and .31 for 1- and 2-year
periods, respectively.

In contrast to measures of high priority friendships, the roster rating scale
measure is believed to assess a more general acceptance dimension (Foster &
Ritchey, 1970; Singleton & Asher, 1077). For this measure, children are provided
with a list of all the children in a specified group. Each child is then asked to rate
each other child, by responding to such questions as *How much do you like to
play/work with this person at school?*, using a 3- or 5-point Likert scale. This
provides an indication of each child's perception of every classmate and prevents
the likelihood of some children not being chosen because they were momentarily
forgotten, which can occur with other sociometric measures.

The most attractive feature of this measure is its test-retest reliability. Oden
and Asher (1977) found a median correlation of .82 for the *play with* scale and

.84 for the *work with*® scale, for third and fourth grade children over a B-week



period. This high level of reliability is likely due to each child’s score being an
average of the ratings obtained from a large number of peers. A change in the
rating of one or two peers over time would thus have little effect on a child's
overall score, whereas, with the nomination measure, where children typically
receive only a few positive or negative nominations, a gain or loss of a single
nomination would be quite dramatic in terms of the distribution of scores (Asher
& Hymel, 1881). Unfortunately, the roster rating scale alone is not capable of
differentiating between neglected and rejected children because it onmly asks
children how much they would like to play/work with each child and doesn't
ussess how much they would dislike to play/work with them. As a result, many
researchers have resorted to using both peer nomination and roster rating
measures when assessing peer social status in order to benefit from the assets of
both and make up for the disadvantages of using either one alone.

The major emphasis in research has been on the unpopular children as
opposed to the popular ones. The unpopular group, made up of neglected and
rejected children, has been found to be heterogeneous with respect to social
impact, behaviour, and problems, not to mention the likelihood of differences in
their response to social intervention programmes. A study by Carlson et al.,
{194) examined behavioural differences between socially accepted, rejected, and
neglected second and fifth grade children as measured by positive and negative
peer nominations. Using the Children's Social Behaviours Inventory (CSBI),
which lists descriptions of social behaviours, each child was rated by their peers as
showing or not showing each particular behaviour. An attempt was then made to

identify those social behaviours which discriminated the three groups. Those items



which differentiated rejected from accepted children included a greater tendency
toward nonparticipation, as well as being seen as less helpful, not willing to wait
one's turn, and less adept at explaining things to others. Rejected children were
f(‘)und to differ from both accepted and neglected children, being viewed by peers
as more likely to refuse overtures, to change the subject in conversation, and less
likely to share. In general, they were seen as less knowledgeable about how to join
in group activities, and less honest. Neglected chilren were also found to differ
from both rejected and accepted children, where neglected children were seen as
less inclined to say they could beat everyone up. The authors concluded that
rejected children were rated by peers as being quite distinct behaviourally from
other sociometric groups.

A distinction between ncglected and rejected children is of importance since
research suggests that of these children the rejected group is at sreater risk for
later adjustment problems (Coie & Dodge, 1983; Coie & Kupersmidt, 1983;

French & Waas, 1085). Rescarch by Coie and K idt (1983), using

peer ratings, found that the status of rejected children showed a greater

beh

y in across new situations than that of neglected children. In
other words, neglected children were found to change their patterns of social
interaction in new situations more readily, suggesting their status is more
situationally determined. In contrast, the behaviour of rejected children was found
less likely to change, resulting in these children receiving a rejected status in new
situations as well as old. Similar results were also reported in two other studies
(Dodge, 1983; Putallaz, 1983) where unfamiliar peer ratings were used.

A longitudinal study by Coie and Dodge (1983) of children in grades 3 to 5



also examined the stability of social status. They found that popular status was
moderately stable over a I-year period - 38% of the children rated as popular at
initial testing were rated as popular 1 year later. This stability decreased over
longer time intervals, where only 28% were popular after a 2-year period, 34%
after 3 years, and 21% after 4 years. Of concern is the finding that the ratings for
rejected children showed the greatest stability over time. After 1 year, 45% of the
rejected children were still rated as rejected, 34% after 2- and 3-year periods, and
30% after 4 years. This stability was greater with the fifth grade group than with
third-graders. For the neglected children, their status remained the least stable,
with 26% maintaining a neglected status after 1 year, 27% after 2 years, 22%
after 3 years, and only 14% after 4 years.

These studies suggest three important conclusions concerning social status.
Firstly, they suggest that stability in the status of the rejected group appears to
be one explanation for their greater risk for later problems. Secondly, they

provide support for the validity of unfamiliar peer ratings in the assessment of

ial status. Finally, these findings shed some light on the causal relationship
between social behaviour and social status, where, at least with respect to rejected
children, negative interactional style predicts low status (Renshaw & Asher, 1982).

Due to concerns raised by the stability of the rejected status and the increased
risk of negative outcome, a number of populations have been assessed in an effort
to examine possible over-representation in the rejected status category. One such

population has been learning disabled children.



Social Status of Learning Disabled Children

There has been much controversy in the literature with respect to a definition
of learning disabilities, although repeated attempts by individuals and
organizations have led to some consensus. For the purpose of this study, the term

learning disabilities is defined as:

3B group of disord if by signifi
dm’ culties in the acquisition and use of listening, speaking, reading,
writing, reasoning or mathematical abilities. These disorders are
intrinsic to the individual and presumed to be due to central nervous
system dysluncuon Even lhcugh a Ieurmng dmlnhty may oceur

ly with other h (e.g.,, sensory
impairments, mental retardation, social and emotional disturbances) or
envnronmentnl inﬂuences (e gy cultural differences,

priate , psychogenic factors), it is not the
direct, result of these conditions or influences {Myers & Hammill, 1082,
p-6)

Perhaps the earliest of studies examining the social status of LD children,
which was used as a prototype for later research, was undertaken by Bryan
(1974). Using measures of social rejection as well as social attraction (positive and
negative peer nominations, and the *Guess Who* technique), she compared LD
and nonLD children in grades 3 to 5. Learning disabled children were defined as
those children who had been labelled LD by the school board, had received

tutorial assistance, and whose performance on an intelligence test yielled a

minimum score of 80. The mean p ge of negative inations received by

LD children (11%) was found be significantly greater than the mean percentage
found for the control group (6%). Similarly, LD children showed a significantly
lower percentage of nominations (4%) than control children (8%) on the social

acceptance measure.
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A percentage of these children were then followed up 1 year later and assessed
using the same measures (Bryan, 1076). The results once again indicated that LD
children, in comparison to nonLD children, received significantly more votes on
the social rejection scale and significantly fewer votes on the social attraction
scale. As well, it was found that the status of those children previously rejected by
their peers remained stable even when their classes had undergone a change of
more than 75% of the children. This study serves to replicate the findings of the
original study by Bryan (1974), as well as showing the stability of status over
time.

Differences in the social status of LD and nonLD children has been further
reported with both similar age groups (Gottlieb, Gottlieb, Berkell, & Levy, 19886),
as well as with adolescent populations (Coben & Zigmond, 1986). Pearl, Bryan,
and Donahue (1983) reviewed the research examining the social behaviour of LD
and nonlD children both in naturalistic classroom settings and more structured
cxperimental situations. Overall, they concluded that LD children's social
behaviour differed from that of noaiD children and that these differences in
interactional patterns could play a part in eliciting negative reactions by peers.
Wiener (1987) also reviewed the literature comparing LD and nonLD children’s
social status. Of the 19 studies reviewed, including the two previously noted by
Bryan (1974; 1978), 14 assessed elementary school children. Only four of the
studiea found no differences between LD and nonLD children, which the author

contributed to methodological shortcomings of the studies. Wiener (1987)

Iminely indi d

concluded from this that *...the data in the li T

that LD children obtain lower peer status scores than NLD [nonLD] peers in



10

elementary school...* (p. 84). Therefore, the research appears to indicate that LD
children are at greater risk of being socially rejected by their peers in comparison
to their nonLD counterparts.

Given the finding of LD children’s rejection by peers, as well as research by
Rosenthal (1673) indicating that the means by which individuals valie themselves
depends greatly on how they are valued by others, one would expect that
rejection by onme's peers would have quite an impact on the LD child's self-

concept.

Self-Concept of Learning Disabled Children

A review of the literature on self-concept suggests a lack of consensus as to an
operational definition of this term. Beane & Lipka (1980) defined self-concept as
*..the perception one holds of oneself, totally and with regard to several

dimensions, and which is infl d by il 1 i it (p.1). More

specifically, it is a valuing process in which one makes judgments regarding
personal satisfaction with roles and/or quality of performance. These evaluations
are believed to be a function of the environmental context in which the role is
played (Beane & Lipka, 1980).

Given that sociometric ratings indicate that LD children are at greater risk of
being rejected by their peers, one would also expect this population to be at risk
of havirg a lowered self-concept, at least as far as social status is concerned. It
appears fiom the literature that peers who are willing to react with compassion to
learning problems related to cerebral palsy, blindness, or deafness are often found
to express frustration towards LD children because of the lack of a discernible

cause for their problem (Rosenthal, 1973).
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Several factors are believed to ibute to the develop of self- pt.
Coleman and Fults (1982) hypothesized that in the absence of objective standards
of comparison, one's sell-concept develops by way of comparing one's abilities
with those of significant others who are relatively similar. Given that LD children
are now generally in regular classrooms, their comparison group is likely to be
primarily made up of normally-achieving children. In fact, a number of studies

ar ip between poor

demice achi

and low self-

have
concept in LD children (Black, 1974; Boersma & Chapman, 1981).

However, very little research has assessed that aspect of self-concept related to
the social experience. One such study by Sobol, Earn, Bennett, and Humphries
(1983) compared 7- to 12-year old LD chiidren with low-accepted and high-
accepted nonLD children of the same age with respect to their social self-concept.
Categorization of children into groups of high and low acceptance was based on
ratings from a social acceptance measure (Pupil Rating Scale) filled out by the
child's teacher. Comparison of the low-accepted children with the LD group
allowed for examination of the influence of learning disabilities while controlling
for the effects of low social acceptance. In contrast, the use of a high-accepted

A measure of self- pt,

group provided a test of the effect of social P
taken from the Coppersmith Self-Esteem Inventory, was administered to all
children. A significant difference was found on this measure between the LD and
high-accepted groups but not between the LD and low-accepted groups. Overall,
the LD children showed the lowest scores on this measure, followed by the low-

accepted group. The high-accepted group, in contrast, showed the highest scores.

This pattern of scores was also characteristic of all groups concerning their



expectations of success in social situations, based on the results of a questionnaire

devised by the authors to assess perceived self- ‘The authors luded
that LD children, in general, expericuce lowered social self-concept.

Overall, these results provide some support for the theory that social self-
concept is related to social status. In light of the earlier discussion on social status,
one may hypothesize that LD children are a higher risk group for later
adjustment problems than nonLD children. In order to enhance the social status
of LD children as well as that of other children considered unpopular by their
peers, it is important to establish what factors serve to differentiate them from
popular children. A number of possible explanations have been " examined
throughout the literature. Although a great deal of ccatroversy remains, the
majority of these studies support the hypothesis that sociometric status is
reflective of children's social interactional style, particularly with respect to
ingratiation tactics (Donahue, Pearl, & Bryan, 1983). Two skills linking social

status and intesacilonal style are i ication and i

problem-solving.

Referential Communication

The i indicates a i ip between effective dyadic verbal

as d by on a ial ication task,
and peer popularity (Gottman, Gonzo, & Rasmussen, 1975; Putallaz & Gottman,

1081; Rubin, 1972). Referential communication refers to the ability to

a particular referent (Asher, 1979), which

may be an object, a location, or an idea. This skill has traditionally been assessed

by use of the following digm developed by Glucksberg and Krauss (1867).
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One person (the speaker) is asked to describe a referent object or picture so that
another person (the listener) will be able to choose the correct referent from a
group of potential referents. The number of correct referents identified by the
listener provides a measure of the pair's communicative competence (Patterson &
Kister, 1981). Referential communication skills are believed to be critical for
communication (Noel, 1980). Basic skills necessary for effective referential

communication include an adequate vocabulary, efficiency in language p

or expressive language skills, and a basic understanding and knowledge of one's
role as a listener and speaker.

Knowledge of the age of acquisition of listener and speaker skills is important
for identifying deficits or delays in particular children as well as for providing a

facilitati £

basis upon which to focus intervention for

on these skills. The adequacy of both speaker and listener roles is dependent
upon a number of different components which generally develop between the ages
of 4 and 8 years.

The success o spiakers on a referential communication task depends on their
ability to provide the listener with adequate, informative messages. Perspective-
taking, based on the assessment of listener characteristics and informational needs
(Roberts & Patterson, 1983); the identification of features of a referent which
distinguish it from nonreferents and the ability to make comparisons of
similarities and differences (Whitehurst & Sonnenschein, 1978; 1981); the further
utilization of this information for selecting appropriate message content
(Whitehurst & Sonnenschein, 1981); and the monitoring of the success and failure

of communication efforts and the repair of communication breakdowns (Cosgrove



& Patterson, 1879) are the major components of the speaker’s role.

These skills have all been found to develop, at least in some rudimentary form,
in nonLD children around the age of 5 years. However, they do not necessarily
develop simultaneously. For example, Whitehurst and Sonnenschein (1881) found
that although children between the ages of 4 and 5 years were able to specify
differences between referents when asked, they did not sutomatically make

on the

task. When faced with a listener's

request for more information, children of this age have been found to make some

attempt to respond, without ily providing any additional information
unless the task was very simple and the feedback identified specific message
deficits (Cosgrove & Patterson, 1979). As well, children at this age have shown
some skill in identifying the segment of the message that is uninformative, but
only some of these children show the ability to make the appropriate revisions as
well (Beal & Flavell, 1082; Beal, 1986).

Essential to listener-role performance is the ability to evaluate the adequacy of
the speaker’s messages (Asher, 1076; Patterson, O'Brien, Kister, Carter, &
Kotsonis, 1081), to utilize the information contained in the message to choose the
target referent (Cosgrove & Patterson, 1977; Ironsmith & Whitehurst, 1978), and
when faced with an inadequate message, to point out the ambiguities and/or to
request more information. These have been shown to be acquired by nonLD
children, at least at a basic level, as early as 4 years of age, although Ironsmith
and Whitehurst (1078) found that children of his age responded equally often to
ambiguous messages as they did to informative messages. For 5- to &-year olds,

judgment of message adequacy was found to be very much influenced by the
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success of the communication (Singer & Flavell, 1081), and communication failure
was largely blamed on the listener (Robinson & Robinson, 1978). As well, the
ability to provide approjriate listener responses spontaneously, when faced with
an inadequate message, appears to develop as late as grade 8 (Cosgrove &
Patterson, 1977; Ironsmith & Whitehurst, 1978). The use of alternative strategies

to asking questions, such as guessing, when faced with ambiguous messages is

believed to limit young children's icative effecti b ially. This
suggests that although 4- and 5-year old children possess some of the basic skills
needed for effective referential communication, they still fail to appreciate the role
of the message in the communication process.

Although extensive research has led to some understanding of the development

of referential communication skills in children, 8 number of factors have been

d which ib to di ies in children's per at various
ages. The first factor is the actual complexity of the task. Research employing
stimulus arrays which are numerous and complicated or involve messages that are
only partially informative generally yields relatively higher age norms for
successful performance than that employing less complex tasks (Patterson &
Roberts, 1982; Watson, 1977; Whitehurst & Sonnenschein, 1978).

The second factor affecting performance on a task is the particular aspect of
referential communication being tested, since these skills develop hi‘ernrchicnlly.
Specifically, perspective-taking is the earliest skill to be acquired, followed by
comparison activity (Patterson & Kister, 1981), making exhaustive comparisons,
detecting both verbal and nonverbal ambiguity (Flavell, Speer, Green, & A\}g\ul,

1981; Patterson, Cosgrove, & O'Brien, 1980), and finally providing feedback, first
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implicitly through guessing or stating noncomprehension, and then explicitly.
Therefore, a study emphasizing the development of children's ability to recognize
that another person’s state of knowledge differs from their own will be likely to
y;ield differing results, with regard to the age of acquisition, than a study focusing
on children’s ability to provide explicit feedbach when faced with inadequate
messages.

The particular procedure used to assess a given skill is a third factor
influencing performance on a referential communication task. Some studies
attempt to examine children's ability to speak and listen independently of each
other. This has been considered artificial in comparison to a real life
communicative interaction where feedback from the listener enables the speaker
to determine whether or not the message was received and understood by the
listener and further allows the speaker to alter the message in accordance with
this feedback (Sonnenschein, 1986).

An additional problem related to the interpretation of the findings is that
many of the studies on referential communication have used adults as partners for
children rather than peers. Having adults participate in the task may cause

children to feel that they are not responsible when

occurs since children may assume adults are effective communicators and thus
share the child's knowledge of the referent. This may result in the child providing
only the most minor of details for differentiating the pictures.

As a result of these factors, it is rather difficult to make a clear distinction
between a child who has acquired referential communication and one who has not.

Specifying developmental stages of skill acquisition is even more difficult. From a
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hierarchical perspective, however, it does appear evident that component speaking

and listening skills develop earlier than those components involving message

luati hein & Whil 1984b).

Devel of R 1 C ication in LD Children

Regardless of the methods used to assess referential communication, the

literature on the P of r ial ication in LD chiidren
appears to indicate a gencral delay in abilities compared to nonLD children. This
delay has been found to be a_sociated with differences in the utilization of
strategics for improving performance, in the choice of verbal descriptions of
referents, and in information processing abilities.

Both Noel (1980) and Spekman (1981) compared 9- to 1l-year old LD and
nonLD boys in terms of their ability as speakers to produce informative messages,
and as listeners to use message content to select correct referents. Although
different tasks and methods of assessment were used, both studies found group
differences between LD and nonLD children in speaker but not listener skills.

Spckman (181, compared the performance of dyads containing LD and
nonLD boys wiih dvads containing only nonLD boys. Each member of the dyad
alternated roles as a speaker and a listener. The task involved a set of 16 blocks
varying in colour, size, shape, and thickness. Eight blocks were used to make each
of six geometric designs. Each speaker was asked to communicate to their listener
in such a way that the listener could construct his/her own set of blocks in a
similar fashion. In terms of overall speaker task success, nonLD dyads were found
to perform better than dyads containing LD children despite equivalent use of

time and quantity of interaction. With respect to speaker variables, when dyads
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invoived a LD speaker and a nonLD listener, the LD speaker provided

less task-related i ion in ison to dyads with a nonLD
speaker and listener. Of particular interest was the finding that LD speakers less
frequently described the block design in terms of a gestait compared to nonLD
speakers. In contrast, no differences were found between LD and nonLD speakers
in their ability to provide the correct and appropriate replies to their listener's
equests for more information. This finding is strengthened by similar results
reported by Pearl, Donahue, and Bryan (1981), with 6- to 12-year old LD
children, when listener responses were controlled by having the experimenter play
the role of the listener,

In terms of listener variables, Spekman (1981) also assessed the performance of
LD listeners with either LD or nonLD speakers. The results indicated that both
LD and nonLD listeners followed directions equally well, asked the same number
of questions, and had the same percentage of questions requesting redundant
information. However, with regard to requests for information, nonLD children
showed a tendency to make more efficient use of their questions such that they
gained more new, task-relevant and needed information. The author noted that
both LD and nonLD children demonstrated certain skills rather inconsistently,
suggesting these production problems are common to children whose skill is in the
early stages of acquisition.

One criticism of many studies is in the use of dyads for studying effective
communication. The difficulty with this method is in determining the exact cause

of the ication failure. To this a few studies (Feagan & Short,

1986; Mathinos, 1988; Noel, 1980; Pearl et al., 1981) have employed a standard
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speaker, using either a child or an adult confederate, a puppet, or tape recordiags.

To examine speaker skills, Noel (1980) used tape recordings of children who
had been instructed to describe a series of six black and white line drawings of
ambiguous and novel figures in such a way that they could be identified by the
examiner, Written transcripts of the speakers' descriptions were then categorized
according to content by two independent raters. Results showed a trend towards
LD boys having slightly shorter descriptions than nonLD boys, as well as making
differential use of description types. For example, LD boys more frequently used
the shape category, referring to an object directly by shape such as, ®It's
pointed®. In contrast, nonLD boys more often named the object or used a label to

describe it such as, "It's a hat®. It was concluded from this that LD boys show

deficits in speaker skills on tasks, p ly in their
use of labeling and the quality of their verbal descriptions. These findings are
likely related to poorer information processing skills on the part of LD children.
On the listener task, the boys were asked to listen to randomly selected
recordings (eight descriptions of each of the six figures) made by both LD and
nonLD speakers and to choose the appropriate picture to fit the descriptions
given. Although nonLD listeners were found to be slightly more accurate
responders than LD listeners, both in selecting a correct target following a clear
message and in indicating ambiguity following an unclear message, this difference
was not found to be significant. The major significant finding was that both LD
and nonLD listeners were found to be less accurate listeners when descriptions

were presented by LD versus nonLD speakers. This supports the findings of the

speaker task that LD speakers provide more inadequate messages than nonLD



speakers.

Common to the studies by Noel (1980) and Spekman (1981) was the finding
that lower success and efficiency scores obtained by LD children could be
accounted for by group differences in the content of the descriptions. Contrary to
this, a recent study by Mathinos (1988) found that although 8- to 13-year old LD
children were less efficient in their descriptions of referents in comparison to their
nonLD counterparts, their descriptions were similar in nature to those formulated
by nonLD children. The author speculated that differences in effectiveness were
perhaps the result of differential use of strategies such as limiting the number of
referent-nonreferent comparisons needed by turning over already identified
referents, and organizing and categorizing the referents prior to the beginning of
the task. These strategies serve to decrease the likelihood of making an erroneous
choice and were observed to be used more frequently by nonLD children.

Feagan and Short (1986) assssed speaker and listener skills of LD and nonLD
6- and 7-year olds over a 3-year period. The study tested children's ability to
comprehend a sequence of instructions for learning a puzzle box task (listener
skill) as well as their ability to communicate this sequence of instructions to a
puppet (speaker task). The directions of the task were read to children until
perfect performance was achieved and the number of trials to criterion was
recorded. Results showed that nonLD children required fewer trials to learn the
task and included more s‘teps of the sequence on their first trial than LD children.
Both LD and nonLD children required fewer trials and decreased the frequency of
their errors over the 3-year period. When teaching the task to the puppet, nonLD

children were found to be more verbally fluent, both qualitatively and
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quantitatively, as well as more informative. Both LD and nonLD children
increased their verbal production over time and initial differences in the number
of wrong direction moves were not found at the end of the 3 year period. One
criticism of this study is related to the task employed to measure listener skill.
‘The learning of the puzzle box sequence required a number of component skills in
addition to adequate listening. Poorer performance by LD children may reflect
difficulties with one of these component skills rather than inadequate listener
skills.

Children's ability to reformulate their messages in response to requests for
more information was also assessed. All children were found to provide more new
information to the puppet and demonstrate increased sensitivity to verbal cues of
noncomprehension across the 3-year period. However, nonLD children exhibited a
more dramatic increase in paraphrasing ability by the third year. This increase

was d to be a devel I shift in of the equal ibili

oi speakers and listeners in icati The authors that deficits

or delays in communicative competence by LD children may be due in part to

i in the infc i ing ability of these children.

These findings are consistent with those reported by Noel (1980), Spekman
(1981), and Mathinos (1988) in showing LD children to be less effective
communicators than nonLD children. However, the findings are inconsistent with
respect to differences in listener versus speaker competence. This inconsistency
may have resulted from differences in the complexity of the listener tasks from
study to study.

Rather than an overall assessment of speaker and listener skills, a number of
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studies (Donahue, Pearl, & Bryan, 1980; Hambrecht, 1087; Knight-Arest, 1084)

have ined specific skills of ref i ication ability. For

example, role-taking ability and skill at reformulating a message in response to
requests for clarification were assessed by Knight-Arest (1984). She compared LD
and nonLD boys, aged 10 to 13 years. The referential communication speaker task
required children to teach the game of checkers to the experimenter. Results
indicated that LD and nonLD boys differed significantly on their *level of
response to verbal cues of confusion® (p. 241), with nonLD boys making more
frequent and more helpful responses than LD boys. The author concluded that LD
boys evidenced more difficulty than nonLD boys, delineating specific differences in
language use and self-involvement between LD and nonLD boys. These findings
are supported by a more recent study by Hambrecht (1987) who also compared
the ability of 13- to 15-year old LD and nonLD boys to revise their messages

following ication breakd Hambrecht (1987) luded that the lower

performance by LD children was reflective of both vocabulary limitations and
egocentricity.

Donahue et al. (1980) examined LD children’s ability to initiate the repair of a
breakdown in communication and their understanding of the conversational rules
necessary to undertake this task. A referential communication task was given to
LD and nonLD children in grades 1 through 8 where subjects played the role of
the listener and the experimenter played the role of the speaker. The speaker
presented a message and asked the listener which one of the four pictures
presented was being described. Messages were varied in terms of informativeness.

The dependent variables were the number of requests for more information and
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the number of correct referent choices made by each child. Results indicated
both LD and younger children made fewer requests for information than nonLD
and older children when given uninformative and partially informative messages.
In addition, the mean number of requests made by LD chi'dren did not differ
across the two types of inadequate messages whereas nonLD children were more
likely to make requests when messages were uninformative, in contrast to
partially informative. Since selection of the correct referent based on inadequate
messages is dependent on requests for more information, it was not surprising to
find that LD children made fewer correct choices than nonLD children when
presented with inadequate messages. In contrast, LD and nonLD children did not
differ in their ability to choose the correct referent when messages were
informative, indicating that the deficit does not lie in their ability to select the
correct referent when it is clearly specified. No differences were found with
respect to response latency scores.

In an attempt to distinguish between an inability to appraise message
adequacy (linguistic deficits) and an inability to request more information from a
speaker who produces an ambiguous message, a second experiment was
conducted. In this appraisal study, children were given a message and asked to
judge whether another child (the imaginary listener) would be able to choose the
correct referent based on the information presented. Children were given the same
messages as in the previous task, with the same three levels of adequacy. A
measure was again taken of the number of correct referent choices made by each
child.

Overall, the results showed that this skill increased with age but that there
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was no difference in the ability of LD and nonLD children to recognize inadequate
messages. This suggests that LD children’s failure to request more information
was not the result of deficits in the language comprehension skills necessary for
accurate appraisal of message adequacy. An examination of LD children's
linguistic skills for requesting further information concerning the message further
showed they were quite capable of this skill. The findings of this study suggest
that LD children may be unaware of their obligation as listeners to actively work
at providing feedback and requests for further information for repairing
communication breakdown. Donahue et al. (1980) further suggest that LD
children appear to show an unwillingness to assume conversational responsibility
which may add to or produce the peer social rejection experienced by many of
these children.

Although the research has not focused specifically on determining the age of

of particular ial ication subskills in LD children, it has
provided some insight as to how these children compare with nonLD children.
Despite methodological differences between studies, the results suggest that LD
children are less proficient than their nonLD peers in formulating as well as
reformulating descriptions that are useful to their partners. One can speculate
from the findings that the less adequate messages by LD children resuit from
deficits in language production, and/or difficulties in assumning the perspective of

their listener (Donahue et al., 1083).
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Referential Communication Skills Training
From within the framework of developmental studies examining the nature of

children's referential communication skills, a number of approaches have been

ped to elicit or I i ication skills in children. One
approach, namely role-taking, emphasizes making the relation between speaker
and listener roles more salient, which can involve confronting speakers, wkile in
their role, with the effects their message has on the listener. This is potentially
effective for informing speakers of the difference between their position
(knowledge, situation, etc.) and those of listeners, as well as showing speakers that
there is a.causal relationship between their message and what the listener can or
does do.

Techniques in role-taking have also taken the form of having children reverse
roles from speaker to listener and back. This is believed to provide children with
the opportunity to experience the situation from each role, thus inzreasing their
role-taking ability. Similarly, the child-as-third-party-observer method is
potentially effective in that the relation between speaker and listener is more
easily focused on by children when they are at an objective distance. Having
children vicariously reverse roles in this observer position has also been

recommended (Asher & Wigfield, 1981).

Another approach to training i ication skills hasizes the
teaching of comparison activity. This technique is believed to be effective for
ensuring that the message generated is more highly associated to the referent than
it is to the nonreferent, thus increasing children's ability to differentiate between

the two (Asher & Wigfield, 1981). Such an approach is therefore beneficial to both
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the speaker, who must produce the message, and the listener, who must

distinguish between the referent and the nonreferents.

Th hout the lil on i ication skills training, studies
have used these approaches either alone or in combination with each other. Asher
and Wigfield (1981) noted in their review of training techniques that role-taking,
in and of itself, has not been found to be a very effective method for developing
children’s referential communication skills. They advocate that the comparison
approach has met with more success but that the integration of the two
approaches is most effective for younger children. Once children have acquired
the ability to make comparisons and, in turn, to recognize ambiguities in
messages, teaching them to deal effectively with message ambiguity has been
found to be the most successful approach.

More recent studies have employed the jon* h, focusing on

PP

specific speaker or listener skills independently (Cosgrove & Patterson, 1978;
Robinson & Robinson, 1978; Whitehurst & Sonnenschein, 1981). The training
programmes, although differing in specifics, generally include modelling
appropriate behaviours and providing the child with instructions concerning the
use of certain skills. Typically, the effects of this training have been found to last
over time and transfer to other tasks of the same modality (Sonnenschein &
Whitehurst, 1083).

A series of studies by Sonnenschein and Whiteburst (Sonnenschein &

Whitehurst, 1983, 1984a, 1984b; Whitehurst & Sonnenschein, 1981), using the

pp h hasized the teaching of specific rules of

communication rather than training of skills. They ploy a
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between the referent and its surrounding

context known as the “difference rule feedback® method (Sonnmenschein &

Whitehurst, 1084b, p. 1938). Children were provided with different combinations

of perceptua; and and feedback indicating whether or

not their messages had specified how the referent and nonreferent differed. The

results of their studies d that

instructions (e.g.,
*Tell me about the triangle with the star above it (the referent) so that I know
which triangle you are talking about®; Whitehurst & Sonnenschein, 1981, p. 132)
with perceptual feedback combined (e.g., *That's good/wrong, you told/did not

tell me how the triangle with the star above it was different from the other®; p.

133), was the most effective h for improving p onar
communicaticn task. Shantz (1981) stated that this combination was successful
because it included both the goal of communication and the means to achieve it.

Shantz and Wilson (1972) also found that providing practice and feedback to

skills in

7- and 8-year olds imp! d their
to control conditions, on both description and discrimination tasks. Children in

the experimental condition received six 30-minute training sessions, where

children served as speakers, listeners, and list ers. The exp
actively questioned listeners and observers about message adequacy and
encouraged their constructive criticism of the speaker’s messages.

Robinson and Robinson (Robinson, 1981a, 1981b) also developed a series of

1 children's und ding of the

confrontative techniques to elicit or
communicative process by improving their ability to recognize communication

breakdown and the reasons frr it. The emphasis of these techniques was on
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explicitly questioning children about when and why their messages were not
understood. Children, 5 and 8 years of age, served as speakers while the
experimenter played the role of the listener in a task requiring the child to
provide information to the experimenter such that both would end up with their
dolls dressed in an identical manner. Both the speaker and the listener had a
series of garments for their dolls which varied along a number of attributes.

Children were also ized as listener- or speaker-bl. , based on

to a series of *whose fault® questions. When messages were ambiguous, for one-
third of the children the experimenter responded with a guess, for another third

the experimenter responded by asking *which one?*, and for the remaining third

the experi ded with explicit i ions regarding what was missing.

The

peri in this last condition, made a choice only after she had elicited
the missing information from the child. Providing explicit feedback was found to
significantly decrease the number of ambiguous messages given by listener-
blaming children compared to the other two feedback conditions. However, no
difference was found between conditions for children who had more advanced

understanding of the causes of

(i.e., speaker-bl )
For a more detailed explanation see Robinson (1981b).

The types of explicit questioning used by Robinson (1981a, 1981b) have been
documented and tested. For example, in the doll-dressing task, previously noted, a
breakdown in communication was followed by children being asked a serics of

*whose fault* questions:
We went wrong that time. Whose fault was that, mine or yours?
Why? Did I/you tell you/me properly which one to pick? (If the child
respunds with 'no’), What should I/you have said? Whose fault was it
we went wrong? Why? (Robinson, 1981b, p. 169).
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Another task involved presenting children with a series of scenarios in which
some children ask their mothers about some item they have misplaced. The
message the child gives is always ambiguous and is followed by different responses
from each mother including more or less explicit indicators of not understanding

what the child has asked. After each recitation of dialogue, the child is asked two

questicns:
's mum knows wants a - Does she know this is the
one he wants? (pointing to a picture of the item). If the child says no,
he/she is asked why not: *Did say enough about what he

wanted? He said *"Mum, have you seen my please? Did he say
enough about what he wanted?® If the child said no, he is then asked
*What should he have said? (Robinson, 1981b, pp. 178-179).

Using this line of questioning, the child is informed that their message is

by specifying the i

and i a request for help. Like
Sonnenschein and Whitehurst's (1984b) feedback it tells the speaker about success
or failure of their message; unlike their type of feedback, it specifies the problem

but not the means to solve it, such as making comparisons.

25

Cosgrove and Patterson (1978) d the effecti of two
for improving the listener skills necessary for referential communication in first
graders. Children werc assigued to either a modelled training programme or a
planned training programme or both. In the modelled intervention, children
viewed a 3-minute videotape of an adult playing a referential communication-type
game. The video showed the model stating aloud when he/she did not‘ have

enough i ion to choose the appropriate referent, and then asking for more

information from the spesker. In the planned intervention, children were given
the suggestion that when they were unsure of the correct referent, they should ask

questions to help them figure out the appropriate response. In terms of immediate
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